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Abstract. Finds pertaining to board games have been discovered 
during excavations in the northern Italian town of Cremona. Some 
objects were found in the recently published Piazza Marconi dig, in 
contexts belonging to three domus dated between the late Republic and 
the early Empire (40 BC - 69 AD). Thirteen black and white glass 
counters and two ivory dice were found in the remains of a wooden 
chest of drawers or cabinet in a probable service room of the “Domus del 
ninfeo”. A bone “Alexandrian” counter incised with a bird in flight and, 
on the reverse, the Roman numeral II and the Greek number B (beta) 
was found in the destruction levels following the drastic siege of 
Cremona by Vespasian troops during the civil war of 69 AD. Finally, a 
bone token in the form of an elongated parallelepiped (so-called tessera 
lusoria) with the word FICOSE inscribed on one side and the Roman 
numeral XIV on the other was found in the construction trench of an 
early Imperial house discovered during excavations underneath the 
Cathedral of Cremona. The paper will discuss in detail the finds, their 
contexts and their meanings. 

 
Roman Cremona, glass counters, ivory dice, bone “Alexandrian” 

counters, board games 
 
Περίληψη. Ευρήματα που σχετίζονται με επιτραπέζια παιχνίδια 

αποκαλύφθηκαν κατά την διάρκεια αρχαιολογικών ερευνών στην πόλη 
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Κρεμόνα στην βόρεια Ιταλία. Ορισμένα αντικείμενα βρέθηκαν στην 
προσφάτως δημοσιευθείσα ανασκαφή της Piazza Marconi, σε σύνολα 
που ανήκουν σε τρεις οικίες και χρονολογούνται μεταξύ της ύστερης 
Δημοκρατίας και της πρώιμης αυτοκρατορικής εποχής (40 π.Χ. - 69 
μ.Χ.). Δεκατρείς μαύροι και λευκοί γυάλινοι πεσσοί και δύο ζάρια από 
ελεφαντόδοντο βρέθηκαν στα υπολείμματα μιας ξύλινης συρταριέρας ή 
ερμαρίου σε ένα πιθανώς βοηθητικό δωμάτιο της «Οικίας του 
Νυμφαίου». Ένας οστέινος «αλεξανδρινός» πεσσός με εγχάρακτο 
πτηνό εν πτήσει, και, στην οπίσθια όψη, τον αριθμό II στα λατινικά και 
το Β (βήτα) στα ελληνικά, εντοπίστηκε στα στρώματα καταστροφής 
που έπονται της βίαιης πολιορκίας της Κρεμόνας από τα στρατεύματα 
του Βεσπασιανού κατά την διάρκεια του εμφυλίου πολέμου το 69 μ.Χ. 
Τέλος, ένας οστέινος πεσσός σε σχήμα επιμήκους παραλληλεπιπέδου 
(μια λεγόμενη tessera lusoria), που φέρει επιγραφή με την λέξη FICOSE 
στην μία πλευρά και τον λατινικό αριθμό XIV στην άλλη, βρέθηκε στην 
τάφρο θεμελίωσης μιας πρώιμης αυτοκρατορικής οικίας κατά την 
διάρκεια ανασκαφών κάτω από τον καθεδρικό ναό της Κρεμόνας. Το 
άρθρο παρουσιάζει λεπτομερώς τα ευρήματα, τα αρχαιολογικά τους 
σύνολα και την σημασία τους. 

