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Fig. 1. Johannes Vermeer, A Lady Writing, c. 1665.
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Fig. 2. Roman handwriting with reed pen on papyrus scroll fragment. An extract from Cicero’s speech In Verram, first half of 1st century CE.



 
Introduction

We are at one of those turning points, for the written word, that come only rarely in human history. We are witnessing the introduction of new writing tools and media. It has only happened twice before as far as the Roman alphabet is concerned – once in a process that was several centuries long when papyrus scrolls gave way to vellum books in late antiquity, and again when Gutenberg invented printing using movable type and change swept over Europe in the course of just one generation, during the late fifteenth century. Changing times now mean that for a brief period many of the conventions that surround the written word appear fluid; we are free to re-imagine the quality of the relationship we will make with writing, and shape new technologies. How will our choices be informed – how much do we know about the medium’s past? What work does writing do for us? What writing tools do we need? Perhaps the first step towards answering these questions is to learn something of how writing got to be the way it is.

My own involvement with these questions began when I was twelve years old and I was put back into the most junior class of the school to relearn how to write. I had been taught three different styles of handwriting in my first four years of schooling and as a result I was hopelessly confused about what shapes letters ought to be. I can still remember bursting into tears aged six when I was told my print script f was ‘wrong’ – in this class f had lots of loops, and I simply could not understand why.

Being back in the bottom class was ignominious. But my family and family friends gave me books on writing well. My mother gave me a calligraphy pen set. My grandmother lent me a biography to read: a life of Edward Johnston, a man who lived in the village where I had my early schooling. He was the person who had revived an interest in the  lost art of calligraphy in the English-speaking world at the beginning of the twentieth century. It turned out that my grandmother knew him, she used to go Scottish country dancing with Mrs Johnston, and my godmother, Joy Sinden, had been one of Mr Johnston’s nurses. ‘Tell me,’ he had said to her in the dark watches of one night, in his slow, deliberate, sonorous voice, ‘What would happen if you planted a rose in a desert? … I say try it and see.’

Johnston developed the typeface that London Transport uses to this day. I was soon hooked on pens and ink and letter-shapes and so began a lifelong quest to discover more about writing.

Several other experiences enriched this quest. My grandparents lived in a community of craftspeople near Ditchling in Sussex, founded in the 1920s by the sculptor and letter-cutter Eric Gill. Next door to my grandfather’s weaving shed was the workshop of Joseph Cribb, who had been Eric’s first apprentice. On days off from school I was allowed to go into Joseph’s workshop, where he showed me how to use a chisel and carve zigzag patterns into blocks of white limestone. He also showed me how to cut the V-shaped incisions that carved letters are made from. I acquired a sense of where letters had begun. Then, after leaving university, I trained as a calligrapher and bookbinder and went on to earn my living in the craft. It meant I learned to cut a quill pen, to prepare parchment and vellum for writing and to make books out of a stack of smooth paper, boards and glue, needle and thread.

In my twenties, after a serious illness, I decided to enter a monastery. I lived there for four years, first as a layman and then as a monk. I thought it would mean turning my back on calligraphy for ever, but I was wrong. The Abbot, Victor Farwell, had a favourite sister, Ursula, who had once been the secretary of the Society of Scribes and Illuminators, to which I belonged. She saw my name on the list of monks and said to her brother, ‘You must let him practise his craft.’ So like a scribe in days of old, I became a twentieth-century monastic calligrapher. But I learned something else there also. When many hours of the day are spent in silence, words come to have a new power. I learned to listen and read in new ways.

Finally, when I left the monastery in the late 1980s, there was one more unusual experience awaiting me. I was hired as a consultant to  Xerox PARC, the Palo Alto Research Center of the Xerox Corporation in California. This was the lab that invented the networked personal computer, the concept of Windows, the Ethernet and laser printer and much of the basic technology that lies behind our current information revolution. It is where Steve Jobs first saw the graphical user interface which gave the look and feel to the products from Apple that we have all come to know so well. So when Xerox PARC wanted an expert on the craft of writing to sit alongside their scientists as they built the brave new digital world we now all live in – somehow I became that person. It was a life-changing experience and transformed my view of what writing is.

Crucial to this experience was David Levy, a computer scientist whom I had met while he was taking time out to study calligraphy in London. It was he who invited me out to PARC and from whom I learned the essential perspectives that have shaped this history.1 So I think it is to PARC and to David Levy in particular that I owe a debt of gratitude for bringing me to write this story.

So far my experience of what it means to be literate has been one of contrasts, from monastery to high-tech research centre, quill pen and bound books to email and the digital future. But throughout my journey I have found it important to hold past, present and future in a creative tension, neither to be too nostalgic about the way things were nor too hyped-up about the digital as the answer to everything – salvation by technology. I see everything that is happening now – the web, mobile computing, email, new digital media – as in continuity with the past. There are two things of which we can be certain: first, not every previous writing technology will disappear in years to come, and second, new technologies will continue to come along – every generation has to rethink what it means to be literate in their own times.

In fact our education in writing seems never to cease. My father, who is over eighty years old, has written a letter to his six children every Monday for the last forty-seven years. In that time his ‘My Dears’ have migrated from fountain pen on small sheets of headed notepaper, to biro and felt-tip; and then in the mid-seventies he taught himself to type, using carbon paper to make copies which were typed on A4 sized sheets. The next step was to use a photocopier for copying his originals  and today he has bought a Mac and the letters are emailed, each of my brother and sisters’ addresses carefully pasted into the ‘cc’ box in his mail application. He is learning a new language of fonts and leading, control clicks, right clicks, modems and wi-fi. Last birthday we bought him a digital camera, and his letters now contain images and short movies.

The book in your hands has come about because I wanted to piece together a history of writing using the Roman alphabet that draws all the various disciplines surrounding it together, though fundamentally my perspective is that of a calligrapher. Knowledge of writing is held in so many different places by experts on different cultures, by students of epigraphy (writing in stone) and palaeography (the study of ancient writing), calligraphers, typographers, lawyers, artists, designers, letter-carvers, sign-writers, forensic scientists, biographers and many more besides. Indeed writing this book felt at times like an impossible task: it seemed that every decade and topic had its experts, and how could one possibly master 5,000 years’ worth of this? I have had to accept that I cannot, but I hope I can give you a taste of it, a broad sweep that might lead you to explore further aspects of the story for yourselves.



