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HOW TO READ ROMAN NUMERALS: A COMPLETE
GUIDE TO MASTERING ANCIENT NUMBERS

Roman numerals have stood the test of time, appearing on clock
faces, movie credits,  historical monuments, and even sporting
event titles like the Super Bowl.  Despite their ancient origins,
these symbols remain surprisingly relevant in modern life. Yet
many  people  find  themselves  puzzled  when  confronted  with  a
string  of  letters  like  MCMXCVIII  or  XLIV.  If  you  have  ever
wondered  exactly  how  to  read  Roman  numerals  with
confidence,  you  are  in  the  right  place.  This  guide  will  walk  you
through  everything  from  the  basic  symbols  to  complex
combinations, empowering you to decode any Roman numeral
you encounter.

WHAT ARE ROMAN NUMERALS?

Roman numerals are a numeric system that originated in ancient
Rome  and  remained  the  standard  way  of  writing  numbers
throughout  Europe  for  centuries.  Unlike  our  modern  decimal
system,  which  uses  place  value  and  the  digits  0  through  9,
Roman  numerals  use  combinations  of  letters  from  the  Latin

alphabet  to  represent  values.  The  system  is  additive  and
subtractive  in  nature,  meaning  you  add  or  subtract  values
depending on the order of symbols.
Understanding  how to  read  Roman  numerals  begins  with
memorizing just seven basic symbols. Once you know these, you
can build and read any number.

THE SEVEN BASIC ROMAN NUMERAL SYMBOLS

Every Roman numeral you will ever see is constructed from some
combination of these seven letters:

I = 1
V = 5
X = 10
L = 50
C = 100
D = 500
M = 1000

These symbols are the foundation of the entire system. If you can
commit these seven values to memory, you are already well on
your way to mastering how to read Roman numerals. It might
help to think of them in order from smallest to largest: I, V, X, L,
C, D, M. A common mnemonic to remember this sequence is "I
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Value Xylophones Like Cows Dig Milk."

THE BASIC RULE: ADDITION WHEN READING LEFT TO
RIGHT

The  most  straightforward  principle  in  how to  read  Roman
numerals is the addition rule. When a symbol of equal or greater
value appears after another symbol, you add the values together.
You simply read from left to right and sum the values.
Consider these examples:

II = 1 + 1 = 2
III = 1 + 1 + 1 = 3
VI = 5 + 1 = 6
VII = 5 + 1 + 1 = 7
VIII = 5 + 1 + 1 + 1 = 8
XI = 10 + 1 = 11
XII = 10 + 1 + 1 = 12
XIII = 10 + 1 + 1 + 1 = 13
XV = 10 + 5 = 15
XX = 10 + 10 = 20
XXX = 10 + 10 + 10 = 30
LX = 50 + 10 = 60
LXX = 50 + 10 + 10 = 70
LXXX = 50 + 10 + 10 + 10 = 80
DC = 500 + 100 = 600
MD = 1000 + 500 = 1500

This additive principle is intuitive and accounts for many of the
Roman numerals you will see in everyday life. Clock faces often

use IIII  for 4 (a historical tradition) but typically use IV, which
brings us to the next important rule.

THE SUBTRACTION RULE: WHEN A SMALLER SYMBOL
PRECEDES A LARGER ONE

Not all Roman numerals are purely additive. In some cases, a
smaller  symbol  placed  before  a  larger  symbol  indicates
subtraction. This is where many people get confused, but the
logic is simple: if a smaller value appears to the left of a larger
value, you subtract the smaller from the larger. This rule prevents
the need for writing four identical symbols in a row and makes
numerals more compact.
Here  are  the  standard  subtractive  combinations  you  need  to
know for mastering how to read Roman numerals:

IV = 5 - 1 = 4
IX = 10 - 1 = 9
XL = 50 - 10 = 40
XC = 100 - 10 = 90
CD = 500 - 100 = 400
CM = 1000 - 100 = 900

Notice a pattern? Only certain powers of ten (I, X, C) are used for
subtraction, and they can only be subtracted from the next two
higher symbols. For instance, I can only be subtracted from V and
X;  X  can  only  be  subtracted  from L  and  C;  C  can  only  be
subtracted from D and M. You would never see something like VL
for 45 because V is not a power of ten used in subtraction.
When  reading  a  Roman  numeral,  always  check  for  these
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subtractive  pairs  first.  They  are  the  most  common  source  of
errors.