 
Ρωμαϊκή Κρεμόνα, γυάλινοι πεσσοί, ζάρι από ελεφαντόδοντο, 

οστέινοι «αλεξανδρινοί» πεσσοί, επιτραπέζια παιχνίδια 
 
Riassunto. Nel corso di ricerche archeologiche condotte nella città 

di Cremona, in Italia settentrionale, sono stati scoperti alcuni oggetti 
pertinenti a giochi da tavolo. Un primo gruppo è emerso dagli scavi di 
Piazza Marconi, pubblicati di recente, in contesti riferibili a tre domus 
databili tra la tarda età repubblicana e la prima età imperiale (40 a.C.-
69 d.C.). Tredici pedine in vetro nero e bianco e due dadi in avorio sono 
stati rinvenuti nei resti di una cassettiera o armadio di legno, in una 
stanza probabilmente di servizio della “Domus del ninfeo”. Un gettone 
“alessandrino” in osso, con inciso un uccellino in volo sul diritto e il 
numerale II in latino e B (beta) in greco sul rovescio, è stato invece 
individuato nei livelli di distruzione del sito, seguita al violento assedio 
di Cremona da parte delle truppe di Vespasiano, durante la guerra 
civile del 69 d.C. Infine, un elemento a forma di parallelepipedo 
allungato in osso (cosiddetta tessera lusoria), con la parola FICOSE 
inscritta su un lato e il numerale romano XIV sull’altro, è stato trovato 
nella trincea di fondazione di una casa della prima età imperiale, 
individuata nel corso di scavi condotti sotto la Cattedrale di Cremona. 
Nell’articolo, i singoli oggetti sono presentati nel dettaglio in relazione 
ai loro contesti di rinvenimento e se ne discutono le possibili 
interpretazioni. 
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Cremona romana, pedine in vetro, dadi in avorio, gettoni 
“alessandrini” in osso, giochi da tavolo 

 
Introduction 
Cremona was the first Latin colony to be founded north of the Po River 

in 218 BC. Numerous stratigraphic excavations have been carried out since 
the 1980’s, significant are those of Piazza Marconi and the crypt of Saint 
Omobono under the Cathedral (Fig. 1).1 

 

 
1. Gaming pieces from excavations in Piazza Marconi  
Three different types of gaming pieces were discovered in the remains 

of the late Republican/early Imperial houses brought to light during digs in 
Piazza Marconi. In the pantry area of a wealthy residence known as the 
“Domus del ninfeo”, a burnt wooden chest of draws or closet was found 
collapsed on the floor of room 18 (Fig. 2),2 destroyed by the fire lit by 

 
1 For the most recent bibliography, see PASSI PITCHER 1989; PASSI PITCHER 2003; 

PASSI PITCHER – VOLONTÉ 2007; CECCHINI 2009; ARSLAN PITCHER et alii 2017; ARSLAN 
PITCHER et alii 2018. 

2 ARSLAN PITCHER et alii 2017, 241-256. 

Figure 1: Archaeological map of Roman Cremona. 1. Piazza Marconi; 2. Cathedral. 
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Vespasian’s troops during the 69 AD civil war. The assault lasted four days 
according to Tacitus,3 leaving the city razed to the ground. At least 120 
objects were discovered on the floor; they varied from mirrors to personal 
ornaments to keys to part of a board game. Thirteen glass lenticular 
counters and two ivory dice were found (Fig. 3).4 Six counters were black 
and seven were white. Each side of the dice has a number marked by a 
simple circle with a dot in the centre from 1 to 6, the two opposite faces 
always add up to 7. 

 
3 Tac., Hist., 3. 27-33. 
4 CECCHINI – BIANCHI – DIANI 2015, 124-125, nos. 3-4; DIANI 2018, 332; BIANCHI 

2018, 429, pl. IV, nos. 18-19. 

Figure 2: Cremona, Piazza Marconi. Plan of the late Republican/early 
Imperial houses; evidenced, rooms 17-18-19 of the “Domus del ninfeo”. 
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Figure 4: Cremona, Piazza Marconi. Glass counters 
(Diam. min. 1.2 cm, max. 1.8 cm) and ivory dice (L. 1.3 cm and 

1.1 cm) found in room 18 of the “Domus del ninfeo”. 

Figure 3: Cremona, Piazza Marconi. Plan of the “buche 
rosse” layer; evidenced, US 1158 where the “Alexandrian” 

counter was found. 
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After the drastic devastation, the city was rebuilt with great cost on the 
part of the township and neighbouring towns and with the physical aid of 
the army. One of the major obstacles for the reconstruction of the city was 
the presence of rubble. A rather peculiar technique for clearing up the 
debris was introduced in the insula of Piazza Marconi: the western part of 
the block was levelled off and, on the eastern side, a series of rectangular 
holes were dug and part of the left over remains was used to fill in the holes 
so that the terrain was stabilized, allowing a good surface for the rebuilding 
of new houses (Fig. 4). These holes, called “buche rosse”, contained 
everyday objects from the houses such as glass, pottery, fragmented building 
materials, etc. No metal objects were found as the soldiers had combed the 
city for booty. 

