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Literary Ostraka: Choice of Material and Interpretation of Text*
Julia Lougovaya
Ruprecht-Karls-Universität Heidelberg
lougovaya@uni-heidelberg.de
In Greco-Roman Egypt, pottery sherds were always –or almost always– used as a writing
support along with other materials, such as papyrus or wood, even if the distribution of these
supports could vary or some types have disappeared from the archaeological record. The
decision to write on sherds could be influenced by their relative availability compared to
other supports.1 Another factor potentially influencing the choice of ostraka could be their
size and ease of handling, which render them particularly suitable for relatively small texts
meant for easy transport and exchange, such as receipts, orders for delivery, or road-passes.
Some, though not all, of these types of texts would have a very short lifespan.2
In the case of literary texts inscribed on ostraka, certain properties of the sherds, such as their
small size and apparent low value (both monetary and social) seem to make them most
suitable as school texts. And indeed there are ostraka whose association with an educational
environment is beyond doubt. To take just one example, when J.G. Milne published a group
of ostraka acquired at the beginning of the 20th century around Luxor and Karnak, he
imagined that «the finder of these ostraka had chanced on a spot where a schoolmaster of
Thebes had taught his classes in the open air near a rubbish heap, on which material for
writing exercises might be obtained in plenty, to be thrown away again as soon as used» or
that «we may have here the contents of the waste-ostrakon-basket which were deposited on
the dust-tip after a day’s work».3 Whatever this school may have looked like, the ostraka in
the group display various features of texts used in education. There are syllabaries, lists of
names or other words in alphabetic order, repeated numerals, moralizing maxims,
mythological compositions, and anecdotes involving famous men; the hands are said to be
either shaky and slow, presumably of a student, or clear and firm, thus likely of a teacher; and
there are spelling mistakes and corrections. The question, however, is whether the presence of
these ostraka in Thebes in the second century CE is indicative of how ostraka inscribed with
non-documentary texts were used elsewhere in Egypt from the Hellenistic through the late
antique period, and this question has been traditionally answered in the positive.4
Consequently, discussion of non-documentary ostraka tends to be concentrated in compendia
devoted to education, an arrangement that perpetuates an association of the material with
didactic purposes. In the only existing comprehensive overview of Greek literary ostraka,
*

This article stems from work on material aspects of ostraka in the context of my project “Writing on Ostraka in
the Inner and Outer Mediterranean – Schreiben auf Ostraka im inneren und äußeren Mittelmeerraum (TP A09)”
within the University of Heidelberg’s “Sonderforschungsbereich 933, Materiale Textkulturen. Materialität und
Präsenz des Geschriebenen in non-typographischen Gesellschaften,” which is funded by the Deutsche
Forschungsgemeinschaft.
1
Skeat (1995) 78 (=Elliot [2004] 90-91), Bülow-Jacobsen (2009) 15. In several letters on ostraka the writer
apologizes for resorting to this material for lack of papyrus, cf. Cuvigny (2003) 266.
2
«Ostraca thus occupied a part of the field of everyday writing where brevity of text and brevity of lifespan
overlap», writes Roger Bagnall (2011) 133, although he admits that the only type of ostraka that could not be
discarded immediately were tax-receipts, which form the biggest group of documents on ostraka.
3
Milne (1908) 121.
4
Cf., for example, a comment in a recent discussion of the geometric ostraka from Elephantine (TM 65672 =
LDAB 6925) that «ostraca of literary texts arise apparently only in an educational context», Netz (2015) 301.
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Paul Mertens also follows the principle that a literary ostrakon is school unless there is a
strong obstacle to this identification.5
It was only with Raffaella Cribiore’s invaluable survey of evidence for education in GrecoRoman Egypt that the need for a more nuanced approach to the relationship between writing
materials and their texts became clear.6 Calling into question the seemingly natural
connection between school exercises at the most elementary level and cheap material such as
reused papyrus scraps or ceramic sherds, she demonstrates that this presumption is not borne
out by the evidence. She concludes that habit rather than cost was «the salient reason» for
using ostraka «by all students at a certain level and for particular types of exercises» and that
«although most of the ostraca originated in contexts of organized education, a good number
must have come from different milieus».7 Let us pursue further Cribiore’s observations
regarding the types of texts for which ostraka were used, as well as the types of school-texts
that in certain periods fail to be attested on ostraka.
Cribiore points out that ostraka overall form the largest group in the category of ‘short’ texts,
that is, texts corresponding to approximately 8 hexameters and including «maxims, sayings,
and limited amount of verse» (66%), and a large group in the category of «long passages:
copies or dictations» (32%).8 Conversely, evidence for elementary education is remarkably
meagre and uneven in chronological distribution. Syllabaries present a case in point: of all
types of school-related texts, they are the most characteristic and uncontroversial.9 Written on
a variety of supports depending on the period, they are consistently attested from classical
antiquity into the Byzantine period. They hardly appear, however, on ostraka before the
Roman period and they remain sparse until the late Roman and Byzantine periods. The same
is observable for lists of words, either divided into syllables or arranged in groups by a
certain number of syllables.10 It could perhaps be argued that students at a lower level would
not use ostraka because it is in fact more difficult to write on a sherd than on a papyrus or
tablet, but this would not explain why teachers would refrain from using the material for
writing models, as seems to have been the case in the Byzantine period.11
Besides syllabaries, there is another type of text that is oddly underrepresented in school
ostraka: Homer. Cribiore comments that «although poetic verses in general do not appear
very frequently in ostraca, Homer was certainly the least represented among poets».12 This is
surprising because Homer is the favorite author in the short-passages category, while ostraka
is the preferred material in this very category.13 The anomaly is especially pronounced in the
Ptolemaic period, when poetic quotations or passages are not that rare: in Mertens’
chronological list of literary ostraka, 17 of 34 pieces dated from the III BCE through I BCE/I
5

