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AćĘęėĆĈę 

buring the ͙͘͡͡s, excavations were carried out by the former Rijksdienst 

voor het Oudheidkundig Bodemonderzoek ȋRmBȌ at the location of the jate 

Roman bridge at auijk. rhree intact bridge piers were discovered consisting 

of large wooden piles with iron shoes that were driven into the sand and the 

underlying gravel. mn one of these piles an inscription was found. )t read 

crcRlA, which the excavators considered to be a reference to the wish for 

the bridge's eternal existence. )n the irst half of this article we argue that it 

should in fact be considered a personal name, providing an analysis of the 

inscription itself and comparing it to a number of parallels from various 

military sites in eermania )nferior. )n the second half we take a closer look 

at the archaeological and epigraphical record in an attempt to answer the 

questions who this person could have been and what reason he could have 

had to carve out his name.  

 

gēęėĔĉĚĈęĎĔē 

)n ͙͜͡͞, the late prof. h.c. Bogaers discovered the irst remains of the jate 

Roman bridge in the river keuse at auijk. buring his excavations on the 

nearby shore he found, amongst other things, a jate Roman castellum. 

bivers sent out as part of these campaigns, secured eight wooden piles 

from the river bed, which originally were interpreted by prof. Bogaers as 

either belonging to a wooden bridge or to an embankment contemporary 

with the late Roman castellum.͙ )n ͙͡͠͡, local divers surveyed the area and 

conirmed that this spot most likely was the location of a bridge over the 

river keuse. rhis led to a pilot study in the same year, which was followed 

up by intensive underwater excavations during the ͙͘͡͡'s. rhese 

excavations were carried out by the Oudheidkundig Bodemonderzoek 

ȋRmBȌ and were intended to document and conserve the bridge ex situ.͚  

buring the surveying, large clusters of stone and wood had already been 

spotted. rhe subsequent excavations showed that in three of these clusters 

upright wooden piles were still present. rhe piles were interpreted as 

belonging to three intact bridge piers. cventually, ive of these were 

identiied, with a possible sixth one that has not yet been found.͛  

rhe bridge on the river keuse. 
Reinterpreting a Roman dedicatory 
inscription 

BĊėćĊė ěĆē ĉĊė kĊĚđĊē Ćēĉ tĎēĈĊēę ěĆē ĉĊė tĊĊē 
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rhe piles present in the excavated areas were tied to a noose and drawn out 

by a crane ship. Because they were still rather irmly embedded in the river 

bedding, this method led to some rope damage to the wood and many of 

the iron shoes, originally attached to the pointed ends of the piles, 

remained in situ.͜ 
 

 

 

rhe wooden piles served as the foundation of the bridge ȋsee dig. ͙Ȍ. ro 

prevent rotting, the oak wood piles were placed in such a way that they 

always remained underwater, thus, creating excellent conditions for 

conservation and dendrochronological dating. )n fact, in most of the piles, 

some sapwood was preserved and some bark was still intact, which 

indicates that not only very little of the original tree had been removed, but 

the wood had also been used almost immediately after felling, since bark 

tends to come of during the seasoning process. durthermore, toolmarks of 

adzes/axes are still visible on the wood to this day.  

mn the basis of their length, the piles can be divided into two groups. 

rhe irst group consists of a few piles ȋtype ͙Ȍ that are short ȋ͘͞-͙͚͘cmȌ. 

rhe second group ȋtype ͚Ȍ consists of piles that are longer ȋ͙͚͘-͙͘͝cmȌ. 

rype ͙ piles served as the main way of foundation. rhey were placed in 

between type ͚ piles, functioning as beams.͝   

͛͞ of the total of ͝͠ dendrochronological samples were used for the 

dating of the bridge. rhis revealed three distinct phases in the felling of the 

Figure ͙ 

Technological reconstruction of 

one of the bridge piers. Stone 

elements are in grey, wood in 

brown. Yellow and grey-green 

represent the sandy topsoil and 

the underlying gravel. 