An “Alexandrian” gaming piece was found among the finds in US 1158 
(Fig. 5).5 The bone counter has, on the obverse side, the incised image of a 
small bird with a budding flower in its beak, whereas on the reverse side, 
there is the number given in the Latin form II and in the Greek form B (beta). 
Different types of birds are depicted on other gaming pieces as, for example, 
the one kept in the Musei Capitolini in Rome,6 one counter in Alessandria, 

 
5 CECCHINI – BIANCHI – DIANI 2015, 124-125, no. 2; BIANCHI 2018, 430, pl. IV, no. 23. 
6 TALAMO 1997, 163-164, no. 456. 

Figure 5: Cremona, Piazza Marconi. Bone “Alexandrian” counter (Diam. 3 cm) 
found in the “Domus delle buche rosse”, in one of the rectangular holes along with the 

rubble. 
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Graeco-Roman Museum,7 another in Hannover, Kestner Museum8 and 
one counter from Baetulo (Badalona) in Spain.9 For the flower, comparisons 
can be drawn from pieces representing subjects connected to the swampy 
areas of the Nile delta; in certain cases, a crocodile is included.10 This 
interpretation is supported by the word Kyamon carved on almost all of the 
latter examples. In Greek, kyamon designates a lotus blossom found in the 
Nile delta, which is described by Strabo11 and Pliny the Elder.12 The 
iconography of a bird with a lotus flower in its beak is also common in 
various Nilotic scenes popular between the Late Republic and Early 
Empire. A prime example can be found in mosaics of the “Casa del Fauno” 
in Pompeii13. 

 
2. “Alexandrian” counters: Some remarks on finds in 

archaeological contexts  
The so called “Alexandrian” counters are discoid in shape and are made 

either of bone or ivory. On the obverse side, various figured scenes are 
found; on the reverse, numerals in Latin and Greek (from 1 to 15) are 
present, and sometimes, in the middle, an inscription in Greek identifies the 
subject. For a long time during the 19th century, these objects were great 
collectors’ items and they were analysed by many scholars.14 Initially, they 
were considered to be a sort of theatre ticket, but the discovery of an infant 
burial from Kerch in Crimea containing a complete series of fifteen 
counters, numbered from 1 to 15, changed the latter theory and they are 
now considered gaming pieces.15 The Russian historian and archaeologist 
Michail Rostovtsev, at the beginning of the last century, published the find 
from Kerch and supported this new interpretation. Many years after, since 
the seventies of the last century, the iconography of this particular kind of 

 
7 RIAD 1966, pl. IV, no. 9. 
8 MLASOWSKY 1991, 74-75, no. 154. 
9 RODRÍGUEZ MARTÍN in preparation. 
10 ALFÖLDI-ROSENBAUM 1976, 219-220, pl. 25, nos. 55-60; BIANCHI 2015, 57-59, no. 4. 
11 Strab.,Geogr., 17.1.15. 
12 Pl., HN, 21.51.87. 
13 BORRIELLO et alii 1997, 276-277, pl. 68. 
14 FRÖHNER 1884; BLANCHET 1889; GRAILLOT 1896; HÜLSEN 1896, 238-250; BULIĆ 

1897; FRÖHNER 1901; LAURENT 1903. 
15 ROSTOVTSEV 1904, pl. III and IV, 1-3; ROSTOVTSEV 1905, 112-114. 
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counters has been carefully analysed by Elisabeth Alföldi-Rosenbaum,16 but 
we do not yet have a complete Corpus of the finds.17 

“Alexandrian” counters were considered to be of Alexandrian origin 
because the scenes engraved often represented monuments, places of cult or 
landscapes connected to the city of Alexandria and to the Nile delta.18 But 
apart from the aforementioned scenes, other images were found: gods from 
the Graeco-Roman and Egyptian pantheon, but also heroes, poets, athletes, 
and portraits of Roman politicians and emperors from the Julio-Claudian 
Dynasty, for instance Julius Caesar, perhaps Antonius, Augustus, Tiberius, 
Nero, the women of the Julio-Claudian family such as Julia and Livia19 and 
also a member of the late Ptolemaic Dynasty, one of Cleopatra’s brothers, 
probably Ptolemy XIV.20 The features do not always correspond to their 
respective portraits, but the subjects are explicitly defined by the inscriptions 
on the reverse. There are also caricatures, for example of prostitutes, 
theatrical masks, victory wreaths of athletic competitions along with a 
considerable variety of animals, plants and inanimate objects. 

