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The project NOTAE: NOT A writtEn word but graphic symbols. An evi-

dence-based reconstruction of another written world in pragmatic literacy from
Late Antiquity to early medieval Europe is an ERC Advanced Grant (2018–2023),
which represents the first attempt to investigate the presence of graphic symbols
in documentary records as a historical phenomenon from Late Antiquity to early
medieval Europe.

Introduction
The medieval charter of the Latin West is a complex system of written texts
and graphic devices as well as material objects such as applied or pendent
seals (Fig. 1). A new approach to studying the medieval charters in all such
complexity was introduced in the 1990s by Peter Rück.1 In his research in the
field of diplomatics, he suggested explicating morphology, semantics, syntax, pragmatic function and changes over time of the symbolic elements of a
charter, while involving also results and concepts of other disciplines—e.g.
archaeology, numismatics, semiotics, anthropology.

Fig. 1. Lucca, Archivio storico diocesano, Archivio capitolare, Diplomatico, Fondo
Martini, 79, privilege issued by emperor Otto II, D O. II. 277 (31 July 982), partial
image of the final section, from Ghignoli, Huschner, and Jaros 2016, Beilag 3.
* The project NOTAE: NOT A writtEn word but graphic symbols. An evidence-based
reconstruction of another written world in pragmatic literacy from Late Antiquity
to early medieval Europe has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon
2020 research and innovation programme (grant agreement no. 786572, Advanced
Grant 2017, PI Antonella Ghignoli) and is hosted by Sapienza Università di Roma
from 01 July 2018 to 30 June 2023. See also <http://www.notae-project.eu>.
1 See Rück 1996a. See also Worm 2006, 335–370.
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The
well-studied subjects in this new
field have so far been the
graphic symbols which
are striking features of
the charters of high medieval Europe (tenth to
thirteenth century), and
in particular of those issued by rulers and elites
or written by public notaries. The few comparaFig. 2. Private collection of D. M.C. Díaz y Díaz, Santia- tive analyses have so far
go de Compostela, squeeze of a document on slate from been conducted mainly
Visigothic Spain, period of King Reccared I (586–601), on high and late mediselection, from Millares Carlo 1932, II, Tab. 41.
eval western sources. It
must be said at this point
that diplomatics has increasingly become limited to the field of medieval studies, while its
‘sister’,
palaeography
(both Latin and Greek, in
particular when applied
to literary texts), treats
a far vaster time range.
Scholars of diplomatics
Fig. 3. The University of Manchester Library, P.Ryl. IV no longer quote studies
609 (ChLA IV.246), authentic order from Theophanes, in legal history regarding
comes rei militaris Thebaici limitis, 505 ce. Signature
Roman law and vulgar
of Theophanes—bene uale—preceded by a staurogram
(blue). Subscription of the referendarius—Complevi Roman law, such as those
of Heinrich Brunner, Ar[...]—also preceded by a staurogram (red).
tur Steinwenter, Harold
Steinacker and others, which established a bridge between the documentary
practice of the early medieval West and that of the Graeco-Roman Late Antiquity.2
2 Steinwenter and Steinacker are still present in the list of references on juridical
or documentary papyrology: see e.g. Keenan, Manning and Yftach-Firanko 2014.
Tjäder (1955, 1982) or Classen (1977) are no longer part of the curriculum in palaeography and diplomatics, at least in Italian universities.
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For many years I
have been wondering what kind of
history could connect the staurogram
traced by an anonymous hand at the
beginning of a docuFig. 4. Paris, Archives Nationales, K//2 n°10 (AE/II/11 =
ment written on slaChLA XIII.564), Lamorlaye, France (Merovingian Kingdom),
10 March 673, Charter of Dame Clotilde: autograph diagonal te in Spain, during
cross (or letter χ, marked in red) of Chramnino, an illiterate man; the reign of King
complex final sign (marked in blue) in the autograph signature Reccared (586–601)
of Radoberthus, where there is also an initial symbol (marked in (Fig. 2), with those
green).
