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Literacy in Gaul

The Value of instrumentum

Michel Feugére and Anna Willi

7.1. Introduction

The term ‘literacy’ covers not only the technical knowledge of reading and writing,
but also the complex effects of these practices on a given culture. The uptake of
writing leads to major changes in the relationships between members of a social
group, the management of collective memory, and economic activity. The cascading
effects of such changes and their consequences on individual and collective iden-
tity mean that the uptake of literacy represents a major event in the history of any
culture—a change that is difficult for us to grasp and appreciate in all its magnitude.!
Ancient Gaul went from an almost entirely illiterate local population at the time
of the Caesarian conquests to a society with widespread literate practices (if still
not a large percentage of literates) within less than a century.” There were some
previous influences from Mediterranean communities, resulting in the earliest
preserved writing in France in Greek and Etruscan language from the sixth and
fifth centuries BCE onwards and later Iberian texts found between the Pyrenees
and the French department Hérault.” But a chain reaction spreading this knowledge
was really triggered only in the second and particularly in the first centuries BCE,
when the first indigenous communities started minting coins with legends, imitating
those with Greek legends issued by Massalia (Marseille), and epigraphies for
writing the local language Gaulish spread.” It was in this context that the use of
writing in Latin started to spread in a much more encompassing and concerted
fashion just before the end of the first century BCE, first within the higher social

This output has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under the European
Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme, grant agreement No. 715626 (LatinNow).
We would like to thank Alex Mullen for her valuable input.

' Goody (1986); further on impact of literacy in different contexts, see, e.g., Haarmann (2012);
Enos (2022).

* See Chapter 5 for detail of the developments outlined here.

* On the Iberian texts, see Solier (1979); Untermann (1980); further on the use of the Iberian script in
southern Gaul, see, e.g., Ruiz Darasse (2015). On the Greek and Etruscan inscriptions, see Bats (1988a;
1988b; 2000; 2004; 2010); Lejeune, Pouilloux, and Solier (1988); Mullen (2013b); Belfiore (2015).

* Legends in Greek, Iberian, Celtic including Lepontic, and Latin: Colbert de Beaulieu and Fischer
(1998); Feugere and Py (2011).
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LITERACY IN GAUL 249

strata and the Roman colonies, then among those in contact with them and
already communicating in Latin. Once set in motion, nothing seems to have been
able to stop the spread of Latin literacy.

The value of small finds for researching this development within different pro-
vincial contexts has become more apparent over the past decades. It still largely
remains to be explored, but an increasing interest in the materiality of literacy has
advanced the topic considerably, as have efforts to devise appropriate ways to cat-
egorize small finds—for example, by moving away from a focus on materials and
instead prioritizing the function of an object, thus accommodating those objects
made of more than one material more easily.” The most direct material proxy for
literacy, finds of writing equipment, can be particularly problematic, because it
can be difficult to tell an iron stylus from a nail, a bone stylus from a hair pin, or
an inkwell from a balsamarium.® With the necessary caution, however, and par-
ticularly in combination with the study of graffiti and other non-monumental
inscriptions, their evidence can help us grasp literate landscapes, as has been
shown for a number of settlements.” In Gaul, the joint analysis of texts and writ-
ing implements from the first Roman layers of Lugdunum (Lyon), some of which
date back to 43 BCE and are therefore contemporary with the colony’s foundation
by Munatius Plancus, has shown the potential of this approach.® Depending on
the chronological phase, finds include graffiti, styli or other writing utensils, or
both. The earliest find, a bone stylus from the earliest layer of the praetorium on
the top of Fourviére hill and therefore dated precisely to the year 43 BCE when the
colony was established, confirms that the Roman colonists brought the technology
of writing and the relevant tools with them. Regarding the spread of Latin literacy,
which is so central to the present volume, ideally we must assess the extent to which
writing was present in the earliest colonial settlements but also contemporary
indigenous contexts, and also in different social strata and groups within both, and
how this develops over time. This would go beyond the scope of this chapter, but we
would like to highlight one group of small finds that will be crucial in answering this
question: inscribed small finds, or instrumentum inscriptum.

One of the challenges of studying literacy in the Roman Empire is to appreci-
ate the many different ways in which provincial societies could have encountered
writing and learned it themselves. For many, the advantages that literacy skills
provided for social mobility and professional careers within the new Roman sys-
tem must have provided an incentive to acquire them. A certain portion of the

® Fort and Tisserand (2013); Feugere (2018).

¢ Individual object types have been studied in detail; see, e.g., Schaltenbrand Obrecht (2012);
Bozi¢ and Feugere (2004); Eckardt (2018); further on seal boxes, which belong to the wider sphere of
numeracy and literacy, see Furger, Wartmann, and Riha (2009). For an overview of Roman writing
equipment, see Willi (2021).

7 Por recent studies exploring the potential of such finds as a proxy for literacy, see, e.g., Chapter 8
(on Augusta Raurica); Cooley (2023, on London); further, e.g., Scholz (2015); Feugere (1997), 145.

® Andrieu, Desbat, and Feugere (2021), 198, fig. 23.
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250 FEUGERE AND WILLI

population will have had access to school or home education, but, even though
its general process is relatively well known, it is rather difficult to weigh the
impact of formal education in different social groups. Access must have varied
greatly across and even within the different provinces, as well as depending on
the circumstances of individuals.” Professional and military environments
would also have provided an opportunity for certain provincials to learn how to
read and write from their peers or as part of their training.'’ For others, being
exposed to writing in their daily lives must have familiarized them with the
shapes and meaning of letters. Monumental, publicly displayed inscriptions will
have formed part of this exposure in the provinces," but, in the earlier periods of
the Roman conquest in particular, non-monumental inscriptions may have been
a more common sight for some, as many objects circulating in all social layers
had writing on them. This includes makers’ marks on imported goods such as
stamped ceramic and metal vessels, but also coin legends, which are often among
the earliest textual evidence in provincial areas without pre-Roman literacy.
Given the wide distribution of coins, anyone could find themselves confronted
with the legends spelling out names of peoples and kings, later the names and
titles of the Emperor. The pictures on the reverse, frequently accompanied by a
legend themselves, acted as visual reading aids. Taking non-monumental epigraphy
into consideration thus sheds a light on just how present writing could be in
everyday life in the Roman provinces, even for those who did not frequently pass
by spaces with a high density of stone inscriptions, and those living in a more
rural environment.

Yet, even as literacy became more widespread within provincial communities,
being able to decipher coin legends or makers’ marks did not necessarily mean
being able to write, or even being able to read other texts as well, for that matter.
It seems sensible to take not only different levels but a whole range of different
kinds of literacy (and numeracy) into account, which were more or less closely
related and overlapping."” Such different literacies include functional or ‘special-
ist’ literacy, which can be purpose bound and limited to the requirements for a
specific task. Someone may have been able to read and write labels as part of a
production or commercial process, but not much else, while someone who was
able to compose poetry may not have been able to understand the abbreviations
on such labels, or those painted on amphorae.”® Since many of the texts on
inscribed small finds relate to production and commerce, it has been argued that
they were highly specialized and only ever needed to be legible to a small portion

° Salles (1992), 189-202; Valette-Cagnac (1997); Wolff (2023).

