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Abstract 

The Chi-Rho (☧), or Christian monogram, is one of the most common religious symbols in 

Christian art. Traditional archaeology has considered the presence of a chi-rho to be an 

indicator of a Christian artifact, as a result of a long-standing association with the figure of 

Christ. As a result, artefacts adorned with the chi-rho have been consistently used as evidence 

for Christian activity in Roman Britain. An association with imperial figures, however, has 

created a need to question the validity of these assumptions in certain contexts. After his “Divine 

Revelation” Emperor Constantine adopted the chi-rho as his personal sign of military triumph 

and political authority, giving the symbol dual functions representing both religion and imperial 

power. In Britain, Constantine’s many personal and military connections may have increased 

the chi-rho’s imperial role. The symbol appears in the province as architectural decoration, 

graffiti, and on objects as original ornamentation. When this material evidence is reevaluated 

with consideration for function, context, potential as a religious and/or secular artefact, and the 

purpose of the chi-rho as part of the objects’ decoration, the Romano-British chi-rho is 

demonstrated to be a symbol with an ambivalent nature. While in some cases the symbols are 

religious and/or ritual in function, often the chi-rho is clearly used as an imperial emblem on 

objects associated with the administrative system, the military, or those displaying fealty to the 

imperial family.    
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SECTION I - INTRODUCTION 

In academia and archaeology symbols play an important role, where they are considered to be 

agents of communication between members of civilizations past.1 In effect, their purpose is to 

disclose meaning to an audience in the know.2 The art of symbolism relies on the effectiveness 

with which meaning can be transferred from one person to another through an image. When the 

intentions of the maker and the interpretation of the viewer are in sync, it is a very effective form 

of communication - for example upon seeing  a three arrow triangle on the bottom of a 

container, one can understand it to be recyclable. Inconsistencies, however, in the 

comprehension between the two parties can cause a breakdown in the system, leading to 

misunderstanding.  

 

This is a prevalent struggle when studying the origins of Christianity, particularly for the 

identification and interpretation of early Christian art. This medium developed within traditional 

pagan conventions that were then adapted to suit the needs of the budding religion,3 and as a 

result there is the potential for confusion when trying to separate Christian from pagan artefacts.  

A significant portion of what is now considered vivid Christian imagery has some of its roots in 

pre-Christian iconographic traditions: everything from simple foliage (vines, palm fronds), 

symbols of divinity (the halo, the holy spirit), to even the cross itself. The list is extensive and is 

a fantastic pictorial representation of the development of Christianity within its pagan context.  

 

One symbol, however, which has been interpreted as unambiguously Christian is the chi-rho, 

commonly referred to as the “Christian monogram”.4 The sign’s consideration as a monogram - 

 
1 Wobst 1977, 321-323.  
2 DeMarrais et al. 1996, 16.  
3 Jensen 2000, 15-16.  
4 The use of the term “Christian monogram” will not be used for the purpose of this essay to refer to the 
chi-rho. The reason for this decision is threefold: First, it would be inappropriate to refer to the symbol as 
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a character composed by consolidating two or more letters - stems from a symbolic 

superimposition of the first two letters of the Greek word “XPIΣTOΣ” (Christos), meaning 

“anointed” or “messiah”.5 In a Christian context this refers to the central figure of Jesus Christ 

(and by extension the Christian god), the meaning of which is emphasized through the cruciform 

nature of the symbol. To a Latin audience, it could further be perceived as a stylistic form of the 

word Pax,6 which is recurrent in certain Christian phrases. This symbol, beginning its popular 

use in the 4th century, continues to be used to this day on modern Christian churches, altars, 

and talismans. 

 

In the study of Roman Britain, the development of Christianity is a topic of great interest for 

scholars and has received significant attention over the past two centuries.7 Literary sources are 

generally few and far between for Roman occupied Britain, as well as for the several hundred 

years after the Empire’s withdrawal from the island. Those that do remain are the works of 

Christian writers, leaving us with an almost certainly biased account of Britain’s religious 

development.  In lieu of the lacking literary evidence for this time period, however, 

archaeological analysis attempts fill in the gap and complete the history. Material remains, more 

of which are discovered each year, continue to reveal that the history of Britannia is far less 

clear cut than the ecclesiastic sources would have us believe. Archaeology, however, is also not 

without its flaws, and the study of early British Christians is certainly not without difficulties. 

Tracking the development of Christianity relies primarily on identifying Christian material goods 

 
“Christian” given the nature of the research, which attempts to establish a common secular use for it. 
Second, while the origins of the symbol are ambiguous, it seems that its role as a monogram is a 
meaning that was imposed on the symbol later in the later history of its use. Third, with such a limited 
literacy rate in the ancient world, it seems probable that the vast majority of people encountering the 
symbol would not have had an understanding of writing substantial enough to grasp the association - 
especially within a province of the Latin west.  
5 Thomas 1971, 100.  
6 Ferguson 1959, 90.  
7 See Petts 2003; Watts 1991; Thomas 1981, 1971; Toynbee 1953.  
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as evidence of a Christian presence, but the identification of such items can be tricky. The 

nature of Christianity’s evolution within the Empire created a religious culture that was not 

separate from Roman polytheistic culture, but rather was influenced by the society from which 

its members were a part. Scholars of Romano-British Christianity did, however, see one beacon 

for identification upon which they could rely - the intrinsically Christian chi-rho symbol. The 

major evaluations of Christian presence in Roman Britain from the 20th century all rely heavily 

on the use of the chi-rho as an indicator of Christian activity.8 These studies work under the 

assumption that the symbol is inherently one communicating religious understanding, referring 

to some degree of either Christian devotion or familiarity. By this logic, any object found bearing 

a chi-rho could be understood to have been either produced, used, or even simply marked by a 

Christian, and by following their trail one could reliably trace the paths of the religion’s early 

community members.    

 

Yet the meaning of the chi-rho is not so clear cut. In recent years certain pieces of Romano-

British material goods bearing the chi-rho have been reinterpreted without the assumed 

Christian significance, with scholars coming to alternative conclusions that may be better suited 

to the objects in question.9 Susan Pearce artfully demonstrates that alongside its religious 

status, the chi-rho had a powerful imperial significance - particularly in Roman Britain, which had 

close ties with the imperial family. As an imperial symbol, one which may be in essence secular, 

the chi-rho takes on a role that can be completely independent from Christian religion. As a 

result if the chi-rho makes a significant appearance in Britain in its imperial guise, the previous 

studies that relied on the chi-rho as an indicator of Christian activity may be less valid than 

previously understood.  

 

 
8 See Watts 1991, Thomas 1971, 1981; Toynebee 1953. 
9 See Pearce 2008; Petts 2003; Crerar 2012.   
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The current study will question the chi-rho assumption of Roman material goods and the 

Christian narrative from which it originates by re-examining the evidence with a secular lens. 

Ultimately it will determine to what extent the chi-rho could have been used as an imperial 

symbol in Roman Britain, rather than an explicitly religious one. The study will examine a variety 

of material goods from Roman Britain upon which chi-rhos have been found. The evidence can 

be divided into three general categories: architectural decoration, objects bearing graffiti (the 

symbol is not original to the object’s decoration, but rather was added post-production), and 

objects embedded with original ornamentation. Within these areas, groups of object types will 

be analyzed for their function, context, potential as a religious and/or secular artefact, and the 

purpose of the chi-rho as part of the objects’ decoration. The material goods will be considered 

from both Christian and secular perspectives, in order to determine whether or not 1) there are 

plausible secular explanations for the presence of the chi-rho and 2) whether a secular 

explanation may in fact be more suited to explaining each symbol’s function. Although there are 

various forms and designs for the chi-rho, for the purpose of this study stylistic analysis will be 

largely ignored and all forms of the symbol will be considered equivalent. The evaluation will 

also include a number of objects bearing a tau-rho, as a parallel symbol with similar connections 

to Constantinian imagery.      

 

The Origins of the Chi-Rho Symbol 

Although Christian tradition would come to think of the christogram as a divine monogram 

revealed to Constantine the Great, the symbol had been in use long before the battle of the 

Milvian bridge. Matthew Black has proposed that the chi-rho evolved in one of two ways. It is 

possible that the tau-rho (Ꝑ) was the original Christian symbol, which was then altered to create 

the chi-rho in order to fit the aetiological explanation of the monogram of Christ. However there 

is also evidence to suggest that the letters tau and chi have links to Hebrew traditions. He 

postulates that given the biblical examples which use these characters as symbols for Yahweh, 
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particularly in eschatological and messianic contexts, the chi-rho may have been the product of 

alterations to a Jewish sign which was adopted to create a Christian symbol of triumph (which 

also alluded visually to crucifixion).10  

 

The early chi-rho had both practical and religious significance. Composed of two distinguishable 

letters of the Greek alphabet, the symbol made frequent appearances in writing where it was 

used as an abbreviation for words containing the chi-rho letter combination11 - for example 

ekatontarches, the Greek word for centurion.12 There are Egyptian coins from the reign of 

Ptolemy III Euergetes which display chi-rhos, most likely representing the initials of the minter or 

someone else associated with coinage production.13 There is also evidence to suggest that the 

symbol was used in the margins of documents in order to signify an important section of text.14 

The chi-rho, however, was not simply a stenographic tool before Constantine’s revelation. There 

are a handful of material goods displaying a christogram chi-rho which seem to date to before 

even 300 CE: the Hypogeum of the Acilians’ Christian inscription from the late second/third 

century Catacombs of Priscilla, a Christian sepulchral epigraph situated between the Via Appia 

and Via Latina dated to before 270 CE,15 and finally painted in the sky above an embracing 

Peter and Paul in a fresco found in a Roman cemetery in Vigna.16 

 

Despite these origins, the popular tradition of the symbol’s inception cites a prevalent legend in 

which the chi-rho symbol was divinely revealed to Roman Emperor Constantine I, who later 

ended Christian persecution and legitimized the religion within the Empire. The story attests that 

 
10 Black 1970, 326. 
11 Toynbee 1964, 10. 
12 Tepper et al. 2006, 34.  
13 Sanchez 2016, 153. 
14 Pearce 2008, 197. 
15 ibid, 197.  
16 ibid, 199-200. Although the dating of the fresco is debated. 
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Constantine saw his vision the evening before the battle of the Milvian bridge in 312 CE, 

facilitating his victory and ultimately consolidating his control over the Empire. Although he did 

not create the sign, it was Constantine who popularized the emblem when he adopted it as a 

symbol of his military triumph. The origins of the legend are somewhat obscure, but there are 

three divergent contemporary accounts that describe the Emperor having contact with a divine 

manifestation. Of these sources, the earliest is recorded in a pagan 

panegyric from 310 CE, with two later accounts from the Christian 

writers Lacantius and Eusebius. In reading these sources 

chronologically, there is an evident evolution in the story which 

culminates in the version that survives in popular memory today.  

 

The surviving panegyric (the sixth of the XII Panegyrici Latini) however, 

describes an incident that occurred two years prior to the battle of the 

Milvian bridge, in which the emperor sees what may be considered a 

sort of precursor image. The text describes Constantine journeying to 

Trier after having defeated Maximian and his rebellion in 310 CE, taking 

a detour along the way in order to sojourn at a temple of Apollo (most 

likely that of Gran Vosges).17  It was there that the divinity purportedly 

revealed himself to the returning conqueror as an image in the sky. 

What exact form that took is unclear - the panegyric refers only to 

seeing “[Constantine’s] Apollo, accompanied by Victory, offering [him] 

laurel wreaths” (Pan. Lat. 6.21.4-5).18 The writer may have been 

referencing imagery frequently struck onto vota coins to celebrate the 

 
17 Lenski 2006, 66. 
18 ibid 67. 

Figure 1. Silver siliquae minted in Sirmium, 
324-361 CE. © The Trustees of the British 
Museum. 

Figure 2. Bronze follis issued by 
Constantine depicting Sol above an X 
shaped radial. Minted in Thessalonica, 
319 CE. © The Trustees of the British 
Museum. 
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length of an imperial regime (see fig. 1). 19  Whatever Constantine saw (if 

the account is to be taken as truth) may have looked like a series of 

overlapping Xs or some form of radial beams similar to the design seen on 

the obverse of some of his coinage associated with Sol (see fig. 2). Weiss 

proposes that Constantine was viewing a rare optical phenomenon called a 

“solar halo”, which occurs when light interacts with ice crystals suspended 

in the atmosphere.20 Regardless, after his experience Constantine began 

associating himself closely with the solar deity Sol Invictus, and adopting 

the god’s attributes on his coinage.21 It is interesting to note the similarities 

between certain aspects of the Sol imagery propagated by Constantine at this early stage in his 

career, and the chi-rho that would later become his imperial emblem. For example, one bronze 

follis depicts a standing Sol carrying a globe and victoriola, with a six-pronged ✶ at his side (see 

fig. 3).22 The radial, which is presumably a solar representation, bears a striking resemblance to 

Constantinian form chi-rho, and moreover to the iota-chi that would become a popular Christian 

symbol in the fifth/sixth century.23   

 

This apparition may have been a priming incident for what would be said to happen two years 

later on the eve of the battle of the Milvian bridge, where the legendary revelation of the actual 

chi-rho symbol would occur. In his De Mortibus Persecutorum (44.5),24 Lactantius reports how 

Constantine was sent a dream in which Christ revealed a symbol in the form of “a slanted letter 

 
19 ibid.  
20 Weiss 2003, 239-250. 
21 Lenski 2006, 66-67. 
22  RIC 7 Rome 48. 
23 Garipzanov 2018, 34. 
24 “Constantine was advised in a dream to mark the heavenly sign of God on the shields of his soldiers 
and the engage in battle. He did as he was commanded and by means of a slanted letter X with the top of 
its head bent round he marked Christ on their shields.” Lactantius, De Mortibus Persecutorum 44.5, 
translation from Lenski 2006, 113. 

