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INTRODUCTION

Over the past thirty years, excavations in Egypt’s Eastern Desert, which was home to
important mining sites and the hub for long-distance trade between Rome and the Near and Far
East, have turned up thousands of potsherds inscribed with Greek and much fewer with Latin.
Most of these texts are private and official letters and they tend to date to the first three centuries
of the current era. Studying this large corpus of material, which has not been studied in a
synthetic manner before, reveals multiple aspects of life in Roman Egypt: for example, we see
how letters were exchanged, who handled and delivered them, whence and to where they were
delivered, what obstacles could prevent their delivery, and who communicated with whom,
namely, the networks that were formed through epistolary communication.

The Eastern Desert brought people of different cultures together, who came to this
hardly habitable area generally for reasons of work and commercial interest. It was important
to the Romans because of its mines of precious metals and stones, and for its access to the Red
Sea trade route, which connected the Mediterranean to South Arabia, Southern Africa, and
India. People stationed in the Eastern Desert needed to communicate, and communication
required infrastructure. The present work has thus been conducted with particular focus on the
circumstances that surrounded the process of the circulation of letters and goods in the Eastern
Desert. Overall, this study attempts to reveal how epistolary communication was the
underpinning of Roman commercial and military operations in a critical part of the Roman
empire. The data for this work is derived from around 931 published (and forthcoming) letters
from the Eastern Desert, information about which was gathered in a Filemaker database. The
letters date from the 1% to the 3" century CE.

The first chapter explores the communities of inhabitants in the Eastern Desert who
corresponded with each other. Besides that, it provides a survey of the Eastern Desert letters
and elucidates their common features and the materials used for writing. It also sheds light on
the routes and stations between which the correspondence traveled. Moreover, it discusses the
reasons for writing these letters. Studying them reveals that the inhabitants of the Eastern
Desert relied on letter writing to serve a wide range of life necessities. To get most things one
had to write requesting them. This explains why a large number of letters are concerned with
exchanging goods and various commodities. On the official side, individuals mainly used letter
writing in order to manage complex logistics and to control work progress in the mines and

quarries.



The second chapter deals briefly with the ancient postal service, generally. Then, it
turns to the official postal system in the Eastern Desert and the types of couriers that were
employed by it. The study discusses each type of messenger (e.g., cavalryman, monomachos,
etc.) who conveyed letters, sometimes with accompanying goods, trying to show in which
capacity they operated, whether officially or unofficially.

The third chapter focuses on the individual carriers, whose number appears to have
been the largest in the Eastern Desert, particularly in the case of the transfer of the unofficial
correspondence. The chapter also deals with some aspects pertaining to these carriers, such as
their social networks, and extends to discuss other means of delivery (e.g., boats, the caravan,
the probole, etc) which are not much attested with regard to letter exchange, so far, but rather
with regard to goods transfer.

The fourth chapter deals with aspects pertaining to the process of circulation of both
letters and goods, either in official or unofficial correspondence, such as the organization of
the circulation of official correspondence and goods, the obstacles and dangers that hampered
the activity and movement of the carriers, privacy and the authentication of letters, and verbal
messages and the herald.

The fifth chapter looks at the writers of the Eastern Desert letters and discusses various
examples of these throughout the first three centuries CE. Studying the hands exposes the
agents involved in writing the letters. Here we meet people of different origins (Egyptians,
Romans, Greeks, Thracians etc.) who held various positions. They were high officials, soldiers,
civilians, workers and also women. Many of these women were from the circle of the trader
Philokles, the most prolific letter writer of the Eastern Desert, which reflects the vital
connection between commerce and literacy. As a trader, Philokles relied heavily on letters to
conduct his business, even though he was hardly literate. Had he lived along the Nile, he may
well have never written, because the necessity to do so might not have existed.

Chapter five also considers the largely silent apparatus of official scribes (and
interpreters) who were likely responsible for some of the clerical work at the Eastern Desert
sites, but who are known mainly through brief references in dedicatory inscriptions (e.g., from
Berenike) and the occasional ostraca (from Mons Claudianus and Krokodilo). Moreover, the
chapter tries to prove the existence of a central “postal” office in three main stations: Mons
Claudianus in the northern part of the desert, Krokodilo on the road to Myos Hormos, and,
most likely, Dios on the road to Berenike.

Ostraca, papyri, and wooden tablets are cited according to the “Checklist of Editions of

Greek, Latin, Demotic, and Coptic Papyri, Ostraca, and Tablets”, which is available at
2



http://www.papyri.info/docs/checklist. Inscriptions are cited according to abbreviations found
in the Supplementum Epigraphicum Graecum.! All of these are not repeated in the
bibliography. Dates of the published texts are recorded according to the HGV,? except for
O.Krok. II, which follows the edition, as it has not yet been taken up in the HGV. All dates are
CE unless identified as BCE. The term “unofficial correspondence” refers to both the private
and business letters. Translations of the ancient texts are my own or modified by me unless the
source of the translation is indicated. The dimensions of the texts are provided in centimeters,
as w(idth) x h(eight). Images are taken from the printed editions, or from papyri.info,> which
also provides further links to the host institutions.

In the case of O.Krok. II, some of the letters were published earlier in Cuvigny (ed.
2003), La route de Myos Hormos (Cairo) and SB XXVIII, to which I refer. For the others, I

am grateful to Adam Biilow-Jacobsen for sharing the manuscript with me prior to publication.

!t is also available at https://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/supplementum-epigraphicum-
graecum/*concordances-Concordances (accessed 27 September 2018).

2 http://aquila.zaw.uni-heidelberg.de/ (accessed 08 November 2019).

3 https://papyri.info/ (accessed 08 November 2019).



1 Circumstances Surrounding Correspondence in the Eastern Desert of Egypt
1.1 The inhabitants of the Eastern Desert

In the closed community of the Eastern Desert of Egypt during the Roman period, the
habit of writing letters was directly tied to the nature of the environment and the professional
needs and life requirements of the inhabitants. The desert constituted a central hub of people
from different cultures, who came to this hardly habitable area generally for reasons of work.
There were civilians of various professions, quarry workers and military men who supported
the operations and secured the highly important trade roads, the military stations, the water
stations, and of course the mines and quarries.! This community included, in addition to
soldiers, officials and civilian personnel and workers, women, girls as well as children and
infants.? It comprised also people of different origins: Egyptians, Hellenized Egyptians,
Romans, Greeks, Dacians, Thracians, Cypriots,®> Cyreneans,* Nabataeans,® and Jews,® lived
together side by side.” And from Egypt itself, workers came from different regions: such as
Alexandria, the Arsinoite nome, Memphis and Syene to perform the quarry duties.®

Unlike big communities, such as Oxyrhynchus or Karanis, we cannot say that the

number of the people stationed in the Eastern Desert was numerous.’ As observed in the

!'See Kaper and Wendrich (1998) 2.

2E.g. O.Claud. I 126 (ca. 107), O.Claud. II 386 (2" cent.?), O.Did. 402 (before (?) ca. 110-115); 404 (before (?)
ca. 140-150).

3 E.g. 0.Did. 430 (before (?) ca. 100-110).

4 E.g. 0.Did. 414 (before (?) ca. 125).

5 The Nabataeans arrived in the Eastern Desert in the early first century CE. A few potsherds and a coin found at
the area of Sikait, prove that there was contact between them and the area of Sikait during the first century CE,
which is the zenith of the Nabataecans commercial activity throughout the middle East and the Mediterranean, see
Sidebotham, Hense and Nouwens (2008) 296. In two ostraca from Berenike, there are attestations to soldiers with
Nabataean names (Zaneos, Zannae), which the editors point out could be the same person, see O.Ber. 111 348, note
to 1.1 and 392, note to 1.4. Also the name Dosarion, in O.Ber. III 266, 11, is likely Nabataean, see note to 1.11.

6 See, e.g. O.Claud. IV 878 (ca. 150-154), and on the existence of Jews at the quarries, see Cuvigny (2014a) 344-
345.

7 For a discussion of the types of people in the Eastern Desert, see Biilow-Jacobsen (2001) 157.

8 See O.Claud. IV p.263.

° The number of people in Mons Claudianus was around ca. 913 persons on a particular day, as proved by an
ostracon (O.Claud. inv. 1538+2921) from there dating to the Trajanic period. This text also shows that the types
of people stationed in the Eastern Desert were soldiers and civilians of different skills and professions, such as
doctors, smiths, stone-masons, doorkeepers, barbers, donkey drivers; see Cuvigny (2005b) 309-353 and O.Claud.
IV pp.263-264. For more discussion, cf. the intro. to O.Claud. I 33-118, p.79, Adams (2007) 209, Veen and

4



correspondence, the inhabitants constituted circles or networks, their correspondence with each
other concerned matters related to the purposes of their existence in the desert. This limited
number of people also puts constraints on the number of actors we can observe in the
correspondence and sometimes encourages us to identify homonymous individuals. This does
not mean that all the people in the desert are known to us. There are letters written by unknown
persons that do not belong to any of the dossiers or known networks. In this respect, the
situation is similar to that in the area of the Nile valley, where some actors within a given
archive are known to us and others not. One needs to compare only a few of the best known
archives of the Roman period, such as those of the soldiers Gaius Iulius Sabius and his son
Gaius Tulius Apollinaris;!'® of Claudius Tiberianus from Karanis;'! of Epagathus, the estate

manager of the Roman veteran Lucius Bellienus Gemellus from Euhemeria.!?

1.2 The nature of the Eastern Desert letters

Most of the Eastern Desert letters are addressed from men to men largely because of
the military nature of the milieu; a small number are addressed from or to women!? or between
women only,'* The bulk of them are short texts but there are some longer letters.!> The majority

does not contain an address with instructions for the deliverer, but some do, whether on the

Hamilton-Dyer (1998) 101, and for the limited number of soldiers in Didymoi and Krokodilo, see Cuvigny
(2003b) 307-309 and Broux (2017) 138.

10p Mich. VIII 465-466, 482, 485-487, 493, 496-501, 509, see Sarri (2018) 273. For this archive see, Claytor,
Feucht, Trismegistos ArchID 116 (2013) 1-13 and the forthcoming P.Mich. XXII.

' ChLA V 299; P.Mich. VIII 467-481, 510, see Sarri (2018) 276-277. For this archive, see Strassi (2008).

12 P.Fay. 110-124, 248-249, P.Laur. 11 39, see Sarri (2018) 270-271. For this archive, see Ast and Azzarello (2012)
and (2013); Romer (2019) 190.

13 E.g. P.Ber. II 129; 130 (ca. 50-75); P.Ber. III 270 (2™ half of the 1* cent.); O.Max. inv. 279+467 and 267 (2™
cent.) published in Biillow-Jacobsen, Cuvigny, Fournet, (1994) 32-33 nos. II and III. O.Florida 14 (mid-end 2™
cent.); O.Claud. I 126 (ca. 107); 138 (ca. 110); O.Did. 360 (before (?) ca. 88-96); 3617 (1. March 777?); 379 (before
(?) ca. 115-120); 383-385 (before (?) ca. 110-115); 386 (before (?) ca. 120-125); 393? (before (?) ca. 88-96 (?);
3947 (before (?) ca. 110-115); 400 (before (?) ca. 120-125); 402-403 (before (?) ca. 110-115); 404 (before (?) ca.
140-150); 405 (before (?) ca. 110-115); 410 (before (?) ca. 115-120); 417 (ca. 120-125); 418 (before (?) ca. 120-
125); 427; 444; 445-6? (before (?) ca. 125-140); 451 (before (?) ca. 176-210).