19 See, e.g., most recently Speidel (2023). ' Marrou (1965).

' See, e.g., Woolf (2009); Bodel (2015), 746-47, 756.

' See Woolf (2015), 38-41. An example of such labels are the lead tags related to textile production
and commerce; see, e.g., Romer-Martijnse (1990); Radman-Livaja (2014).
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of the population.'* But when studying literacy and language use, to include such
material allows us to look beyond the ostentatious and often ambitious sphere of
monumental inscriptions, which tend to be related to the higher echelons of
society: the nature of non-monumental inscriptions ranges from fleeting to orna-
mental and from pragmatic to witty. They can relate to the higher social strata
too, as is the case with objects made of precious materials with incised texts such
as silver styli or highly ornate inkwells," or with scribbles found on the walls of
luxurious domestic spaces, where they allow us to see a different layer of the lit-
eracy present in such environments, and potentially different linguistic registers—
namely, those meant not for public display but for the domestic sphere. Much
more often, however, non-monumental inscriptions give an insight into literacy
present in other parts of the society, including more modest segments and those
groups that do not often feature prominently in lapidary epigraphy, such as those
involved in manufacture and production and peregrini, free inhabitants of the
Empire who were not Roman citizens. Non-monumental inscriptions therefore
allow us to achieve a much more rounded picture that includes different literacy
practices within individual social communities, as well as those of a larger num-
ber of social communities—even if these communities were relatively small. In
this chapter we will attempt to describe what inscribed small finds can contribute
to the study of Latinization in Roman Gaul.

7.2. Instrumentum and Literacy

Before we can address the evidence from Gaul, the term instrumentum and its
relation to literacy require a brief discussion. In French, instrumentum can be
used to designate small finds in general, but in other languages such as English
and German it is predominantly used as an epigraphic category. The Corpus
Inscriptionum Latinarum (CIL) provided one of the earliest systematic
approaches to inscribed small finds, by dedicating specific sections to it,' and
then with CIL XV a whole volume (Rome). The CIL generally included portable
small finds in these sections entitled Instrumentum or Instrumentum domesti-
cum, such as inscribed bricks, tiles, vessels made of ceramic and glass (including
amphorae), lamps, metal ingots, finger rings, and various objects made of silver
or bronze. Portability is one of the ways in which this category can be defined,”
and the one we adopt in this chapter. However, the term has increasingly been
used more flexibly, perhaps under the influence of the vaguer German term
‘Kleininschriften, and has become a catch-all for all non-monumental

" Harris (1995), 25. > See Willi (2022).
16 e.g. CIL 1.2 1491-9, CIL XII, section XXIII.
V7 e.g. Beltrén Lloris (2015), 104, excluding wall graffiti.
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252 FEUGERE AND WILLI

epigraphy—despite some efforts to claim it for the epigraphy of economy and
production only."® The most inclusive approach is perhaps that of RIB II, which,
under the banner ‘Instrumentum domesticum (personal belongings and the like),
even includes non-monumental inscriptions on non-portable supports such as
wall graffiti and mosaic inscriptions. For Digital Epigraphy, the muddiness of the
term has further created problems, because it has been deployed in several epi-
graphic data sets to encompass numerous object types (and even as a text type),
lumping together such different finds as a Samian bowl with a graffito and a
copper-alloy scabbard with open work lettering.”” This wide scope of the category
and varied usage of the term instrumentum also complicate research on, and sys-
tematic overviews of, the material, as well as its inclusion in epigraphic studies on
specific geographical areas or aspects of Roman History. This neglect stands in
stark contrast with the potential of inscribed small finds for numerous research
questions—for example, concerning production, trade and use of ceramics, and
associated practices of literacy.*

To counter this situation, efforts have been, and are being, made to gather
inscribed small finds and to make them more accessible, both in print and
online.” For Roman Gaul, the pioneer project taking on this task is the Artefacts
database with its epigraphic module, which will serve as a basis for the analysis in
the second half of this chapter. It includes all kinds of inscribed manufactured
small finds in instrumentum, but excludes coins and ceramic vessels used for stor-
age or the preparation and serving of food.”

Regardless of whether inscriptions on non-portable support are included or
not, the complexity of the term instrumentum and its usage is further exacerbated
by the fact that instrumentum inscriptum itself is so varied, in terms of the objects’
function and materials but also the inscriptions’ function. The most common text
types found on instrumentum are makers’ and owners’ marks, but they include
religious dedications, jokes, content labels, and much more. Instrumentum was
also inscribed in a range of different execution techniques, which further complicates
its relationship with language and literacy. To control the variegated material
subsumed under instrumentum, epigraphers generally distinguish reproducible

¥ See Ozcériz Gil (2009), 535-6, referring to Harris (1993); Lassére (2005), 440-5; Schmidt
(2004), 128.

' Recent projects are taking such problems seriously and are devising ways to deal with some of
the traditional problems with instrumentum; see, e.g., Gradante and Coccato (2022). The advantages
of diligently specifying object types become clear in projects such as Artefacts, where object categor-
ies can be in- or excluded individually when one is performing a search or exporting data.

** As evidenced by the digitization of stamps on Gaulish terra sigillata (https://rgzm.github.io/
samian-lod/).

! See below, Section 7.3. For the limes and some neighbouring regions, see Pfahl (2012).

> As defined on the front page of Artefacts.mom.fr, which accordingly excludes the tens of thou-
sands of examples of stamps on Gallo-Roman Samian ware, for which see, e.g., Hartley and Dickinson
(2008-12). The study of coins and ceramic vessels developed earlier and is regarded by many as sepa-
rate research areas.
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or serial inscriptions, such as stamps or moulded marks, from ‘unique’ ones, such
as graffiti or dipinti, for example.” In some cases, the letters form part of the
object, such as cut-outs or open work in metal or glass objects, for example, or
fibulae in the shape of letters.”* Such different execution techniques are related to
the materials used and to the production processes of both object and text. The
point at which an object was inscribed is in turn dependent on the function of the
inscription, with instrumentum covering texts that can range from highly decora-
tive examples, which have been carefully preconceived and executed, to spontaneous
scribbles. It is not surprising, therefore, that it is often difficult to establish whose
literacy a stamp or a graffito is evidence for exactly.

For example, the vast majority of inscriptions on instrumentum are related to
production, in the form of makers’ marks.”® They include rarer examples of
handwritten signatures or, for example, marks related to the assembly of
furniture,®® but mostly they are stamps that detail the producer’s often abbrevi-
ated name. They form part of the production process of the objects that bear
them, some of which were traded over long distances, meaning that their impact
on the literacy at their find-spot is indirect and that they are instead evidence for
literacy in the region or workshop where they were made. Furthermore in this
context of production, we have to consider the size of the workshop and the sta-
tus of the workers. In large lamp factories, for example, the stampers®” used to
mark dozens of moulds, and thus thousands of lamps were made probably separ-
ately, possibly by a maker outside the workshop itself.*® In smaller workshops,
however, it is quite possible that the stamper was made by the potters themselves,
as is suggested by the many Celtic names on Gallo-Roman ‘Firmalampen’ with
limited distribution (see Section 7.4.1), or by the use of the term av(v)ot, the
Gaulish equivalent to Latin fecit, on local productions with limited spread, such
as ceramic firedogs.”