Figure 3. Bronze follis depicting Sol 
carrying a globe and victoriola. 
Minted in Rome, 316 CE. © The 
Trustees of the British Museum.  
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X with the top of its head bent round”. He was instructed to brand the shields of his soldiers with 

the emblem in order to mark them with Christ and gain his protection.25 This passage has been 

interpreted by some scholars as describing a tau-rho, a symbol which may have become 

similarly associated with the imperial family.26 In Eusebius’ subsequent account of Constantine’s 

revelation, however, the sign is clearly a chi-rho. The Bishop of Caeserea seems to combine the 

details of the two prior versions in his work Vita Constantini,27 which he claimed to have written 

using information received directly from the Emperor (although the work was composed after 

ruler’s death in 337 CE).28 He recounts that Constantine and his army saw a cross-shaped sign 

made of light appear in the sky, along with the words outw vika - by this conquer. The location 

and timeframe is unspecified, but this is presumed to have occurred before the war against 

Maxentius.29 Christ is then supposed to have appeared to Constantine in a dream with the holy 

sign, and commanded that the future emperor copy it and create a new battle standard (the 

labarum). Subsequently, Maxentius was defeated and Constantine solidified his position not 

only as Emperor of the Roman Empire, but also a patron and purporter of the Christian religion.  

 

In the span of two thousand years of Christian history it is difficult to deny that, aside from Christ 

and the apostle Paul, there is a more influential figure in the evolution and expansion of 

Christianity than the emperor who legitimized the once oppressed mystery cult. After his victory, 

Constantine immediately set about restoring the rights of the Christian communities that had 

been victimized for over two centuries with sporadic bouts of persecution. In 313 CE, he (along 

 
25 Lenski 2006, 71. 
26 Bardill 2012, 164-66.  
27 “About the time of the midday sun, when day was just turning, he said he saw with his own eyes, up in 
the sky and resting over the sun, a cross-shaped trophy formed from light, and a text attached to it which 
said “By this conquer.” Amazement at the spectacle seized both him and the whole company of soldiers 
which was then accompanying him on a campaign he was conducting somewhere and witnessed the 
miracle.” Eusebius, Vita Constantini 1.28.2, translation from Lenski 2006, 113. 
28 Weiss 2003, 238.  
29 Ibid, 238.  
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with his co-emperor Licinius) passed the famous Edict of Milan, which officially granted 

Christianity the status of religio licita, giving the church the right to own communal property and 

its devotees the right to practice their religion freely.30 Letters were sent to governors with a call 

for the restoration of any property that had been confiscated from Christian estates.31 And the 

emperor did not stop at restitution: he passed legislation increasing the power and wealth of 

Christian communities, especially the clergy. He gifted bishops large parcels of land,32 

exemptions from taxes and compulsory public duties, and gave them the power of arbitration in 

litigation between Christians and non-Christians.33 He further commissioned a number of large 

building projects to construct the first official houses of Christian worship in the Empire, 

beginning with the Basilica Constantiniana in Rome - an enormous cathedral that was to be built 

over the barracks of his vanquished enemy’s Imperial Horse Guard.34  

 

As the Emperor solidified his association with the religion, the mystical symbol that had led to 

his victory against Maxentius was adopted by Christians as a sign not only of their god, but also 

of his triumph. In the fourth century, the chi-rho began to appear on a myriad of objects and 

structures, either as directly symbolic of Christ or as an allusion to God and the Christian ethos. 

This includes epigraphs, sepulchral adornment, and church decoration. Ten years after the 

alleged revelation, the first example of the sign used in a Christian context after Constantine’s 

adoption appears within an epigraph - a funerary inscription that uses the chi-rho as an 

abbreviation for the name of Christ within the phrase “in pace Christi”.35 The next surviving 

example is dated eight years later in 331 CE, where the sign was once again used as an 

abbreviation (within the phrase “in signo Christi”) as well as an isolated symbol adjacent to the 

 
30 Odahl 2004, 119.  
31 Ibid, 114 
32 Ibid 2004, 114-115. 
33 Brown 2003, 77-78. 
34 Odahl 2004, 114-115. 
35 ICUR, vol. 7, no. 17425 (EDB, no. 17717). 
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inscription.36 The sign continued to be used in the frescos of the Roman catacombs, although 

the dating of the wall paintings is very uncertain. There are, however, gold glasses used for the 

decoration of its loculi, which can be dated more accurately to the fourth century. While these 

mostly depicted figural art, there are examples which incorporate the chi-rho as a substitute for 

the personage of Christ, or occasionally as an “object of adoration”.37 For example, one group of 

such glasses displays a Chi-rho atop a column between Saints Peter and Paul (see fig. 4).  

 

The 4th century objects bearing chi-rhos in Italy have uses that 

are far more explicitly associated with Christian practice than 

those of contemporary Britain, containing blatant Christian 

imagery and often ritual function. For example, a chi-rho can be 

seen behind the bust of a man featured on a gold-glass 

medallion, where he is holding a cross between the letters alpha 

and omega. There is also a silver reliquary that depicts Christ 

bestowing the Law to Paul and Peter, one of whom is holding a 

staff terminating in a simple christogram.38 Peter is again 

featured on an early fifth century silver gilt ampula, where he is 

crowned with a gilded chi-rho encircled by a nimbus.39 Britain 

contains far fewer chi-rhos on obviously ritualistic objects, and its uses can be described as 

more practical, administrative, and imperial.         

  

  

 
36 ICUR, vol. 8, no. 21597 (EDB, no. 35783). 
37 Garipzanov 2018, 62. 
38 Pearce 2008, 200. Although not entirely certain, both objects are most likely from Italy.  
39 Pearce 2008, 200.  

Figure 4. Glass base depicting Saints Peter and 
Paul flanking a column topped with a chi-rho 
representing Christ. Late 4th century. Glass and 
gold. (Image courtesy of the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art). 
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The Duality of the Chi-Rho: Christ and Imperial Triumph  

While the chi-rho was certainly used as a symbol for the Christian god, it was also an image that 

took on dual functions. Its adoption by Constantine and use in triumphal art forced it into a role 

signifying imperial authority, but the process was a gradual one. Despite the chi-rho revelation 

supposedly occurring in 312 CE, it is not until the 320s that Constantine began moving away 

from the association with Sol Invictus - only then does that solar imagery disappear from his 

coins and the chi-rho take its place as his primary sign of imperial authority.40 And yet the 

symbol was still being used in an imperial capacity during the years before it was fully 

established in the tradition of authority - as early as the year after the battle of the Milvian 

Bridge. The story of the revelation of the chi-rho at the battle must have spread throughout the 

Empire incredibly quickly, as two Roman milestones dating to the first quarter of 313 CE were 

found in North Africa (Mauretania Caesariensis and Djemila) bearing both the chi-rho and the 

name of the recently crowned Emperor Constantine. Milestones are a feature of urban planning 

that hold a strong association with the establishment of Roman infrastructure, colonization and 

power,41 suggesting that the chi-rho’s meaning is administrative in nature rather than religious; it 

is difficult to imagine that any kind of Christian devotion or ritual would mandate the marking of 

such a mundane object that had no obvious connection to the church. The practice of inscribing 

milestones with a chi-rho only became commonplace in the region after the year 326 AD42 - in 

keeping with temporal development of the popular use of the chi-rho - however these two early 

examples demonstrate that the seeds of the chi-rho’s imperial association were planted nearly 

immediately after the symbol’s inception.  

 

 
40 Bardill 2012, 331. 
41 Levinson 2016, 256-67. 
42 Salama 1992, 142. 



12 
 

The milestone examples pre-date even the numismatic 

evidence for the chi-rho. The first coin to include Constantine’s 

divinely revealed sign was a medallion minted at Ticinum three 

years after the Battle of the Milvian Bridge in 315 CE (see fig. 

5). On the obverse of the coin the phrase IMP(erator) 

CONSTANTINUS P(ius) F(elix) AVG(ustus) was written, along 

with a bust portrait of Constantine leading his horse. He is 

dressed in full armour, including a helmet upon which a small 

chi-rho can be seen in the central roundel - at this stage in the 

imagery it is most likely acting as an apotropaic device.43 The 

reverse side shows the emperor delivering a harangue in front 

of a group of soldiers beneath the phrase SALVS REI PUBLICAE, making this piece the first 

coin to create an association between the military (specifically the Emperor’s military authority) 

and Christianity. This coin has been taken to be an indication of Constantine’s conversion to the 

religion,44 although this is disputed by Bruun45 and Bardill46 who understand the chi-rho’s 

inclusion to be the requisition of individual mint officials far removed from the Emperor. What is 

interesting to note about the image, however, is that the Emperor’s shield is decorated with a 

depiction of the Capitoline wolf and Romulus. This is of course a symbol of the Roman 

Republic, but also maintains a connection with pagan culture by depicting a son of Mars. 

Constantine continues to use pagan imagery in his self-representation for the next decade, 

particularly iconography related to Sol Invictus.47 Medallions are usually specially commissioned 

for a select group of recipients to commemorate a particular event, and with only three surviving 

 
43 Garipzanov 2018, 61.  
44 Lenski 2006, 20. See Odahl 2004, 144-6. 
45 Brunn 1962, 9-18.  
46 Bardill 2012, 221, 307.v 
47 Lenski 2006, 19-20. 

Figure 5. Silver medallion from Ticinum depicting 
Constantine wearing a battle helmet with a small chi-
rho in the central roundel. 315 CE. (Image courtesy of 
State Hermitage Museum). 
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examples, Lenski suggests that this example may have been crafted for the benefit of Christians 

in Constantine’s regard.48 Early use of the chi-rho on imperial coinage seems to have been 

small scale and localized - it is not until 326 CE that the sign began to be used in Constantine’s 

coins as a symbol of imperial authority. During the few years prior Constantine had tied up a 

number of loose ends in the Empire and solidified his reign - his rival Licinius had been 

defeated, the Council of Nicea created a unified Christian doctrine, and he was celebrating his 

twentieth imperial anniversary. At this point Constantine begins to produce coins that depict his 

military standard bearing the chi-rho - gold medallions in Siscia and copper coins in 

Constantinople. Nonetheless it is not until the 30s and 40s that his labarum becomes a common 

motif on Roman currency.49  

 

And yet the chi-rho must have already established a symbolic connection with Constantine’s 

court by 326 CE, as can be seen in the poetry of Publilius Optatianus Porfyrius. The exiled poet 

was a master of calligraphic poetry - a form of visual Hellenistic verse in which images 

 
48 Ibid 2006, 19-20. 
49 Bruun 1997, 41–59. 

Figure 7. The nineteenth poem of Optatianus 
Porfyrius, depicting a ship with a chi-rho 
incorporated into the mast. Cod. Guelf. Fol. 4r. © 
HAB Wolfenbuttel. 

Figure 6. The eighth poem of Optatianus Porfyrius, 
depicting a central chi-rho surrounded by the circular 
word “Jesus”. Cod. Guelf. Fol. 11r. © HAB Wolfenbuttel. 
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(geometric or written) composed of the letters of the poem are visible on top of the background 

that is the complete work. Porfyrius’ versus intexti includes three poems incorporating the chi-

rho, which were sent to Constantine most likely for his twentieth imperial anniversary 

(coincidentally the tenth of his two sons).50 Of the three chi-rho images in these poems, one is 

used in a religious form as an association to Christ while the other two are imperial in their 

symbolism. Poem eight creates a picture of the name IESVS circling a large central chi-rho, 

making an obvious link between the sign and the name of Christ (see fig. 6). The two others, 

however, glorify Constantine with their symbolism. Poem nineteen integrates the chi-rho into the 

mast of a ship, along with an “XX” referring to the imperial anniversary (see fig. 7). In poem 

fourteen, Porfyrius again uses the chi-rho as triumphal imagery by pairing it with the martial 

content of the poem, which celebrates Licinius’ defeat at the hands of Constantine.51 The poems 

must have pleased the Emperor as Porfyrius was not only allowed to return from exile, but even 

to pursue a political career and hold the positions of urban prefect and proconsul.52 

 

Despite the religious focus on Christian devotion and ritual that is generally associated with the 

chi-rho, the symbol likewise had an established significance reflecting imperial authority. After 

the battle of the Milvian bridge the chi-rho came to symbolize the legitimacy of the Christian god 

through Constantine’s conversion, and conversely legitimized Constantine through a 

demonstration of his favour with the Christian god. As Constantine’s own authority and military 

power increased, the sign would have taken on a meaning independent from its religious 

origins.53 This duality creates a symbol with an ambivalent nature, and while it can be difficult to 

extricate the theological meaning from the political, its purpose can be deduced through context 

and use. The chi-rho’s dual function is particularly evident in Britain, a province that housed a 

 
50 Garipzanov 2018, 57-58. 
51 Garipzanov 2018, 58-59. 
52 Barnes 1975, 174-75.  
53 Crerar 2012, 139.  
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predominantly military demographic with close associations to the imperial family, as well as a 

recorded Christian minority.  

