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The Latin inscription on the Coppergate helmet

J.W. BINNS, E.C. NORTON & D.M. PALLISER*

The Coppergate helmet, found in central York in 1982 and of Anglo-Saxon date, bears a
Latin inscription. A new reading of the inscription is offered, and a different view
consequently taken of its significance.

IN NOMINE DNI NOSTRI IHV SCS SPS DI ET
OMNIBUS DECEMUS AMEN OSHERE XPI

The Anglo-Saxon helmet found on the Copper-
gate site in York in May 1982 bears these words
onasingle strip of copper alloy which runs from
above the nose over the top of the head and
down to the top of the neck (Tweddle 1984,
resuming and in places correcting Addyman et
al. 1982; Pearson et al. 1982; Tweddle 1983).
Two other copper alloy bands run up from
above the ears to meet the principal inscribed
strip at the crown of the helmet, forming a cross
over the top of the head (FIGURES 1, 2). The band
which runs down to the left ear repeats the
identical wording IN NOMINE . . . SPS, while the

opposite piece running down to the right ear
contains OMNIBUS . . . OSHER. In both cases the
inscription reads from the top of the helmet
downwards, but it is evident that the left hand
piece was inadvertently reversed during the
construction of the helmet, and that the inscrip-
tion was intended to be read from behind and
from left to right, starting IN NOMINE . . . over the
left ear, and ending . .. OSHER over the right.
Apart from this reversal of the first part of the
inscription, some of the letters of the text are
missing on the right hand side. Since the helmet
is oval shaped, the inscribed band running from
front to back is longer than the transverse pieces
running from ear to ear, and the craftsman
apparently failed to accommodate the full text
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within the reduced space available. The whole
sentence may have actually been written out on
the transverse bands, and part probably had to
be cut off when they were fastened in position.
The craftsman also had problems with the
individual letters on both inscriptions: many
are upside down, and back to front. However,
the word order is correct throughout, and it is
clear that the design envisaged the same sen-
tence repeated from front to back and from side
to side across the top of the helmet.
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y FIGURE 1. The Coppergate
helmet, after restoration.
{ (Photo courtesy of York
Castle Museum.)

Translation

The letters were made by the repoussé tech-
nique and must therefore belong to the original
construction of the helmet, which has been
dated on stylistic grounds to the third quarter of
the 8th century. What does this text mean, and
what is its significance? Tweddle (1984: 17)
comments:

The main part of this can be freely translated ‘In the
name of our Lord Jesus the Holy Spirit God the Father

https://doi.org/10.1017/50003598X00077383 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003598X00077383

NOTES

and with all we pray. Amen’. OSHERE is an Anglo-
Saxon personal name, and the letters xp1 are the first
three letters of the word Christ in Greek.

There are various difficulties with this
rendering. In the first place, ‘we pray’ does not
appear in the Latin at all. Tweddle has appar-
ently taken DECEMUS as DICIMUS (we say or
speak), and thus, in this context, we pray. SCS
SPS, as an abbreviation for Sanctus Spiritus, is
grammatically wrong; it should be in the geni-
tive. This translation would therefore postulate
a basic grammatical error on an object on which
a great deal of care and attention had clearly
been lavished. The word ET is redundant, and
‘with all we pray’ is awkward. If OMNIBUS were
to mean ‘with all’, one would expect it to be
preceded by cuM. By itself, it would more
naturally mean ‘to or for all’. But, even granting
that it meant ‘with all’, “‘with all’ whom? Why
not just ‘we all pray’? The name OSHERE stands
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FIGURE 2. Drawing
of the inscription
(courtesy of York
tin Archaeological
Trust).

isolated from the meaning of the rest of the text.
Finally, it should be noted that XpI is the
standard abbreviation for the Latin CHRISTI
(using the normal Greek letter forms X and P),
not the first three letters of Christos in Greek —
just as the Greek letter form H is used for the
Latin E in abbreviating the name of Jesus.