The numbers on the reverse do not necessarily connect with the scene 
on the obverse, and we find the same subject with different numbers; for 
instance, in the Kerch find, a head of Aphrodite is present twice but linked 
to different numbers. In some cases, on the obverse, hands with fingers in 
various positions indicate a specific number (the so called “finger calculus”) 
while on the reverse, there are for the most part Latin numerals, and rarely 
also Greek ones.21 There are also simpler counters without images but only 
with circular grooves on the obverse; on the reverse the usual numerals 
range from 1 to 15 in Latin and Greek.22 

 
16 ALFÖLDI-ROSENBAUM 1971; ALFÖLDI-ROSENBAUM 1975; ALFÖLDI-ROSENBAUM 

1976; ALFÖLDI-ROSENBAUM 1980; ALFÖLDI-ROSENBAUM 1984. The pieces known by E. 
Alföldi-Rosenbaum were about five hundred, but recent discoveries have increased this 
number. 

17 For a history of studies, see BIANCHI 2021. 
18 ALFÖLDI-ROSENBAUM 1976; FRAGAKI 2011, 17-20, 27-40, 114-119. 
19 ALFÖLDI-ROSENBAUM 1980. 
20 WALKER 2000, p. 168, no. III.18 (the inscription is adelphos Kleopatras). See also 

PLANTZOS 2002, 38-39. 
21 FRÖHNER 1884; ALFÖLDI-ROSENBAUM 1971; BIANCHI 2015, 60, 63, no. 16. One 

piece with numerals both in Latin and Greek has been recently found in Phanagoria 
(OSTAPENKO 2016). On “finger calculus”, see also WILLIAMS – WILLIAMS 1995; GAVIN – 
SCHÄRLIG 2014 and GAVIN – SCHÄRLIG 2019. 

22 See for example the counters from Rudiae (TEMPESTA 2012). 
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These gaming pieces can be dated between the Caesarian period and 
the end of the Julio-Claudian dynasty with Nero (conventionally between 
BC 45 and AD 68) even though some pieces continued to be used for quite 
a while, well into the first half of the 2nd century AD. 

The wide spread use of these “Alexandrian” gaming pieces can be linked 
to that crucial moment in history characterized by the passage from the 
Republic to the beginning of the Roman Empire. As is well known, 
Alexandria played an important role during the events that saw Julius 
Caesar, Mark Antony and Octavian Augustus as main figures. 

We do not really know how the game was played; it is not mentioned in 
ancient sources and all interpretations are up to questioning.23 One of the 
theories is that they were part of a board game with counters numbered 
from 1 to 15 even though it is difficult to understand why counters in a board 
game should bear numbers, especially since there is no evident 
correspondence between the numbers and the images. Other 
interpretations link them to gambling matches with drawing lots so as to 
obtain one complete series with the numbers from 1 to 15 or a complete set 
of counters with similar subjects. 

The geographic diffusion of “Alexandrian” counters is wide. They have 
been discovered throughout the Roman world: along the coasts of the 

 
23 For a description of the status quaestionis, see BIANCHI 2021. 

Figure 6: “Alexandrian” counters: distribution map of the finds presented in the paper. 
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eastern Mediterranean, along the northern shores of the Black Sea, in Italy 
and as far away as central Europe (Fig. 6).24 However, most of the examples 
recovered in the past by private collectors are unfortunately lacking the 
original provenance and context. An exemplary case is the important 
collection of Wilhelm Fröhner, formed between the last decades of the 19th 
century and the first decades of the 20th century, which included many 
“Alexandrian” counters; they are now kept in the Bibliothèque Nationale 
de France in Paris.25 The collection formed by August Kestner, who lived 
in Rome in the first half of the 19th century, now kept at the Kestner 
Museum in Hannover, also includes several counters probably purchased 
in the city and its surroundings.26 The Jules Sambon Collection is another 
significant case; it included twenty-five of these counters, sold in 1911 to the 
La Scala Theatre Museum and now kept in the Soprintendenza 
Archeologica in Milan.27 

However, even if many pieces from the collections of important 
museums are of unknown provenance,28 some finds from graves or urban 
centres can be recorded. In past finds, often only generic information about 
the places where the counters were found is provided, without further data. 
The indication of the places can however give an idea of the wide 
geographical diffusion of the counters. Many “Alexandrian” counters were 
found in Egypt, and the most important group is kept in Alexandria, at the 
Graeco-Roman Museum.29 Various counters were also found in the Near 

 
24 The distribution map of these finds (including also the counters of the simpler type 

with only circular groves on the obverse) is at an initial phase, for more information on this 
research with some preliminary data, see BIANCHI 2021.  