ȋafter Goudswaard et al. ͚͙͘͘, 

Fig. ͜͠, modiied by V. van der 

VeenȌ.  
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wood. rhe irst phase dates between ͛͜͟ and ͛͜͡ Ab, the second to the 

winter or early spring of ͛͞͠/͡ Ab and the third between ͛͠͠ and ͛͡͠ Ab, 

with an estimated felling date of ͛͛͡ Ab.͞  

mn one of the type ͚ piles, dating to the second phase, i.e. the winter or 

early spring of ͛͞͠/͡ Ab, an inscription was found.͟ A section of the pile was 

smoothed prior to the carving of the inscription with an adze or axe, the 

lines that make up the letters being approximately ͙͠-͚͘cm tall and ͚-͛cm 

wide.͠
 

 

cĕĎČėĆĕčĎĈĆđ ĆēĆđĞĘĎĘ 

Starting from the point of the pile, from left to right, the irst four letters 

can be read fairly clearly as crcR. rhe last two, however, are less certain 

due to the fact that this part of the pile projected from the soil and is 

therefore badly worn. )t also sufered extensively by the ropes used to 

retrieve it from the river bedding. 

rhe excavators suggest a reading as crcRlA. rhey deemed this 

inscription to be unique in its kind, as from other known wooden Roman 

bridges, only inscribed numbers and letters have been found ȋe.g. in 

kainzȌ. dor this reason, they interpreted the inscription as one placed there 

as a wish for the bridge's eternal existence.͡  

)n our view the interpretative drawing in the original publication, can be 

interpreted in two ways.͙͘ Besides crcRlA, as the authors propose, the 

drawing could also be read as crcRltk, the last three letters being a 

ligature. rhe second reading points to an interpretation as some sort of 

dedicatory inscription. uhen used adverbially, aeternum can indeed mean 

for ever. After examining the original photograph, however, it became clear 

that the irst reading is the correct one, even though the letter A is rather 

damaged along with the rest of that section of the pile. A line seemingly 

connecting the letter l and A was not, as we thought, carved by hand, but 

rather the result of erosion. See dig.͚. for the original photograph and dig.͛. 

for our revised interpretation of the reading and drawing.   

 

 

 

Figure ͚  

Original photograph of the 

inscription, courtesy of the 

FotoArchiefDienst Cuijk. 
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After establishing that the inscription ought to be read as crcRlA, we are 

left with the question of its meaning. eoudswaard et al. clearly are of the 

opinion that it relates to the adjective aeternus, meaning eternal or 

everlasting. rhe missing letter a in eterna does not stand in the way of such 

an interpretation, as the monophtongisation of ae to e is a common feature 

of tulgar jatin.͙͙ )f we are to believe, however, that eterna is an adjective; 

then what noun is it referring to? )f the inscription refers to the bridge itself, 

then surely it should read ȋaȌeternus, as the word pons ȋbridgeȌ is of the 

male gender. A word that does correspond with the seemingly female 

gender of the inscription is the jatin word for life, vita. )t could, therefore, 

be argued that eterna is a reference to the eternal life of the bridge and 

could thus be interpreted as a dedicatory inscription. Such inscriptions are 

well known for having been placed on public buildings either directly on the 

surface or on slabs attached to the structures. Some of the basic elements 

of these types of inscriptions, however, include the mentioning of the 

builder or commissioner of the building, information on the construction 

itself etc.͙͚ snless ctern[…] is to be interpreted as a name element 

belonging to an oicial involved in the construction of the bridge, with the 

rest of the inscription not having survived, this interpretation seems rather 

problematic to us. dirst of all, the inscription lacks the above-mentioned 

key elements of such inscriptions.͙͛ Secondly, it was placed in such a 

location that it would not have been visible to anyone anymore after the 

construction of the bridge. )n this light, we argue here that we have to look 

at other types of epigraphical evidence to understand the meaning and 

function of this particular inscription.  

 ro this end, we may consider other inscriptions on Roman construction 

wood from eermania )nferior. mn a whole, such parallels are rather scarce, 

since wood tends to be 'deselected' in the ield prior to proper inspection.͙͜ 

dor the jate Roman period these are entirely non-existent. ue argue that 

the material on which the inscription was applied, namely construction 

wood, is more relevant to its interpretation than its date, based on the fact 

that construction techniques using wood, at least for bridges, remained 

Figure ͛ 

)nterpretative drawing,  

V. van der Veen. 
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practically unchanged between the irst and fourth centuries Ab.͙͝ ue 

assume that the same also applies to the reasons why inscriptions are 

applied prior to or during construction. 

rhe following is a list of inscriptions known to us on Roman construction 

wood in the lorth-western part of the jimes. rhese inscriptions have been 

ordered according to their relevance based on their context and their 

reading. Although it probably is far from comprehensive, we argue that it 

does shed a new light on the inscription at hand. lotably, they all come 

from military contexts.  