The published translation of the inscription
given by Tweddle (and also displayed to the
public in the Castle Museum at York) therefore
needs revision. We should like to propose an
alternative rendering which we believe makes
better sense, and may throw light on the hel-
met’s significance. We start by assuming that,
where sense can be made from the Latin as it
stands, it is unnecessary to postulate grammati-
cal error. Accordingly, we believe that scs is not
an incorrectly abbreviated genitive of SANCTUS,
but a correctly abbreviated dative or ablative
plural saNcTIS. It then clearly goes with
OMNIBUS, and in context would mean ‘to all [the]
Saints’. The other abbreviations are not prob-
lematic: DI for DEI appears, for instance, twice in
Anglo-Saxon inscriptions in the form AGNUS DI
(Okasha 1971: nos 17, 33).

The key to the undoubted difficulty of this
text lies in the word DECEMUS, which does not
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exist in Latin and must perforce be emended in
some way. Rather than altering both vowels to
DICIMUS, which gives no very clear sense, the
emendation of a single letter would give us
DICEMUS, from DICARE, to dedicate or offer.
DICARE appears four times, as opposed to
DEDICARE once, in the famous poem on York by
Alcuin, who was of course at the school there at
the very period when the helmet is believed to
have been made {(Godman 1982: vv. 504, 1138,
1155, 1493). In this case the only possible object
for the verb is Oshere himself, the name being
left in the Anglo-Saxon. Finally, the ET can only
be a copula between IHV XPl and $PS DI. Recasting
the text in its sense order, we get:

IN NOMINE DNI NOSTRI IHV XPI ET SPS DI
OMNIBUS SCS DECEMUS OSHERE AMEN.

In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ and of the Spirit
of God, let us offer up Oshere to All Saints. Amen.

Discussion

This accounts for every word without forcing
the grammar. It makes excellent sense as an
invocation of divine protection for the owner,
Oshere, through the intercession of All Saints.
As Tweddle rightly comments (1984: 18}, the
inscriptions ‘were evidently intended to give a
spiritual dimension to the protection afforded
by the helmet. . . . It may also be deliberate that
when viewed from the top the two strips form a
cross.’ Its significance is not merely the use of
the Christian symbol par excellence; it is also
strongly reminiscent of the late antique and
Carolingian custom, practised by, for example,
Optatianus Porfyrius, Venantius Fortunatus,
and Rhabanus Maurus, of writing poetry — and
particularly Christian poetry — in the shape of a
cross. Alcuin himself wrote a poem of this type
(Duemmler 1881: 225). The genre was doubtless
familiar to the educated circles associated with
the York school and may explain the rather
convoluted word-order of the Coppergate
helmet inscriptions, even though the sentence
itself can be construed as actual verse only by
wilfully disregarding many of the formal quan-
tities of the syllables.

Nevertheless, poems of this kind were highly
artificial. The displacement of XPI to the end of
the sentence not only enables the text to begin
and end with Christ (‘1 am the Alpha and the
Omega, the beginning and the end’), but also
allows the final I of XPI to mirror the initial [ of i
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NOMINE. Intentional mirroring of initial and
final letters is found in the cross poetry of
Optatianus Porfyrius (Polara 1973: 1, 8 and 69 —
mirroring of S and A) Venantius Fortunatus
(Leo 1881: 30 — mirroring of I) and Rhabanus
Maurus (Migne 1864: cols 155-6, 202, 257—-8 —
mirroring of O, I and S). Moreover, Rhabanus
Maurus points out that the letter I has a numeri-
cal value of one in the Latin alphabet and
identifies this number with Christ (Migne 1864:
cols 210, 238). The complicated word order in
the middle of the sentence may also be expli-
cable in these terms. In its actual abbreviated
form the text contains 57 letters, making the
middle letter the E of ET, immediately adjacent
to DI, God, while when written out in full
without contractions the text contains 75
letters, the middle letter then being the U of
SPIRITUS DI. The symbolism seems clear: in the
centre of all things (and physically speaking at
the top of the helmet) is the Spirit of God,
flanked by all the Saints, with whom Oshere
associates himself within the limits of this
earthly existence whose boundaries are set by
Christ, the beginning and the end. This struc-
ture, although desperately artificial to the
modern mind, is entirely characteristic of the
highly formalized literary conventions of the
time.

Furthermore, a votive invocation of All Saints
is reinforced by a consideration of the find spot.
The archaeological evidence is ambiguous as to
whether or not the helmet was accidentally
deposited {Tweddle 1984: 22), but the find is
close to All Saints’ Church, and the inscription
is consistent with the dedicatees of that church
being invoked as a protection to Oshere.