drawn by the comes
rei militaris Thebaici limitis, Theophanes, in year 505, at the beginning of his autograph Latin
signature and by his refererendarius in the same position (Fig. 3). What kind
of paths could be followed, without running the risk of being naïve, in order to connect the crosses drawn all over the post-Roman West by illiterates
giving their consent, testifying their presence, and expressing their identity
on legal records (Fig. 4)? What kind of historical explanation could ever be
possible for the structural similarity of the complex final sign we can observe
in subscriptions of Greek notaries from Egypt of the sixth century, in Latin
subscriptions from Ravenna of the same period, in Latin subscriptions from
Frankish Gaul, or, more rarely, from Lombard Italy,3 where the author, after
the last word of his signature, no matter which alphabet he has used, continues writing a text but in shorthand (Fig. 4)? In most cases he communicates
again his own name, but sometimes also something else that remains almost
invariably obscure to us: tachigraphic notes and crossed lines are combined
elements of a unique unreadeable graphic structure. It was in order to answer
these and similar questions that the project NOTAE was conceived.
3 Among several examples, see for comparison: Sonderkamp 1996, 108 Abb. 1–3
(Hermopolites and Arsinoites, Egypt, sixth to seventh centuries, subscriptions of
notaries); Città del Vaticano, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Pap. Lat. 11 (P.Ital.
1,6 = ChLA XXI.714, Ravenna, Italy, 25 February 575, autograph subscription of
the witness Iohannis vir strenuus); Paris, Archives Nationales, K//2 n°10 (AE/II/11
= ChLA XIII.564, Lamorlaye, France, 10 March 673, autograph subscription of
Radoberthus, see Fig. 4); Pisa, Archivio storico diocesano, Archivio arcivescovile,
Diplomatico 29 (ChLA XXVI.803, Pisa, Italy, 17 February–13 March 748, autograph subscription of the Lombard bishop of Pisa Iohannis).
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Recent years have seen a renewed interest in the graphic aspects of early
medieval written sources, both literary and documentary, as the research of
Ildar Garipzanov on the rise of graphicacy demonstrates.4 Other works edited and authored by him have shown the connection between Late Antiquity
and early Middle Ages and the efficacy of an interdisciplinary collaboration
between historians, art historians, and archaeologists.5 They have dealt, however, only with cross signs, christograms, and monograms selected in advance
as graphic signs of identity, faith, and power and disseminated in diverse media—but not in documentary records. The project NOTAE represents therefore the first attempt to conduct a research on graphic symbols in documentary
records from Late Antiquity to early medieval Europe.
About terminology
In the research approaches promoted by Rück and Garipzanov, different terms
are employed to indicate the respective objects of investigation: ‘symbol’ and
‘sign’, respectively,6 even though the two terms slightly overlap sometimes.
But the objects are not so different; what is different is the typology of the
media involved in the respective investigations.
Problems of terminology do exist indeed in the field of human communication: according to the distinction proposed by Edmund Leach, the use of
a particular signum determines wheter it is to be regarded as a symbol or as a
sign.7 Since the media that the NOTAE project investigates are written contexts—that is texts formed by letters used as ‘signs’ according to the terminology proposed by Leach—, it seemed appropriate to follow Rück by using the
term ‘graphic symbol’ to indicate the object of research.8 ‘Graphic symbols’
are meant as graphic entities (composed by graphic signs, including alphabetical ones) drawn as a visual unit whithin a written text but communicating
something other or something more than a word of that text. The message they
carry is to discover, because there is no intrinsic prior relationship between the
message-bearing graphic entity and the informations it conveys.
About sources
We use the term ‘document’ in a wider sense, for any written source containing texts generated for pragmatic purposes. Such sources are expressions of
‘pragmatic literacy’,9 and include documentary records of all possible kinds:
4
5
6
7
8
9

Garipzanov 2015.
Garipzanov, Goodson, and Maguire 2017; Garipzanov 2018.
As emphasized by the respective book titles; see above notes 1 and 4.
Leach 1976, 12–16.
For the arguments to support such a choice see Rück 1996b, 14–15.
In the meaning proposed by Malcom B. Parkes (1991, 275): ‘literacy of one who has
to read or write in the course of transacting any kind of business’.
