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  Roman emperors from Augustus to Constantine. Would-be emperors recognised for a time in Egypt are in italic. Brackets indicate emperors who ruled jointly.
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  For details see Dietmar Kienast, Römische Kaisertabelle (2nd edn, Darmstadt 1996).








  


 


 


 


 


  EGYPTIAN MONTHS AND YEARS


 


 


 


 


  

    

      	

        Thôth (Sebastos)


      



      	

        29 August–27 September


      

    




    

      	

        Phaôphi


      



      	

        28 September–27 October


      

    




    

      	

        Hathyr


      



      	

        28 October–26 November


      

    




    

      	

        Choiak


      



      	

        27 November–26 December


      

    




    

      	

        Tybi


      



      	

        27 December–25 January


      

    




    

      	

        Mecheir


      



      	

        26 January–24 February


      

    




    

      	

        Phamenôth


      



      	

        25 February–26 March


      

    




    

      	

        Pharmouthi


      



      	

        27 March–25 April


      

    




    

      	

        Pachôn


      



      	

        26 April–25 May


      

    




    

      	

        Payni


      



      	

        26 May–24 June


      

    




    

      	

        Epeiph


      



      	

        25 June–24 July


      

    




    

      	

        Mesorê


      



      	

        25 July–23 August


      

    




    

      	

        Five ‘additional days’


      



      	

        24–28 August


      

    


  




  The Egyptian year (as reformed to suit the Julian calendar) consisted of twelve months of 30 days each, plus five ‘additional days’ at the end. In leap years there

  were six ‘additional days’, so that Thôth 1 = 30 August, and all Julian dates were pushed forward one day until the Julian intercalary day 29 February brought them back into step.

  Phamenôth 5 always = 1 March.




  ‘Year 1’ of a king or emperor’s reign lasted from his accession until the end of the current Egyptian year. ‘Year 2’ began on the next Thôth 1.








  


 


 


 


 


  NOTE ON SOURCES


 


 


 


 


  This book draws its material largely from published Greek papyri. The principal relevant publication is the series The Oxyrhynchus Papyri, vols. I–LXX (London

  1898–2006). Documents published there are referred to simply by volume and item-number, for example ‘42.3052’ = The Oxyrhynchus Papyri, vol. XLII, no. 3052. Within any one

  text, line-numbers are indicated in Arabic numerals (42.3074.2 = vol. XLII, no. 3074, line 2) and column-numbers (where necessary) in Roman numerals (2.237 vii 20 = vol. II, no. 237, column 7, line

  20).




  For a key to other publications of papyri, see Bibliography, p. 217. The translations of documents and literary sources quoted in this book are my own except where otherwise

  indicated.




  Within translated documents, italic type in square brackets indicates words restored by editors in spaces where the papyrus is damaged, and italic type in angle brackets indicates words inserted

  by editors to correct an omission by the original scribe.




  In transliterations of Greek words, ê and ô represent the Greek long vowels eta and omega. In spelling the names of ancient people and places, I have been inconsistent: most Greek

  names appear with their Greek termination, for example Isidoros not Isidorus, but names widely familiar in their Latin form retain that form, thus Herodotus (not Herodotos), Strabo (not

  Strabôn).








  


 


 


 


 


  GLOSSARY


 


 


 


 


  

    

      	

        agora


      



      	

        the marketplace


      

    




    

      	

        amphodon


      



      	

        ‘quarter’, administrative subdivision of a city


      

    




    

      	

        archidikastês


      



      	

        Roman official, ‘Chief Justice’


      

    




    

      	

        aroura


      



      	

        basic unit of land-area (0.68 acres)


      

    




    

      	

        artaba


      



      	

        basic measure of capacity (standard artaba = about 8½ gallons or 1 bushel)


      

    




    

      	

        attikê


      



      	

        ‘Attic drachma’, Greek name for denarius


      

    




    

      	

        basilikos grammateus


      



      	

        ‘royal scribe’, deputy to the strategos


      

    




    

      	

        boulê


      



      	

        town council


      

    




    

      	

        choinix


      



      	

        measure of capacity (40 or 48 choinikes make 1 artaba)


      

    




    

      	

        chômatikon


      



      	

        tax for maintenance of dikes


      

    




    

      	

        chôra


      



      	

        ‘the country’, i.e. Egypt excluding Alexandria


      

    




    

      	

        chous


      



      	

        liquid measure of variable content (for wine, perhaps 3 pints)


      

    




    

      	

        comarch


      



      	

        head of administration in each village


      

    




    

      	

        conventus (Latin)


      



      	

        travelling assizes conducted by the Prefect


      

    




    

      	

        dekaprôtoi


      



      	

        ten-man commission which took over the work of the sitologoi


      

    




    

      	

        denarius (Latin)


      



      	

        standard Roman silver coin, equivalent to a tetradrachm


      

    




    

      	

        dioikêtês


      



      	

        Roman head of the financial administration


      

    




    

      	

        drachma


      



      	

        unit of money and weight; as currency, normally circulating in the form of 4-drachma pieces (tetradrachms)


      

    




    

      	

        ephebe


      



      	

        boy who (from age fourteen) qualifies to belong to the gymnasium


      

    




    

      	

        epistratêgos


      



      	

        Roman governor of one of the three or four main divisions of Egypt


      

    




    

      	

        eutheniarch


      



      	

        city official in charge of food supply


      

    




    

      	

        exêgêtês


      



      	

        city official (literally ‘interpreter’)


      

    




    

      	

        Fayûm (Arabic)


      



      	

        fertile and heavily populated depression between the Nile and the Western Desert (ancient name ‘Arsinoite Nome’)


      

    




    

      	

        fellahin (Arabic)


      



      	

        traditional name for Egyptian peasants


      

    




    

      	

        grammatikos


      



      	

        teacher of literature


      

    




    

      	

        gymnasiarch


      



      	

        city official in charge of the gymnasium


      

    




    

      	

        gymnasium


      



      	

        club, gym and perhaps school for town elite


      

    




    

      	

        hierophant


      



      	

        ‘revealer of the holy’, a kind of priest


      

    




    

      	

        idios logos


      



      	

        ‘privy purse’, Roman official in charge of imperial property


      

    




    

      	

        kotyle


      



      	

        liquid measure of variable content (for wine, perhaps half a pint)


      

    




    

      	

        liturgy


      



      	

        temporary compulsory administrative duty owed to state


      

    




    

      	

        logistês


      



      	

        from the fourth century AD, the main administrator of a nome


      

    




    

      	

        mêtropolis


      



      	

        capital city of a nome


      

    




    

      	

        mina


      



      	

        unit of money and weight (100 drachmas)


      

    




    

      	

        naubion


      



      	

        measure of capacity (27 cubic cubits) used to quantify earth to be moved in building up dikes and dredging canals


      

    




    

      	

        nome


      



      	

        ‘county’, one of the forty-odd regional divisions which represent the basic administrative units of Egypt


      

    




    

      	

        obol


      



      	

        unit of money (1 tetradrachm = 24 obols, but often for accounting purposes 28 or 29 obols)


      

    




    

      	

        ostrakon


      



      	

        piece of broken pot used as writing material


      

    




    

