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Foreword

To Lisetta Brunner

The research group Legal Documents in Ancient Societies aims to investigate the 
legal and administrative systems in a variety of societies of the ancient world 
through a document-based approach, crossing traditional disciplinary bounda-
ries and providing a locus for scholars who work in different but contiguous 
fields to discuss and compare the results of their individual research. The fourth 
meeting of the group was held at the University of Trieste on 30 September-1 

October 2011 and focused on the study of archives and archival records and the 
different ways they interlocked with, and were functional to, the workings of the 
ancient administrative, and political, systems.

Twelve papers were delivered at the meeting and are published in this book 
in a revised form. The papers are arranged in four sections dealing respectively 
with the Ancient Near East, Classical Greece, the Persian Tradition and the Hel-
lenistic World, and the Roman Empire. Given that the themes touched upon by 
the contributors chronologically span from the astoundingly extensive records 
of the Old Assyrian traders in the early second millennium B.C. to the archives 
kept by provincial governors in the late Roman Empire and range geographi-
cally from Mesopotamia to the Western Mediterranean, including Asia Minor, 
Egypt and Aegean Greece, considerable effort has been made, first, to contextu-
alise the significance of each essay within the scholarly debate of each discipline 
and, secondly, to bridge the gaps and highlight similarities and differences in the 
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archival practices and concepts of the societies examined. Each section is thus 
enriched by introductory comments or afterthoughts on the three papers, while 
the Introduction and Conclusions tie up the common threads and bring together 
the general methodological and conceptual concerns emerging from the case-
studies analysed in the essays.

In order to avoid modern anachronistic projections on ancient documenta-
tion, the working definition underlying the essays has been that an archive – in 
line with the Encyclopaedia Britannica – is ‘the organised body of records produced 
or received by a public, or private, entity in the transaction of affairs and pre-
served by it for its specific needs and purposes’. In other words, archives, whether 
public or private, are no doubt the physical spaces, the repositories where records 
are kept, but they are also the organised active ‘memory’ of the society produc-
ing them, thus reflecting the practical needs and administrative practices as well 
as the ideological models of that society, whose ‘world order’ they mirror and 
perpetuate to a significant extent. In the essays by I. Kottsieper and L. Criscuolo 
‘archives’, conceived as collections of documents deliberately made for public or 
private purposes in antiquity, have been set apart from ‘dossiers’, assemblages 
of texts not originally kept in the same repository but successively brought to-
gether as a result  of different circumstances. Only the former, archives in the 
technical sense, are hence studied in this volume.

The archives dealt with in the essays are especially conspicuous for their va-
riety, both in terms of quality and of quantity. The first element distinguishing 
them is whether they were of public or private nature, although such distinction 
is not always necessarily clear-cut and, as shown by K. Veenhof and A. Jacquet, it 
can hardly be applied to the Old Assyrian and Old Babylonian source material. 
Records were, moreover, written on a variety of materials, including clay tablets, 
papyrus, wooden tablets, but also on leather as well as bronze and lead plates, so 
that when they were kept on perishable materials and are now lost, as is normal-
ly the case for the Graeco-Roman world, their existence must be inferred from 
literary texts and epigraphic documents, which were copies of (or extracts from) 
archival records and, as shown by K. Harter-Uibopuu, sometimes established 
regulations regarding their upkeep and organisation. 

Other variables concern the life-time of archives and records. Documents 
were generally preserved and stored not for the sake of keeping a memory of 
the past but for their concrete significance for the present. At the public level, as 
illustrated by Th. Kruse, written texts testifying to the privileged legal and fiscal 
status of individuals in Roman Egypt could be consulted and quoted even 200 
years later, while boundary disputes between Greek poleis in Hellenistic and 
Roman Asia Minor and the official correspondence between Greek cities and 
Hellenistic kings, once more often concerning the renewal of tax privileges, not 
rarely reveal, as highlighted by L. Boffo, that the relevant documents could be 
produced decades, if not centuries after the original settlement or award. Like-
wise, following E.M. Harris’ argument, written plaints in Classical Athens played 
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an important role in enforcing the principle of res iudicata, whereas the archivi-
zation of official manumission documents in Hellenistic and Roman Delphi was 
meant to provide permanent evidence of free status. Other detailed documents, 
as emphasized by S. Epstein in his contribution on Athenian fifth and fourth 
century building accounts, were, on the other hand, discarded when they were 
no longer of use and only shortened, recapitulative records were likely to have a 
longer life. At a private level, K. Veenhof, A. Jacquet and I. Kottsieper make a simi-
lar distinction between documents of unlimited and those of limited validity. 
Documents proving title of ownership, donations or inheritance rights were, as 
a rule, preserved for a long time, for several generations, while short-term con-
tracts were generally discarded as soon as the obligation had been fulfilled. The 
keeping of loan contracts in an Old Babylonian archive beyond the expiry date 
can, as a consequence, be explained by assuming that the debts had not been paid 
and, in actual fact, remained outstanding.