25 BAKHOUM – HELLMANN 1992; DI SANTI 2017. It is possible that some of these 
counters were found in Egypt. 

26 HENZEN 1848; MLASOWSKY 1991, 70-75. 
27 BIANCHI 2015, 56-64. 
28 For example: JENTOFT-NILSEN 1982, 159-162, figs. 1-2, 4-5 (Getty Museum, 

Malibu); BUITRON – OLIVER 1985, 74-75, nos. 94-96 (Walters Art Gallery, Baltimore); 
BEHRENS 1940, pl. 4, no. 5 (Römisch-Germanisches Zentralmuseum, Mainz); ALFÖLDI 
1942-1943, I, 4; II, pl. LX, nos. 9-13; SCHNEIDER 2005; GAGETTI 2013, 284, no. 113 
(Kunsthistorisches Museum, Wien); MARANGOU 1976, 133, n. 282, pl. 71d-e (Benaki 
Museum, Athens).  

29 RIAD 1966 (Alexandria, Damanhur, Oxyrhynchus); RODZIEWICZ 2016, 40-44, 150-
151; RODZIEWICZ 2007, 31-32, pl. 61, no. 495 (Alexandria); MAJCHEREK 1998, 31, fig. 4 
(Alexandria, Kom-el-Dikka); PETRIE 1927, 57, pl. XLIX, no. 226; Berkeley, Phoebe 
Apperson Hearst Museum of Anthropology, Inv. 6-20514 (Tebtynis).  
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East,30 in Greece,31 in the regions of the northern shores of the Black Sea,32 
in southern and central Italy,33 in northern Italy,34 in Croatia,35 in southern 
France,36 in Spain,37 in Switzerland38 and in Austria.39 

 
30 COTTON et alii 2012, 491, no. 115 (Jerusalem); AYALON 2005, 76, nos. 293-295; 

AMELING et alii 2011, 662, no. 1799 (Caesarea Maritima); STERN – SHARON 1995, 36, fig. 9; 
AMELING et alii 2011, 866, no. 2145 (Tel Dor); BLANCHET 1889, 237, no. 9, 370, no. 24; 
HÜLSEN 1896, 240, no. 15; ALFÖLDI-ROSENBAUM 1976, 237, no. 93 (Beirut); 
KONDOLEON 2000, 161, no. 46 (Antioch); GOLDMAN 1950, fig. 270, n. 4; fig. 273, no. 
108; ALFÖLDI-ROSENBAUM 1976, 229, no. 14a (Tarsus); one piece purchased in Smyrna 
is now in Oxford, Ashmolean Museum (we would like to thank Clare Rowan for the 
information provided). 

31 ALFÖLDI-ROSENBAUM 1980, 30, no. 17 (Athens); LAURENT 1903; DAVIDSON 1952, 
219, pl. 99, no. 1679 (Corinth); PINGIATOGLOU 2012 (Dion); ADAM-VELENI 2009 
(Thessaloniki) ROSTOVTSEV 1905, 110, fig. 1; ALFÖLDI-ROSENBAUM 1980, 30, no. 12 
(Crete); WARREN 1987-1988, 88-90, figs. 12-13 (Knossos); SACKETT 1992, 386, E68, pl. 
318, no. 20 (Knossos); PLEKET et alii 1997 (Rhodes); BCH 75, 1951, p. 170; KOŽELJ – 
WURCH-KOŽELJ 2012, 27-29, fig. 1e (Thasos). 

32 SAVELYEV 2016 (Tyras); ALFÖLDI-ROSENBAUM 1984, 381, no. 18; ALFÖLDI-
ROSENBAUM 1980, 29, no. 11 (Pontic Olbia); ROSTOVTSEV 1904; ROSTOVTSEV 1905 
(Pantikapaion-Kerch); VINOKUROV – TREISTER 2015 (Artezian Citadel); 
KOSTROMICHYOV 2012 (Chersonesos); OSTAPENKO 2016 (Phanagoria). 

