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Conclusions

uri yiftach-firanko

In an ideal world, the student of an archive would enter a room in which all the 
documents, where all the archived material would be found exactly in the same 
place and position as it was left in antiquity. The student of the archive would 
also find a document, left by the creator of the archive, in which he stated how 
and for what purposes the archive was created.1 Alas, this is rarely the case.  With 
perhaps one exception, that of the Delphic manumission documents discussed 
by Kaja Harter-Uibopuu (recording on stone a detailed account of manumission 
documents deposited in perishable archives),2  archives consist in the ancient 
world of perishable material, which under normal circumstances has not been 
preserved to our time. The consequent methodological problems are illustrated 
by papers focusing on particular archives that are now lost,3 as well as on periods 

 
1 Compare, e.g., P.Oxy. I 34v = MChr 188 (127 CE—Oxyrhynchos); P.Oxy. II 237 (8.27-43) =  
Jur.Pap. 59 (89 CE—Oxyrhynchos);  and in this volume, Harter-Uibopuu, p. 274. 

2 Naturally, even in this case the epigraphic documentation did not replace the documenta-
tion on perishable material. Cf. pp. 281-294, with an analysis of the relation of the text of the 
inscription to that of the perishable prototype.  

3 As is the case, generally, with state archives of the middle Babylonian period, discussed by 
Paulus, and the public archive of the kārum of Kanesh, discussed by Veenhof. In both cases the 
archive is reconstructed on account of external related material: cf. pp. 36-37, 42, 129-131. 
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and regions that in general yield no perishable material: this is especially the case 
with Classical Greece and the Hellenistic world outside Egypt.

In his discussion of archival practices relating to court procedures, Edward 
Harris pinpointed the existence of a register of enklêmata, short accounts of the 
details of a case that were presented to the Athenian dikastêria before the case was 
heard. But the said register, located according to Harris’ account in the archive 
of the Metrôon, did not come down to us, and its existence is inferred primar-
ily from references in the orators. For this reason we can only guess the shape 
or contents of the texts that were incorporated in that register. Shimon Epstein 
argued for the existence of a register of some written accounts of the scrutiny 
reports (euthynae) of former officials, but here too, the register itself did not come 
down to us, and its contents are only recovered from accounts on building in-
scriptions drawn up upon information taken from that register.4 The same ap-
plies to the lists of Athenian citizens, as kept in the demes’ registers following the 
reform of Cleisthenes, a topic discussed by Christophe Pébarthe,5 and to archives 
of Hellenistic city-states, an issue dealt with by Laura Boffo. Boffo discusses the 
existence of quite extensive archives, but the material she studies derives from 
indirect references on stone.6 The same applies to archives recording private le-
gal acts (purchases of graves) in late Hellenistic and early Roman Asia Minor, a 
topic discussed by Harter-Uibopuu.7 In all these cases we can hypothesize on the 
shape of the archive or the forms of registration in it, but we do not know any-
thing certain.

In other cases, the material originally stored in the archive did come down to 
us, but it was removed from its original archival settings, and it is our duty to try 
to reconstruct these. I would like to draw a distinction between cases in which 
the archive was already dissolved in antiquity, and those in which the dissolu-
tion took place in modern times. The first case is discussed by Lucia Criscuolo. 
Material stored in archives of Ptolemaic village officials was removed and sold 
to embalmers, who used it as mummy cartonnage.8 In their endeavor to recon-
struct the archive from which the papyri originated, modern editors have relied 
on prosopographical considerations, a methodology naturally also applied by 
others (consider, e.g., the paper of Ingo Kottsieper9) as well as on some work-
ing hypotheses, such as the assumption that rough drafts (malacopie) were really 
drafts made within the office authoring them, and were meant to be disposed of 

 
4 Cf. pp. 129-131. Paulus’ study of the kudurru discusses a similar evidentiary state of affairs 
and raises similar questions.   