» e.g. Hainzmann (1991), 9, calling the non-reproducible ones ‘Gelegenheitsinschriften’; also

Cébeillac-Gervasoni, Caldelli, and Zevi (2006), 249. The situation with stamps is complicated by the
fact that in some cases the stamps themselves, rather than the impression they left behind, are also
found, leading to a confused use of terminology—e.g. for oculists’ stamps; see also, e.g., a branding
iron from Vallon: Fuchs (2000), 59-61, fig. 52.

** Artefacts records FIB-41763, FIB-41861, FRT-4059. An example of a P-fibula (P for pignus amoris?)
with additional inscription is CIL XIII 10027.151b; see Thiiry (2022), 160, no. 73.

** At present, 83.5% of the records on objects’ registered data in Artefacts (a total of 12,578 inscrip-
tions in October 2023) are maker’s marks.

26 Faust (1989), Kat. 190-1, 196-200, 47, 50; Delbarre-Birtschi et al. (2015).

% ‘Stamper’ will here be used for the object pressed into the object’s surface, ‘stamp’ for the impres-
sion it makes.

** A stamper reading EVCARPI from Modena was used for making several moulds: Mongardi
(2014), 27, cat. Ns 1.

* Av(v)ot is known from a few stone reliefs (but in Orange, for example, on images of shields),
very rarely from fibulae and certain ceramic objects, a few firedogs and mainly moulded figurines
from central-eastern Gaul; see also Chapter 5. These attestations are mostly limited to the first century
CE; see Lambert (2002), 33-78.
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254 FEUGERE AND WILLI

Texts on instrumentum also arguably display a wider range of literacy skills
than the formulaic and often ostentatious stone inscriptions, many of which must
have been carved by professionals. Where makers’ marks are restricted to a name,
they may reflect so-called signature literacy, which can be considered to be a rela-
tively weak indicator of general literacy skills. The same applies to the owners/
users’ marks that were made after production and are thus better indicators of
literacy in the environment of the object’s find-spot. Inscriptions made by the
users or owners of an object often consist of a name or simple marks such as
crosses,”® but less frequently they can also include more elaborate phrases—for
example, relating to a specific event such as a banquet—suggesting more experi-
enced writers. Sometimes evidence for more experienced writers can also be
found within workshop contexts, as is the case at the large Samian ware produc-
tion centre at La Graufesenque (see further Section 7.4.1). Professional writers
can, for example, be witnessed through some of the rare votive inscriptions on
small finds, inscribed on the object itself—for example, a small sculpture or a
vessel—or on plaques that are sometimes attached with chains. Many sanctuaries
may have provided votives produced on site, with inscriptions probably made by
a professional.”

7.3. Artefacts.mom.fr and its Epigraphic Module

Research on inscribed small finds in the north-western provinces of the Roman
Empire has gained momentum since the late 1980s, driven in particular by a
series of publications, conferences, and projects in Hungary, the UK, and Italy.*
Until recently, this development seems to have passed by France, where some
regional epigraphic corpora include graffiti on pottery, but no other inscribed
instrumentum, with the exception of the Recueil des Inscriptions Gauloises (RIG),
which dedicated a whole volume to it. In other European countries, this epi-
graphic treasure trove has been tackled systematically—for example, with the
second volume in eight fascicles of the Roman Inscriptions in Britain (RIB) or the
corpus of inscribed small finds from the limes region and some neighbouring

% Simple marks such as X are often understood to be owners’ marks made by illiterate individuals,
but the fact that they can be found on bone styli raises questions about this interpretation. Alternative
explanations include marks made during production and commerce; see Willi (2022), 73; an alterna-
tive explanation of large X marking faulty products was suggested by Kiitter (2008), 80-99.

°' A well-known case, although none of these objects has been found in sanctuaries, is that of the
mirrors dedicated to Aphrodite and to Selene, made by Q. Licinios Touteinos from Arelate (Arles):
Barruol (1985); (1987); Baratta (2016); Pearce, Wood, and Worrell (2019). The use of professionals is
also known from magical texts such as defixiones on lead tablets, particularly from North Africa and
Italy (see Urbanovd 2017).

** Hainzmann et al. (1988); Hainzmann and Visy (1991); Wedenig (1998-2000); Frere, Roxan,
and Tomlin (1990); Frere and Tomlin (1991a); (1991b); (1992); Friggeri, Grannino Cecere and
Gregori (2012); Buonopane, Braito, and Girardi (2014).
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parts of Germany by Stefan Pfahl.*> While for France fairly complete corpora
have been compiled on amphora stamps, tableware, and architectural ceramics,
the only way to get an overview of inscriptions on other kinds of instrumentum
from this area is currently to go through the indexes of CIL, CAG, and AE.**

The groundwork for such a corpus is now being prepared based on the
Artefacts.mom.fr database. Artefacts was developed over the past thirty years to
gather small finds from Europe and the Mediterranean, make them accessible,
and provide a platform to establish typologies. It provides a ‘universal’ classifica-
tion for objects in the form of codes, organized by broad functional groups (per-
sonal objects, environment and habitat, activities) and ten chronological periods,
from prehistoric to early modern. Attestations in the form of individual finds are
added to a typological ‘fiche’ that describes the characteristics of an individual
type of, for example, brooch. With this vast scope, Artefacts relies on the collab-
oration with researchers and projects willing to share their data and establish
new typologies. To date (May 2024), Artefacts contains 208,239 objects, with
22,718 typological ‘fiches, of which 12,600 are for the Roman period alone
(Fig. 7.1).

In addition to a number of existing features such as a thesaurus and the option of
generating distribution maps and statistical analyses, an epigraphic module has
been added to the database infrastructure recently.* It is in the process of being
filled with data and allows contributing researchers to categorize and describe in
detail the inscribed objects in the database, with the structure of the epigraphic
module ensuring a differentiated and systematic collection of texts on small finds
together with related data.*® Out of the 208,239 objects in Artefacts, 13,477
inscriptions on 13,324 objects have been registered to date (May 2024), of which
5,180 on 5,141 objects are from France.”” These data can be analysed through a
number of statistical tools, notably Metabase, and the records can be exported
together with the relevant references in the form of print corpus entries. This will
ultimately allow the production of a corpus of Roman inscribed instrumentum
from France, but researchers can also tailor the export to their needs through
filtering—for example, focusing on one specific object category (Fig. 7.2).®

* RIB 1I was added to romaninscriptionsofbritain.org and released in 2023, funded by the
LatinNow project. Pfahl (2012).

** Available epigraphic databases are of limited use regarding material and object type.

** By laboratoire ArAr, UMR 5138 du CNRS, Université Lumiére Lyon 2, with support from the
LatinNow project.

* PFeugere (2011); (2015); Feugere et al. (2018); Feugere, Sueur, and Vigier (2020). Several
researchers are collaborating on the module, recording the inscribed objects from a specific site or
category, and the project is constantly welcoming new contributors.

%7 The large number of objects from outside France is due to the coverage of Firmalampen being
more comprehensive than that of other objects.