      	

        paidagôgos


      



      	

        slave who escorts a boy to and from school


      

    




    

      	

        paktôn


      



      	

        a light (wicker) boat


      

    




    

      	

        polis


      



      	

        ‘city’, notionally self-governing, on the classical Greek model


      

    




    

      	

        Prefect


      



      	

        the imperial viceroy of Egypt


      

    




    

      	

        prytanis


      



      	

        ‘mayor’, president of the town council (boulê)


      

    




    

      	

        rationalis (Latin)


      



      	

        ‘accountant’, a high Roman official


      

    




    

      	

        rhêtôr


      



      	

        ‘speaker’, teacher of rhetoric


      

    




    

      	

        saqia


      



      	

        (Arabic) water-wheel


      

    




    

      	

        shaduf


      



      	

        (Arabic) counterweighted device for lifting water


      

    




    

      	

        sitologos


      



      	

        official in charge of collecting and transporting the tax-grain


      

    




    

      	

        sophist


      



      	

        intellectual (often itinerant) who specialised in public declamation


      

    




    

      	

        stratêgos


      



      	

        governor of a nome


      

    




    

      	

        syndikos


      



      	

        (in the fourth century AD) imperial official involved in the admininstration of the city (Latin defensor civitatis)


      

    




    

      	

        systatês


      



      	

        official in charge of record-keeping and liturgical nominations in one of the quarters of the city


      

    




    

      	

        talent


      



      	

        unit of money and weight = 6000 drachmas


      

    




    

      	

        tetradrachm


      



      	

        ‘silver’ (but in fact billon) coin of 4 drachmas


      

    




    

      	

        Thebaid


      



      	

        ‘Upper Egypt’, the southern part of the country with its capital at Thebes


      

    




    

      	

        toparch


      



      	

        official in charge of a toparchy


      

    




    

      	

        toparchy


      



      	

        administrative subdivision of a nome


      

    


  








  


 


 


 


 


  PREFACE


 


 


 


 


  This book began, in a way, fifty-five years ago, when as a schoolboy I became fascinated with the strange symbols of the ancient Greek alphabet, and discovered that, with some

  grammar and a dictionary, it was possible to make sense of the high poetry encoded in these symbols. When I went on to follow the traditional classical course at Oxford, I found that the corpus of

  Greek texts was not in fact static. Works long lost were being reconstructed, in fragments, from papyri – above all, by the austere genius of the legendary papyrologist Edgar Lobel, from the

  great collection of papyri excavated at the ancient city of Oxyrhynchos in Egypt. In 1958, after my final examinations, I approached the then Professor of Greek, E. R. Dodds, for advice: if I was

  to undertake postgraduate work, what areas might be most profitable? He replied (in those unregimented days) that anything was possible; but that in the Oxford context two areas particularly needed

  research and the teaching that might follow from it, Papyrology and Greek Religion. I thought, rightly, that Greek religion would require more subtlety and imagination than I possessed; papyrology,

  on the other hand, depended in the most concrete way on the process of decoding from which I had started.




  I had enthusiasm but no knowledge, and so I went to learn the elements of the trade. First, in Oxford, I had the good fortune to be taught by the Revd Dr John Barns. He was a genial and

  eccentric figure, who straightened papyri by sitting on them and halfway through our sessions would produce a bottle of Guinness and drink it (‘Sorry I haven’t got one for you, old

  man’). He was also a scholar of exceptional learning (he knew Egyptian as well as Greek) and broad interests, and under his supervision my vision widened from the familiar literary texts to a

  whole new world of everyday documents. For the sake of the documents, I moved on to the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor, to study with Professor Herbert C. Youtie, the world leader in the

  field. To him and his wife Louise (also a papyrologist) I owe a year of kindness (including the gift of ear-muffs against the bitter Michigan winter) and a paradigm of scholarship conducted in the

  spirit of international amity and collaboration. Youtie understood the documentary language as few others, and his intuitive gift enabled him to decipher the most illegible script and also to

  detect errors in the decipherments of others: I remember how he would read through newly published texts, questing like a bloodhound, and then a sudden ‘Hah’ showed that he had found a

  mistake and imagined the correction required. He made himself the arbiter of the subject, but without any arrogance: ‘We all stand on one another’s shoulders’, he would say.




  When I returned to Oxford in 1960 I found myself teaching documentary papyrology and deciphering unpublished papyri from the Oxyrhynchos collection. This research was by then (as it remains) a

  team effort, under the direction of Eric Turner, Professor of Papyrology at University College London, whose organising genius gave the enterprise a more formal shape, along with institutional

  premises (in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford) and the funds (from the British Academy) to appoint a curator of the rehoused collection and to carry through the first systematic cataloguing. In Oxford

  I had the privilege of working alongside two colleagues of extraordinary accomplishment, John Rea and Revel Coles. The Egypt Exploration Society, which had funded the original excavation, continued

  (and continues) to publish our results in yearly volumes of The Oxyrhynchus Papyri.




  The pleasures of the project have been threefold. First, there is the pleasure of the chase: open a box of unpublished papyri, and you never know what you will find — high poetry and

  vulgar farce, sales and loans, wills and contracts, tax returns and government orders, private letters, shopping lists and household accounts. Then, there is the pleasure of comprehension: as you

  decipher the ink, still black after two thousand years, you begin to make words out of letters and then sentences out of words; the eye looks for shapes, and the mind looks for sense, and the two

  in alliance will (all being well) turn a string of symbols into intelligible text. Thirdly, your new text finds its place within larger structures. A fragment of Greek Comedy may add a new scene to

  a play already known from other fragments; an edict of the governor of Egypt may join other documents to hint at reform and politics; the lease of a vineyard will contribute evidence about

  price-inflation and consumer preference. Throughout the process, the researcher becomes aware of a unity. Every fragment of every kind in every box belongs in one historical and geographical

  context – the reading, writing and working citizens of Oxyrhynchos, the City of the Sharp-nosed Fish.




  The work of publishing the papyri reached its centenary in 1998. I wrote a piece about it in TLS of 29 May 1998, and on this basis Toby Mundy commissioned the present book. His

  encouragement got it going; but progress was slow. As a step on the way I contributed the material for four programmes on BBC Radio 4, broadcast in May 2002, with readings by Michael Kustow: it was

  a great pleasure to work with the producer, Amanda Hargreaves of BBC Scotland. Still progress was slow, and it has taken all the bracing diplomacy of my long-suffering editor, Benjamin Buchan,

  master of the carrot and the stick, to bring the book to a conclusion. I am most grateful to all the midwives who have helped to induce delivery.




  This was to be a book in which I shared my enthusiasm with the general reader. Its purpose is simply to illustrate some aspects of life in Oxyrhynchos, a Greek city in Egypt under Roman rule,

  from the original documents. Professional colleagues will find it sadly lacking in many aspects. It cuts corners, when it comes to technical problems; the translations of documents (my own) often

  choose one alternative, when other scholars have understood the text differently. It is Greek-centred, since it draws entirely on Greek documents, and male-centred, since such was the society it

  describes. It focuses on the initial period of Roman rule (from the first to the mid-fourth century AD), though it brings in earlier and later evidence for phenomena which

  represent continuing features of the landscape, but within that period overemphasises continuity against change. There will be many simple mistakes, and many failures to incorporate the latest

  scholarship. There would be many more but for the expert friends who so kindly read portions of the book in typescript: Revel Coles, Nick Gonis and David Thomas.