Notwithstanding such variety of individual cases, a number of common pat-
terns also emerge in respect to the organization and the physical aspect of the 
storerooms where the documents were preserved, the classification of texts, the 
function of record-keeping and the role of seals. One further constant pattern is 
that archives, especially public ones, were rarely centralised and official informa-
tion was stored in multiple repositories kept by different magistrates interacting 
with one another. This is the case, at a private level, with the archives of the Old 
Assyrian traders and, at a public level, with the local archives of Classical Athens 
and Hellenistic and Roman Egypt. Such a pattern furthermore entails, as shown 
by L. Criscuolo, that documents often had to be available in more than one copy.

Leaving aside the complex and intractable question of whether these shared 
habits were the result of independent developments or represent a common 
trait to the entire Near Eastern and Mediterranean area, which far exceeds the 
scope of this volume, we are entitled to speak of a recurring ‘archival behaviour’. 
It appears that in the best documented areas and periods, such as Mesopotamia 
in the second millennium B.C. and in Hellenistic and Roman Egypt, the produc-
tion of written records was impressively abundant and administrative and le-
gal practices had reached a remarkable degree of complexity and sophistication. 
Each individual administrative act entailed the drawing of multiple documents 
and thus produced a true ‘documentary chain’. On this basis, it seems reasonable 
to assume that also where archival documents, with some important exceptions, 
have not been preserved but where sophisticated uses of writing were developed, 
as is the case of the Greek world, the functioning of the political, institutional, le-
gal and economic system was largely dependant on the plentiful production of 
written documents and on extensive record-keeping.

This book would not have seen the light without the help and support of 
many. I would like to acknowledge my sincere gratitude to Professor Roger S. 
Bagnall and to the Institute for the Study of the Ancient World at New York University 
for their generous financial contribution towards the organization of the meet-
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ing in Trieste. Warmest thanks are also due to the Dipartimento di Storia e Cul-
ture dall’Antichità al Mondo Contemporaneo (now renamed as Dipartimento di 
Studi Umanistici) of the University of Trieste and to its Head Professor Claudio 
Zaccaria for providing further substantial funding.  I am grateful for her help and 
collaboration before and after the meeting to my colleague Professor Laura Boffo 
with whom I share a long-term project on ‘Public archives in the Greek cities 
from the archaic to the early Roman age’. This volume was funded by the Ital-
ian Ministry of Education and Scientific Research (MIUR) as a part of that pro-
ject (PRIN 2008 – La burocrazia greca: definizione e funzionamento dei procedimenti 
amministrativi nel mondo antico; Coordinatore nazionale: Prof. Lucia Criscuolo). 
I would also like to thank the participants for the stimulating discussion at the 
meeting and for the speedy revision of the texts for publication. The members of 
the steering committee of the group Legal Documents in Ancient Societies, Sophie 
Démare-Lafont, Mark Depauw, Éva Jakab, Dennis P. Kehoe, Uri Yiftach-Firanko, 
provided vital assistance with scientific and practical advice and with their ‘re-
sponses’  to the papers at the end of each session. Special thanks are moreover 
due to Dr. Mauro Rossi and Mrs. Gabriella Clabot at EUT for their competent and 
efficient handling of the production of the book. I would like to finally thank my 
dear wife Joanna and my family for their moral and emotional support over the 
years. 

This book is dedicated to my mother, Lisetta Brunner, without whom I would 
have never been what I am.

Michele Faraguna

Trieste, February 2013


