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Abstract: The aim of this paper is to identify and analyse the main pa-
laeographic changes that the Palaeohispanic scripts underwent after the Ro-
man conquest of the iberian Peninsula. some of these changes can be directly 
related to the influence of the latin alphabet on the epichoric scripts, thus 
entailing a certain familiarity of the local population with latin writing; other 
innovations, on the other hand, are better explained by a profound change in 
written culture, related to a greater spread of literacy, together with the intro-
duction of new writing practices and implements and the monumentalization 
of epigraphic texts. These different factors seem to have contributed to the 
creation and consolidation of a new graphic style, which would become para-
digmatic of the Roman era. The study ultimately reflects on the interplay 
between the social and material aspects of writing in Hispania.
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aspectos sociales y materiales de la escritura en la antigua iberia: 
la evolución de las escrituras locales bajo el influjo de Roma

Resumen: en este trabajo se identifican y analizan los principales cam-
bios paleográficos que se produjeron en las escrituras paleohispánicas tras la 
conquista romana de la península ibérica. algunos de estos cambios son atri-
buibles a una influencia directa del alfabeto latino en las escrituras epicóricas, 
y acusan de este modo una cierta familiarización de la población local con la 
escritura latina; otras innovaciones, en cambio, se explican mejor por un cam-
bio profundo en la cultura escrita, en relación con una mayor propagación de 
la práctica de la escritura, con la introducción de nuevos hábitos escriturarios 
y la monumentalización de los textos epigráficos. estos factores podrían haber 
contribuido a la creación y consolidación de un nuevo estilo gráfico paradig-
mático de la época romana. el estudio reflexiona en última instancia sobre la 
interacción entre los aspectos sociales y materiales de la escritura en Hispa-
nia.

Palabras clave: escrituras paleohispánicas, paleografía, latinización, epi-
grafía, Hispania.

1. inTRodUCTion

in recent years there have been significant advances in our understanding 
of the Palaeohispanic scripts’ evolution making it clear that these systems are 
not internally uniform but show meaningful diachronic as well as geographi-
cal variation1.2in this paper the most significant contributions on this topic will 
be synthesized, focusing on the palaeographic changes that occurred as a conse-
quence of, or coinciding with the Roman domination of Hispania: is it indeed 
possible to distinguish a pre-Roman style from a trend typical of Roman times 
in the Palaeohispanic scripts? The answer to this question has a certain impact 
in two respects: firstly, it allows us to understand the first steps in the latiniza-
tion process of Hispania in more detail. despite the fact that the local popula-

1 The Palaeohispanic script family comprises the different epichoric scripts used to write 
some of the indigenous languages in the iberian Peninsula between the 5th century BC and 
the beginning of the 1st century ad: the Tartessian or south-western script, the espanca alpha-
bet, the south-eastern iberian script, the north-eastern iberian script and the Celtiberian script. 
among them, the best understood and the one that allows diachronic study is the north-eastern 
iberian script, of which the Celtiberian one is a direct adaptation, with minimal modifications. 
This article focuses specifically on this variant, although occasional comments will also be made 
on its contemporary scripts, which, due to the smaller number of available documents, do not 
allow diachronic observations to be made so clearly.
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tion continued to write in their own languages for at least two centuries after 
the conquest, it is obvious that the abandonment of the local languages in fa-
vour of latin must have occurred gradually, starting in the earliest days of the 
Roman presence in iberia. it is worth wondering, therefore, to what extent the 
very evolution of the epichoric scripts already shows the influence of latin writ-
ten practices or even an incipient literacy in this language among the local pop-
ulation.

secondly, the identification of the specific characteristics of indigenous 
scripts in Roman times has a methodological and functional value, since it al-
lows us to better understand a phenomenon in which research has recently 
shown great interest: the spread and intensification of written culture after 
the arrival of the Romans, not only in latin, but, as has been mentioned, also 
in local languages. of course, in order to fully understand this phenomenon, 
it is necessary to differentiate between the part of the corpus dating from 
pre-Roman times and that corresponding to the Roman period. To this end, 
and when archaeological information is not explicit enough, palaeographic 
analysis has become a fundamental tool. However, in order to avoid circu-
lar argumentation, the real possibilities of a palaeographic dating of the Pa-
laeohispanic corpus need to be examined, which is why the present work will 
also inquire into the methodological approach and limitations of this kind of 
studies.