  Readers who look for something less anecdotal will find an up-to-date survey, by a cohort of professionals, in the symposium Oxyrhynchus: a City and its Texts, edited by A. K. Bowman and

  others (London, forthcoming, 2007); more basic information, and images of the papyri themselves, on the web site Oxyrhynchus Online. Alan Bowman, Egypt after the Pharaohs (2nd edn,

  London, 1996), and Roger S. Bagnall, Egypt in Late Antiquity (Princeton, 1993), provide magisterial overviews of Greek Egypt; Richard Alston, The City in Roman and Byzantine Egypt

  (London and New York, 2002) offers rich resources of fact and argument. Even the most banal documents can, in expert hands, contribute powerfully to social and economic history; see for example

  Dominic Rathbone, Economic Rationalism and Rural Society in Third-century AD Egypt (Cambridge, 1991), and Jane Rowlandson, Landowners and Tenants in Roman Egypt (Oxford, 1996).




  Barbara Macleod encouraged the writing of this book, even in her last illness, and it is dedicated to her memory. Her friends found in her an unfailing pleasure of intelligence and vitality,

  affectionate empathy and practical unshowy kindness: a brave heart and a gentle hand.




   




  Peter Parsons




  Oxford




  September 2006
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PROLOGUE


 


 


 


 


  The Spanish-American War looked nearly over, the Dreyfus case had taken another turn, the Prince of Wales’s knee had been treated with ‘the X rays’, Rugby and

  Marlborough had drawn at Lord’s. The Times of 29 July 1898 noted these facts; it noted also, under ‘Books of the Week’, the publication of The Oxyrhynchus Papyri,

  Part One. From this austere grey volume, the reviewer singled out ‘The Sayings of Jesus’, one leaf from a totally unknown Gospel; and a tattered poem in which Sappho prays for her

  brother’s safe return – a poem not seen by human eyes since the fall of Rome. These papyri had turned up a year earlier, at a Greek site in Egypt, not from houses or offices, but from

  the sand-covered rubbish-dumps which circled the city. Two young excavators from Oxford, B. P. Grenfell and A. S. Hunt, had found, mixed with debris in accumulations 30 feet deep, the entire life

  of a town encapsulated in its waste paper.








  




 


 


 


 


  
CHAPTER 1





  EXCAVATING EGYPT
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  Twenty years earlier, on 13 September 1878, The Times had reported on a more public event. Egypt had come to town, in monolithic form. Originally, the monument, 180 tons

  of red granite, had stood in Egyptian Heliopolis, a dedication by Pharaoh Tuthmosis III (c.1475 BC); then in the new Greek capital of Alexandria, set up by the Roman

  conquerors of Egypt. In Alexandria it remained until 1819, when the Turkish viceroy of Egypt, Muhammad Ali, presented it to the British nation, a reward for their services in the Napoleonic Wars.

  There it continued to remain, half-buried in sand, for the British government had no mind to fund its transport. Finally, in 1877, the eminent surgeon Erasmus Wilson put up the money:

  £10,000, a small fortune in Victorian terms. The engineer John Dixon undertook transport and installation. He built a wrought-iron cylindrical pontoon, 92 feet long and 15 feet in diameter,

  to encase the obelisk, and in this it was towed out to sea for the voyage to London. A stormy voyage: the cylinder capsized in the Bay of Biscay and floated free until a Glasgow steamer salvaged

  it. Eventually, in January 1878, the obelisk moored near the Houses of Parliament. In September it was duly installed on the Victoria Embankment, to be known, then and now, as Cleopatra’s

  Needle. A plaque on the plinth commends the ‘patriotic zeal’ of Wilson. It was a noble and indeed imperial gesture: just so the emperors and popes of Rome had adorned their capital with

  obelisks.




  The history of the Needle – a history of institutional indifference and private initiative – parallels the history of British Egyptology in the nineteenth century.




  For the eighteenth century, Egypt had existed largely in the imagination, and mostly an imagination fed by Greek and Latin sources. The Egypt of Plato, fountain of age-old

  wisdom, subsisted in the mysteries of adepts and Hermetics and freemasons; so it is that The Magic Flute combines masonic ritual and Egyptian décor. The Egypt of the Romans could be

  seen in the wall-paintings of the grand villas of Pompeii, the buried town rediscovered in 1748, and from there egyptianising motifs spread to the north. Wandering objects, mummies and scarabs,

  came into the hands of antiquarians; powdered mummy still featured in medical textbooks as a powerful drug, expensively imported from Egypt (cynics doubted whether these were ancient mummies, or

  the cheaper substitute of executed criminals, the bodies treated with spices and bitumen and then baked to friability).




  At the same time there were also real travellers: Egypt attracted noblemen, antiquarians and pillagers from all over Europe, English among them. There was a curiosity to see, and curiosities to

  collect. Already in 1711 the essayist Joseph Addison had satirised the country squire, who sums up his journey thus: ‘having read the Controversies of some great Men concerning the

  Antiquities of Egypt, I made a voyage to Grand Cairo, on purpose to take the Measure of a Pyramid; and as soon as I had set myself right in that Particular, returned to my Native

  Country with great Satisfaction’.1 The cultured and persistent Lord Charlemont made the journey in 1747, only to attract the scorn of Dr Johnson:

  ‘What did Lord Charlemont learn in his travels, except that there was a snake in one of the pyramids of Egypt?’




  The door was ajar; it took Napoleon to kick it in. When he landed in Egypt in July 1798, he brought an army of soldiers and a platoon (167 persons) of scholars and artists. While the army took

  over the country from the decaying military that controlled it, nominally as a province of the Turkish Sultan, the savants systematically surveyed and drew the monuments. In its political

  intention, to attack by the back-door the British Empire in India, the expedition failed; naval defeat cut off the invaders from home, Napoleon left Egypt in August 1799 to organise his coup

  d’état, his troops were eventually defeated and repatriated in 1801, and Egypt returned to the authority of the Sultan and his viceroy. Culturally, however, it was a watershed. The

  splendid volumes of the Description de l’Egypte, published between 1809 and 1826, laid the foundations of scientific Egyptology.




  The British won the war, but in Egypt, at least, the French continued to dominate. An enterprising Albanian tobacco-merchant, Muhammad Ali, made himself so powerful that the

  Sultan was compelled to appoint him viceroy in 1805. He and his descendants ruled, as khedives and then as kings, until 1953. Theirs was a regime of sporadic westernisation, basically on the French

  model. Characteristically, when France was given its own obelisk in 1829, the authorities took only four years to remove it to Paris and erect it in the Place de la Concorde. Thus it was a French

  engineer who built the Suez Canal (opened in 1869), French bankers who, along with their British rivals, lent money to the bankrupt khedives, and France, along with Britain, that in 1876

  established a condominium over Egypt to guarantee repayment of those loans. The British government continued to fret, even after 1875, when it bought the controlling interest in the all-important

  canal. The heavy presence of the colonial powers created a nationalist opposition, and the khedives came to rely on those powers to protect themselves. In the event, it was the British army that

  defeated the rebellion at the battle of Tel el-Kebir (1882). In the event a series of British ‘residents and consuls-general’ governed the country from 1883, and even after the end of

  the British ‘protectorate’ in 1922, the British remained heavily involved in the government.




