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Date 

Language 
Material 

Number of texts 
Type 

Collections 
 

Find/Acquisition 
 

 
Arsinoites (Fayum), meris of Polemon, Tebtynis 
200 BC - AD 199 
Demotic, hieratic, hieroglyphic with a few Greek fragments and Old Coptic notes 
Papyrus 
183 certain, 24 uncertain 
Temple library 
The bulk of the texts is preserved in Copenhagen, Carlsberg Collection and in Florence, Istituto Papirologico 
G. Vitelli; individual scraps are in Berlin, Milan, Lille, London, Lund, Michigan, Oxford and Yale 
Found in Tebtynis in 1931 by Anti and shortly before by native diggers 
 

  
Bibliography M. DEPAUW, A Companion to Demotic Studies (Pap. Brux. 28), Bruxelles, 1997, p. 161 (A). 

K. RYHOLT, ‘On the Contents and Nature of the Tebtynis Temple Library. A Status Report’, 
in S. LIPPERT / M. SCHENTULEIT (eds.), Tebtynis und Soknopaiou Nesos. Leben im 
römerzeitlichen Fajum, Wiesbaden, 2005, p. 141-170. 

Description On March 10 1931 C. Anti discovered the papyri inside the temenos of the Tebtynis temple 
in two cellars of house 27, against the temple wall (C. GALLAZZI, ‘Rapport d’activité 2011-
2012’, BIFAO 112 (2012), p. 72-74 with photo, with the map of F. FRANCO, in V. RONDOT, 
Tebtynis II. Le temple de Soknebtynis et son dromos, Le Caire, 2004, plan 2). The papyri 
were deposed on the floor in two small cellars and reduced to hundreds of fragments. They 
were transported to Florence in four large boxes. Other texts of the same find were found by 
fellahin shortly before and hundreds of fragments (often belonging to the same manuscripts) 
appeared on the Cairo antiquities market in the 1930’s. The greatest lot (2500 fragments 
have been inventoried thus far) came to Copenhagen in 1936, but other European and 
American collections profited as well.1 Some papyri even came from the earlier excavations 
by Grenfell and Hunt in 1899/1900 (published in P. Tebt. Tait) and some more have been 
discovered in the nearby rubbish dump by Gallazzi.2 Clearly the library was at a certain 
moment simply dumped in this area. 

It is difficult to find out how many texts there were: currently the Trismegistos database 
counts 207 items, but a great deal of the material is still unpublished. RYHOLT (2005, p. 142) 
estimates the number of manuscripts at not much more than 400. Most papyri found in the 
temple are reduced to fragments, which are patiently puzzled together by an international 
committee centered in Copenhagen.3 Roughly two thirds of the texts are written in Demotic, 
but there are at least one hundred hieratic texts, some twenty hieroglyphic and a few Greek. 
Those not found by the Italian excavators can only be ascribed to the same find when they 
contain parts of papyri in Florence (or Copenhagen). Sometimes fragments with the same 
type of handwriting and/or with similar contents may be tentatively attributed to the temple 

                                                
1 J. Osing, Hieratische Papyri aus Tebtynis I (CNI Publications 17), Copenhagen, 1998, p. 19-20.  
2 C. Bonnet, ‘Les grands monuments égyptiens et nubiens du début de la XVIIIe dynastie sur le site de Doukki Gel 
(Kerma)’, BIFAO 112 (2012), p. 72. 
3 P.J. Frandsen / K. Ryholt, The Carlsberg Papyri 3. A miscellany of Demotic texts and studies (CNI Publications 22), 
Copenhagen, 2000, p. vii. 



2 
 

Temple library of Tebtynis 
 
 

library if they were acquired with other papyri of this find. But for Greek papyri in such a 
group the uncertainty is too great: they may have been found in another part of the kom of 
Tebtynis (e.g. the Greek papyri in P. Tebt. Tait).4 Many Demotic papyri are written on the 
back of Greek documents, and these of course are not part of the library proper: they are just 
used as second hand writing paper (e.g. the list of Jewish tax payers published by C. 
SALVATERRA, in Studia Hellenistica 36, Leuven, 2000, p. 287-348 = SB XXVI 16697, 
reused for TM 55875, a Demotic narrative on the adventures of the magician Merire).  

Ryholt divides the material in three broad categories: cultic material (50 %), narrative 
material (25 %) and other non-cultic texts (mainly scientific) (25 %). 

(1) The 110 cultic works consist of manuals of priestly knowledge, ritual manuals, religious 
poetry, magic and teaching material. Priestly manuals are by far the most numerous. They 
include the Book of the Temple (about 20 different copies), a treatise on the ideal temple 
and its personnel; the Book of Thoth (some 10 manuscripts), a kind of catechism with 
questions and answers by the god; the Book of the Fayum (hieroglyphic, hieratic and 
Demotic), a cult-topographical treatise pertaining to Sobek; the hieratic book of Nout on 
astrology (5 copies, of which two have a Demotic commentary). Among the ritual texts, all 
written in hieratic, there are 6 copies of the Opening of the Mouth ritual, 5 of the Offering 
Ritual (known from temple reliefs) and even a text with musical notation. The religious 
poems are still largely unpublished, several of them related to drinking festivals in honour of 
Bastet and vine-Horos. Magical texts are rare (no more than ten in all) and written in 
hieratic. To the teaching manuals belong a hieroglyphic dictionary with commentary in 
Demotic and the impressive Onomasticon, which consists of a dictionary of Middle 
Egyptian words arranged systematically (verbs and nouns treated separately) and an 
encyclopedia of priestly knowledge; the papyrus, which is reconstructed by J. OSING, 
Hieratische Papyri aus Tebtynis I (CNI Publications 17), Copenhagen, 1998, from hundreds 
of fragments was originally more than ten meters long.5 

(2) There are more than 60 manuscripts with narratives, often grouped in cycles: stories 
about pharaohs of the past such as Djoser, Sesostris and Inaros, about prince Setne 
Chaemwaset and about Peteesis (including the dream of Nektanebo). This kind of literature 
is already found in Herodotos and continues in the Alexander romance. Others deal with 
mythological subjects, such as the myth of the Sun's eye (6 copies) or the creation of the 
primaeval ocean. 