mne inscription comes from tleuten-be keern.͙͞ bue to its 'wet 

context' on an oak plank of a dock dated to the late irst century Ab, this 

may be the closest parallel we have to the bridge at auijk. rhe inscription 

reads [...] ASS), which clearly is the genitive case of a name. eraafstal 

states that the name must be of the centurion who oversaw the 

construction of the dock,͙͟ likely because he expects the name to originally 

to have been preceded by a retrograde c, being a common abbreviation of 

centuria. Such military units consisted of roughly ͘͠ legionaries and were led 

by a centurion.͙͠ rhe name can be completed in a number of ways.͙͡
 

Although not in a 'wet' context such as on a bridge or dock, all further 

inscriptions were found within a military sphere. rhe irst of these was 

found in the castellum at talkenburg ȋnraetorium AgrippinaeȌ. (ere, on 

one of the posts of the north-western tower an inscription was found 

reading njAa)b).  Again, this clearly is the genitive case of a name, this 

time of the cognomen nlacidus. Awaiting detailed publication, at the 

moment no more can be said about this inscription.͚͘  

)n order to present an overview as complete as possible we include an 

inscription from the castellum at Alphen aan den Rijn ȋAlbanianaȌ. )t was 

found on an alder plank, which supported one of the central posts of the 

west tower of the oldest porta principalis dextra,͚͙ and can be read as ej 

vt), the meaning of which is far from clear.͚͚  

dinally, several inscriptions are known from the castra at mberaden. rhe 

irst of these, Ɔ·t)l)a, was carved on a plank sharpened on one end, which 

was found in a barrel well.͚͛ As mentioned before, the retrograde c is a 

common abbreviation of centuria. tinicius/tinucius is a fairly common 

nomen.͚͜  

Another inscription was found on a wooden lintel of one of the barracks. 

)t reads Ɔ·aA [...].͚͝ roo many possible nomina and cognomina exist to list 

here, although it is clear that the inscription again is a reference to a 

centuria and its commanding oicer.   

As excavation and publication took place in the irst half of the ͚͘th 

century, little is known of the context in which the following inscriptions 

from mberaden were found. rhe irst and most complete of these 

inscriptions reads Ɔ·n·nmunml) jot [...] and was carved on a heavy oak 

beam.͚͞ rhe w in nmunml) must certainly be read as an upside down m, as 

three other inscriptions of this name are known from mberaden featuring 

the letter m the normal way round.͚͟ Again, this inscription follows the 

same formula of a retrograde c followed by a name, or in this case two 
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names, in the genitive case. )t can be translated as jȋuciusȌ ou[...] of the 

centuria of nȋubliusȌ nomponius.   

rhe last inscription from mberaden we discuss, was also carved on an 

oak beam. cven though the irst half had been very badly damaged, 

Albrecht et al. tentatively suggest iAR)/iARȋRȌ)/iARȋȌRtȋSȌ t)), translating 

it as cart ȋcarrusȌ lo. ͟.͚͠ rhe second half, however, can be easily read as 

Ɔ·[j or r] RtBR), and can be translated as: the centuria of jucius or ritus 

Rubrius. rhe nomen Rubrius also appears on a pilum murale from 

mberaden.͚͡  

)n sum, we can conclude that all but one of the parallels listed above are 

personal names, be it a praenomen and nomen, or a separate nomen or 

cognomen. Admittedly, there is a signiicant gap in date between these 

examples ȋmainly irst and early second century AbȌ and the inscription 

from auijk ȋsecond half of the fourth century AbȌ. (owever, as we have 

stated before we believe that this is not an insurmountable obstacle, as the 

possible reasons for carving these inscriptions will not have changed 

signiicantly over this time period. )t can therefore be argued that the 

inscription of auijk might also be a name.  

rhe question is what name was intended on the wooden pile in auijk. 

rhere are several possible completions of the text crcRlA. bean mentions 

two occurrences of the cognomen Aeternalis, both from koesia )nferior.͛͘ 

iajanto lists a total of ͙͞ occurrences of Aeternalis ȋ͙͝ men and one 

freedmanȌ and one of ctern[us? -alis?]. (e also lists twelve occurrences of 

the cognomen Aeternus, three of Aeterna and one of Aeternius.͙͛ jörincz 

lists twelve occurrences of the cognomen Aeternalis ȋone each in eallia 

aisalpina, eallia Belgica, balmatia, nannonia, three in bacia and ive in 

koesia )nferiorȌ, including three spelled cternalis. All three of these can be 

traced back to bacia. (e also mentions one occurrence of Aeterna and one 

of cterna ȋboth from nannoniaȌ, four of Aeternus  ȋtwo in eallia Belgica, 

one in Aquitania  and one in eallia jugdunensisȌ and one of cternus from 

eallia Belgica. dinally, he lists two occurrences of Aetern[...], one from 

(ispania and one from Aquitania.͚͛ ͛͛ 
 

bean, iajanto nor jörincz give dates for any of these names. mn 

potters' stamps on terra sigillata, however, the names Aeternus and 

cternalis were in use at least until the late second and middle third century 

Ab respectively.͛͜ Although this still does not quite bridge the gap between 

the dates of the above mentioned parallels and the inscription at auijk, it 

does make it more plausible that the name cternaȋlisȌ was still in use at the 

time of the bridge's construction.  