14 E.g. 0.Did. 386 (before (?) ca. 120-125).

15 E.g. 0.Did. 390 (before (?) ca. 125-140); 406 (before (?) ca. 115-140); P.Ber. 11 129 (ca. 50-75); P.Ber. 111 270
(2" half of the 1* cent.).



same side after the body of the letter!¢ or between the body and the closing greetings'” or even
on the back as docketed information, particularly when papyrus was used.!'® In a few
exceptional cases letters even start with the address.!” Most of the letters are written in black
ink, only a few in red ink?® or charcoal,?! and on one side of the potsherd; both sides might be
used as an opisthograph,?? if the back of the potsherd is clean or if the material of writing is
papyrus.?® The majority of letters are not dated, but there are exceptions, such as O.Krok. II

274 (end of the reign of Trajan).?*

16 E.g. SB XXVIII 17100 (150-175) at the end of the letter beside the dating; O.Did. 317 (before (?) ca. 77-92).
17 In O.Claud. I 177 (2™ cent.) the editor suggests that the writer wrote the address then the letter and because of
the lack of the space he added the final greetings after the address; since there is difference between the left margin
of the letter body and the address.

18 E.g. P.Ber. 11 129; 130 (ca. 50-75); P.Ber. I1I 270 (2™ half of the 1% cent.).

19 glc Kdvomov: O.Did. 370, 1 (before (?) ca. 88-92); [dnddoc] eic Addpovg: 418, 1 (before (?) ca. 120-125);
an6doc Anolvapie: SB XXVIII 17092= O.Krok. I1 267, 1 (98-117); [drd]d0c Anolvapie: O.Krok. IT 268 (end
of the reign of Trajan), 1. For the address of the letter in the Eastern Desert, see Fournet (2003) 488-489, and the
importance of the docket, in general, see White (1978) 307-309.

20 0.Claud. IV 818 (ca. 109-110).

21 0.Claud. IV 678 (ca. 98-117).

22 E.g. SB VI 9017 Nr. 14 (40-42); 21; 27 (13-2" cent.); 31; 37; 39; 46; 56 (1%-2" cent.) =O.Faw. 14; 21; 27; 31;
37;39; 46; 56; SB XXVIII 17097 (1* cent-early 2™ cent.); O.Claud. II 225; 227 (mid 2" cent.); O.Did. 379 (before
(?) ca. 115-120); 380; 382; 383; 384 (before (?) ca. 110-115); 390 (before (?) ca. 125-140); 393 (before (?) ca.
88-96 (?)); 395 (before (?) ca. 120-125); 425 (before (?) ca. 125-140); 440 (before (?) ca. 110-115); 451 (before
(?) ca. 176-210); O.Krok. I 10 (ca. 108); 79 (ca. 98-138); 94 (ca. 118).

2 E.g. P.Ber. I11 270 (2™ half of the 1% cent.).

24 See Fournet (2003) 488.



One potsherd is usually used to write one letter but there are some instances of two
letters®® or texts?® written on the same potsherd. Several instances of palimpsests are found in
the Eastern Desert corpus, where sherds were washed out and used again.?” There are instances
of single letters written on two or more potsherds. This unique habit belongs to Philokles, who
writes one long letter on more than one ostracon (Fig. 1).2® Some letters are written without a
prescript, providing directly the body of the letter without mentioning the names of the sender
and the addressee, as some of these might also have been continuations of letters begun on

another sherd.?’ There are other instances of letters in which the writers insert additional parts

% E.g. 0.Did. 383 (two letters addressed from Philokles to Sknips and Kapparis, before (?) ca. 110-115); O.Krok.
11296 (two letters likely addressed from Ischyras to NN and Kapparis, 98-117). The practice of writing recording
letters from the same sender to different recipients on a single writing support is not new; it is already attested,
e.g., in T.Vindol. III 643 (two Latin letters addressed from Florus to Calavirus and Titus, ca. 92-115); SB XX
14132 (two letters from Ptolema to Belous, her mother and Heros her sister, 1%-2"¢ cent.); SB III 6263 (two letters
from Sempronius to his mother Saturnila and Maximus, 2" half of the 2™ cent.); P.Mich. VIII 508 (two letters
from Thaisarion to Serenus, her brother and Serapous, her sister, 2"4-3™ cent.); P.Tebt. II 416 (two letters from
Kalma to his sisters Sarapias and Protous, 3™ cent.); P.Oxy. XXXVI 2789 (Kleopatra to Epahroditos and Moros,
ca. 245-302); P.Grenf. I 53 (two letters from a military context addressed from Artemis to Theodoros her husband
and to Sarapion, 4 cent.). Although the letters are usually addressed to two different persons the address on the
back of the letter is addressed to only one recipient, the recipient of the first letter. But O.Did. 417 (ca. 120-125)
contains two letters addressed from different persons to one person: it is addressed from Demetrous and Numosis
to Claudius. The reason for this is probably to decrease inconvenience for the letter carrier, see the intro. to O.Did.
417, p. 354. Other letters from two different senders to the same recipient are: P.Oxy. LXII 4340 (two letters from
Petosiris and Thaesis to Didyme, 250-275); P.Oxy. XXXI 2599 (two business letters from Apitheon and
Theodoros to Tauris, 3"-4% cent.). In addition to these, there are letters sent from two different senders to two
different recipients written on the same papyrus sheet, e.g. BGU II 615 (two letters one from Ammonous to her
father and another one from Celer to Antonius his brother, 2" cent.). For discussion of double letters, see Fournet
(2003) 478 and Vandorpe (2008) 167.

26 O.Krok. I 7-8 (ca. 108) represent different texts written by different hands on the same potsherd: 7 is most likely
a fragment of a daily postal register and 8 is a copy of an official letter.

27 0.Krok. 1 28 (after (?) 8. Nov. 109); 29 (after (?) 13. Jan. 109); O.Did. 433 (before (?) ca. 100-110).

28 O.Krok. I 192? (28-117) (letter addressed from Sknips and written by the hand of Philokles); O.Did. 376
(before (?) ca. 110-115) written on two sherds; 3807 (before (?) ca. 110-115); 393 (before ca. 88-96?); 394 (before
(?) ca. 110-115); 395 (before (?) ca. 120-125). 393-395 are groups of letters written in Philokles’ hand, but without
a prescript. The sherds are complete but the texts are not; they suddenly stop at a certain point, without any sense,
which suggests that the text has been completed on other ostraca. However, some of them are written on both
sides.

2 0.Did. 401 (before (?) ca. 115-120); O.Did. 380 (before (?) ca. 110-115); 446 probably belongs to 445 (before
(?) ca. 125-140).



to the letter after writing the final farewell, as a postscript.’® In exceptional cases, letters start
with the salutations®' or end with additional salutations added after the closing formula of the
letter.>? There are very few unfinished letters, cases perhaps where the writer realized that the
size of the ostracon was not enough. The language used in writing the letters is mainly Greek,**
occasionally Latin,*> and there are bilingual texts,*® or only some characters written in Latin
form in a Greek text.’” There are also letters of Greek text written in Latin characters®® and
instances of letters written in two hands.?® Of course, most letters are written on ostraca and

much fewer on papyri.*°

30E.g. O.Claud. 11 293 (ca. 142-143).

3LE.g. 0.Did. 422 (before (?) ca. 120 -125).

32 E.g. O.Claud. I 283 (mid 2™ cent.); O.Did. 451 (before (?) ca. 176-210).

33 0.Claud. 1 163 (ca. 100-120); O.Did. 426 (before (?) ca. 115-125), 433 (before (?) ca. 100-110) it contains only
one line, 450 (before (?) ca. 140-150), O.Krok. I 15 (108-109). All of them are only prescript followed by large
vacat, i.e. the rest of the ostracon. O.Did. 433 contains the sender’s name and title and the receiver’s name; one
might imagine that it was written to serve as an address to another letter or to a carrier of letter. This raises the
question of the context of the onpacio documents from the Nile valley, which provide addresses and instructions
to help the carrier find his way to the addressee. There, it was more detailed than the Eastern Desert examples,
but bearing in mind the distinctive character of the desert texts, which are short and brief, this could be possible.
In O.Claud. 1 177, 5-7 (2™ cent.) the writer supplied the address to the carrier of the letter, the wagoner Kol,
an6doc ic (1. £ig) Khowdiovov Ovarepio Hpuavd innal (1. innel) topung Toviovod, ‘deliver to Claudianus, to
Valerius Herianus the horseman, of the furme of loulianus’, and then added the body of the letter above the
address; see the intro. to this letter.

34 For using the Greek rather than the Latin in the Eastern Desert particularly by military men, and the preference
of the use of the Latin, in some other cases, see the intro. to O.Ber. III pp.5-10 and the intro. to O.Florida, p.21.
35 E.g. 0.Did. 326 (before (?) ca. 75-85); 362 (before (?) ca. 88-96); SB XXII 15377= CEL III 80 septies (2™
cent.); 15674 (1% cent.) = CEL III 80 septies; 15455= CEL III 150 quarter; O.Claud. I 2 (2™ cent.); O.Faw. 1-
7=CPL 303-9 (18-2"%). O.Did. 334-335 (before (?) ca. 88-96); 336 (before (?) ca. 77-92); 417 (ca. 120-125); 419-
420 (before (?) ca. 115-120); 429 (before (?) ca. 96); 455-456 (1°t half of the 3™); 457 (after (?) 219); O.Claud. 1
131;135 (ca. 107); 11 367 (2™ cent.).

36 E.g. O.Claud. IV 788 (ca. 98-117); O.Krok. I 45 (after (?) 14. July 109): register of Greek and Latin letters; 51
(27. Nov. - 26. Dec. 109): there is one Latin line in 1.18.

37 0.Ber. 111 387, 3 (2™ half of the 1% cent.) [A]egdpenoc.

38 0.Did. 36 (before (?) ca. 220-240).

39 0.Claud. 1 148 (ca. 100-120); II 258; 259; 284; 376 (mid 2" cent.); O.Did. 464 (early 3™ cent.). O.Claud. IV
788 (ca. 98-117); 855; 860 (ca. 186-187).

40 SB XXII 15482 (5"- 6) from Abu Sha’ar; SB XX 14249=P.Quseir 2; 14250=3 (1%-beg. 2" cent.); 14251=4
(2nd-31); 14252=5 (1%-beg. 2" cent.); 14253=6; 14256=16; 14275=23 (1*-beg. 2" cent.) from Myos
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Figure 1. O.Did. 376 a and b, one letter written across two potsherds. Photos by Adam

Biilow-Jacobsen.

The Eastern Desert has produced the majority of ostraca used for writing letters;
however, these potsherds are not the most convenient material for writing letters and they do
not offer the privacy or confidentiality often associated with letters. They cannot be folded or
bound together for longer texts. Mostly they are small pieces used for short texts.*! That is why
the trader Philokles had to write his long letters on more than one potsherd.

Although ostraca were the preferred material for letters there, the following example
shows that they might not have been considered the best material in general (or the best in the
place where the sender was originally from), and proves that there was a shortage of papyri. In
M761, a letter from Maximianon, the sender apologizes to the receiver that he is writing on an
ostracon since he cannot find papyri, cuvyvadaoel, ddekoe, 6Tt €ig doTpoKdV Got Eypaya’ 0y
gopiokm yop xaptdpw,*? ‘Excuse me brother, that I wrote to you on an ostracon because I
cannot find papyrus’. Ostraca were a cheaper alternative to papyri and for the use of any

ephemeral communication,* but in the Eastern Desert where papyri were not easy to obtain

Hormos; P.Ber. 11 123; 124r; 129-130 (ca. 50-75); P.Ber. 111 270-271 (2™ half of the 1% cent.); 272 (5" century?);
273 (2™ half of the 1* cent).

