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Writing (and erasing) on papyrus: some observations 

 
Writing support: papyrus sheet (both sides, always along the ϐibres). 
 
Writing implements: I used both a brush and a reed pen. Both performed well, with the reed pen 
proving especially effective: it produced a uniform, clearly visible stroke and was also well suited to the 
creation of ligatures. The brush produced a wide, ϐlat trace, which I used to practise capitalis rustica. 
While this shape was very useful for creating the contrast between wide and thin strokes required by 
rustic capitals, the brush itself was too soft, making swift movements almost impossible. The spreading 
of the ϐibres also gave the writing the overall impression of having been produced by a ‘brushy’ 
implement. 
 
Writing technique: I tested all three inks (carbon-based, iron-gall, and plant-based) and observed no 
signiϐicant differences during writing, as all were relatively easy to use. Some practice is nevertheless 
required to collect the right amount of ink, in order to avoid blots or dry-pen strokes. The ϐinal results 
were very similar for the ϐirst two inks (carbon-based and iron-gall), both of which produced a neat, dark 
grey, rather than black, trace. The third ink, the plant-based one, resulted in a very clean, light brown 
script with a glossy effect. 
 

 
 
Erasing techniques: I tested three different erasing techniques on all types of ink, though mainly on 
iron-gall and carbon-based inks. 

1. Pumice. Erasing requires considerable effort and, even when successful (some ink spots often 
resist prolonged rubbing), it leaves a whiter, scratched area. More often, excessive rubbing 
simply produces a hole in the sheet. Erasing with pumice presumably requires extensive practice 
in order to be effective. 

2. Wet wool. This method is effective in removing ink, although it requires some effort, but it leaves 
a greyish spot where the script had been. 

3. Wet sponge. This is the most effective method, as it removes the ink with very little effort and 
leaves no visible traces behind, not even in the case of iron-gall ink, which is generally considered 
more tenacious than plant-based inks. 



Both water-based 
methods, although 

extremely 
effective in 
removing ink that 
had been left to 
dry for half a day, 
damage the sheet 
over time. As 
water penetrates 
the papyrus ϐibres, 
it causes them to 
curl and produces 
an uneven surface. 
If erasure is 
carried out close 
to one side, the 
sheet may even 
curl in on itself. In 
both cases, even 
when the ink is 
fully erased from 
the surface, it 
remains partially 
visible under UV 
light, especially in 
areas where the 
pen deposited 
more ink. Under 
UV light, iron-gall 
ink appears 
slightly more 
visible than 
carbon-based ink. 

 

  



Writing (and erasing) on wax tablets: some observations 
 
Writing material: wax tablets. I was able to use three different tablets: 

1. a small, 3D-printed tablet with green wax (recipe W3); 
2. a medium-sized wooden tablet with black wax from the ϐirst ‘cooking’ (the elongated one); 
3. a medium-sized wooden tablet with black wax from the second ‘cooking’ (the squared one). 

 

Writing implement: I used three styluses: 

a) a metal stylus; 
b) a bone stylus; 
c) a metal stylus with a very sharp tip. 

I observed no substantial differences in writing with the different styluses, with the exception of some 
points discussed below. 

 

Writing technique: On wax tablets I wrote almost exclusively in ‘a sgrafϐio’ majuscule, a script with 
which I am quite familiar (allowing me to write swiftly) and which is historically well documented on 
wax tablets. To a lesser extent, I also used a capital script and a modern cursive script, the latter in order 
to test whether cursive traits are feasible on wax. 

Writing on the green tablet (1) required almost no effort and, above all, the stylus produced very neat 
strokes. The resulting script was extremely clear and legible under almost all lighting and viewing 
conditions. 

The second tablet (2), whose ϐilling contained much oil, provided a softer support (for legibility, see 
below), with mixed effects. On the one hand, the softness of the wax improved usability, as the stylus 
encountered almost no resistance; this type of coating would probably be more suitable for cursive 
scripts, although I did not test this extensively. On the other hand, the extreme softness entails the risk 
of pressing too hard on the surface, so that excessively deep scratches result in uneven writing. Another 
unpleasant side effect of this ϐilling is that even superϐicial incisions produce a large amount of shavings. 
This creates two main problems: ϐirst, while writing, the shavings tend to obscure the script; second, 
although they can be removed with little effort, doing so too frequently leads to rapid consumption of 
the ϐilling. 

