Curator’s Choice

Writing Slate

rchaeologists working on
historic sites often find
fragmented slate pencils once
used on writing slates. Itis less typical
torecover flat pieces of the slate used as
writing surfaces. Excavations at the site
of the Juvenile Justice Center in
Baltimore City (18BC139), however,
yvielded aslate whose educational
function is quite clear.

Front (Top)and back view (above) of writing slate from the Juvenile
Justice Privy showing numbers 1 to 42 on front, and 43 to 72 on

back. (photo by Marco de Pompa III)
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By: Patricia Samford, Director, MAC Lab
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Showing the Slates, from Joseph Lancaster, Improvements in Education; Abridged, Containing a Complete Epitome
of the System of Education, Invented and Practised by the Author, London, (1808).
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pressed clay or chalk were used to write on slate. Writing slate
production was a big industry in Wales in the nineteenth
century and slates were available plain, or with incised lines,
grids, or even simple maps. Bound slate books, made from
thin, small (3” x 5”) sheets of slate, were sometimes used by
adults in their workplaces.

A Ithough the Oxford English Dictionary provides a date

in the late fourteenth century as the first reference to
slate as a writing tool, the use of alate in this fashion was not
common until the eighteenth century (Hall n.d.). Stationers
were selling slates by the second half of the eighteenth century,
but there is no real evidence to support thier educational use
by children until the nineteenth century (Hall n.d.:6).
Research suggests that Joseph Lancaster, an English proponent
of mass education, was at least partly responsible for the
widespread development of slate as an educational tool
beginning in the ealry nineteenth century (Hall n.d.).
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The Maryland Archaeological Conservation Laboratory (MAC Lab) is a state-of-the-art archaeological research, conservation, and collections storage facility located at the Jefferson Patterson Park and Museum.
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