 

Imperial Connections with Britain   

As demonstrated by Pearce,54 Constantine and his family maintained close familial ties with 

Britain which gave the province a unique connection to the imperial house. It originates with his 

father, Constantius Chlorus, who was appointed to Caesar in 293 CE after a distinguished 

military and political career. It fell to him to deal with the rogue commander Carausius, a usurper 

who had declared himself Emperor of Britain and Gaul.55 Constantius was able to reclaim 

significant lost territory from the illegitimate ruler before Carausius was finally killed by one of his 

own men - yet the revolts continued against the Empire. Three years later, Constantius arrived 

in Britain to quell the rebel discord and “restore eternal light”, a claim demonstrated on the 

medallion found within the Arras Horde which depicts the Caesar in London.56 The Emperor’s 

second expedition to Britain occurred in 305/306 CE, where he returned with his son 

Constantine to subdue the Picts in the north. After a successful campaign Constantius died in 

the province that same year, at which point his imperial army declared Constantine emperor 

despite the restrictions on this type of succession put in place by the tetrarchy.57 The events are 

recorded in a panegyric extolling Constantine’s origins; “O Britain, fortunate and happier now 

than all lands to have been the first to have seen Constantine the Caesar!” (Pan. Lat. VI).58  

Numismatic evidence demonstrates that during his reign, Constantine returned to visit Britain at 

least three times - 312 CE, 313-14 CE, and again in 314-15 CE - while his son Constans is also 

 
54 Pearce 2008, 194-196.  
55 Lenski 2006, 40.   
56 RIC 6 Treveru 34.  
57 Panegyrici Latini VI.7.1-2; Bidwell 2006, 31. 
58 Translation from Cameron 2006, 18. 



16 
 

recorded in Britain in 343 CE. As Pearce points out, this is substantial visitation for a frontier 

province, and many people would have at least indirect contact with the Emperor.59  

 

The members of the imperial house became the focus of a sizable Medieval cult following 

(particularly Constantine and his mother Helena) that originated in 4th century Britain. Helena 

especially was a member of the imperial family subject to a unique reverence. Achieving 

sainthood, she holds a position of import in Christianity for her legendary finding of part of the 

“true cross” and instigating the construction of churches in areas deemed hallowed in 

Palestine.60  Pearce also notes the substantial regard with which Helena was held in Britain, 

where she was conflated with a mythological British patron of roads and armies named Elen.61 

The resulting cult of Helen was quite pervasive; many prominent British churches connected 

with the earliest Christian activities are consecrated in her name. One interesting example of 

this connection exists in a chapel from a York church originating from the parish church of St 

Helen on the Walls. The original structure (post-700 CE) incorporated a fourth century Roman 

floor mosaic displaying a female head that could have potentially represented Helen.62  

 

The significant influence of Constantine and his imperial house on Britain continued to permeate 

into its later history. The stylistic innovations fashioned during the Constantinian era were 

carried into Anglo-Saxon art and architecture.63 The very name “Constantine” seems to have 

held an almost miraculous connotation associated with authority - Bede even recounts a 

poignant tale of British Emperor Constantine III having been chosen as ruler solely on account 

of his name.64 In many areas of Britain before 800 CE the name was taken on by members of 

 
59 Pearce 2008, 194-5. 
60 Eusebius, Vita Constantini 42. 
61 Pearce 2008, 195. 
62 Magilton 1980, 2-6, 16-18. 
63 Hawkes 2006, 105. 
64 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica 1.11  
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royal families, as well as being entrenched in British hagiography. The female equivalent, 

Constance, was similarly connected with nobility. Later in the twelfth century, Geoffrey of 

Monmouth would create his famous tales of King Arthur, ensuring to link the legendary king with 

the legacy of Constantine to enhance his prestige; he traces Arthur’s lineage back to a figure 

that conflates Roman Emperor Constantine and the British King Constantine of Dumnonia, who 

is present in the writings of Gildas.65 Popular legends in Britain abound with references to the 

burial sites of Constantine and his family, all originating centuries after the fact: Edward I (r. 

1272-1307 CE) finding the body of Constantius and having it reburied,66 the chapel in York 

thought to hold it miraculously keeping a lamp burning,67 and Constantine son of Emperor 

Constantine being buried under an inscribed stone outside Caer Seint.68 Britain’s discernible 

veneration for the Emperor during the Roman era and later centuries may reflect a unique 

affiliation with Constantine which could have made the chi-rho more ubiquitous in its role as an 

imperial symbol.  This would hold especially true for the military demographic in Britain, who 

would be familiar with the chi-rho on Constantine’s battle standards and imperial coinage, much 

of which contained military imagery. 

 

 The Imperial Relationship with Britain’s Military 

 

The army’s allegiance to the Emperor was fostered through an established system of imperial 

representation which promoted a widespread, socially mandated devotion. The Emperor, in his 

capacity as symbolic and practical head of the army, was subject to a good deal of religious 

attention from his troops. At Dura Europos the Feriale Duranum (generally regarded as the 

garrison’s schedule of religious observances) mentions 27 services for the imperial cult, out of a 

 
65 Pearce 2008, 195. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Magilton 1980, 5.  
68 Nennius, Historia Brittonum 25. 
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total 41.69  This deference holds particularly true in Britain, which as a frontier province 

maintained a military focus throughout its occupation70- official religious rites to the Empire’s 

leader were ubiquitous throughout the island. Fragments of regimental shrine statues as well as 

surviving inscriptions provide evidence for the worship of the reigning Emperor within 

fortifications - in fact the most numerous class of dedications made by the Roman military in 

Britain were in honour of the Emperor’s divinity.71 Although the extent of the imperial cult is not 

well understood, it may have even been institutionalized to a degree that warranted its own 

temple; a fragmentary inscription from Netherby seems to reference one dedicated to the 

Emperor’s numen.72 According to Fishwick, imperial cults functioned as a political unifier within 

Roman military camps. He argues that while the worship of the Emperor seems unlikely to have 

created intense religious devotion, it reinforced loyalty among the men and was prioritized in the 

religious activity of the camps.73 Irby-Masse, however, notes a number of personal dedications - 

many of which made “pro salute domus divinae” - that may be expressions of a sincere votive 

sentiment.74  

 

Worship extended not only to the current emperor, but also to the extended imperial family. The 

cult of the domus divina, worshipped by civilians and the military alike, exalted the Emperor, the 

Empress, and the entirety of the imperial family,75 as shown by the following dedication from 

Cumbria: “Emperor Alexander Augustus and to Julia Mammea, mother of our Emperor and of 

the army, and to their whole Divine House” (RIB 919).  Dedications were made by both entire 

auxiliary units and individuals,76 most commonly using a structure that pairs Jupiter - the primary 

 
69 Irby-Masse 1999, 34. 
70 Fishwick 1961, 213.  
71 Ibid., 214. 
72 Ibid., 216.  
73 Fishwick 1961, 229.     
74 Irby-Masse 1999, 35.  
75 Fishwick 1961, 221.  
76 Ibid., 214-15. 
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god associated with the success of the Empire - with the divine essence (numen) of his mortal 

counterpart, the Emperor;77 I(ovi) O(ptimo) M(aximo) et num(inibus) Aug(ustorum). More 

directly, with their semi-divine position the members of the imperial house were frequently 

conflated with deities from Roman and provincial pantheons; for example a statue from 

Carvoran, which depicts Julia Domna (wife of Septimius Severus) in the guise of Virgo 

Caelestis, a Carthaginian divinity.78 This was particularly common in the Romano-British 

military, where inscriptions frequently associated  local deities (often amalgamated with Roman 

gods) with the numen.79 Dedication to the Emperor was also disseminated through his likeness 

as statues used for public and private worship. These likenesses varied in size; eastern Britain 

has produced a number of bronze votive heads, most likely to have been placed in shrines. One 

such example hails from Willingham Fen - a bust of Antoninus Pius made to be mounted on a 

scepter.80 Larger portrait statues were also in use, such as the 0.5 m marble head identified as 

Emperor Trajan found at Bosham.81   

 

While the vast majority of the Romano-British population was not Christian, a large proportion 

was in the habit of paying deference and religious attention to the Emperor’s numen. The chi-

rho, as a symbol of Constantine, may have taken on a semi-divine connotation for those in 

military contexts, where imperial authority was consistently being reinforced. The symbol 

appears in a number of contexts on the material goods of Britain, despite the possibility that the 

monogram composition of Greek letters was not understood.82 Crerar suggests that because of 

this unawareness, the chi-rhos must have spread across Britain through the imperial association 

with military victory after the battle of the Milvian bridge (through, for example, state minted 

 
77 Ibid., 214. 
78 Ibid., 225.  
79 Ibid., 216. 
80 Henig 1984, 57. 
81 Russell and Manley 2015, 154. 
82 Thomas 1981, 87. 
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coins). Thus the iconographic pairing of chi-rho and military victory would have been propagated 

and become familiar to the Romano-British people in an almost secular manner, without other 

overt Christian implications.83 While the basis for this conclusion is well founded, it is important 

to recognize that the Christian significance of the symbol is not necessarily completely lost 

without the understanding of its character as a monogram; Christians could very well have 

adopted the symbol regardless, as one containing religious meaning in its own right.   

 

Additional Relevant Imagery  

On any given object of interest, one factor that may contribute to the interpretation of the chi-rho 

as either religious or imperial in nature is the presence of other significant imagery. The 

following is a compilation of the relevant imagery that appears alongside the chi-rho on material 

goods from Britain which will be referenced throughout the study.  

 

The Tau-Rho  

Like the chi-rho, the tau-rho was originally used as a written abbreviation (e.g. for the word 

τριακας, meaning “thirty”), and is found on coinage as early as the issues of King Herod the 

Great in 38/7 BCE.84 In 2nd century gospel manuscripts, the tau-rho was used as shorthand for 

the words “cross” and “crucify”, before becoming a Christian symbol in its own right.85 In the 

western Empire the sign is generally understood to have begun its use during the era of 

Constantine, at which point tau-rhos can be found in the domus Faustae near the Lateran 

basilica as well as in epigraphs from the catacombs.86 The symbol was further used on a series 

of Constantinian coins,87 and may have been the sign “revealed” to Constantine as described by 

 
83 Crerar 2012, 139.  
84 Although its exact purpose is that case is uncertain. 
85 Garipzanov 2018, 29. 
86 Ibid., 51; 68.  
87 Bruun 1962, 29-32. 
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Lactantius.88 As a result of its development parallel to the chi-rho along with its associations with 

Constantine, objects bearing tau-rhos are also examined throughout this study.        

 

The Alpha and Omega  

The combination of the first and the last letters of the Greek alphabet (α & ω), the alpha-omega 

is one of the most prevalent Christian signs.89 Repeated three times in the book of Revelations 

(1:8; 21:6; 22:13), John writes that Lord God speaks the phrase “I am the Alpha and the 

Omega”, indicating that he is “the first and the last, the beginning and the end” (Rev. 22:13).90 

The letters were added to chi-rho before the latter half of the 4th century.91 Although the alpha 

and omega is certainly Christian in significance, its presence in combination with a chi-rho on 

Romano-British objects may not necessarily indicate a purely religious intention. As the Empire 

Christianized, ecclesiastic imagery became more integrated into political symbolism in order to 

appeal to religious authority for legitimacy- yet the primary objective of the symbol may still be 

imperial.  

 

The Orante 

Taken from the Latin orans (a person in prayer), the orante is a (typically) veiled female figure in 

a standing position with both arms raised (expansis manibus).92 This was the most prevalent 

symbol in early Christian art of the second century, with the figure taking the place of even male 

leads in images of biblical scenes. The pose has a long tradition and is found in the art of many 

ancient cultures. Examples of the orante in pre-Christian Roman contexts exist on coins dating 

from the reign of Trajan to Maximian, where she stands alongside the word pietas and carries a 

 
88 Black 1970, 320-2. 
89 Watts 1991, 201. 
90 All biblical translations are taken from the New Revised Standard Version. 
91 Allen 1887, 92.  
92 Jensen 2000, 35. 
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symbolic presence as the embodiment of filial piety. The symbol was adopted by early 

Christians who transferred the sentiment of filial piety to their new family of the church, where it 

became a bond of religious sentiment rather than one forged by blood.93  

 

Palm Fronds 

 In classical tradition, this form of vegetation was used as a symbol of victory and of life. 

