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NOTAE LAPICIDINARUM:  
PRELIMINARY CONSIDERATIONS ABOUT THE QUARRY MARKS 
FROM THE PROVINCIAL FORUM OF TARRACO

Maria Serena Vinci
Institut AUSONIUS (UMR 5607), CNRS-Université Bordeaux Montaigne, 

Bordeaux, France (serenavnc@gmail.com)

Abstract

The purpose of this study is to present the quarry marks 
documented in one of the buildings comprising the monu-
mental complex of the Provincial Forum of Tarraco.
Understanding the exact meaning of these quarry labels is 
complicated because of their cryptic linguistic code. This re-
search is a part of a broader project, still in progress, aimed 
to study the quarry marks, about 70 in total, discovered near 
El Mèdol quarry, the main extraction site, which supplied 
stone for the construction of Roman Tarraco (Hispania Ci-
terior). The main aim is to understand their general func-
tion in the quarry organization and in the building process.
This project has undoubtedly very interesting research 
perspectives and can throw light on new aspects and data 
for understanding the organization of a work process 
that started in the quarry and ended with the production 
of the monument.

Keywords
quarry marks, Provincial Forum of Tarraco, quarry or-
ganization 

Introduction

The object of this work is to present the quarry 
marks documented in one of the buildings comprising the 
monumental complex of the Provincial Forum of Tarraco.

It deals mainly with labels consisting of letters or 
numbers, documented in the area of the so-called Preto-
rio Tower. This building, which is in the southeast corner 
of the lower terrace of the Provincial Forum (Fig. 1), is 
one of the main communication systems between the 
aforementioned terrace and the circus.

The quarry marks documented in the Provincial 
Forum up-to-date are nine in total, one of which is diffi-
cult to read and interpret due to its poor state of preser-
vation. They are seven alphabetic labels consisting of one, 
two or three capital letters, one numeric label and one 
symbol, all of these carved in limestone blocks. 

The existence of the majority of these quarry marks 
was discovered in the 60s, during the archaeological 
excavation undertaken in the courtyard of the so-called 
Pretorio Tower (Fig. 2a), directed by A. Balil1. However, 
in 1993 X. Dupré and E. Subias2 published the alphabetic 
labels corresponding to the entrance of the so-called 
Volta Llarga (Fig. 2b-c). In neither case were the quarry 
marks studied in detail, their existence merely being 
recorded. Finally, the unique label consisting of a symbol 
is presented in this paper as previously unpublished.

It will be complicated to reach an exact interpre-
tation of the aforementioned labels. However, it will be 
important to investigate the possible role of these marks 
for understanding additional aspects of the quarry orga-
nization in the construction process of an outstanding 
monument like the Provincial Forum. Moreover, the 
question presents wide research perspectives because it 
is a part of a broader project3, still very much in progress, 
which is intended to study the quarry marks, about 70 in 
total, discovered near the main extraction site, El Mèdol 
quarry, which supplied building stone for the construc-
tion of Roman Tarraco.

This project has undoubtedly very interesting 
research perspectives and can throw light on new aspects 
and data for understanding the organization of the work 
process. 

1 BALIL 1969.

2 DUPRÉ, SUBÍAS 1993, 603-609.

3 This research is part of the postdoctoral project “The 
economy of construction processes from the quarry 
to the monument. Skilled specialists and construction 
technology in the Provincia Hispania Citerior (1st cent. 
BC/1st cent. AD)” supported by IdEx Bordeaux-Interna-
tional Postdoctoral Program. The study is also includ-
ed in the project “Officinae Lapidariae Tarraconenses. 
Canteras, talleres y producciones artísticas en piedra de 
la Provincia Tarraconensis” (I+D HAR2015-65319-P; 
principal investigator Prof. D. Gorostidi), supported by 
the Spanish Ministry of Economía y Competitividad.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.31534/XI.asmosia.2015/05.10
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From the quarry to the monument: the construction 
of the Provincial Forum of Tarraco

It is well-known that, in the imperial age, the city 
of Tarraco was involved in intensive building activity, 
when the realisation of the Provincial Forum modified 
the urbanistic and architectural overview of the city of the 
Hispania Citerior4 Province. The three enormous spaces 

4 The urban and monumental development of the colony 
starts in Late Republican age and has its fundamental 
phase in the Augustan age: transformation of the an-
cient Republican forum (RUIZ DE ARBULO 1990), 
construction of the theatre (MAR et al. 2012, 286-322 
with previous bibliography), reorganization of the road 
network and infrastructures (GURT, RODÀ 2005). 
This process culminated in the Flavian age with the fi-
nalization of the building of the Provincial Forum.

of which the monument consists (the Worship Area or 
upper terrace, the Representation Square or lower terrace 
and the Circus), which represent an explicit and incisive 
instrument for the celebration of the imperial cult, im-
pose a huge economic and constructive effort on the col-
ony, one that certainly was protracted for a long period of 
time. The exact chronology of the different construction 
phases of the monument is still the object of scientific 
debate. However, macro-phases, from the Julio-Claudian 
period to the Vespasian age, can be identified5.

