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City of London, No. 1 Poultry 

  
Roman stilus writing tablets 

 
The tablets, with the exception of <5133>, are all of the type usually found in 
Britain and elsewhere: waxed wooden ‘pages’, of which only <5160> is a 
complete example, varying somewhat in size but typically c. 140 mm by c. 
110 mm, always wider than they are high, made from thin rectangular slabs of 
silver fir (abies alba) recessed on one face to take the black wax in which one 
wrote with a stilus. This writing, by exposing the wood beneath, would be 
white on black, the reverse of an ink tablet; but in the waterlogged, anaerobic 
contexts which preserve tablets in Britain and north-western Europe, the wax 
has usually disappeared, leaving the text represented by the underlying 
scratches. These scratches are inevitably incomplete; and if the tablet 
happens to have been re-used, they cannot usually be deciphered. 
 
To attach one tablet to another, two holes were bored in one of the long sides 
for the loops of cord which served as hinges, and midway between them a 
notch was sawn corresponding to another on the opposite side, to take the 
outer binding cord. Tablets could thus be bound up in pairs, face to face, so 
as to protect the text of a letter, for example; or into threes as a ‘triptych’ 
(tabulae triplices), and into multiples as a ‘notebook’. The ‘triptych’ was a 
specialised format for legal documents (deeds of sale like <5160>, contracts, 
loan notes, wills, etc.) which required a tamper-proof text; this was achieved 
by writing the text twice, the ‘inner’ text being sealed by seven witnesses to 
authenticate the ‘outer’, duplicate text. The middle tablet, recessed on both 
faces and having a deeper vertical groove to accommodate the witnesses’ 
seals, is quite often found, but there is no example of it here. Since most 
tablets are fragmentary and illegible, it is unwise to generalise about their 
content, but they seem to have been used mostly for letters and for financial / 
legal records. 
 
<5133>, the exception already mentioned, is almost half the usual size; it is a 
rarer, specialised format, intended for correspondence. For another example 
see RIB II.4, 2443.1. It might also be improvised by breaking an ordinary 
tablet into half (RIB II.4, 2443.10).  
 
Brief descriptions of the tablets follow. Only <5160> and <5133> are more or 
less complete; the others are fragments. If they have been studied only from 
photographs, this is noted. 
 
 
<5125> 
Three conjoining fragments, broken apart by a recent(?) blow, amounting to 
about one-third of a ‘page’. The recessed face carries illegible traces of 
multiple texts. The back carries the beginning of the ‘address’, the first line 
and the upper portion of the second line, incised in capitals c. 30 mm high: 
 
SABINO .. 
c.6  
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[…] 
 
‘To Sabinus …’ 
 
The tablet was evidently re-used as a letter to Sabinus. After SABINO the 
letters are too incomplete to be read securely, but they might be CE|LERIA. 
This would suggest the writer’s name, Celeria[nus], but the remaining traces 
of the second line do not support this. One might have expected Sabinus to 
have been identified by his occupation or military rank / function. 
 
<5133> 
Two tablets, now c. 125 mm wide (but incomplete) by c. 80 mm high, forming 
a pair with their recessed faces inwards. In what must have been the centre 
of one long side a notch was cut with a saw, corresponding to a notch on the 
opposite side now lost in damage; its position implies that the tablets were 
originally c. 150 mm wide. There is one pierced hole for a hinge-cord; the 
other has been lost in the loss of one end. One tablet is now broken into two 
conjoining pieces, and there is a hole through both tablets due to ancient 
casual damage. The wood is apparently not the usual silver fir.  
 
On the outside, on the back of each, is an ‘address’ cut with a fine, knife-like 
point in elongated letters c. 20 mm high. The first reads: 
 
L D IVLIO M[…] 
vacat    IANO[…] 
 
The second: 
 
A 
[…]TIMIO SILV 
vacat    ANO 
 
L(ucio) Iulio M[3]|iano | a | [. Sep]timio Silv|ano 
 
‘To Lucius Iulius M[…]ianus from […] Septimius Silvanus.’ 
 
The most likely cognomen is Marcianus, but Martianus and Mucianus are also 
possible. It may be assumed that Septimius Silvanus included his own 
praenomen. 
 
The ‘address’ is of the standard form (‘To ABC from XYZ’) often found in the 
Vindolanda Tablets; for stilus-tablet examples see M.A. Speidel, Die 
römischen Schreibtafeln von Vindonissa (1996), Nos. 29, 49 and 52. 
 
On the first tablet, to the left of IANO[…] and along the bottom edge in a 
second line, there is another inscription cut with a different, thicker point in 
capitals c. 10 mm high. Since it respects the first inscription, it is secondary; it 
may have been written by a second hand to locate or identify Lucius Iulius 
M[…]ianus, but otherwise it indicates re-use of the tablet. Unfortunately it is 
illegible. 
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On the inside, the recessed faces retain some of the waxed surface and 
extensive but faint and disconnected traces of text. The last word of the first 
‘page’ is apparently NVNQVAM (‘never’), written rather flat in a confined 
space. Two lines above, the line may end with NVMEROS (‘numbers’, ‘units’). 
The text continued onto the second ‘page’, the tablets being hinged together. 
It is their left-hand edge which is lost. At the top of the first ‘page’ there is too 
little to confirm the expected letter opening (‘Silvanus to M[…]ianus, 
greetings’), but in the bottom right-hand corner of the second ‘page’ the letters 
AL can be read, which might belong to the concluding formula VALE 
(‘farewell’). 
 
<5160> 
The only complete ‘page’, as already mentioned, measuring 140 by 114 mm, 
6 mm thick, recessed on one face. It is the first page of a ‘triptych’ forming the 
deed of sale of a Gallic slave-girl called Fortunata. The following text and 
commentary is abstracted from Tomlin 2003. 
 