Christian art likely incorporated both elements into its iconographical roster, where the leaves 

seem to represent victory over death (as seen on certain tituli).94 Martyrdom (arguably an 

extension of victory over death) and justice are further possible meanings. In Roman Britain the 

leaves do not appear as an isolated Christian symbol but are accompanied by other associated 

symbols such as doves, fish, or crosses.95  

 

The Dove 

The dove is an image that recurrently appears in early Christian art. Most likely taken from a 

standing iconographic tradition, it was previously used in art to illustrate the femininity, love and 

sexuality of both humans and divinities. As such it is possible that it was adapted to refer to 

peace in the love of the Christian god. Doves became closely associated with the words “in 

pace”, frequently occurring (both with and without the phrase) with christograms, olive branches 

(another sign of peace) and trees. In the third century doves are overwhelmingly found in 

biblical narrative images showing scenes of conflict, such as Daniel in the den of lions, Noah on 

the ark, and three men in the fiery furnace. It is taken to refer to peace stemming from personal 

 
93 Snyder 1991, 19-20; Spalding-Stracey 2020, 119-120. See for example the Stele of Rhodia, and Della 
Lungara Sarcophagus.  
94 Snyder 1991, 21.  
95 Watts 1988, 58-59.  
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faith and removal of corporeal harm, eventually coming to symbolize the ultimate peace of the 

soul.96  

 

Vase/Cantharus   

At ancient Greek gatherings, the cantharus was the container in which wine was tempered with 

water before being served. As such, its general meaning was one of festivity.97 Once 

incorporated into Roman art the vessel took on associations with immortality and Bacchic rites, 

where it transitioned into Christian iconography.98  Wine plays an important role in Christian 

ritual; the gospel of Mark describes the last supper, where Christ took a cup of wine and 

declared “this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for the many” (14:24). This 

passage outlines the source of one of the most important Christian rites - the Eucharist - in 

which congregations eat consecrated bread and wine. The cantharus was likely adopted to 

represent the Eucharistic chalice in Christian art.99  

 

 The Pomegranate 

The Mediterranean fruit is famous for its association with the story of Demeter and Persephone, 

where it is integral to the origin myth of the seasons; Persephone (goddess of vegetation) eats 

six pomegranate seeds in the Underworld. As a result she must remain in Hades for six months 

of the year, during which time nothing on earth will grow. Building off the association with 

rebirth, the Christian artistic tradition appropriated the fruit as a symbol for immortality,100 as well 

as for the seeds of faith.101 The tradition carries on into Medieval times where common icon 

 
96 Snyder 1991, 17.  
97 Perring 2003, 109.  
98 Ibid. 
99 Henig 1977b, 358. 
100 Perring 2003, 108; Thomas 1981, 92.   
101 Pearce 2008, 210.  
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images include Mary and baby Jesus showered in pomegranate seeds, or holding a half of the 

fruit in their hand.102  

 

Any additional imagery with religious significance will be important for the discussion of material 

goods below. Christian and/or pagan associations will need to be considered in combination 

with their accompanying chi-rho, as they will colour the interpretations of the function and 

owners of the object bearing the decoration.  The discourse will now turn to the examination of 

the groups of Romano-British objects that bear the chi-rho: architectural features, graffiti, and 

objects with original ornamentation.    

 

SECTION II: SURVEY OF THE MATERIAL EVIDENCE 

Architectural Decoration 

Lullingstone Wall Painting  

A Roman villa found in Lullingstone, a village in Kent, has produced the sole Romano-British 

villa wall paintings known to feature the chi-rho, of which at least three have been identified in 

the structure’s decoration. Two large chi-rhos act as focal points in their respective positions - 

one seems to have been placed in the main room, while another adorned the adjoining area.103 

The painted plaster displays a large red chi-rho flanked by an alpha and omega, all enveloped 

in a polychromatic floral wreath (measuring 0.85 m in diameter).104 The wreath is bound at the 

bottom by a blue ribbon (taenia),105 on either side of which sits a white bird facing a collection of 

six red berries. The roundel sits prominently in front of a pseudo-architectural background, 

where two ionic-style columns stand at its sides holding an architrave (see fig. 8).  

 

 
102 Stone 2017, 65-69. 
103 Painter 1969, 141.  
104 Ibid.  
105 Ibid. 
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Abutting the villa’s chi-rho bearing wall was one displaying more traditional Christian imagery. 

Spanning the length of the room, the painting divided the upper wall into six sections by means 

of seven 81 cm tall depictions of columns decorated in one of three aspects: blue fluted, red 

with a scale pattern, and red with rosettes. Between each pair of columns was placed a human 

figure. These images are far from complete, but the surviving pieces allow for a partial 

reconstruction to be made. Each figure is unique in appearance, differing in corporeal features 

and clothing worn - possibly made as portraits of the resident family. The figures stand with 

arms extended and palms facing upward, many with open hands in a traditional orant position 

(see fig. 9).106  

 

The complex is known as one of the most important discoveries for early Christian art in Britain. 

It seems to have undergone four general periods of habitation; originally a modest edifice (likely 

a farmer’s home) built towards the end of the first century, a presumably wealthy new owner 

expanded the structure into a proper villa with the addition of bath, kitchen, and “cult rooms” 

around 180 CE. The villa underwent a period of abandonment not long after its construction, 

before a new owner would claim it and add an apisidal dining room, reception area, and 

 
106 Painter 1969, 137. 

Figure 8. Lullingstone wall painting of an alpha/omega chi-rho 
enveloped in a floral wreath. 4th c. CE. The British Museum, 

London. (Image courtesy of Artstor). 

Figure 9. Lullingstone wall painting of two orantes 
standing arms raised in a position of piety. 4th c. CE. The 

British Museum, London. (Image courtesy of Artstor). 



26 
 

elaborate mosaics around 330-360 CE. Finally, around 360-385 CE the rooms containing 

Christian content were added.107 The structure was finally destroyed in the late 4th/early 5th 

century in a large fire, which caused thousands of plaster pieces from the ruined walls to fall into 

the basement area below. The pieces were collected and matched to create the reconstructions 

now known.108  

 

Painter surmises that the owners (from at least the time of the chi-rho wall painting additions) 

were most likely Christians who were both incredibly wealthy and pious. He summarizes the 

likelihood of a liturgical use for the villa’s rooms with four pieces of evidence: first, the paintings 

with Christian content are large in size and elaboration. Second, there is the use of the 

“Christian monogram”, as Painter deemed it. Third, the layout of the villa isolates the rooms with 

religious associations from other abutting areas of the household. Finally, he notes that the 

Christian rooms seemed to have continued to host activity for more than twenty years after the 

kitchen and bath sections of the household were no longer in use,109 at which point the complex 

may have been offered up as a full-time house church.110     

 

The Christian nature of the Lullingstone chi-rho wall paintings is almost indisputable. What does, 

however, increase its relevance to the discussion is the religious ambiguity demonstrated to 

have been occurring on the premises. What was once a cellar and well area was converted into 

a cult room, potentially a nymphaeum as suggested by the central mural depicting three water 

nymphs. When the villa was transferred into the possession of new owners, the long-neglected 

nymphaeum was not restored during the renovation of its room. What was reestablished, 

 
107 Cianca 2018, 105. 
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however, was the station of two marble busts likely belonging to the previous owners;111 these 

were carefully placed on display with the addition of two votive pots. The new owners continued 

to offer libations even into the latter half of the 4th century when the room was being 

refurbished, and fresh votive pots were situated into the new floor directly under the busts. 

Ultimately the practice continued until the villa’s destruction. This structure demonstrates a 

particularly interesting allocation of religious spaces - Christian practices in a potential chapel 

occurring above, and traditional pagan offerings being bestowed below.112 Meates proposes that 

the new owners took the busts as ancestors of the previous tenants, and were wary to invoke 

the enmity of the manes by discarding the likenesses.113 The identities of the busts may add a 

layer of potency to this argument. In his evaluation, De Kind concluded that the busts may 

reflect the likenesses of Pertinax, who ruled as Emperor for the first three months of the year 

193 CE, and his father. He further suggests that Lullingstone acted as Pertinax’ personal 

residence during his time as Governor of Britain.114 Supporting this claim is the presence of a 

cornelian intaglio discovered within the villa, which depicts Victory writing an announcement on 

a shield supported by a trophy of arms. Henig states that this vivid imperial imagery would 

certainly be fitting for the signet of someone in the office of Governor.115 

 

Although this potential affiliation would be over a century before the time of Constantine, it is 

interesting to note an imperial connection with the estate. It is perhaps more compelling to 

imagine that the new Christian owners of the villa would be inclined to continue offering libation 

to recognized imperial figures (who would be considered divine post-mortem) than the 

ancestors of strangers. If the villa were to continue a tradition of hosting those with imperial 

 
111 Suggested by the pre-deposition damaged condition of the busts. Cianca 2018, 107. 
112 Cianca 2018, 107.  
113 Meates 1979, 34-36. 
114 De Kind 2005, 47-53.  
115 The ring may have been purposefully left after Pertinax’ villa was attacked by mutineers, as it would 
have been an easily traceable seal. Henig 2007, 3,4,6.  
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associations into the next century, it is possible that the new owner’s connections made them 

more inclined to choose the victorious chi-rho for decoration as opposed to other Christian 

imagery. Regardless, the Lullingstone chi-rhos were almost certainly used as religious imagery 

in this potential Christian chapel. In other contemporary Romano-British villas, however, a 

religious function for the chi-rho is not so definite. 

  

The Frampton Mosaic 

A late Roman villa situated in Frampton, Dorset contains a large decorative floor mosaic which 

at a glance seems to include both Christian and pagan imagery. The mosaic adorns an area 

separated into three distinct sections: an antechamber, the main room, and an apse. The 

antechamber decoration consists of a central image of Bacchus accompanied by a panther,116 

which is flanked by two hunting scenes. Moving into the main room, Cupid lies at the adjoining 

threshold before a collection of mythological scenes enclosed in a border ornamented with 

dolphins. The floor contains at its center a roundel depicting Bellerophon mounted atop 

Pegasus as he slays the deadly Chimaera. In each 

corner surrounding the roundel lies a panel 

containing figural scenes, of which only three survive. 

Proposed identities of the figures include Paris and 

Oenone117 or Attis and Sagaritis,118 Adonis and 

Venus or Selene with her sleeping Endymion, and 

the children of Medea and Jason presenting gifts to 

Creusa.119 To the side of the main room lies the 

apse, and once again the threshold is marked with 

 
116 his iconographic animal companion.  
117 Henig 2002, 155. 
118 Perring 2003, 79.  
119 Henig 2002, 155. 

Figure 10. Frampton apse mosaic showing Poseidon facing 
an encircled chi-rho and cantharus. Engraving by S. Lysons. 
(Perring 2003, 124). 
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an image of a god - Neptune. The deity’s bust is facing the inside of the apse, directly in front of 

our imagery of interest: a chi-rho enclosed in a circle. Moving inwards behind the chi-rho, at the 

apex of the apse semi-circle is an image of a cantharus or chalice (see fig. 10).120    

 

 

The Frampton mosaic has received a significant amount of academic attention due to its 

seemingly “conflicting” imagery, with both Christian and pagan elements.121 The chi-rho coupled 

with the cantharus in the apse has led many scholars to conclude the mosaic is of a Christian 

nature,122 perhaps even an early Christian chapel.123 The blatant pagan iconography seen 

throughout the rest of the mosaic has left other scholars unconvinced.124 Dominic Perring closes 

the gap by interpreting the other images as expressions of Christian Gnosticism, all dealing with 

salvation of the soul.125 Martin Henig has proposed instead that the mosaic may be a purposeful 

blending - the mythological imagery may be an effort to paganize the figure of Christ.126 

Generally investigations into the pavement have focused on consolidating the religious blend of 

the themes through an evaluation of potential syncretism.  Henig himself, however, quickly 

addresses a further possibility proposed by Brandenburg,127 stating “a simpler suggestion is that 

the chi-rho was chosen because it was in the Emperor’s standard or labarum and thus provided 

a very powerful amulet against the demons in which everyone believed”.128 Despite the relative 

inattention that this interpretation has been given concerning the Frampton mosaics, it is a 

theory that would dispose of the need to unite the Christian and pagan motifs by eliminating the 

 
120 Perring 2003, 79.  
121 See Toynbee 1968; Black 1986; Scott 2000. 
122 See Perring, 109; Painter 1971, 165. 
123 Watts 1991, 75. 
124 Henig 2002, 155; Huskinson 1974, 76. 
125 Perring 2003, 76. 
126 Henig 2002, 154.   
127 Brandenburg 1968.  
128 Henig 2002, 154.  
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Christian components completely; as previously mentioned,  the cantharus was certainly used in 

pagan art, and the chi-rho could very well be a reference to the imperial household.  

The depiction of Bellerophon slaying the Chimaera is the subject of much of this academic 

debate, as the scene is present in mosaics at all three Romano-British edifices in which the chi-

rho is used as an architectural decoration; Lullingstone, Frampton, and Hinton St-Mary. There is 

only one additional depiction of this myth, at Croughton, whose images contain no notable 

Christian imagery. Aside from this outlier, the three-fold pairing of Bellerophon and the chi-rho is 

a significant pattern, although the Lullingstone villa mosaic is dated to some decades before the 

paintings bearing Christian imagery, and is spatially separate from the chapel rooms.129 The 

new Christian owners decided to keep the mosaic after the villa came into their possession, 

either for convenience, an indifference to their pagan allusions, or an interpretation of the scene 

as Christian allegory.130 Toynbee endorses a symbolic triumph of good over evil that uses 

Bellerophon as a pagan parallel to Christ.131 In Perring’s evaluation of the Gnostic themes in the 

Frampton mosaic, he includes a number of other subtle symbolic meanings: slaying the beast 

as representative of conflict between the divine and mortal components of being, pegasus as a 

symbol of the “flight of the immortal soul”, and Bellerophon’s taming of the flying horse as 

symbolic of salvation.132 Although a number of scholars have attempted to explain the Christian 

significance of this mythological scene,133 no satisfactory theory has been put forward to 

demonstrate a “Bellerophon christianus”.134 

 

 Pearce, however, suggests a compelling explanation, in that the image is visibly comparable to 

an iconographic form of Constantine and his successors. A common image disseminated on the 

 
129 Ibid., 108; Perring 2003, 117.  
130 Watts 1991, 36. 
131 Toynbee 1964, 14;  
132 Perring 2003, 106. 
133 See Toynbee 1964; Simon 1966; Brandenburg 1968.   
134 Huskinson 1974, 77-78. 
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backs of Constantinian coins depicts the Emperor atop a horse in a similar pose, with his spear 

poised to kill an enemy at his feet. Magnentius, Decentius, and Constantius II all adopted the 

same representation for their respective coinage. It is particularly fitting for Constantine - upon 

Helena’s return with the relics of Christ’s crucifixion, some of the nails were supposedly 

incorporated into Constantine’s helmet, as well as his horse’s bit.135 This use of sacred objects 

may demonstrate Constantine’s strong identification as a Christ-as-Warrior figure.136 Pearce 

further notes that other depictions of divinities popular in British mosaic work at the time, such 

as Orpheus or Bacchus with his revelers, would not be able to produce the same imperial 

impact.137 Her hypothesis would eliminate the need to consolidate clashing religious imagery, 

which has produced a number of rather forced Christian interpretations of Bellerophon in 

otherwise largely pagan mosaics.  