  On the intellectual side, too, it had been the French who made the running. Whatever the turns of politics, the exploration of ancient Egypt remained largely their preserve for the century after

  Napoleon. It was a Frenchman who deciphered the hieroglyphic script and a Frenchman who initiated and organised the systematic excavation of material remains.




  ‘Hieroglyphs’ was their Greek name, but the Greeks had preserved no real knowledge of their function. ‘Horapollo’, an author or pseudo-author of the fourth century

  AD, had left an account which combined a few nuggets of truth with the false premise that each little picture could be explained symbolically – a premise that appealed

  to mystics, but sent all too many later decipherers in the wrong direction. The key was buried until 1799, when Napoleon’s men, digging foundations for a fort, unearthed it; as the

  ‘Rosetta Stone’ it passed to the British Museum, one of the spoils of war. The Stone contains three sections, one in Greek and two in Egyptian (one in the more formal hieroglyphs, one

  in the more cursive demotic script). Assuming that all three sections present the same text, the intelligible Greek would give a clue to the unintelligible Egyptian. The English doctor and

  physicist Thomas Young (inventor of the wave theory of light) took up the problem in 1814 and showed how the Greek royal name Ptolemaios was spelt out in Egyptian hieroglyphs.

  But the real breakthrough came in France, on 29 September 1822, when Jean-François Champollion read his Lettre à M. Dacier to the savants of the Academy of Inscriptions.

  Champollion was able to show that the hieroglyphic script was predominantly phonetic, most signs representing a letter or syllable, and that the language it transmitted was (as had been suspected)

  the same as the language of contemporary Egyptian Christians, now called Coptic. At last the code was broken, and from 1822 the world would read with increasing fluency the inscriptions and the

  papyri of Egypt, even as opportunism and then archaeology recovered them.




  Such recovery was in full swing. In parallel with the struggle for political influence went the jostles of cultural imperialism. There were the great museums of the colonial powers to fill: the

  British Museum, the Louvre, the Aegyptisches Museum in Berlin. Napoleon’s expedition had opened Egypt; the regime of Muhammad Ali followed suit, and in the first part of the nineteenth

  century the country was prey to plunderers of every kind – dealers, noblemen on their travels, tomb-robbers native and foreign. It was an age of freebooting. The Italian adventurer Belzoni

  used a battering ram to enter the tomb of one pharaoh; in 1836 the English soldier Colonel R. H. Howard Vyse penetrated new chambers in the Great Pyramid and its smaller neighbours – in part

  by the use of dynamite. Diplomats collected antiquities and organised digs – the French consul-general, Drovetti, the British consul-general, Henry Salt, the Swedish-Norwegian Giovanni

  d’Anastasi. Many objects and papyri thus discovered were sold to the museums of the West – Drovetti’s collections to Turin, Anastasi’s in part to Leiden, Salt’s and

  more of Anastasi’s to the British Museum. There curators studied and catalogued them without thought of excavating themselves.




  All this haphazard energy and treasure-hunting left monuments damaged and archaeological finds without context. That made all the more vital the two great scholarly surveys of the period. The

  expedition of Champollion and Rosellini was cut short by Champollion’s early death in 1832; but the results, Monumenti dell’Egitto e della Nubia, were published by Rosellini in

  Florence between 1832 and 1840. The expedition of Carl Richard Lepsius, sent in 1842 by the King of Prussia to record the monuments of Egypt, produced a report in thirteen volumes, published in

  1849, which remains a standard work of reference.




  The tide began to turn in 1850, when there arrived in Egypt a young assistant curator from the Louvre, Auguste Mariette. Finally, in 1858, the Khedive was induced to appoint

  Mariette as Director of Excavations. With Mariette began systematic archaeology in Egypt; it was Mariette who conceived the Cairo Museum, so that Egyptian antiquities should have an Egyptian home.

  Mariette alone had the right to excavate, and the export of antiquities was made illegal. Illicit digging and trading of course continued, and the French monopoly was resented, but it was a first

  step away from the epoch of plunder.




  Britain, meanwhile, conceived no such grand projects. Ancient Egypt was not yet an enterprise, although it was, from time to time, a fashion. Thus, war or no war, the French Egyptomania inspired

  by Napoleon spread across the Channel. ‘Everything now must be Egyptian,’ wrote the poet Robert Southey in 1807, ‘the ladies wear crocodile ornaments, and you sit upon a sphinx in

  a room hung round with mummies, and with long black lean-armed long-nosed hieroglyphical men, who are enough to make the children afraid to go to bed. The very shopboards must be metamorphosed into

  the mode, and painted in Egyptian letters, which, as the Egyptians had no letters, you will doubtless conceive must be curious. They are simply the common characters, deprived of all beauty and all

  proportion by having all the strokes of equal thickness, so that those who should be thin look as if they had elephantiasis.’ Five years later, in Maria Edgeworth’s novel The

  Absentee, Mr Soho the interior decorator needs to warn his socially aspiring patron, Lady Clonbrony, against hieroglyphic wallpaper, as yesterday’s choice – ‘one sees it

  everywhere – quite antediluvian – gone to the hotels even . . .’2  Interest continued in Egyptian art and Egyptian scenery.

  Scholar-artists of the 1820s and 1830s produced facsimiles (many never published) of Egyptian reliefs and wall-paintings, a valuable record of much that has since vanished; the most famous, John

  Gardner Wilkinson, used his own drawings to illustrate his Manners and Customs of the Ancient Egyptians (1837). A little later, the watercolourist David Roberts made his trips to Egypt

  (1838) and the Holy Land (1839); his paintings became familiar to a wide audience when published as hand-coloured lithographs in the 1840s. The general public could go to exhibitions and

  freak-shows at the Egyptian Hall, built in Piccadilly in 1812 on the model (so it was alleged) of the Temple of Dendera. When they flocked to the Great Exhibition of 1851, they found a visual

  history of art and architecture beginning with the Egyptian Court.




  The learned world meanwhile continued its researches. No university had a post in Egyptology, but at the British Museum the pioneer Samuel Birch reorganised and catalogued

  the Egyptian collections, some 10,000 items. In 1838 he produced the first part of his Sketch of a Hieroglyphical Dictionary, which already exploited and extended the work of Champollion. In

  the wider world of letters, papers to the Royal Society of Literature included Egyptological subjects; among the attenders was the Prussian ambassador, Baron von Bunsen, then writing his

  five-volume work, Egypt’s Place in Universal History (the English translation published in 1848–67). Birch did much to publicise the texts and monuments now being deciphered: so

  in his selection of Egyptian literature, Archaic Classics (1877), and his Ancient History from the Monuments. Egypt from the Earliest Times to B.C. 300 (1883). Yet he never

  went to Egypt; his contribution was as cataloguer, decipherer and publicist. Apart from Colonel Howard Vyse, no Englishman had been involved in exploring the monuments of Egypt on the ground; and

  the idea of systematic excavation would come as a novelty. In all this there were two material factors: under Mariette’s regime no foreign excavation seemed possible; and under his new law,

  no object excavated in Egypt could be exported – a prime disincentive to an aspiring museum.