5 It has been possible to underline a clear change of in-
tended use of Tarraco’s hill a first temenos to which 
ceramic fragments of Neronian age are associated 
(SÁNCHEZ REAL 1969, 281), the abandonment 
of the figlina instead of which the Circus was built 
(LÓPEZ, PIÑOL 2008), the sector of the so-called 
Volta Llarga, where several modifications, due to 

Fig. 1.
Planimetry of the Provincial Forum of 
Tarraco with the indication of the area of the 
socalled Pretorio Tower (photo: M. S. Vinci)
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The topography of Tarraco’s hill and the urban 
structures already in existence6 were shaped for the con-
struction of the Provincial Forum, strongly influencing 
the organization of the building site. In the imperial com-
plex, the use of the stone, associated with the construction 
technique of opus quadratum, defined the creation of solid 

the communication system between the lower ter-
race and the circus, are visible (VINCI et al. 2014). 
In fact, the constructive evolution of the Provincial 
Forum is a complex question. Nevertheless, the 
identification of three macro-phases is unmistak-
able.  Tacitus (TAC., An., I, 78.), at least in its most 
common interpretation (for a recent and interesting 
new interpretation see CASTILLO RAMÍREZ 2015, 
176-180.), mentions that, in A.D. 15, an embassy 
of Spaniards received permission from Tiberius 
to construct a temple to Augustus at the colony of 
Tarraco. The realisation of the temple, represented 
on coins of Tiberian age and the presence of which 
would be also confirmed by the materials of the 
architectural decoration, with the Julio-Claudian 
style of execution discovered in the upper terrace, 
represents clear evidence of the renewal of the Tar-
raco’s hill in this period. A construction project that 
acquired definitive monumentalisation in the Flavi-
an age (testified by the epigraphic data, ALFÖLDY 
1973).

6 Above all the Via Augusta and the Late Republican city 
walls.

and imposing architecture. However, it was connected to 
complex processes of elaboration, transport and place-
ment of the materials and it needed a constant interven-
tion of skilled manpower and a huge constructive effort7.

The two terraces, the Worship Area and the Rep-
resentation Square, are almost completely built in opus 
quadratum. They are monumental areas where the crafts-
manship is well shown, not only in stone working but also 
in skilful use of these materials for complex structures. 

Proximity of the building site to the stone resourc-
es8 is, obviously, the main reason for their exploitation, 
due to an easier and faster connection with the main 
road network and sea transport9. The local limestone, 
the so-called El Mèdol Stone, is in fact widely used as 

7 The walls and the foundations of the upper and lower 
terrace are built mainly in the opus quadratum tech-
nique. In the foundations, where the structures are par-
ticularly stressed, the blocks are often associated to the 
opus caementicium technique. 

8 Beyond the main quarry, which is El Mèdol quarry, oth-
er extraction sites of El Mèdol stone have been exploit-
ed for constructing specific buildings. The Torre dels 
Escipions, for example, is located nearby the Punta de 
la Creueta quarry, which suggests that this material was 
used for the construction of the funerary monument 
(GUTIÉRREZ 2009, 166-169).

9 GUTIÉRREZ et al. 2015, 785-787.

Fig. 2.
A. An overview of the 
Pretorio Tower;
B. The main barrel-vaulted room 
of the Volta Llarga sector; 
C. Detail of the entrance of the 
Volta Llarga where are located two 
quarry marks (photos: M. S. Vinci)
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construction material. It is a Miocene bioclastic lime-
stone10, the use of which is broadly documented in the 
public architecture of the city and its surrounding. El 
Mèdol quarry is located 7 km northeast from Tarragona, 
making this area the extraction site that could best  sat-
isfy the stone demands of the city. In fact, the quarry was 
already exploited by the colony in the Late Republican 
age, to supply materials for the construction of the city 
walls.   