Another argument is that most of the above-mentioned inscriptions, 

the exceptions being the lintel and pila muralia found at mberaden, would 

not have been visible. rhis implies that they either had some sort of ritual 

function or that immediate visibility was not their primary function. As 

none of the examples of Roman construction wood point in the direction of 

the former explanation ȋthey are all on profane structuresȌ, we suggest that 

the latter is the most likely.  
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SĎlěĎcĚlęĚėe, ĜĔĔĉ ĘĚĕĕđĞ Ćēĉ ęčĊ ėĔđĊ Ĕċ ęčĊ pĔĒĆē ĆėĒĞ 

)n the case of the bridge in auijk, this is especially poignant, as the part of 

the pile featuring the text was completely obscured from view by water and 

sediment. drom other wooden bridges, such as kainz, inscriptions of 

numbers and letters are known.͛͝ rhese may be interpreted as serving as an 

aid in the assembly of the bridge as has been the interpretation for similar 

marks on wooden barrels.͛͞ eoudswaard et al. already mention that a full 

text or word such as the one in auijk is unique in its kind.͛͟ ue suggest 

therefore, that the inscriber was somehow involved in the organisation of 

the construction of the bridge, rather than the construction itself as its 

message would not have been possible to be read after construction. 

Supporting this assumption is the fact that unseasoned wood complete 

with bark was used, which rules out that the pile was reused. 

snfortunately, despite the in depth technological knowledge of the bridge 

at auijk, the organisation of its construction and repairs still remains 

elusive.͛͠ mne of the irst questions that come to mind is where the 

enormous amount of wood used for the bridges initial construction and 

repairs was extracted from. 

rhe RmB excavation has yielded a number of pollen cores, but these 

cannot be dated more accurately than between the )ron Age and the carly 

kiddle Ages. rhey do, however, indicate that the landscape in this period 

was a mostly open one.͛͡ Recent investigations in the same part of the river 

resulted in a similarly disappointing dating.͘͜ jike the RmB excavators we 

must use an earlier landscape reconstruction made for the entire castern 

butch River Area, which concluded that just before the beginning of the 

jate Roman period the region saw an increase in tree vegetation ȋto around 

͘͞%Ȍ, of which ͘͜% consisted of ash, ͙͙% of oak, ͛,͝% of hazel and ͚,͝% of 

beech.͙͜  

rhe small percentage of oak trees present in the castern River Area and 

the open landscape locally suggests that the oak timber for the bridge was 

largely, if not completely, procured from another region. snfortunately, no 

provenance studies were included in the initial report. dor our current 

question, this is not too much of a problem, as the way in which the 

procurement of the wood was organised is of greater importance. rhanks 

to archaeological and textual evidence, we know of various ways in which 

supply was organised by the Roman army, all providing viable reasons why 

one would write their name on one of the supplied piles. rhe rest of this 

paper will provide an overview of the logistics involved in wood 

procurement and their relection in the archaeological and epigraphical 

record.  

nrevious studies into Roman construction wood have mainly focused on 

the technical aspects of it, and have suiciently shown that the Romans 

used various silvicultural systems for the upkeep of their woodlands.͚͜ 

Selective and coppicing systems are for instance mostly associated with 

large scale state controlled forests ȋsaltiȌ.͛͜ rhese salti were looked after by 

so-called saltuarii ȋwith some stewards or vicili under their chargeȌ who 
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were in the position to overlook felling operations, select trees for felling 

and generally look after the afairs of the estate.͜͜ Several inscriptions on 

gravestones mentioning saltuarii are known from ualdischbach.͜͝ 

uoodchoppers ȋsilvicaediiȌ, and dendrophores ȋinitiates into the cult of 

Attis who were involved in all sorts of activities related to wood, ranging 

from cult festivities to felling and wood tradeȌ are also known to have 

worked in these salti.͜͞
 

rimber trees were also grown on a smaller scale by villae, as attested by 

aato's list of the most important agricultural activities.͜͟ rhat wood, either 

from salti or privately owned lands, was used as a commercial commodity is 

attested by several inscriptions mentioning wood traders, often called 

lignarii.͜͠ Similar to potterǯs stamps, usually interpreted as marking the 

potter's products, these lignarii may have wished to mark their products to 

designate its origin or as a mark of quality for their customers.  

