
A Taste of Tesserae:  Introducing you to Francisco Ficorini 
 

We are now near the end of our trip through my classification system; only types 28 and 32 remain, both of 

which will appear in the next couple of months.  Type 32, full people as opposed to heads, busts or other 

individual body parts, is quite scarce in the English series; however, on Roman tesserae, it is one of the most 

common types of all.  I have previously announced that the next few editions will contain quite a bit on 

tesserae, as the leads of the ancient period are commonly known, and thus it seems fitting to prefix the next 

issue’s type 32 article with two of Francisco Ficorini’s many pages of excellent line drawings.  All bar one 

have at least one side which is type 32. 

Never heard of Mr.Ficorini? Not surprising, for “De Plumbeis Antiquorum Numismatibus” was published 

in Rome in 1750 in, wait for it, Latin.  There are 35 pages of these Roman lead pictures, plus another 25 of 

mixed ancients, mainly Byzantine.  If such pieces were used in the Roman heartland, perhaps they were also 

used when the Romans came over here….. 

    ……..Just to whet your appetite, more next month!  
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Readers’ Letters 
 

Some most interesting contributions this month, and thank you all.  Firstly, the latest on that 

piece of Nigel Tucker’s which he found in Devon and which Allex Kussendrager reported 

{LTT_18, Sept 2006} as relating to the locks on the waterway system at Spaarndam, be-

tween Haarlem and Amsterdam.  Nigel has done a bit of research regarding the findspot and 

come up with the following: 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

That combination of two correspon-

dents’ efforts to resolve a most unlikely 

link, involving places in two different 

countries, must encourage us all. Allex 

has also kindly sent us the pictures on 

the right, but I will let him explain the 

delights of bakenloodjes later.  Suffice 

it for the moment that they relate to a 

variety of taxes on shipping operating 

on the Netherlands’ extensive water-

ways.  Which begs the question; did 

anyone in Britain ever use tokens for tax purposes? It has been done in other 

places at comparatively recent date, e.g. the state-issued aluminium pieces of 

the USA, which are presumably early 20th century. 

 

           -:-:-:-:-:- 

 

John Bromley has kindly replied to my request for identification about the various birds depicted in the 

type 18 article {LTT_13, Apr 2006}. He thinks that several of them depict doves, particularly Figs.4-6, 

and comments: 

  

 

 

Fig.3 is clearly a swan, concerning which John remarks:  

 

 

The appearance of hens, geese and the like which provided either direct or indirect edible produce might 

possibly indicate some sort of farmer’s or market token, but as to small birds and waders..!  Perhaps they 

ate a greater variety of bird in those days; or perhaps there is no reason at all, and they are just issuers’ 

choice of artwork.   Some useful clues here, nevertheless, as to what type of establishment to go looking 

for in the history of your neighbourhood if you find pieces with certain birds depicted. 

Apparently the land near Ebford, in the area of the parish in which the token was found, was owned by a 
Robert Venn who was a wealthy serge maker and merchant who had offices in Holland, possibly in Rot-
terdam, as three of the nearby fields are named "Great, middle and little Rotterdam". These fields were 
named in a deed of 1676, so it seems the Dutch connection was long-standing. He built Ebford manor and 
other fine houses in the area and he also bought into a number of ships which presumably traded from 
Topsham nearby. He had an uncle, also called Robert, who died in Holland. In 1711 his sister Eliza-
beth married Matthew Lee, another wealthy merchant, and on Robert's death he bequeathed the Wood-
bury land to Elizabeth and Matthew.  They had a son, also called Matthew and there is a note in the son's 
diary of a visit he made to Holland on his father's behalf.  He mentions attending the English Presbyterian 
church in Amsterdam in 1734.” 

“The dove is a common symbol of the Church being used to denote peace.  Could these have links to mon-
asteries and the like – it would be interesting to know where the majority are found in relation to ecclesiasti-
cal sites.  Likewise, most large houses kept dove cotes and these were a prized building.” 

“Swans are owned by the Crown so have links to royalty.  Could these have been used by royalty on their 
estates to ensure some sort of anonymity?.” 

