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Introduction
This book is a practical road map to the Latin you will actually meet in the Roman
world: on stones and bronze tablets, in municipal decrees, on shop walls and receipts,
in military diplomas and coins. Rather than beginning with abstract rules, we start
from the words that filled streets, offices, workshops, and sanctuaries. If you are a
beginner or a traveler—curious to read what the Romans themselves wrote in public
and on paper—this guide will show you how to move from guesswork to confident
reading.

Imperial Latin, as encountered in inscriptions and documents, is concise, formulaic,
and wonderfully consistent. It follows rules, but it also obeys habits born of
administration, commerce, and everyday life. You will learn essential grammar and
vocabulary, not in isolation, but exactly where they appear: in a dedication to a deity,
a builder’s plaque, a market notice, a legal clause, or a milestone. Each chapter
introduces a small set of structures and words, shows them in authentic contexts, and
then coaches you through short practice readings so that you can see how the pieces
work together.

Because public texts are compact, they rely on conventions—abbreviations, numerals,
titles, and set phrases—that can bewilder newcomers. We treat these as tools, not
traps. You will learn to expand abbreviations, recognize common titles and offices,
interpret dates by the Roman calendar, and convert weights, measures, and money.
Along the way, you will meet the writing practices that distinguish ancient texts from
modern print: interpuncts, ligatures, variable spelling, and the fluid use of V/U and I
without J. Mastering these features turns apparent puzzles into predictable patterns.

Reading primary sources also means reading across regions and centuries. The Roman
world stretched from Britain to Syria and lasted for many lifetimes; forms vary, but the
core remains steady. This guide highlights variation without burying you in exceptions,
giving you just enough historical context—political, legal, and social—to make sense of
what you see. When interpretations differ, you will learn to justify a reading from
evidence in the text: grammar, formulae, and parallels.

Our method is simple: observe, identify, expand, translate. You will begin by surveying
a text—its layout, material, and purpose—then mark familiar elements: names and
titles, verbs of dedication or decree, dates and numbers. Next, you will expand
abbreviations and resolve numerals, sketching the sentence structure before you
render it in natural English. The goal is not literary polish but accuracy and clarity: a
translation that tells you exactly what the document does in the world.
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Finally, this book is designed for momentum. Chapters are short, examples are real,
and exercises build from recognition to production. The closing dossier assembles a
miniature archive—milestones, dedications, receipts, edicts, epitaphs—so you can
practice moving between genres with confidence. By the end, you will not only
recognize the language of empire; you will be able to read it where it lives: carved in
stone, stamped on metal, inked on wood, and preserved in the record of everyday
Roman life.
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CHAPTER ONE: How to Read Inscriptions:
Letterforms, Layout, and Stonework
You step out of a train in a small Italian town and walk into the local museum. In the
courtyard lies a stone slab, its surface pitted by centuries of rain. The letters are large
and square, some joined together in strange ways, and dots or marks sit between
words where you would never expect them. The first question is simple: how do you
even start reading this? Inscriptions are the Roman world’s way of speaking to the
future, but they are not printed in a modern book. They are objects, shaped by the
tools that cut them and the materials that received them. Learning to read them is
part letter recognition, part pattern-spotting, and part detective work.

Before diving into grammar or vocabulary, you need to know how the letters looked
and how lines were arranged. The Romans chiselled words into stone, poured letters
into metal molds, and pressed styluses into wax. They wrote quickly in ink on wooden
tablets, carefully on papyrus scrolls, and proudly on bronze plaques. Each medium left
its marks, and those marks tell us what we are looking at. A public inscription on a
monument is not the same as a hurried note scratched on a cup, but they share habits
and tricks that you can learn to recognize with just a bit of practice.

The first thing to notice is the letter shapes. In many Roman inscriptions, you will see
capital letters that resemble modern uppercase but with quirks. The letter V often
stands for both modern U and V. The letter I can be a vowel or a long consonant
sound, and there is no letter J. You will also see a rounded form of R with a long tail
that looks almost like a Greek rho, and sometimes the letter L looks taller and more
elegant than you expect. When letters are crowded or carved hastily, a C might look
like a G, and an E might appear as three short horizontal strokes pressed close
together.

One common feature is the use of interpuncts, little dots or wedges used to separate
words. You may see a centered dot, a small triangle, or even a small cross between
words. This is not punctuation in the modern sense, marking clauses or tone; it is
simply a word divider. Many inscriptions omit interpuncts entirely, forcing you to rely
on familiar word endings and patterns. If you see a dot between words, treat it as a
helpful hint, not as a grammatical marker.