Figure 1
left iberian inscription on stone from ensérune, 3rd century bc (BDH heR.02.374); 

right iberian inscription on stone from empúries, 1st century bc (MLH c.1.1)

The impact of latin epigraphy on local written practices can be assessed at 
a glance through some illustrative examples. if we take a look at the two iberian 
inscriptions on stone in fig. 1, both of them written in the north-eastern variant 
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of the Iberian script, it will be possible to easily appreciate some remarkable dif-
ferences. The image on the left corresponds to one of the few extant instances 
of a pre-Roman Iberian inscription on stone: although not found in situ, it is 
probably written on an ashlar from the walls of Ensérune; it has been dated to 
the 3rd century BC (BDH HER.02.374). The second one, on the other hand, 
found in the Roman city of Emporiae, is without a doubt an inscription from 
the Roman period – in the third line, an individual bearing a Latin nomen, Cor-
nelius is even recorded; this inscription has been dated to the 1st century BC 
(MLH C.1.1).

As can be observed, from a technical point of view the differences are very 
striking: the former is essentially a graffito, whereas the later shows a clear in-
fluence of the Roman epigraphic habit, to the extent that it could be regarded 
as the work of the same epigraphic workshop where the contemporary Latin 
inscriptions were produced (Mayer & Velaza 1993, 667-668; Velaza 2002, 
59-60). But not only that; closer examination of the two inscriptions shows 
that the differences concern not just the technical execution of the text but also 
the palaeography, the specific shape of every character: for instance, the vowel 
E displays 3 bars in the older inscription () and only 2 in the later one (À); the 
same happens with the syllabogram ti, which has more strokes in the first case  
( ) than in the second one (); the syllabogram te, on the other hand, has dif-
ferent shapes: it is round in the older inscription ( / ) and square in the later 
one (), and there may also be more strokes in the pre-Roman piece; finally, 
even the word separators are different: three vertical dots in the first text, and 
a single square in the second one. Generally speaking, it is therefore possible to 
observe a trend towards the simplification of letters.

As we shall see, a cross-corpus study confirms that these palaeo-
graphic differences are due to a diachronic evolution. To what extent, how-
ever, coexistence with Latin literacy was the cause of these changes, and 
why, is another question whose answer is not so evident. Another impor-
tant aspect to bear in mind is that some of these changes in the design 
of letters are not just formal —due to the mere emulation of shapes and  
fashions—, but structural, entailing a profound transformation in the internal 
organization of the Palaeohispanic graphic system.

The series of Iberian legends issued in Kese (MLH A.12; ACIP, 1104-1115), 
the indigenous settlement that was absorbed into Roman Tarraco, provides a 
good example of how spelling conventions changed over time (see fig. 2). In 
general terms, and with very few exceptions, the practice of minting coinage by 
indigenous peoples is a consequence of the Romanization process of3Hispania2; 

2 For the dating of the first Iberian coin legends, see the recently published Sinner & Ri-
pollès 2019, 368-369, and 386-387, for the particular workshop of kese.
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however, in some cities, such as Kese, the first issues date back to the late 3rd cen-
tury Bc, which is why some instances still present certain archaic features that 
were gradually to be lost: for instance, in some of the older issues, the distinction 
is made between voiced and voiceless plosives – this is the function of the upper 
stroke in the syllabogram ke ( ); but in the following instances, dating to the 
2nd century Bc, it is no longer intended to specify whether the initial plosive is 
voiced or unvoiced (); and finally, in the ones dating to the late 2nd century 
Bc, a particular redundant use of the signary can also be observed: the syllabic 
sign is followed by the vowel intrinsically associated with this same syllabogram, 
as if the indigenous semi-syllabic system were used here as an alphabet, perhaps 
imitating the legends in latin ()3.

Figure 2
iberian legends from the workshop of kese showing the evolution  

in the use of the Palaeohispanic syllabary: from dual to non-dual and, finally,  
to non-dual with redundancy  

(BDH mon.12, MLH a.12; moneda hispánica)

the different examples mentioned above clearly show that iberian writing 
did undergo a series of major changes after the roman conquest, despite the 
fact that they did not always take place in a linear way or in the same direction 
and at the same speed in all areas. on the other hand, it is difficult to tell, as 
we shall see, which changes are due to an internal evolution of the system, co-
inciding with the roman era but not strictly motivated by this fact, and which 
changes are properly due to a direct impact of latin literacy on the local scripts, 
thus implying a certain process of cultural transformation under the influence 
of rome.