** The module has already been used by students, including for an MA dissertation on inscribed
militaria (R. Duquesne, Université Lumiere Lyon 2, 2021).
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256 FEUGERE AND WILLI

Fig.7.1 Map of Roman period objects in the Artefacts database (status April 2024).
(Artefacts, M. Feugere.)

Owing to the collaborative nature of Artefacts and because the epigraphic
module was set up relatively recently, the status of the different categories varies
greatly, but its potential is already becoming clear. Eventually, it will be possible to
use this tool to answer, for example, questions regarding the frequency of inscrip-
tions on different object types (Fig. 7.3), the geographical distribution of the
names of deities or individuals, the relationship of languages and scripts with
object types, or the frequency of tria nomina on small finds.

The more complete categories, such as the fibulae and the so-called ‘Firmalampen,
already allow for an initial assessment in terms of language and literacy in Roman
Gaul and shall be discussed in more detail in the next section. The data are more-
over starting to show other promising series, often related to specific activities or
occupations (Fig. 7.3) and thus allowing us to study the literacy of certain groups
or in certain environments. One example are the signacula aenea,”® stampers
made of copper alloy. They are sturdy and therefore generally well preserved; to
date, 679 inscribed signacula have been registered in Artefacts, of which 119 are
from France. They feature the name or names of one or more individuals involved

* The word signaculum appears on one of them; see Mayer i Olivé (2014); generally on these
objects see Buonopane, Braito, and Girardi (2014); Buonopane and Gabrielli (2021).
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LITERACY IN GAUL 257

Catégories des inscriptions

Rédigez et regroupez les codes dans une catégorie en leur associant un titre et une bréve description.

Liste des catégories
#65 MORTIERS EJ @ @
[~]
#59  BOITES A SCEAU E] ‘7] @

#9 STYLES

#29  INSCRIPTION [A V“ 7 l:,
MONUMENTALE J

#12 EXVOTOS, 7L - Pagus votive I EVO - Ex-voto NIMIAIE
PLAQUETTES VOTIVES J

#42  PLOMBS INSCRITS NI
#27  ANNEAUX VOTIFS ‘ s\lo

#5  ETIQUETTES [A]lvuﬁ][a}
COMMERCIALES J

#11  DISQUES INSCRITS A1z 1o
" v F@

Fig. 7.2 Organization of an export of the inscribed objects from Artefacts, showing
the categories registered to April 2024 grouped thematically.

in an economic activity, sometimes including their status. We do not know exactly
how these objects were used, but we can imagine that they served for stamping
goods, or the documents accompanying them, in the context of production or
trade control. Signacula are mainly attested in Italy, particularly in Rome and the
south of the peninsula, but their use was taken up in Gaul from the first century
BCE century onwards, including for local production: one example from
Carcassonne features a maker’s mark on its top, giving us the rare excitement of
tracing its production to the workshop of a L. Cornelius Sabinianus in
Narbonne.*’ Judging from the onomastics of those whose names were imprinted
with such signacula, the individuals featured are often freedmen or slaves,* but,
interestingly, their cognomina are also largely Greek or Latin. Together with the
fact that their distribution is mostly limited to the south of Gaul, this may suggest
that they were used in environments in which Latin was commonly used, such
as trade with Italy or fiscal matters related to the status of the settlements,

0 S1G-4001; AE 2005, 1020.
' Dollfus (1967); Feugeére and Mauné (2005); Feugere (forthcoming).
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Fig. 7.3 Table showing the different numbers registered in Artefacts for all Roman-
period inscribed-object categories, in total and from France, revealing the varying
degree of data completion and percentages of inscribed objects: most inscribed
categories with fewer than 100 items are still ‘work in progress’ (status May 2024).
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as is suggested by the distribution of the finds for which we have the best
documentation.*” Further research will show whether their geographical distri-
bution is mirrored by, or related to, that of other inscribed instrumentum, and
how we might be able to explain it.

There are several other promising sets of inscribed small finds. For example,
the oculists’ stamps, an already well-known corpus, are a valuable source for our
knowledge, not only about ophthalmological ailments and treatments, but also
about the social status of physicians.*> Commercial lead labels, which generally
mention products that were the objects of a transaction (purchase, repair, clean-
ing, dyeing, and so on) and sometimes weights or volumes and prices, also fea-
ture the names of customers.** For the religious sphere, ex-votos provide evidence
for religious practices and the language used in them, but also the onomastics of
local deities and the people worshipping them.** Defixiones, which are often dif-
ficult to read, even more so because some of them are in Gaulish, provide infor-
mation about the magical practices of those whose intimate concerns they show.*°
Brick and tile stamps, on the other hand, offer a huge amount of data on the pro-
ducers, both with Celtic and Latin names, and with their distribution in relation
to the legal status of municipalities.*”” These very diverse sources have in common
that they shed new light on the daily life of the middle and lower social classes,
precisely those provincials who had little or no means or reason to express them-
selves through monumental stone inscriptions. In what follows, the analysis will
focus on two main aspects represented by inscribed instrumentums: the sphere of
production and the messages on speaking objects.

7.4. Case Studies

7.4.1 Production: Makers’ Marks and the Case of
Fibulae and Oil Lamps

To put a maker’s mark onto a crafted object was a common practice in the
Mediterranean, particularly in the Roman period, when it was taken up widely.
A systematic analysis of makers’ marks can provide unique information on crafts

> Feugere and Mauné (2005), 445, fig. 6.

** Espérandieu (1893); Voinot (1999); Pardon-Labonnelie et al. (2017).

** Feugere (1993); Jacques and Hoét-Van Cauwenberghe (2010); more finds forthcoming from a
number of sites.

*> No general survey on this object type is currently available for Gaul.

¢ No general survey on defixiones exists for Gaul, but the area is covered by the inventory in
Kropp (2008), and see now McKie (2022). Finds are numerous, and each of them deserves a detailed
study. See also Loiseau and Van Andringa (2015).

*° Among the numerous publications on tile stamps, see the survey by Ferdiére (2012), focused on
Lugdunensis.
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and production, in particular on its organization, and the material and physical
conditions for production as well as the origin and social status of the crafts-
people. The mark is usually a name that can be followed by a verb such as fecit—
that is, ‘made by X' In the context of larger-scale production and workshop
hierarchy, the identity of the named person needs to be considered carefully, as
the name could be that of the craftsperson, a ‘team leader, or the owner of the
workshop.

Out of the 13,477 inscriptions currently registered in Artefacts, and thus
excluding the frequent stamps on Samian tableware, for example, makers’ marks
make for more than 80 per cent of the total, with 72 per cent of them on ceramic,
mostly lamps at present, and only 20 per cent on copper-alloy objects.*® Although
provisional, these numbers are not surprising. The production process of ceramic
items lends itself particularly well to adding a mark to an object, and it is more
efficient to reproduce a moulded stamp, as it was often used for lamps, than one
that is applied individually to each item, as is generally the case with copper-alloy
brooches.