33 COCCHIARO 1988, 171-172, nos. 306-308; COCCHIARO 1991, 171-172, figs. 102-
103 (Brindisi); FERRANDINI TROISI 1997 (Taranto); BARNABEI 1886; TEMPESTA 2012, no. 
V.40 (Rudiae-Rugge); COLONNA 1890; ALFÖLDI-ROSENBAUM 1976, 229, nos. 11 and 13; 
231, no. 33; BORRIELLO 2010, n. 189; GEROGIANNIS 2017, no. 5; PACE in press a, fig. 4; 
PACE in press b, fig. 3 (Pompeii); ALFÖLDI-ROSENBAUM 1976, 232, no. 37 
(Herculaneum?); BIANCHI 2015, 57-58, nos. 2 and 4 (Capua); BIANCHI 2015, 60-61, nos. 
10-11 (Pozzuoli); ALFÖLDI-ROSENBAUM 1976, 231, no. 29 (Rome); CARAVALE 1994, 89-
93, nos. III, 1 e III, 3 (Rome); VIGNA 2010, no. 188 (from Tevere river); GAGETTI 2013, 
283-284, no. 111 (Rome); DI MEO 2006, 211, no. II.182 (Rome); for the counters now kept 
in museums in Rome, see TALAMO 1997, 163-164, nos. 452-457; CECI 2010, nos. 191-
196; CARAVALE 1994, 88-93; RUSTICO 2013, 254, fig 10, bottom left; GABRICI 1903, 372, 
fig. 10 (Bolsena). 

34 ALFÖLDI-ROSENBAUM 1976, 232, no. 38 (Veleia or Pompeii?); one piece now kept in 
Ozzano dell’Emilia (Bologna); DEODATO 2014, 141, fig. 160, 1 (Ivrea); CECCHINI – 
BIANCHI – DIANI 2015, 124-125, no. 2; BIANCHI 2018, 430, pl. IV, no. 23 (Cremona); 
ALFÖLDI-ROSENBAUM 1976, 230, no. 18 (Verona); BLASON SCAREL 1992; GIOVANNINI 
2006a; GIOVANNINI 2006b, 340-342 (Aquileia). 

35 BULIĆ 1897 (Issa-Vis); GIUNIO 2012, 112-113, figs. 28-29 (Zadar). 
36 FEUGÈRE 2009, 166, nos. 710-711, figs. 55 and 57; RODET-BERLARBI – LEMOINE 

2010, 389, fig. 27, e, g, h (Fréjus); BLANCHET 1889, 369, 371, no. 26 (Vaison-la-Romaine); 
another piece is in the Museum in Vaison-la-Romaine; MANNIEZ 1984, 45, no. 130, 133, 
fig. 7 (one counter of unknown provenance now kept in Montpellier). 

37 RODRÍGUEZ MARTÍN in preparation (Baetulo-Badalona). 
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We will focus here specifically on the few cases of counters from recent 
excavations in towns allowing a confirmation of the date to the late 
Republican-early Imperial period.  

In Israel, two “Alexandrian” counters with figured scenes were found in 
Caesarea Maritima: the first one in a layer dating to the years between the 1st 

 
38 ALFÖLDI-ROSENBAUM 1976, 230, no. 22; HOLLIGER – HOLLIGER 1983, 11, fig. 4 

(Vindonissa). 
39 UBL 1992 (Lauriacum-Enns); GOSTENČNIK 2005, 482, pl. 39, no. 1 (Magdalensberg 

site). 

Figure 7: Fifteen “Alexandrian” bone counters (Diam. min. 2.7 
cm, max. 3.1 cm) showing the numbers from 1 to 15 found in an infant 

grave in Kerch (ancient Pantikapaion) in Crimea (reproduced from 
ROSTOVTSEV 1904). 
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century BC and the 1st century AD; the second one, with a hand showing 
the characteristic position of “finger calculus”, in a layer dating to the years 
between the 1st and the 2nd century AD. Additionally, a third counter only 
presents circular grooves and numerals in Latin and Greek.40 

In Crete, one counter with only circular grooves and with numerals in 
Latin and Greek was found in Knossos during the excavations of the so-
called “Unexplored Mansion” in a layer dating to the period of Hadrian-
mid 2nd century AD.41 

In Crimea, another counter with only circular grooves and numerals in 
Latin and Greek was found in the so-called “Artezian site” near Kerch, in 
a building (no. 10) of the earlier citadel destroyed in 46/47 AD during the 
war between Rome and the Bosphoran kingdom.42  