3 note however that this evolution is not absolutely straightforward: for instance, some of 
the issues from the late 3rd century Bc (keseśalir and keseku; aCIP 1104 and 1105) already 
display the unmarked variant of the syllabogram.
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2.  MeTHodoloGiCal FRaMeWoRK and PRevioUs 
liTeRaTURe

one of the main limitations that needs to be faced when studying the dia-
chronic evolution of iberian writing is the dating of inscriptions —we must 
indeed bear in mind that for a large number of finds we do not have precise 
archaeological information. For this reason, alternative or complementary cri-
teria have been used, such as the specific study of certain sites whose moment 
of abandonment or destruction is known, thus providing a clear terminus ante 
quem for the evidence: Pech Maho, for instance, was abandoned during the 
second Punic War, so that its materials should have little influence of latin 
epigraphy; in contrast, written culture develops in some places only from the 
Roman era onwards, as would be the case of Cabezo de alcalá (azaila). a com-
parative study of the writing habits of certain regions whose chronological ho-
rizons can be well established can provide relevant diachronic information, al-
though the possibility that the graphic differences may be due to other causes, 
such as geographical variation, must also be taken into account. another al-
ternative or complementary method of palaeographic dating is that of study-
ing the text in relation to the epigraphic medium. in fact, some of the most rel-
evant studies on this topic have analysed palaeographic variation in relation to 
the material or objects on which inscriptions are found, which also give us, of 
course, relevant chronological information.

This is precisely the method of analysis used by j. Maluquer de Motes 
(1968) in a pioneering work on the palaeographic dating of Palaeohispanic 
inscriptions. His proposal was to identify the most archaic letters on at-
tic pottery (Maluquer 1968, 56-57), which he dated to the 4th century BC, 
although we now know that the oldest instances (e.g. BDH Gi.15.34 and 
Gi.08.09) can be dated back to the late 5th century BC (figs. 3, a and B)4. 
He also analysed the particularities of the painted ceramics from llíria 
(fig. 3, C), of the Campanian a vases and the first monetary legends on sil-
ver dating to the end of the 3rd century (Maluquer 1968, 61-64); and finally, 
he identified the most recent glyphs in bronze coin legends (fig. 3, d), dat-
ing to the 2nd and 1st centuries BC (Maluquer 1968, 64-66)5. Maluquer 
rightly observed that this «monetary style» matches the palaeography found 
in lapidary epigraphy and on bronze plates bearing Celtiberian inscriptions 
(1968, 66-68); following his proposal, as a consequence, the inscriptions on 
coins, stone and bronze can be considered as paradigmatic of what we could 
call the ibero-Roman graphic style.

4 Ferrer 2005, 968; Ferrer et al. 2014-2016.
5 For the evolution of palaeography in monetary legends see also villaronga 1958.
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Figure 3
above (figs. 3, a and b), graffiti on attic poetry  

from ullastret (MLH c.2.16 and c.2.22); in the middle (fig. 3, c),  
painted pottery from llíria (MLH F.13.24; museu de Prehistòria de valència); 

below (fig. 3, d), bronze coin legends (MLH a.6.9 and a.18.6; moneda hispánica)

another major step for the palaeographic analysis of iberian writing was 
the publication of the corpus of Palaeohispanic inscriptions by j. Untermann 
(1975-1997), which also comprises some sections on palaeography; of special 
interest are a series of tables compiling the main variants of each character6. in 
them, Untermann identified the most representative allographs by giving them 
a correlative number according to their frequency: the most used variants tend 

6 see MLH ii, 49-64; iii.1, 245-257.
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to occupy the first positions, while the least common ones are listed at the end. 
Untermann does not propose a chronology for the different allographs, but 
simply organizes the glyphs according to their frequency rate; interestingly, 
however, the most common ones match those that Maluquer had identified in 
inscriptions on coins, bronze and stone, implying that, as a general rule, glyphs 
with low identification numbers according to Untermann’s classification tend 
to correspond with modern variants, while those in the last positions tend to 
correspond with archaic forms —this distinction, however, is not, as has been 
pointed out, made explicit by Untermann. The fact that modern allographs are 
better recorded is indirect evidence of a question that will be commented on in 
more detail later in this paper: not only are documents more abundant in Ro-
man times, but they are also less subject to graphic variability.

another scholar who has dealt with the chrono-palaeography of iberian in-
scriptions is j. Rodríguez Ramos, who has written several works specifically 
aimed at a palaeographic dating of the iberian corpus7. This author focuses on 
the evolution of some specific characters, the most significant from a diachronic 
point of view; among them, the one with the most informative variation is the 
syllabogram be. Following this method of analysis, the categorization proposed 
by Rodríguez Ramos becomes much more detailed and complex than that of 
Maluquer, differentiating between very tight chronological ranges, as can be 
seen in the following scheme (Rodríguez Ramos 1997, 21-24):