Makers’ marks on brooches, or fibulae, are in fact a marginal phenomenon.
Fibulae are an indigenous object type that saw a strong development during the
Iron Age. During the Roman period, the typology changed, but brooches con-
tinued to be used by the local population, both male and female. Certain work-
shops managed to create ‘niche markets’ for specific types, often skilfully
produced or decorated. Makers’ marks do not occur on such elaborate objects,
however, but mostly on simpler, utilitarian models, and even on these they are
rare: to date, there are ninety-seven makers’ marks on fibulae from France in the
database, which, if we assume an estimated total of about thirty thousand fibulae
from France, corresponds to around three marked fibulae out of a thousand.*’

What, then, was the exact function of these occasional marks? Generally, such
stamps spell out the name of the bronze smith. On Aucissa-type fibulae from
France, for example, so named after a prolific Italian producer of this type of
brooch, we find Atrecto/Atrixtos, Aucissa, Durnacus, Iovincilos, Intro[?], and
P. Valer(ius). Many of these names are indigenous, some with Latinized endings,
and while ten stamps feature the Latin fecit, only one stamp, IVLIOS AVOT, uses
the Gaulish equivalent.*® There is, however, another way in which local, Gaulish
productions are different from the Italian ones. Italian types such as Aucissa-
fibulae feature a clearly visible stamp at the head of the bow running

*® Adding stamps on Samian ware other than lamps would further increase the percentage of
ceramic objects; the Samian Research Database contains 5,505 name marked decorated vessels from
Gaul alone.

> At the moment (May 2024), Artefacts contains 13,324 inscribed objects out of a total of 208,239
items; for the number of inscribed objects in France versus total number of objects in Artefacts
(Roman period), see Fig. 7.3.

% RIGIL.2 L-19.
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perpendicular to the length of the brooch. In the case of the Gallo-Roman series
‘pseudo-La Tene II, however, which was produced from Tiberius to the end of
the first century cE or later, the name of the bronze smith was stamped onto a
part of the brooch that was then folded and flattened around the bow, often mak-
ing it difficult to read the stamp on the finished product.” One of the first marks
of this type to be read in the nineteenth century, the mark of Litugenus on a fibula
from Rennes (Ille-et-Vilaine), provides a good example.’® The illustration that
accompanied its first publication shows the stamped part of the brooch as if it
had been unfolded (see Fig. 4.1). On the other known examples by this producer,
only the central part of the stamp, VGEN or GENI, is visible, and often misread,
for example, as CEMIF or IVPE (for TVGE; Fig. 7.4).> Accordingly, the often
incomplete or abbreviated makers’ names on this and other types of fibulae have
been the subject of revised interpretations over recent years, also benefiting from
recent progress in Celtic onomastics. Such revised readings have revealed hith-
erto unknown bronze smiths, almost always with indigenous names such as
Bibidos, Boduacos, Comeilos, Conducios, Daribitus, and Oxtaillos.* If these
marks were not meant to be read by the users of the brooches, we can assume that
their function was somehow related to the production of the objects instead,>
perhaps for quality control or to keep track of batches as the objects went through
different stages of production. The writers, as well as the audience, of the inscrip-
tions on these Gallo-Roman brooches were therefore craftspeople, and mostly
local ones.

Only recently has the idea that literacy was widely spread among craftspeople
become more accepted. Traditionally it was assumed that they led a simple life,
which suggested to many that they lacked education and were for the most part, if
not altogether, illiterate. The comprehensive publication of the findings from La
Graufesenque helped change this picture (Chapter 5).°° At this site near Millau in
the south of France, a large production centre for Samian ware was excavated,
where hundreds of pottery workshops fired their wares in large shared kilns from
20/10 BCcE onwards. The epigraphy from the site consists primarily of stamps and
graffiti. Adding the stamps to bowls or plates during their production was thus
part of the potter’s tasks, and we have good reason to think that the tool that was
used in this step was made on site. The stampers used were usually made of bone,
as found at La Graufesenque,”” and spell out the name of the potter(s) or work-
shop owner(s), often preceded, or followed, by an abbreviation for ‘workshop”.
OFMASCLI, for example, for of(ficina) Mascli/ ‘(by/from the) workshop of

*! Feugere and Raux (2021). 2 Mowat (1883), 52. ** Peugere and Raux (2021).

** Feugere (2022a). Because of their low numbers, it is currently impossible to know where they
were made.

* This is also the conclusion to which many specialists have come for the majority of marks on
Roman crafted objects, such as Samian ware or bronze vessels; see, e.g., Fiille (2000a, 2000b); Charlier
(2004); Feugere and Lambert (2004).

6 Marichal (1988); RIG 11.2 L-29-*L-48; Genin (2007). 7 Artefacts: PNT-4005.
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Fig. 7.4 Examples of pseudo-La Téne II brooches stamped Litugeni from the west of France, some of which have been misread.
1. Rennes; 2. Vert-Saint-Denis; 3. Mauves-sur-Loire; 4. Musée Dobrée a Nantes (provenance of the brooch unknown but most likely local)
5. Chétillon-sur-Seiche; 6. Clermont-Ferrand; 7. Glanum. (After Feugere and Raux 2021; Fauduet and Tisserand 1982; Feugere 1985.)
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Masclus;, or OFICBILIC for of{f)ic(ina) Bilic(ati)/ ‘(by/from the) workshop of
Bilicatus’®® As is the case with pottery stamps from other sites, some of the names
are abbreviated to such an extent that the identification of the potter is difficult or
even impossible—for example, Ar(dacus), Cen(sorinus), GR(—), or A(—).” In the
most extreme of these cases, at least, the marks therefore seem unlikely to have
served for the promotion of a workshop.® Instead, their function is more likely to
have been exclusively related to the needs of the workshop and its immediate
environment, perhaps to keep track of the volume an individual potter produced
in relation to parallel production lines in the workshop or as the goods were given
to a different workshop for certain steps in the production.”” To date, several
thousand impressions made by the stamps of about five hundred different potters
have been found in Millau, which demonstrates a very common use of epigraphic
makers’ marks at this site. The limits of this apparently widespread literacy may
be illustrated by the so-called griffes, marks that consist of only one or two letters
or of unintelligible signs, and by anepigraphic marks, often rosettes, which are
well attested at La Graufesenque as well as through numerous other workshops
that produced tableware. From a social point of view, experts have pointed out
that the majority of the stamps at La Graufesenque feature single names, so the
producers involved may have been indigenous peregrines for the most part, even
if a handful of duo and tria nomina seem to indicate a ‘not very ostentatious
citizenship, with gentilicia often reduced to a single letter.®* The small number of
duo and tria nomina suggests that the more frequent single names are not simply
due to a lack of space, which led producers to opt for one name, but that they in
fact reflect the reality of the craftspeople’s status.”

In southern Gaul, such stamps were placed on the inside of the vessel, but
there are also marks by mould-makers that were traced in cursive directly on the
moulds used for Samian bowls, for example. They appear inverted on the vessels
made using the mould and are sometimes very faint. Again, these marks seem to
have been directed not at the users of the finalized vessels but at others within the
production process. There are, however, cases in which such marks were traced
carefully in reverse capitals and thus appear perfectly legible on the finished
product—for example, SABINI/MANVS ‘hand of Sabinus, that is, handmade by
Sabinus™*—demonstrating a very conscious and careful use of writing skills. In
such mould-makers’ marks, dating from Tiberius to the second century ck, the

*¢ Bémont (2004). * Bémont (2004), 105; Genin (2007).