(3) Among the remaining manuscripts 45 deal with divination, including dreams. But there 
is also a lot of astronomical and astrological material and a few wisdom texts. Several Greek 
medical texts may also belong here, though their link with the archive is often lost.6 

The earlier editors G. Botti and A. Volten identified the papyri as the remains of a temple 
library of the 'house of life'. This was doubted by Tait, who wondered if the multiple copies 

                                                
4 As shown by K. Ryholt, ZPE 187 (2013), p. 233-238, the Greek texts may have been separated early on from the 
Demotic and their link with the archive has been lost. 
5 Addenda in J. Osing, ‘Notizen zum Tebtunis-Onomastikon’, in A. Gasse / Fr. Servajean / Chr. Thiers (eds.), Et in 
Ægypto et ad Ægyptum, Recueil d’études dédiées à Jean-Claude Grenier, III, Montpellier, 2012, p. 547-550. 
6 See note 4. 
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did not come from private priestly houses or even a geniza-like dump of outdated material 
(in which case it would not be an ‘archive’ in the sense used by us). But RYHOLT (2005, p. 
157-163) defends the unity of the whole as a coherent temple library, comparable to that of 
other sites such as Soknopaiou Nesos and also to the description of such a library by 
Clemens of Alexandria. 

There are only three colophons with dates in this group: one in AD 47/48 (TM 91788), one 
Book of the Fayum in AD 135 (TM 97823) and a titulature of Traianus (AD 98-117; TM 
140519). One astronomical text can be dated to AD 144 (TM 55987) and was reused after 
that; another one mentions data of AD 29 (TM 117866). The Greek documents reused by the 
priests range between AD 66 and 151. Though the bulk of the material belongs to the first 
and second centuries AD, a few texts are attributed to the Ptolemaic period and to the early 
third century AD on the basis of the script (e.g. the legal manuals TM 46024, 56086 and the 
narrative TM 55852; the wisdom text TM 55921 is dated to the third century AD by Tait). 
For some even earlier texts it cannot be proven that they are part of the same find (e.g. TM 
48731).  

Archive texts In the description above, TM numbers rather than references to the publications are used 
because many texts are still in the course of publication. By looking for the TM number 
online, the reader can always find the latest stage in which they are available. 

Selection [the full list of references can be found online]: Acta Orientalia 26 (1962), p. 143-
144; Acta Orientalia 36 (1974), p. 27; AfP 58 (2012), p. 311-343; ANDORLINI (ed.), Testi 
medici su papiro p. 81-118; Archiv Orientalni 19 (1951), p. 73; Archiv Orientalni 20 (1952), 
p. 496-500; Beinlich, Das Buch vom Fayum p. 137-267; BLASIUS / SCHIPPER (eds.), 
Apokalyptik und Ägypten (OLA 107) p. 223-261; Comunicazioni dell' Istituto Papirologico 
G. Vitelli 4 (2001), p. 35-43; CRIPEL 14 (1992), p. 101-105; Dem. Conf. VII (Copenhagen 
1999) p. 361-393; Dem. Conf. IX (Paris 2005) p. 305-315; Dem. Conf. X (Leuven 2008) p. 
90-96; Enchoria 21 (1994), p. 2-4; Enchoria 24 (1997-1998), p. 35; Enchoria 30 (2006-
2007), p. 11-13; EVO 4 (1981), p. 203-207; EVO 13 (1990), p. 103-107; Fs. Lüddeckens p. 
2-9 no. 1-9; IVERSEN, Papyrus Carlsberg No. VII-VIII; JASNOW / ZAUZICH, Book of Thoth p. 
139-496; JEA 68 (1982), p. 214-226; JEA 84 (1998), p. 155-164; JØRGENSEN, Papyrus 
Carlsberg 89; KOCKELMANN, Praising the Goddess 6; NEUGEBAUER / PARKER, Egyptian 
astronomical texts 3 p. 220-243; OSING / ROSATI, Papiri geroglifici e ieratici da Tebtynis; P. 
Carlsberg I-X; P. Götterbriefe 8; P. Lund I 4 Vo; P. Tebt. Tait 1-45; P. Zauzich 40 & 42 & 
50; PARKER, Demotic mathematical papyri p. 73-77 no. 68-72; PSI Congr. XXI 3 Ro & Vo; 
QUACK, Einführung p. 14-90; Studies Griffith p. 171-173; Studies Larsen p. 483-510; 
Studies Smith p. 317-319; SZPAKOWSKA (ed.), Through a glass darkly p. 182-183; VOLTEN, 
Demotische Traumdeutung p. 80-104; VOLTEN, Kopenhagener Texte Weisheitsbuch p. 7-46; 
WESTENDORF, Handbuch Medizin p. 79 no. 8; ZÄS 115 (1988), p. 105; ZPE 11 (1973), p. 
101-114; ZPE 78 (1989), p. 132; ZPE 119 (1997), p. 297-298; ZPE 121 (1998), p. 211-212. 

Text types Narrative, mythological, magical, liturgical and scientific texts = internal documents. 

 