The studies realised until now have identified at 
least five different extraction sectors11, beyond an area, 
near the quarry, where abandoned blocks in different 
working phases have been discovered12 (Fig. 3). The site 
consisted of a 10 m high artificial hill made up of aban-
doned ashlars of various sizes, stone chips or debris and 
soil13. The unique archaeological excavation undertaken 
in this area, because of the construction of a new road14, 
did not clarify completely the chronology and phases of 

10 It shows a high shell component and has a golden yel-
low colour (GUTIÉRREZ 2009, 149).

11 The last extraction sector was discovered after a violent 
fire that, in 2010, broke out at an area of El Mèdol that 
was covered by very dense vegetation. This event al-
lowed on the conduct of an archaeological intervention 
in 2013 (GUTIÉRREZ et al. 2015, 779-789).

12 The area is located outside the quarrying area, between 
the N-340 road and the AP-7 road.

13 GUTIÉRREZ 2009, 155. The configuration of this hill 
it is not completely the original one as some of the ash-
lars and other remains were moved from their initial 
location due to the construction of modern important 
roads (Ap 7 motorway and N-340 road). On this occa-
sion, between 2008 and 2009, an archaeological excava-
tion was undertaken. 

14 See above, footnote 11.

the deposit. However, different levels of continued activ-
ity have been documented, as well as some stratigraphic 
evidence, a coin of Tiberian age and some fragments of 
African terra sigillata15. Many of the ashlars that com-
posed the deposit were quite irregular or broken and 
the tool marks on their surfaces were mostly the same 
grooves visible at the quarry fronts. Involved here is prob-
ably a workshop area to which the blocks were brought 
from the extraction sector to give them an initial shaping 
or hewing. Moreover, on some of these blocks, at least 70 
quarry marks and inscriptions have been documented, 
the majority being carved and about 15 red painted or 
written in charcoal. The study of these labels is the object 
of a project that is still a work in progress and that will 
contribute to throw light on the organization of the main 
quarry of the city of Tarraco and on the different skilled 
specialists employed probably for the construction of an 
outstanding monument, that is the Provincial Forum.

The quarry marks from the Provincial Forum of Tarraco

It has been highlighted previously that all quarry 
marks documented in the Provincial Forum of Tarraco, 
are located in the southeast area of the Representation 
Square. In particular, two of these labels are located in 
the sector of the so-called Volta Llarga16 (Fig. 2b-c). This 
sector consists in different vaulted spaces, of which the 
principal is a long barrel-vaulted room, placed against 
the retaining wall of the lower terrace. It deals with an 
area with a complex architectural stratigraphy because of 
several changes of the building project, due to the con-
struction of the Pretorio Tower. The two aforementioned 
quarry marks, have been documented next to the main 

15 ROIG et al. 2011, 403.

16 VINCI et al. 2014.

Fig. 3. El Mèdol quarry and the view of a part of the artificial hill (GUTIÉRREZ 2009, 155)
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entrance of the Volta Larga. One of these was published 
as a numeral17, but here it is proposed there should be 
a different reading. It consists of the two Latin capital 
letters AR (Fig. 4), of which the A is lacking of the hor-
izontal stroke and the R has the diagonal stroke, curved 
instead of straight. The other mark was published as TR, 
but I propose a possible integration for its reading as 
TR↓ (Fig. 5), where the use of the symbol ↓,which would 
represent the numeral 50, is used until the Augustan-Ti-
berian age instead of the traditional writing18. In both 
cases the letters are carved with point tool, a thin line, 
an execution with simplified characters (in the TR↓ label 
the R is inscribed with straight stroke, even the loop, all 
perpendicular between each other) and not detailed (in 
the AR label the R presents and open loop).

The only mark that represents a symbol, a sort of 
trident (Fig. 6), has been documented on a block includ-
ed in the foundation of the wall that defines the internal 
perimeter of the lower terrace. The same mark is widely 

17 The quarry mark was previously read as the upside-down 
number IV (DUPRÉ, SUBÍAS 1993, 605).

18 See GORDON 1957, 181; PARIBENI, SEGENNI 2003, 77.

known also in other contexts and in different ages19. Ac-
cording to F. Pesando20, this symbol, also discovered in 
Pompei, would be the reproduction of a very widespread 
tool, in the opus quadratum building technique, to move 
and lift blocks, the holivela. The representation of the in-
struments used by the workforce in the building site would 
be documented also by other symbols. These are, for ex-
ample, the quarry mark consisting of symmetrical double 
triangles, which are interpreted as a bipennis21, or the mark 
consistingof an H, closed above and below by two hori-
zontal lines, which would refer to the serrae, or finally the 

19 Between other examples it is mentioned the luxury do-
mus of the north coast at Leptis Magna (TOMASEL-
LO, DE SIMONE 2005, 338-341); the Claudio Marcelo 
temple C at Cordoba (GUTIÉRREZ DEZA 2004, 249-
270).