  With the Needle, Egypt again made the news. Its arrival coincided with a new and active interest in the monuments of pharaonic civilisation, and more. Politically, Egypt – the essential

  link between England and India, after the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 – remained a focus of attention. Romantically, Egypt still connoted grandeur in ruins; every reader of

  Palgrave’s Golden Treasury knew Shelley’s sonnet on the fallen colossus – ‘My name is Ozymandias, king of kings: Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair!’ But

  Egypt fitted too with other late Victorian preoccupations. Egypt belonged also to the classical world: the topsy-turvy Egypt described by the Greek historian Herodotus, the Egypt of antique

  mysteries described by the Greek philosopher Plato. It belonged no less to the Christian world, as the home of famous martyrs, heretics and patriarchs, and also to the scriptural world which lay

  behind Christianity – this was the land of Joseph and the Jewish captivity, of Mary and Joseph’s flight into Egypt. Mesopotamia had yielded, from clay tablets excavated at Nineveh and

  published in 1876, copies of Babylonian creation-myths that bore an extraordinary similarity to the Book of Genesis: what might Egypt contribute to confirm (or undermine) the historicity of the

  Bible?




  The time was ripe for an initiative. In 1881 Mariette died, and his successor as Director of Antiquities to the Egyptian government, Gaston Maspéro, had more liberal

  notions. If a British expedition could be mounted, he would grant the required permission. But how to fund a British expedition? The French, German and Italian governments had financed missions,

  noted Sir Erasmus Wilson, but no such thing could be expected of the British government; for the honour of England ‘it is earnestly to be desired that private enterprise should do something

  towards vindicating our rational aim to a place among the scholars and Archaeologists of Europe’.3 




  In the event, it took the happy collaboration of a publicist, Amelia Edwards, and a scholar, Reginald Stuart Poole of the British Museum.




  Poole’s primary interest lay in numismatics. As Keeper of Coins in the Museum since 1870, he had organised and participated in the cataloguing of the vast collection, especially the

  ancient Greek coins. Nonetheless he had Egyptian interests, having lived in Egypt between the ages of ten and seventeen, under the guardianship of his uncle, the arabist Edward William Lane. His

  enthusiasm made a contrast with the attitude of the Museum’s veteran Egyptologist, Samuel Birch, who had no time for a project that he thought unlikely to benefit his collections. In the

  background, perhaps, were divided priorities: philologists put the emphasis on conserving and interpreting older finds, archaeologists on new digging and new discoveries. The division is serious

  and continuing. ‘Candour’, wrote the great philologist Sir Alan Gardiner in 1961, ‘obliges us to add that there has been, and still is, far too much excavation, especially when

  left unpublished or published badly . . .’4 




  Amelia Edwards had made a most successful career as novelist, journalist, traveller and travel-writer. Her novel of bigamy, Barbara’s History (1864), had established her public;

  Lord Brackenbury (1880) would reach fifteen editions. Her Untrodden Peaks and Unfrequented Valleys (1873) introduced the Dolomites to a new readership. In the autumn of 1873, escaping

  from a rainy holiday in France, she set out for Egypt and travelled by houseboat the full length of the country, as far south as the great rock-cut temple of Abu Simbel. On her return she described

  her experiences in A Thousand Miles up the Nile, which became a bestseller. It fuelled the popular enthusiasm for Egypt. It lamented also the neglect, decay and pillaging of Egyptian

  monuments:




  

    

      The wall-paintings which we had the happiness of admiring in all their beauty and freshness, are already much injured. Such is the fate of every

      Egyptian monument, great or small. The tourist carves it all over with names and dates, and in some instances with caricatures. The student of Egyptology, by taking wet paper

      ‘squeezes’, sponges away every vestige of the original colour. The ‘collector’ buys and carries off everything of value that he can get; and the Arab steals for him. The

      work of destruction, meanwhile, goes on apace. There is no one to prevent it; there is no one to discourage it. Every day, more inscriptions are mutilated – more paintings and sculptures

      are defaced . . . When science leads the way, is it wonderful that ignorance should follow?5 


    


  




  Not only was there much to see; there was much to rescue before it was too late.




  Consultations began, and sponsors were sought. The Archbishop of Canterbury and the Chief Rabbi expressed support; so, among others, did the poet Robert Browning and Sir Henry Layard, the

  discoverer of Nineveh. Finally, in April 1882, there emerged a new society, whose Joint Honorary Secretaries were Poole and Amelia Edwards: the Egypt Exploration Fund, then and now (as the Egypt

  Exploration Society) the chief organiser of British Archaeology in Egypt. A leaflet publicised its aims and invited subscribers: ‘A Society has been formed for the purpose of cooperating with

  Professor Maspéro, Director of Museums and Excavations in Egypt, in his work of exploration. The Society undertakes to conduct excavations especially on sites of biblical and classical

  interest, without infringing the Egyptian law, by which objects found are claimed for the Boolak [Cairo] Museum.’ The immediate object was to raise funds for an archaeological expedition. The

  site in mind lay in the Nile Delta, the site of the biblical Land of Goshen.




  Funds gathered and permissions obtained, the new Fund had one last striking difficulty: to find an excavator, so little experience had the British. Its first season was indeed conducted by the

  French Egyptologist Naville, after an interval during which Arabi’s forces were defeated at the battle of Tel el-Kebir. He carried out his commission by digging what he identified as the

  biblical city of Pithom, one of the two ‘treasure cities’ which (according to the Book of Exodus) the enslaved Children of Israel built for Pharaoh. For a second season, he asked for a

  young British scholar to train. The choice fell on W. M. Flinders Petrie. Before too long Petrie went his own way, the EEF another, both enterprises heavily dependent on the subscriptions of

  individual enthusiasts. The world was changing. A modification of the Egyptian law allowed new finds to be divided between the excavator and the Cairo Museum. That encouraged

  both archaeologists and their subscribers. From now on there would be no shortage of British excavators, and excavators with professional training, as Egyptology took root in the universities. In

  1892 Petrie himself was appointed Professor of Egyptology at University College London, the chair funded by a legacy from Amelia Edwards, anxious to the end for the subject she had done so much to

  promote. This was the very first post in this subject in the United Kingdom, but by no means the last.




  Most Egyptologists had a special interest in pharaonic Egypt, but the original idea of ‘classical and biblical sites’ was not forgotten. Indeed, chance finds of Greek papyri from

  Egypt continued to show what serious excavation might achieve. On 1 July 1897 the EEF set up a special branch, the Graeco-Roman Research Account, ‘for the discovery and publication of the

  remains of classical antiquity and early Christianity in Egypt’. It was this mission that attracted two young scholars from Oxford, B. P. Grenfell and A. S. Hunt, and it was Grenfell and Hunt

  who rediscovered, in the unpromising mounds round the village of el-Behnesa, the City of the Sharp-nosed Fish.