In Italy another similar counter with only circular grooves and the 
numerals in Latin and Greek was recovered in Rome during recent 
excavations in Corso Italia, Villino Fassi. It was discovered in the garden of 
a luxurious early Imperial building dating to the 1st century AD, where 
other gaming pieces, such as some glass and bone counters and five bone 
dice, were found.43 

In France one counter with the head of Kronos was found in Forum Julii-
Fréjus during the excavations of the Agrippa’s naval fleet camp in Les 
Aiguières. Another counter with circular grooves on the obverse and 
numerals in Latin and Greek, one shell-shaped counter and two discoid 
counters with numbers only in Latin were also found.44 The objects found 
in this site can be dated between 20 BC and 50-70 AD. Another 
“Alexandrian” counter with an erotic scene was found in Fréjus during the 
excavation of a residential area in Valmier.45 

The finds from graves, especially from some infant burials, are rather 
interesting and these contexts deserve special attention. 

In Crimea (Kerch, ancient Pantikapaion), a complete series of fifteen 
bone counters showing the numbers from 1 to 15 was found in an infant 
grave with a terracotta vase dated to the 1st-2nd century AD. The bone 
gaming pieces were placed in a wooden and bronze box near the head of 

 
40 AYALON 2005, 76, nos. 293-295. 
41 SACKETT 1992, 386, E68, pl. 318, no. 20. 
42 VINOKUROV – TREISTER 2015. 
43 DI MEO 2006, 211, nos. II.171-183. 
44 FEUGÈRE 2009, 166, nos. 708-712, figs. 55 and 57. 
45 RODET-BERLARBI – LEMOINE 2010, 389, fig. 27, h.  
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the skeleton; according to the excavation report, they were arranged in pairs 
with the figured sides matching.46 The subjects of the counters are ten 
divinities or heroes: Zeus, Hermes, Herakles, Kronos, Aphrodite – 
represented twice –, Dioscoros (Polydeukes), Castor, Isis, Hera; two 
portraits: Sebastos/Augustus and Loukiou/Lucius?; two victory wreaths: 
Heraia and Pafou; a building: Eleuseinion (Fig. 7). 

From South Italy, another complete series of fifteen bone counters was 
found in an infant cremation burial in Fondo Viola, Rugge (Rudiae) near 
Lecce.47 In the bottom of a chamber tomb, under a brick, a funerary 
terracotta vase contained the burned bones of a child mixed with the fifteen 
bone counters, all decorated only with circular grooves on the obverse; on 
the reverse there are the numerals from 1 to 15 in Latin and Greek.  

In Brindisi, fifteen counters were found in a cremation burial (no. 15) in 
the via dei Cappuccini necropolis with several other gaming devices.48 In 
the sealed pit of this grave, dating to the 1st century AD, a stone cista with a 
glass olla contained the ashes and the remains of the funeral pyre with the 
grave goods. Two of the counters show figured scenes on the obverse: on 
the first one, there is a basket on the obverse and the numeral 8 (VIII/ H) 
on the reverse; on the second one, there is a hand showing the characteristic 
position of “finger calculus” on the obverse and the numeral 10 (X) only in 
Latin on the reverse. Other eleven counters show only circular grooves on 
the obverse; on the reverse there are the following numerals in Latin and 
Greek: 3, 4, 6, 9, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, on two pieces the numerals 1 and 7 
were difficult to read. There are also one shell-shaped piece, with the 
numeral 5 (V) only in Latin on the reverse, and a smaller piece with a 
smooth surface.49 

In Croatia (Iader, Zadar) seven “Alexandrian” counters were found in a 
grave (no. 7/42) at Casali Maggiori (Stanovi).50 On the obverse of the 
counters, there are representations of Cupids in various positions and 
perhaps, in one case, of Aphrodite; on the reverse there are the numerals 1, 
7, 9, 11 in Latin and Greek, three counters are without inscriptions. In the 

 
46 ROSTOVTSEV 1904, pl. III and IV, 1-3; ROSTOVTSEV 1905, 112-114; see also 

ROWAN 2017. 
47 BARNABEI 1886; TEMPESTA 2012 (three of the fifteen counters are now missing). 
48 COCCHIARO 1988, 160-165, pl. V-VI; COCCHIARO 1991. 
49 See BIANCHI 2021, fig. 9. 
50 GIUNIO 2012, 112-113, figs. 28-29. We would like to thank Kornelija A. Giunio for 

the information provided. 
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same grave there were also one bone die, three glass balsamaries and two 
bronze strigils. 