20 PESANDO 2010, 71. The quarry mark has been docu-
mented on different blocks of the city walls, specifically 
in the sector located on the north side of the insula VI, 2.

21 LUGLI 1957, 203, fig. 24; LAZZARINI 1973, 19. The 
symbol of the bipennis is largely documented also on 
Tarraco’s city walls (TOUS 1983).

Fig. 4. Volta Llarga. Quarry mark (photo and drawing: M. S. Vinci)
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Fig. 5. Volta Llarga. Quarry mark (photo and drawing: M. S. Vinci)

Fig. 6. Pretorio Tower. Quarry mark (photo and drawing: M. S. Vinci)
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T which would represent the pick22. All these examples 
have been documented in very different chronological 
and territorial contexts. This data suggests that, beyond 
the exact interpretation and decoding of the symbols, 
it had to deal with codes, of which the message and 
meaning were quite clear and easy to understand for the 
workforce that had solide knowledge of all stages of the 
working processes.

All other labels, which are presented in this paper, 
are documented in the courtyard of the Pretorio Tower. 
There are one inscribed numeral (IV, Fig. 7) and three 
marks consisting of one (M, Fig. 8-9), two (VR, Fig.10) 
or three (TIR, Fig. 11) letters carved using the point and 
an execution more detailed. Quarry marks with numer-
als are very widespread, often preceded by the letter N, 
which probably refers to a commission number, or by 
letters B or L that identify the bracchium (to describe the 
quarry sector) and the locus (a subdivision of bracchi-
um) in the quarry23. For this group of quarry marks too 
an exact interpretation is difficult to reach. However, it 

22 PESANDO 2010, 71. This label is documented also on 
the city walls of Tarraco. 

23 PENSABENE 2013, 203.

is very important to highlight that some of these labels 
have also been documented in the deposit of abandoned 
ashlars near the El Mèdol quarry: these are the inscribed 
letter M and the mark TIR24. Regarding the label VR, the 
same letters have been found carved on two blocks in the 
quarry, but changed in RV. Other ordinal numbers also 
have been documented in the quarry (always numbers 
between III and VII).  

Notae lapicidinarum and quarry organization: prelim-
inary considerations 

The use and interpretation of the quarry marks in 
the ancient world is a very interesting and, at the same time, 
a complex question. Moreover, the bibliography in existence 
is still not exhaustive about it, above all related to the docu-
mentation that comes from the construction stone quarries.

It has been previously highlighted that the interpre-
tation of the quarry marks located in the Provincial Forum 

24 In the Pretorio Tower the mark M is documented on 
two blocks, whereas TIR is certainly presented once, 
but probably also on another block on which the label 
is badly preserved and difficult to read. 

Fig. 7. Courtyard of the Pretorio Tower. Quarry mark (photo and drawing: M. S. Vinci)
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Fig. 8. Courtyard of the Pretorio Tower. Quarry mark (photo and drawing: M. S. Vinci)

Fig. 9. Courtyard of the Pretorio Tower. Quarry mark (photo and drawing: M. S. Vinci)
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Fig. 10. Courtyard of the Pretorio Tower. Quarry mark (photo and drawing: M. S. Vinci)

Fig. 11. Courtyard of the Pretorio Tower. Quarry mark (photo and drawing: M. S. Vinci)
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is quite difficult due to the presence of cryptic elements 
that were part of a linguistic code, immediate and easy to 
understand by the manpower employed in the quarry25. 
However, the main aim of this study is going beyond the 
exact interpretation of the labels and trying to understand 
their general function in the quarry organization and in the 
building process.

It is well known that the use and presence of quar-
ry marks in the ancient world are documented not only 
in construction stone quarries, but also, and above all in 
marble quarries and on marble artefacts. The complex 
activities of exploitation, management of stocks sites, the 
marble trade and distribution, imply an accurate organi-
zation, a control and accounting system of this valuable 
material, which came from Italy as well as from the rest 
of the Roman Provinces26. Worthy of note are the studies 
carried out by Professor Fant27 who identified and sep-
arated the existence of two different groups of quarry 
marks: marks for the administrative staff who worked 
outside the quarry, so in stock and distribution sites, 
ports of departure or arrival of the materials; marks for 
the administrative staff who worked inside the quarry, 
which are often cryptic and difficult to interpret because 
they consist of a few letters.