A similar term is found in the military sphere. )t was common for the 

inhabitants of marching camps and more permanent castella and castra to 

rely largely on the local environment for their supplies of water and wood.͜͡ 

Several inscriptions from the Rhine region mention oicers in lignariis ȋone 

of them aptly named SilvanoȌ.͘͝ Another four from eermania describe 

vexillationes agentes in lignariis of the legio v)) whose speciic duty it was to 

procure timber for their legion.͙͝ keiggs links these oicers in lignariis to 

sawing operations for the supply of the fortresses with non-local big 

timber. rhis is based on two irregular shaped military strongholds found in 

eermany that feature structural evidence for large scale sawing activities.͚͝ 

rhe piles from the bridge in auijk were of course not sawn, but it seems 

reasonable that the activities of oicers in lignariis comprised more than 

sawing, as planks are only one of the types of construction wood needed 

for military purposes.͛͝ rhe term in lignariis, furthermore, has traditionally 

been explained as meaning "in a timber store-base", whereas current 

insights have strained that there is no reason to assume timber storage in 

the Roman period.͜͝
 

mne inal mention of collecting construction wood as part of a soldier's 

activities is given by tegetius. uhen describing the diferent types of camp 

commanders, he mentions the praefectus castrorum, who was apparently 

in charge of supervising the construction of the camp and whose 

responsibility it was to ensure that there were adequate supplies of, among 

other things, construction wood.͝͝ As the civil lignarii above, camp 

commanders in charge of wood procurement may have wished to mark 

some of the wood to show the completion of their duty.  

uhat remains now is to identify which one of these scenarios described 

above is the most likely for the inscription on the bridge in auijk. As the 

evidence from the textual record regarding the activities of wood procurers 

and traders is rather scarce, we will refrain from taking a side in this debate. 

(owever, we can make some general remarks on the nature of the 

inscription regarding the wood infrastructure in the Roman period. 
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ue know, irst of all, that the pile featuring the inscription was 

smoothed before the text was applied, even though the piles generally 

were only marginally worked. rhis not only shows that the inscription was 

placed with care and intent, but also suggests that it took place at the same 

location as the working of the felled trees into piles, rather than during 

felling or construction of the bridge. rhis is further supported by the fact 

that the same type of tool was used for working and smoothing the pile. 

Because the provenance of the wood is unknown, and the material culture 

and features of the late Roman castellum near the bridge have not been 

suiciently published, it remains uncertain whether the trees were worked 

in auijk itself or somewhere else. 

Although not mentioned above, there is yet another possibility, namely 

that cternaȋlisȌ is the name of the recipient of the order. Tituli picti on 

amphorae, for example, are commonly interpreted as featuring both the 

name of the producer ȋusually in the genitive caseȌ and of the recipient.͝͞
 

Although an interpretation in the military sphere seems the most 

probable given the military context of the bridgeǯs construction, the 

absence of a retrograde a or any other clear army-related marker makes it 

impossible to prove that the inscriber was either a military man or a civilian.  

 

aĔēĈđĚĘĎĔē 

ue feel that our reconsideration of the inscription on the jate Roman 

bridge in auijk has shed a new light on its meaning. rhe fact that the 

inscription was in a place permanently hidden from view makes it very 

unlikely that it had any dedicatory signiicance. ro the contrary, inscriptions 

on construction wood from various military sites in eermania )nferior 

indicate that more often than not, they can be read as a personal name.  

rhe second part of this paper provides a short overview of some of the 

people that can be identiied in the archaeological and epigraphical record 

as having been involved with Roman construction wood. ue hope to have 

shown that many individuals were involved in the procurement, working 

and trading of construction wood and may have wished to mark some of it 

with their personal name. rhis could be explained in the same way as 

potter's stamps on table ware and amphorae, or brands on barrels. A wood 

trader ȋlignariusȌ could have marked his goods as a badge of quality or as a 

control mark. rhe same goes for the praefectus castrorum or oicer in 

lignariis in charge of the procurement of construction wood. uoodchoppers 

ȋsilvicaedii or dendrophoresȌ could have marked their products so any defects 

could be traced back to those responsible and the same could apply to 

soldiers who were charged with the felling and processing of wood. Sadly, 

the evidence is insuicient to choose one above the other. uhat we can say 

however, writing almost seventeen centuries after the bridge's 

construction, is that the inscriber certainly left his mark.       
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