41 See Biilow-Jacobsen (2009) 15 and Sarri (2018) 77-79.

42 See Fournet (2003) 471.

43 See Bagnall (2011) 134.



and had to be brought mostly from the Nile valley, ostraca were the easier option, since they
were easier to obtain. There was not any shortage of them because of the many amphoras and
jars that arrived in the desert filled with various provisions and goods, therefore ostraca were
used freely by the inhabitants, the workers, and the military men stationed there.**

The following letters shed light on the use of papyri for writing and in particular for
letter writing, particularly SB VI 9017 Nr. 15 = O.Faw. 15, 5-7 (152" cent.), which was found
in Persou;* in it, the sender asks the addressee to send him papyrus for letter-writing worth 8
obols, x[dp]tmv émiotoAr[1kOv] OPoAdV n. In another letter, O.Claud. 11 239, 5-6 (mid 2" cent.),
the sender, Piso, requests papyri and string from Horion for what was likely to have been an
official piece of writing. The demand for string suggests that a seal was intended and thus that
the correspondence was of an official nature, Tépyn<¢> pot pikkov yaptdplov kot oTnudvLy.
Piso sent another letter, O.Claud. II 240 (mid 2™ cent.), to Horion for the same purpose. In
0.Claud. IT 299 (mid 2" cent.) Serapion asks Serapion his father to buy him a papyrus roll,
xdpng, to give to the teacher, so that he can copy prose for him. In O.Did. 375 (before (?) ca.
125-140 (?)) there is a reference to sending a papyrus document 10 pupiiov from Koptos to
Didymoi in order to repair or to glue them together. Moreover, O.Claud. IT 250 (mid 2™ cent.)
contains references to letters written on papyrus that have been forwarded to the Nile valley.
Finally, in O.Claud. inv. 5083, Isidoros a civilian worker asks his superior to sell his ration of
wine for the price of a roll of papyrus in the Nile valley.

Scholars have been struck by the plentitude of ostraca and shortage of papyri in the
Eastern Desert, suggesting that the important archives were transferred to the valley; that
individuals took their papyri with them when they returned home; or that useless old papyrus
sheets were burnt as fuel in the desert, since traces of papyrus have been found between the
layers of ashes.*® Other possibilities are that they have vanished because they could not resist
the humidity of the desert; or that ostraca were simply more prevalent than traditionally
believed, and only recent systematic scientific excavations have begun to reflect this.*’

It is not always easy to know where the letters came from, but a small number of them

that were sent from the Nile valley were written on ostraca.*® O.Ber. III 270, which is written

4 See Biilow-Jacobsen (2009) 15; the intro. to O.Florida, p.21; Blumell (2014) 28.

45 For this site and the Eastern Desert sites, in general, see the next section “The Eastern Desert stations and roads”.
46 See Cuvigny (2003a) 267-268.

47 See Bagnall (2011) 118-122, 136; Cowey (2013) 4964-4965.

4 0.Claud. 1 1262-127? (ca. 107); 1452, 150, 156, 160, 177?; O.Claud. I1 408?; O.Did. 364?; SB VI 9017=0.Faw.
9?. Precisely from Koptos: O.Did. 28; 3747?; 3757; 4027.
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on papyrus, is an exception (2" half of the 1 cent.); it was probably sent from Koptos to
Berenike. One might think the senders intended to write on ostraca since they are sent to the
desert, or that the papyri faced the same destiny of all the papyri in the desert. What is also
interesting is that all the letters on papyrus were found at the two ports of Berenike and Myos

Hormos on the Red Sea coast, except for one from Abu’Sha’ar, also on the Red Sea coast.*

1.3 The Eastern Desert stations and roads

To acquaint ourselves with the area of the Easter desert, we should survey the various
places where the people found in the letters resided.

Most of the Roman period letters that have been found in the Eastern Desert were
circulated between any of three different kinds of settlements: quarries, praesidia (or military
camps), and ports (Figs. 2 and 3):%°
The quarries are Mons Claudianus, Tiberiane, Mons Porphyrites, Wadi Hammamat and
Domitiane:

- Mons Claudianus: the modern name of this granite quarry, is Gebel Fatireh;’! situated
between Mons Porphyrites and Tiberiane. A large numbers of letters preserved on
ostraca (ca. 236 of them) from the site have been published. These letters supply much
general information about the work circumstances inside the quarries and they reveal
an image of the daily activities of the people there. Claudianus played an important role
in forwarding letters>? and exchanging goods between Tiberiane,>® Raima,’* and the

Nile valley.

49 See note 40 above.

50 The reason for which I provide this rather dated map is that it is a very detailed one and shows many sites and
locations; however, some of the sites are located according to old considerations, for example, Myos Hormos is
identified as  Leukos Limen, an  association that is no longer accepted; see:
https://www.trismegistos.org/place/3156 and also https://www.trismegistos.org/geo/detail.php?quick=2639
Quseir El-Qadim is now believed to be the site of ancient Myos Hormos.

51 Maxfield (2001) 143 and Cuvigny (2018a) 5, the article is available online at
https://books.openedition.org/cdf/5231.

52.0.Claud. I1 250; 252 (mid 2" cent.).

53 E.g. 0.Claud. II 245; 248 (mid 2" cent.).

4 E.g. O.Claud. II 275 (mid 2" cent.).
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Figure 2. Very detailed map to the Eastern Desert, by D. Meredith, 1958. Taken from
Bernard (1972).
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Figure 3. Map of the sites and the main roads of the Eastern Desert. (© J.-P. Brun).

- Tiberiane is another granite quarry. It lies southeast of Mons Claudianus.>> Many letters
were exchanged between it and Mons Claudianus, mainly concerning the quarry work

and some aspects of everyday life.>

55 Maxfield (2001) 148.
5 E.g. 0.Claud. II 243-254 (mid 2" cent.); O.Claud. IV 875-884 (ca. 150-154).

13



- Mons Porphyrites, or modern (Gebel) Abu Dokhan, where the porphyry stone was
quarried,”’ is the first quarry to the north of Mons Claudianus. A few letters are known
to have been exchanged between it and Mons Claudianus.*®

- Domitiane or Kaine Latomia, modern Umm Balad, is a quarry very close to Mons
Porphyrites, from which very few letters have been published to date.

- Wadi Hammamat, or ancient Persou I, though not the same as Persou II (Umm
Fawakhir). It is a quarry settlement lying 5 km east of Umm Fawakhir.®® About fifteen

letters from the place have been published so far.6!

The praesidia are more numerous than the quarries:

- Abu Sha’ar: it has provided 5 private letters so far, one of them written on papyrus.®? It
is located on the Red Sea coast.

- Raima, or Abu Zawal, is a praesidium that lies on the road between the Nile valley and
Mons Claudianus, closer to Mons Claudianus by ca. 33 km.® Like Tiberiane, Raima
was well connected with Mons Claudianus and letter exchange between them was more
intensive than with Tiberiane. This is according to the number of letters published so
far.4

- Kampe is a praesidium close to Raima, but its precise location is uncertain. It is

mentioned in 16 ostraca from Mons Claudianus.®® Presumably, letters were exchanged

57 See Hirt (2010) 17.

8 E.g. O.Claud. II 302 (mid 2" cent); SB XX 14330 (2"-3" cent.).

% See e.g. Cuvigny (2018a) 4. The article is available online at https://books.openedition.org/cdf/5231; Grimal
and Adly (2003) 118. Letters from Domitiane are E.g: P.Worp. 50 (3. May 89-125) and O.Ka. La. Inv. 396 (81-
96 or 98-117) published in Cuvigny (2005a) 272.

60 See Biilow-Jacobsen (2003a) 55 and Cuvigny (2018a) 116, 163.

6l Pyblished in SB XXII 15661-15675 (1% cent.) and Kayser (1993) 132-140.

62 Four Greek letters are published in SB XXII 15378-80 (1% half of the 2™ cent.); 15482 (5"-6' cent.) and in
Bagnall and Sheridan (1994b) 117-119, 164-166; the Latin letter is published in SB XXII 15377 (2™ cent.) and
CEL 3 150 ter.

83 See Trismegistos places, https://www.trismegistos.org/geo/index.php

% E.g. O.Claud. II 262-265 (mid 2" cent.); 267-269 (ca. 140); 270-278 (mid 2" cent.); 366-367 (2" cent.); 368-
370 (98-117); 371-373 (2™ half of the 2" cent.) 374-376 (mid 2™ cent.).

%5 Cuvigny (2018a) 145, 155.
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between the two places because of its proximity to Mons Claudianus, but their numbers
are fairly few.%¢

- El-Heita is a station located on the road between Kaine (or modern Qena) and Mons
Porphyrites. Few letters were found there, around five are published, so far.’

- Krokodilo, or Muwayh, is located on the road between Koptos and Myos Hormos.
There has been found, in addition to letters, military postal registers recording the
circulation of (daily) official correspondence and the delivery of commodities that were
exchanged with the neighboring praesidia, such as Persou and Phoinikon. Krokodilo
played an intermediary role between them, by virtue of its location.%® It has provided
us with ca. 278 texts, including ca. 19 registers of official correspondence or circulars.

- Persou II, modern Bir Umm Fawakhir or Wadi Fawakhir, is located on the road of Myos
Hormos. It played an intermediate role between the desert stations and the Nile valley
with regard to transferring food and other goods.® It was a source of vegetables to the
desert stations during the Roman period and was a gold mining area during the
Byzantine period.”®

- Maximianon, or El-Zarqa, is located on the road of Myos Hormos, after Persou. Most

likely the letters of O. Florida were found in there,”! in addition to several further letters.

% E.g. O.Claud. I 155 (2™ cent.); I 237 (mid 2™ cent.) sent from Kampe to Mons Claudianus.

67 SB V19165 (1*thalf of the 1* cent.); 9166 (1%-3™ cent.) both published in Meredith (1956) 356-362; XX 15517
(4™ cent.); 15518 (3"- 4% cent.); 15519 (2"-3 cent), published in Cuvigny (1991) 193-201.

% E.g. O.Krok. I 1 (after (?) 28. March 108); 2 (after (?) ca. 26. Apr. - 25. May 108); 24 (after 29. May 109); 25
(after (?) 6. July 109); 26 (after (?) 16. July 109); 27 (after 5. Okt. 109); 28 (after (?) 8. Nov. 109); 29 (after (?)
13. Jan. 109).

% See the intro. to O.Florida, p.30.