 

The Hinton St Mary Mosaic  

A second Dorset mosaic is the subject of similar discussions concerning conflicting religious 

content. The mosaic can be dated to the fourth century based on the coins discovered within the 

villa,138 and stylist comparisons between the focal portrait and the imagery minted on coins have 

led scholars propose scopes as narrow as 335 - 355 CE,139 and even 352-353 CE.140  The 

mosaic decoration has two distinct portions; the smaller feature depicts Bellerophon slaying the 

Chimaera on Pegasus in the central scene (see discussion of the Christian/imperial significance 

above), book-ended with hunting displays. The larger square also contains hunting scenes 

along three of the borders, as well as a personification of one of the four cardinal winds in each 

corner. The focal point of the mosaic is a roundel containing a bust portrait of a young man 

 
135 Borgehammar 1991, 29-30, 47-49.  
136 Pearce 2008, 205.  
137 Ibid. 211.  
138 Ibid. 197. 
139 Reece 1980.  
140 Moorhead 2000, 22.  
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dressed in a pallium and tunica (see fig. 11). He head is situated between two pomegranates 

and in front of a Constantinian form chi-rho - where the letters are superimposed to create 

character with six points, and the rho bends to the right of the viewer.141  As a result of the chi-

rho halo, the mosaic’s portrait is traditionally interpreted as a representation of Christ. 

 

The pomegranates which flank the central portrait are an interesting feature that could support 

this conclusion due to their Christian significance. As previously mentioned, however, the fruit is 

symbolic in both pagan and Christian art. It should be noted that the fruit’s appearance in 

mosaics is infrequent in Britain (and very rare outside of the province), but does occur in three 

pavements near Hinton-St-Mary: Frampton, Durngate, and Dinnington. While Frampton does 

bear a chi-rho, the latter two mosaics do not include any other imagery of obvious Christian 

significance. As the Frampton, Hinton, and Durngate mosaics all belong to the Durnovarian 

mosaic group, Cosh has suggested that the pomegranate is the artist’s signature;142 in this case 

 
141 Pearce 2008, 196. 
142 Cosh 2001, 4.  

Figure 11. The Hinton St Mary roundel showing a 
portrait bust in front of a chi-rho, flanked by two 
pomegranates. 4th c. CE. Floor mosaic. The British 
Museum, London, UK. (Image courtesy of Artstor). 

Figure 12. Marble head from the colossal statue 
of Constantine I at the Basilica Nova in Rome. c. 
315-330 CE. Musei Capitolini, Rome, Italy. 
(Image courtesy of Artstor). 
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the combination of the fruit and chi-rho at both Hinton and Frampton would be simply 

coincidence.143   

 

Certain features of the mosaic bust have led Susan Pearce to identify the portrait as depicting 

an imperial family member rather than Christ, who is the traditional figure associated with the 

chi-rho. She points out that the design of the face is not in keeping with contemporary images of 

the messiah, where he sports a beard with long hair and is often enthroned144 - this would 

become the standard portrayal by the end of the fifth century.145 An earlier model, however, 

displays Christ as a figure more in keeping with youthful classical gods - beardless with curly 

hair, and off-center within a naturalistic scene. Although the Hinton mosaic figure is shown with 

a shaven face and curls, he holds a frontal position with an intense gaze “characterised by 

confidence and mature authority”.146 The main distinguishing feature, however, is the prominent 

cleft chin - an addition that is rare in mosaic busts. Pearce makes a poignant comparison with 

the face of Constantine’s colossal statue from the Basilica Nova, where the chin is also dimpled 

(see fig. 12). The unusual feature is similarly present in the Emperor’s depiction on his 

Triumphal Arch in Rome, as well as on another bronze colossal statue from Rome that likely 

depicts Constantius II (or perhaps even Constantine I). The latter image is also noted for 

similarities in hairstyle with that of the Hinton bust.  

 

These facial similarities suggest that the mosaic portrait was made with an imperial likeness in 

mind, one that would be perfectly suited to the addition of a chi-rho as Constantine’s symbol of 

authority. Overall, interpreting the mosaic as imperial creates a better fitting picture of the 

evidence; the portrait is more in keeping with Constantinian imagery than that of Christ. The 

 
143 Pearce 2008, 210.  
144 See for example the Santa Constanza apse mosaics in Rome.  
145 Pearce 2008, 202. 
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Bellerophon scene contains no certain Christian associations, while proving to be a suitable 

imperial parallel. And Constantine’s many British affiliations increases the likelihood of the villa 

owners having a personal connection with the imperial family.    

 

Graffiti  

Pottery 

There are several examples of chi-rhos either etched onto Romano-British objects after the 

product’s fabrication or drawn into the wet clay before firing (for a summary of the reviewed 

objects see table 1). A shard from Canterbury has proved to be a section of a second century 

samian ware bowl that a later owner marked with a tau-rho on the underside of its foot-ring. A 

further piece of graffito was made on the outer wall of the vessel, where the letters “DN” were 

scratched; possibly an acronym for Dominus Noster  (Our Lord).147 The shard was found in a 

cemetery within a 400 m radius of St. Martin’s Church, which could suggest that the piece was 

deliberately buried as a grave-good.148 A similar tau-rho can be seen on a shard of coarse 

blackware found in the late Roman domestic contexts of Exeter. A red-ware beaker from 

Gatcombe, Somerset was found within a rural walled settlement, which may have been a small 

Roman town or estate. The structure from which the find came (possibly an out-house) was 

abandoned in 380 CE. The symbol is not clear in its markings and as a result is ambiguous, but 

does contain all the components required to create a tau/chi-rho.149 At Catterick a tau-rho was 

identified on a fragment of a glass bottle base where it was etched in reverse, allowing the user 

to see it correctly by looking into the vessel from above. It was unfortunately found out of 

context, and no dating estimate can be made. One complete vessel was found at Richborough 

in Kent (fig 5.1), inside the Roman fort of Rutupiae. This Oxford colour-coated ware is a small 

 
147 Thomas 1981, 108.  
148 Ibid. 
149 A fourth sherd from Roman St Albans (Verulamium) was recorded by W.H.C as being in the collection 
of the British Museum, but no other trace of the object has been found. Thomas 1981, 108.  



35 
 

footed bowl from the late third or the fourth century, upon which an inverted tau-rho was 

etched.150 It should be noted that Richborough is a site which has produced further evidence of 

Christianity from the fourth century.151  

 

Several pewter bowls have been found bearing the chi-rho symbol. London’s Copthall Court has 

produced one such vessel; the bowl is very plain, on the underside of which someone scraped a 

rough chi-rho (fig 5.5).152 Another example was discovered near Cambridge in the Old Welney 

River. This flat-bottomed vessel (bowl or dish) bears a chi-rho crudely etched into its underside 

(fig 5.8), along with a potential omega on the side (no alpha seems to be present).153 In 1906 a 

bowl most likely from the latter half of the 4th century was found at Caerwent (Roman Isca 

Silurum) in a home across from the forum basilica, where it seems to have been purposefully 

buried;154 its underside possesses an etching of a chi-rho with an extra branch (fig 5.9).155 

Appleshaw, Hampshire was the find site of a large pewter hoard composed of 32 vessels, which 

included one bowl (flanged and walled) with a base bearing an incised chi-rho. The hoard was 

discovered underneath the cement floor of a villa seemingly abandoned towards the end of the 

fourth century. Shimon Applebaum has proposed that the villa was the property of an “estate 

church”, further ascribing one vessel’s inscription of  VICTRICI as referring to Bishops of Rouen, 

Victricius.156 This theory has, however, been dismissed by Thomas who cites insufficient 

evidence.157 Another tentative Christian connection, however, lies in a tin dish from the same 

hoard, which bears an engraving of a fish (fig 8.12).  Thomas further muses about the reason 

 
150 Thomas 1981, 125.  
151 Including a generally accepted early Christian church and baptistery. Watts 1991, 22.   
152 Thomas 1981, 124. 
153 Ibid. 123. 
154 Watts 1991, 19. 
155 Thomas 1981, 123. 
156 Finberg 1972, 23.  
157 Thomas 1981 110. 
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for such a careful caching of a collection of relatively meagre tableware.158 Although his 

meaning is vague he seems to be suggesting that the dishes contained personal rather than 

monetary value, for which a religious association would certainly qualify. The large proportion of 

pewter vessels (nearly half) is noteworthy for a possible connection with votive deposition, as 

Manning has proposed that the “least illogical” explanation for the pewter vessel distribution 

patterns in Britain is one of a religious nature.159 Furthermore the find contexts for the bulk of 

these products have been thought to be well explained by a potential function as votive 

offerings.160 Nonetheless Thomas’ speculation should not be given too much attention. Pewter, 

while not a particularly expensive metal, is still a metal with a base monetary worth. To 

members of what were generally poor communities, metal vessels of any quality would still be 

comparatively valuable and worth caching for safe keeping.  While there are some noteworthy 

religious connections, they are all conjecture and overall the evidence for a Christian 

association with the Appleshaw bowl is not particularly persuasive.    

 

The low monetary value of these everyday materials has led Thomas to consider the objects 

valid pieces of data for distribution maps of Christian activity.161 Within this group there may, 

however, be instances where the symbol is used more for convenience rather than religion. In 

Evans’ survey of Roman British pottery, he determined that the majority of objects bearing 

graffiti were types of tableware.162 Around 80% of the graffiti found on bowls, dishes and cups 

referred to the owner’s name,163 evidence of a general preoccupation with denoting ownership. 

Graffiti’s role in marking personal possessions is further attested by the tendency for the marks 

 
158 Thomas 1981, 111. 
159 Manning 1972, 246-9. 
160 Beagrie 1989, 179. 
161 Thomas 1981, 107-08. 
162 Evans 1987, 199.  
163 Ibid. 201. 



37 
 

to appear on finer, more intrinsically valuable wares.164 In a time when illiteracy was common, 

symbols could be used as convenient substitutes for a name. Particularly common is the use of 

an “X”, whose strikingly high occurrence rate suggests it is not necessarily being used to denote 

the number ten.165 It is then not illogical to suppose that a chi-rho scratched onto a bowl or cup 

could have been made with a similar intention. Adding a rho to the already attested property-

marking “X” is a simple method of adding an identifying feature to the graffiti, one that may be 

necessary to keep from losing one’s possessions in a high occupancy area, such as a military 

fort. Of the nine vessels mentioned above, six of them bear their chi-rhos on their undersides. 

Marks identifying possession would further explain the placement of the graffiti in an area that 

would not be typically visible; an apotropaic or religious function would not be served in its 

greatest capacity in a hidden position.    

 

Building Materials 

Outside of pottery, the chi-rho appears as graffiti on select building materials. In 1968, a 

traditional locally produced tile was discovered below the York Minster nave, an area that would 

have been just north of the Roman principia. A chi-rho had been drawn into the clay before the 

tile was fired, leaving the symbol visible in the hardened product (fig 5.6). The final piece of 

relevant building material is a broken brick found at Ratae, Leicester. A rho with one diagonal 

line bisecting its stem was impressed before the firing of the brick, accompanied by an upturned 

“V” that may be an alpha in rustic script. Unfortunately this piece is not closely dated.166 

 

Like the graffitied pottery, a practice of possession marking could also apply to the York tile as 

finger “signatures” are common occurrences on such products. These impressions are made in 

 
164 Ibid. 202. 
165 Hassall, M. W. C. 1982 “Inscriptions and Graffiti,” in G. C. Boon and M. W. C. Hassall Report on the 

Excavations at Usk 1965-1976; The Coins, Inscriptions and Graffiti, 47--62 as found in Evans 1987, 201.  
166 Thomas 1981, 107.   
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the terracotta before it is fired, likely as a means of tracking the workers’ production.167 The tile’s 

maker was most likely a member of the military, as there is minimal evidence suggesting that 

civilian workshops were contracted to produce the army’s required tile and brick (unlike with 

pottery).168 A Christian identity is still certainly possible, however it is also conceivable that the 

soldier producing the tile chose the marker because of a familiarity with its military symbolism. 