The third tablet (3), which can be considered the “standard” one (I do not recall which recipe was used), 
is the tablet I experimented with most extensively. With this wax ϐilling I tested three depths of incision: 

– Superϐicial. Easy to achieve, producing very few shavings and suitable for cursive scripts. However, 
this technique results in very poor legibility, unless the viewer looks at the tablet from a speciϐic angle 
and under appropriate lighting. 

– Middle. Relatively easy to achieve, producing limited shavings and a medium-depth incision. It is still 
suitable for cursive writing, though with some effort, as the wax offers greater resistance. A cursive script 
was not possible with the sharp-tipped stylus, as it did not always have sufϐicient momentum to 
penetrate the wax; this caused the tip to slip out of the groove, interrupting the stroke. Movement of the 
stylus was only slightly more demanding than on the softer ϐilling, but it allowed much better control 
over the depth of the incision and generated only a small amount of shavings. I consider this the optimal 
level, as it requires only moderate effort, is more versatile (allowing both slow and, to some extent, rapid 
writing), and provides much better legibility than a superϐicial incision. The dark colour of the wax, 
however, still limits the visual prominence of the script. This could probably be improved quite easily by 
using a lighter dye (green, for instance, proved very effective in creating contrast on the other tablet). 

– Deep. I experimented with very deep incisions out of curiosity, but this immediately felt unnatural. 
The thickness of the ϐilling makes it implausible to drive the stylus tip so deep into the wax. Reaching the 
bottom of the tablet, which was the aim of this test, requires considerable effort and results in a slow, 
clumsy script. Straight strokes are somewhat easier to produce (though they still require substantial 



pressure), whereas curves can only be traced with great difϐiculty. Moreover, such deep scratching 
removes much more wax than the other methods, generating a large quantity of shavings. The only 
advantage of this technique is that the deep penetration of the stylus produces a wider incision and 
exposes the light colour of the wood beneath, which stands out vividly against the black wax. As a result, 
the script can be read very clearly even from several metres away. This advantage, however, is closely 
linked to the fact that this technique only allows for large letters, since smaller ones become 
unmanageable given the thickness of the strokes. 

 

Erasing techniques: I attempted to erase every script I practised by turning the stylus around and 
scraping off the wax. This produced different results depending on the tablet. 

Writing on the green wax tablet (1) was almost impossible to erase, as the ϐilling was simply too hard. 
When the surface was scraped, only a very small amount of wax was removed. This not only failed to ϐill 
the incisions, but also created a scratched surface, producing the visual effect of a rectangular whitish 
area alongside the writing, which at this point remained clearly visible. I assume that this problem could 
be solved by heating the ϐlat end of the stylus, although I did not test this. 

By contrast, both black wax tablets, the softer one (2) and the harder one (3), proved extremely effective 
when it came to erasing script. Several trials on the standard tablet showed that the erasing process is 
very simple: gently scraping the surface usually collects enough wax to ϐill the grooves left by the stylus 
and, with a few strokes, to restore an even surface. I found no real need to heat the stylus. I tried scraping 
both horizontally and vertically and observed no substantial difference, except that horizontal scraping 
allows entire lines of text to be erased more quickly, whereas vertical scraping may be more suitable for 
erasing individual letters. 

The effort required for erasure depends entirely on the depth of the incision. With medium-depth 
scratches, in most cases a line of text can be completely erased with just ten to ϐifteen parallel scrapes; 
superϐicial scratches can be erased with only a few scrapes, ϐive or even fewer. Deep scratches were 
particularly interesting in this respect, as I had expected erasure to be much more difϐicult. In practice, 
the same procedure works well even on these marks, although it requires many more scrapes and often 
some vertical scraping to remove all traces of the previous writing. Apart from the greater effort 
required, even very deep incisions can be fully levelled, and the surface becomes even again after an 
appropriate number of scrapes. I had expected the surface to remain jagged and uneven, but this was 
not the case. 

 



 