In a list of 143 ostraka, Mertens (1975/1976) indicates those that were deemed school texts by Zalateo (1961),
and then surveys the remaining pieces in order to determine which can be further included with school texts.
Among the remaining few that resist association with a school environment, he discerns two types of texts,
medical prescriptions and possible drafts for inscriptions.
6
Cribiore (1996).
7
Cribiore (1996) 63.
8
The calculations are based on the data in Table 2, Cribiore (1996) 65. This tendency would be even more
pronounced in the Ptolemaic period: for the first three centuries of the surveyed evidence, the share of ostraka in
the category of ‘short passages’ would be 75%, and in the ‘long passages’ it would be 57%.
9
The syllabary is «a central component in elementary education in the West from early archaic Greece to the
nineteenth century», Johnson (2011); cf. also Johnson (2015) esp. 139-142.
10
The earliest example, O.Edfu II 307 (= Cribiore [1996] no. 101 = LDAB 4290 = TM 63087), is dated to the
first century CE.
11
Cribiore (1996) 64.
12
Cribiore (1996) 64.
13
Cribiore (1996) 46 and 71 respectively.
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CE contain verses. One has to postulate then that, at least until the Roman period, ostraka
were used in school, but not for types of texts otherwise associated with education, such as
syllabaries, lists of words, and quotations or passages of Homer.
As chance would have it, the only Ptolemaic period ostrakon on which a passage of Homer
appears –at seven verses in length it would have fit perfectly the category of ‘short
passages’– is usually not considered a school text: it is not included in Cribiore’s catalogue,
nor is it labelled a school text in LDAB (2387=TM 61247).14 The ostrakon (P.Berol. inv.
12565) comes from Elephantine and is dated to shortly before 190 BCE. Its outer convex side
is unpublished and is said to contain a list of names; the inside concave side (BGU VI 1470)
starts with what appears to be a petition or complaint (a type of text most unusual for Greek
ostraka), but then, after five lines of the petition and the word µάρτυροι15 in the sixth line, the
scribe begins quoting the Odyssey. He writes the first seven and a half verses, cancels some
of the words in the last line, and then writes a list of names in two columns. The hand, which
looks neither like a teacher’s nor a pupil’s, shows no change throughout.16 This concoction of
texts has no parallel and appears to be neither school, nor scholarly; one can perhaps imagine
a situation in which the writer was jotting down the opening words of a petition to use as a
blue-print for a future composition, and then turned to citing Homer. Could there even be
some irony in the scribe’s citing the woes of Odysseus at the point where the content of the
complaint would conventionally stand?
The person who inscribed the Elephantine ostrakon must have been educated and was an
experienced writer, but the sherd was probably produced not in a school environment. Why
would the verses of Homer be written? Could it be simply because the writer liked them?
That a larger work written on a papyrus roll was meant for a reader’s enjoyment is taken for
granted, but it is presumed that a shorter passage written on an ostrakon needs to be the
means to an end, and preferably an educational one. The sherd from Elephantine, however,
challenges this presumption. Looking through non-documentary ostraka of the Ptolemaic
period one notes more pieces that do not easily fit the evidence we have for schools. There
are six ostraka from Elephantine inscribed with geometric explications at a very advanced
scholarly level (TM 65672 = LDAB 6925); there is a poem of Sappho, not a poet normally
associated with education, inscribed in a practiced but far-from-clear hand (TM 62716 =
LDAB 3904); we have a large ostrakon from Philadelphia inscribed on both sides in very
cursive script with passages of a mythological or historical nature (TM 68653 = LDAB
9925); and there is a piece with glosses to Homer, Hipponax, and Antimachus (TM 61222 =
LDAB 2362) in a fluent but not particularly neat hand. None of these texts would probably be
considered school had it survived on papyrus, yet each is routinely classified as such.
The same would probably obtain for four Hellenistic ostraka deemed school texts that were
discovered together in Philadelphia in the Fayum. I would like to zoom in on these for two
reasons. First, the ostraka have a secure provenance, and second, assigning them to a school
context has had an impact on both the overall statistics and our assessment of literary and
school ostraka. Consequently, if these four pieces are to be disassociated from education,
there remains little ground to connect the practice of writing on ostraka with schooling in the
Ptolemaic period.

