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Elephantine 
310 - 281 BC 
Greek 
Papyrus 
6 
Private archive? Official archive? 
Berlin, Staatliche Museen 
Found during the Rubensohn excavations in 1906 in Elephantine, in the stockroom of a house 
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The numbers in bold refer to P. Eleph.   

Description During the excavations of O. Rubensohn in Elephantine, on 12 February 1906, five contracts 
were found together in a jar (1-5), now kept in the Staatliche Museen of Berlin. The raw jar 
only having some horizontal grooves and discovered in one of the stockrooms of a house, in a 
corner near a threshold,1 had to be gently crushed in order to take out the papyri safely.2 A 
sketch of the jar was added in the diary of the excavations (see App.).3 

In the jar of 32 cm (a perfect height for papyri), which was not closed, the papyri were found 
rolled up, still bound with a papyrus fibre and still closed with several seals, the impressions of 
which are well preserved.4 In addition, four of the papyri (1-4) were wrapped in a discarded 
papyrus sheet bearing two scolia and an elegy (TM 65674/LDAB 6927). These four papyri are 
six-witness contracts or ‘double documents’, written twice on the same papyrus (inner and 

                                                
1 Rubensohn in P. Eleph., p. 5-34; a copy of the latter's diary is printed in Müller 1980, see esp. p. 77-78. 
2 “Eine rohe Vase von länglich ovaler Form mit horizontalen Riefelungen (...) Um diese [5 Papyri] unversehrt 
herauszubrengenn müßte der Topf mit der Zange vorsichtig zerkleinert werden”, P. Eleph., p. 5. 
3 Müller 1980, p. 78. 
4 Description in P. Eleph., p. 9-17; K. Vandorpe, ‘Seals in and on the Papyri of Greco-Roman and Byzantine 
Egypt’, in M.-Fr. Boussac and A. Invernizzi (eds.), Archives et Sceaux du monde hellénistique (Bulletin de 
Correspondance Hellénique, Suppl. 29), Paris, 1997, p. 258-160. See the photographs in P. Eleph., pl. I, and 
Vandorpe 1997, pl. 45, Fig. 1. One of the three seals on 1 is lost. 
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outer copy). Whilst the lower copies remained visible, the inner copies were folded up and 
sealed with three seals; the two parties and the six witnesses, on average eight persons,5 put 
their seal impression on these three clay seals, resulting in three, sometimes four impressions 
on each seal. The names of the parties and witnesses are added next to the seal impressions 
(“of Mister X”).6 5, though not a double document, is also sealed by the parties and one of the 
two witnesses.  

 Although the five texts were found together, it is not clear how they are linked.  

This small archive contains the oldest dated Greek papyrus from Ptolemaic Egypt (July-
Augustus 310 BC,7 written in the satrapy of Ptolemy), recording a matrimonal arrangement 
between Herakleides (a Temnitan) and the parents of Demetria (Koan) (1). According to the 
contractual stipulations both spouses were entitled to keep a copy of the contract, negotiated in 
the presence of six witnesses. In 2, a will dating from 26 years later (284 BC), Dionysios and 
Kallista, both Temnitans, bequeath their belongings to each other and, once deceased, to their 
three sons, including Herakleides. According to its last clause the contract should be kept by 
the syngraphophylax Herakleitos, one of the six witnesses in charge of safekeeping the 
contract. The Temnitan Herakleides, groom in the matrimonial contract 1, is probably identical 
with the homonymous son in 2.8 In addition, Herakleides' father, the testator Dionysios in 2, 
acts as a witness in 1. Consequently, the ‘missing link’ between these two papyri could be the 
Temnitan Herakleides and his family. 

4 and 3 (June-July 283 and Jan.-Febr. 282 BC) record the payment of money by the Syrian girl 
Elaphion (assisted by the male guardian Dion), to Pantarkes and Antipatros, respectively, for 
maintenance (tropheia) and to prevent that she would be/remain enslaved (cf. 
καταδουλούµενον). After the first payment (4), Pantarkes (who now maintained the girl) 
became the new guardian of Elaphion in 3. Text 4 was kept by the syngraphophylax 
Nikagoras, 3 by the syngraphophylax Pankrates. The purpose9 and the chronology10 of the 
transactions in 4 and 3 have been heavily debated (e.g. was Elaphion a slave girl or a free 
concubine in the garrison of Elephantine?), but the relation to the older archival documents 
remains underdiscussed.11  

The youngest papyrus (5, March 281 BC) is a settlement of accounts concerning the 
moveables (105 wine jars, a bed, a mattress, pillows, ...) of an inheritance. Diagoras lists the 
goods he received and those he did not yet receive from Hermagoras, who in his turn confirms 

                                                
5 Exception: 3, which has only two seals containing in all five impressions (of the party who cashes the payment, 
and of four of the six witnesses).  
6 Vandorpe 1997, p. 232-234, available also at: https://www.trismegistos.org/seals/overview_2a.html. 
7 According to W. Huss, Ägypten in hellenistischer Zeit 332-30 v. Chr., München, 2001, p. 225, 1 rather dates to 
Oct. 310 BC. 
8 Seidl 1962, ibidem. 
9 The exact status of the Syrian woman Elaphion and the purpose of the transactions in 4 and 3, are moot points,  
see e.g. Rubensohn, in P. Eleph., p. 29-30 (free Syrian prostitute working in the local garrison);  E. Grzybek, 
‘Die griechische Konkubine und ihre „Mitgift“’, ZPE  76 (1989), p. 206-212 (free concubine and her “Mitgift”); 
Scholl, in C. Ptol. Sklav. I, p. 141-143 (Syrian slave). 
10 4 antedates 3 as noted by A.E. Samuel, Ptolemaic Chronology, München, 1962, p. 20-24; see also Grzybek 
1989, p. 207, n. 5. 
11 As noted by Martin 1994, p. 573. 
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the cash value he still owes to the account of the patrimonial goods (πατρῷα). Two witnesses 
were present, one of whom attached his seal to the document together with the two parties. 
The seal of Hermagoras (showing the goddess Artemis in a chiton) is the same as that used in 
2 by Herakleides and by his brother Bakchios,12 which induced Seidl (1962) to suggest a 
further (although unclear) link with the Herakleides of 1 and 2 (maybe Hermagoras is a son of 
Herakleides?). This Herakleides or Hermagoras may also have been one of the men who 
maintained the woman Elaphion (4 and 3).13 If this reasoning is correct, a private archive is 
involved. 

Another possible link between the papyri may be the syngraphophylax to whom some texts 
were entrusted, although the actual contract keepers differ (Herakleitos in 2, Nikagoras in 4, 
Pankrates in 3). Or was there a kind of public (?)depot where local syngraphophylakes could 
keep these contracts? The fact that the papyri were still sealed, could point in that direction. 
But we agree with R. Scholl that the find is too small to be a public archive.14 

Archive texts  P. Eleph. 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 (with BL 9, p. 78); TM 65674/LDAB 6927. 

Text types Marriage contract, a will, payments for maintenance, a settlement of accounts of an 
inheritance.   

Sheet with literary texts used as wrapping paper for 1-4. 

Appendix Sketch of the jar holding the archive  

(from Rubensohn's diary of the excavations, see Müller 1908, p. 80) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
12 P. Eleph., p. 13 (nos. 11-13) and 17.  
13 Cf. Scholl, in C. Ptol. Sklav. I, p. 143, on a possible union between Herakleides and Elaphion. 
14 C. Ptol. Sklav. I, p. 143-144. 