5 Cf. pp. 115 ff. 

6 E.g., p. 204. 

7 Cf. pp. 294 ff.  

8 Cf. pp. 246-247. 

9 E.g., p. 176.  
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once the final version of the text would be composed. Criscuolo shows that revis-
iting this hypothesis could alter our reconstruction of the documents’ archive of 
origin.10 

The second form of dissolution, the modern one, is manifested in almost eve-
ry paper dealing with the Ancient Near East and Greco-Roman Egypt. Sometimes 
the dissolution was caused by looting. Papyri, parchments and clay tablets were 
unlawfully excavated, and then purchased from dealers.11 These dealers may give 
some account of the provenance and the form of preservation of the documents. 
Thus for example, some of the documents of the Mibtahja archive, discussed by 
Ingo Kottsieper, were said by the dealer to have been found in a single wooden 
box, and those aiming at reconstructing the archive seem to rely on this piece 
of information.12 Sometimes the texts were unearthed in authorized excavations, 
but especially in earlier times they were removed from the site without taking 
into account their exact location, a piece of information that could be very useful 
for the reconstruction of the archive. 

An outstanding example, provided by Klaas Veenhof, is that of the archives 
of Assyrian merchants in Anatolian Kanesh. In one case, that relating to an ar-
chive excavated in 1991, Veenhof quotes the excavators’ account that groups of 
tablets were packed in boxes, bags, sacks and straw mats, and that at the top of 
each were found one or two bullae. But Veenhof also laments the general nature 
of this observation, the lack of adequate pictures, and the fact that the said bul-
lae were published separately from the tablets themselves, without an adequate 
indication of the tablets they originally related to.13 Equally regrettable is the re-
port prepared by the German excavators digging in Elephantine in 1906-1908. In 
this case, to cite Kottsieper, the excavators did not «give exact information about 
the finding of each document», so that «we have no reliable information which 
papyri were found at which spot and thus could form an archive with others».14 
These two examples show the importance of the participation of  documentarists 
in excavations of archives.

A final problem relates to the pace of publication. As all of you know, the 
amount of documentary material — including that stemming from archives — that 
has not yet been published is immense. Thus, for example, of over 12,000 tablets 
stemming from the archive of the governor of Nippur only 20%, we are told by 
Susanne Paulus, have hitherto been published.15 Remarkably, similar figures can 
be provided by papyrologists, especially I think by those dealing with Demotic, 

 
10 E.g., p. 250.

11 E.g., p. 172 n. 12 (Kottsieper); 28 (Veenhof). 

12 Cf., e.g., p. 68, 178. 

13 Cf. p. 39. See also p. 68 (Jacquet).  

14 Cf. pp. 175-176, 179.  

15 Cf. p. 89. 



354

Coptic and Arabic papyri, but certainly also by those publishing Greek texts.16 
Still, projects launched by present and past participants of LDAS, targeted spe-
cifically at publishing archives, may considerably improve this state of affairs in 
the near future.17 

Among the archives discussed in this paper, a key distinction can be made be-
tween state and private archives, a distinction that is primarily valid in the case 
of the Greco-Roman documentation, not necessarily with regard to the old Baby-
lonian or old Assyrian source material.18 The archives studied by Epstein, Harris, 
Boffo, Kruse, and Harter-Uibopuu are all state archives, that is they are managed 
and maintained by a state organ, while those studied by Veenhof, Jacquet, Kott-
sieper and Criscuolo were created and held by private persons, occasionally for 
an ad hoc purpose.19  

As for public archives, in some cases, as those discussed by Kruse and Har-
ter-Uibopuu, the same information was stored in more than one archive, each 
serving a different purpose. This was especially the case when more than one 
bureau was involved in processing the data, as is the case discussed in Kruse’s 
paper.20 The types of documentation deposited in public archives varied. Some 
of the material deposited in Boffo’s archives relates to public interest, e.g., roy-
al decrees entailing the extension of the city’s territory or bestowing upon the 
city other privileges,21 while in other cases, as those discussed by Epstein, Har-
ris, Harter-Uibopuu, Kruse and also other types of material discussed by Boffo, 
it relates to private individuals.22 Within the latter category, some of the ma-
terial relates to the person’s duties in office. This is most clearly the case with 
the records of the protocols of the euthynai, public investigations of Athenian 
officials after their period in office came to an end, a source material discussed 
by Shimon Epstein.23 In other cases the archive kept record of the population’s 
civic status. Harter-Uibopuu, following inter alia epigraphic evidence published 
by Michael Wörrle, pinpoints the growing interest on the part of the state, in 
the late Hellenistic period, in recording property rights and contracts.24 I think  
 

 
16 According to papyri.info, the collection of the Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Colum-
bia University contains 5754 texts on papyrus and ostracon. Less than 400 of these texts have 
hitherto been published. 