14

Zalateo (1961) includes it in his catalogue under no. 363 in the category of ‘Documenti di uso non definito’,
but Janine Debut (1986) leaves it out from her list of school texts.
15
The form is not attested in documents from Greco-Roman Egypt; outside epic, it seems to be confined to
Hellenistic manumission inscriptions in Delphi.
16
The text and a link to an image are available at http://www.papyri.info/ddbdp/bgu;6;1470.
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The ostraka in question come from a stash that was found in a cellar of a house in
Philadelphia during excavations conducted by Friedrich Zucker in January 1909. Now in
Berlin and sometimes erroneously referred to as the Kleitorios archive,17 the group contains
five literary and 63 documentary ostraka. The latter are mostly notes jotted down possibly by
the same writer and apparently for himself; they pertain to various transactions around a large
estate.18 Of the five literary ostraka, one (P.Berol. inv. 12309) is inscribed with an obscene
pseudo-epitaph; three contain anthologies (P. Berol. inv. 12310, 12311, 12319); and one is a
continuous composition or an excerpt (P.Berol. inv. 12318). Understandably, nobody has
ever suggested that the vulgar epigram is a school text, but as far as the other four ostraka are
concerned, only Peter van Minnen has been reluctant to identify them as educational,
explaining that they «have generally been assigned to a school because of the content
(anthologies), but the context seems to point in another direction».19 Although a collection of
literary excerpts may seem fitting material for teaching, in a recent corpus of Hellenistic
anthologies only five of 38 are classified as school texts. Of these five, three are the
Philadelphia ostraka, and the reason they are classified as school is actually because of their
archaeological context.20 The argument is thus circular, and to move forward I suggest to
consider literary ostraka from Philadelphia according to the criteria for identifying school
exercises outlined by Cribiore, namely 1) the type of text contained; 2) writing materials and
their use; 3) special distinguishing characteristics of exercises; 4) mistakes; 5) evaluation of
the hand.21
1. Text Types
Three ostraka from Philadelphia contain anthologies of passages drawn from both prose and
verse. Although the length of passages varies, each tends to be short, with the longest poetry
excerpt amounting to 5 verses of Theognis (on P.Berol. inv. 12310) and the longest prose a
bit over 30 words (on P.Berol. inv. 12311), which is shorter than passages in school
anthologies tend to be.22 On the other hand, most citations are longer than a maxim.23
The passage of Theognis 434-438, quoted on P.Berol. inv. 12310, is noteworthy. First, the
poet is not attested in school exercises outside the Philadelphia ostraka.24 Further, the order in
which the verses are cited corresponds not to the manuscript tradition of Theognis but to a
passage in Plato’s Meno, 95e-96a.25 In Theognis, the verse πολλοὺς ἂν µισθοὺς καὶ µεγάλους
ἔφερον (434) concludes the observation that, had doctors been able to cure badness and
mental blindness, «they would have commanded truly high salaries». In Plato’s dialogue,
17