The script was written with a needle-pointed stilus along the axis of the wood-
grain. The writing style of the scribe is relatively clear, though some letters are 
difficult to distinguish.  The text itself was first examined in two black and 
white photographs, lit from left and right respectively, which under 
magnification gradually revealed much of the text.  These photographs were 
supplemented by a digital colour scan, which could be enhanced a little by 
varying the brightness, contrast and colour balance.  Finally the original was 
examined under raking light by means of a low-power binocular microscope, 
the most productive way, of distinguishing deliberate incisions and reading the 
unpredictable, non-formulaic parts of the text.  The text was written in ‘lower-
case’ cursive letters, but for clarity it is transcribed here in capitals, so that V 
does duty for modern ‘v’ (the consonant) and ‘u’ (the vowel), as it did in Latin. 
The transcription is letter by letter, except that words have been separated, as 
indeed they were, to some extent, by the scribe himself: quite often, but not 
always, he left a minimal gap between words (between PVELLA and DE QVA 
in line 6, for example). The scribe’s only punctuation was the usual Roman 
convention of marking a new sentence by starting a new line with a leftward 
extension.  
 
VEGETVS MONTANI IMPERATORIS AVG SER SECVN 
 DIANI VIC EMIT MANCIPIOQVE ACCEPIT PV 
 ELLAM FORTVNATAM SIVE QVO ALIO NOMINE 
 EST NATIONE DIABLINTEM DE ALBICIANO 
 LEG3-4 * SESCENTIS vacat 
EAQVE PVELLA DE QVA AGITVR SANAM TRADI 
 TAM ESSE ERRONEM FVGITIVAM NON ESSE 
 PRAESTARI QVOD SI QV[.]S EAM PVELLAM DE 
 QVA AGITVR PAR.[2-3]VE QVAM traces 
 CERA QVAM PE[…] VM [...] 
 CAESARIS SCR.[...]VITQVE [2-3]ARIS 
 
This transcription can be ‘modernised’ by capitalizing initial letters where 
required, by expanding abbreviations, by adding hyphens, but not 
punctuation, and by restoring lost letters where possible.   
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Vegetus Montani imperatoris Aug(usti) ser(vus) Secun- 
 diani vic(arius) emit mancipioque accepit pu- 
 ellam Fortunatam sive quo alio nomine 
 est natione Diablintem de Albiciano 
 LEG[...]  (denariis) sescentis 
ea(m)que puella(m)que de qua agitur sanam tradi- 
 tam esse erronem fugitivam non esse 
 praestari quod si qu[i]s eam puellam de 
 qua agitur par[tem]ve quam [evicerit] 
 cera quam pe[r geni]um [imperatoris] 
 Caesaris scr[ipsit iura]vitque […]ARIS 
 
‘Vegetus, assistant slave of Montanus the slave of the August Emperor and 
sometime assistant slave of Secundus, has bought and received by 
mancipium the girl Fortunata, or by whatever name she is known, by 
nationality a Diablintian, from Albicianus [...] for six hundred denarii. And that 
the girl in question is transferred in good health, that she is warranted not to 
be liable to wander or run away, but that if anyone lays claim to the girl in 
question or to any share in her, [...] in the wax tablet which he has written and 
sworn by the genius of the Emperor Caesar [...]’ 

 
This translation is as literal as possible, with a few words supplied for greater 
clarity. The sense of the second sentence is incomplete because it continued 
onto the second missing page, but it clearly forms part of the standard deed 
of sale of a slave, the vendor or his surety (fideiussor) promising that she was 
healthy, that she had no history of ‘wandering’ or running away, and that if 
anyone did establish a better title to her in whole or in part, the purchaser 
would be reimbursed. Much of this takes the form of a legal formula 
comparable to a Dacian tablet made on 16 May AD 142 at Apulum and 
concerning the purchase of a Greek slave by Dasius for the exact same sum 
(TC VII in Noeske 1977, 393-5). 
 
The reigning emperor is not named on the 1 Poultry tablet, but he is almost 
certainly Domitian or Trajan (the sole reigns of Titus and Nerva cannot 
formally be excluded, but they were very brief). The term imperatoris is not 
used in the titulature of imperial slaves until after the Julio-Claudian period; 
and their practice of assuming an agnomen or second cognomen 
(‘Secundianus’) is not found later than Trajan. It was apparently abolished by 
Hadrian, indicating a Flavio-Trajanic date of AD 75-125. 
 
<5209> 
Fragment, 150 by 39 mm, rather less than half a ‘page’, with a notch in the 
middle of the long edge. The recessed face is charred and blackened by fire, 
but carries traces of three lines of writing. The letters are reasonably well 
preserved, but can hardly be distinguished from their dark background. On 
the back is incised one line of elongated cursive letters, and the tips of a 
second: 
 
CLIIRO. AMVAX 
[…] 
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This is what the reading looks like, but it makes no sense. It is presumably the 
start of an ‘address’. 
 
<5210> 
About half a ‘page’, with notch and hinge-holes in the lower margin, and a 
pierced hole in the centre coinciding with the broken edge. This hole is 
opposite the notch, and may indicate that the tablet was broken in half for re-
use as a letter like RIB II.4, 2443.10 (compare 5133), but there is no sign of 
an ‘address’ on the back. The recessed face carries quite good traces of six 
lines of writing in which letters are legible, but not whole words.  
  
<5452>  
About half a ‘page’ from the middle of a tablet, carrying traces of six lines of 
writing. The right-hand half is abraded, but in the left some letters are legible. 
 
<5453> 
Most of a ‘page’, both faces blackened by fire. The recessed face is quite 
badly damaged, but in the centre are traces of three lines of writing; a few 
letters are legible, but not whole words. 

 