70 See Biilow-Jacobsen (2003a) 55.

" The provenance of these documents is not totally certain, but they most likely all, or at least the majority of
them, come from Maximianon. According to the seller, the documents were found in Apollonopolis, modern Edfu,
but at the Copenhagen congress in 1992, H. Cuvigny argued that they came from Maximianon, see Bagnall and
Cribiore (2010) 221-223 and (2006) 164. For discussion of this point and the assignment of them earlier to other
locations: Apollonopolis, Contra Apollonopolis, or modern Redesiya on the Eastern Nile bank and Thebes, see
P.Hombert 2, pp. 9-13, BL 9, p.385; Clarysse and Sijpesteijn (1988) 90; and Trismegistos Texts, e.g.
https://www.trismegistos.org/text/74495 (accessed 28 October 2018). In my opinion, the distinctive characteristic
of these letters place them in the Eastern Desert: in general, they are short texts, and they follow practical features
belong to the military milieu of the Eastern Desert; a number of them follow a fairly consistent pattern, such as

the opening wishes for good health, which extend sometimes to the horse of the recipient; the proskynema
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- Qasr or Qusir el-Banat: there is one letter from this praesidium that has been published
so far.”? The camp lies near Wadi Hammamat, ca. 15 km from its entrance. The ancient
name of the station is not known. It was built after the existence of Krokodilo.”?

- Phoinikon, or modern Lageita, is the first praesidium on the road between Koptos and
Berenike. It lies exactly at the juncture of the roads of Myos Hormos and Berenike.

- Didymoi, or Khashm el-Minayh, is located on the road between Koptos and Berenike,
directly after Phoinikon and before Aphrodites Orous. The excavations conducted there
turned up dozens of letters, ca. 174. They, in general, shed light on the lifes of the
military men in the army camps. There was considerable correspondence between
Didymoi and the other two nearest praesidia: Aphrodites Orous’* and Phoinikon.”

- Aphrodites Orous is stationed after Didymoi on the road between Koptos and Berenike.

- Dios, or Abu Qurayye, is located along the road between Koptos and Berenike, ca. 60
km northwest of Xeron. From it comes very few letters, ca. 3 so far. They were sent
between the camp and the neighboring stations. One of them is from Xeron and the
others are from Kompasi.”®

- Kompasi, or modern Bir Daghbag, is a station located directly in front of Dios. As often
appears in ostraca from the station of Dios, Kompasi was a place with enough water

where correspondents used to send their clothes in order to wash it.”’

performed by the sender before the gods on behalf of his recipient; the limited subject matter, such as the request
for sending or receiving items, in addition to the frequent mention of the carriers.

72 SB XXVIII 17113 (2" half of the 2™ cent. — beginning of the 3 cent.)

3 See Biilow-Jacobsen (2003a) 54.

74 E.g. 0.Did. 451 (before (?) ca. 176-210), 455-456; 459; 462 (1% half of the 3" cent.); 463 (late 2"-early 3™
cent.); 464 (early 3 cent.).

5 E.g. 0.Did. 326 (before (?) ca. 75-85); 327-328 (before (?) ca. 77-92), 376 (before (?) ca. 110-115); 379 (before
(?) ca. 115-120); 381 (before (?) ca. 110-115); 427 (before (?) ca. 125-140); 428 (after (?) 96); 429 (before (?) ca.
96).

76 See Elmaghrabi (2012) 139, n. 2, and the edition of the letter O.Dios inv. 636 (2™ cent.) on pp.140-141, as well
as O.Dios inv. 145 and 1246 (2™ cent.) in Cuvigny (2013) 429-435; the latter two were written in Kompasi and
sent to Dios; cf. too O.Dios inv. 568 which references magical practice and is still unpublished, see Trismegistos
Texts (https://www.trismegistos.org/text/111351) accessed 28 October 2018. For some oracles from Dios, see
Cuvigny (2010) 258-280.

7 See O.Did. p. 259 and O.Krok. I 251, note to lines 5-6, where it is mentioned that Kompasi and Phoinikon

were two forts with enough water for washing clothes.
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- Xeron Pelagos, modern Feisaleya or Wadi Jirf, is located after Dios on the road between

Koptos and Berenike. Very few letters have been published from it so far.”®

The ports.

- Myos Hormos, or modern Quseir Al-Qadim, preserves 15 letters, 8 of which were
written on papyri and the rest on ostraca.”” Most date to the 1% and early 2" century.

- Berenike, or modern Bender el-Kebir, is with Myos Hormos, a vital port on the Red
Sea coast, playing an important role as a point of entry for the goods coming from the
east, which passed through it on their way to the Nile valley city of Koptos, which
served as a customs gate. Berenike has also preserved a few letters written on papyri,
but most are on ostraca; overall there are ca. 60 letters extant.

- Kom el-Kolzum (Fig.4): Four letters were found in Kom el-Kolzum, which is a harbor
on the coast of the Red Sea, near the modern Suez Canal. They date from the 3™ to the

7% century. Kolzum was associated with trade with India in the late period.®

In addition to the previous sites there is one letter from the station of Siaroi.’! Its
identification is not very clear, yet. It is located further toward the Red Sea.’? Since it was a
source of fish, it could be a fishing village on the Red Sea coast, perhaps to be identified with
the modern El-Dawi.® Another station called Kanopos was reached by a letter sent from

Didymoi.®* Its exact location is unclear, but it might be located between Koptos and Phoinikon.

8 E.g. P.Bagnall 12 (ca. 115-130); O.Xer. inv. 858 (2™ cent.) which represents reply letter to O.Dios inv. 636, see
Elmaghrabi (2012) 141-142.

79 Published in SB XX 14249-14253 = P.Quseir 2-6 mentioned above; 14256 = P.Quseir 16; 14259=24; 14262-
14266=27-31; 14275 = no. 8-9, 11-15, 17, 20-21, 23 (1*-beginning of 2" cent.) and Bagnall (1986) 11-34; more
texts to be published in the future, see Van Rengen (2011) 335.

80 See Dizionario III, 127 and the talk about the station by Gascou in 2016 in a symposium at the Collége de
France, which is available online at: https://www.college-de-france.ft/site/en-jean-pierre-brun/symposium-2016-
03-30-11h30.htm  (accessed 27 May  2018); the article is  available  online at
https://books.openedition.org/cdf/5183. The letters from the station are SB VI 9549 (1) (2" half of the 3" cent.);
SB VI 9549 (2)? (4h-7%); SB VI 9549 (3) (3™ cent.); SB VI 9549 (4) (mid 3™ cent.) modified to the 4™ century
CE according to Gascou (2018) 4, https://books.openedition.org/cdf/5183.

81 SB XXVIII 17083 (end 2"- beg. 3™ cent.), published in Biillow-Jacobsen (2003a) 56-57.

82 See Biilow-Jacobsen (2003a) 56.

83 See Biilow-Jacobsen (1998) 72.

8 0.Did. 370 (before (?) ca. 88-92).
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There are also a few letters sent from the city of Koptos or the modern Qift® to some sites in

the desert.®¢
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ichele £ 111000000

8 The reference to the modern names of all the locations accords with Trismegistos Places:

https://www.trismegistos.org/geo/index.php

8 E.g. 0.Did. 28 (18. May 176 or 18 May 208), P.Ber. I1I 270 (2™ half of the 1% cent.).
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The roads (Fig.5):

080¢ Muoopputikn: the road from Koptos to Myos Hormos, around 174 km.
080¢ Bepevikng: the road from Koptos to Berenike, around 392 km.

080¢ Khawdiovn (or Khavduavod): the road from Kainepolis to the quarries at Mons
Claudianus.
080¢ IMopeupitov: the road from Kainepolis to the quarries at Mons Porphyrites.

The Ptolemaic road from Apollinopolis Magna (modern Edfu) to Berenike and Marsa

Nakari on the coast of the Red Sea.
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Figure 5. Map of the known roads of the Eastern Desert. Taken from Biilow-Jacobsen
(2013) 559.
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- The Via Hadriana, which runs from Antinoopolis to the north-east through the
mountains then it turns down south-east all the way along the coast of the Red Sea. It

was established by order of the emperor Hadrian.?’

From the earlier discussion, it is recognized, that, from what we know to date,
communication by letters is concentrated between Mons Claudianus and the surrounding
locations of Tiberiane and Raima; between Didymoi and the surrounding praesidia of
Phoinikon and Aphrodites Orous; and between Krokodilo and the surrounding praesidia of
Persou and Phoinikon.3® Most of the correspondences which is known to be sent to or from the
Nile valley come from or to Mons Claudianus.?” The very few letters which are known to be

sent from Koptos are addressed to Didymoi,” Phoinikon®! and perhaps Berenike.*?

1.4 The reasons for writing

People in antiquity corresponded with each other for official administrative reasons or
for business and private reasons, such as to reassure others about one’s health, to strengthen
relationships by conveying greetings, exchanging information, consoling, and for
recommendations, etc. This is true too of the Eastern Desert, where we have rich
documentation of it. In what follows, I survey the various motivations for corresponding by
looking at, first of all, the unofficial letters, whether private or business, which represent the

bulk of the corpus.”?

87 See Biilow-Jacobsen (2013) 558-559; Tomber (2018) 539-542; Bagnall (2004) 280, 282-284; Adams and
Laurence (2001, e-print 2005) 140-141. For more discussion about the roads, see Sidebotham (1995) 39- 52 and
Murray (1925) 138-150. Ancient authors have also written about the routes of the Eastern Desert and the Red Sea
ports, see Pliny the Elder, N.H. 6. 26. 102-103, Strabo, Geography 2.5.12; 16.4.5; 16.4.24; 17. 1. 45, Claudius
Ptolemy, Geography 4.5 and also the first section of the Periplus Maris Erythraei, the text and translation of which
is found in Casson (1989) 50-51.

88 See also Biilow-Jacobsen (2003a) 58, where he indicates that the majority of the letters were sent between the
neighboring stations.

8 E.g. O.Claud. I 126-127 (ca. 107); 145-146 (ca. 100-120); 147 (2" cent.); 148-150 (ca. 100-120); 156 (2™
cent.), 160 (ca. 100-120); O.Claud. II 408 (1* half of the 2" cent.); O.Claud. IV 868 (ca. 138-161).

%0 E.g. 0.Did. 374 (before (?) ca. 88-96); 375 (before (?) ca. 125-140 (?).

oL E.g. 0.Did. 28 (18 May 176 or 18 May 208).

2 E.g. P.Ber. I1I 270 (2™ half of the 1% cent.).

%3 For the distinction between official and unofficial correspondence, see e.g. Vandorpe (2008) 155-177; and for

discussion of the private, business, and the official letters, see e.g. Muir (2009) 28-116.
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One of the important reasons for letter writing in the Eastern Desert, if not the most
important and the primary preoccupation of sending letters, was for the sake of procuring goods
and supplies:** foodstuffs, foremost clothes, medicine,”” various tools and materials, along
with the delivery of the letters themselves in several cases.”® This could point to the fact that in
the desert exchange of anything often necessitated communication, which was conducted via
ostraca letters. Desert life was harsh and basic goods were not easily available at the stations;
they had to be sent from other places. Letter writing was therefore essential for managing all
aspects of life. This is reflected in the many brief requests for goods, and in the many attempts
of individuals to justify their situation, defend themselves and apologize for not sending the
requested stuff, so that the correspondent would not perceive the person as neglectful. For
example, in a letter from Mons Claudianus, O.Claud. II 298 (mid 2™ cent.), a certain
Pathermoutis informs Lucius Longinus that he did not find anyone to send wood with him. In
0.Did. 416 (before (?) ca. 120-150) Statilius writes to Epaphroditos asking him not to think he
neglected to send the plates, but no donkey driver was willing to carry them, so that he needed
to send them with the camels. Also, Cassianus asks the recipient of O.Krok. I 96 (ca. 98-138)
not to blame him for not sending the vegetables, because of the lack of vegetables in his place.
0.Did. 435 (before (?) ca. 110-115) also represents a good instance of not sending the requested
stuff, meat, because of the lack of having it. Moreover, in O.Did. 428 (after (?) 96) the sender
sends vegetables to the recipient and apologizes to him that he only recently learned that he
was in Didymoi; otherwise he would have sent him vegetables daily. The importance of
exchanging these items could be confirmed by several instances in which the sender asks the
addressee in advance to inform him if he needs anything. For example, in O.Ber. III 472 (2™

half of the 1% cent.), N.N. writes to N.N. to ask him in advance to write about what he needs,

%4 See the intro. to O.Claud. 1 137-171, in which Biilow-Jacobsen indicates that the subject of these letters was
mostly the procurement of various necessities, and &repyd oot and mépyov pot are phrases that occur in nearly
all the letters. In addition to this, Bagnall and Cribiore (2006) 164 states that the bulk of Eastern Desert letters
which he described as short are dealing with the need for supplies. See also Cuvigny (2007) 89. For more about
the importance of the procurement and delivery of foodstuffs and various other items and materials to Mons
Claudianus, see Veen and Hamilton-Dyer (1998) 109-110; to the Eastern Desert, generally, see the intro. to
O.Florida, pp. 30-31.