  




 


 


 


 


  
CHAPTER 2





  A WEALTH OF GARBAGE
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  The modern tourist who visits the village of el-Behnesa, a hundred miles south of Cairo and ten miles west of the Nile, will find very little left of the ancient town. Nothing

  shows to the eye, except one standing column. The walls, the baths, the theatre, the colonnades and porticoes of what its inhabitants referred to as the Glorious and Most Glorious City have

  perished or been recycled. Ancient Oxyrhynchos has a long history, traceable from the high days of the Egyptian New Kingdom through successive conquests Greek and Roman. In early medieval days it

  boasted a bishop, thirty churches and (according to report) 10,000 monks and 20,000 nuns, and the remains of the Christian cemetery show the size and wealth of the population. The Arab conquest of

  Egypt in AD 642 did not end it. Arabic documents from the site illustrate the new order, which (with a change of supremacy) was not so much unlike the old. The city remained

  important; in AD 917 it was producing gold brocade curtains for the Palace of the Caliphs in Baghdad.1 Why it declined we do not

  know. But it seems clear that, at least from the thirteenth century, during the military regime of the Mamluks, the city began to dwindle into a village.




  Certainly, by 1798, there was nothing to impress. The savants and artists of Napoleon’s expedition to Egypt surveyed and depicted its antiquities in splendid detail, but from ancient

  Oxyrhynchos they recorded nothing, just one ancient column set off by the palm trees and a minaret of the modern village. The explanation is simple: nothing remained on the surface. It took another

  century of experience to show what might lie below the surface of such a site, and especially within the low hills which represented the rubbish-dumps of ancient settlements. Accidental finds made by farmers digging out the fertile earth (sebbakh) which remained, and by the trial excavations of foreign archaeologists, showed that the dry climate and

  drifting sands of southern Egypt could preserve contemporary written records whose material, a ‘paper’ manufactured from the papyrus reed, would have perished on the wetter sites of

  classical Greece or Italy; and that many such documents belonged, not to the older Egypt of the pharaohs, but to the millennium when, between Alexander the Great and the Arab conquest, Egypt was

  colonised and governed by Greek immigrants and their descendants. In that period, first as an independent kingdom and then (after the death of Cleopatra) as a Roman province and then (when the

  capital moved to Constantinople) as a province of the Byzantine Empire, Egypt went about its usual business, but in Greek and sometimes in Latin, under the control of a ruling class who saw

  themselves as part of the Hellenic diaspora.




  The written rubbish that they left behind included two categories of text which had special importance for Victorian scholars: fragments of classical Greek literature, especially of works

  otherwise lost in the great destruction of the Middle Ages; and fragments of early Christian literature, especially of works eventually purged from the orthodox canon. Accidental finds from Egypt

  had reached the antiquities market: so the British Museum acquired the only surviving copies of three Greek classics then known only from quotations in ancient sources – the Athenian

  Constitution by Aristotle (1889), the Mimiambs of Herodas (1889) and the Odes of Bacchylides (1896). The Egyptian sands were now supplying what the watery sites of Greece and

  Italy had destroyed: books and papers that had been in the hands of the contemporaries of Callimachus and Plutarch and St Athanasius.




  Accident prompted a new initiative: systematic excavation with the recovery of papyri directly in mind. In London the Egypt Exploration Fund took note, and agreed in 1896 to devote ‘some

  fixed share of their energies and income to the recovery of classical papyri and the prosecution of Greek archaeology in Egypt’. The excavators were B. P. Grenfell and A. S. Hunt. The site

  they chose was this village of el-Behnesa, which covered in part an ancient town known to have been populous and prosperous and eventually an important Christian centre – likely therefore to

  yield texts and especially biblical texts – a town whose ancient name was Oxyrhynchos, ‘City of the Sharp-nosed Fish’.




  Grenfell and Hunt




  Grenfell and Hunt were then in their late twenties. To us they seem, names, background and all, typical of their time. Bernard Pyne Grenfell (1870–1926) was the son of a

  master at King Edward’s Birmingham, educated at Clifton College; Arthur Surridge Hunt (1871–1934), son of a solicitor, educated at Eastbourne College. Both were thought less than

  robust, and exempted from the Victorian routine of team games, except for a little cricket. Both won scholarships (1888) to The Queen’s College, Oxford, where they became friends (they were

  off mountaineering in the Tyrol in the summer vacation of 1889). Both did well in the regular classical course, and both won graduate scholarships to keep them going. They were going to be

  scholars: but in what? By 1895 the die was cast: they were in Egypt, digging for papyri in the ancient villages of the Fayûm. They were to spend the rest of their lives pioneering a new

  branch of Classics: papyrology. It was not easy. Tony Harrison’s play Trackers of Oxyrhynchus (first performed in 1988) makes true-life drama of the stress and excitement of discovery.

  Grenfell, the more mercurial, suffered a third nervous breakdown in 1920, which ended his working life. Hunt went on until 1934, his last years clouded by the early death of his only son. But their

  partnership had achieved extraordinary things, in bringing back to life Oxyrhynchos and its many voices.




  El-Behnesa was chosen for the season of 1896/7 (‘season’ means winter to spring, when the temperature was moderate and local workmen could spare time from their fields). The choice

  depended partly on the city’s reputation as a great Christian centre (the 10,000 monks and 20,000 nuns), which held out the prospect of interesting relics of early Christian literature.

  Certainly the site itself did not at first promise much. About half the area was occupied by the Arab village (not much populated, since the easy route down from the desert exposed it to Bedouin

  raids). ‘With regard to the other half,’ wrote Grenfell, ‘a thousand years’ use as a quarry for limestone and bricks had clearly reduced the buildings and houses to utter

  ruin. In many parts of the site which had not been used as a depository for rubbish . . . lines of limestone chips or banks of sand marked the positions of buildings which had been dug out; but of

  the walls themselves scarcely anything was left, except part of the town wall enclosing the north-west of the site, the buildings having been cleared away down to their foundations, or to within a

  few courses of them.’ There was little hope, then, of finding papyri still in the remains of ancient houses. Various mounds might have concealed buildings, but proved in

  fact to be tips of ancient rubbish. For three weeks the excavators explored the Graeco-Roman cemetery, with little to show.




  Then, on 11 January 1897, they dug a low mound. Very soon there came to the surface a papyrus page with unknown Logia, or ‘Sayings of Jesus’ (it turned out later to be the

  apocryphal Gospel of Thomas), then a leaf from St Matthew’s Gospel. The papyrus-hunters were in business. The mounds proved rich beyond the wildest expectation. ‘The flow of

  papyri soon became a torrent it was difficult to keep pace with.’ Three months’ digging yielded enough papyri to fill 280 boxes. The Review of Reviews compared the sudden

  treasure of Oxyrhynchos to the discovery of gold in the Klondyke.2 Grenfell described his workforce: ‘As the papyrus digging was comparatively light

  work, I had more boys than men diggers, the former being not only easier to manage and more trustworthy, but quite as keen about the work as the men, which is remarkable seeing that all their

  earnings go to their parents. But I should think that nearly every boy in the district who could walk wanted to be taken on to the work . . . One of the smartest workers of all was also the

  smallest, a little chap about eight years old, who had a wonderful eye for the right kind of soil for finding papyri . . .’3 This ‘little

  chap’, Sabr’ Said, enjoyed his fifteen minutes of fame: the London Daily Graphic for 21 July 1897 printed a sketch of him, alongside views of his village and photographs of the

  excavators, with the caption ‘The Boy who found the Logia’.