17 Cf., in particular, http://www.archibab.fr/ and www.trimsmegistos.org.

18 Cf., in general, the cautious discussion by Antoine Jacquet, pp. 68-69. 

19 The problem is discussed, e.g., by Criscuolo, p. 245 with n. 1 and repeatedly elsewhere in the 
same paper. Cf. also Kottsieper, p. 187.

20 Cf. p. 326.  

21 E.g., p. 207. 

22 E.g., pp. 211-212 (Boffo); 129 (Epstein); 154 (Harris); 274 (Harter-Uibopuu); 309 (Kruse).

23 E.g., pp. 129-131. 

24 E.g., pp. 274-280. 
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that contemporary papyrological source material supports this conclusion (see 
below).25 

Other archives were set by individuals, sometimes in connection with their 
offices: this is the case with the archives discussed by Lucia Criscuolo, and one of 
the archives discussed by Ingo Kottsieper, that of Nahtḥor, a subordinate of the 
satrap Aršames in fifth century BCE Egypt.26 I would like to mention, e.g., one 
interesting parallel, that of the register of in- and outgoing mail of the strategos 
Aurelius Apolinarius, in late third and early fourth century CE Panopolis, briefly 
mentioned by Rudolf Haensch,27 recording a total of more than 200 letters and 
memoranda, and there are of course many similar cases.28 These archives relate 
for the most part to the official activity of the owner of the archive (or in the case 
of Nahtḥor  also to that of his immediate predecessor) and hence also to a rela-
tively short period of time.

Other archives were created for private purposes. In this case the occupation 
of the owner of the archive as well as the volume of his assets naturally affected 
the size, shape and contents of the archive. On the one extreme we place the old 
Assyrian merchants’ archives from Kanesh discussed by Veenhof and some old 
Babylonian archives discussed by Jacquet.29 Many of these archives consist of 
many hundreds of documents, extend over several rooms, and allow us a glimpse 
(in Veenhof’s account) of the owner’s international economic activity. On the 
other extreme we place Kottsieper’s very small family archives of Achaemenid  
Egypt (in one case just nine documents in all), rolled together in a single wooden 
box, that do not even record a family’s entire economic activity, but focus rather 
on a narrower subject matter, namely titles to some private property and heredi-
tary rights that are subject to dispute.30 I wonder if the archive-in-pot discussed 
by Paulus should fall, in terms of its size, under this heading.31 

As to the contents of these private archives, we can generalize a distinction, 
made most explicit by Jacquet, but also discussed by Veenhof, between two types 
of archived documentation. Some types of documentation were commonly kept 
for a very long period, in particular those relating to rights to landed property, 
inheritance, and personal status. Other types of documentation were kept as a 
matter of course for a shorter duration, and were then sifted out of the archive: 
this would be the case with accounts, letters and loan contracts, which would be 

 
25 Cf., e.g., P.Par. 65 = UPZ I p. 596  (145 BCE—Memphis); P.Ryl. IV 572 (II BCE —Arsinoitês). 

26 Criscuolo, pp. 248 ff. 

27 Cf. p. 344. 

28 Comparable is naturally the archive of the governor of Kassite Nippur, discussed by Paulus. 
Cf. p. 90.  

29 Cf., e.g., the archive of Shallim-Assur with more than 1,100 texts, discussed by Veenhof at  
p. 29, and the Ur-Utu archive discussed by  Jacquet at p. 75, with almost 2,000 documents.  

30 Cf. p. 180. 

31 Cf., e.g., p. 89.



356

kept only as long as the evidence provided by them was held relevant.32 The same 
distinction may be drawn with regard to papyrological material from Egypt, es-
pecially when the format of the document is investigated.33 

I would like to mention another type of archive, which was not thoroughly 
discussed by any of the speakers, though alluded to by Veenhof.34 I refer to what 
may be termed ‘communal archive’. A private person, a local respectable, keeps 
records belonging to members of his community, and ought to present the docu-
ments to the parties, or to a third person, at need. The practice is well documented 
by the orators,35 and even more so in the source material from Ptolemaic Egypt: 
in the third and second centuries BCE, Greek double documents are kept after 
their composition by a private person in the position of syngraphophylax (“keeper 
of legal documents”), while the state creates a synoptic account reporting which 
syngraphophylax keeps what document.36 This is a more economical solution than 
keeping private legal documents in a public archive, especially in an archival sys-
tem that is just evolving, as was the case in the young Ptolemaic state. These ar-
chives cannot be defined as public, for they are not managed by the state, but they 
are not entirely private, for they serve the interest of their owners’ community, 
rather than the owners’ private ends. 

