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LATIN IN LATE ANTIQUE EGYPT

• Latin is not spoken in the East, or very seldom; but there are schools where 
you can learn it (Alexandria, Berytus, Antiochia, Constantinople) and you are 
required to use it if you work in bureaus

• Most of the documents from this batch of evidence are fragmentary (no, 
really?)

• The actual texts we can read, entirely preserved or – if fragmentary – long 
enough to be significant, are so far sixteen in twelve papyri

• About sixty more papyri where the text is too fragmentary to be relevant, or 
where the text is a military list, where no textual consideration can be made
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• SB XVIII 13851 (AD 293), letter for the 
sick adiutor memoriae Alogius

• P.Lips. I 44 (copied around AD 324–
7), Imperial rescript 
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• P.Ryl. IV 609 (AD 505), epistula 
probatoria
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A FEW NOTES

• All these texts, excepting the two Imperial rescripts, are copies of a pre-
existing archetype – a standardized form

• These forms were probably originally conceived and written within the 
Imperial chanceries, where Latin was extensively known and read

• Then they were forced upon the provincial chanceries as forms to be used 
for each conceivable circumstance 



ChLA XIX 687 = P.Strasb. 
inv. Lat. 1, the most 
ancient complete 
specimen of New 

Roman Cursive



CHLA XIX 687: VITALIS TO ACHILLIUS (AD 317-24)

|1 Domino suo Achillio |2 Vitalis.

|3 Cum in omnibus bonis benignitas tua sit praedita, tum |4 etiam scholasticos et maxime qui a me

cultore tuo hono-|5-rificentiae tuae traduntur quod honeste respicere uelit |6 non dubito, domine

praedicabilis. Quapropter Theofanen |7 oriundum ex ciuitate Hermupolitanorum prouinciae |8

Thebaidos, qui ex suggestione domini mei fratris nostri |9 Filippi usque ad officium domini mei

Dyscoli uexationem |10 itineris quodammodo sine ratione sustinere uidetur, |11 inimitabili religioni

tuae trado, ut eundem praeter-|12-euntem more honestatis tuae benigne et humane |13 respicere

digneris. Iuro enim salutem communem |14 et infantum nostrorum, quod enim eodem minime |15

petente beniuolentiae ‹tuae› eundem insinuendum putaui.

Domine |16 dulcissime et uere |17 amantissime, beatum te |18 meique amantem semper |19 gaudear.



P.Ryl. IV 623, same
sender for the 
same Theophanes



P.RYL. IV 623: VITALIS TO DELPHINIUS (AD 317-24)

|1 [Domino suo] Delfini[o] |2 Vitalis.

|3 [Cum in omni]bus bonis benignitas tua sit praedita |4 [tum etiam s]ch[o]las[tico]s

et maxim[e q]ui a me cul[to]re tuo |5 [honorificentiae tuae tr]aduntur [quod] hones[te

r]espicere |6 [uelit non dubito, d]omine p[raedi]cabilis. [Q]uapropter |7 [Theofanen

oriundum] ex ciui[tate] Hermu[po]litanoru[m |8 prouinciae Thebaido]s, qu[i ex

sugg]estio[ne do]mini m[ei |9 fratris nostri Philippi] usq[ue ad of]ficium [domi]ni

me[i |10 Dyscoli uexationem itineris sine ratio]ne q[uo]dammodo sust[inere |11

uidetur - - -]



A FEW NOTES

• All these texts, excepting the two Imperial rescripts, are copies of a pre-
existing archetype – a standardized form

• These forms were probably originally conceived and written within the 
Imperial chanceries, where Latin was extensively known and read

• Then they were forced upon the provincial chanceries as forms to be used 
for each conceivable circumstance 

• In the archives of the province of Thebaid’s chief office there must have 
been a prototype for recommendation letters, ready to be copied whenever 
required



ChLA XII 523 (= 

P.Lips. inv. 270 B, 

AD 367–75: a 

reprimand to an 

unknown officer 

for pocketing 

public money



P.Lips. inv. 2632A: 

the same text, 

discovered by A. 

Bernini (Heidelberg)



A. Bernini, Due bozze di una reprimenda in lingua latina a un funzionario: P.Lips. inv. 270 b e inv. 

2632 a, Zeitschrift für Papyrologie und Epigraphik 218 (2021) 265–281

In both cases we 

do not know the 

name of the 

reprimanded 

officer, but the 

two texts 

contribute to each 

other’s 

reconstruction



P.Ryl. IV 609 

(AD 505). 