" As has sometimes been suggested—e.g. for Italian Samian ware—see contra Fiille (2000a), 48
with n. 18.

°! See, e.g., Mullen (2022b), 136, 146-9, with further literature.

2 Bémont (2004), 106, table X; on onomastics and the population at La Graufesenque, see further
Mullen (2013c); (2022b), 142-5; also Chapter 5.

¢ Stamps that run over two lines, as they are known—e.g. from Arezzo, see Mullen (2022b), 136—
would have been another option for fitting in a longer name, in addition to abbreviations.

¢ Bémont (2004), fig. 58.
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names are often indigenous, but most of them, when the name appears complete,
show the Latin ending -us.®® Other graffiti from the excavations at the pottery
primarily consist of firing lists, written with skill and particularly carefully onto
plates before firing.*® Through this method, the potters kept track of the numbers
and types of vessels stacked inside the shared kiln, and these lists contain both
Latin and Gaulish language material. We know around two hundred graffiti or
fragments of graffiti from La Graufesenque, including the firing lists but also
some phrases, mottos, and dedications, which are sometimes personalized and
clearly addressed to customers.”’”

While makers’ marks mainly represent a kind of signature literacy, their
frequency and early appearance in local productions attests a widespread use of
this kind of literacy among local craftspeople. Even if the stamper used to make
the stamps was made by someone else for those signing with it, as is suggested
by the division of labour seen at large production sites such as La Graufesenque,
their significance for the production process implies that they were read by others
as well. Together with the evidence of the graffiti by more experienced writers,
the example of La Graufesenque thus shows a range of literacies and literacy skills
at work, employed by the local population from the early first century onwards,
for communication among craftspeople in the first place, but occasionally also
with customers, and sometimes mixing Gaulish and Latin.

A slightly different case are makers’ marks on lamps, which are very frequent,
particularly on moulded types of the so-called Firmalampen, oil lamps that were
produced in large quantities and feature the name of the producer prominently
on the bottom (Fig. 7.5). It is usually a single name in the genitive, less frequently
in the nominative, with some potters using both cases. The corpus of these mak-
ers names on Firmalampen in Artefacts, which to date counts almost 190
entries,’® already offers an opportunity to study the origin of the makers, their
onomastics, and their literacy.”” A minority of lamp-makers’ marks includes a
gentilicium or initials that suggest tria nomina; in the Artefacts data set of stamps
on Firmalampen of all provenances, only 56 out of 189, or 29.6 per cent, do, while
130 stamps bear single names.”® No tria nomina on Firmalampen are known from

> Within the La Graufesenque stamps, 286 names are attested that end in -us, and only two that
end in -os (based on the catalogue in Genin (2007), 170-258, excluding gentilicia and the uncertain or
illegible catalogue nos 462-504).

¢ Hermet (1923); Marichal (1988); Lambert (2002), 83-146. On the administration of the work at
the pottery and how it may relate to language use, see also Mullen (2022b), 146-9.

¢ RIG 11.2 L-35 to L-48. See Mullen (2022b) on the language of the La Graufesenque texts and
more generally on literacy at the mass-production centres of pottery in Gaul, and for further discus-
sion Chapter 5.

8 A continuously updated list can be found on the Artefacts website under LMP-42329.

® Feugere (2022b); Feugere and Raepsaet-Charlier (2024).

7° Rare examples seem to feature two names (craftsman and patron) but their interpretations
remain uncertain: e.g. PAC PRISCVS, see Buchi (1975), 185-6, Tav. LXI; Feugere and Raepsaet-
Charlier (2024).
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Fig.7.5 General distribution of makers’ marks on Firmalampen in France.
(Artefacts, M. Feugere, October 2023.)

France, but examples of duo nomina occur,”* and the fact that there are also
examples of duo and tria nomina on other small finds as well suggests that the
single names on lamps reflect the actual status, probably peregrine, of the
craftspeople.”

In Gaul, such oil lamps were originally imported from Italy, but, very soon
after the earliest imports, local production started through complex processes of
cultural and technological transfer. Fortis, who first produced Firmalampen in
Modena at the end of the Augustan period, seems gradually to have extended his
business to several workshops that then delivered his lamps to the whole north of
Italy.”” Export then seems to have expanded further north from Aquileia, towards
the Danubian limes, with secondary workshops popping up between Aquileia

7' C. DESSI in Arles, Autun, Auzon, Avignon, Clermont-Ferrand, Lyon, Marseille, Nimes, Pontaix,
Vaison, Vienne (2); C. FADI in Lyon (2), Vaison; T. GELLI in Lyon.

72 See above, n. 62.

7® His lamps are practically absent from the area south of Umbria, where the central Italian pro-
ducers seem to have had a strong hold over the local market; see Biondani (2014).
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and the border from around 60/80 ce onwards.”* His name can, however, be
found on much later types of lamps as well, with some of them found in contexts
dating to the fourth century cE or later, showing that his legacy persisted over
centuries.

Over such a long period of time, other potters must have been using Fortis’s
name for the production of lamps in a number of places, and other producers
also started using their own names, with their stamps turning up in workshops
outside Italy as well. In Gaul, the import of Italian Firmalampen seems to start
around the mid-first century ck. Almost immediately after that, lamps stamped
with the names of Italian producers, but that were clearly produced with local
clay and slip features, start appearing along the coast and in south-eastern Gaul.
In the second century, local productions with stamps of Italian producers such as
Communis, Phoetaspus, Strobilus, or Fortis also appear in eastern central Gaul
as well as further east and west. This development can make it difficult to estab-
lish the origin of the producers involved: Litugenus and Nerius, for example,
produced lamps in northern Italy before their goods were made in Gaul, as is the
case with Strobilus, Phoetaspus, and of course Fortis. Yet, productions signed
with names that are not attested in Italy, such as Attusa, Butrio, Capito, Catullus,
Satto, Talutius, and others, are known from the second century ct and clearly the
result of provincial initiatives. Butrio is attested in Lezoux, as Butrio or Putriu,”
Talutius in Strasbourg, and others may have been based in Trier or in the Rhine
Valley. Their products were traded west as far as Bavay, but seem to have had
limited success; most workshops continued to produce lamps marked with
Italian names, perhaps answering a market demand for ‘Ttalian’style products,
even if it was known that they were produced locally.

This, and perhaps their relatively late appearance, may also explain why the
local producers’ names are Latinized from the beginning and why there are no
instances of AV(V)OT on these lamps. How independent the local workshops
were from the Italian ones is unclear, but the local producers clearly understood
the function of such stamps, and, when they took over the production of
Firmalampen-style lamps, they also took over the custom of adding a stamp.
They also clearly had the ability to make this text type work for themselves by
putting their own name on the lamps. While this may have required a relatively
low level of literacy skills, it is worth noting that indigenous names are very com-
mon on local productions with limited geographical distribution, which implies
that the local craftspeople made the stamps themselves. The prevalence of lamps
with names of Italian producers, however, suggests that, unlike the ones on
brooches, these marks may have been made not only—or not primarily—for the
production process but also for the customers; they were a recognizable part of

’* In Ptuj, Osijek, Sisak, Szombathely, and Lauriacum; see Buchi (1975), 203.
7> Delamarre (2007), 51.
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the model. As opposed to the brooches, which were commonly known and used
in Iron Age Gaul, the Firmalampen may have continued to be perceived as
imported objects even in the second century, and the stamps with Italian names
may have been part of that perception.