Many of the papers in this volume focus on the formation and inner organi-
zation of archives,37 a question studied, for example, in Boffo’s paper. According 
to Boffo, the Hellenistic polis was required to collect (and naturally to record) not 
only its own taxes, but also those due to the hegemonic king. The result was the 
addition, within the city’s revenues records, of an additional chapter, document-
ing the king’s revenues, the basilika, alongside the old chapter documenting the 
politika, that is the city’s own revenues.38 One can also find parallels in registers 
from Roman Egypt. An especially detailed account of different types of docu-
mentation within a public archive is provided by Thomas Kruse’s discussion of 
status-related material from Roman Egypt: in Roman Egypt we observe several 
methods of keeping evidence of archived information: the submitted documents 

 
32 The same applies to letters and accounts, cf. Veenhof, pp. 31, 39 and Jacquet, pp. 71-77 .

33 Cf. U. Yiftach-Firanko, The Grammatikon: Some Considerations on Feeing Policies of Legal Doc-
uments in the Ptolemaic and Roman Period, in D. Ratzan, D.Kehoe, U. Yiftach-Firanko (eds.), Le-
gal Documents in Ancient Societies II: Transaction Costs in the Ancient World. Proceedings of a Meeting 
Held at the Center for Hellenic Studies, Washington DC, 27-28.7.2009 (forthcoming), discussing the 
different feeing policies applied in the case of documents recording the conveyance of landed 
property, inheritance, or status-related matters, and those applied in the case of loans, leases, 
animal sales, and other transactions of short term significance. 

34 Cf. p. 32. 

35 Cf. CHR. Pébarthe, Cité, démocratie et écriture. Histoire de l’alphabétisation d’Athènes à l’époque 
classique, Paris 2006, pp. 94-103, with a discussion of the relevant sources.

36 Cf., e.g., CPR XVIII 1.12-36 (231/206 BCE—Theogonis).

37 Cf. Jacquet’s discussion, pp. 70-71. 

38 Cf. pp. 210, 222.
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themselves, sometimes put together in scrolls, i.e. the so called tomoi synkollesi-
moi, lists of extracts, and also (in the case discussed by Kruse) synoptic lists of 
persons.39 I think that all of the larger archives presented in our colloquium ex-
hibit some form of data processing and the resulting material. 

One of the nicest illustrations of the data processing mechanisms is provided 
by copies of petitions from the archive of the Roman governor of Egypt. Petitions 
embedding written responses issued in the prefect’s office carry the number of 
tomos (volume), and kollêma (page) within that tomos in which the response was 
kept within the prefect’s files.40 Such a registration method seems common in 
other public archives as well. To be mentioned in this context is Venhoof’s short 
account of the organization of clay tablets in the merchants’ archives in early sec-
ond millennium BCE Kanesh in ‘boxes’ (tamalakkum/tamalakkū), and the identi-
fication of the tablets by their size, cover, and specific contents, which is marked 
by means of inscribed bullae.41  

Tightly connected with the above question is the creation process of the indi-
vidual entries. The study of this process is rendered difficult whenever (as is nor-
mally the case) we do not possess the original. Still, as shown by Harter-Uibopuu’s 
analysis of the Delphic manumission inscriptions, a cautious and patient analy-
sis of the entries may yield results.42 According to Harter-Uibopuu, the author 
of the inscribed text started out from a routine formulary, that of the Greek act 
of sale. Yet before the inscription was carved, he integrated into the routine text 
additional provisions, added for the benefit of the individual contracting parties, 
a task that undoubtedly required some scribal expertise on his part. We may also 
compare the formation process of the mid Babylonian kudurrus, a phenomenon 
discussed by Susanne Paulus.43