In some sense this book is a history of craftsmanship in relation to the written word. It seems perhaps an old-fashioned concept. But as I was writing this book, in October 2011, Steve Jobs, the co-founder of Apple, sadly died. That month also saw the release of his authorized biography. All the writers reviewing Jobs’s life and work agreed on one thing: he had a passion for craftsmanship and design, and it was this that had made all the difference for Apple, and for Jobs himself. Two perspectives seem to have been complementary to his sense of design. ‘You have got to start with the customer experience and work back to the technology.’2 And that great products are a triumph of taste and taste happens, said Jobs, ‘by exposing yourself to the best things humans have done and then trying to bring the same things into what you are doing’.3

One of the significant experiences in confirming Jobs’s viewpoint, it turns out, had been his exposure to the history and practice of ‘writing’ whilst dropping out from a degree course at Reed College in Portland, Oregon. Reed was one of the few colleges in North America to hold  calligraphy classes. When Jobs followed his heart and took up calligraphy he was introduced to a broad sweep of cultural history and fine craftsmanship in handwriting and typography that was a revelation to him. It complemented the perspective he learned from his adoptive father, who was a mechanical engineer, that craftsmanship mattered.

Steve Jobs was a technologist that got it, he knew the look and feel of things mattered; the way we interact with them was not just value added, it was part of their soul, it carried meaning, it enabled us to relate to and live with them, to bring as much of our humanity to communicating as possible. The truth is that there are many people like Steve Jobs stretching back through this history, each of whom has struggled to make communication between people a more enriching and fulfilled experience. This is their story, and because we are the heirs to the choices they made, this story is ours also.

One of the perspectives that writing this book has made me aware of is how young we all are in our relationship towards the written word. It is only in the last century that writing became a common experience, and it is only in the last few decades that young people began to develop their own distinctive graphic culture. Writing has an exciting future in front of it. Can we continue to re-imagine how the world of the written word can speak to the fullness of our humanity? I say yes … try it and see.





CHAPTER 1

Roman Foundations
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Fig. 3. Election posters painted with a square-edged brush on the wall of the house of Trebius Valens, Herculaneum, 79 CE.



The origins of the alphabet are prosaic indeed. They lie in a handful of symbols used towards the end of the Middle Kingdom period in Egypt (around 1850 BCE), by the lower ranking administrative officials to write their immigrant tongues. The earliest traces of the alphabet have been found on a cliff-face full of graffiti near a harsh desert highway in the Wadi el-Hol (the Terrible Valley) that cuts through the desert between Abydos and Thebes in Upper Egypt (Fig. 4). The discoverers of these simple, yet undeciphered, inscriptions were John and Deborah Darnell – Egyptologists from Yale. When they found the Wadi el-Hol inscriptions in 1993, they immediately recognized certain forms from the Proto-Sinaitic and Proto-Canaanite script associated with earliest alphabetical writing in the Sinai peninsula and further north into Canaanite territory in Syria-Palestine that dated from 1600 BCE onwards. But these inscriptions, from within Egypt itself, could be dated from associated material to perhaps 250 years earlier. Here was the ox head ‘aleph’; the wavy sign for water in hieroglyphs, perhaps already being adapted from the Egyptian n (nt and nwy/water) to the Semitic m (from mayim/water); the curled round sign for house that in Egyptian reads p-r but in the western Semitic forms eventually gave us beth in Hebrew, beit in Arabic and beta in Greek.

The suggestion is that here is writing that has moved away from the ideographs and syllabic symbols of hieroglyphics and has chosen to use only its consonantal elements (hieroglyphics has twenty-four). An inscription in the Pyramid of Unas at Saqqara from before 2400 BCE already shows Egyptian symbols being used to spell Semitic words (a charm for protection against snakes). The Wadi el-Hol evidence makes one ask whether Egyptians and western Semitic peoples (the Egyptians called them ‘Aamou’ or Asiatics) living in Egypt had already evolved a fully alphabetic way of writing a western Semitic language, which would prove to be in continuity with the later Proto-Sinaitic and Proto-Canaanite scripts, even whilst around them the vastly more sophisticated Egyptian milieu of sacred hieroglyphics and priestly hieratic continued.
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Fig. 4. Inscription I, Wadi el-Hol, c. 1850 BCE.


That fewer than thirty signs could be used to depict a word, in any language, would seem crude to an Egyptian scribe used to employing hundreds. But utilitarian this first alphabet was and utilitarian it needed to be. The great points in this alphabetical method’s favour were that the principle was comparatively easy to learn, it could be adapted to most languages and it freed the merchant from the power of the temple, royal or military scribe. One could keep one’s own records, one could conduct one’s own business. Around 1700 BCE a similar system to the Wadi el-Hol inscription was certainly being used by Semitic mineworkers at Serabit el-Khadem in the Sinai; from 1600 this Proto-Sinaitic script is appearing further north in the Syria-Palestine area; and around 1000 BCE, in its Phoenician form, it was being used to carve a protective verse around the tomb of Ahiram, King of Byblos, a city known for its export trade in papyrus, and from whence the Greek word for book, biblios, takes its name.

Since my purpose is primarily to give an account of the history of writing using Roman letters, not every detail of the comings and goings of alphabetical and syllabic scripts in the eastern Mediterranean area is germane to tracing the movement of the alphabet towards Greece and thence to Rome. But we should note that it was from the semi-cursive script of the Phoenicians, the Canaanite coastal inhabitants of cities such as Byblos, Tyre, Sidon, Beirut and Ashkelon, that all the subsequent branches of alphabetic writing descend. The most significant was the Aramaic, from which came in turn the Hebrew, Arabic and Indian script families.

In contrast to the proliferation of forms as the alphabet moved southeast, its north-westward journey saw a narrowing of focus. Eventually  one version of the alphabet came to dominate the areas from Scandinavia down to the Mediterranean. It was the alphabet that spread from the city of Rome.

The Greeks

Beneath the slopes of sleeping Vesuvius, the Bay of Naples curves south for over thirty kilometres (twenty miles). Just round the headland to the north stood the Greek colony of Cumae, one of the first Greek settlements in Italy. Two islands guard the entrance to the bay: to the south lies Capri and to the north Ischia, with its thermal springs and volcanic mud, it too a candidate for the earliest Greek colony in Latium. Inland the rich volcanic soils still produce the wines that were famous in Roman times. The striking beauty of the bay made it then, as now, a playground for the rich and famous. It was through Ischia and Cumae, whose colonies were established in the eighth century BCE, that the writing from which the Roman alphabet would spring first arrived in Italy. And it is because of one day of horror in the bay on 24 August 79 CE, when Vesuvius erupted and buried the Roman towns and settlements at the volcano’s foot, that we have, from this same area, the greatest cache of evidence for Roman writing practices.