% E.g. in O.Claud. IT 408 (1*! half of the 2" cent.) the sender asks the receiver to acknowledge the receipt of
medicine and medical tools.

% E.g. O.Claud. 1 145; 171 (ca. 100-120); 177; 11 239 (2™ cent.); O.Did. 344 (before (?) ca. 77-92); SB XXVIII
17113 (2" half of the 2™-beg. 3™ cent.), 17114 (2™ cent.), O.Krok. I 76? (ca. 117-125).
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since he would gladly bring it with him.

Sending and receiving the parcel posts by messenger is already known as a common
epistolary fopos, where words such as ékopicdunv, képicot and dnéctakko are very familiar,”’
but in the case of the Eastern Desert letters, the number of letters that incorporate these topoi
is very large. This makes it one of the distinctive features of the Eastern Desert correspondence.
Senders often request acknowledgment from the recipients of receipt of the goods, in order to
be sure that the stuff has been delivered by the carrier, as in the correspondence of the soldier
Dioskoros, who regularly requests acknowledgment from his comrades, the receivers of his
letters. For example, in O.Claud. I1 228 (mid 2" cent.), Dioskoros concludes a letter addressed
to Dracon, by asking him not to hesitate to inform him what he received so that he makes sure
that he has received what the messenger was supposed to carry to him. Moreover, he himself
informs them that he received their acknowledgment for the stuff sent, as in O.Claud. II 232
(mid 2™ cent.). Also in O.Claud. I 140 (ca. 110), Valerius Palmas asks the addressee to write
to N.N., so that he knows that he has received the stuff he sent. One might think of these kinds
of letters as a type of receipt written in epistolary form, particularly with some specific figures
such as Dioskoros. This may support the idea that Dioskoros was conducting small local trade
in the area, but what makes this hypothesis uncertain is the fact that he never asks them to pay
money or send stuff in return. In other instances, it is clear that local trade was conducted, in
which individuals had to pay for goods, especially salt: O.Did. 320-321 (before ca. 76-77); 322
(before[?] ca. 77-92), vinegar: O.Claud. I1 226 (mid 2" cent.), meat: O.Did. 373 (before (?) ca.
88-96), salty fish: O.Did. 442 (before (?) ca. 120-125) or the fresh fish from the Red Sea:
O.Claud. I 241 (mid 2™ cent); 242 (ca. 144-145).

Reproaching and blaming: the reasons for reproaching varies from letter to letter. Since
the correspondents were very interested in receiving acknowledgments of the receipt of goods,
they frequently reproach each other because of the carelessness of not replying and
acknowledging. For example, in O.Claud. II 226 (mid 2™ cent.), Dioskoros reproaches Dracon
and others that he sent them vegetables three days earlier and he did not receive any reply
whether they received them or not. In O.Claud. II 225 (mid 2™ cent.), he reproaches the same
Dracon for the same matter, since he recently sent him a triple jar (tpikepdpov) but Dracon
did not confirm in a reply. Similarly, in O.Claud. II 236 (mid 2" cent.), Ischyrion reproaches
N.N. for not confirming the receipt of items, while also encouraging him to write whether he

received them or not. The correspondents also blame each other for neglecting to send items

97 See White (1978) 304.
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themselves. For example, in O.Did. 317 (before (?) ca. 77-92), Iulius reproaches Dolens, saying
that a certain Crispus told him about money and the pen-case but Dolens did not give them to
him; therefore he asks him to send the pen-case quickly by someone coming to him because he
badly needs it.

Another reason for reproach was when one failed to reassure another of one’s well
being and safety, as in O.Ber. II 129 (ca. 50-75), where Hikane, the mother, chides her son
Isidoros in Berenike who neglected to reply to her letter to him and did not reassure her about
his health. Her emotional appeal to her maternal sacrifices are striking, 11.2-5 €y0 (1. &y®) uév
oot émotonyv yeypdonka [ 1 [.1.[. . ]émotoliv. dua [t]odto o€ éBdotalov dEka HAveS
(L. pfvac) xai tpia & og EMAalov etva (1. tva) pn €l[d]Ag pov pvnpovedoat d1” EmoTorRc, ‘I
wrote you a letter [ ?but did not receive a] letter. Was it for this that I carried you for ten months
and nursed you for three years, so that you would be incapable of remembering me by letter?”;%%
she emphasizes that she writes to him because it was necessary since she found a boat sailing
his way, 11.1-2 tp0 pev Tdvimv avaykat]ov nyncdunv épolkiov avayopévov ypd[yot - ca.14 -
] éué. A similar reproach regarding the carelessness to provide news is found in O.Claud. I 145
(ca. 100-120). There, Serenus who has sent meat to Casianus to buy them on his behalf
reproaches him for not informing him whether he sold the meat, while this is the third ostracon
sent to him without a reply; he therefore appeals to him to write whether the meat has already
been sold and to send the money with the tabellarius®® who brings the ostracon to him.

The daily life activities of the military men, workers, and other civilians occupied a
fairly good part of the desert correspondence. In O.Did. 341 (before (?) ca. 77-92), a soldier
writes to a fellow soldier informing him that he washed the tunic and gave it to the horseman
to deliver to him. The same matter of washing clothes is probably the subject of O.Did. 454
(before (?) ca. 176-210). Food and cooking is also a concern in the letters, as in O.Did. 389
(before (?) ca. 115-120) where Philokles asks Arrius to give his wife Sknips five drachmas and
three matia of barley in order to make to him sour dough.'” In O.Did. 397 (before (?) ca. 115-
120), the sender promises the addressee to send him some vetch porridge, should he made it,
and in SB XXVIII 17083 (end of the 2™-beg. of the 3™ cent.), the sender informs the receiver

that he sent him fresh glaukiskarion'®' which he sliced and cooked. A different activity is

%8 Trans. Bagnall et al..
% For the tabellarius, see ch. 2.
100 Most likely in this document this refers to gruel or porridge or the malt for beer, see O.Did. 389 note to 1.11.

101 This is a kind of fish, see LSJ yAavkickoc, s.v.
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attested in O.Florida 14 (mid-end 2" cent.) in which Maximus asks Tinarsieges to send him
some reed so that he can make her a small basket.!? Writing about the movement of people
between praesidia also occupies part of the correspondence. People get transferred to and from
praesidia in order to find better living and work conditions. In O.Did. 326 (before (?) ca. 75-
85), the soldier Iulius instructs the soldier Gaius Valerius [ustus to request permission to move
to his praesidium, which is perhaps in Phoinikon,!® since his praesidium is better (<h>oc -
melior [l. melius] - presidium). When moving they did not carry their basic furniture with them,
but kept it in the praesidia and exchanged it with each other. In O.Did. 422 (before (?) ca. 120
-125), soldiers swapped praesidia, exchanging each other’s rooms and mattresses. Sometimes
transfers were between units, but in O.Krok. IT 272 (first half of the reign of Hadrian), there is
a reference to the transfer of a cavalryman to a new ala.

The request for medical help is also a topic that presents itself. Since people living in
the desert were in difficult circumstances and a harsh environment, they were subject to various
dangers. For example in O.Claud. I1 221 (ca. 145), Bekis asks his son Peteharoeris to send him
a bandage for his head. In O.Claud. IV 408 (1° half of the 2"¢ cent.), Askalaphonas informs
Alexas that he has sent him medicine and medical tools through Vespasianus, the tabellarius.
O.Claud. II 222 (138-166) represents an interesting urgent request between two unknown
persons, in which the sender requests immediate assistance for an official who is in danger of
death because of an inflammation of the tonsils. The use of eye-salves is also attested in some
letters. In O.Claud. II 220 (ca. 137-145), there is the mention of the delivery of an eye salve, in
addition to a request from the sender for the receiver to get saffron from the doctor and send it
to him. This probably is used as an eye cure, as well. In O.Claud. I 174 (early 2™ cent.), the
father Isidoros, who suffers pain when sleeping, blames his two sons Isidoros and Paniskos for
neglecting to send him the small elbow-rest which he requested in a previous letter, and he asks
them to send it along with two sticks of eye-salve.

As in all communities, maintaining relationships, conveying greetings and providing
reassurances about one’s health and well-being are common topoi in the Eastern Desert corpus.
People found it important to write brief letters just for these matters. In SB XXVIII 17115 (150-
175), a letter addressed from Hareotes to Apollonides, Hareotes starts by referring to the

proskynema he has made on behalf of Apollonides before the god Serapis; then he proceeds to

102 On the question of gender of the sender of the letter, see Thomas (1978) 142-144; Bagnall and Cribiore (2006)
167-168.
103 See the intro. to O.Did. 326.
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the body of the letter, which contains simple greetings to a string of several people. In O.Claud.
I 146 (ca. 100-120), Maximus found it necessary to write a complete letter of 9 lines to greet
Cassianus, his brother-in-law, and to ask him to greet his daughter, besides informing him that
a certain Artemius greets him. The importance ascribed to the delivery of simple greetings is
evident from the frequent appeals in letters for information about the safety and well-being of
others.!% The same is apparent in letters in which the sender begins by saying how he found it
necessary to greet the addressee with a letter, as mentioned by Capito in O.Ber. II 198 (ca. 50-
75) and by Vibius Maximus in O.Did. 403 (before (?) ca. 110 -115), who tells his receivers,
Panisneus and Theanous, that above all he meant to greet them with a letter. On the other hand,
receiving reassurances about one’s health was a matter of priority in cases of sickness. In the
private letter O.Krok. I 76 (ca. 117-125), the curator of the praesidium of Persou asks the
curator of the praesidium of Krokodilo to send an ostracon with information about the health
of a colleague facing the danger of death. In O.Did. 350 (before (?) ca. 77-92), the sender, who
heard about the illness of his comrade, sent a letter asking about his health using very
expressive sentences, 11.4-5 01dsg (1. 01dag) 8Tt yAvkdtepov odk Eyopev GAMA®[V] &v T xdpte
(1. xywptn) Nu@v, ‘you know that we have nothing dearer than each other in the cohort’, 9-10
0idec (1. 0idag, i.e. 0ic0a) koi 6O &1L 00SEV Exopév oot mépye (L. Tépyar), ‘you, too, know that
we have nothing to send you’.!%

Just as there was a habit of the writer adding his own wishes to the receiver at the end
of the letter in cases where he was well known to both the sender and the receiver,!% in the
corpus of the Eastern Desert there is similarly the habit of the writer adding greetings at the

end of the letter.'%”

104 See e.g. O.Claud. II 258, 7-8 (mid 2™ cent.); O.Claud. II 260, 7-8 (mid 2™ cent.); O.Claud. II 261 (mid 2™
cent.), 7-8.