Kleitorios is the subject of the epigram inscribed on P.Berol. inv. 12309, while a Kleitorios and Kleitorios the
younger are referred to in some documentary pieces; it is possible that one of the documents’ Kleitorioi is that of
the epigram, but he is clearly not the writer of the ostraka nor is he central to the transactions and
communications found in them. Trismegistos designates the archive as ‘Ostraca from a cellar in Philadelpheia’,
ArchID 160.
18
Viereck and Zucker, albeit with some hesitation, distinguish two hands, one that wrote BGU VII 1500-1548
and the other BGU VII 1549-1562, whereas the five literary pieces have been assigned also to a single hand.
There are variations throughout these three groups, but it is not impossible that the entire stash was the product
of the same writer with the differences resulting from changes in the surface, pen, ink, as well as types of texts.
19
Van Minnen (1998) 144.
20
Pordomingo (2013) 40-41, 181.
21
Cribiore (1996) 30.
22
Cf. Cribiore (1996) nos. 379, 381, 382.
23
Only one anthology (P. Berol. inv. 12319) contains what can perhaps be considered maxims: a one-liner from
Hesiod and short citations from Theognis and Euripides.
24
For a convenient compendium of authors and works attested in school exercises, cf. Cribiore (1997).
25
That is, the verses run 435, 434, 436-438.
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however, it is incorporated in a dialectical argument that reveals the impossibility of teaching
virtue.26 It is plausible that the writer of the ostrakon excerpted the Theognidean passage
from Plato’s text since it is unlikely that there would have been a version of Theognis in
which the same verses would be moved around in exactly the same way as in Plato where
they form an irregular metrical sequence.27 Like Theognis, Plato is not an author one
encounters in school texts, and the theme of the cited verses, that is, the impossibility of
making men good by teaching, does not seem to be particularly fitting for a school
environment.
The most extensive prose passage in the Philadelphia anthologies is an excerpt from a
narrative or dialogue (P.Berol. inv. 12311, ll. 4-9):
καὶ γὰρ ὁρᾶις ἔφη ἄν τις µὴ ὥσπερ οἱ πολ|λοὶ ζῶσιν ἕνεκεν τοῦ ἐσθίειν ἀλλ’ ἐσθίηι | καὶ πίνηι
ἕνεκεν τοῦ ζῆν οὐ χαλεπὸν | τά γε τοιαῦτα πορίζεσθαι τῶι τυχόντι | µὴ ὅτι νοῦν ἔχοντι,
«For you see, he said, if one is not like the many who live for the sake of eating, but eats and
drinks for the sake of living, it would not be hard for anyone to procure himself with such
things, let alone for a sensible person».

The passage immediately reminds one of a sententia, often ascribed to Socrates, found, for
example, in Plutarch, Mor. 21e:
ὑποµνηστέον ὅτι Σωκράτης τοὐναντίον ἔλεγε, τοὺς
µὲν φαύλους ζῆν τοῦ ἐσθίειν καὶ πίνειν ἕνεκα, τοὺς
δ’ ἀγαθοὺς ἐσθίειν καὶ πίνειν ἕνεκα τοῦ ζῆν.
«It should be remembered that Socrates said the opposite [sc. to what Alexis says in the
fragment quoted just before], namely, that base men live to eat and drink, whereas good men
eat and drink to live».