1. Palaeo-iberian:

1.1. Palaeo-iberian 1: 425-300 BC
1.1. Palaeo-iberian 2: 300-250 BC

2. neo-iberian

2.1. neo-iberian 1: 250-200 BC
2.2. neo-iberian 2: 210-150 BC
2.3. ibero-Roman 1: 190-50 BC
2.4. ibero-Roman 2: 150-50 BC

From a descriptive point of view, this is a very interesting proposal, since it 
makes it possible to distinguish, for a good number of characters, between an-
cient, medial, transitional, modern and also classical forms; however, its ap-
plication as a method for dating the inscriptions with such precision can be 
problematic: the main obstacle is that the inscriptions available with precise ar-
chaeological dating are scarce, so that the sample under study might not be rep-
resentative enough in order to draw general conclusions that can be automat-
ically extrapolated to new finds. Be that as it may, what this study does enable 

7 Mainly Rodríguez Ramos 1997; 2000. see also 2004, 103-230.
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us to do is to identify some general trends in the evolution of iberian writing 
over time.

Finally, another line of research that has produced outstanding results is 
j. Ferrer’s work on the so-called «dual» variants of Palaeohispanic scripts8. This 
scholar has corroborated that a significant number of inscriptions in the cor-
pus are written in a graphic modality allowing, by means of a complex system 
of diacritical marks, sounds with close phonetic values to be distinguished from 
one another. The clearest example is that of the marked and unmarked charac-
ters in the series of plosives, used to differentiate between voiced and voiceless 
sounds (fig. 4); it is likely, however, that the system had originally been more 
complex, involving continuous consonants and vowels as well (F errer 2010; 
2015), although what kind of phonetic opposition this might have hidden re-
mains obscure. similarly, it is still under discussion (Ferrer & Moncunill 2019, 
89) whether the original dual system could also have included, at least for some 
specific characters, a three-element variation and not just two (Ferrer 2017).

Figure 4
the dual variants of the north-eastern iberian script according to j. Ferrer’s proposals: 

on the left, the «standard dual» variant, where the diacritical marks concern just the 
plosives (Ferrer 2005); on the right, the «dual extended» version, where dualities would 

also affect vowels and continuous consonants (Ferrer 2017)

The origin and development of these dual variants, together with their rela-
tionship with the non-dual ones, is of great importance to explain the genealogy 
of the various Palaeohispanic scripts9, but the aspect that most interests us here 

8 see Ferrer 2005, 2010, 2013, 2015. This author follows and provides a stronger basis for 
some previous works on this question: Maluquer 1968, de Hoz 1985, Correa 1992, Quin ta nilla 
1992.

9 «duality» has become a significant feature when drawing the stemma, the family tree of 
the Palaeohispanic scripts, since it is assumed that this characteristic could not have been created 
separately in two distinct places and that, consequently, all the scripts possessing it must share, 
in principle, a common origin. Whether the original system must have been dual (as propo-
sed by Ferrer 2010, 265; 2017) or non-dual (as had been traditionally considered; see F errer & 
Moncunill 2019, 106-108) is however a more disputed question. 
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at this juncture concerns the chronology of these texts. The dual system seems 
to be that of the oldest inscriptions, that is, broadly speaking, of texts dating 
from late 5th to the late 3rd centuries BC (Ferrer 2005, 967-969); from this 
moment onwards, and probably coinciding with the beginning of the Roman 
era, the system began to fall into disuse in most iberian lands (F errer 2005, 
971-973), although it could have remained alive in a small set of texts writ-
ten in the south-eastern variant of the iberian script10 and also in some Celtibe-
rian inscriptions11. The time the system was abandoned therefore seems to vary 
slightly depending on the territory —it should also be borne in mind that Ro-
man expansion did not occur at the same time or with the same intensity eve-
rywhere—, although the great majority of inscriptions from the Roman period 
are no longer dual. The loss of the dual system has thus become, along with the 
identification of the monetary alphabet style, one of the most commonly used 
palaeographic dating criteria.

3. THe Main FeaTURes oF iBeRian WRiTinG in RoMan TiMes

Taking into account the most significant contributions on iberian palae-
ography, in the following sections, the main characteristics that can be used to 
define the ibero-Roman script will be listed and discussed through concrete ex-
amples.

3.1. The tendency to geometrization and angularization

one of the most obvious characteristics is a marked tendency towards the 
geometrization of characters: forms become more regular, with a greater con-
sistency of proportion and spacing, and, above all, they also become more an-
gular; in most inscriptions curvilinear outlines were abandoned in favour of 
straight lines (cf. again fig. 1).

10 see Ferrer 2010; Ferrer & Moncunill 2019, 82. However, it should be recalled that there 
are few inscriptions written in the south-eastern iberian script (about 80, in contrast to the 
ca. 2.000 in the north-eastern script).