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petitions, official letters, private letters,
lists, authentics from
relics etc. Legal documents and contracts
(the focus of classical
diplomatics) are included, of course, in
Fig. 5. Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Pap.graec. the concept of pragmon 100 (P.Muench. 1.11), fragment, Syene, Egypt, 7 Ocmatic literacy. The
tober 586, staurogram at l. 1 (beginning of dating formula)
documents may have
and at l. 4 (beginning of the address formula).
survived in original or
have been transmitted in contemporary copies on papyrus, wooden tablet, slate,
or parchment (inscriptions and graffiti are excluded) during the long historical
period in question. We therefore have to consider different levels of literacy
and of documentary practice, and consequently raise different questions about
production, use, storage, and transmission of records. This wider approach offers the possibility of investigating literacy and writing practice from a diverse,
complementary angle, connecting graphic symbols and illiterate people.
The increasing use of papyrus and the gradual introduction of signature
in the legal documentary practice of the late Roman state between the end of
the fourth and fifth centuries were an effect of the influence of the hellenistic
practice on the Roman legal system. The introduction of autograph signatures,
in particular, represented a turning point as regards the value of a document as
evidence.10 And it could be seen as an important link between Late Antiquity
and early Middle Ages: it is the basis of the development of the legal documentary practice in the post-Roman Kingdoms.
The introduction of autograph signatures involved also an increasing use
of graphic symbols in the written context of legal documents. Usually graphic
symbols were traced as distinctive signs at the beginning or at the end of the
document (or of significant parts of it) (Fig. 5). In the contemporary practice
of writing letters similar symbols—which are often Christian symbols—appear in analogue positions.11
With the introduction of the signature, graphic symbols are now drawn
also at the beginning or at the end of autograph subscriptions written by persons participating in the legal contract. But what is really new in the question of literacy is that also illiterates performed graphic symbols by their
own hands. Persons who were not able to write a subscriptio to a legal do10 Saupe 1983, 17.
11 Blumell 2012, Appendix 310, Table 4.
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cument could still take part
in the writing process of the
document—as author of the
written contract or as witness—by drawing a signum in
the empty space left for it in
the line written by the scribe
or by a delegated third-party literate person. So did the
Fig. 6 London, British Library Add MS 5412 illiterate seller Domninus, a
(P.Ital. II.35 = ChLA III.181), Ravenna, Italy, 572, hayward (agellarius) and vir
autograph symbol of the illiterate seller Domninus.
honestus, on 6 June 572 in
Ravenna (Fig. 6): the shape of
his signum seems to evoke the
wheel of a cart, so that one can
conclude that he chose to express his identity through his
work: the ‘wheel’ is a graphic
‘sign’ in Leach’s terminology,
a metonymy for the work activity of Domninus. But there
could be another explanation:
Domninus could have joined
Fig. 7. Rome, Basilica di San Clemente al Latera- a iota-chi monogram () and
no, pluteus, from Hilberg 2000, Abb. 5b.
the symbol of the cross within
a single monogrammatic structure (the vertical stroke is, at the same time, the
Greek letter iota and the vertical stroke of the cross), connecting their extremities through a circle. In other words, Domninus could have chosen not a sign
but a symbol, a Christian symbol suggested by widespread models (Fig. 7).



Premises
Two premises form the necessary basis of the research. The first one concerns
one of the broadest and most pervasive themes ever discussed in western historiography: the relationship between the end of the Roman state and the
beginning of the early middle ages in Europe and the conceptualization of the
period of ‘Late Antiquity’. The notion of a long Late Antiquity, from the third
to the eighth century, is well argumented by Averil Cameron.12 On the other
hand, medievalists refer to the period from the fifth to the eighth or tenth century as Early Middle Ages. But, whatever the interpretation of the period from
12 Cameron 2015, 3–22.
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the fifth century onwards may be—radical change or continuity, or both change and continuity, depending on regional differences13—in the period from
the third to the tenth century, covered by the terms Late Antiquity and early
Middle Ages, some historical phenomenons can be studied in continuity, and
the documentary practice is one of them. The basic textual frame of the barbarian documents is recognizable as part of a Roman discourse: this fact gives
fundamental evidence for the derivation of the early medieval documentary
practice in the West from the late Roman world,14 even though this constitutes,
at the same time, the main obstacle for understanding the process of derivation in
all its aspects.15

The second important premise concerns the linguistic relationship between spoken language and written language, illiterate and written word. In
the late Roman empire, the network of communication in general was based
on a linguistic and graphic koinè of two dominant metropolitan tongues,
Greek and Latin.16
What was the situation in post-Roman kingdoms? The barbarian aristocracies did not ignore the written medium as a tool both of government and
of economic relations: they certainly used it in much more simplified ways,
even though we assume this on the basis of a documentary transmission that
is problematic. The language of their written word was Latin, apart from exceptions like the rare use of Gothic in Ostrogothic Italy attested twice in Latin
papyri. The script of the barbarians’ written word (in its various aspects, formal or cursive), was inherited from the late Roman world.
