Materializing Ancient Documents
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Abstract: Two materially oriented revolutions have transformed the study of ancient documents in re-
cent decades: rst, a new interest in the ancient production of written artifacts; and second, the concern
with the archaeological contexts, and more particularly the taphonomy  that is, the processes at work in
the burial of those same objects. The rst, largely driven by the availability of digital images, has giv-
en life to the study of ancient writing as a cultural and social phenomenon and to the social life of writ-
ten objects. In the process, connections between literary and documentary texts have come to the fore and
distinctions between these categories have eroded. The second revolution began with an interest in what
archaeological contexts of excavated papyri could tell us about the history of the texts, but it has evolved
to see the texts themselves as artifacts engaged in an iterative dialogue with both the contexts and other

objects found in them.
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Two materially oriented revolutions have trans-
formed the study of ancient documentsin recent de-
cades: rst,anew interestinthe ancient production
of written artifacts; and second, the concern with
the archaeological contexts, and more particular-
ly the taphonomy that is, the processes at work in
the burial of those same objects. The rst of these
has to do with both the raw materials of writing and
the act of writing itself, and has been brought to life
in the last twenty years by the increasing availabil-
ity of high-resolution digital images. These revolu-
tions have had major effects on the practice of epig-
raphy (the study of texts on stone and metal), pa-
pyrology (the study of texts on papyrus, potsherds,
and wooden tablets), and are now beginning to af-
fect numismatics (the study of coins and medals)
as well, though the effects have reached these disci-
plines in unequal measure: Papyrology, from which
I shall draw my examples, is far ahead of epigraphy
on the digital imaging front. Epigraphy, on the oth-
er hand, has long been more closely tied to archae-
ology and is only slowly getting traction on digital
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Materializing images. Numismatics is now starting to
Ancient catch up to the others.!

Documents
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Before turning to these materializing
revolutions, let us acknowledge that they
are not the only major changes that the
documentary disciplines in classical stud-
ies have undergone in recent decades.? The
other two are probably more familiar, but
they are of enormous importance nonethe-
less. The rst, and older, is the digitization
of the papyrological textual corpus and
the consequent ease of searching through
its seventy thousand texts. The greatest re-
sult of this development, as Michael Mc-
Cormick has stated about the study of the
early medieval economy, is the luxury of
being able to fail cheaply, to risk our pre-
cious time on uncertain but potentially re-
warding questions. ® We can invest tiny
amounts of time and minimal costin many
probes into the data; only a small fraction
need to turn up useful patterns for the ex-
ercise to be intellectually pro table. Four
decades ago, we would not have bothered
to ask these questions; the transaction
costs were too high to be wagered on the
slim chance of a useful outcome.

The other major development is the in-
ternationalization of the discipline. Papy-
rology was always a relatively global eld,
in large part because it was so small. But
today itis largely integrated across nation-
al lines, such that local schools of papy-
rology are no longer conceivable. Nation-
als of one country receive their graduate
training in another, and their job inathird,
almost as a matter of routine. When | was
starting out, this was hardly thinkable. It
is still more a European than an American
phenomenon, but even that is changing.

There are now tens of thousands of im-
ages of papyri, ostraca, and tablets avail-
able on the Web, although probably more
than half of the published artifacts are still
not digitized. This work has been carried
out in part by the multi-institutional apis
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(Advanced Papyrological Information Sys-
tem) consortium and in part by many in-
dependent projects around the world.*
These online collections have made it pos-
sible to replace volumes of selected paleo-
graphic examples, the limited but expen-
sive guides of a few decades ago, with tools
like the remarkable PapPal site created by
Rodney Ast in Heidelberg, where visitors
can look at images of hundreds of papy-
ri, arranged by date or other criterion, ina
gallery format.> Through this medium the
user hasabroad, near-objective view of the
range of handwritings found in any given
period that its highly selective print prede-
cessors could have never hoped to achieve.
The initial impact, for me, was to destroy
any remaining con dence in the precision
of paleographic dating.

The rst work to use large numbers of
images to powerful effect was a disserta-
tion based on analog images written in
the years just before apis began its work:
Raffaella Cribiore s Writing, Teachers, and
Students in Graeco-Roman Egypt (1996).6 By
gathering and analyzing hundreds of pho-
tographs of so-called school texts, Cribio-
rewasable to reconstruct the handwritings
of both teachers and students in Greco-Ro-
man Egypt, and the processes by which
students advanced in learning. In effect,
she showed what such a quantity of images
could do, making the utility and urgency of
digitization that much more obvious.

