From the Archives
THE BOSHAM HEAD
The Bosham Head has been in the news recently. Laser scanning by Dr Miles Russell,
senior lecturer in prehistoric and Roman archaeology at Bournemouth University and Harry
Manley from the School of Applied Sciences, has
revealed that the Bosham Head is a statue of the
Roman Emperor Trajan (AD 98-117), and dates from
around AD 122.
The Bosham Head has been on display in the
Chichester Museum for the last forty odd years, but
was transferred to Fishbourne Palace when the
Museum in Little London closed, prior to moving to a
new location. Just before Christmas, the Bosham Head
was installed in the new premises of the Chichester
Museum in Tower Street, now named ‘The Novium’.
Over the last 200 years the Bosham Head has been
moved quite a few times and has been the subject of
close scrutiny and conjecture by a number of eminent
people, and has perhaps not been quite so overlooked
as has been suggested.
This very large marble head, 50cm high—about
twice life-size—was found in the churchyard or the
vicarage garden, south of the church, in the latter part
The Bosham Roman head, in The
of the 18th century. There is a drawing of the head by
Novium in Chichester
SH Grimm of 1782 in the British Library showing it in
much better condition than now and also an etching by James Rouse of 1824 which shows
it in the Bosham ‘parsonage’ garden with the spire of Bosham Church visible over the roof
of the house. It is described to be in this position by Alexander Hay in his book, ‘History of
Chichester’ (1904). He also asserts that ‘it goes by the
name of Beavois’s head’ (Sir Bevis was a legendary
giant) but Rouse, in his book, ‘Beauties and
Antiquities of Sussex’, says it is supposed to be the
head of the Saxon god Woden. Then, in the early
1800s, an eminent sculptor, not named I regret,
affirms that it is that of the Emperor Trajan. E HerronAllen in his book, ‘Selsey Bill: Historic and
Prehistoric’ (1911) writes, ‘the features have been
much obliterated by ill-usage and exposure to the
weathering, but enough remains to suggest very
strongly that it formed part of a colossal statue of the
Emperor Vespasian who landed hereabouts in AD
43’. The Victoria County History (1935) describes it
as, ‘a head, very possibly of Vespasian’. In 1999,
Grahame Soffe and Martin Henig of the Institute of
The 1782 drawing of the Bosham Archaeology, Oxford, wrote an article in the Bulletin
head by SH Grimm—possibly of the Association for Roman Archaeology,
somewhat imaginative!
maintaining that the Bosham Head was clearly from a
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colossal statue of an emperor and was closely similar in style and exactly the same size as
the head of Trajan from Ostia, the harbour at Rome. In 2005 the Bosham Head was filmed
for part of Channel 4’s Time Team: Big Roman Dig programme. Miles Russell, who was
presenting this part of the programme, suggested at the time that the Head was a
representation of Nero (AD 54-68) and not Trajan.
The Bosham Head remained in the garden of the Bosham vicarage until it was moved to
the Bishop’s garden in Chichester, possibly around 1840 when the vicarage was
demolished, and there it stayed, braving the elements, until in 1949 it was lent to the British
Museum by Bishop Bell. However, in 1966 it was returned to Chichester and placed in the
Museum in Little London, where it remained until recently, when it was transferred to
Fishbourne Palace, as the Chichester Museum building was being closed, prior to moving
to its new site in Tower Street. On 14th December 2013 the Bosham Head was installed in
The Novium, surely a most fitting, final resting place for what we can perhaps now call
with confidence, ‘the Bosham Roman Head’.
Joan Langhorne
Footnote: The Bosham Head was also mentioned in an article by KS Painter which
appeared in the Antiquaries Journal in 1965. Although this article deals with the other lifesize marble head, found in Broadbridge in the mid 1800s, Painter does say that ‘the two
heads found in Bosham should be considered together, as they suggest that the area was of
considerable importance over a long period’. It is to be hoped that Miles Russell and Harry
Manley will consider using 3D scanning on the other small Bosham head which resides in
the British Museum.
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