11 Celtiberian epigraphy was traditionally considered a direct result of the Roman conquest. 
However, the realization that at least a small group of Celtiberian inscriptions are written in the 
dual system (Ferrer 2005, 973-975; jordán 2005; 2007) has pushed back the date of adoption 
of writing in this territory. due to the scarcity of Celtiberian documents in dual script it is not 
possible to establish the date of abandonment of this system in Celtiberia precisely, although 
the fact that some dual inscriptions are also redundant —a characteristic traditionally associated 
with the influence of the latin alphabet— could lead one to suppose that in some areas its use 
could have been prolonged until well into the Roman era.



 soCial and MaTeRial asPeCTs oF WRiTinG in anCienT iBeRia 171

This is the kind of lettering that can be clearly identified in most inscrip-
tions on stone, bronze coinage, and also bronze plaques containing legal texts 
which are typical of Celtiberia (fig. 5). all these epigraphic types were adopted 
in the Peninsula after the conquest, through the direct influence of Roman ep-
igraphic culture. The incorporation of these new epigraphic media must of 
course be related to the emergence of a public and official epigraphy, for which 
a more formal and monumental kind of writing was needed. The emulation of 
latin inscriptions must indeed have played a crucial role in the lettering and 
l ayout of the new Palaeohispanic monumental texts, and probably the predilec-
tion for rectilinear over curvilinear was to a great extent related to the imitation 
of latin square capitals. However, considering that curved lines were completely 
abandoned —and not so in the Roman capitals, where some characters re-
main rounded— we should not rule out the possibility that this choice also had 
to do with the technical imperatives of new writing implements and surfaces: 
o bviously, on hard materials curved lines are harder to draw than straight ones.

Figure 5
celtiberian bronze plaque from botorrita (MLH K.1.1) written in the Palaeohispanic 

rectilinear characters typical of the Roman period (museo de zaragoza)

We can thus assume that the birth of public epigraphy, motivated by the 
Roman presence, had a decisive influence on the consolidation of these more 
geometric letter designs, and on the development of a more formal and stan-
dardized type of writing. Perhaps this new graphic style, which for the first time 
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was publicly displayed in cities and circulated throughout the territory thanks 
to monetary epigraphy, was gradually taken as the model and adopted in a gen-
eralized manner in all types of supports.

Figure 6
above, lead tablet from ullastret dating from the pre-Roman period (mlh c.2.3); 
below, lead tablet from gruissan (bdh aud.04.03; solier & barbouteau 1988), 

1st century bc

indeed, it should be noted that this calligraphy was not exclusive to public 
and official epigraphy but was eventually adopted in all kinds of media, includ-
ing lead tablets, graffiti on pottery or even painted inscriptions. some illustra-
tive examples can be seen in figs. 6 and 7: in fig. 6 it is possible to compare the 
letters on the lead tablet found in Gruissan (BDH aUd.04.03), in southern 
France, dating to the 1st century BC, with the earlier lettering of the one from 
Ullastret (MLH C.2.3). in the second example, many characters have rounded 
shapes, whereas in the first one, all the characters are square. Fig. 7 shows a sim-
ilar evolution in graffiti on pottery: although the incision on the so-called «jon-
cosa jar» (BDH B.26.01, fig. 7, a) is made here ante coctionem —that is on a 
relatively soft material—, the lettering looks very much like that found in pub-
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lic epigraphy, and contrasts with that found in older graffiti, where, again, some 
of the characters have rounded shapes, although scratched on a relatively hard 
surface (cf. fig. 2). Fig. 7, B shows, in turn, a similar tendency in ti tuli picti: on 
the painted amphorae from vieille Toulouse, some of which even bear latin 
names, the strokes are also square and angular, and contrast with the fluency of 
the brush-painted outlines found in the earlier inscriptions from sant Miquel 
de llíria (cf. fig. 3, C).

Figure 7
left (fig. 7, a), grey ceramic jar from la joncosa, jorba (barcelona) (BDH b.26.1; 

Ferrer 2005); right (fig. 7, b), tituli picti on amphorae from vieille toulouse 
(BDH hga.1.24 and BDH hga.1.23; musée saint-Raymond). all of them are 
written in the same type of writing found in lapidary, coin and bronze epigraphy

3.2. stylization and simplification of characters

a second feature of ibero-Roman writing is the simplification of the 
number of strokes that make up the letters: for instance, the e of two strokes 
will become the most common one, to the detriment of the forms with 3 or 
even 4 strokes, which were typical of the oldest tradition; the s also tends to 
become more schematic, with 3 strokes (fig. 8). This principle even affects the 
evo lution of the word separators: whereas the oldest epigraphic tradition tended 
to use three or more vertical dots, the number of points progressively decreased, 
to the point that in the most recent inscriptions the use of an isolated dot is fre-
quent, imitating the Roman style12.