  Almost every item of this huge hoard was of Roman or Byzantine date. For the moment the excavators had other priorities. ‘Our desire to discover a collection of Ptolemaic texts, for which

  the Fayûm offered the best field, and the necessity for pressing on excavations in that district, owing to the rapid extension of the area of cultivation round and even over the ancient

  sites, and the constant plundering of the natives, led us to postpone further work at Oxyrhynchus until the Fayûm was exhausted.’4 For some

  years, therefore, they diverted their attention to Tebtunis and el-Hibeh. But in February 1903 they were back at el-Behnesa. ‘When we were here before,’ wrote Grenfell, ‘we

  avoided digging a certain mound which adjoins the modern Mohammedan cemetery and has a Sheikh’s tomb of peculiar sanctity and several others on top. One side of this mound however has near

  the surface a rich papyrus-yielding layer (2–4th century A.D.) and lower down a 1st century B.C. layer. A remarkable feature of the papyri from the upper levels

  especially, is the great number of literary fragments – classical, theological, and even some Latin which is very unusual. We have already obtained several pieces of the first importance, and

  there is still a considerable piece of ground to be covered, though the top of the mound we shall have, unfortunately, to leave alone.’5 




  The tomb of the Sheikh was restored and repainted after the dig, but not before it had generated its own legend – that Grenfell was struck blind for disturbing the site, and had his sight

  restored only when the Sheikh reflected that the poor villagers were benefitting from the wages paid by the excavators.6 Grenfell supervised the digging,

  Hunt dealt with the finds: ‘Looking after 100 men fishing up papyri in a high wind with a mixture of sand and cinders driving in their faces (this is one of the windiest places in Egypt)

  isn’t exactly easy. Hunt has been very busy sorting and flattening out the papyri, but so far is a long way in arrears, and the larger lots there will not be time to examine in this

  country.’7 




  They returned to el-Behnesa again for the winters of 1903/4, 1904/5, 1905/6 and 1906/7. Progress was unpredictable, and some of the most spectacular finds came late. On 13 January 1905,

  ‘shortly before sunset, we reached, at about 6 feet from the surface, a place where in the third century AD a basketful of broken literary papyrus rolls had been

  thrown away. In the fading light it was impossible to extricate the whole find that evening; but a strong guard was posted on the spot during the night, and the remainder was safely removed in the

  following forenoon. Before being condemned to the rubbish heap, the papyri had, as usual, been torn up; but amid hundreds of smaller fragments there were a couple of cores of rolls, containing ten

  or twelve columns, other pieces containing five or six, and many more one or two columns.’ This find could be pieced together into twelve rolls. Apart from the usual classics (Thucydides,

  Plato, Isocrates), there were a number of major works which had gone missing in the Middle Ages – the Paeans of Pindar, Euripides’ Hypsipyle, an anonymous History of

  Greece. Three days later, the excavators had moved to a different mound, where they found a second hoard of literary items: eight feet down, Greek lyric poets; 25 feet down, a mass of other texts.

  There were songs by Sappho and Alcaeus and Ibycus, dithyrambs and paeans by Pindar, dithyrambs and drinking songs by his rival Bacchylides, learned elegies and learnedly offensive satires by

  Callimachus, sermons in verse by the Cynic Cercidas – all lost treasures of the classical inheritance. The dig stopped short, to avoid disturbing the tomb of a local

  saint, Sheikh Ali El Gamman.




  The sixth season was interrupted in December 1906, when Grenfell suffered a nervous breakdown. However, he was back at the dig by the beginning of February 1907. This was, and was intended to

  be, the last season. ‘We have now dug everything that we wish to excavate here, and do not contemplate any further work at this site, which has been practically exhausted.’8 The six seasons had yielded, at a cost of some £4000, 700 boxes of papyri, which might be estimated at 500,000 pieces and scraps, along with a miscellany of

  small daily objects which linked the papyri yet more closely with those who wrote and read them – coins, tokens, dice, pens, keys (iron and bronze), combs, rings, lamps, amulets, tweezers,

  bracelets, socks, slippers, marbles of particoloured glass, dolls of papyrus or rags, stone heads of Venus and Horus, statuettes in bronze or terracotta, a birdtrap, a set of moulds for

  counterfeiting coins, ‘a knife-handle representing an ape carrying a lantern’, ‘an ivory panel from a casket with a hare running’, and ‘some loaves of Roman bread, in

  appearance much resembling Hot Cross buns’.




  The dig was over; the task of publishing the papyri continued. This task was to occupy Grenfell and Hunt for the rest of their working lives, and their successors up to the present day.




  During the dig, they spent the winters in Egypt. We see them in photographs, moustaches neatly trimmed, cloth caps on, sitting outside their tent. Thirty foremen and a hundred workmen (in those

  days the wages came to £30 a week for the whole force) attacked the mounds. They found papyri, mixed with earth and other rubbish, heaped 30 feet deep. The finds were collected in baskets,

  then boxed and shipped back to Oxford – one roll in an old biscuit tin (‘Huntley and Palmer’s Best’), most of the finds in tin boxes which workmen made up on site from old

  kerosene containers. It was a lonely life, and even potentially dangerous: a shopping list of Hunt’s includes medicines, fish-hooks, The Old Curiosity Shop and a revolver with forty

  cartridges. ‘Good luck with the gravedigging,’ wrote Grenfell’s brother.




  Grenfell described the work, which required trenching each mound in rising steps:




  

    

      The method of digging a mound on a large scale is extremely simple. The workmen are divided into groups of 4 or 6, half men, half boys, and in the

      beginning are arranged in a line along the bottom of one side of a mound, each group having a space two metres broad and about 3 metres long assigned to it. At Oxyrhynchus the level at which

      damp has destroyed all papyrus is in the flat ground within a few inches of the surface, and in a mound this damp level tends to rise somewhat, though of course not nearly as quickly as the

      mound rises itself. When one trench has been dug down to the damp level, one proceeds to excavate another immediately above it, and throw the earth into the trench which has been finished, and

      so on right through the mound until one reaches the crest, when one begins again from the other side. The particular mixture of earth mixed with straw and bits of wood in which papyrus is

      found, and is to the papyrus digger what quartz is to the gold-seeker, sometimes runs in clearly marked strata between other layers of cinders, bricks or all kinds of debris containing no

      papyrus, but in many of the mounds at Oxyrhynchus papyri are found continuously down to a depth of five or even eight metres . . . The clouds of dust and sand, which are quite inevitable when

      one is digging in very loose dry soil on the edge of the desert, give you an idea of the difficulties under which the excavator for papyri has to work. It is really marvellous how the men

      manage to keep their eyes open through it all.9 


    


  




  The method was simple, but the practicalities were formidable. There were two of them to supervise the work and preserve the finds. The workforce normally numbered 100 men and boys. Once it

  reached 200, a number beyond which Grenfell could not cope. They were glad of the work, but at the end of February they began to drift away, since the spring planting called them back to their

  fields. On top of wages, a special payment was made for each papyrus found; there was a danger of plunder, so that rich finds needed to be guarded overnight, and of private leakage to dealers. Of

  the season begun in December 1904 Grenfell and Hunt reported, ‘In spite of the general rise of prices in Egypt, which is carrying the rate of wages upward with it, nearly all our old hands

  were anxious to work on the former terms; but we found it advisable to increase somewhat the scale of bakhshish, especially as the dealers are at length turning their attention to Behnesa, and

  papyri continue to command extravagant prices in the market.’10 On top of all this came the need to account in detail for money spent, and the

  perennial shortage of funds.