Since around 1400 BCE in the overlapping Minoan and Mycenaean period the Greeks had been using a syllabic system of writing (Linear B). But Greek merchants who traded with Phoenician cities in the Levant had come across the new simpler alphabet that spelled out each consonant singly. It was probably in Cyprus, which is just 200 kilometres (125 miles) away from the Lebanese coast, that this new alphabet began to take root. It was adapted for Greek speakers by using letters to stand not only for consonants but also for vowels; this was now a fully phonetic alphabetic script, and every sound a Greek speaker made could be represented with a sign. Recent research into how the alphabet was adapted indicates that those who carried this out knew an earlier syllabic system, probably the Greek Cypriot syllabary, which was certainly in use from around the year 1000 BCE.4 The implication is that instead of thinking that writing came to Greece in two phases – with two different script  cultures – the Minoan Greek Linear A and Mycenaean Greek Linear B on the one hand, and the alphabet on the other (with a mysterious barren gap in time between) – we are beginning to understand that the history of writing in Greece may have been a continuous one that shifted to the more popular and accessible alphabetical system from a more restricted and complex syllabic one. The syllabic script’s use was anyway limited; surviving texts are mainly just lists of property. The new system, originating in the early to mid-ninth century BCE, spread widely. In the early days of adaptation different cities in Greece had their own variants. Eventually two scripts predominated, the eastern Ionic alphabet, which would become the standard script in Greece, and the western variation, centred on the island of Euboea (Fig. 5). It was this western version that was carried from Euboea on to Italy less than two centuries after its introduction to Greece. The western Greek alphabet is characterized by narrowness and verticality in comparison to the square Ionic; perhaps its most distinguishing feature to modern eyes is the fact that the letter Delta is a triangle that stands upright projecting right from a vertical stem like our modern D, as opposed to the D in the Ionic version, where Delta sits on a base like a pyramid. It also includes the letters F, S and an L in orientations similar to the Roman and Etruscan varieties.
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Fig. 5. Some principal differences between the Ionian, Euboan and Roman alphabets.

All the earliest surviving Greek alphabetical writing is carved in stone, incised in bronze or scratched into and painted upon pots. And it is monoline, it has no thick and thin parts and no serifs.* Whilst the  lines that make the letters are simple and blunt-ended, they are far from being unsophisticated and crude. A brief look at an inscription from the end of the classical Greek period, from 334 BCE, should be enough to convince us that the Greeks came to think about their letters, at least for important inscriptions, with the same care that they brought to shaping their architecture and statuary.

Related form

If you visit the British Museum in London today and turn left just within the entrance, past the gallery displaying the Rosetta Stone and through the Assyrian galleries, you come to the rooms displaying material from ancient Greece. At the top of a short run of steps stands a massive block of stone. This is the dedication plaque (Fig. 6) of the temple to Athena at Priene, a city which today lies in eastern Turkey. At the beginning of his journey into Asia, Alexander the Great stayed at Priene whilst besieging the nearby town of Miletus. He gave money to rebuild the temple and dedicated this stone at that time. We can see his name at the start of the first line of the dedication: ‘Basileus Alexandros’, meaning ‘King Alexander’. To those of us used only to looking at Roman letter shapes these Greek letters might look a little odd: the top bowl of the initial B (Beta) looks larger than the bottom one; the arms of the letter K (Kappa) are short and stubby; none of the letters quite line up top and bottom; the horizontals of the E (Epsilon – descended from the Egyptian hieroglyph of a man with upraised arms meaning ‘you give joy with your presence’) look very long, except for the middle stroke, which is rather short.
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Fig. 6. Section of the dedication stone to Athena Polias, 334 BCE. The letters are around 2.5 cm tall.


The typographer Stanley Morison singled out this inscription for containing the first dated occurrence of serifs.* We can see how the carver has begun to widen out the ends of the strokes into graceful wedges. These serifs remind Morison of cuneiform. Alexander, who would go on to conquer Babylon and Persepolis, wanted to unify the Greek and Babylonian cultures that he came to rule. The inscription could be read as an early sign of this new identity finding visible form. But this is not why I have asked you to look at it.

The temple at Priene was one of the classic examples of a building constructed according to the modular principle. It was built by Pytheos, the architect of the Mausoleum of Halicarnassus, one of the seven wonders of the ancient world. Every part of his building at Priene is in proportion to every other part; the width of the columns relates to their height, to the spaces between them, to the size of the sanctuary and the scale of the ornament. The whole building resonates with an enlivening harmony: in this temple even the paving stones were cut according to the modular unit. The module at Priene (as in the many temples like it that used a modular system of proportion) was taken from the length of the radius of the base of the columns on the temple front. Following this example, I urge you to measure the radius of the O in this inscription, picking one from near the centre, thus discounting any photographic distortion. Use this length of line to measure the parts of the other letters. Though the letters do not adhere precisely to fixed measurements in terms of length and radius, it seems the makers of this inscription were thinking proportionally about letterforms, and the logic here is linear. These letters appear to be constructed out of modular line lengths. The apparent incongruities now fall into place. The K arms are short because they measure one and a half units. If they had been two units, K’s arms would have looked enormous, and at  one unit they would have looked very short. The maker of the inscription is not thinking of making letters that fit between two lines, top and bottom, as we do, but rather of making each letter with parts that are in some kind of proportion to all the other parts, and in proportion across the alphabet.

Since studying the Priene inscription I have seen few examples of Greek letter-carving that do not have some kind of similar proportional system behind them. They can be sophisticated or functional and simple, along the lines proposed by Stephen Tracy of Princeton, where, for the Athenian letter-cutters he has studied, the carver is using the length of the cutting edge of their chisel as a standard measure.5 The inscriptions Tracy has looked at, with letters mostly under 1 cm high, are cut differently to larger incised letters in that they use a method called stem cutting, where the chisel is held upright and the entire letter stroke is cut at one time by hammering the edge into the surface vertically rather than cutting in with the edge of the chisel along a furrow. For the large amount of lettering that was required when laws and other notices were displayed for public dissemination – from 500 to several thousand characters at a time – this was a pragmatic, though not always beautiful solution. H. T. Wade-Gery established the length of the chisel edges used by one Attic letter-carver as 11 mm, 9 mm and 7 mm long.6 The entire small-scale alphabet could be constructed using three chisels of these lengths.

That some kind of proportional system was in use for Greek lettering is not surprising. From the late sixth century Pythagoras had explored how number lay behind musical intervals, and he and his followers had extended the concept of harmonious proportions to many phenomena. Then in the late fifth century Polycleitus had argued, in his influential canon on aesthetics, that beauty lay in the commensurability of parts, one to another and to the whole.

In the Hellenic period, following Alexander’s conquests, Athenian letter-carving becomes more conservative. For innovations we have to look eastwards: flared serifs and decorative effects become common. But it is from this period that we have the first surviving written texts in Greek on papyrus. They survive from Egypt and show a well-developed  script with cursive features and fine contrasts between small tight o’s and longer extended T’s and Y’s, for instance. But by now it is clear that the written version of the letters is beginning to diverge from the incised forms.