Epistula 

probatoria 



P.RYL. IV 609 (AD 505)

|1 [Fl(auius) Cons]ṭantinuṣ Τheofanes com(es) et ụi ̣r inl(ustris) com(es) deuu(otissimorum)

domm(esticorum) et ṛei mi ̣l ̣(itaris) Ṭḥ[e]b(aici) lim(itis) ̀Fl(auio) ́ Ver ̀t ́e siue Thẹọdoti[o] |2

u(iro) d(euotissimo) trib(uno) Hermupo ̣l ̣i deg(enti).

|3 [Cum] opd ̣ulero sacra iussione domini nostri Anastasii piissimi ac ṭriumfatọris semper

Augusti |4 [e qua n]ụmeriṣ s ̣ụpp̣ḷementi causạ i[u]niorẹs robustis corporibus adsociarentur,

Heracleon fili(um) C̣ọnstantinii |5 [ortum e] ciuitati Ḥermupolitana ̀in ́ uexillaṭione

prụdentiae tuae pro tempore credita edictio mea mịliṭạṛe ̣ prae ̣[cip]it, |6 [eiusq]ụe nomen ṣi ̣

ex gen‹t›e oritur mi ̣litaṛi et neque curialis nec praesid‹i›aḷịs ̣ eṣt nec̣ inuecill[o c]orpọṛe ̣ ṇ[ec] |7

[inualid]ụs nec censibus adscribtos matriculis eiusdem numeri inseri facito, ạnnonạs ei ex

die Iduuṃ |8 [ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣]ụm Sabiniano et Theodọr ̣o ui ̣ṛis clarissimis consulibus minisṭraṛi

curaturus cum ce ̣ṭe ̣r ̣is [con-|9-tuberna]libus suis muniis militaribus o[p]eram nauaturo ita

tamem si octauum dec ̣imum ann ̣ụm |10 [compleui]sse dinoscitur.



P.Vindob. inv. L 169 (V–VI AD) contains a 

small portion of a text identical to that in the 

Rylands papyrus 



The P.Ryl.:

a ̣nnona ̣s ei ex die Iduuṃ

|8 [  ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣]ụm Sabiniano et Theodo ̣r ̣o uịr ̣is clarissimis consulibus minisṭrar ̣i curaturus cum ce ̣t ̣e ̣r ̣is [con-]

|9 [-tuberna]libus suis muniis militaribus o[p]eram nauaturo ita tamem si octauum dec ̣imum anṇụm 

|10 [compleui]sse dinoscitur.

The P.Vindob.:

— — — — — —

 1 ]I ̣I ̣I ̣ Kal(endarum) Nouembrium domino n ̣o ̣ṣṭr ̣[o] F̣ḷ(auio) [

2 ] c ̣um ceteris contubernalibus ṣụịṣ [

3 ] c ̣ompleuisse dinoscitur †

— — — — — —



— — — — — —

 1 ]I ̣I ̣I ̣ Kal(endarum) Nouembrium domino n ̣o ̣ṣṭr ̣[o] F̣ḷ(auio) [

2 ] c ̣um ceteris contubernalibus ṣụịṣ [

3 ] c ̣ompleuisse dinoscitur †

— — — — — —

Di séguito un tentativo di ricostruzione testuale basato sul testo dell’identico P.Ryl. IV 609. La distribuzione delle lettere

nei righi è naturalmente congetturale ed exempli gratia:

— — — — — —

[ matriculis eiusdem numeri]

 1 [facito annonas ex die - - -]I ̣I ̣I ̣ Kal(endarum) Nouembrium domino n ̣o ̣ṣṭr ̣[o] F̣ḷ(auio) [ ±28 co(n)s(ulibu)s]
2 [ministrari curaturus] c ̣um ceteris contubernalibus ṣụịṣ [muniis militaribus operam nauaturo ita tamen si]
3 [octauum decimum annum] c ̣ompleuisse dinoscitur †

— — — — — —
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DER TRAUM DER KOPIE

• Clerks in Egyptian provincial administrations were for the greatest majority 
Graeco- and Coptophones who studied a bit of Latin in schools, to carve out 
their career in administration

• Constantinople, Alexandria, the Panopolites, Berytus, Caesarea Palaestinae, 
Antiochia all hosted schools for Roman law and language

• Libanius laments how the young aristocrats progressively leave aside traditional 

Greek παιδεία and flock to Roman schools, seeking out employment and 
salaries within provincial bureaus (Pellizzari 2019)

• Palme, B. (1999) ‘Die officia der Statthalter in der Spätantike: Forschungsstand 
und Perspektiven’, Antiquité Tardive 7: 85–133: cornicularii, adiutores (principis) 
or primiscriniarii, commentarienses, ab actis, a libellis, cura epistularum are all 
ranks who must be literate (also) in Latin
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• The scribes certainly write well: they 
mater both Greek and Latin 
chancery writings (remember the 
graphical κοινή)

• What about morphology and 
syntax…?