12 For the word separators, see simón 2011.
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This simplification is not always due to a mere calligraphic and aesthetic 
choice but goes hand in hand with a profound change in the orthographic 
conventions, that is to say with the abandonment of the dual system. The op-
position between marked and unmarked characters, which was, at least for 
some characters, graphematical in the older inscriptions, would be lost and 
only the unmarked glyphs, the most schematic ones, would be used from 
then onwards. This leads us to the following feature that can be observed, 
probably the most important one: the structural simplification of the graphic 
system.

Figure 8
graffiti showing the simplification of iberian letters; above,  

MLH c.2.20 (4th-3rd century bc), below BDH b.13.3 (museu de terrassa)  
and MLH d.4.3 (2nd century bc)
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3.3. structural simplification of the system

one of the main characteristics of iberian writing in Roman times is there-
fore the structural simplification of the system. it is difficult to explain the ulti-
mate cause of this change; it is not even possible to assert that this phenomenon 
is a direct or indirect result of contact with latin literacy, and not an internal 
evolution of the system itself that happened to coincide with the Roman era 
but without being strictly a consequence of it. in fact, there is some evidence 
pointing to this last possibility: first of all, there are a few inscriptions dating to 
the 3rd century BC which are already not dual13; secondly, following Ferrer’s 
proposals (2015; 2017) on the so-called «secondary dualities» and a three-ele-
ment variation, it is likely that the system was originally more complex, so that 
the dual script as documented in most of the inscriptions of the 4th and 3rd 

centuries would already have been the result of an internal simplification; and, 
thirdly, in some dual inscriptions dating to the late 3rd century it is already 
possible to detect an inconsistent use of the system, sometimes even within the 
same inscription14.

in spite of the fact that there are symptoms of decadence in the dual sys-
tem already in pre-Roman times, it is equally possible that the profound trans-
formation that affected Hispania after the colonization contributed to and even 
accelerated this process of graphic simplification, encouraging the emergence of 
a more unitary and codified writing system. it is also interesting to note how in 
some regions where the Roman conquest took place later, as is the case of the 
narbonensis15 or Celtiberia16, the dual system also seems to have survived for 
longer.

Whatever the case, it is important to point out that this simplification is 
strictly graphic and does not affect the phonological system of the language, 
since in the latin transcriptions of iberian names, a coherent distinction con-
tinued to be made between voiced and voiceless consonants.

as mentioned above, it must be remembered that it is largely thanks to the 
identification of an ibero-Roman graphic style that we can now affirm that 

13 For instance, the inscribed lead tablets found in the orlell necropolis (MLH F.9.5, F.9.6 
and F.9.7). although the attic materials associated with them date back to the second half of 
the 4th century BC, the lead tablets themselves could belong to the 3rd century BC (Rodríguez 
Ramos 2000, 55). in any case, considering their early chronology they would have been expec-
ted to be written in the dual system. For the identification of an intermediate phase between the 
dual and non-dual texts, see Ferrer 2005, note 56.

14 This can be observed, for instance, in the lead tablets from Castelló (MLH F.6.1) and 
enguera (MLH F.21.1) or in some of the painted inscriptions from llíria.

15 in this area, the use of complex characters that fit with a dual reading is still common in 
the 2nd century BC (e.g. MLH B.8.1, B.9.11, B.1.33).

16 see above note 11.
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most of the Palaeohispanic corpus dates to the Roman period; after the con-
quest, therefore, the number of people able to read and write in the Palaeohis-
panic syllabary might have increased considerably, a fact that could indeed have 
led to the simplification of the scripts, and to making them less subject to terri-
torial variation and to the different scribal schools. It is not impossible that this 
process went hand in hand with a certain institutionalization of the practice of 
writing, perhaps with the development of a more organized system to guarantee 
the transmission of this knowledge, although we must admit that, beyond the 
evolution of the epigraphic practices, there is no other external evidence to con-
firm this.

3.4. The reduction in the number of allographs

This unification of Iberian writing could also explain another characteristic 
feature: the reduction in the number of variants, as well as the disappearance of 
some epichoric glyphs, that is to say of locally restricted or rare variants.