Latin remained the common language of communication for a long time
in the West; it ceased to have any effect as a language of ‘communication verticale’17 between the eighth and ninth centuries, at different times and phases
in different parts of Europe.18 So illiterate people participating in legal proceedings could understand documents written in Latin when they were read
out to them: the ‘Latin parlé tardif’ always emerges, at least, in the part of
the document containing the essential details of the transaction. Assuming the
ability of illiterate listeners in the early medieval Europe to understand Latin
13
14
15
16

As well argued in Wickham 2005, 12–14.
Classen 1977 and 1977b.
Ghignoli 2009; Ghignoli and Bougard 2001; Rio 2001.
Cavallo 1970; 1990. From the perspective of a transformation of the Late Roman
world into the post-Roman kingdoms of the early medieval West, the cases of
Greek-Coptic and Greek-Syriac bilinguism (respectively in Roman Egypt and in
Roman Near East) can be left aside, although extremely significant in framing the
literacy of the Graeco-Roman East: Bagnall 2011, 75–94, 95–116.
17 Banniard 1992, 38.
18 Banniard 1993, 9.
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texts read aloud implies that illiterate people participating in legal proceedings
in Merovingian France or in Lombard Italy or in Visigothic Spain were like
illiterates of the late Roman state and that graphic symbols drawn by illiterates
in those circumstances in the historical span in question are comparable.
Methods
The research requires of course more than one analysis method. First, the
methods of (juridical) papyrology and diplomatics are necessary to investigate graphic symbols in their context, since they appear drawn in legal documents in most cases. In the context of legal contracts—if not fragmentary—
graphic symbols are never anonymous, thus the ‘host’ texts represent primary
sources, from which we can assume social and economic status of the authors
of the symbols as well as their level of literacy. For that, we apply the historical method of research. It is moreover implicit in facing any kind of issue
raised by the documentary transmission. For the late antique documents, it
may overlap with the method of the ‘archeology of papyrology’.19 Finally, the
palaeographical method (Greek and Latin palaeography) is needed to analyse
both the host texts and the graphic symbols, which are graphic signs often
organized in graphic chains by means of ligatures and which involve also the
question if they are an autograph or not. For the period in question the external
feature of graphic symbols is not particularly noticeable within the texture of
the written text in Greek or Latin cursive: the technology requested in drawing
them is the same as for writing a text, i.e. a human hand tracing thin lines.
New in this project is also the idea of considering the graphic execution
of these symbols as a matter of the scribal culture, as—we could say—the
other side of the written world, and consequently as an object of palaeographical analysis. But a tendency toward alphabetocentric bias characterizes palaeographical studies in general, and it happens far too often that what appears
as something other than a written line is classified as a ‘doodle’ whenever its
elements are not immediately recognizable as alphabetical signs. ‘Doodles’
are thus implicitly elevated by palaeographers to a fixed category of graphic objects, characterized by their certain ahistorical nature. The late antique
and early medieval pragmatic literacy is, however, a historical issue, and not
a single written line on a document should to be presumed a priori merely
decorative or superfluous, drawn by literates or illiterates who were bored or
thinking about something else rather than writing something significant.
I have demonstrated the feasibility of such approach by showing the
graphic transformation of the late antique χμγ-group from a graphic symbol
with a certain religious meaning in the documentary practice of the Grae19 Bagnall 2011, 4.
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Fig. 8. (1) Monogram ταυ + ρ (⳨): (a) circle+ 2 strokes; (b) semi-circle + 2 strokes; (c)
2 strokes (loop towards right= rho). (2) From monogram ταυ + ρ to a particular shape
of the cross: 2 strokes (direction of the first stroke inverted and loop towards left = lost
of the letter rho); sketch by Antonella Ghignoli.