 
3. A ‘tessera lusoria’ from the crypt of Saint Omobono 
During excavations in the crypt of Saint Omobono underneath the 

Cathedral of Cremona, remains of an early Imperial house and an early 
Christian baptistery (late 4th century AD) were brought to light.51 A token 
in the form of an elongated parallelepiped with inscription (Fig. 8) was 
discovered within the foundations of one of the house’s walls; it is therefore 
to be considered residual material, earlier than the construction of the domus 
and hence to be dated before BC 25.52 

The piece is made of bone and ends in a circular appendix with a dot 
framed by two engraved circles. The appendix has a hole at the binding 
point with the body. On one side there is the word FICOSE and on the 
other the number XIV. The word, an insult, is given in the vocative case, it 
means “covered with warts” or “suffering from haemorrhoids”, it is cited by 

 
51 PASSI PITCHER 1989; PASSI PITCHER – VOLONTÉ 2007; CECCHINI 2009. 
52 CECCHINI 2009; CECCHINI – BIANCHI – DIANI 2015, 121-124, no. 1; BARATTA 

2019, 123-124, cat. no. 19. 

Figure 8: Cremona, area under the Cathedral. Bone token (so-called tessera 
lusoria) (L. 4.5 cm) discovered within the foundations of one of the walls of an early 

Imperial house. 
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Martial in his Epigrams.53 This name is also found on a token from Vaste 
associated with the number V54 and on other pieces of unknown provenance 
associated with the number III55 and with the number VII.56 

The token from Cremona belongs to the group of the so-called tesserae 
lusoriae, in bone or ivory, that were studied at the end of the 19th century by 
Christian Hülsen57 and have recently been carefully analysed by Giulia 
Baratta.58 Peculiar to this type is the presence, on one side, of a name in 
Latin usually in a nominative or appellative case. The epithets can be either 
offensive or benevolent, but there are some cases for which an interpretation 
is still difficult. Also, different verbal forms are used, such as the second 
person singular with VIX RIDES, “you’re finally laughing” or “you’re 
almost laughing”, or MORARIS, probably “you stop!” or “you wait!”,59 or 
in the third singular such as BENEST or MALEST, “it’s going good” and 
“it’s going bad”. On the other side, there is an incised numeral (numbers 
from I to XXV are attested, and then XXIIX, XXIX, XXX and XL). In 
some cases, after the numeral, there is the nexus of the two letters A + L. 
The epithets may be paired with different numbers.60 The general tendency 
is to associate low numbers to insults and higher numbers to benevolent 
names. Examples from the Sambon Collection are carved with the insults 
MOICE, from the word moechus (adulterer), associated with the number III 
and TVBE (perhaps sodomite) associated with the number X; the positive 
name PERNIX (quick) is paired with the number XVII and FORTVNAT 
(lucky) with the number XXIIII.61 

The archaeological contexts of the finds allow us to date these tokens to 
the 2nd and 1st centuries BC and the beginning of the 1st century AD. 

 
53 Mart., Epigr., 7.71. 
54 CAMPAGNA 1995, 262, n. 4; 282-284, fig. 25; MELISSANO 2012, no. V.39 ; BARATTA 

2019, 151-152, cat. no. 77. 
55 BARATTA 2019, 175-179, cat. no. 135. 
56 BARATTA 2019, 211, cat. no. 206. 
57 HÜLSEN 1896. 
58 BARATTA 2014; BARATTA 2015; BARATTA 2018a; BARATTA 2018b; BARATTA 

2018c; BARATTA 2018d; BARATTA 2019.  
59 Cf. the bronze token in the Cabinet des Médailles, Paris, inv. 17088 with a 

boardgame scene (latrunculi) inscribed with MORA (ROWAN 2019). 
60 For a general overview of the inscriptions and numerals, see BARATTA 2019, 33-65. 
61 CECCHINI 2015, 68-70, nos. 1, 3-4, 7. 
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Various theories about the tokens’ use are debated.62 Most 
interpretations link them to board games or to gambling matches, but their 
rules are unknown. A study of the finds allows us to say that most of the 
tokens come from Italy, followed by Spain and southern France and, lastly, 
Greece and Dalmatia.63 
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