The syllabogram be, for instance, shows great variability over time, but in 
the Roman period the number of possible shapes is greatly reduced (see Ro-
dríguez Ramos 1997, 14-15 and fig. 1). Additionally, most regional allographs 
—as could be the variant of A in the shape of a Latin R (¡), mainly recorded 
in inscriptions from Narbonensis; the so-called B-oid sign (), a local variant of 
the trill r (Ferrer & Sánchez 2017); or the sign similar to a herringbone with 
two, ±, or three strokes, ° whose phonetic value is uncertain (Ferrer et al. 2015, 
238)— were also to fall into disuse, and would never be used in public epig-
raphy. Interestingly, some of these characters did reappear later on issues by 
the so-called Vasconic mints (Beltrán & Velaza 2009, Velaza 2009), but possi-
bly with a different phonetic value from the one they originally had in Iberian, 
which could somehow be related to the fact that they had become obsolete 
characters at this time.

In conclusion, the graphic variation and the heterogeneity of the allographs 
diminished substantially during the 2nd and 1st centuries, and in general terms 
writing became more homogeneous and unitary.

3.5. Change of writing direction in southern inscriptions

Parallel with these general phenomena, there are other more restricted 
changes which could indicate a direct influence of the Latin alphabet. One 
of them is the change of writing direction in the southern area: most of the 
ca. 80 south-eastern inscriptions are written from right to left, probably follow-
ing their Phoenician antecedent, but about 20 of them are written from left to 
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right (fig. 9); considering that almost all of them date to the Roman period, it 
is likely that this change is due to a direct influence of the latin alphabet.

Figure 9
inscriptions in the south-eastern variant of the iberian script: above, lead tablet from 
la bastida de les alcusses (4th century bc) bearing a text written from right to left 

(MLH g.7.5; drawing by joan Ferrer i jané); below, left-to-right oriented inscriptions 
dating to the Roman period (MLH g.14.2 and h.5.1)

some remarkable examples of this phenomenon are the inscriptions on stat-
ues from Cerro de los santos, or some silver vessels bearing, again, elegant geo-
metric letters (e.g. MLH H.5.1 in fig. 9). in addition, writing on coins under-
went this change of orientation; some issues are still right-to-left oriented, even 
if coexisting with latin legends: this is the case, for example, of the bilingual 
legends issued in oBvlCo / ibolka, where the indigenous legends continue to 
follow the traditional orientation (e.g. MLH a.100.1 or a.100.2) —curiously, 
there is even an issue in which the latin toponym obulco is written from right 
to left (a.101.3), showing the hesitation caused by the coexistence of the two 
systems. on the other hand, most of the legends from the CasTvlo / kaśtilo 
workshop (MLH a.97) are already written from left to right, and only the first 
issues are oriented the other way round (MLH Mon.100; estarán et al. 2015, 
175), in what seems to be an archaic feature.
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3.6. Redundancy of vowels

Finally, another structural change that is worth mentioning since it has been 
considered a direct consequence of an incipient literacy in latin is the redun-
dant use of the iberian syllabary. This phenomenon can be observed in some 
iberian ownership graffiti dating to the late period (MLH d.4.6 and G.10.3) 
and, as mentioned above, in some iberian monetary legends (keesse, a.102-2, 
a.100-13, a.46, see also fig. 2). one of the issues from obulco (a.100-13) is 
particularly interesting, as the name of the mint is recorded on the obverse in 
latin whereas the names of the magistrates are recorded on the reverse in the 
indigenous script, sikaai and otagiiś, in both cases with redundancy in at least 
some of the syllabograms, probably because of interference from the latin al-
phabet.

However, where this phenomenon is most evident —because it is found in 
longer texts in which all the syllabograms systematically appear with vowel sup-
port— is in a relatively small group of Celtiberian inscriptions (fig. 10)17. The 
traditional interpretation of this phenomenon is that it is the result of an im-
proper use of the syllabary due to the influence of the latin alphabetic system. 
and, in fact, the chronology of all of them, both the Celtiberian and the ibe-
rian ones, is compatible with this explanation. However, there is a feature con-
cerning the Celtiberian set that is surprising: most Celtiberian inscriptions with 
redundancy seem to distinguish between voiced and voiceless plosives, that is 
they match the dual system, the archaic version of the iberian script. Conse-
quently, it would be difficult to explain why an archaic feature (the dual marks) 
coexisted with an innovation (redundancy).

Faced with this apparent paradox, two different explanations seem to be 
possible: that in a few places in the Celtiberian area the dual system must have 
been kept alive for longer, as a residual use, or, alternatively, that redundancy 
should not necessarily be understood everywhere as an innovation due to con-
tact with latin, but simply as an anomalous use of the syllabic system, maybe 
linked to the process of learning how to write in some specific schools of scribes 
but not a phenomenon necessarily linked to latinization —remember that 
the oldest Palaeohispanic inscriptions, the south-western stelae, dating back to 
the 5th century BC, are also redundant (Ferrer & Moncunill 2019, 91). in all 
events, this question remains open.

