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Description The archive of Asklepiades consists of 11 private letters in the collection of Berlin (IV 1203-
12091; XVI 2665; inv. 13152c; 13153b, c). The texts derive from mummy cartonnages from
Abusir El-Meleq, a necropolis excavated by Otto Rubensohn in 1903, 1904 and 19082.

The archive is a tomos synkollesimos made of various individual letters, pasted together and
all addressed to the same person, Asklepiades alias Asklas3, except for IV 1203, which is
probably a draft by Asklepiades himself4. This explains how this letter belongs to the archive.
All letters were pasted onto the roll by Asklepiades in chronological order by date of receipt.
IV 1207 was sent three days before IV 1206 (cf. IV 1207, l. 14), but its position on the roll
indicates that it actually arrived later. In IV 1205, 1207, 1209, a docket was written by
Asklepiades at the top of the letters on the day of receipt: "“Elabon (e[tou") ...".

Though various business matters are discussed in the letters (e.g. transport of goods, leases,
payments, purchases), the archive mainly contains private correspondence over 7 years of
Augustus5 (29-23 BC) between members of a single family (cf. fig. 1) of the
Herakleopolites. The use of a tomos synkollesimos to register private correspondence is
unusual. Six letters are sent by Asklepiades' sister Isidora and two by their mother
Tryphaina. A brother, Paniskos, is mentioned in four letters. Petechon, a brother, is recently
deceased in IV 1209 (23 BC). In 1209 and possibly in IV 12086, Tryphon also addresses
Asklas as "brother", but here the usage is figurative. According to the handwriting, Tryphon
is also the writer of XVI 2665 ("hand c" cf. fig. 2), a letter from Tryphaina to her son
Asklepiades. Tryphon's exact relationship to the family is unclear. Other names are
mentioned in the correspondence, some twice or more, but, apart from the oikonomos
Philon, their official status and their relation to the family are unknown. IV 1209 has a
different character. It does not concern the delivery of goods, but it relates to a lawsuit
against the widow and child of Asklepiades' brother Petechon.

IV 1203,  1204, 1207 and inv. 13152c are all written by what Schubart calls "hand a" (cf.
fig. 2). Though Isidora addresses three, the supposition that IV 1203 is addressed by
Asklepiades, may indicate that all four are penned by a professional scribe. However, IV
1205 and 1206 are written by "hand b" and may have been written in Isidora's own, uneven
hand; the characters are well formed at the beginning but degenerate as the letter proceeds.
Consequently, Isidora's letters can be divided into two groups7: the first group is written in a
competent business Greek and addresses Asklepiades by his full name. In the letters of the
second group, Isidora uses the shortened form of Asklepiades' name, Asklas, and writes her
own name with a superfluous character, Isidoira. These letters are longer and more familiar
in tone8.

                                                  
1 The numbers in bold refer to the volume and text in BGU.
2 Cf. K. PREISENDANZ, Papyrusfunde und Papyrusforschung, Leipzig, 1933, pp.179-180.
3 For the double name, cf. O. MASSON, Onomastica Graeca Selecta I, Nanterre, 1990, p.300.
4 J.L. WHITE, op.cit., p.103.
5 According to the handwriting, the letters could belong to the late Ptolemaic or Augustean period; cf. the doubt
in W. SCHUBART, Griechische Palaeographie (Handbuch der Altertumswissenschaft I.4.1), München, 1925 (=
1966), pp.47-48. However, XVI 2665 is dated in year 3 K≥a≥iv≥s≥(aro").
6 The name of the addressor in IV 1208 is not preserved and the handwriting differs from the one in IV 1209,
addressed by Tryphon.
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Asklepiades, may indicate that all four are penned by a professional scribe. However, IV
1205 and 1206 are written by "hand b" and may have been written in Isidora's own, uneven
hand; the characters are well formed at the beginning but degenerate as the letter proceeds.
Consequently, Isidora's letters can be divided into two groups7: the first group is written in a
competent business Greek and addresses Asklepiades by his full name. In the letters of the
second group, Isidora uses the shortened form of Asklepiades' name, Asklas, and writes her
own name with a superfluous character, Isidoira. These letters are longer and more familiar
in tone8.

The subjects and the prices discussed in the correspondence (e.g. 120 dr for a blanket in IV
1205), suggest a wealthy family. Isidora seems to have been a strong and energetic woman,
working hard to manage the family property. They drew income from agriculture such as the
production of wheat, wine and dried vegetables and land lease (cf. XVI 2665, 16-17).
According to XVI 2665, the family properties were scattered over the Herakleopolites:
Mouchis and Ogu in the Tekmi toparchy, Nois in the Peri Polin toparchy and Tale in the
Koites9. Asklepiades seems to be involved in shipping (IV 1204, ll. 5-6; 1205, ll. 28-29;
1206, l. 9; 1207, l. 17; 1208, l. 40). According to Olsson10, he was even a shipowner.

Appendices Fig. 1: Stemma of the family

                                            ?          x         Tryphaina

          Asklepiades =            Paniskos               Petechon                   Isidora

           Asklas

Fig.2. Graph of the letters

                                                                                                                                                                       
7 J.L. WHITE, op.cit., p.104; R. CRIBIORE, Gymnastics of the Mind. Greek Education in Hellenistic and Roman
Egypt, Princeton - Oxford, 2001, p.92.
8 J.L. WHITE, op.cit., p.104.
9 Cf. M.R. FALIVENE, The Herakleopolite Nome. A Catalogue of the Toponyms with Introduction and
Commentary (Am.Stud.Pap. 37), Atlanta, 1998, map.
10 B. OLSSON, op.cit., p.24.
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Text Sender Year Written on Received on Hand

IV 1203 Asklepiades 2 = 29 BC Phaophi 17 = Oct

15

Hand a

IV 1204 Isidora 3 = 28 BC Phaophi 3 = Oct 3 Hand a

IV 1205 Isidora 3 = 28 BC Phaophi 28 = Oct

26

Hathyr 8 = Nov

5

Hand b

IV 1207 Isidora 3 = 28 BC Hathyr 3 = Oct 31 Hathyr 9 = Nov

6

Hand a

IV 1206 Isidora 3 = 28 BC Hathyr 6 = Nov 3 before Hathyr 9

= Nov 6

Hand b

XVI 2665 Tryphaina 3 = 28 BC ? ? 16 Hand c: clear cursive

IV 1208 Tryphon? 4 = 27/6 BC ? ? large cursive ≠ hand c

IV 1209 Tryphon 7 = 23 BC Mecheir 29 = Feb

23

Phamenoth 13 =

Mar 9

Hand c: clear cursive

inv. 13152c Isidora Hand a

inv. 13153b Isidora

inv. 13153c Tryphaina