The most significant understanding to draw from these examples may be that when Greek letters passed via the Greek settlements in Italy into the Roman system of writing, whether directly or via Etruria, it was not just the letter shapes that were transmitted, but the concept of an alphabet as an interrelated system of proportional forms. Later, when Roman letter-carvers looked back at more developed Greek forms, this message would have been reinforced. This provides a key to understanding the subsequent development of Roman lettering. Greek and Roman alphabets came to be viewed not as twenty-two or twenty-six individually random shapes, but as an interrelated system of proportional elements similar to the classical idea of ‘orders’ in architecture or Polycleitus’s canon in sculpture. The particular nature of the interrelationships varies in detail between ‘schools’ of lettering artists and sometimes consciously within the work of individuals over the years. These relationships are responsible for the particular look or family likeness of a lettering style. The whole art of letter designing, even today, lies in considering and playing with this system of subtle relationships between parts, sometimes intuitively, sometimes with more self-awareness. At a deeper level of analysis these relationships of line, weight, curvature, repetition, etc. can create a graphic picture of the way in which a letter-designer or calligrapher perceives relationships in the wider world. Of course much lettering can also be hack work, knocked out quickly to meet the demands of an impatient client, but in the hands of a master it can tell other stories, it contains visions of the kinds of relationships that are possible between people and things, it can speak to the nature of beauty, truth and goodness. And so, just as a mathematician can be blown away by the beauty of an equation, or a computer scientist by that of an algorithm, so a lettering artist can respond in a similar way to the disposition of forms and proportions within a particular recreation of an alphabet. Calligraphy adds yet another dimension to these forms – movement, gesture – the traces of a  real-time performance laid down by pen, brush and ink as the hand finds its way through sequences of these remembered shapes.

Early Roman inscriptions: the tomb of the Scipios

The earliest carved Roman letterforms are monoline like the Greek, and date from around the year 600 BCE. The evidence is not plentiful. There are just four inscriptions surviving from this era and it is not until the third century BCE that we have substantial Roman inscriptions to look at. They too show a distinctive creative intelligence at work.

Carved into a hillside along the Apennine Way, the family tomb of the Scipios was lost until rediscovered in a vineyard in 1614. The family’s most distinguished member, the general Scipio Africanus, victor over Hannibal’s Carthage in 202 BCE, was buried elsewhere but this tomb contained about thirty family members, buried between the third century BCE and the first century CE. The three earliest sarcophagi have substantial inscriptions. The very earliest belongs to Africanus’s great-grandfather, Scipio Barbatus, who died in 280 BCE and who most likely commissioned the tomb. His own monument is intact save for the curious erasure of a line and a half of text at the beginning of his epitaph.7 The lettering shows some interesting anomalies, as does that on the tomb of his son, Lucius Cornelius junior, who died some time in the latter half of the third century (Fig. 7). Both have an S falling backwards, a circular O compared to the slender P and not so slender C. Cornelius junior has a very narrow D and R in the heading. But as soon as we look at these forms as if they were composed of simple proportional elements, a circle (the O), a half circle (the C and D), two semicircles stacked on top of each other around a central line (the S), the odd shapes make logical sense. Similar pragmatic geometric thinking explains why the letters of the early Roman alphabet break into groups. If the O is full width, C and D (made of semicircles) would be half as wide as the O, and letters employing smaller half-height semicircles such as B, R, P, S would be one quarter the width of the O. Letters with marked horizontal elements, like L and E and F, are also kept narrow, for this narrowing balances an optical illusion which makes letters with horizontal elements look wider than letters with many vertical parts, and M (and the later invention of W) is made wider than average. As time went by (reaching a peak in the first half of the second century CE), the Roman lettering artists who worked with large-scale letters on prestige commissions made more and more adjustments to letters to overcome a variety of optical illusions: the A’s and V’s, for instance, are made slightly taller than the other letters because the V-shapes or apex at the top and bottom normally make them look smaller.
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Fig. 7. Study of the lettering from the tomb of Lucius Cornelius Scipio, Consul in 295 BCE.


Roman letters from the mid-Republican period were capable of considerable sophistication and beautifully proportioned design. But from the middle of the first century BCE onwards this visual sophistication would shift up a gear. The previously monoline style of writing (meaning all lines are of an even thickness) that was inherited from the Greeks gradually gives way to a style that employs a modulated line that has thick and thin parts (Fig. 8), like the letters in the typeface in which this book is set.
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Fig. 8. Detail from the memorial to the children of the Freedman Sextus Pompeius Justus, Appian Way, Rome, 1st to 2nd century CE.


Public inscriptions and brush-made writing

The full Roman system of scripts is one that became elaborated over time, for Rome as a significant political entity lasted for at least 1,000 years. Whilst the archaeological evidence from Rome’s Palatine Hill shows that the first settlement on the site can be dated to the ninth century, the traditional date for the founding of the city was set by the late Republican scholar Varro at 753 BCE. The end of Roman rule in Italy can be marked by the transfer of the Empire’s capital to Constantinople in 330 CE.

The evidence for how the Romans used writing across this huge expanse of time comes from references in the surviving literature, from images in paintings, from many isolated and scattered inscriptions across the territory Rome came to control, from fragments of written text preserved in libraries and five major finds of archaeological material. The most significant collection of written artefacts comes from the cities of Pompeii and Herculaneum. Here we find preserved the full range of lettering employed in the early Empire, when the power and economy of Rome was about to reach its peak. There are large formal carved stone inscriptions on public monuments and tombs, temporary sign-written public notices (over 2,500 of them survive), box files of wax tablets containing legal, trading and tax records, an almost complete library of carbonized papyrus scrolls, labels on containers and amphora listing their content, inscriptions of ownership on property, and graffiti everywhere, by children and adults, both literary and obscene.

The early excavations at Pompeii and Herculaneum were undertaken by Austrian army officers in the eighteenth century, during a period of Austrian rule in Italy. Alerted by well-diggers to unusual finds, they tunnelled into buried buildings seeking statuary and other ancient artefacts that could be resold or used to grace their own mansions. But whilst inscriptions were of little interest to these early robber  archaeologists and were tossed aside, to the Romans themselves they were highly significant. Indeed, formal public lettering carved into stone constitutes a distinctive genre of Roman writing. Inscriptions represented a way for individuals or corporations to boost their social status by commemorating their contributions to public life – to the building of temples, aqueducts and bridges and to their upkeep and repair. Funerary monuments proclaimed their owners’ deeds in perpetuity.