Ligatures are another frequent sight. These occur when two letters share a stroke to
save space or for stylistic effect. You might spot an A and E fused together, or a T and
E where the crossbar of the T extends to touch the top of the E. In Roman times, these
were common and considered neat rather than sloppy. Your eye will adjust after
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seeing a few examples, but at first, ligatures can be disorienting. When in doubt, try
separating the letters and see if a known word emerges.

Epigraphic conventions also include numerals and abbreviations. Abbreviations can be
marked by a tiny line or flourish at the end of the truncated word, but not always.
Roman scribes and masons used standard abbreviations for common titles and
phrases, like SPQR for Senatus Populusque Romanus, or D M for Dis Manibus on
tombstones. Numbers appear as tall letters: I for one, V for five, X for ten, L for fifty, C
for one hundred, D for five hundred, and M for one thousand. These numerals may sit
above or beside the text, or even be embedded in the lettering.

Material and tool shape the way letters look. On a finely cut marble panel, letters have
elegant serifs and even depth. On rough volcanic stone, such as tufa, the lines are
thicker and less precise. On bronze plaques cast in a mold, you may see smoother
curves and sharper corners than on chiselled stone. When the text is hammered into
metal with punches, each letter leaves a distinct imprint with crisp edges. If you see
tiny dents around the letter shapes, you are likely looking at a punched inscription
rather than a carved one.

Layout matters as much as letterforms. Many public inscriptions are arranged in lines
called registers that run across the width of the stone. The first line often contains the
most important title or name, sometimes in larger letters. Some stones use a centered
arrangement, with each line centered like a poem. Others begin each line at the left
margin, while some have lines that start slightly indented or staggered. The end of a
line might be cut short, not because the word is finished, but because the stone ran
out. This often leads to unexpected word breaks, even in the middle of a syllable.

Another common layout is the columnar inscription, where names or entries are listed
in vertical lines. This is frequent in lists of magistrates, building workers, or veterans.
In such cases, you may find a simple heading at the top, followed by a sequence of
names with their offices or honors. The spacing may be uneven, as the mason
balanced the need for clarity with the limits of the stone. When reading these lists,
look for repeated phrases and patterns, which often guide you to the meaning more
efficiently than trying to parse every word immediately.

The environment where the inscription was placed also gives clues. A milestone
normally stands by a road, carrying a simple message about distance and the
authority responsible for the road. A dedication to a god often sits in a temple or
shrine, with the name of the deity prominently displayed. A tombstone is usually
marked by a symbol—a palm branch, a wreath, or a simple architectural frame. An
imperial decree might be set up in the forum, on a pedestal designed for public
viewing. Recognizing the context helps you anticipate the language: road texts use
words about distances and repairs, religious texts invoke deities with formulae of
giving or consecrating, and legal texts deploy official verbs of ordering and decreeing.
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Public inscriptions tend to be formal and economical. They do not waste words. You
will often see phrases like “built this at his own expense” or “dedicated this to the
goddess.” Many words are omitted that would be necessary in a prose sentence,
because the context supplies them. This is part of why abbreviations and titles are so
common. A full, grammatically complete sentence would take up too much space and
be less immediately understandable to a literate passerby. Think of it as headline
language: clear, formulaic, and efficient.

One challenge for new readers is variable spelling. Roman spelling was not fully
standardized, especially across provinces and over time. You might see QV instead of
CV, or H omitted where you expect it. A V might be used where modern Italian or
English would prefer U, especially in the middle of words. Vowel lengths were not
marked, and double letters like SS sometimes appear as a single S. None of this
changes the core meaning, but it can slow you down until you learn to expect it. Treat
spelling variations as part of the landscape rather than errors.

Understanding the physical layout also means looking at the stone itself. Some
inscriptions are framed by decorative borders, small carved lines that box the text.
The frame may stop at the end of the text or continue with empty space. If there are
multiple columns, they are often separated by a vertical line or left as open space.
Occasionally, a later inscription will be carved over an earlier one, producing a messy
overlap called palimpsest. In such cases, parts of the older text may still be faintly
visible, but reading them requires patience and sometimes raking light or
photography.

In museum settings, you will often see an anchor line, a faint horizontal line scratched
across the stone to help masons keep their letters straight. Sometimes this line runs
through the letters themselves, which can confuse the eye if you are not expecting it.
The baseline of the letters may not be perfectly level, especially on curved surfaces
like columns or arches. Even the grain of the stone can make letters look distorted. If
you have a chance to take your own photos, try different angles and lighting. A side
light often reveals the depth of the chisel cuts and makes the letters pop.