The difficulty with such an explanation is one
of dating. If the helmet is indeed of c. 750-75,
then it is three centuries earlier than the first
documentary record of the church in 1086,
when it was held by the bishop of Durham ‘of
the king's gift’, de dono regis (Domesday Book,
I, fo. 288 r.). The RCHM suggest that its position
‘would be consistent with it[s] being a Danish
foundation of the 10th century’ and they record
a grave-cover of the 10th or early 11th century
(RCHM 1981: 1-2). Another significant find
from All Saints is a set of polychrome relief
tiles, discovered in the remains of the 12th-
century south transept in 1963. They would
appear however to have been re-used, as they
belong to a small series of late Saxon tiles dated
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to the century or so before the Norman conquest
(Gem & Keen 1981: 20-26). Elsewhere in
England, tiles of this type have been found only
at major ecclesiastical sites — St Alban’s Abbey,
Coventry (Stokes & Tweddle 1986), Peter-
borough Abbey, the Old Minster at Winchester
and perhaps Westminster Abbey. All Saints
Pavement stands out strangely amongst such
illustrious companions: the presence of the tiles
strongly suggests that it was in the late Saxon
period no ordinary local church, but a much
more important establishment.

Although there has been little archaeological
exploration beneath the church, negative evi-
dence need not mean that the church cannot
have originated before the 10th century. One
pointer to an early origin may be a grant of c.
1170 X 1185 of a messuage in Coppergate ante
monasterium Omnium Sanctorum (Farrer
1914:1, no. 229). The implication is not that All
Saints was a ‘monastery’, as Farrer translated
the term, but a minster, that is, a mother church
which had at some time housed a community of
priests, whether or not it had ever been monas-
tic in the strict sense. The tiles would make
better sense in a minster church. Minsters
generally originated in the 7th and 8th cen-
turies, with wide territories (parochiae) depen-
dent on them; they lost ground between the 10th
and 12th centuries as local and private churches
with resident priests replaced them, but they
often preserve the name of minster (Blair
1988a). Frequently they were founded near
royal vills, and were important elements in the
growth of towns (Blair 1988b). Admittedly the
monasterium reference is late, from a period
when mynster was sometimes used simply as a
synonym for ‘church’ (Morris 1989: 158) but
that need not mean that All Saints was not
called a mynster before the conquest, only that
virtually no pre-conquest documents survive
for the city of York. A dedication stone found in
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On concepts expressed in southern African rock art

J.F. THACKERAY*

Prehistoric rock art in southern Africa has been studied — with remarkable success — in

the light of ethnographic data obtained from modern ‘San’ or ‘Bushmen’. Yet examples of

rock paintings reflect conceptual associations similar if not identical to those identified

among Bantu-speakers. It is recommended that the art be studied in the light of linguistic
as well as ethnographic data without adopting a ‘San-centric’ stance.

Introduction

An understanding of rock art in southern Africa
has been greatly advanced by the recognition
that paintings and engravings reflect concepts
associated with trance (Lewis-Williams 1981).
Thus paintings of therianthropic figures,
including so-called ‘trance-buck’ such as the
one reproduced in FIGURE 1, can be recognized
as imagery associated with the hallucinations of
shamans or ‘medicine-men’. This recognition
has stemmed from analysis of ethnographic
records of ‘San’ or ‘Bushmen’, under an
assumption that concepts held by prehistoric
artists were those held by modern ‘San’ hunter-
gatherers. The art has been referred to as ‘The

*
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San artistic achievement’ (Lewis-Williams
1985); but, since rock paintings and engravings
have considerable antiquity (Thackeray 1983)
and since interaction between ‘San’/‘Bushmen’
and other population groups in southern Africa
is known to have occurred, is it correct that
concepts expressed in the art were held by
people who can be grouped into a single cate-
gory labelled ‘San’? And should the study of
rock art in southern Africa become rigorously
‘San-centric’, concentrating on concepts,
beliefs, customs and languages of modern
hunter-gatherers that are assumed to have been
direct descendants of the prehistoric artists?
At least some of the concepts, customs and
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