While the same arguments for signaturing could apply to the brick, the area of Roman Ratae 

has produced little evidence of a military fort and thus may be more likely to reflect a Christian 

maker. That being said, it is difficult to imagine the graffiti being drawn with a particular 

structural use in mind - if the marker was a Christian, the chi-rho would have been chosen as a 

result of their faith, as opposed to drawn for a religious purpose. Thomas, however, takes the 

latter view with respect to the tile, arguing it would have been attached to the roof of the 

principia where it “no doubt served… as an intended, if unofficial, Christian antefix”.169 He further 

notes that the aesthetic of the symbol contains a visible similarity to the chi-rho used on coins 

disseminated by Constantine from the Antioch mint in 336-7 CE.170 With the ubiquity of the 

imperial cult in Roman Britain, however, and the modicum of evidence for Christian worship at 

this time, if the chi-rho had been purposefully drawn into the tile as a decoration for an antefix it 

seems far more likely that the symbol would be reflective of imperial military triumph. This is 

especially true considering the findspot of the tile - York was a city with many personal 

connections to Constantine and his family.171 

 

Comparatively Chedworth, Gloucestershire offers an interesting example of a chi-rho incised 

into a building’s structure. Situated behind a Roman villa, a natural spring was partly 

 
167 Brodribb 1987, 99-104.  
168 Kurzmann 2005, 405, 413.  
169 Thomas 1981, 107. 
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171 Bidwell 2006, 31-40. 
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consolidated with the use of large slabs, of which two bear chi-rho symbols delicately etched 

into the rock (fig 4.7; 5.13). An altar was discovered buried near the structure, and further 

evidence for worship exists in a nearby pagan temple.172 Thomas suggests that this structure 

was originally a nymphaeum that was eventually adopted by Christians for baptism rituals.173 

Watts, however, advises caution with this interpretation as baptism is traditionally followed by 

the eucharist and there is no evidence indicating the presence of a nearby house-church, 

although a small altar etched with possible Christian symbols was found in the area.174 The 

placement of the chi-rhos on the Chedworth slabs does seem to point towards a religious 

function, as they are not on display to promote any kind of imperial connection. The engravings 

were made on structure behind a private residence, presumably for decoration; this implies a 

desire for functional reuse of the space.  

 

Catterick, Yorkshire, is also the source of a chi-rho on an edifice, where it was crudely incised 

onto the side of a small sandstone block. The slab was incorporated into the external wall of a 

bath-house frigidarium that had been deserted at the beginning of the fourth century, and 

appears to have been re-used from some other structure.175 This second connection with water 

and infrastructure is interesting to note, however cannot be given too much credence; the 

block’s re-use makes the symbol’s context uncertain, and its placement on the exterior of the 

bath-house is problematic as the interior would be more suitable for water ritual. 
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Original Ornamentation  

Tableware  

Tableware with original ornamentation must be separated from tableware bearing graffiti as the 

former demonstrates an intentional decision by the maker to display its decoration, potentially 

with a specific function in mind. The majority of the materials goods in this section are objects 

found in caches of silver hoards, hidden by owners or thieves to presumably be recollected at a 

later date (for an outline of the reviewed material see table 2).  

 

One such hoard was discovered in Canterbury, where a collection of silverware dating to around 

400 CE contains two objects bearing the chi-rho. The first is a silver implement composed of a 

twisted shaft terminating in a flat comma-shaped head. Enclosed in a circle, a punched-dot chi-

rho is present on each face of its flat top, although the loop of the rho is incised. Objects with 

this form have generally been interpreted as toothpicks,176 although other continental examples 

bearing Christian decoration have led some scholars to suggest a liturgical purpose in 

apportioning the Host.177 A second pronged instrument was found at Richborough next to a 

church area, which may support this claim.178 Other practical theories include a use for the 

consumption of shellfish or snails.179  

 

Spoons 

The other find of interest from the Canterbury hoard is a silver spoon adorned with a single 

engraved chi-rho on its bowl. Spoons are a curiously recurring host for chi-rho decoration. The 
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Biddulph hoard is a small collection that was 

discovered in 1885 buried within a ploughed field. 

The finds include four spoons dating to early in the 

4th century, one of which is engraved with a chi-

rho flanked by an alpha and omega. The style of 

the objects suggests they originate from the 

Eastern Empire.180 The Mildenhall Treasure from 

Suffolk was also found to include eight spoons, 

three of which have bowls with an engraved chi-

rho flanked by an alpha and omega.  

 

The use of spoons in the Eucharist ritual is a practice that exists in modern day Eastern 

Orthodox traditions, where the spoon functions as a vessel to deliver communion to the 

worshipper. This practice can be traced back to, at the very least, Byzantine ritual. In the 7th 

century the method of bestowing the holy communion by hand was beginning to be replaced by 

intinction,181 where the bread is soaked in the wine and the combined result is delivered to its 

recipient in the bowl of a spoon.182 It is possible that the tradition has roots extending back to 

Roman church practices. Von Perikovits has suggested that the spoons may have a liturgical 

use pertaining to oil or holy water,183 however other scholars are skeptical of purporting ritual 

functions due to the variability of the spoons forms, their rarity in church hoards, and their 

appearance in graves across north-western Europe.184 A role in the ritual of baptism has also 

been suggested, and subsequently rejected on the grounds that the same spoons have been 

 
180 Thomas 1981, 112.  
181 Taft 1996, 238. 
182 Ibid., 209. 
183 von Petrikovits 1966, 180-81.   
184 Swift 2014, 208.  

Figure 13. Silver spoon from Biddulph engraved with a chi-rho 
and alpha/omega. 4th-early 5th c. CE. © The Trustees of the 
British Museum. 
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found in contexts associated with dining.185 Painter has composed a summary of the various 

uses of silver spoons in the late Roman era: grave-offerings, memorials, good luck 

offerings/apotropaic devices, table service ware, and items broken and traded for their material 

value.186   

 

 Spoons of course are also an object that were commonly used for the practical purpose of 

eating. In fact multiple types were placed at the Roman dinner table - Martial explains that the 

cochlearia are used for consuming eggs and shellfish (14.121), perhaps alongside the everyday 

spoon, the ligulae.187 Intricate spoons were used for ostentation during dining gatherings, with 

the pageantry serving a dual purpose: along with the usual display of wealth, the spoons may 

have also acted as a reflection on the cultural sophistication of the owner and his invited dining 

companions by referencing niche social practices.188  

 

Dishes, Bowls & Cups  

Letocetum, a Roman settlement neighbouring modern day Lichfield, unearthed a bronze sheet 

metal bowl during excavations of a potential cemetery in 1922. Although it has unfortunately 

been lost, its exhibition in 1924 has left us with a number of photographs that demonstrate its 

form; small in size (9 cm diameter), with fluted siding, and a foot ring which hosts a chi-rho on its 

bottom (fig 13.1). The symbol is formed of a small chi with an unusually large curve in its rho, 

and was described as “very distinctly embossed”, leading to the conclusion that it was an 

original design for the vessel.189 A pewter bowl from the Isle of Ely presents a more elaborate 

example of chi-rho incorporated decoration. This late Roman vessel is only 10 cm in height and 
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is surrounded by a rim of eight inwardly curved portions forming an octagon. Its flange is 

ornamented in detail with imagery consisting of peacocks, nereids, and one owl, along with one 

focal outline of a chi-rho with an alpha and omega (fig 6.2).190 The decoration is accompanied 

by a cursive inscription which (according to F. C. Burkitt) may read S S II P . . T . . . E P I C L . . 

. Q . . . He proposes a completion of suspectili epi(scopi) clerique; “For the furnishings of the 

bishops and clergy.”191 Peacocks are established in both pagan and Christian artistic tradition. 

In the latter, they are commonplace decorations in sepulchral contexts as well as in churches, 

possibly by virtue of a belief that the bird’s flesh was incorruptible making it emblematic of the 

Resurrection.192  From a Christian perspective, the nereids would be an interesting addition as 

divine water spirits deriving from a polytheistic tradition. This is not, however, without parallel - 

the 5th century mosaics of the Arian and Neonian Baptisteries in Ravenna include a river god 

next to an image of Christ.  

 

One example of a repeating chi-rho pattern exists in a find from Corbridge. This silver bowl was 

discovered in 1735 amongst a cache of objects buried in the bank of the River Tyne. Although 

the bowl is now only known to us from surviving drawings, it seems to have been around 10 cm 

high, and had engravings original to the object. The flat rim held a ring of beading, within which 

(around the flange) could be found a delicate foliate scroll which was broken up by 6 chi-rho 

symbols each placed within a square (fig 13.6).193 

 

The Water Newton Treasure is a famous Christian find from Roman Britain, known for its 

extravagance and a large number of chi-rho symbols. Found inside the fortified Roman garrison 

town of Durobrivae, Thomas uses a nearby cache’s gold coins to estimate that the hoard was 
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hidden around 350 CE.194 In total, the twenty-seven objects bear a collective fifteen chi-rho 

symbols, and as such are of great interest to the current study. The cache included four silver 

vessels and ten votive plaques of silver and/or gold. One deep dish with a flat base holds a 

carefully incised chi-rho and accompanying omega (although there is no alpha) inside a double-

rimmed circle. There are two cups, one with elaborate incised chi-rho (with alpha & omega) as 

well as a “double-line” inscription reading “INNOCENTIA ET VIVENTIA...RVNT”. The illegible 

word likely refers to a dedication verb, such as ”dederunt” or “offerunt”.195 The other cup 

conceals a chi-rho underneath its base, along with the word “PVBLIANVS”. A further inscription 

is displayed around the inner/outer rim; ”SANCTVM ALTARE TVVM  D OMINE SVBNIXVS 

HONORO” (I honour your holy altar, O Lord). Altare is a distinct term potentially adopted by 

Christians to distance themselves from the pagan ara. 

 

There is furthermore a 20 cm long strainer. Its handle is topped with a disc upon which is 

engraved a chi-rho with an alpha and omega (fig 6.6). Such strainers may have had a liturgical 

purpose in straining the communion wine,196 and another example (sans chi-rho) was found in a 

Christian church at Richborough,197 as well as in two other caches (Canoscio and Hama) 

labeled by Watts as ”eucharistic sets”.198  

 

Finally there are the ten triangular plaques (out of the nineteen present in the hoard) that each 

bear a chi-rho, of which all but one are accompanied by an alpha and omega. Based on the 

orientation of the chi-rhos, some plaques were placed point up, and others point down. While 

most are composed of silver, there is one disc formed of sheet-gold and one plaque with a gilt 
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medallion.199 One of the plaques holds an inscription - “Anicilla votum 

quo(d) promisit conplevit” - which confirms its votive purpose.200 

These “votive leaves” are found in areas of pagan worship (temples, 

shrines) throughout the western Empire in the 2nd and 3rd 

centuries,201 generally dedicated to pagan gods and on occasion 

attached to the cult site.202 The Water Newton plaques are the sole 

examples containing Christian associations.203   

 

 Tableware typology in a given geographic area can be influenced by 

a myriad of factors related to its socio-economic and political 

framework: commerce, local identity, dining traditions, and a desire to 

imitate the elite members of society are all contributing factors.204 Communal eating is an 

established method of facilitating community bonding, which was practiced for both religious 

rituals and social entertainment. For the early Christian community this was practiced with the 

agape meal, an early Christian rite encompassing a shared meal from which the eucharist 

derives (and in fact some communities may not have acknowledged a distinction between the 

two).205 Although this practice died out within the first few centuries, communal Christian meals 

were being held in the western Empire as is shown by the funeral feast held by the Gallic 

Church during the second Council of Orleans in 541 CE. Continuing into Byzantine times, 

partaking in a festival meal inside of the church before communion was bi-weekly affair until the 

Council of Trulla in 692 CE.206 Tableware bearing chi-rho decoration would certainly be 

 
199 Thomas 1981, 113-115. 
200 Painter 1999, 1.  
201 Ibid., 1.  
202 Watts 1991, 186. 
203 Painter, 1999, 2. 
204 Willet 2018. 
205 Cianca 2018, 114. 
206 Painter 1975, 68-69.  

Figure 14. Water Newton votive plaque 
decorated with an alpha/omega chi-rho. 
4th c. CE. © The Trustees of the British 
Museum. 
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appropriate for such an event. As the eucharist developed, it moved away from a practical meal 

to a symbolic representation of a meal, with only the dissemination of communion.207 Ritual 

vessels, however, were still required, and likely decorated with Christian imagery whenever 

possible. The implements of the Water-Newton hoard offer a good example; the treasure is 

generally understood to have possessed a eucharistic identity.208  This seems well founded due 

to the many connections with Christian religious practice; the inscriptions, the functional purpose 

of the strainer and votive plaques, combined with the reoccurring chi-rhos support a general 

liturgical use for this group. This is not, however, an indication that all tableware bearing inlaid 

chi-rhos are Christian in use.   

 

Roman dining sets facilitated a tradition of social display during Roman meals. Elite Romans 

would be anxious to exhibit both wealth and position through their personal dining 

paraphernalia, and a chi-rho could have been a powerful symbol of imperial connection. Using 

tableware with the chi-rho decoration could also be an indirect method of displaying allegiance, 

conceivably a preoccupation for senior members of the imperial administration. For this reason 

caution should perhaps be taken when considering other groups of tableware from silver 

caches. Although the Canterbury hoard has been identified as a Christian collection,209 other 

than the two engraved chi-rhos there is little undisputed evidence to support such an 

association in the rest of the associated items; ingots, jewelry, and coins, suggesting an 

assemblage of valuable personal items. Generally, scholars should exercise caution in labelling 

caches of silver Christian solely as a result of an attendant chi-rho; the vast majority of 

tableware in the Roman world would not have had a liturgical purpose. 

 

 
207 Balch and Osiek, 2005, 34-7. 
208 Painter 1977b; Watts 1991, 156. 
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Lead Tanks  

A good number of circular basins formed from lead sheets have been discovered throughout 

south-eastern England. These relatively large vessels range from 0.5 m to 1.0 m in diameter, 

and 0.2 m to 0.6 m in height, and are usually decorated along their outer wall. The 

ornamentation generally takes the form of geometric designs, but occasionally there are also 

lettering or pictorial scenes.  Of the 28 known lead tanks unearthed in Britain, there are ten 

marked with a chi-rho - a sizable proportion. Two of these tanks are further decorated with 

raised arm figures and the inscription VTERE FELIX.210 While the use of these tanks is 

uncertain, they have been “habitually” interpreted through a lens purporting Christian ritual use, 

mostly due to the chi-rho symbol engraved on approximately one third of surviving basins.211 

The most prevalent theory asserts that the tanks acted as baptismal basins, where Christian 

initiates would undergo the ceremony of admission into the church. The evidence for this rests 

in two depictions interpreted as representing an initiate undergoing the ritual; one from a 

funerary relief from Aquilea, and another from one of the basins. A recent publication from 

Belinda Crerar has questioned the validity of 

these generally accepted conclusions, 

challenging this understanding by citing both 

literary and archaeological inconsistencies. 