co-Roman East to a graphic symbol with the same meaning and function but
drawn in the form of a chain of circles in ligature (i.e. in the form of a ‘doodle’) in the documentary practice of Ostrogothic Italy.20
Two important factors of the evolution of letter forms in palaeography
are ‘morphology’ and ‘ductus’. Morphology is a form in a visual sense: the
final result of one or more movements of the hand. Ductus is the movement
by which a certain form is produced and it is defined as a sequence of strokes
traced in a certain direction. The analysis of the ductus of the graphic symbols
in a diachronic perspective may be a proper methodological angle to observe
changes in their morphology and to follow, in some cases, their transformation to another symbol. It could be the case of the staurogram, which is a case
currently under study (Fig. 8).
It is important to remember that from the ninth century onwards—from
the beginning of the Carolingian age in Europe—there is no more ‘vertical
communication’ in Latin language between literate elités and the illiterates.
Following the Carolingian reform, Latin becomes an elitist language, fatally
severed, with its reformed clerical pronunciation, from the living language of
the laity. Only clerics as scribes of a ruler or the few laymen as public notaries
of a kingdom have now competence and ability to write documents in Latin
and to understand them when read out. They only have the responsibility to
draw into them selected graphic devices, which are now easy to see within the
graphic texture of the written text, having the distinctive, opposite morphology
of a picture. The text of a document has now to be translated in vernacular, both
to the issuer and the addressee if they were laymen or laywomen, while the
graphic symbols can communicate a message to anyone more or less immediately. This is precisely the fundamental question in understanding the communication function of the graphic symbols in the charters of high Middle Ages.
20 Ghignoli 2016, 32–40.
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Aims and objectives
The physical act of drawing symbols put both literates (professional scribes,
bureaucrats, economic élites etc.) and illiterates (who were they?) on the same
footing. The project NOTAE aims to investigate the graphic symbols in order
to capture all the possible historical implications by studying their graphic execution as well as their models and cross-influences, their contexts and transmissions, and with the purpose to frame the category of illiterates for each
significant period and region involved in the wide historical and geographical
span with which the project is engaged; archaeology, sociolinguistics, social
anthropology, history of christianity will also provide important methodological angles and specific attention will be devoted also to the results of the
studies about the presence of symbols in manuscripts of the literary tradition,
which represents one of the most interesting research topics in recent years.21
Within this general aim, the project pursues four main objectives: (1) to
provide an inventory as complete as possible of graphic symbols and a collection of their images, through the systematic inspection of all the documentary
sources available for the period in question; (2) to study each graphic symbol
in its context through a complete synchronic analysis, in order to classify, to
interpret and to relate each symbol to its author, to the host document, to the
historical geographical context; (3) to create the NOTAE system, which will
be primarily designed and implemented in order to work as a research tool of
the Project; (4) to conduct comparative and diachronic studies on the basis
of the results of the objective 2 and employing the NOTAE system. Starting
from the purpose to know ‘who drew what’, ‘when and where’, ‘how and
why’, the project aims to historicizing graphic symbols as material traces left
by human hands on the border between written and oral culture, educated
literacy and poor graphic abilities of illitterates.
Significant contributions are expected also about two unsolved problems
in the specific field of palaeography: the meaning of the complex graphic
symbol, consisting of tachigraphic notes and crossed lines drawn as interlocking pieces, which appears in the notarial subscriptions of the Greek private
documents; the survival of tachigraphic notes and Tironian notes in the pragmatic literacy of the post-Roman West.
Conclusion
The NOTAE project covers a long time span, from the Late Antiquity to the
Early Middle Ages, and considers the use of graphic symbols in pragmatic literacy by both literate and illiterate people, in contexts in which a clear
gap between written and spoken language did not exist at all (Late Antiquity)
21 See, for example, Steinová 2018.
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or still was not complete (post-Roman western kingdoms till the eighth or
ninth centuries). It shall therefore produce new knowledge, needed to attain a
deeper historical comprehension of the graphic symbols known and used by
the elites in the immediate aftermath of post-Roman kingdoms. Against this
background, the NOTAE project is expected to impact greatly on the studies
in diplomatic semiotics of the High Middle Ages.
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