  Summers they spent in Oxford. Here there were more comforts (we find Grenfell ordering ‘500 Best Egyptian Cigarettes’ from a dealer in London – the cost,

  in 1896, £1 7s 6d), but no less work. The papyri offered quite new problems: the problem of understanding strange fragmentary poets whom no one in the West had read for fifteen centuries; the

  problem of understanding late technical Greek from this unknown Hellenic outpost. Sixteen substantial volumes appeared, full of new information and new insights, all set out briskly and

  economically and without any parade of learning. Each editor revised what the other wrote, and the result was published in joint names. It was an ideal partnership: Grenfell impetuous and

  extrovert, Hunt shy and cautious; one contributing ideas and intuitions, the other control and critical judgment.




  Despite Grenfell’s words, the site was not exhausted when they left. Italian expeditions excavated there in 1910 and 1913/14 (Pistelli), and again in 1927–34 (Breccia); papyri from

  these digs are housed in the Istituto Vitelli in Florence. In between, Sir Flinders Petrie surveyed the ground in 1922. By that time much top-soil had been removed for fertiliser – Petrie

  estimated that 100–150 tons left each day by rail, and more by river. Petrie identified the stage, seating and portico of a substantial theatre, 120 metres in diameter (as large as the

  Theatre of Epidaurus) and capable, he thought, of holding 11,000 spectators; parts of two colonnaded streets, at right angles to one another; and the cemetery north of the town. Most of that stone

  has since disappeared. Much more recently, a Kuwaiti dig investigated the Islamic town (1985–7), and a joint force, Egyptian and Catalan, under Professor Padró, has surveyed the

  necropolis to the north-west and located fragments of public buildings from the Roman period.11 




  A Second Renaissance




  The literature of ancient Greece and Rome had never completely died out. Handcopying, in the Latin West and the Greek East, preserved a small selection of works, and what

  survived until the Renaissance made its way into print and a guaranteed immortality. What did survive provided evidence of what did not. At the Renaissance, scholars rediscovered in libraries 7

  remaining tragedies of Aeschylus, 7 of Sophocles, 19 of Euripides: ancient sources showed that originally there had been 70 or 80 of Aeschylus, 120 of Sophocles, 90 of

  Euripides – a survival rate of 10 to 20 per cent. If Shakespeare had suffered the same losses, we should know him, at best, by 8 plays out of 37. A whole series of famous names, whose works

  had been available in every library of the Roman Empire, came down simply as names, with a few quotations to exemplify their genius. Such, for example, were the lyric poets, once household names

  – Sappho, Alcaeus, Anacreon, Simonides.




  By the eighteenth century, it seemed, there was little left to find in the libraries. As for the books of the ancients themselves, they were unlikely to be recovered by excavation, since in damp

  soil they rot away. Then came hints of what might be possible. Diggers chanced, near Naples, on a Roman villa which had belonged to the ancient town of Herculaneum and been buried in ash, like the

  town, by the eruption of Vesuvius in AD 79. The excavations, begun in the 1750s, brought to light the only ancient library ever found in situ, one or more rooms of

  book-rolls carbonised by the heat. The work of deciphering these finds went slowly; the papyrus was brittle, the surface had turned as black as the ink, the rolls at least on the outside were stuck

  shut and could be unrolled only by cutting them up and peeling off layers one by one. Nonetheless, they caused international excitement; the Prince Regent sent his chaplain, the Reverend John

  Hayter, to help with the work.




  It was a false spring. Decipherment made it increasingly clear that this was a philosophical library, probably indeed the library of a specific philosopher. Philodemos of Gadara had come to Rome

  c.75 BC and obtained the patronage of a Roman noble family, the Pisones; it may well be that the family owned the Herculanean villa in which he housed his books

  – many works of Epicurean philosophy and many of his own works (some both in draft and in fair copy) in this tradition. Lyric poets there were none, however suitable for seaside reading.

  There will have been some disappointment. In September 1819 the poet Wordsworth fell to comparing the autumn birdsong with his own now elderly Muse. His thoughts turned to the fresh inspiration of

  the Greek poets; most of their work was lost, but perhaps scholarship might recover more:




  

    

      

        

          O ye that patiently explore




          The wreck of Herculanean lore,
 

		  What rapture, could ye seize




          Some Theban fragment, or unroll




          One precious tender-hearted scroll


		  Of pure Simonides.12 


        


      


    


  




  What he had in mind were the lost works (three-quarters of the whole) of the Theban poet Pindar, and the entire works of Simonides, the great international star of his day,

  famous for his avarice, his glamorous clients and his talent for pathos.




  Conditions at Herculaneum were very special. The volcanic debris had sealed off the papyri from the corrupting moisture. Dryness was all. As it turned out, there was at least one other area of

  the Greek and Roman world that offered similar protection. In central and southern Egypt it rarely rains; the perishable will survive for millennia under the protecting sand. It was in Egypt that a

  Danish scholar, Niels Iversen Schow (1754–1830), bought a roll of original papyrus written in Greek. According to legend, he was offered fifty rolls, but bought only one (whereupon the locals

  burned the rest in order to enjoy the smell). This he presented to Cardinal Stefano Borgia. The roll, now known as the Charta Borgiana, did not preserve lyric poetry: when published (in 1788) it

  turned out to contain a document, a list of 181 men who, over a five-day period in February AD 193, the 33rd year of the (recently murdered) Emperor Commodus, carried out

  forced labour on the embankments at Tebtunis.13 The find opened a window on the daily life of Greek Egypt, but it raised little excitement with

  contemporary scholars, who had more interest in literature than in life.




  Egypt, for long cut off, was about to re-enter the European consciousness. Napoleon’s campaign there (1798–9) took also a team of scholars, who produced the remarkable collection of

  drawings and reports published as the Description de l’Égypte. Among their finds was the Rosetta Stone, which was to provide the key to deciphering the hieroglyphic script. The

  expedition, though politically unsuccessful, opened another door. Egyptomania swept Europe; travellers began to visit the country more frequently; and serious Egyptology began, in 1822, with

  Champollion’s decipherment of the script.




  At this stage, excavation did not focus on papyri. But the informal diggings of local peasants made finds which then appeared on the antiquities market. So it was that in 1821 Sir William John

  Bankes (1786–1855), an indefatigable explorer of Egypt and Nubia (he brought back the obelisk which still adorns the family seat at Kingston Lacy), bought, at Elephantine, a roll of

  Iliad XXIV, which in 1879 entered the British Museum.14
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