The relief from Aquilea shows three figures, 

one of which stands in a bowl. Although it 

has been interpreted as a depiction of a local 

baptism, Crerar points out it could just as 

well be the baptism of Christ, with the bowl 

 
210 Those from Flawborough and East Stoke.  
211 Crerar 2012, 136. 

Figure 15. Lead tank from Icklingham bearing a chi-rho and 
alpha/omega. © The Trustees of the British Museum. 
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acting as an artistic cue.212 The Walesby tank depicts six figures; three men in tunics in one 

panel, and three women on the other. Two of the women are clothed, while the central figure 

appears nude. Crerar again cautions against a baptismal interpretation, as the image is 

inconsistent with traditional depictions in early Christian art and demonstrates parallels with 

pagan iconography.213 She further points out that baptism by immersion in a natural water 

source (i.e. a river) is considered preferable in church father writings, providing a feasible and 

potentially easier alternative to the basins (assuming a natural water source was readily 

available, although this seems likely given Britain’s extensive natural water system). 

Archaeological evidence for affusion in Britain during late antiquity seems to indicate that it was 

an infrequent practice and only performed in permanent stone or brick fonts, for example those 

at Icklingham and Richborough.214 Alternatively, Watts suggests that the tanks facilitated a 

Christian rite, pedilavium, where feet are ritually washed.215  

 

 The majority of the imagery on the tanks does not purport any clear indication of exclusively 

Christian use, considering the ambiguous motifs used are found in both Christian and pagan 

adornment, and the absence of the chi-rho on the majority of known tanks.216 It no longer seems 

plausible that these tanks were used as baptismal basins. Some of the tanks show signs of 

practical and even industrial functions, including patching, in situ burning, and general heat 

application. Metal tools were also found enclosed in four later Anglo-Saxon examples, which 

although they do not fall into the scope of this study, may reflect a Roman tradition carried over 

into Medieval times.217 Three tanks (one British, two Swiss) were discovered in areas containing 

bath-houses, along with two villas.  

 
212 Such functional pictorials are commonplace in early Christian art. 
213 Crerar 2012, 147-148. 
214 Ibid., 143. 
215 Watts 1991, 171. 
216 Crerar 2012, 142. 
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There is not enough evidence concerning the function of Roman lead tanks to support anything 

more than speculation. What can be considered is their potential religious nature.  

If the chi-rhos are ignored, there are still two tanks which bear potential Christian imagery - the 

orante poses of the figures and the Christian-associated inscription of VTERE FELIX do point to 

a Christian decoration. This does not, however, force a need to generalize the association to the 

use of these tanks, and certainly not to the use of all Roman lead tanks generally. If anything it 

is far more likely that the practical Roman tanks were adopted by Christians for a ritual purpose, 

or even that these two particular tanks were forged for a Christian buyer. While this Christian 

imagery should certainly be born in mind when considering the rest of the chi-rho bearing tanks, 

the possibility of an imperially regulated/associated forger (similar to Romano-British ingots) 

should also be mentioned.  

 

Pewter Ingots 

A distinct group of objects discovered bearing the chi-rho symbol in Britain is a collection of 

eight pewter ingots. These are bars of ore, where the metal is melted and cast into uniform 

wedge-shaped bricks making them easy for transport and trading. Ingots were marked with 

stamps, or hallmarks, identifying the workshop (and often the “master-workman”, or officinator) 

that produced them.218 This particular group was dredged from the Thames a mere five miles 

upstream from Londinium, possibly after they fell from a merchant’s vessel.219 Each was 

stamped with three components: the name “SYGARI(US)”, a chi-rho roundel, and the phrase 

“SPES IN DEO” (There is hope in God).220 There are two other ingots which should be noted in 

a similar capacity. While not in Britain, a silver ingot with a chi-rho incorporated into its stamp 

 
218 Lynch 2014-2015, 144-45. 
219 Thomas 1981, 102.  
220 Ibid., 102. 
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was found within Limerick’s Balline hoard on the nearby shores of Ireland. The island was not 

within the bounds of Roman occupation, however the inhabitants certainly had contact with 

Britain as the hoard contained a second ingot impressed with a stamp used on other bars found 

within the forts at Richborough and Reculver; these two fortifications were charged with 

protecting the south eastern coasts, and thus maintained a significant naval presence.221 The 

chi-rho bearing ingot is branded with the hallmark “EX☧OFC VILIS” (“from the office of Vilis”), 

with the symbol placed between the X and O.222  The second ingot of interest is from within 

Britain itself. Weigels noted an ingot from London which contained an “X” in the midst of the 

stamp, similar to the placement of the chi-rho in the Balline example - he understood the letter 

to be an unfinished chi-rho.223  

 

It was early in the time of the republic when the Roman government began to commandeer 

control of the mining industry and introduced state branded and standardized products in the 

form of the aes signatum - officially stamped ingots acting as currency before the introduction of 

coins. Mines and quarries alike fell under state and subsequently imperial control, particularly 

those in the provinces;224 Suetonius writes that Tiberius stripped the public of their rights to ius 

metallorum (Suet. Tib. 49.2). With the appropriation of the industry came the need for it to be 

monitored, and so it fell to the military to oversee not only the extraction, production, and 

transposition of gold and silver ingots, but even traffic to and from mining territories; in Britain, 

this role may have fallen to the navy.225  

 

 
221 Lynch 2014-2015, 145. 
222 Ibid., 146. 
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It seems that ingots were also used by the imperial family as donatives for allied troops.226 Two 

known ingots from the continent bear imperial effigies; one from Ljubljana bears a portrait of 

Magnentius (350 CE),227 and another from Dierstorf, Germany, includes the likenesses of 

emperors Theodosius III and Valentinian III, along with Galla Placidia (mother of the latter).228 

Within the United Kingdom there is also possible evidence of state regulation; ingots from Kent 

and Coleraine are stamped with the phrase “EX OFF CURMISSI”. While Willers has taken this 

phrase to refer to coming “from the workshop of Curmissus”,229 Painter maintains that it is 

shorthand for “from the office of the curator missionum, curator of the issues”. The occurrence in 

two separate areas of the UK may support the latter interpretation.230 

 

It is imperative that when examining objects with a view to demonstrate a religious association, 

that the purpose of the object is taken into account. Regardless of all the aforementioned 

support for imperial association and stamping of metal ingots, the most convincing argument 

lies in the following consideration - quite simply, what possible religious purpose could the 

ingots hold? There is no obvious ritual or ornamenting function, and it seems unlikely that the 

church in its burgeoning state would have any means of operating or any claim to overseeing 

mining production. As for the accompanying inscription, the spes in deo is naturally religious in 

tone and certainly refers to the Christian god. However, this does not necessarily require that 

the phrase is being used to evoke religious devotion - while acting in an official, imperial 

capacity, it is simply the by-product of an Empire that had adopted the Christian religion and its 

god as a sign of authority.  

 

 
226 Painter 1972, 92.  
227 Lynch 2014-2015, 150.  
228 Painter 1972, 89. 
229 Ibid. 85. 
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The trademark stamps embedded in the ingots by particular workshops often contain symbols 

associated with positive imagery of an apotropaic nature - for example dolphins, or a 

caduceus.231 The presence of the chi-rho could be also considered in keeping with this tendency 

in its role as a sign to promote good fortune.  

 
Maryport Sepulchral Plaque  

Maryport (Roman Alauna) has produced the only example of the chi-rho associated with any 

form of British epigraphic evidence, which appears inscribed on a fragment of stone (RIB 856). 

With a height of 0.3 m, the red sandstone slab is presumed to be sepulchral in nature - possibly 

the upper left corner of a tombstone.232 The face of the fragment is taken up mostly by a large 

linear chi-rho. Above this, three “X”s lie side by side on the architrave of a depicted triangular 

pediment, beneath which one side column is visible.233 In his work Christianity in Roman Britain, 

Thomas writes that the “Christian nature of the chi-rho is clear enough.”234 At first glance this 

conclusion may seem perfectly sound, considering the probable funerary association of the 

stone; with the religion’s focus on salvation after death, 

Christian symbols would certainly not be out of place on 

a tombstone. Christian iconography has its roots in 

funerary art (e.g. the catacombs, sarcophagi) which had 

an extensive artistic tradition even in the early years of 

the religion - understandably so, given the community’s 

preoccupation with awaiting the coming Resurrection 

and ultimate admittance to a paradisal afterlife, which is 

a stark comparison with the dreary underworld of Roman 

 
231 Tisseyre et al. 2008, 316.  
232 Thomas 1981 127. 
233 Ibid. 107. 
234 Ibid. 

Figure 16. Etching of a sepulchral plaque fragment 
from Maryport displaying a large engraved chi-rho. 
2nd-4th c. CE. Red sandstone. Etching by W.  
Hutchinson. (Image courtesy of RIB online 
database). 
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pagan belief.  

 

This distinction is perhaps the reason Roman tombstones were generally more removed from 

personal religion - or at the very least were more associated with ritual and tradition rather than 

divine connection. The expression of religion is a charge for the living, visible in the many 

surviving votive dedications and altars erected by individuals, communities, and organisations. 

As the objective of Roman religion was to appease and gain favour of the gods on earth, the 

dead would gain very little from its practice. The Latin word for tomb, monumentum, is itself 

telling of the perceived role taken on by grave monuments in its meaning of “memorial” or 

“record”. The stones were often decorated with imagery related to the work and 

accomplishments of the deceased, along with portraits or busts.235 In Roman Britain, the 

inclusion of personal religion for was, at least for members of the auxiliary, certainly not the 

norm.236  

 

And so if the chi-rho is interpreted as a religious symbol, then the departed must be understood 

to have been a Christian in some form or other. Although it should be noted that there are no 

undisputed Christian tombstones dating to the period of Roman Britain. In Europe such 

tombstones are identifiable through established patterns and phrases, such as in pace, vivas in 

deo, and the verbs decessit and depositus.237 While Britain is lacking these Christian standards, 

it has produced a number of tombstones with phrases showing “Christian symptoms”.238 All to 

say that while there almost certainly were Christian burials in Britain during this time, none of the 

associated tombstones have shown to bear overt Christian associations.  

 

 
235 Keppie 1991, 100. 
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If, however, we broaden the meaning of the chi-rho to include a secular imperial identity, more 

possibilities become available. The Maryport tombstone originates from Roman Alauna, a fort 

built to support the coastal areas along the west of Hadrian’s Wall. While there is evidence of a 

civilian vicus near to the fort, the find spot does increase the likelihood of the grave having 

belonged to a member of the army - in fact the majority of surviving Romano-British memorial 

monuments are associated with military sites.239 Such tombstones took a generally standardized 

form, promoting Rome, her troops and her glory, and further acted as an effective way to assert 

dominance and impose identity on a conquered landscape.240 The stones were inscribed with 

epitaphs citing titles and honours of the deceased (and the surviving family member or comrade 

in arms who erected the stone), and their legion and cohort, often with military imagery such as 

equipment and dress.241 With the established tradition of trumpeting military accomplishments 

on tombstones, the chi-rho could very well have been referencing some form of imperial military 

connection: either as a member personally affiliated with the imperial family, the imperial 

military, or even simply by extension as a symbol of imperial military power.  

 

One final characteristic to note is the line of three “X”s which appear along the top of the 

tombstone fragment. As representative of the number ten, an X can be sometimes used to refer 

to a decade of service, as seen in imagery promoting Constantine’s twenty-year anniversary as 

emperor. Considering, however, that in its entirety the stone would most likely have included at 

least one further X on the tombstone top, it is extremely unlikely that a soldier would be 

celebrating forty years of service - especially as most would retire after their mandated twenty 

five years. Yet there is another connection with Constantinian imagery that is interesting to note; 

the pattern is recollective of the aforementioned x- patterned coins associated with imperial rule 
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and Sol Invictus (see fig. 1 & 2). Perhaps a soldier familiar with the imagery would have chosen 

to imitate the pattern either simply because of its eminent associate or for some other symbolic 

connection.  

 

In sum, given that there are no parallel Christian tombstones in Britain but there is an 

institutionally entrenched tradition of inscribing tombstones with military accolades and imagery, 

it may be more plausible to view the chi-rho of the Maryport tombstone as an imperial or military 

symbol.  