17 K.9.2, K.9.5, K.13.1, K.13.2, BDH BU.06.04, BDH BU.06.05, K.14.1, K.24.1 and 
may be as well BDH P.05.01 and na.07.02 (just partially redundant). all of them are given a 
late date (1st century BC), though in most cases precisely as a result of considering the pheno-
menon of vocalic redundancy. However, K.9.2 is datable by ceramic typology and K.13.1 also 
by iconographic criteria. For redundancy in Celtiberian, see jordán 2017; simón & Gorrocha-
tegui 2018, 62; Ferrer & Moncunill 2019, 91.



 soCial and MaTeRial asPeCTs oF WRiTinG in anCienT iBeRia 179

Figure 10
celtiberian tessera from sasamón (burgos)  

(MLH K.14.1; museo arqueológico nacional) written in the western dual variant  
of the celtiberian script with vocalic redundancy in the syllabograms.  
it reads: Face a: guirorekiios : monituukoos : nemaios Face B : aletuures

4. Final ReMaRKs

Taken as a whole, all these features provide us with sufficient elements of 
judgement to state that the Palaeohispanic scripts underwent a series of signifi-
cant changes after the Roman conquest. some of these innovations seem to be 
related to a direct influence of latin writing on local scripts and could there-
fore reveal an incipient literacy in latin among the indigenous population, or 
at least a certain degree of familiarity with the latin alphabet. a further step 
in this process related to the latinization of the local population would be the 
adoption of the latin alphabet for writing the indigenous languages, just before 
the final abandonment of the local scripts, a phenomenon which is also well at-
tested in Hispania, especially in the Celtiberian18 and lusitanian regions.

18 see simón 2014, simón & jordán 2018.
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However, it should be noted that most palaeographic changes in the lo-
cal scripts cannot be explained simply by a direct interference of the latin al-
phabet, but rather by a profound transformation of the written culture under 
the influence of Rome. The main changes that can be identified as the cause 
of this cultural transformation are: firstly, the development of new epigraphic 
types, mainly in the public and official sphere, which probably encouraged the 
emergence of a monumental and formal writing system, which would become 
the graphic model eventually adopted in all kinds of support; and secondly, the 
geographical expansion of indigenous literacy towards the iberian hinterland 
and Celtiberia, which, although it may have begun shortly before the conquest, 
seems to reach its peak precisely in Roman times.

This greater diffusion of indigenous writing, used in new social contexts 
and in new territories, could have encouraged this process of unification and 
standardization of the local scripts, avoiding, as we have seen, locally-restricted 
variants, and also simplifying the internal organization of the system with the 
abandonment of the so called «dual» variants, which, by the way, were also sub-
ject to geographical variation and to different scribal traditions. it is possible 
that this greater uniformity in the graphic conventions should also be related to 
changes in schooling or in the different systems to transmit knowledge of writ-
ing, but the truth is that we do not have any external evidence that might allow 
us to address this issue in more detail.

a different question we should bear in mind is that our appreciation of the 
vitality of local written culture can only be partial, since we have no knowl-
edge of how writing practices evolved, in parallel, on perishable or soft materi-
als. From a strictly palaeographic point of view, the Palaeohispanic script shows 
little tendency towards cursivity, and inscriptions dating to Roman times are in 
any case less cursive than the older ones, the angularization of forms being one 
of the most distinctive features of this period. This can be observed not only, as 
we have seen, on hard materials, but also in contexts that would, in principle, 
allow greater flexibility of traces, such as painted inscriptions, or graffiti ante 
cocturam. in any case, this does not necessarily imply that the indigenous peo-
ple did not use perishable materials —which, on the other hand, seems to be 
confirmed by the presence of styli and seal-boxes in indigenous oppida—, but 
rather suggests that capital and monumental writing had exerted a strong influ-
ence in all kinds of texts.

in short, it is possible to conclude that the palaeographic changes in Pa-
laeohis pa nic writing during the Roman period are mainly due to a profound 
transformation of the local written culture, rather than a simple process of imi-
tation of the latin alphabet. The main changes are due, on the one hand, to the 
adoption and adaptation of the Roman epigraphic habit and the emergence of 
public epigraphy, which was to become the graphic model in a generalized way; 
and, on the other hand, to a greater diffusion of the practice of writing, which 
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would probably go hand in hand with new systems for transmitting and teach-
ing this technology and, with it, a greater standardization of orthography and 
graphic conventions.
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