Classification System:   Types 28 and 32 still to come shortly, but are held over this month be-
cause of the amount of correspondence received and number of new pieces reported. 
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CT Corner:   Regional Varieties 
 

Early Communion tokens have one advantage over much other crude lead in that we often know more 

about (i) where they came from and (ii) when they were minted.  With this in mind, I illustrate several of 

the main families of Communion tokens whose features are strongly associated with certain parts of 

Scotland, in the hope that it may inspire some of you to watch out for similar patterns of commonality in 

our other crude lead series down south. There are other regional styles, which I may illustrate later. 

Glaswegian 
The central circle and/or the flower in the corner are the distinguishing features of this largest group, 

which appears frequently not only in Glasgow but most other counties to the south-west. The theme 

continues to evolve in the mid 19th century when white metal takes over from purer lead. 

Fifeshire Small Rectangle 
Usually very light-coloured. 

Aberdeenshire 
Square 
 

S t r o ng  bo ld 

squares are the 

frequent style of 

Abe r d e e ns h ir e 

and  ad jacent 

counties. 

Leith Oval 
Upright ovals and diamonds are, in Scotland, usually from Edin-

burgh, Leith or Perth. 
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This Month’s Gallery 
 

Thanks to Bill Swainston for re-

porting Fig.1 {diameter 25mm}, 

an interesting piece of indetermi-

nate design found in N.Yorks, in a 

field which has previously yielded 

both Roman and medieval artefacts 

and coins. Not too far away, an-

other reader has found Fig.2 

{diameter 26mm} in a light, sandy river bank in York itself. Not an area which many people have previ-

ously written in from; do you have many leads up there?  These two both have plenty of individual char-

acter. From elsewhere Fig.3, a rather exotic anchor with the widest claws that I have yet seen; pleasantly 

flanked by a couple of initials, not all that usual on an anchor piece.  Fig.4, a type 14 with a difference: 

wedges instead of pellets.  Simple, but a most pleasing variety.  

WANT BACK 
ISSUES ? 

You can view ALL 
back issues at 

www.leadtokens
.org.uk 

       AT THREE CRANES 
If you have any lead tokens with part of 

their legend reading                           
AT THREE CRANES          

please contact  
Phil Mernick  

  who is researching them. Email: 
phil@mernicks.com 

Phone:020-8980-5672 

WANT TO READ MORE ABOUT LEADEN       
TOKENS AND TALLIES? 

Buy Treasure Hunting Magazine 
where you’ll find articles on LT&T topics occa-

sionally published. 
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Now available on the LTT Website:  
Lead Token Bibliography. 
 
Some while ago an index was added to the LTT web-

site www.leadtokens.org.uk to facilitate the looking up of 

specific subjects in back numbers {note that I intend to 

update it shortly}; now, there is also a bibliography, 

bringing together the various sources mentioned in 

LTT, in order to guide your further reading. Any cor-

rection and additions, please mail in to the usual ad-

dress: LTTeditor@aol.com 

Request for Information, please…. 
 

On the right you will see a couple of brass jetons, diameter 27mm, 

depicting someone who is either a schoolmaster or an accounts 

clerk working at a table; on the back in each case the alphabet, with 

a few letters missing {not always the same ones},  and sometimes a 

date below.  Just wondering whether anyone has seen pieces resem-

bling these in lead?  I ask because I know of the existence of alpha-

betic horn-books such as the one shown to me by Ted Fletcher 

{below}, which seems to have a similar theme. 

 

The date is often but not always 1553, which may be spurious; it is 

possible that that was the first date of issue, and was retained with-

out update as part of the design {as has been done with some mod-

ern world coinage during the 20th century}.  I am informed by 

reader Phil Mernick that he knew of someone now dead who had a 

theory that the actual date could be worked out from the number 

and position of the counters on the table, but unfortunately he did 

not write it down and bequeath it to posterity.  If any one has any 

ideas on the subject, or would care to hazard a guess as to whether 

the pieces relate to business or education, or whether they are Eng-

lish or Continental, please mail in; photographs of any pieces, 

whether in lead, brass or copper, would be gratefully appreciated. 
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