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(A) Southwark, St. Thomas St. 747241 \ 

The outer surface of this tablet is s tained ormm, but the ~emainder \ 

is almost '/,hi te in colour and crystalline in appearance. rhe II'Nood" ciisin"C e-

grates into small splinters when touched. These , ragments are lound t o consis t 

of individual t rache i ds and ray cells ·.hen examined by "ransmit ted light . 

The s ample effer'!esces l,V'i th dilute hyaroc~loric 3.cia, leaving 'fer'] 

little residue. This suggests cha t t he wood is :argely replaced by 

a carbonate (presumably calcium), 

A sample f rom the tablet was air dr ied, coa1:ed '.ith gold- pal l adium , 

and examined in the s canning electron microscope . From t he obser'Ia tions made , 

it was deduced that calcium carbonate was first deposi t ed in t he cell l umina. 

This was followed by decay of t he original wood, producing internal cell 

casts. This seems t o be a very similar process to tha t described for the 

repli;lcement of wood by iron corrosion products. (1) 

It was difficult to identi f y this specimen because of t he unusual 

state of preservation. However, no vessels are present, indicating t hat 

the nample is a conifer , (see Plate I) It '.as difficult t o identify t he 

type of cross-field pits (see Plat e II), bu t t hey do not s eem t o be of the 

large, ·.indow-like t ype. This eliminates Pinus sp. (pine) . No indications 

( 1) of spiral thickening were observed (this may be recognised in replaced '.;oods ) 

therefore it is not Taxus sp. (yew). As no resin canals were observed, 

Picea sp. (spruce) and Larix sp. (larch) are also eliminated. 

Therefore, the sample is thought to be Abies sp., (presumably alba, 

silver fir, the common european species). 

The results of the examinations of the other writing tables are 

given below in condensed form. 
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(B) 747240 

Condition 

Brittle and hard 

Splits up into individual elements easily_ 

Identification 

Vessels absent 

Rays uniseriate 

Resin Ganals not observed 

Cross field pits small 

Spiral thickening not observed. 

The sample is therefore identified as silver fir. 

A second fragment with this tablet was identified as Quercus sp (oak). 

The state of preservation was similar. 

(C) 747245. T2 @ q3> 

Condition 

Brittle and hard. 

Splits up into individual elements. 

Identification 

Vessels absent 

Cross field pits small 

Spiral thickening not observed 

Resin Ganals not observed (C.S. only) 

The wood is therefore a conifer, possibly silver fir. 
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(D) T6 @ 1if 

Condition 

Brittle and hard. 

Splits up into individual elements. 

Effervesces with dil. HCl. "Cell walls" much thinner after treatment, but 

structure still recognisable. 

Identification 

Vessels absent 

Cross field pits small 

Spiral thickening not observed 

Resin Canals not observed (C.S. only) 

The wood is therefore a conifer, possibly silver fir. 

(E) 7472'-14 T6 @ <$> 
Condition 

Hard. 

Only slight tendency to split up into individual elements 

No effervescence noted with dil. HCI. Little change of appearance after 

treatment. 

Identification 

Vessels absent 

Cross field pits small 

Spiral thickening not observed 

Resin ~anals not observed (C.S. only) 

The wood is therefore a conifer, possibly silver fir. 
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(F) T6 @ ~ 

Condition 

Can be cut with a razor blade 

Only slight tendency to split up into individual elements. Slight effervescence 

with dil. HCl. Remaining wood structure is recognisable out very delicate. 

Identification 

Vessels absent 

Cross field pits small 

Spiral thickening not observed, although some spiral checking may be present. 

Resin canals not observed (C.S. only) 

The wood is therefore a conifer, possibly silver fir. 
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Comment on the Identifications. 

Two of the samples were identified as most probably Abies alba (silver 

fir). The remaining samples were not definitely identified but 'liere possibly 

also silver fir (although Picea sp. (spruce) and Larix sp. (larch) could not 

be clearly eliminated in all cases). It is interesting that these species are 

not normally considered to have been present in England during the Roman 

period, therefore it must be assumed that the wood was imported. Silver fir 

is a native of the mountains of Central and Southern Europe. 

Other wooden writing tablets of the inlaid wax type have also been 

identified as silver fir and larch.(2)(3) 

Preservation 

The degree of infiltration and replacement of the wood varies from 

sample to sample., They can be arranged in approximate order of degree of 

impregnation:-

747241 

747240 

747245 ~ 

~ 
~ 

Very little wood: almost all CaC0
3 

747244 ~ Mostly wood: little CaC0
3 

The degree of replacement might well influence the behaviour of the 

WOod on drying. As 747241 consists mainly of calcium carbonate, it should 

shrink very little. However, 747244, which contains little calcium carbonate 

mignt shrink much more. It is difficult to predict the behaviour of the 

intermediate stages. Presumably, the wood component might shrink, but the 

calcium carbonate might act as a "skeletonl' preventing much overall shrinkage. 
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It would be interesting to relate preservation to burial conditions. 

For example, it seems possible that the little altered wood might have come 

from more permanently waterlogged conditions, while the replaced wood might 

have been influenced by a fluctuating water table. 

Ci'urther work with the S"",, would provide more inform,c tion about the 

state ot' preser'fation ami identification oil the tablets. 
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Plates 

I:- Tracheid vasts with Casts of bordered pit-pairs. 2,ooox 

II :- Ray cell Gasts. 2000 x 