 

Jewelry  

The final category of objects found bearing a chi-rho symbol in Britain are finger rings. There are 

nine known examples that will be examined for the purpose of this survey, whose materials 

consist of either silver, gold, or jet (for an outline of the reviewed objects see table 3). Of these 

nine, five bear only a solitary chi-rho while the remaining four also feature additional 

accompanying imagery. The best example of the simplistic chi-rho decor comes from Essex, in 

the town of Brentwood, where one such gold ring has been produced; an inner dotted band is 

punched along the contour of a circular bezel, at the center of which lies a retrograde chi-rho 

engraved with broad lineation.242 Similarly, Gerrard and Henig mention a surviving silver bezel 

found in Yorkshire which also bears a retrograde chi-rho and a dotted inner ring.243 The final 

three rings of this type exist only in record. From the Roman fort near Brough-under-Stainmore, 

there is a description of a “curious” ring with a chi-rho present being found in the nearby 

riverbed.244 A further silver ring is documented as being found during the 19th century 

excavations of a villa in Hampshire’s town of Thruxton, and again there is no supplementary 
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description other than the noted presence of an inscribed chi-rho.245 Two silver rings have been 

recorded among the finds of the Roman villa in Fifehead Neville, with surviving sketches of their 

bezels;246 a large chi-rho fills the square surface of one, while the other contains further imagery 

that will be discussed below.  

 

We turn now to finger rings which bear, in addition to their chi-rho symbol, inscriptions. In Kent, 

a such ring (now lost) was discovered at Richborough. This bronze piece hosted a bezel which 

bore a chi-rho accompanied by an inverted alpha/omega pair, and an eight-sided band further 

inscribed with the letters “IV ST IN EV IVA SI ND EO” (i.e. Iustine vivas in deo), meaning 

Justine, may you live in god.247 The phrase vivas in deo is generally accepted as being 

intrinsically Christian248 - to the extent that even the use of the word vivas alone is enough to 

spur speculation about Christian involvement.249 Along Hadrian’s fort lies Chesters fort, whose 

Cilurnum Museum is host to a curious jet ring most likely found on the site’s premises. The ring 

holds two points of interest - first, a design that is most likely a chi-rho symbol, placed on the 

ring’s smaller bezel. Second is the phrase inscribed in the stone - QUIS SEPA(RABIT) MEVM 

ET TVVM DVRANTE VITA (Who will separate me and you in life enduring?). The first two words 

of the inscription are written on the larger bezel, while the rest continue onto both sides of the 

band.250 Thomas interprets this artefact as a blend of personal and Christian devotion,251 while 

Irby-Masse points out that the object could very well  have been a marriage or engagement ring 

without any Christian association.252  

 

 
245 Thomas 1981. 131. 
246 Ibid. 
247 Ibid. 131-32. 
248 Thomas describes the phrase as “unequivocally Christian”, 1981, 131; Gerrard & Henig, 2017, 333.  
249 Gerrard and Henig 2017, 333.  
250 Irby-Masse 1999, 195. 
251 Thomas 1981, 132. 
252 Irby-Masse 1999, 195. 
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Finally there are two rings from different sites in 

Britain which, along with their cruciform symbols, 

each include a depiction of a bird (most likely a 

dove) and vegetation. The first is the 

aforementioned silver ring from Fifehead Neville;  

it bears a small tau-rho at the base of its square 

bezel, accompanied by a larger dove placed 

directly above it, and flanked on either side by 

what seems to be palm fronds.253 The second is a 

gold ring from Suffolk, with an octagonal bezel showing a retrograde chi-rho. The symbol is 

placed underneath an arch of vines, upon which sits a perched bird (see fig. 17).  

 

The additional imagery on these finger rings should be considered for its potential Christian 

significance. The bird featured on the Fifehead Neville ring seems to conform to traditional dove 

imagery in its form. On the Brentwood ring the bird is far less standard and while it may depict a 

Christian dove, it is also possible that it was chosen simply for design rather than meaning.  

 

Jewelry in the ancient world often functioned as an apotropaic force, and finger rings were 

sometimes engraved with depictions of gods to fulfill this purpose.254 As a religious icon, the chi-

rho may have fulfilled that function for a Christian; alternatively as representative of the empire 

and/or the imperial house, a pagan may have also found it suitable to that effect.255 Ancient 

jewelry further acted as a visual display of status, wealth, association, and allegiance - uses 

which have continued into the present age. Particularly with the client-patron nature of Roman 

 
253 Thomas 1981, 131. 
254 Johns 1996, 44.   
255 Henig 2002, 155.   

Figure 17. Gold rings from Suffolk and Brentwood engraved with 
retrograde chi-rhos. 4th c. CE. © The Trustees of the British 

Museum. 
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society, the latter two aspects would have been particularly important to recognize, and jewelry 

offered a clear and easy method to display one’s relationships upon their person. Imperial 

favour is one such connection that was most likely exhibited through jewelry, including fibulae, 

buckles, and finger rings.256  

 

Finger rings were a common Roman decoration for both men and women civilians, but they also 

seem to have had a tradition of import in the military sphere - especially as they were used as a 

badge indicating that certain rights had been granted to an individual.257 Herodian notes that 

Septimius Severus first allowed certain honoured soldiers  to don gold rings as part of the 

privileges he bestowed upon the military (3.8.5). The Historia Augusta further notes that rings 

were one type of ornamentation (along with armbands and torques) traditionally awarded to 

deserving soldiers (7.7, 14.2).  

As imperial power became more reliant on military allegiance, the later empire seems to have 

built on this practice of honouring esteemed officials; most of the known imperial-associated 

rings are from the early fourth century, and are related through inscription to Diocletian, 

Maximian, Licinius, and Constantine.258 There are a minimum of twenty gold rings that signify 

the confidence of Emperor Constantine with the inscription “FIDEM CONSTANTINO/FIDES 

CONSTANTI”.259 Presumably ring-gifting would have been practiced by many of the members of 

the imperial family, although there is only one surviving example of a ring offered by an empress 

(almost certainly gifted rather than worn by the Empress herself, due to its simplicity). With a 

cross displayed on the bezel, the ring’s nielloed inscription on the band reads “AEL EVDOCIA 

AVG” relating the fifth century ring to the wife of Theodosius II, Empress Aelia Eudocia.260 As an 
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alternative to written inscriptions, some finger rings bore the likeness of imperial family 

members, such as one 4th century bronze ring inlaid with a silver imperial portrait.261 This 

tradition must have been deemed effective, as it continued into subsequent centuries; De 

Adminstrando Imperio, a tenth century policy manual written by Constantine VII, describes the 

practice of sending allies gifts of gold rings bearing an imperial portrait.262 Being an established 

custom of the imperial family, it seems only natural that as the chi-rho symbol became 

associated with Constantine - and subsequently imperial power - it would become featured on 

finger rings sent to esteemed officials. The earliest example that certainly combines the symbol 

with imperial affiliation is a gold ring from the Ferrell Collection; dating to the reign of Constans I 

(337-50 CE), it includes a chi-rho and an inscription declaring allegiance to the Emperor.263 

The original use for finger rings with engraved stones or designs carved into the metal bezel 

was, however, more practical than a simple display of fealty - they were created to act as seals 

or markers which could be conveniently carried on the finger, ready to impress an official 

emblem into a wax seal when needed for identification or as a security measure.264 Such seals 

would be used on official documents and personal letters, as well as on packages being 

dispatched, or containers kept in the household in order to discourage theft.265 This is a system 

that the Roman government continued to utilize, and the chi-rho’s increasing association with 

imperial authority would make its inclusion on a signet ring an appropriate administrative tool for 

Constantine’s government officials, as suggested by Petts.266 He proposes that the rings could 

have been employed for this purpose by both local and imperial agents, potentially private 

individuals or even bishops. One aspect which may support this conclusion is the retrograde 
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forms of the chi-rho present on the aforementioned rings from Brentwood, Yorkshire and Suffolk 

- engraving the symbol in reverse would create the traditional orientation on the seal 

impressions created by the ring.  

Seal & Stamp 

There are two further Romano-British objects bearing the chi-rho which suggest administrative 

functions: a lead seal from the forum basilica of Calleva in Silchester, and a metal stamp from 

Chedworth. The seal is imprinted on each of its two faces with a chi-rho, accompanied by an 

alpha on one side and an omega on the other. These seals presumably acted as security 

devices, and in many examples contain an imprint of the package bindings upon which they 

were placed.  Because of their size, lead seals are more appropriate for larger collections of 

merchandise as opposed to smaller items (letters, small parcels, etc.) typically sealed with 

wax.267 Although Still maintains that the majority of these seals belong to individuals for personal 

use, they were also used in official capacities by the military, tax-collectors, and the imperial 

government.268  

 

The stamp was recorded amongst the discoveries made at Chedworth before 1869, but 

unfortunately has since been lost; however it is recorded as having an imprint of some form of 

chi-rho symbol.269 Without further information, meaningful analysis of the stamp is not possible, 

but should nonetheless be noted for its potential for official branding.  
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SECTION III - CONCLUSION 

Artefacts adorned with the Chi-Rho have been consistently used as evidence for Christian 

activity in studies concerning the religion’s development in Roman Britain. Due to the symbol’s 

association with imperial administration, power, and authority, however, the current study has 

shown that these assumptions may not always be valid. The chi-rho has been demonstrated to 

possess an ambivalent character, used both as a Christian symbol and as an imperial sigil in 

certain contexts (for a summary of religious vs. imperial chi-rho function, see table 4). By 

examining the chi-rho’s purpose on the material evidence, its role within the additional 

decoration, and the function of the object upon which it is placed, better judgements can be 

made concerning the symbol’s role on a situational basis.  

 

Christian uses of the sign appear on ritual objects like Eucharistic table sets, as well as on items 

that express religious devotion, for example finger rings. When found in combination with 

explicitly theological imagery, such as the praying orantes at Lullingstone, this religious 

symbolism becomes clear. On objects without blatant Christian associations, however, the chi-

rho may instead represent a connection, allegiance, or devotion to the imperial house and/or its 

military. Its placement on ingots and signet rings demonstrates a role in purporting official 

administrative and political authority that can no longer be ignored.  

  

Much of the remaining material evidence remains ambiguous, and arguments for both religious 

and political intention can be made. What is most important is that the dual nature of the chi-rho 

is understood, in order to create a clearer understanding of its role and those of the objects 

upon which it is placed. While individual artefacts adorned with the chi-rho are being 

reexamined, large scale studies concerning the development of Christianity in Britain continue 

to use the symbol as unquestioned evidence for Christian activity. A continued effort is required 
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from scholars to challenge the assumptions with which data is categorized and reconsider a 

more fluid model for the relationship between religion and politics in Roman Britain.  
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Appendices  

Table 1: Summary of Material Goods Bearing Chi-Rho Graffiti  

 

Find Location   Object Type  Symbol Type  

Pottery   

Canterbury  Samian ware bowl  Tau-Rho  

Exeter  Blackware  Tau-Rho 

Gatcombe  Redware Beaker  Chi/Tau-Rho  

Catterick  Glass bottle base fragment  Tau-Rho  

Richborough  Oxford colour-coated ware 
footed bowl  

Inverted Tau-Rho  

London Pewter Bowl  Chi-Rho  

Old Welney Cambridge   Pewter Bowl/Dish Chi-Rho + Omega  

Caerwent  Pewter Bowl  Chi-Rho  

Appleshaw  Pewter Bowl  Chi-Rho  

   

Building Materials  

York  Roof Tile  Chi-Rho (pre-fire drawing) 

Ratae  Brick  Tau/Chi-Rho (pre-fire 
drawing) + V (potential alpha) 

Chedworth Nymphaeum  Stone Slab  Chi-Rho x 2  

Catterick Frigidarium Outer 
Wall 

Sandstone Block   
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Table 2:  Summary of Tableware Bearing Chi-Rho Ornamentation  

 

Find Location   Object Type  Symbol Type  

Canterbury  Pronged Implement   Chi-Rho, punched   

 Silver Spoon  Chi-Rho, engraved  

Biddulph  Spoon Chi-Rho + Alpha/Omega 

Mildenhall Spoons x 3 Chi-Rho  + Alpha/Omega  

   

Letocetum Bronze Sheet Metal Bowl  Chi-Rho, bottom of footring   

Isle of Ely  Pewter Bowl  Chi-Rho + Alpha/Omega  

Corbidge  Bowl  Chi-Rho with Square Border  
x 6  

Water Newton  Silver Deep Dish  Chi-Rho + Omega  

 Silver Cup Chi-Rho + Alpha/Omega  

 Silver Cup Chi-Rho 

 Silver Strainer  Chi-Rho + Alpha/Omega  

 Triangular Plaque x 9  Chi-Rho + Alpha/Omega  

 Triangular Plaque x 1 Chi-Rho  
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Table 3: Summary of Jewelry Bearing Chi-Rho Ornamentation  

 

Find Location   Object Type  Symbol Type  

Essex Gold Ring  Chi-Rho, retrograde   

Yorkshire  Silver Bezel Chi-Rho, retrograde  

Brough-under-Stainmore  Unknown  Chi-Rho  

Thruxton Silver Ring  Chi-Rho  

Fifehead Neville  Silver Ring  Chi-Rho  

 Silver Ring  Tau-Rho  

Richborough Bronze Ring Chi-Rho + inverted 
Alpha/Omega 

Chesters  Jet Ring  Chi-Rho  

Suffolk  Gold Ring  Chi-Rho, retrograde  
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Table 4: Summary of Romano-British Chi-Rho Functions  

 

 Object 
Category  

Chi-Rho Function  

  Religious  Imperial  Ambiguous  

Mosaics Lullingstone  ✓   

 Frampton   ✓  

 Mary St-Hinton   ✓  

Graffiti  Pottery    ✓ 

 Building 
Materials 

  ✓ 

Original 
Ornamentation 

Tableware    ✓ 

 Spoons    ✓ 

 Dishes, Bowls, & 
Cups  

  ✓ 

Lead Tanks     ✓ 

Pewter Ingots    ✓  

Epigraphs  Maryport Plaque  ✓  

Jewelry   ✓ ✓  

Lead Seal     ✓ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