Not all inscriptions are carved. Many of the everyday texts we have are written in ink
or paint on plaster walls, or scratched with a stylus into a thin layer of wax spread on a
wooden tablet. These texts are more fluid, more personal, and often full of errors or
informal spellings. Graffiti in Pompeii and Herculaneum, for instance, include voter
lists, jokes, price notices, and simple declarations of love. Wax tablets, preserved by
the dry conditions at Vindolanda near Hadrian’s Wall, contain letters, military reports,
and accounts. The handwriting can be cursive and hard to read, but the content is
wonderfully direct.

Bronze tablets deserve special attention. They were used for official documents,
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honors, and treaties. Because bronze is durable and valuable, many of these tablets
survived, sometimes folded up or rolled. The lettering on bronze is often sharp and
formal, reflecting the status of the document. Imperial decrees andSenatus Consulta
were sometimes inscribed on bronze and set up in public places. If you see a bronze
tablet with clean, angular letters and neat lines, you are likely in the presence of law
or high policy. This is the language of empire written in a medium designed to last.

Regional styles also matter. In the city of Rome, inscriptions tend to be highly formal
in the capital letters used for monuments. In the provinces, you may see local
influences, different letter shapes, or hybrid styles that mix Roman conventions with
local scripts. In the Greek East, some inscriptions look like Greek letters in shape but
are actually Latin words, and you will see Greek words or phrases embedded in Latin
texts. In North Africa and Gaul, certain letter forms and layout habits may differ
slightly. These variations are usually minor and do not block comprehension, but they
are part of the rich diversity of Roman epigraphy.

A key strategy for reading inscriptions is to start with the obvious. Look for names of
people, places, and deities. If you see a string of consonants that looks like a name,
try saying it out loud. Many Roman names are familiar from history—Julius, Claudius,
Marcus, Aurelia—and they often appear with titles like IMP for Imperator or COS for
Consul. Recognizing these anchors gives you a framework for the rest of the text.
Then look for verbs. Public texts often use verbs of giving, dedicating, building,
ordering, or dedicating. Finding a verb can unlock the structure of the sentence.

Next, scan for numerals and dates. You might see a clear numeral like X or L, or a pair
of consular names like COS III, meaning consul for the third time. In military diplomas,
you often see a specific formula for the date, with the names of the consuls of the
year. In milestones, you will find distances in Roman miles or paces, sometimes with a
mention of the emperor who funded the repair. Even if you cannot read the whole
sentence, knowing that you are looking at a distance or a date narrows the
possibilities for the surrounding words.

Abbreviations can be intimidating at first, but they are highly patterned. In funerary
contexts, D M means Dis Manibus, “to the spirits of the departed.” In civic contexts,
SPQR is ubiquitous. Titles of magistrates, like PRAEF for Praefectus or AED for Aedilis,
appear repeatedly. Many abbreviations are formed by taking the first few letters of a
word and adding a mark at the end, though not always. You will soon learn the
common ones for your region of interest. In Chapter 19, we will cover abbreviations
systematically, but even now you can begin to collect them as you meet them in the
wild.

If the inscription is long, break it into readable chunks. Start with the first and last
lines, which often contain the most informative phrases. Then look for words that
repeat or look similar. Repetition is a powerful clue: if a word appears at the start of
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several lines in a list, it may be a title or an office. If a phrase appears near names, it
may be a formula of dedication or a statement of action. By building a small glossary
of repeated words, you will move from feeling lost to recognizing patterns.

Let’s look at a simple, hypothetical example drawn from common features. Imagine a
small stone plaque that reads:

 D M C A V L I V S P III VIXIT A XXX 

Even without full grammar, you can make progress. D M often marks a tombstone. The
second line looks like a name: C A V L I V S. The third line includes P III, which may
stand for “pater tres,” perhaps indicating a father of three children, though it could
also be an abbreviation for a military unit or a term of years. The last line contains
VIXIT A XXX, where VIXIT is a form of “lived” and A XXX likely means “for thirty years.”
This demonstrates how abbreviations and numerals can guide you to the meaning
even when the grammar is not fully parsed.

Another common type is the building inscription. A typical example might run:

 IMP CAESAR VESPASIANVS AEDIFICAVIT 

Here you see the title IMP for Imperator, followed by the name of the emperor, and a
clear verb AEDIFICAVIT, “built.” Even if you do not yet know all the endings, you can
see the subject and the action. Public texts want you to know who did what. The verb
often appears in a straightforward form, and the subject is usually clearly named or
implied. If you add a date or location, you have the core information: who, what, when,
and where.