Tombs lining the roads were one of the first indications to a Roman traveller that a city lay nearby. Built on private plots, but maintained by the city government, these monuments grew more grand as they neared the city gates. As Ray Laurence points out in The Roads of Roman Italy, ‘travellers in antiquity, whose perceptions of date, style, and knowledge were far greater than our own … would have been able to read a cemetery or tomb group and establish a meaning about who lived, had lived, and was socially significant in the town … the gaze of travellers on cemeteries lining the roads provided them with a sense of the history of the place at which they were arriving’.8

Once one had entered a city the public lettering carved into the façades of buildings was equally significant and visible. From the way that monumental architecture was arranged within towns, facing the main road in complexes, jostling around the Forum through which this road always ran, it is clear that travellers were consciously shown the city’s best side. Triumphal arches crowned the entrance to certain spaces, and milestones and statuary lined the route, inscribed with the names and titles of builders or donors. A city’s public buildings, its benefactors and famous sons and daughters, gave it status. After the Emperor Claudius (ruled 41–54 CE) decreed that travellers must either dismount on entering a town, or be carried by litter (to prevent the mowing down of its citizens by horse and chariot), these amenities and inscriptions would have become an even more prominent feature of a traveller’s experience.

‘Roman imperial capitals’, the principal letterform that evolved for use in such inscriptions, are a surprising phenomenon in the Roman family of scripts, for many of them were first written directly on to the stone with brushes and then cut into the surface to make that brush-writing  permanent (Fig. 9). We tend to think of the Chinese as the only culture that wrote with brushes, but it is likely that writing with brushes on stone, stucco or prepared boards is a practice with a long history in the west; we see it on many earlier Etruscan funerary monuments. Greek inscriptions were certainly painted in with colour after being carved, and the larger-lettered inscriptions may have been brushed upon the stone first. Following the Roman period, direct brush-writing died out.

The brushes used for the Roman imperial capitals were not pointed like a Chinese brush but cut square at the end like a chisel – this is where the thicks and thins in these letters come from, thick as the brush is moved down its full width, and thin as the brush is moved sideways. It was a trumpet-playing American Roman Catholic priest from Davenport, Iowa, who first demonstrated this fact in modern times. Growing up in an orphanage in the midwestern United States, Edward Catich, ‘Ned’ to friends, was trained initially as a sign-writer in Chicago but went on to study for the priesthood in Rome in the 1930s. While he was there, he looked at examples of Roman lettering. He noticed, particularly through a study of the letters on Trajan’s column, from which he made rubbings and tracings and eventually a cast,9 that these letters showed characteristics of having been written with a sign-writer’s brush. The telltale signs included areas where pressure has caused a swelling of the strokes, and the way the brush is twisted slightly as it makes a curve, thinning the width of the stroke as it proceeds, a necessary action if the hairs at the edge of the brush are not to splay out at the ending of a curve. Once written on to the stone the letters were cut to make them permanent and then painted once again to make them stand out. Brush-made roman imperial capitals were the most formal and carefully constructed letters of the Roman world and our present-day capital letters descend from them.
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Fig. 9. Benefactor’s inscription from the shrine of the Augustales, Herculaneum, before 79 CE.


Brushes were also used for large-scale temporary signage and posters. In Pompeii several walls survive that were used for such purposes, and the house of one of the sign-painters, Aemilius Celer, has been discovered. Aemilius identifies himself on several of his inscriptions with added comments: ‘Aemilius Celer wrote this on his own by the light of the Moon.’ An inscription higher up on the same wall by another hand is accompanied by the words: ‘Lantern-carrier steady the ladder.’ The idea of these sign-writers writing at night is intriguing. Were the streets too busy during the daytime or the sun too hot, drying the paint on the brush too quickly? Or were they just trying to be first with the news for the next day?

As well as the painter and the lantern-carrier, a full sign-writing team would have included a man who whitewashed the walls to provide a fresh surface to paint upon. During the months before Vesuvius erupted, an election had been in process in Pompeii; some of the notices surviving from that campaign are preserved on the ruined walls (Fig. 3, p. 8). In comparison with the roman imperial capitals, the letters in these advertisements are more compressed in shape, taking up less space and massed for impact. Aemilius Celer uses two scripts, the first of which was a compressed form of the imperial capital. It is called scriptura actuaria, referring to the fact that the acts of the Roman Senate were posted up in this form. It is written with a brush, mostly held straight, i.e. aligned parallel to the lines of the text. In Aemilius’s other script, capitalis, the whole weighting system of the letters is altered. The brush is held with its edge at a steep angle or slant to the line of writing rather than straight  on and parallel to it. The result is that the vertical parts of the letters are thin and the horizontals are all given a thick emphasis. Historians of letterform have called these letters ‘rustic capitals’, in contrast to the roman imperial capitals.

These two scripts, roman imperial capitals and rustic capitals, are the result of two strategies that naturally present themselves to someone thinking how to write a script with modulated lines, i.e. thicks and thins, when previously the letters had always been written with a monoline stroke of even thickness. One can either hold the nib or brush flat, which produces more formal-looking letters that are slightly slower to write (the imperial capitals adopt this position for the main stems of letters but move the angle around for other parts); or one can hold the pen or brush steeply slanted, which works well with a narrower letter that is quicker to write and more dynamically stressed with weight. This latter strategy, it seems, was adopted for more everyday writing.

Imperial capitals and rustics evolved from a common source in mono-line capitals, around the middle of the first century BCE. Coincidentally this is the period when Rome becomes exposed to a wider range of aesthetic influences, particularly from Egypt (where writing has long had thick and thin elements, owing to the way they made their brush and reed pens, with a nibbed or square chisel edge rather than a point).10 The mid-first century BCE was an eventful period in Roman history: the resolution of a destructive civil war led to the replacement of the old Republican system with an imperial system of patronage and government under Augustus, the first Emperor, great-nephew and designated heir of Julius Caesar. It was during his reign (27 BCE–14 CE) that the new pattern of roman imperial capitals became securely established. A fine early example of the style is seen on a votive shield carved in Carrara marble and found in France, dating to 27 BCE.11

Sign-writers’ skills were called upon for painting not only on walls but also on wooden boards, as this was how the decrees of the Senate and other public pronouncements were displayed for public scrutiny in many Roman cities. They were sometimes also engraved into metal. The boards used for the public display of notices often had a distinctive form, with wedge-shaped handles that allowed them to be carried,  hung or keyed into a surface. Many stone inscriptions show a similarly shaped panel. Bronze tablets were once abundant. One of their most common uses was for the discharge ‘papers’ of Roman legionaries, who received miniature copies of the decree posted on the Capitoline Hill in Rome relating to the disbandment of their unit. When the Temple of Jupiter burned down on the Capitoline Hill in 69 CE we know, because of the Emperor Vespasian’s attempt to replace them, that over 3,000 metal tablets stored inside the temple were destroyed by the fire, many relating to Rome’s earliest history; they were the equivalent of the state archives.