105 Trans. Biillow-Jacobsen.

106 See Muir (2009) 9.

107 E.g. Alexandros, the writer of O.Claud. II 258 (mid 2™ cent.), 8-9, adds his greetings to Alexas the receiver of
the letter from Titianus; in this letter, further wishes are added at the end of the letter by a different hand, which
is supposed to be that of Titianus the sender, ‘(handl) dondleton dudg AAéEavdpoc. (hand 2) éppdcbat du(ag
gfyopon)’; he does the same thing in O.Claud. II 259 (2" cent.), 17-18. There are several unpublished letters
written by a certain Maximus in which he follows the same way of adding his greetings to receivers known to
him, using slightly different formulas; see the intro. to O.Claud. II 260. For more information on this practice, see

ch. 5.
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Family matters and personal issues are frequent themes in the letters. In O.Florida 14
(mid-end 2" cent.), Maximus writes to Tinarsieges, who is pregnant, asking her to write to him
in advance with her expected delivery date, so that he can come and be with her. Similarly, in
0.Did. 402 (before (?) ca. 110 -115), a soldier writes to his wife who has recently given birth
discussing with her the possibility of coming to him by caravan, in addition to asking her to
bring him a sheet or mattress (tetpddepua) if she can.!%® Personal problems are addressed in
the desert letters, too. For example, in O.Did. 362 (before (?) ca. 88-96), which is a Latin letter
sent from the soldier C. Lurius to the veteran Arius, who is experiencing problems with some
young soldiers, Lurius says to Arius that what they are quarreling about is nothing and that he
has to behave as an experienced man and to teach these young recruits. In O.Claud. I 138 (ca.
110), Maximus blames his sister because of a family disagreement and the bad attitude of his
brother Valerius Longus. The harsh environment that surrounded them also affected their plans,
as in O.Claud. IT 223 (ca. 153), where N.N. apologizes to N.N that he did not come as planned
because he was bitten by a scorpion.

Financial matters and legal issues constitute themes of other letters. Various kinds of
business, money transactions, and legal obstacles are discussed in letters. For example, in
O.Claud. I 172-173 (ca. 110-120), a father and his brothers Anicetus and Heracleides discuss
their concerns about a debt of money. In the first letter, 172, after the father has sent an earlier
statement concerning this debt, Anicetus informs his father that as soon as he sells some things
he will send him the money for the debt. In the second letter 173, Anicetus informs his father
that he sent nothing because a certain person has left taking the staters with him; therefore, he
demands from his father to be surety for him. Exchanging money between individuals is a
common matter, frequently attested in the Eastern Desert corpus; e.g. in SB XXII 15380 (first
half of the 2™ cent.), a letter sent to Abu Sha’ar, Psaisteinos asks Niger to give to the carrier
Petronius 2 drs. and to receive from him a new stater. In O.Claud. II 243 (mid 2™ cent.),
Petenophotes asks his brother Valerius to send with the camels the money he earned on a sale,
since he needs it. O.Did. 342 (before (?) ca. 77-92) discusses a more legal matter: Numerius
asks Longinus to serve as his witness in a case concerning money he has lent to a friend when
they were together, and in O.Did. 343 (before (?) ca. 77-92) Longinus asks Numerius to remind
him exactly when he lent his friend the money, so that they have consistent information when

he testifies for him.

108 The same matter is the subject of O.Max. inv. 267 (2™ cent.) which is published in Biilow-Jacobsen, Cuvigny,

Fournet (1994) 33-34.
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Requests for relief from duty are also found in the corpus. Being relieved from duty is
a matter that concerned the soldier Gaius Antonius to the degree that he asks his colleague
Longinus Crispus in two letters (339-341; before (?) ca. 77-92) to tell him if he has heard
anything about pending relief.

Additional reasons for writing that are mentioned in the Eastern Desert corpus are

109

complaints,'?® charges of injury and wrongdoing,'!® female companionship,!!! in addition to

less frequent letters of consolation,!'!? recommendation,''3 and petition.'*

As for official letters, they circulated among high officials, or between them and the
workers concerned with the management of the stations and quarries. They also distinguish
themselves from private ones in that they could be copied on large jars together with other
letters, as in O.Krok. I 87 (118).

Not uncommon epistolary topics among officials are requisitions of tools and materials
and the demand for workers and soldiers in the quarries and for making the columns. Letters
were written to the persons in charge of the materials, who would then pass on the requested
items to deliverers; e.g. in O.Claud. IV 788 (ca. 98-117), the decurio Marcus Caninius orders
Sabinus to give certain persons some tools, including pegs, ropes, and pieces of wood. In
O.Claud. IV 818 (ca. 109-110), the foreman Phthaus asks N.N. to issue 26 irons to the one who
is carrying the ostracon to him. In O.Claud. IV 819 (ca. 110), the foreman Sansnos asks
Petronius to send to the quarry of Apollon a skin of water. In O.Claud. IV 894 (ca. 150-154),
in addition to the demand of ten hammers, Hieronymos asks Hermaiskos to send 7
stonemasons, a hammer man, and two other people for work on the stone. Soldiers were also
the subject of requests at the different locations. In O.Claud. II 387 (2" cent.), the curator of
Tiberiane, Nepheros, requests from Archibios, the curator of Claudianus, 4 soldiers to be sent

to him.

109°E.g. P.Ber. 111 270 (2™ half of the 1* cent.); O.Krok. IT 177; 226 (28-117).

110 O Krok. I1 224 (28-138).

11 O Krok. 11 182 (28-117); 221 (28-117/117-138).

112 B o O.Did. 424 (before (?) ca. 125-140). For the letters of condolence in Greek papyri, see Chapa (1998);
Worp (1995) 149-154; Stowers (1986) 142-152.

113 B o O.Ber. II 123 (ca. 50-75); O.Did. 345 (before (?) ca. 78-85); O.Krok. 11 217 (28-117). For more about the
letters of recommendation, see Kim (1972); Keyes (1935) 28-44; Stowers (1986) 153-165.

114 E.g. 0.Claud. II 287-288 (mid 2" cent.).
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Roll calls of workers and soldiers also occupy correspondence from the Eastern Desert.
It was necessary to report the absence of workers at the quarries and of soldiers in the praesidia,
and workers had to submit letters to obtain permission for leave. In O.Claud. IV 862 (ca. 1377?),
there is a collective request from the stonemasons addressed to the official Saturnilus in order
to gain leave of absence (commeatus). O.Claud. IV 864 and O.Claud. II 383 (ca. 98-117),
represent perfect examples of reporting the absence of workers to both civilian and military
parties: in O.Claud. IV 864, Demetras reports to N.N. the absence of Nemonas, the stone-
mason, who did not come to work on the well, and in O.Claud. II 383 Demetras reports the
same matter to Publius, the decurio. Requests of absence or leave for military men was
presumably demanded in advance by the responsible officials, most likely the curator, since
they would need to carry pass documents recording the period permitted for their leave, in case
they were questioned by the authorities.!!> Absence from service was discouraged, and could
put a person in an awkward position, as in O.Claud. II 384 (2" cent.) in which the curator
[Jonius Valens reports to [|nius, the decurio, that a soldier has been absent from the praesidium
for 17 days because of illness, which apparently put him in trouble.

The delivery of water to the quarries is a matter that official correspondence
occasionally deals with: in O.Claud. IV 786 (ca. 98-117), the sender asks Sabinus the receiver
of the letter to supply water skins to the quarry of Apollo, while in O.Claud. IV 787 (ca. 98-
117) there is an order to provide the stone-masons at Mons Claudianus with three camels of
water.!16

Other topics of concern in official letters are the provision of information and feedback
to high officials concerning ongoing and completed work: for example, in O.Claud. IV 850
(late 2" cent.) the foremen and the stonemasons write to the prefect Antonius Flavianus
informing him that they have finished making one of the columns, in addition to demanding

supplies of steel and charcoal in order to finish another one faster. Similarly, in O.Claud. IV

115 For example, in the following two private letters, the curator was the responsible for the leave permissions to
soldiers. In O.Did. 447 (before (?) ca. 140-150), a letter between two soldiers, the sender is warming the addressee
Damas to take care that his permission of absence is written by the curator. In O.Did. 439 (before (?) ca. 110-115)
there is reference to a demand of a commeatus from a curator, too. In O.Florida 1, a furlough pass dating to the
mid-to-late 2™ century can be found and SB XX 14248=P.Quseir 1 (1%-beg. 2" cent.) represents a list of absent
soldiers from the garrison at Myos Hormos. About the furlough of the military men, see Speidel (1985) 283-293
and the intro. to O.Florida, p.19.

116 As evidence for the actual delivery of water, see the receipts from the water archive in O.Berenike 3, e.g. 274-

453, see also chapter 3.
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853 (ca. 186-187), stonemasons and foremen write to the procurator Probus announcing to him
the accomplishment of making a column and giving him information about a quarry he was
concerned about. In 856 (ca. 186-187) they announce to him the accomplish of another column.

The loading of, e.g., columns and stones receives attention in some letters. Difficulties
and obstacles surrounded this discomforting work, in particular, since the destination in the
Nile valley was far:'!'” in O.Claud. IV 889 (ca. 150-154), Nepheros the curator of Tiberiane
writes to Athenodoros concerning the transportation of columns coming from Tiberiane, to
inform him that he has prepared the road for this. In O.Claud. IV 896 (ca. 150-154), Sokrates
writes to Hermaiskas the tabularius (or assistant) to tell him that there is a possibility of finding
a two-wheel cart for loading the stone. And in O.Claud. IV 884 (ca. 150-154) Sokrates demands
that Athenodoros send him a dekanos (an overseer of a group of workers) in order to move the
stones, so that he can arrange for the loading of the carts.

Not only the transportation of stones presented problems, but other work-related
obstacles could arise as well. In O.Claud. II 365 (2" cent.), Palas the curator of the praesidium
of Raima informs the decurio Marcus Caninius that there is a lack of beasts of burden, and that
he cannot find any solution to this problem. In O.Claud. IV 891 (ca. 150-154), Hieronymos
informs Athenodoros that the work is lying idle because of the lack of material, therefore he
asks him to send certain materials by donkey at once.

Assisting the soldiers so that they arrived safely at their destinations was a
preoccupation of some officials, and it required arranging via correspondence. In O.Claud. II
357 (2" half of the 2™ cent.), the centurion Horion asks the curators of the praesidia to give
help to the soldiers who are coming on missions with 2 tabellarii to Egypt (i.e., the Nile valley).
Similarly, in O.Claud. II 358 (138-161), Nemonianus asks the curators of the praesidia
Antonius and Furius to provide Eutyches, who is going to Kaine, with a fabellarius.''® In a
letter addressed from the decurion Marcus Caninius to Apolinaris, the curator of the praesidium
of Raima (O.Claud. II 363 [2™ cent.]), Paniskos and Didymos son of Doras got permission to
pass with a tabellarius to Egypt. It seems that the tabellarii served in such cases as guides to
the soldiers because of their knowledge of the roads; they could thus lead the soldiers safely to
their final destination.