Based on this information, different elements al-
low us to hypothesise that quarry marks from the Pro-
vincial Forum were useful to the internal management 
and organization of the quarry: the material in question, 
that is a limestone, the area of diffusion of which was 
local and which was used mainly as building material, 
as well as the few letters of which the labels consist. It 
is known that a different kind of information on quarry 
labels could appear, such as letters to abbreviate the name 
of some members of the staff, like the responsible for the 
caesura, the procurator, the contractor or numbers linked 
to the accounting policy of the amount of quarried prod-
ucts and delivered stones28.

The use of quarry marks in the public architec-
ture of Tarraco has been already documented for the 
construction of the Late Republican city walls29. How-
ever, the typological difference of this notation system 

25 Cryptic elements useful for the development of the work 
activities are often documented in ancient world. It is the 
same process that is documented on marble artefacts 
on which are often visible carving lines that refer to 
the project and the development of the stoneworking 
(OTTATI, VINCI 2016, 151-172; VINCI, OTTATI).

26 PENSABENE 2013, 198.

27 FANT 1993a, 145-170; FANT 1993b, 71-96.

28 PENSABENE 2013, 203.

29 TOUS 1983; BALIL 1983, 231-236.

did not allow it to  be used as a valid parallel for this 
study. On the contrary, even if there is not all that much 
archaeological evidence, it is possible to relate the quarry 
marks from the Provincial Forum with those that come 
from the El Mèdol quarry. In fact, the same inscribed let-
ters found at both sites, the same limestone material, the 
size of the blocks and the logic, suggest that the notation 
system is part of the same construction process. Obvi-
ously, it is not certain that the deposits date completely 
from the Roman times, but the presence of Roman quar-
ry marks and a few items of stratigraphic evidence, like 
a coin from Tiberian age, strongly support an ancient 
dating for at least some of the blocks. Moreover, even if 
the quarry exploitation starts in the Late Republican age 
and slows down during the III century A.D., the quar-
ry’s busiest period is the imperial age, which matches 
the building of the Provincial Forum and so entailed the 
need to organise the quarry with a more complex system 
with which to guarantee a stricter control and an easier 
management30. Based on a first survey, it seems that the 
abandoned ashlars from the deposit located in the south-
east area, with respect to the exploitation fronts of the 
quarry, were left there due to natural faults or fractures. 
This would allow us to affirm that the notation system 
was carved before the shaping and hewing phase of the 
blocks, so it could be linked with the accounting policy 
of the extracted material by the different officinae who 
worked in more extraction fronts. 

Another question is the documentation of all 
quarry marks from the Provincial Forum, in a specific 
area, the Pretorio Tower. It must be certainly taken into 
consideration that this is one of the best-preserved sec-
tors of the monumental complex, a circumstance that 
could have determined the conservation of the carved 

30 The amount of the recorded blocks near to El Mèdol 
quarry is around 6,000. According to an estimate by R. 
MAR and P. PENSABENE (2008, 526-527), the total 
amount of the local stone required for the construction 
of the upper terrace is 7,128.4 m3. Considering that 
the two authors define an amount of 0.37m3 of stone 
for each block, it is possible to calculate that around 
19,264 blocks were used for building the Worship 
area (temple, Flavian portico and Worship Hall). As 
a speculative consideration, it could be hypothesised 
that the same amount of blocks could have been used 
for the construction of the Representation Square and 
the Circus. Considering the total amount of blocks for 
the three spaces of the monument and the deposit of 
abandoned ashlars, one could establish a ratio of 1:10 
between them. This means that, if the majority of the 
blocks of the deposit dated from the Roman times, it 
would consist of the faulty stone production and the 
rejected material extracted for the building of the Pro-
vincial Forum of Tarraco.    
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blocks. However, in this case, the conservation of the 
quarry marks could be due also to the location of these 
in foundational levels. The exceptions are the two labels 
from the Volta Llarga sector, but, also in this case, it deals 
with substructiones, so an area out of the main itineraries 
allowed to the public.  

These observations and the conclusions of this 
work still in progress have very interesting perspectives 
of study and will undoubtedly throw light on the quarry 
organization and work of the skilled specialists for build-
ing an outstanding monument.  

Finally, the study of the relation between quarry 
marks from the Provincial Forum and El Mèdol quarry 
will certainly allow estimations to be made of the amount 
of the material used for the construction of the monu-
ment, as well as about its different building phases.  
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