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Have you seen writings like 

Henry VIII

King Louis XIV 

Super Bowl XLVII 

Games of the XXX Olympiad

Do you know what these peculiar characters mean? They are 
Roman Numerals — an ancient way to represent numbers. 
Today they are sometimes used 
to count big events, like Olympic 
Games, but they also find their 
way into other things, like 
a simple alarm clock. 
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Roman Numerals use letters instead of digits.  Instead of 1 
we write I and 1, 2, 3 becomes I, II, III

A letter that corresponds to 5 is V.  Now, to construct 4 the 
Romans decided not use IIII but instead to use IV.  
Here I comes before V and means 1 less than 5
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IV −1+5=4[

Roman Soldier

Coliseum



What happens if we put I after V, like in VI? That means 5 
plus 1, which makes it 6.  Can you guess what is the Roman 
Numeral for 7?  It’s VII.  And 8, of course is VIII.  
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Let’s put what we learned in a table There is an interesting 
exception to this: as 
a matter of tradition 
clock faces often show 
4 as IIII not as IV. 

And there is an 
exception to the 
exception.  The clock 
on the Big Ben tower in 
London shows 4 as IV. 

Before we go to 9, we need to know that the Roman Numeral for 10 is X.  
To write 9 we use the same trick we used for 4, we write IX, which 
means one less than ten.  Can you guess what how to write 11 and 12?  

Decimal Roman

7 VII

8 VIII

9 IX

10 X

11 XI

12 XII

Decimal Roman

1 I

2 II

3 III

4 IV

5 V

6 VI
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To form numbers between 11 and 20 we just use numbers from 
1 to 10 and just write them after X, for example 15 becomes XV. 
What about 19?  We can use the same rule: 9 is IX so 19 is XIX.  
What XIX means is ten plus one less than ten, or ten plus nine. 

Now we know how to read the number that have I, V, and X. 
Can you guess what XXV means? What about XXXVI and XXXIX?

The next number to learn is L, which is 50. As we did before, we 
can put a smaller number to the left of L to indicate subtraction.  
Now we have to options, we can use I and X: IL is 49 and XL is 40.  

Note that we don’t put V before L to make 45, we do it by 
combining 40 and 5:  XLV

Let’s practice: can you use roman numbers to write 60 or 75?  
What is LXII and LXXXIV? 



Subtraction can be done several times 
in a single number, for example

Note, that we can subtract 
only numbers 1, 10, and 
100 or I, X, and C

The remaining three Roman Numerals deal with hundreds and 
thousands.  C is 100, D is 500, and M is 1000. 
The rules are the same: we can repeat each letter three times, 
but if we need four repetitions we use subtraction: 
300 becomes CCC, but 400 is CD. 

C D X L I X
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−100+500
400

−10+50
40 −1+10

9
449



The word MIX is 1009.  
French word DIX, that means 
10, is Roman Numeral 509. 

Let’s practice

CXLVII
100 −10 +50 +5+1+1

MDCCCXXIV
1000+500+100+100+100+10−1+5=1824
2013 
2013=1000+1000+13=MMXII

2000 = MillenniuM 

CIVIL

DIVIDIVICIVIC

MIMIC

We learned that Roman Numerals are constructed from letters 
I, V, X, L, C, D, an M.  Can you think of words constructed 
from these letters?  Which of them are valid Roman Numerals? 
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You can use a couple of mnemonics if you want to memorize 
Roman Numerals.  Here the first letters of each word correspond 
to numbers in the ascending order:

I Value Xylophones Like Cows Dig Milk

And here is one that goes in the opposite direction: 

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

My Dear Cat Loves Xtra Vitamins Intensely