As with the private and business correspondence, the delivery of provisions in an

17 On transportation to the Nile valley, see O.Claud. IV, pp. 267-272.
118 O.Claud. 1I 359 (98-117) is not a complete letter, but most likely addressed from Antoninus to the curators of

the praesidia of the road of Claudianus for the same matter.
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official context had to be communicated in letters. In O.Claud. II 366 (2"¢ cent.), Teres the
curator of Raima informs Annius, the duplicarius, that the horseman Octavius arrived from
Egypt with the monthly provisions, mentioning the precise time and date of his arrival. Most
probably these were the monthly rations of wheat for the soldiers.'"”

Orders or instructions are also staple components of official letters, particularly in
regard to work matters, as in O.Claud. IV 871 (ca. 138-161) in which Epikouros orders
Longinos to give food to the familia’?’ (or the workers) who arrived from Egypt and to be sure
to record this on the account. In O.Claud. IV 874 (ca. 138-161) Nemesion asks Apollonios
kindly to take care of the charges of the carts, which are coming the next day to Mons
Claudianus.

While official correspondence comprises extensive types of requests, it also is used for
reports, such as the reporting of attacks. Official letters report several attacks on stations and
isolated individuals committed by groups of barbarians, as in O.Krok. I 87, col.1, 27-38
(118),2! sent from a horseman to a cohort’s centurio, informing him that their camp was
subject to attack by sixty barbarians who after fighting them succeeded to surround the camp
for some hours, kidnapping and killing a soldier, woman and children. Another gladiator writes
a letter, O.Did. 44 (beg. of the 3™ cent.), to inform his superior that he could not accomplish
his mission because of an attack by barbarians.

The circulation and dispatch of official correspondence and the delivery of goods
represent important elements in the Eastern Desert corpus. Some letters record the very process
of circulating official letters, as does O.Claud. II 374 (mid 2" cent.), in which Sarapion, the
curator of Raima, informs Aelius Serenus, the curator of the quarry of Claudianus, that he
released the soldier Horion with the two familiares, Hermapollon and Rouphos, with imperial
letters, specifying the time and day that he did this. In O.Claud. Il 376 (mid 2™ cent.), he
informs him that he released the familiaris Pouonsis with a letter in addition to two pieces of
rope for the equipment of the praesidium. Similarly, in O.Krok. I 83 (ca. 98-117), a letter
addressed from Apollinaris (curator?) to Leukalios (curator?), Apollinaris informs Leukalios

that he received the letters and dispatched them further an hour after their arrival.!??

119 See the intro. to O.Claud. I1 366, p. 208. O.Krok. I 89, 5 (ca. 25. July - 23. Aug. 118) also refers to provisions
for a praesidium.

120 For the familia, see ch.2

121 For more detailed discussion of this ostracon, see ch.5.

122 There are also registers from Krokodilo that record the circulation of official correspondence, such as O.Krok.

188 (ca. 118). From Didymoi, there are detailed daybooks recording the time, the day, the distance and the carriers
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It is immediately recognizable that we are dealing with a very practically-minded
community, which did not concern itself in the letters very extensively with social concerns;
thus there are no examples of invitations for weddings or birthday parties.!'?® Personal
correspondence focused rather on the well-being of friends and family. It is interesting that a
very large number of letters concerns requests for provisions such as cabbage, fish, etc. It seems
quite clear that letter writing was closely associated with the exchange of goods, which explains
why Philokles is so prominent, since commerce necessitated communication, which was
conducted via ostraca letters. Letter writing was thus an integral part of the inner economic and
security system. Moreover, officials relied on letter exchange to manage activities at the
quarries and praesidia. For the Roman administration, the Eastern Desert was an extremely
important source of raw materials and a point of access to coveted eastern trade markets. Thus
they invested large amounts of resources in the region, despite its harsh nature. In order to
realize the benefits of this investment, they had to manage complex logistics. And this required
constant correspondence, the production of which will be surveyed in greater detail in the

following chapters.

who delivered the letters to their destination, e.g. O.Did. 22 (before (?) ca. 220-250); 23 (after (?) ca. 220); 24-25
(before (?) ca. 220-250).

123 For a birthday party invitation, see e.g. P. Oxy. IX 1214 (5% cent), For discussion about the parties, their venues
and invitations, see El-Mofatch (2016) 1993-2010. For invitations in Roman Egypt, see Bassiouni (1991) 69-85.
The military milieu does not exclude social activity completely, as appears from the documents of Vindolanda,

see e.g. T.Vind. II 291, a warm invitation to a birthday celebration. For more details on the Vindolanda texts, see

Bowman (1994).
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2 The messengers and means of transportation

A survey of documents from the Eastern Desert reveals that letters and other items were
delivered by various types of messengers and means of transportations, over both long and
short distances. Since letters were often accompanied with goods, and in many cases the letters
were sent as cover letters to the accompanying goods, this chapter discusses the messengers
who are attested as letter carriers primarily and as item carriers secondarily.

The circulation of correspondence and transfer of items happened both in official and
unofficial contexts. Therefore, couriers are treated in terms of both the official and unofficial
correspondence (the latter including business and private letters), although there is not always

a clear distinction between the two contexts since couriers were employed for both.

2.1 Official postal service and local authority in antiquity
2.2.1. The Persian Empire

During the 6th century BCE, the Persian postal system, the so-called dyyopniov (or
ayyapelov), was established by the Persian King Cyrus for the internal communication of the
empire.! It was a well-organized system operated by relays of couriers riding on horseback.?
Postal stations were spread all over the Empire at intervals of one day’s travel. Delivery
depended on the successful hand-off of items from one courier to another along these stations,’
with the possibility of obtaining night relays, if necessary.* The system probably involved
members of the ruler’s bodyguard who delivered personal items and correspondence. Possibly,
at the top of the system, a high-ranking official was in charge of reporting to the king.> The

system was used not only for letter exchange but also for transporting the king and his officials.

1 See Kolb (2000) 16-17; Muir (2009) 11; Hdt., Hist. VIIL.99.1. For angaria, see Kolb (1996) 699-700.
2 See Llewelyn (1995) 341.

3 See Remijsen (2007) 130.

* See White (1986) 214.

® See Llewelyn (1994a) 2-4.

5 See White (1986) 214.
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2.1.2 Classical Greece
In classical Greece, no organized postal service was supported and, in the case of urgent
missions in some Greek cities,’ official and military mails were delivered by long distance day-

runners or the so-called hemerodromoi® and probably by ships.’

2.1.3 Egypt during the Ptolemaic period

The postal system in Egypt during the reign of Ptolemies was modeled on the Persian
one, but not exactly duplicated. For the sake of fast exchange of information and goods, a postal
system was established and activities of exchange were fairly extensively documented. This
provides us with good information about the process of circulation, such as the items delivered,
the couriers employed, the delivery schedules, the possible reasons for delays, and the ultimate
destinations.!® In Egypt, thanks to the preservation of some documents, it is known that the
regular postal system, which was used for official circulation and communication, ran from the
North to South and vice versa. It was been used for the exchange of both letters and goods and
depended on relays of riders and sub-post offices.!! The best text to explain this system is
P.Hib. I 110 (27 Aug., 271 BCE), the longest and the most informative daybook to survive.
The papyrus documents the exchange of items between the sixteenth and twenty-third (8 days)
of an unknown month. They were sent to the king and his financial minister in Alexandria from
the south of Egypt, and from the king and his minister to the South of Egypt. The post circulated
was either kvAotot (larger rolled documents) or émictoat (folded-letters). We can identify the
directions of the exchange through the use of the word dvwBev, which refers to deliveries from
upper Egypt ‘from South to North” and xdtw6ev for the opposite direction from lower Egypt
‘from North to South’.!? The document records for each day the following entries: the date,
time of delivery, the carrier, the delivered parcel, to whom it is addressed, the official who
received it and which official passed it on to which carrier, and sometimes from which direction
the first carrier arrived, e.g. 11.65-69 ‘. dpagc npaTng mapédwkey Oevyp[n]otog dvobev (1.

dvodev) Awvion ku(Motodg) ¥, (Ov) BoosiAl (1. Pactrel) ITtorepaiot ku(Aotol) B, Amolmvimt

7 See Muir (2009) 11.

8 See Remijsen (2007) 131.

9 See White (1986) 214.

10'See Remijsen (2007) 131 and Kolb (2000) 17.
11 See Muir (2009) 12.

12 See Llewelyn (1994a) 8-9.
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dowkntit kv(AMotog) a, Awiag 8¢ mapédwkey ‘Immoddton, ‘the 18th, at the first hour
Theuchrestos, who came from the south, gave the three rolls to Dinias. Two of those were for
the king Ptolemy, one for Apollonios, the dioiketes. Dinias gave them to Hippolytos’.!* Since
the text has been studied previously, by Preisigke first and after that by Llewelyn and Remijsen,
who also discussed the conclusions of Preisigke, I will summarize some of their conclusions
and assumptions around the text; some things are still open to question.!'#

The following table represents Preisigke's summary in a table created by Llewelyn (Table 1).

} Incoming postal items The same outgoing postal items
|
INo.| Lines |Day| Hour ‘ Received|  Courier Delivered to | Issued by the Courier  |Dispatched
,, _ | from | | theofficial | official _ to
— w
1| 54-60 | 16 ? || (south) [ ] *AdeEdvSpwt | ’ANéEavBpos | [N]ikodrjuwe | (north)
2| 61-64 | 17 |éwbun — = Apiveorr | PAplilviwly | Bevuxpriotar | (south)
3| 6569 | 18 1 dvwdev Pevxplnlotos] Awia Awias ‘IrroAvowL (north)
4] 70-74 | 18 6 ; — — davia Apivov Twpokpdtn | (south)
5| 75-87 | 19 11 frdTwlev | [Nuk68npos |’ AreEdv8put () [ ] (south)
6| 91-96 | 20 2 I Gouth) | [AlvkokAis | *Aplivow] "Apivav ‘IrmoAvowL (north)
71 97-99 | 21 6 Nxdrwev [. levae. davia "Qpos Awov[vlgiwe | (south)
8 |100-105]| 22 1 || south) | Al..Jwv [Awiar?] Awias Nikodrjpwt | (north)
9 |106-108| 22 | 12 [ vwbev |  Aéwr ‘Alpivon] | "Apivav  [‘lrlonbow]| (north)
10]109-114| 23 |€wbwni|| dvwbev | Tipokpdtns [PAreEdvSpwt ]| ’ANéEavspos [ ] (north)
11] 51-53 ? ? (south) [ ] [ ] [%) [ ] (north)

The daybook was found in an unknown place, but Preisigke suggests that the location
to which the daybook belongs was the Polemon meris in the Arsinoite nome.!'> Remijsen in her
article argues for other possibilities, but she tends to locate the station at Hiera Nesos (TM Geo
840), because it lies on the border of the Herakleopolite nome and the meris of Polemon. In
addition, there were horsemen troops camped in Hiera Nesos, who could logically serve as
postriders. Moreover, several documents from the same mummy cartonnage to which P. Hib.
I 110 belongs are connected with this village. The official staff in the postal station of this
daybook are all Greeks and were around five in number.!® The official Phanias was perhaps
responsible for managing the station and also kept the daybook, since he is the receiver of the
d&ov (or the sum paid for the postage at the office).!” Most likely each carrier operated a fixed

stage of the relay and the journey took one day going North, and the return journey was made

13 See Remijsen (2007) 132. The name ‘InmoAdtmt was previously read as ‘Inmoldcwt, modified in BL 5. 46.
14 Preisigke (1907) 241-277; Llewelyn (1994a) 1-25; Llewelyn (1993) 41; Remijsen (2007) 127-140.