I would like to end my discussion with a general note. The volume published 
here contains the proceedings of the fourth meeting of Legal Documents in Ancient 
Societies generously hosted at the University of Trieste in September-October 
2011.  Our young research group meets every year, aiming at discussing how dif-
ferent ancient civilizations dealt with a subject matter chosen as our topic of that 
meeting. We then try to draw some conclusions. The conclusions may be of a 
comparative, phenomenological nature: in the case of the subject matter of the 
present meeting, each archive may be studied on its own merits, and we may 
ask to what extent similar legal, social, cultural and economic conditions may 
explain the formation, structure and sphere of application of archives in the dif-
ferent societies studied in our meeting. As a student of archives in Ptolemaic and 

 
39 Cf., e.g., pp. 309, 324-326. 

40 Cf., e.g., P.Sakaon 38.33 = P.Flor. I 36 = MChr 64 (312 CE—Theadelphia).

41 Cf., in particular, pp. 56-58. 

42 Cf. pp. 287-293. 

43 Cf. p. 98. 



358

Roman Egypt I was intrigued to observe the application of data-processing strat-
egies in old Babylonian archives that are strikingly similar to those applied in 
‘my’ sources.

But there is also another approach, the evolutionary one: trying to see if we 
can pinpoint development over time in the methods applied, and spheres of ac-
tivity recorded in archives. Naturally, the material from the Ancient Near East 
should be excluded: Jacquet’s and Veenhof’s contributions illustrate the effective 
application of sophisticated methods in organizing immense archives of many 
hundred documents each, but they do not discuss the origin and formation of 
these methods.44 Even with regard to the classical world, any endeavor to pin-
point evolution should be undertaken very cautiously, taking into account that 
the material preserved from the Greco-Roman world outside Egypt is markedly 
different from that excavated over the last century in the valley of the Nile.45  

Still, such an endeavor is worth undertaking, if only as a working hypothesis 
that may find in the future some corroboration, or eventually be abandoned. My 
current impression is that in Athens of the fifth and fourth century archives were 
used primarily for the documentation of spheres of everyday activity in which 
state interest was most direct: the records of the euthynai, discussed by Epstein 
present one such case, while the lists of citizens discussed by Pébarthe is anoth-
er.46 But as far as I know, documents of solely private interest where kept private-
ly.47 As shown by Boffo, the source material from the Hellenistic period exhibits 
change. The de facto subordination of the polis to hegemonic kingdoms required 
the sophistication of its archives, which now had to keep record of a wide scope of 
privileges granted and duties imposed by the new superpowers.

In the same period, the state becomes increasingly inclined towards super-
vising private legal activity: in the first stage, roughly dating to the third cen-
tury BCE, the state focuses on keeping track of documents preserved privately 
by preparing lists of the persons who have been entrusted with each document’s 
safekeeping. Then, by the mid second century BCE archiving methods become 
sufficiently advanced to allow the state to assume the safekeeping of private legal 
documents itself.  The archival system finally matures in the Roman period. The 
two papers given in our colloquium relating to the Roman period, those of Kruse 
and Haensch, focus primarily on spheres of activity that were always of state in-
terest: in the case of Kruse’s paper status and taxation. But the highly complex 
mechanisms used for archiving documents, by different instances, discussed in 
the two papers, is equally applied in public archives focusing on the preservation 

 
44 Cf., e.g., pp. 68-69.

45 It would be intriguing to study, for example, the contents and structure of the archives in-
corporations of bankers or lenders, as those amply recorded in orations 32-35 of the Demos-
thenic corpus.  

46 Pébarthe, p. 116.

47 See above n. 35.
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of private legal activity. Best attested in this regard are the “acquisition archive” 
(bibliothêkê enkêseôn) and the village grapheia, but other archives, most conspicu-
ously those located in the city of Alexandria are attested as well. Papyri stemming 
from early Roman Egypt bear evidence of the multiple safekeeping in archives 
of documents relating a wide scope of everyday, public and private activity: re-
ports and surveys, petitions and minutes of court proceedings, not to mention 
every type of transaction and legal document. Archives of the early Roman period 
match, if not in quantity, at least in diversity and sophistication their old Assyr-
ian and old Babylonian counterparts as discussed by Klaas Veenhof and Antoine 
Jacquet.   