By contrast, when she and | later began
towork on Women s Letters from Ancient Egypt
(2006), most of the photographs were dig-
ital, and the online version of the book is
illustrated with hundreds of them.” We
sought, on their basis, to move beyond the
debates about literacy launched by William
Harris s book Ancient Literacy one-quarter
century ago.8 Harris s low general estimate
of literacy rates had led to a host of stud-
ies seeking to identify the extent to which
different groups in ancient societies were
able to read and write. As we examined
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how women used writing, both their own
and that of those around them, it became
clear that identifying women s hands was
far from the straightforward matter we had
imagined. We concluded that there were
no visible differences between men sand
women s handwriting. Thiskind of study
depends on the large-scale provision of
images, and it gives a type of information
about every aspect of not only handwrit-
ing, but organization, layout, and key ele-
ments inshort, diplomatics thatcould
not have been had until now; or at least not
without superhuman energy and endur-
ance, not to speak of a lot of money. Once
again, the investment required for scholar-
ly inquiry has been reduced to more man-
ageable levels.

Such possibilities and successes also in-
troduce a need for changes in the style of
editing documents. Jean-Luc Fournet has
called attention to the presence in late an-
tique documents of a series of character-
istics, including handwriting, layout, and
the use of diacritical marks, drawn from
the usage of literary papyri and from
teaching practices in schools. These are
what he calls part of a literarization of
documentary practice, visible mostly in
the documents produced by those at the
top of the socioeconomic and cultural
ladder, to be sure, but which also trick-
led down to much humbler documents.
We can also see a comparable migration
of habits from the less literary and more
business/administration-oriented parts of
the educational system into less exalted
levels of document-writing, notably in
private letters of people of more modest
station, even monks and estate managers.
These observations led Fournet to point
out that the editing and digital presenta-
tion of papyrus texts do not support such
inquiries into the physicality of the papy-
ri. Not only do editors not always record
features like layout in their editions, but
these characteristics are not well provid-
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ed for in the toolkit we use for digitizing Roger S.

documentary texts.

But the new focus on materiality goes
well beyond ink and how it is laid on the
page. It goes also to the recognition of the
importance of materials other than papy-
rus itself, most importantly ostraca, the
potsherds used for awide variety of ephem-
eral texts not only in Egypt but in much of
the rest of the ancient world.? In winter
2015, Clementina Caputo, one of the ceram-
icistsworking at our excavations at Amhei-
da a buried Egyptian city in the Dakhla
Oasis completedastudyofthesherdsused
for the nearly nine hundred ostraca discov-
ered at our site so far, with remarkable and
unexpected results. Contrary to the prevail-
ing belief that a person needing a sherd to
write on simply picked one up at random,
Caputo has shown that the ceramic fabric
was chosen because it could easily be bro-
ken into suitable pieces by a blow or two
from a int or a hammer; other fabrics
shatter. Second, what ceramicists call diag-
nostic sherds, like necks and bases, are al-
most never used for writing. Rather, some-
one who needed ostraca picked the large
pieces of vessel walls, which are relative-
ly at, and then broke and shaped them as
needed. Third, the shapes are not random
either; people hacked vessel walls up into
pieces of standardized shapes for particular
purposes, like the labels stuck into mud jar
stoppers on top of wine jars (see Figure 1).

Made possible largely by digital images
and databases, thiswork and much more
I have not mentioned has tended to re-
construct the ecosystem of writing as a
whole: who wrote; how they were edu-
cated in different types of writing com-
petence; what materials they used when,
where, and for what purposes; how they
displayed their education, importance, and
concern for their correspondents by the
way they laid out, wrote, and marked up
what they wrote. In this way, the materi-
al characteristics of writing materialsand
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Figurel
Ostracon Used as Label on Wine Jar

Source: Photo Excavations at Amheida. Trimithis (Amheida), third-to-fourth century ad.

writing itself have come to support inqui-
ry into the entire social dimension of the
technology of writing in ancient society.

This seems to me the more easily digested
of our two revolutions, even though it has
obviously brought signi cant change to
scholarly investigation. More complicat-
ed is the developing relationship between
papyrology and archaeology: in particu-
lar, the growing interest in the archaeolog-
ical contexts of documents. From a docu-
mentary point of view, this has started out
mainly from asking: what can we learn
about our documents from their context?
But we may also ask what we can learn
about our archaeological contexts from
the texts found in them, just as we might
from any other artifact. This is, in fact, the
direction things are going.
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We may trace the roots to Peter van Min-
nen s 1994 article House-to-House En-
quiries: An Interdisciplinary Approach to
Roman Karanis. 0 Van Minnen s recog-
nition that papyri were artifacts, that they
could be, at least where the records were
adequate, traced to the depositional units
in which they were found, and that these
units belonged to actual houses in which
other artifacts had been found, represent-
ed agenuine breakthroughinthe eld.He
was at pains to argue that the papyri he
identi edas belonging to the tax collector
Sokrates of Karanis were found in a pri-
mary context: namely, Sokrates s house.

The article received little criticism at the
time, in part perhaps because readers not
in proximity to the Kelsey Museum at the
University of Michigan did not have access
to the full data on which the case rested. In
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