15 See Preisigke (1907) 255-256 and Llewelyn (1994a) 9-10.

16 See Remijsen (2007) 131, 133.

17 See P.Hib. I, note to 1.64.
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the following day. No means of transportation is attested in the text, but since the service was
quick and immediate and there were at least four dispatches passed by the post office daily, the
use of horses rather than boats seems the most likely along stations located at the edges of the
Nile valley.'® What could also support this assumption is the post addressed to the king,!”
which is supposed to be delivered by horsemen. The journeys were done according to six-hour
plans, and the 4 journeys each day were performed as follows: at the 1% and the 12% hour of
the day from South to North, and from the North to the South at the 6" and the 12" hour of the
day, with six hours for the journey between the stations, normally. This simply means that the
system runs during the day and night. Similar to the Persian system, officials of high rank who
held the liturgical position of postal director oversaw this system. But there was another system
that was also employed. It was intended for less urgent communications and relied mainly on
foot carriers and camels. The latter were employed for heavier parcels. The system appears in
P.Oxy. IV 710 (after 20 Sept. - 19 Oct. 111 BCE) which contains an order of payment to forty-
four papyrus carriers, a precis-writer, an escort and a camel-driver in Oxyrhynchus, 11.2-4 &v
1 "O&upuyyitnt Bupriaedpolg avdpdot ud mpoypdemt o £Pddmt o kapnAitnt a, (yivovtat)
ue.20

2.1.4 The Roman Republic and Roman Empire

A. M. Ramsay has noted the lack of an official postal service during the Roman
Republic; moreover there is no evidence for it in Latin literature.?! Both private and official
post was delivered by slaves or freedmen called rabellarii.*? By the reign of Augustus,? a
postal system was initiated to facilitate rapid and organized communication throughout the
empire. This system was maintained by his successors, too. It relied on the cursus publicus,

which depended on relay couriers.?* It was similar to the Persian system in that couriers were

18 See Llewelyn (1993) 43, 44, 47.

19 See Remijsen (2007) 131.

20 See Llewelyn (1994a) 9-11; Llewelyn (1993) 54; Kolb (2000) 17-18.

21 See Ramsay (1920) 79.

22 See Sarri (2018) 12.

23 Ramsay (1920) 79 argues another point of view, namely that, according to Cicero, there was no serious postal
system in his day and in case a provincial governor wished to convey dispatches he would send them by one of
his own lictors or statores or by the tabellarii of the tax-farming companies. Each governor had several statores,

who apparently served as carriers at the disposal of the governor.

24 See Muir (2009) 11-12.
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always ready to deliver items from one station to other.?® The system was mainly used for

¢ i.e. administrative communication and the military activities,

official communication, 2
through the entire Roman empire. 2’ The system continued to develop until it took its basic
structure in the first century, 12 CE, and included transportation of Roman officials and soldiers
travelling to take up posts or to perform their official duties. But not all the people were allowed
to use the cursus publicus, only people who gained a post warrant (diploma) from the emperor
or his authorized agent.?® In addition, it is also known that during the first century emperors
and governors started to use soldiers to deliver their official correspondence.?® In the cursus
publicus, stations were located along military roads on major highways and roads where

couriers could refresh themselves before arriving at their final destination.*® Suetonius reports

to us that ‘In order to obtain the earliest intelligence of what was passing in the provinces,

25 See Remijsen (2007) 130.

26 The cursus publicus was intended only for government missives and other sorts of official correspondence.
Ordinary persons who needed to send private correspondence were able to employ a servant or a slave to perform
the task. In some cases, they could also hire a “letter carrier” variously called an £émotoAapdpog, ypoppuatneopoc,
or ovppoyxoc. People who were incapable of hiring a carrier could possibly send their dispatches with a trusted
person or friend. In such cases, this trusted person often served to carry the response back from the receiver of the
letter to the sender again. During the Ptolemaic period, the earliest word used to refer to the ‘letter carrier’ was
Bipragpdpoc (also PuPragdpog, BuPriopdpoc); it was used officially to refer to the official carriers and the royal
messengers. In the Roman period it was replaced by émotoAnedpog (also mictorapdpog, Emotolopdpoc), who
was for at least the first few centuries of the Roman period liturgically appointed within the framework of the
cursus publicus. At each village there was one émotoAn@dpoc, or more than one if necessary, conducting official
correspondence for the village. By the late third century another designation for ‘letter carrier’ appeared,
ypoppatnedpoc, who was also liturgically appointed. Little attested before the 4™ century is the c¥ppooc; most
likely, he worked for wealthy persons as a personal assistant or agent responsible for transferring their post and
dispatches, see Blumell (2012) 99-100 and (2014) 46-48, 51, 53; Sarri (2018) 18-19, 23-24. See also Bagnall and
Cribiore (2006) 37-38 for the delivery of private correspondence. ypappotnedpoc, Emotorapdpog and cOppoKoS
are liturgical posts of letter carriers, see Lewis (1982) 23, 29, 48. For the different function and meaning of
ypappotnedpog in late antiquity and the Byzantine period, see Morelli (2005) 351-371.The office of the cOppoxog
frequently appears from the 4™ to the 7" century CE. It was express post service that was limited to Egypt. They
moved on foot or on horseback. They likely were members of military unit, since they were armed carrying sword
and shield, see Jordens (1986) 105-106. For discussion about the post of the cOppoyog as liturgical service, see
P.Heid. V, pp. 55-58.

27 Blumell (2012) 98-99.

28 See Blumell (2014) 46, Llewelyn (1995) 341, Ramsay (1920) 85.

29 See Van Dongen (2014) 104-105.

30 Blumell (2014) 46 and Ramsay (1920) 85.
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Augustus established posts, consisting at first of young men stationed at moderate distances
along the military roads, and afterwards of regular couriers with fast vehicles; which appeared
to him the most commodious, because the persons who were the bearers of dispatches, written
on the spot, might then be questioned about the business, as occasion occurred’.?! Along the
roads, change-stations were supplied with 8 to 40 public animals (e.g. mules, donkeys, etc.).
The number of these depended on the importance of the road to draw the vehicles along.*?

By the reign of Diocletian, the cursus publicus was probably divided into two divisions,
the express post (cursus velox/0&ve dpduoc) and the slower wagon post (cursus
clabularis/mhatdg dpdpog).>® Unlike the Persian system, the cursus publicus’s rounds were not
regular, but were established according to the necessity. Moreover, in the cursus publicus
system the same carrier was responsible for delivering the post to its final destination, and at
each station he could refresh himself and receive a fresh horse. Speed was his first priority in
this system and correspondence could be transferred the same day over a distance of around
150 km and even further, as we see in P.Panop.Beatty 2 (Jan.-Feb. 300 CE), a document that
records correpondence sent to the strategus of the Panopolite nome over a period of 2 months,
in which some letters were delivered on the same day over a distance of almost 200 km.3*
Finally, during this period, it seems that a system of Nile boats was also used for the delivery
of mail. P.Panop.Beatty 1, col.3, 60-63 and col.9, 252-255 (298 CE) shows that official transfer

of letters was carried by boats; Nile cutters or aAddeg.>

2.2 The postal system in Egypt and the Eastern Desert during the Roman Period
Before I start my discussion of the Roman postal system in Egypt, I have to mention
that during the Ptolemaic period evidence for the existence of an official postal system in the

Eastern Desert appears in an unpublished ostracon from Bir Samut (O.Sam. inv. 539),

31 The translation to Suet. Aug. 49.3 “Et quo celerius ac sub manum adnuntiari cognoscique posset, quid in
provincia quaque gereretur, iuvenes primo modicis intervallis per militaris vias, dehinc vehicula disposuit.
Commodius id visum est, ut qui a loco idem perferunt litteras, interrogari quoque, si quid res exigant, possint.”
is from the website of Perseus. Accessed on 16 May 2018.

32 Llewelyn (1995) 341.

33 Blumell (2014) 46. For the system of the cursus publicus during the 3/-4" centuries CE and later, see Lemcke
(2016) and Crogiez-Petrequin (2009) 143-163.

34 Blumell (2012) 98-99.

35 See Llewelyn (1994a) 1-2, more details in Kolb (2000) 198-205. However, a tax was paid for a postal boat in a
receipt dates to the 2™ century in O.Eleph. DAIK 42 (Elephantine; 10 March 131).
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xkv(Motol) B, én(iotolal) B, (tovtwv). It is a fragment of a postal journal that shows the use of
a mail exchange system for communicating official dispatches by messengers. The
correspondence was delivered by the so-called BupAiapdpot between neighboring stations
called otabpoi.’® Letters were identified as émotolat (letters) and kvAistot (bundles of rolled
documents), as in the Ptolemaic daybook P. Hib. I 110 (27 Aug., 271 BCE).

During the Roman period, the best daybooks preserved from the official and military
postal system in Egypt are those from the Eastern Desert. What survive from the Nile valley
are quite different from the Eastern Desert records. Besides being on papyrus, which is only a
difference of material, they do not provide the same kind of detailed information about the
process of mail circulation.

One of the best documents from outside the Eastern Desert is P.Ryl. II 78 (unknown;
25 May 157), which represents an official letter addressed to the strategos of the Busirite nome
in the Delta about the dispatch of packets of émictodai and émotdiuato addressed to several
officials, including the Prefect of Egypt himself, and concerning administrative matters and
taxation. The post was delivered by the émiotolagdpot, and the offices of the strategoi of the
nomes served as relays, next to secondary relays called otatimvec.’’ But it seems that there
were some obstacles surrounding the delivery process; we learn at lines 24-26 that no
messenger was there to carry the correspondence, map @ otoydlopon adTOV pepevnKéval pn
dvtog kel Tvog EmoToAaPOPOL €K ToD VIO 601 VOopoD 10D d[1]ako[p]odvtdg ot avTdv KoTa
10 kehevobévta, ‘where 1 conjecture that the packet has remained, no messenger being there
from your nome to carry it to you according to the orders’.*®

All of this makes P.Hib. I 110 more similar to the Eastern Desert’s daybooks, as the
Eastern Desert daybooks document detailed information about the month, the day, the time of
delivery, the kind of post delivered, how many items there were, by whom the correspondence
was transferred and where it was sent, e. g. O.Krok. I 1, 17 a kA(fipog) A+ émotorol \Gmo
Mvocoppov/ [A]vékB(moav) (1. [n]véxd(noav) ano TIépoov dio Aou(irtiov) inné(wc) Spav (1.
dpav) ¥ nuépac)- ic (. €ig) Poyvikdva) Karylo, ‘1st tour, (day) 30, letters from Myos

36 5ta0udc was the Greek name for the stations or stages along the royal roads in Persia where the king used to
rest while travelling, LSJ, s.v. The ostracon was discussed by Cuvigny in 2016 at a symposium at the Collége de
France; the talk is available online at: https://www.college-de-france.fr/site/en-jean-pierre-brun/symposium-
2016-03-30-11h30.htm (accessed 27 May 2018).

37 Cuvigny (2013) 421.

38 Trans. (eds.) Johnson, Martin, S. Hunt.
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Hormos, were brought from Persou through Domitius the horseman at the 3rd hour of the day
to Phoinikon, (by) Kaigiza’. The following table summarizes this lengthy daybook, which dates
to after (?) 28. March 108 and records the circulation of official post between Krokodilo and

the neighboring stations, principally Phoinikon and Persou.*”

39 0.Krok. I 1 p.20.
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