• If it comes from an Imperial capital, 
it’s usually OK



CHLA XVII 657 (AD 436-50)

[- - -] |1 ab iniquis eorum detentatoribus s[i]b[i] restitui. |2 Insup[e]r etiam precatur |3

empti[on]ale instrumentum, quod per ui[m a]c necessitatem legibus inimicam |4 uili p[r]etio

dato super possessionib[u]s ad se pertinentibus conf[ectum sit], |5 null[um] sibi praeiudicium

gen[er]are |6 sed e[xiguo p]retio quod re uera da[tum] est cum legitimis usuris refuso |7 [eas

se cum d]ebitis fruc[tibus re]cuperare. |8 [Denique] // |9 [idem petitor de]siderat solacia ex
militia sua debita |10 [ab Isidoro praefato u]surpatore sib[i] restitui. |11 [ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣ ̣carissi]me ac

iucundissime, |12 [laudabilis itaque e]xper[i]entia tua, |13 [si preci illi uerita]s inest |14 [et si

res ad iurisdi]ctionem suam pertineret, |15 [praefatum Isidorum a]d solutionem debiti uix

tandem sine ulla uana dilatione |16 [cum petitore celebrandam iu]xta legum tenorem

constringi, // |17 iniquos uero detentatores mancipiorum ad eum pertinentium |18 portionem

ipsi debitam resarcire, |19 nec ullum precatorem ex instrumento emptionali |20 pro memorata

narratione per uim confecto praeiudicium pati, |21 sed hoc uiribus uacuato |22 possessiones

ad ipsum pertinentes cum debitis fructibus |23 minimo pretio quod re uera accepisse probatur

|24 cum legitimis usuris reddito ab iniquis detentatoribus // |25 eum recipere praecipiat, |26

praefato scilicet Isidor[o] |27 solacia siue emolumenta ex militia supr ̣[a dicta petitori debita]

|28 quae perperam in suum lucrum dicitur [uertisse] |29 restituere compellendo. |30 Ita tamen
ut personae ad ius spectabiliṭa ̣ṭị[s tuae pertinentes] |31 cessante militari apparitionis suae

a[u]xili[o] |32 in prouinciali iud[icio - - -]

The first of the 

two imperial 

rescripts from 

the famous 

Leiden 

papyrus
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iuidem, praeces, scribto, necuit, 
parentium, insinuendum, gaudear, 
Blemniorum, uestia, obtulitis, aduxi, 
Dionysada, praedocisses, redditeris, 
nonc, carruit, manstrauerris, 
dispentio, inpertienda, comolos, 
uitheatur, iuidiem, senox, Aprelis, 
prepositis, prebere, debotis, imfra, 
inuecillo, tamem

• Documents copied in provincial
chanceries are riddled with 
mistakes

• Mostly orthographical



HOW GOOD ARE THESE COPIES?

• praeditus in omnibus bonis (in 
omnes bonos or omnibus bonis!)

• iuro quod putaui

• soliti contemplatione (solita!)

• castiget in te (te castigabit!)

• iuxta annuo consuetudine (annuam 
consuetudinem!)

• cum opdulero sacra iussione (cum 
obtulerim sacram iussionem!)

• Documents copied in provincial 
chanceries are riddled with mistakes

• Mostly orthographical

• Some syntactical and 
morphological oddities
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SOME POINTS (?)

• The scribes know some Latin, if badly: these are mistakes of people who 
have a smattering of the language (they are not copying a sequence of 
signs they don’t understand)

• The imperfections in copying a supposedly grammatically correct 
archetype: do they take dictation? This would explain the phonetic slips

• How do we explain, e.g., manstrauerris from monstraueris? Simple absent-
mindedness? The archetype was flawed in the first place?

• Oddities like in omnibus bonis, iuro quod putaui, or castiget in te maybe are 
the result of the original composers’ stretching of grammatical rules?

• Forms like iuxta annuo consuetudine or cum opdulero sacra iussione seem 
rather the result of someone mistakenly applying the few rules he knows, to 
compose a text of his own head



AN OPEN PAPER

• Were the scribes ineffective in checking their own forms, maybe relying too 
much on their memory, therefore producing imperfect copies through their 
own imperfect knowledge of Latin grammar?

• Were they working under dictation, therefore adding their own phonetic slips 
to the mistakes of the dictating colleagues?

• Any further suggestion is welcome!



|14 … ET HOC CONSECUTUS AGAM AETERNO IMPERIO 
|15 VESTRO MAXIMAS GRATIAS

Thanks for attending this paper!