Roman libraries

In the Villa of the Papyri in Herculaneum we can glimpse another aspect of the Roman world of letters: its libraries. Today we know that several generations before the eruption this villa had been built by Lucius Calpurnius Piso Caesoninus, Julius Caesar’s father-in-law, and that it was used as a meeting place for a well-known circle of Epicurean philosophers, the poet Virgil amongst them; the villa had stayed in the family ever since. During the excavations that followed its discovery in the autumn of 1752 a number of scrolls were found scattered through the property, as if they had been gathered up by their owner in an effort to rescue the library before it was buried beneath the 20 metres (60 feet) of volcanic debris that cover it today. Most of the surviving scrolls are in Greek, hinting perhaps that the Latin half of this library still remains to be found.

The original eighteenth-century excavations yielded over 1,800 scrolls. They had been kept in a room 3 metres by 3 metres (10 feet by 10 feet), with shelves around the wall and one free-standing cedarwood bookcase in the centre with shelves on either side. The scrolls would have been taken into the cloister of an adjacent courtyard in order that they could be read in good light. In this the architect of the villa was following Greek precedent. The great library at Pergamum in western Anatolia had covered colonnades and lounges in which readers could consult the collection.


All the books found so far at the Villa of the Papyri are in the form of papyrus scrolls following the Greek pattern, which they had learned from the Egyptians. The papyrus plant is unusual in having a triangular stem that allows strips to be shaved off the sides. These strips can then be laid on top of each other in two layers, one with the strips lying vertically and the other horizontally (the grain giving one lines to write along). A wooden mallet is used to hammer the two layers lightly together, the sap released from the bruised strips acting as a natural glue. Sheets of papyrus could then be laid together with about 1 cm overlap and glued into a long roll, using a flour and water paste. The surface of the sheets was prepared for writing by being rubbed smooth with an abrasive, polished with bone or ivory, or whitened with chalk, according to the purchaser’s taste; expensive scrolls might also have their edges dusted with coloured pigments. Scrolls measured from 13 to 30 cm (5 to 12 inches) high and ran from around 10 metres (30 feet) in length upwards. One scroll in the Villa of the Papyri was 25 metres (75 feet) long, whilst the longest scroll in the Egyptian collection of the British Museum, the Harris papyrus, was originally almost twice as long again at 41 metres (135 feet). The inner end of the scroll was wound around a turned wooden bar called an umbilicus (navel). A small label in ivory or parchment was attached to one end, either directly to the page or to the end of the turned wooden roller. These syllabi (meaning lists) had the book’s content marked upon them, often the first line of the text which was designed to tell the reader what the book contained – books with titles were a later idea.

Scrolls were kept in nidi, a Latin word meaning nest, the equivalent of our pigeon-holes. Later Roman libraries would have been equipped with rows of nidi along the walls, tables on which to read the scrolls, and leather buckets called capsa which could be used for carrying bundles of scrolls. The length of an average papyrus scroll determined the quantity of text that Roman authors wrote. The nidi and capsa were made to hold up to ten scrolls at a time, which is why works such as Livy’s history of Rome (Ab Urbe Condita) are divided up into ‘decades’, groups of tens of books. In the scroll itself the text was placed in columns; line length varied according to the type of literature, and oratory was  known for containing shorter lines than any other kind. In a scroll these columns were continuous from beginning to end; sections were sometimes marked as a chapter, capitulum, and shorter segments of meaning by a dash in the margin called in Greek a paragraphos.* The Latin word for a scroll was rotulus or volumen (hence our word ‘volume’ for a book), meaning something that has been rolled up.

Papyrus scrolls had generous top and bottom margins. These areas were where the scroll was most likely to be damaged. At either end of a scroll there were usually a few sheets of blank papyrus, for again these outer sheets were subject to heavier wear. Sometimes the blank opening pages were used to write a short description of the work, and at the end it was not uncommon to find listed the number of lines the work contained. The normal practice was for the scroll to be written on one side only.

The Villa of the Papyri’s arrangement of the library as a small room next to the central courtyard of the house was, by the time it was destroyed, a rather old-fashioned design for a library. From imperial times onwards, Roman libraries consisted of two parts, one for Greek and one for Latin books. It was Julius Caesar who had come up with this form when he made plans for the first public library for the city of Rome. Placed on hold by his death, his ideas were eventually put in hand by a supporter, Asinius Pollio, some time before 27 BCE. Augustus built two public libraries, one in 28 BCE as part of the new Temple of Apollo on the Palatine Hill, and the second, some time later, built, like Pollio’s, within easy walking distance of the Forum. Tiberius (reigned 14–37 CE) and Vespasian (69–79 CE) also added libraries, but the grandest in conception was that of Trajan (98–117 CE). As part of his re-planning of the forum, along with new Courts of Justice, a six-storey shopping centre and market, Trajan built his library. The Forum itself works as a grand processional route towards the main aula, or hall, where legal cases were argued and public embassies greeted. Beyond the hall Trajan’s architect, Apollodorus of  Damascus, constructed a final courtyard, on the further side of which was planned a small temple to be built after the Emperor’s death. In the centre of the final courtyard rose a column, built to house his ashes. The column, which survives to this day, unfurls like a scroll up into the air, proclaiming the Emperor’s victories over the Dacians. At its foot, like an ivory syllabus, is placed a tablet proclaiming the Emperor’s name and titles (this was the inscription Edward Catich studied). On either side of the courtyard were the two library chambers, two storeys high and lit by windows.

Trajan also began a new trend, which would be elaborated on by later emperors, of building libraries into the public baths. This represented the beginnings of a movement that saw these institutions change from strictly bathing only to cultural centres that also had dining rooms, spaces for public lectures and performances, shops, sports facilities, gardens and gymnasiums – the entertainment centres of the later Empire.

Scribes

Many aspects of the workaday Roman literate world depended upon slaves. It was they who kept the records of their masters’ legal and financial transactions, educated their children, and worked as managers and secretaries in homes and businesses and on distant estates. They supported the administration of the Empire and its legal system. In Cicero’s letters we can see his African slave Tiro performing just these roles; Cicero writes that without him nearby he cannot write, for he needs an amanuensis to do so. At other times he asks Tiro to take care of his taxes and debt collection, to look after his garden and to advise the copyists of Cicero’s work when they find his handwriting (probably on wax tablets) difficult to read. Cicero also describes how Tiro invents a kind of shorthand that enables him to take down speeches verbatim. This shorthand, called Tironian notes, continued to be used well into the Middle Ages. Cicero’s letters to Tiro reveal him more as right-hand man and family friend than as slave, and he was freed in 53 BCE.