Such subtle differences in the purpose of makers’ marks show how tightly
related inscriptions on small finds are to the objects that carry them and reveal
different approaches to, and uses of, literacy, and possibly language, in different
spheres of everyday life. In the following section, yet another, completely differ-
ent, kind of literacy will be discussed through ‘speaking objects.

7.4.2 ‘Speaking Objects’

Strictly speaking, ‘speaking objects’ address their reader or user in the first person
through their inscription. This is quite rare and often directed at potential thieves;
a graffito on the bottom of a Samian ware bowl from Lattes (Gallia Narbonensis),
for example, tells anyone that picks it up to ‘put me down, I belong to Domna’ (or
‘to the domina’).”® This kind of inscription is even rarer on objects other than
ceramic vessels, and there do not seem to be any examples from France.”” By
extension, this category also includes objects that carry a message through which
one person addresses another, often presupposing an existing relation of some
sort, and these are more common. They include the frequent utere felix ‘use hap-
pily’ inscriptions on brooches, spoons, and other utensils, as well as bibe ‘drink’
or gaudeas ‘be happy’ on cups, for example.

One particular group of such texts can be found predominantly in Gallia
Belgica and part of the Lugdunensis, mainly from the mid-first century ce
onwards. They are well known from fibulae but can also be found on other
objects such as finger rings or writing equipment.”® The discreetly inscribed mes-
sages seem to revolve around amorous relationships and seduction, often with
intentionally ambiguous phrasing and tiny punched letters of 1-2 millimetres.
Traditionally, and perhaps a bit rashly, such inscriptions have automatically been
interpreted as messages from men to women,”” but it is rare to find a text that is

7 AE 2003, 1145: pone me, Domnae sum. See also RIG I G-13 (Les Pennes-Mirabeau), a grey-ware
bowl with the Gallo-Greek inscription Eskeggolati aniateios immi, which may mean ‘I belong to
Eskengolatos and must not be stolen’

77 See from other parts of the Empire: ‘thief, don’t touch me’ (fur n(e) attiga(s) me), on strigils
(Buonopane 2013): find-spot unknown), or the compass leg from Mainz that says ‘put me down or
I'll penetrate you’ (ponis aut pidico te) (Thiiry 2008, 299, fig. 5; see also on a small column from Rome:
‘Umbricia says: thief, put me down’ (Umbricia dicit fur pone me) (CIL VI 29848a), and ‘T belong to
Claudius, not you’ (Claudio, non sum tua), on a lamp from Rome (CIL XV 6900).

7® For a distribution map of fibulae with such inscriptions, see Martin-Kilcher (1998), 151, fig. 3.

7° Most recently, Thiiry (2022).
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explicit about whom it addresses,** even though the small diameters of the finger
rings and the dimensions and types of brooches generally suggest their recipients
were female. It can also be disputed that all of these messages belong to the con-
text of amorous relationships, as the less explicit examples could also refer to
friendship. But, on the whole, the corpus of these inscriptions, defined by similar
style and technique in writing as well as by their focused geographical distribu-
tion area, largely seems to carry erotic undertones, even if individual texts can
appear innocent. To cite examples on fibulae, if the words misce, sitio, ‘mix [sc.
the wine], I am thirsty}* can during a banquet be used to order a drink if
addressed to the cupbearer, thirst can also express the longing for a lover.
Similarly, ab aquis venio, ‘I come from the baths,** could indicate that the writer
is clean. There are also more direct declarations, such as dulcis amo te, ‘sweet-
heart I love you,* irascor et amo, ‘I am angry and in love}* or even imploring
and plaintive ones, such as succurre amanti si (me) amas, ‘help the lover if you
love them/me’®® The request for reciprocity (for example, venio si das, ‘Tll come
if you give’),*® also seems to be a theme in Gallo-Roman declarations of love more
generally; finger rings and spindle whorls can carry similar declarations. A group
of second-century spindle whorls found in southern Gaul is particularly well
known for their inscriptions, which mix Gaulish and Latin language material,
with some of them entirely in Gaulish.*” This mix can also be seen in some of the
second-century fibulae from France that, for example, bear the greetings ave adi-
anto (‘hello, loved one’) and ave vimpi (‘hello, pretty’).*®

Such objects were original productions, with each of the inscriptions present-
ing its own, often unique, message, which could have been part of the design by
the manufacturer or commissioned by a customer, but they can still be grouped
into series that seem to exhibit local customs. The well-studied fibulae represent
the most obvious case: the fibulae of several series with such inscriptions feature

8 Rare texts that allow us to guess the gender of the recipient: on FIB-4427, tu es Eros amorum (a
man?); on STY-4130, amica dulcis lasciva Venus (a woman? A woman could also be addressing a man
here, with amica tua implied); on BAG-4128, veni futuve (a man); on FIB-4426, ave amica mea (a
woman); on BAG-4022, (... ) Adiantunneni Exvertini (to Adiantunnena, [daughter of | Exvertinios, as
translated by Lambert (RIG I1.2 L-127).

® e.g. on FIB-4429, Thiiry (2022), 53.

2 On FIB-4426, Martin-Kilcher (1998), 147, 149, fig. 1.

% Beauvois-en-Vermandois (Belgica), Thiiry (2022), 31.

#* Bayard-sur-Marne (Belgica) and Overbetuwe (Germania Inferior), Thiiry (2022), 39-40.

% Tongeren (Belgica) and Longevelle-sur-Doubs (Belgica), Thiiry (2022), 83-4. See also non pecat
qui te amat, ‘who loves you does not sin, on a fibula from Carnuntum (Pannonia), Thiiry (2022), 55.

% Thiiry (2022), 95-6, from Altrier (Belgica) and Flumenthal (Germania Superior).

¥ e.g. geneta uiscara and genetta imi daga uimpi on FUS-4004. On the spindle whorls, see Dondin-
Payre (2005); (2007); Lambert (2002); Mullen (2022a). See also, e.g., a finger ring found near
Thiaucourt (RIG 112 1L-127): ADIA/NTVN/NENI/EXVE/RTIN/INAP/PISET/V, perhaps
‘Nappisetu (gave this) to Adiantunnena (daughter) of Exvertinios, and examples from Germania
Superior cited by Willi in Chapter 8.

88 FIB-4426, FIB-4197, FIB-4140.
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palaeographic characteristics that point towards a restricted area of production.®
But some other workshops seem to have specialized in the production of
inscribed objects as well. The spindle whorls, for example, seem to have been
made in or near Autun, using the local bituminous schist. They sometimes
address a particular person, which points to an individual commission rather
than standardized production.”® A workshop in Bonn was specialized in producing
finger rings with messages often identical to those found on fibulae,” and another
example of a locally restricted phenomenon is found in the decorated styli
inscribed with witty or amorous messages that seem to have been particularly
fashionable in eastern Gaul and the neighbouring parts of Germania during the
second century cg.”