Inscriptions on roads take a similar pattern, but with a different set of words. A
milestone may read:

 TRAIANVS AVG FECIT M P X 

The name TRAIANVS AVG means Trajan Augustus, and FECIT means “made” or “had
made.” M P X stands for “milia passuum decem,” or ten thousand paces, i.e., ten
Roman miles. This is a classic format: the responsible authority, the action verb, and
the distance. If you see a phrase like RESTITVIT or REFECEIT, it means “restored” or
“repaired,” useful for understanding that the road was maintained rather than newly
built.

Religious dedications often place the deity in the first line, sometimes in the dative
case, indicating “to” the god or goddess. You might see:

 HERCULI L IVLIVS D D 
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Here HERCVLI is likely “to Hercules,” and L IVLIVS is a man’s name. D D can stand for
“donum dedit” or “decreto decurionum,” depending on the context. The point is that
the name of the god usually gives away the purpose of the stone. If you are in a
temple precinct, expect the language of offering, consecration, and vows. These texts
often repeat the same set of verbs and phrases across the empire.

Not all inscriptions are monumental. Many small objects carry texts: lead pipes, tile
stamps, and pottery labels. A pipe might read:

 EX OFFICINA NIGR 

Meaning “from the workshop of Nigr.” Tile stamps often bear the name of the legion or
the workshop, sometimes with the name of the city. These tiny texts are immensely
useful for archaeologists, but for the traveler they are also a quick way to practice
reading. They are usually short, with minimal grammar, and rely on standard formulas
like EX or DE plus a name.

One more category is the honorary inscription, which tends to be longer and includes
titles, offices, and achievements. You will see phrases like “to the most excellent man”
or “for his benevolence and generosity.” These often follow a pattern: a dedication
formula, the name and titles of the honoree, a list of offices held, and sometimes a
statement of why the honor was granted. Although the vocabulary can be extensive,
the structure is predictable. The honor is given, the person is named, and the reasons
are summarized.

When approaching a new inscription, it helps to make a quick sketch of its features
before you try to translate. Note the material and the likely setting. Identify names,
titles, numerals, and abbreviations. Look for verbs and see if you can guess their
meaning from context. Mark any words that repeat. At this stage, do not worry about a
perfect translation. Build a map of the text’s parts, then try to combine them into a
rough sense. The precision will come with practice and with familiarity across genres.

A few practical tips will save you frustration. Use a magnifying glass or a camera zoom
to see details. Photograph the stone from multiple angles, especially if the light is
poor. If you are working from books or online images, look for editions that provide
transcriptions as well as photos. When you see a strange letter shape, compare it to a
standard epigraphic alphabet. Many museums and websites have guides to
letterforms specific to their collections. If you get stuck, try reading the inscription
aloud; sometimes the sound of the words will trigger recognition.

Reading inscriptions is also a social act. If you are visiting a site, read what local
guides and curators have written about the stone. They often provide basic
information about date, origin, and function, which will help you understand the
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language. If you can, talk to other travelers or students about what you see. A second
set of eyes is useful for spotting ligatures and abbreviations. You might also notice
that a stone has been repaired or that a piece is missing, which explains why a line
seems to break unexpectedly.

Different types of inscriptions also come with typical lengths. Tombstones are often
short and direct, focusing on name, age, and a brief sentiment. Dedications may be
very brief, just the name of the god and the dedicator. Civic decrees can be long, with
multiple clauses and formal phrasing. Military diplomas are moderately long and
precise, because they grant legal rights. Knowing what to expect in terms of length
and formula can guide your reading strategy, allowing you to skim for expected
patterns and then zoom in on the details.

Finally, remember that reading Roman texts is a cumulative skill. At first, you will
recognize fragments—names, numerals, a few verbs. Over time, these fragments will
connect into whole sentences. You will start to anticipate how a milestone is phrased,
what a dedication must include, and which abbreviations are almost certain in a given
context. The goal is not perfection on the first try but increasing confidence in
recognizing what kind of text you have and what it is likely to say. With practice, the
stone speaks, and the letters line up into meaning.

As you move into the rest of this book, you will find that each chapter builds on this
foundation. We will look closely at pronunciation and spelling, then at how nouns and
cases work in inscriptions, and how verbs shape official statements. Along the way,
you will practice with real texts and learn strategies for handling abbreviations and
numerals. For now, keep your eyes open for the features we have discussed:
letterforms, interpuncts, ligatures, layout, and material. The Roman world wrote itself
in many ways and on many surfaces. Your first task is simply to see how they did it.
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