Cicero was assassinated ten years later, in December 43 BCE, having been named in the proscriptions that brought Octavian, the future  Emperor Augustus, to power. Tiro, however, lived on to oversee the publication of Cicero’s works and wrote a now lost biography in four volumes as well as several other works on his own account. He died in 4 BCE, aged ninety-four.

From the perspective of the development of the art of the book, the fact that slaves were involved in every aspect of the production of literary works from teaching writing to copying books is perhaps significant. And, since Rome stands at the heart of the western tradition of writing and calligraphy, the use of slaves may have had a formative, and perhaps limiting, effect on the development of that tradition. In contrast, Chinese culture viewed the activity of writing as a personal demonstration not only of one’s cultural attainment but also of one’s embodied and thus gestural alignment with universal sources of life and energy, and the written mark was thus a creative and expressive act. But since much of the literature in the Roman republic and early Empire was copied by slaves and not by scholars and authors themselves, one has to ask how expressive and creative could the art of the book hope to become? Would such writing ever be understood at large as an expression of individual human creativity? How free would a slave be to develop his own creativity or to transform the tradition?

On the other hand, one of the earliest surviving fragments of writing on papyrus from the Roman world, dating to around 50 BCE, is the text of the first of Cicero’s speeches, the one that made his name, In Verrem, ‘Against Verres’, his prosecution of Gaius Verres, the governor of Sicily.12 The papyrus fragment might even have been written by several of Cicero’s specialist library slaves for wider distribution. The writing shows the infiltration of slight differences in thickness in letter parts, and an astonishing recurring flourish added to the tops of letters like S and E. The flourishes extend upwards diagonally through several lines of writing, seemingly cancelling them out (Fig. 2, p. viii). Calligraphically this is a gesture that moves from tension through increasing speed and intensity to release. It is an assertive movement.

On a wider level the history of slavery with regard to reading and writing is a curious one, and it reveals attitudes to literacy in the ancient world rather different to our own. In modern times the ability to read  and write has been equated with the development of free informed democracy. In the United States, up until the defeat of the Confederacy in 1865, it was illegal in many parts of the South for slaves to learn to write or read,13 and literate slaves were seen as a threat to the continued institution of slavery. In ancient Greece the thinking was almost exactly the opposite: as Jesper Svenbro shows in Phrasikleia: An Anthropology of Reading in Ancient Greece (1993),14 reading and writing were themselves seen as a threat to the freedom of the individual democratic citizen, whose independence of speech and thought was highly valued. This negative view of the written word was linked to the fact that when reading was first practised in Greece it was always done aloud. One’s spirit resided in one’s breath. Early Attic funerary inscriptions pleaded with the passer-by to ‘Lend me your voice’ before announcing who lay buried there. Once the reader looked at the words and began to read them, it was as if the reader experienced a kind of spirit or voice possession; one’s voice-box was literally taken over by the breath of the writer. One sixth-century inscription from Thassos in the northern Aegean reads: ‘I am the tomb of Glaukos.’ Just imagine the feeling of standing in front of it and reading those words aloud to yourself! The experience was equated with loss of control over one’s own bodily actions; one’s autonomy felt compromised. A love of reading was viewed with some suspicion, as being unsuitable for free citizens and grown men. The metaphors used for this kind of activity in Plato’s work, and other writers down to Catullus, are the same as those used for prostitution or for the passive partner in sex. The reader is ‘buggered’ by the text. Reading is to lend one’s body to an unknown writer – it is servitude. Plato’s personal resolution of this dilemma is given in his dialogue Phaedrus; it is to reposition both writer and reader as engaged in a mutual search for truth, and this forges an equal partnership, based upon a common love of wisdom.

Although much professional reading and writing in the Roman world was done by slaves, ordinary Roman citizens were literate. By the time of Constantine, in the fourth century CE, Rome itself had twenty-nine public libraries. Once Rome had sunk into decline, in the fifth century CE, the general population of Europe would never be so literate again until the sixteenth century.


Everyday writing

Both the wax tablets of Pompeii and the city’s graffiti are written in a form of cursive handwriting that was less formal than the scripts used for public monuments and books. This everyday writing, used for lists, note-taking and other informal purposes, is a quick form of capital letters that today’s scholars call old Roman cursive, in which very few letters are joined up and some letters, such as the O, are made in two halves, left and right, with an opening left at the top and bottom. The letter shapes are influenced by the experience of writing in wax with a stylus, and like all writing on wax these letters remain monoline in form. A tablet from Alexandria, however, the birth certificate of Herennia Gemella (Fig. 10), born five days before the Ides of March in 128 CE, during the reign of the Emperor Hadrian, shows how this kind of writing can approach the calligraphic.15 Pressure is used to give the line more character, so that letters like S swell as the stylus rips through the wax and the line of a flourish thins with speed and then digs in at the end. The record left in the wax of the tactile quality of the writer’s movements makes one realize wax would have been a pleasurable surface to write upon. This enjoyable tactile experience might have been an additional factor favouring the eventual adoption by Roman writers of the edged pen when writing on papyrus, for such a pen can also give thick and thin strokes and an enhanced feeling of resistance from the writing surface. A flexible pointed pen that dug into the surface would not have been an option on papyrus; it could lead to ink bleeding into the surface, always a hazard according to Pliny. The nib would also sputter if the papyrus was not entirely smooth, though a blunt nib could overcome this problem.
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Fig. 10. Detail of writing in wax from birth certificate of Herrenia Gemella, Alexandria, dated 13 August 128 CE.


Many styluses in metal and bone have survived from the Roman period. Tapering to a point at one end, they broaden out at the other to act as burnishers that can smooth down the wax so that the writer can reuse a tablet or erase a mistake. Two portraits of women from Pompeii (one is thought to represent the Greek poet Sappho) show them gazing out at us with a stylus held artfully against their lips much as an intellectual of the early twentieth century might have held their glasses, a pipe or cigarette. This depiction alerts us to a lost repertoire of gestures and conversational signals in which the stylus might have played a part. Long after the Roman period the stylus was used to enter almost invisible notes (dry point writing) in later medieval manuscripts. When made of softer metals it could be used for sketching on vellum and paper. Styluses and wax tablets continued to be used in some European trades, such as the fish market in Rouen, right down into the mid-nineteenth century.