The specialized production implies that the craftspeople were technically those
who wrote the texts onto these objects. A striking aspect of these inscriptions, as
far as the ones with punched inscriptions are concerned, which include several
types of fibulae dating to the first century c&, lies in the technical skills that were
involved. The messages often run over several lines, and the tiny letters suggest
that the craftsperson had a very steady hand and good eyesight. It is, however,
interesting to note that different types of brooches have certain palaeographical
traits in common—for example, the almost systematic rendering of the letter L in
the shape of a reverse S, as can be found in cursive writing, or a T that resembles
a'Y, on early hinge brooches (Fig. 7.6). Such particularities might call into ques-
tion the ability of the craftspeople to interpret a model that they were given. In
lapidary epigraphy, for example, the text for commissioned inscriptions could be
drafted and handed to the stonemason in cursive, which could result in ‘typos.*®
If we assume a similar process for the fibulae, this could suggest that the crafts-
people did not recognize an L in the cursive text that was given to them, since
they replaced all the other letters with capitals, and this might also imply that the
sense of the inscription may have escaped them. However, in that case one might
expect more such ‘mistakes’ with letters that look very different in cursive, such as
E, F, B, or D, which the writers seem to have transcribed correctly. It may rather
be a case of a local variant, and perhaps a solution for rendering the horizontal
hastae of L and T, which are important for deciphering these letters in small writ-
ing, in a more visible way when using tiny dots to write them.

In any case, ‘speaking’ objects arguably reveal more about the literacy of the
people who commissioned and wrote them, and their audience, than makers’
marks. In the case of regional phenomena in particular, we can assume a certain

% Martin-Kilcher (1998); Feugeére (2010); Thiiry (2013); (2022).

° A recently found example bears only the name of a woman, the owner or recipient of the object:
Labaune (2022).

! Henkel (1913), nos 819-69. 2 Willi (2022).

> Mallon (1982), 226-7. For shorter stone inscriptions we can also imagine that they were com-
missioned without providing a written text, which would have caused mistakes as well.
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Fig.7.6 Examples of fibula inscriptions with characteristic palaeographic features of the letters T (1-4) and L (5-8). 1. FIB-4427
(Riha 5.11) from Romilly-sur-Seine; 2. same type, from Thalfang; 3. FIB-4426 (Riha 5.15) from Geneva; 4. same type, from
Grace-Hollogne; 5 same type, from Richborough; 6. FIB-4429 (lightning bolt), from Bavay; 7. same type, from Moyencourt; 8.
FIB-41863 (Kniefibel), from Tomils.
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geographical proximity of the workshop that fashioned the inscribed object, the
person who commissioned it, and its end recipient or user. The texts are simple
but amusing and suggest a relatively high level of literacy, sometimes including
literary references or verse. The writer and the envisaged reader shared an edu-
cated background, in which the humorous tone of the inscriptions was presum-
ably meant to be understood.

On the whole, this group of erotic or amorous inscriptions, on fibulae but also
on finger rings and spindle whorls, for example, seem to bear witness to social
interactions that were established in the Gallia Comata in the Roman period.
They are the material evidence for a kind of relationship between lovers that must
have been expressed in many ways, with the inscriptions representing only one
aspect of it. Considering the scarcity of material and epigraphic evidence for the
process of seduction in the Roman provinces, this group of inscriptions offers a
unique insight into this topic, complementing in particular the rather conven-
tional picture of marital relationships conveyed by stone inscriptions. The geo-
graphical focus of these inscriptions suggests that the success of this epigraphic
practice on personal objects, and thus tied to interpersonal relations, could be
based on local, perhaps even pre-Roman, indigenous practices of gift-giving and/
or communicating in the context of friendly and/or erotic relationships. This may
also be suggested by the relatively common presence of Gaulish language material
in this category of inscriptions. The fact that these texts are longer, more elabor-
ate, and less formulaic, than, say, makers’ marks, may simply make the Gaulish
more visible in such inscriptions, but the playful nature and ambiguity of the
messages also implies linguistic dexterity and its intentional use. This becomes
particularly evident in cases where Latin and Gaulish are mixed.”* Speaking
objects thus provide evidence for the use of Gaulish for this specific kind of com-
munication, carried by an educated part of society, probably of indigenous origin.
It is tempting to think that they may have used writing onto small objects as an
expression of a cultural tradition, keeping it alive well into the Roman period,
but, in the absence of further evidence, we can only speculate.

7.5. Conclusion

A closer look at some of the inscribed small finds from Gaul has shown that
instrumentum should be considered more than just marks that help us trace trade
and production. They tell us about the people behind these objects, such as the
local craftspeople who started making use of Latin literacy and text types from as
early as the second half of the first century BCE, for the purposes of their trade,

°* Mullen (2022a).
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communicating among themselves but also with customers. Among the many
perhaps less eloquent makers” marks, individual texts, including the firing lists
from La Graufesenque, for example, reveal more extensive literacy skills and the
ability to adapt writing to specific linguistic or material circumstances, on the
whole painting a picture of a range of different literacies used by indigenous
craftspeople. The different uses of makers’ marks on different objects illustrate an
awareness of linguistic subtleties, which can also be seen in the speaking objects,
where Gaulish is used well into the second century and languages are sometimes
mixed in a playful way.

At the same time, the differences in the significance of makers’ marks on
brooches and lamps have made clear just how closely the inscriptions on small
finds are related to the objects that carry them, to their materiality, the geography
and chronology of their use and production, and even the way they were per-
ceived. Even though makers’ marks and speaking objects are only a small part of
the vast category of instrumentum, just these two text types alone already allow
insights into different uses of literacy, in different contexts, and for different pur-
poses, which all existed contemporaneously and within the same society. They
show that small groups of objects and texts, regional phenomena, and limited
productions are key for our understanding of the multilayered nature of literacy
and language use in ancient communities.

Initiatives such as Artefacts are needed, as thanks to them future research will
be able to describe the literate landscape in the Roman provinces in much more
detail, and, importantly, with an interdisciplinary and object-sensitive approach.
For Roman Gaul, we will in time be able to expand and complement the already
well-developed approaches to studying the complex relations of individuals to the
indigenous languages—mostly, but not exclusively, Celtic in Gaul—and users’
marks will, for example, show to what extent the practice of writing entered such
varied activities as weighing and measuring, commerce, provisioning of food, or
healing, but also more personal concerns such as quarrels between neighbours or
love stories. Only a systematic approach that makes inscribed small finds digitally
accessible, allowing for complex analyses and international collaboration, will
make it possible to identify and contextualize important smaller-scale phenom-
ena across time, space, and different parts of ancient society, and enable
researchers to take a much-needed look beyond lapidary epigraphy.

Michel Feugere and Anna Willi, Literacy in Gaul: The Value of Instrumentum In: Latinization, Local Languages, and
Literacies in the Roman West. Edited by: Alex Mullen and Anna Willi, Oxford University Press.
© Michel Feugere and Anna Willi 2024. DOIL: 10.1093/9780191994760.003.0007
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