STEP-BY-STEP METHOD: HOW TO READ ROMAN
NUMERALS

Now that you understand both the additive and subtractive rules,
let us combine them into a reliable step-by-step process. Follow
these  steps  every  time  you  encounter  an  unfamiliar  Roman
numeral, and you will never be lost again.

Step 1: Identify the Basic
Symbols
Look at the numeral and break it into its individual symbols. Write
down the value of each symbol. For example, with MCMXCVIII,
you have M, C, M, X, C, V, I, I, I. Their values are 1000, 100, 1000,
10, 100, 5, 1, 1, 1.

Step 2: Scan for
Subtractive Pairs
Read from left to right and look for any instance where a smaller
value precedes a larger value. In MCMXCVIII, notice that C (100)
comes before M (1000). This is a subtractive pair: CM = 900.
Similarly, X (10) comes before C (100), so XC = 90.

Step 3: Group and Add
Replace each subtractive pair with its combined value, then add
everything together. For MCMXCVIII, we have M (1000) plus CM
(900) plus XC (90) plus V (5) plus I (1) plus I (1) plus I (1). That is
1000 + 900 + 90 + 5 + 1 + 1 + 1, which equals 1998.
Let us try this method on another example. Consider CDLXXIX.
Step 1 gives us C, D, L, X, X, I, X with values 100, 500, 50, 10, 10,
1,  10.  Step  2:  CD  is  a  subtractive  pair  (400),  and  IX  is  a
subtractive pair (9). Step 3: CD (400) plus L (50) plus X (10) plus
X (10) plus IX (9) equals 400 + 50 + 10 + 10 + 9 = 479.

COMMON ROMAN NUMERALS YOU SHOULD KNOW

To  make  learning  how  to  read  Roman  numerals  easier,
memorize these frequently encountered values:

I = 1
II = 2
III = 3
IV = 4
V = 5
VI = 6
VII = 7
VIII = 8
IX = 9
X = 10
XX = 20
XXX = 30
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XL = 40
L = 50
LX = 60
LXX = 70
LXXX = 80
XC = 90
C = 100
CC = 200
CCC = 300
CD = 400
D = 500
DC = 600
DCC = 700
DCCC = 800
CM = 900
M = 1000

If you recognize these building blocks, you can read almost any
Roman numeral by combining them.

SPECIAL CASES AND EXCEPTIONS IN ROMAN
NUMERALS

While the rules above cover the vast majority of cases, there are
a  few  exceptions  and  special  conventions  worth  noting.
Understanding these will make you even more proficient at how
to read Roman numerals in real-world contexts.

The Use of IIII for 4
On many traditional clocks and watches, the number 4 is written
as IIII instead of IV. This is not incorrect; it is simply a historical
convention  that  persists  for  reasons  of  visual  symmetry  and
tradition. The subtractive IV is still the standard in most other
contexts.

Large Numbers and the
Vinculum
For numbers greater than 3999, the Romans used a bar called a
vinculum placed above a symbol to multiply its value by 1000.
For example, V with a bar above it equals 5000, and L with a bar
above it equals 50,000. In modern usage, you rarely see numbers
this large written in Roman numerals, but the convention exists.

Modern Conventions vs.
Ancient Usage
In  ancient  Rome,  the  rules  were  sometimes  more  flexible.  For
instance,  IIX  was  occasionally  used  for  8,  though  today  we
strictly write VIII. Modern usage has standardized the numeral
forms, so learning the contemporary rules will serve you well.
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PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS: WHERE YOU WILL SEE
ROMAN NUMERALS

Knowing how to read Roman numerals is not just an academic
exercise. These symbols appear in many everyday contexts:

Clock faces: Many analog clocks and watches use Roman
numerals for the hour markers.
Movie and television copyright dates: Film credits
often use Roman numerals to indicate the year of

production.
Super Bowl numbers: The National Football League
famously uses Roman numerals for its championship game,
such as Super Bowl LVII.
Book chapters and volumes: Introductory pages,
chapter numbers, and volume numbers are frequently
written in Roman numerals.
Monuments and building cornerstones: Historical
markers and building dedications often include dates in
Roman numerals.