The main find of wax tablets from Pompeii is in boxes containing the records of Lucius Caecilius Jucundus, an auctioneer. The tablets are hinged pages of wood, made by splitting a block of wood into sheets to ensure a snug fit between the pages and by hollowing out each leaf and filling it in with beeswax. Tablets like this had been used in Greece and even in Mesopotamia. The wood used in the case of Jucundus’s tablets was pine, but it could also be box, or walnut, which were finer and closer-grained. Ivory was also used. In the centre of each ‘page’ in a tablet there was usually a small block of wood placed to stop the surfaces of the wax actually connecting.*


Tablets were used for recording legal work, birth records and documents of ‘manumission’ (release) from slavery, as well as for personal notes, reminders, personal correspondence and for handwriting practice. They could be sealed with strings and lead stamps to guarantee authenticity or to secure the information within. Just as we use cheap photocopying paper today for innumerable uses, so the writing material that was usually closest to hand for the average Roman was the wax tablet. From a large deposit of material found at Vindolanda on Hadrian’s Wall in Britain we can also see examples of notebook-sized objects made from plain wooden leaves or strips of wood, folded concertina style and made from birch. The wood was cut from the trees when the sap was running in the spring, to ensure their pliability. These books were written on in ink and could be whitewashed over and reused. Such books formed the germ of the idea for the later book structures of vellum leaves (codices) that would one day overtake the scroll as a more convenient medium for containing longer written texts. The Roman word for book, liber, comes from the word for the inner bark of a tree, presumably also once a common writing material.

The Roman imperial bureaucracy

As the Roman world expanded and developed under the rule of Augustus, the pace of economic and administrative business increased, and so did the pressure for more systematic document keeping, effective organization of writing offices, and faster forms of writing itself. In Republican days it was private citizens who kept archives and staffed their own administrative writing offices; there was no central state archive for correspondence. But Augustus initiated a new imperial bureaucracy, staffed by slaves and freedmen, directly answerable to him. Out of his own pocket he also expanded Italy’s network of roadways and established a postal service, the Cursus Publicus, which could be used for a fee by administrators who travelled from post house to post house with changes of horses, straw and overnight accommodation supplied. The Emperor Claudius began the changeover from personal slave administrators to salaried staff.

From the late Empire, Diocletian’s 303 CE empire-wide edict on  maximum prices shows us the relative value placed upon a scribe’s work. For writing one hundred lines in ‘best writing’ the maximum price was 25 denarii, the same as the daily wage of an agricultural labourer, whereas a wall painter was paid 70 denarii a day.* One hundred lines of ordinary functional writing was 10 denarii. A line was judged on the average length of a line in the verse of Virgil.16

By the late Roman period there were three main organizational bodies that ran throughout the Empire: the imperial administration, the army and the system of local town councils. The army reached its maximum strength around 200 CE, when it stood at 440,000 strong. It had a well-established bureaucracy, with clerks preparing morning reports of a unit’s strength, that day’s departures and arrivals, the watchword and the names of the soldiers assigned the honour of guarding the unit’s standard. They also produced tabular duty rosters, night watch orders, written confirmations of orders, prepared financial reports and ordered up supplies, and there were also documents associated with longer-term planning. Literacy in the army was a help to promotion. Standardized formulaic documents and similarly fluent handwriting from different parts of the Empire attest to some kind of training system for military clerks and perhaps to literacy in the army in general. Units down to century level had clerks attached to them.

The town councils were the main administrative body that citizens would have come into contact with. Once the legions began to withdraw from many parts of the Empire from the end of the fourth century onwards, this local administration continued relatively undisturbed, and town councils still maintained local written records. To have the force of law, documents such as land agreements and wills had to be entered into the council’s rolls and it was this official copy, rather than the private document, that carried legal weight. Their records were on open access to the public. This administrative system continued well into the seventh century in parts of France and Italy.


Many aspects of the late Roman administrative system were eventually adopted by the Christian Church. The papal archives in Rome copied the imperial commentarii by keeping annually gathered and chronologically arranged registers of correspondence with copies of texts received and sent, though by the ninth century it was only letters sent that were being recorded. Some of our earliest knowledge of British history comes from these documents copied out by friends of the monk Bede during visits to Rome and sent back to him for inclusion in his Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum (The Ecclesiastical History of the English People), believed to have been completed around 731. The papal originals were subsequently destroyed.

It should be emphasized that the material we have from the ancient world is a small amount compared to the number of documents that were then in circulation. In modern excavations about 10 per cent of papyri fragments are works of literature, while the remaining 90 per cent are correspondence and administrative documents. But taking that 10 per cent as an example, and tracking the survival rate of important literary or philosophical authors within that 10 per cent, we know for instance that Euripides wrote ninety-five plays, of which we have at the most nineteen today; Aeschylus wrote another ninety, of which we have six; three ancient catalogues of Aristotle’s works list over 170 titles, of which thirty have survived; nothing by Pythagoras has come down to us – we have also lost all thirty-one books of Pliny the Elder’s history of his times A fine Aufidii Bassi (a continuation of an earlier history by Aufidius Bassus) and 107 books of Livy’s 142-book history of the City of Rome, Ab Urbe Condita Libri (Chapters from the Foundation of the City). The loss and destruction has been immense.

Cursive hands across the Empire

As the first century CE ended and the second century began, Rome reached its peak of population at over a million inhabitants. Everyday handwriting from this period shows evidence of increased ligaturing, and new styles of cursive scripts. In the history of writing two pressures compete in the generation of new forms: one is the breakdown  of formal hands into new shapes as a result of speed, and the other is the promotion of fast handwriting up into a more formal style that is faster to write than the old formal hands. Both of these forces apply at this time. But before drawing sweeping conclusions about trends in the development of Roman lettering we should recognize the extent of the earth’s surface over which the Roman writing system was now used and the time span during which this culture endured.

The Roman world was centred upon the middle sea, the Mediterranean or Mare nostrum (Our Sea) as the Romans themselves called it. In expanding out from Rome, the Romans were not initially following a deliberate policy of empire creation. They began as one of a number of small towns in Italy that sought to secure themselves by conquering their nearest rivals and buffering their territory with client states. But once one circle of land had been secured, another buffer area was needed to support the first and so the extent of Roman territory grew until by 100 CE it stretched north to the borders of Scotland and south to the margins of the Sahara desert in Morocco, Algeria, Libya, and Egypt; from west to east it took in Spain, France, the Alpine regions and the Balkans, Greece, Turkey and Syria and then ran down into the Arabian peninsula. Greek was still the main written language in the eastern half of the Empire but Latin was its administrative language. The Empire eventually began to collapse inwards once again when its frontiers became too extensive to maintain, and the process of collapse culminated in the sack of Rome by the invading Visigoths on 24 August 410 CE. That year also the legions were withdrawn from outlying areas such as Britain, where the province was placed in charge of its own defence.

Roman writing and record-keeping, temple archives
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