The passage on the ostrakon has therefore been interpreted as a paraphrase of Socrates’
sententia.28 The excerpt, however, does not take the form of a paraphrase or anecdote, but, as
Italo Gallo argues, likely derives from a longer work.29 In that work, the passage presumably
served to argue that procuring means of substance is easy for anyone who needs food simply
to sustain himself. While frugality of life was characteristic of Socrates, the idea that it is easy
to procure what is necessary is also an Epicurean motif. Curiously, Stobaeus cites the
anecdote about Socrates30 immediately before quoting a passage attributed to Epicurus:
(21) Σωκράτους
Σωκράτης ἐρωτηθεὶς τίνι τῶν ἄλλων ἀνθρώπων διαφέρει, εἶπε ‘καθόσον οἱ µὲν λοιποὶ ζῶσιν,
ἵν’ ἐσθίωσιν, αὐτὸς δὲ ἐσθίω, ἵνα ζῶ’
(22) Ἐπικούρου
Χάρις τῇ µακαρίᾳ Φύσει, ὅτι τὰ ἀναγκαῖα ἐποίησεν
εὐπόριστα, τὰ δὲ δυσπόριστα οὐκ ἀναγκαῖα. (Stob. Flor. 17. 21-22)

26

Aristotle seems to follow Plato’s placement of verse 434, too, when he cites it in the Nicomachean Ethics,
1179b, to characterize teachable arguments, εἰ µὲν οὖν ἦσαν οἱ λόγοι αὐτάρκεις πρὸς τὸ ποιῆσαι ἐπιεικεῖς,
πολλοὺς ἂν µισθοὺς καὶ µεγάλους δικαίως ἔφερον κατὰ τὸν Θέογνιν, «if arguments were enough to make
people good, they would have justly carried huge rewards, as Theognis says».
27
Metathesis of ll. 434 and 435 results in the sequence hexameter, pentameter, pentameter, hexameter,
pentameter.
28
So Viereck (1925) 256 and Cribiore (1996) 228, no. 236.
29
Gallo, (1980) 223-225, suggests that the passage may have come from a fourth-century logos Sokratikos of an
unknown author; this is followed by Bastianini in CPF I 1*** 95.9T, 767-768.
30
Elsewhere Stobaeus attributes it to Diogenes: Διογένης τοὺς µὲν ἄλλους ἔφησε ζῆν, ἵνα ἐσθίωσιν, αὐτὸν δὲ
ἐσθίειν, ἵνα ζῇ, «Diogenes said that while others live to eat, he eats to live», 3. 6.41.
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«(21) Of Socrates.
When asked in what respect he differs from all other people, Socrates said: “In that the rest live
in order to eat, while I myself eat in order to live.”
(22) Of Epicurus.
Thanks be to blessed Nature, because what is necessary she made easy to procure, and what is
hard to procure she made not necessary».

As for what kind of work the ostrakon passage may have derived from, perhaps it was a
collection of stories associated with a philosophical character such as Socrates or even
Diogenes. That such collections were in circulation is illustrated by a papyrus roll that
preserves anecdotes about Diogenes, which dates to the third or early second century BCE
and likely comes from the Fayum, too (P.Vindob. G 29946 = LDAB 786 = TM 59682).31
Some of the anecdotes on this roll are known from later sources, in particular Diogenes
Laertius and Plutarch, but, as Guido Bastianini demonstrates, the versions on the papyrus
display better understanding of Diogenes and do not reduce his character to low level
comedy, as later sources are wont to do. Upon discussing the lexical, syntactic, and general
literary qualities of the papyrus text, Bastianini concludes that it was probably the ultimate
source of later anecdotes, whose authors were prone to oversimplification and clumsy
expansion.32 It seems plausible that the passage cited on the ostrakon would have come from
a similar loose collection of stories associated with a philosopher, perhaps Socrates, though
Diogenes cannot be ruled out.
Although minor, there are other similarities between the two texts: the ostrakon passage does
not name the speaker, an uncharacteristic feature of an anecdotal tradition as reflected in
Diogenes Laertius and Plutarch, but found in the Vienna papyrus where Diogenes is always
referred to in the third person without name.33 Further, paragraphoi are used in the papyrus
collection of stories about Diogenes to mark divisions into syntactic units, which are smaller
than an anecdote but often larger than a clause. A similar principle of text division may be
behind the excerpt on the ostrakon, with the passage forming a syntactic unit within a story.
As for the genre of the text preserved on the Vienna papyrus, Bastianini is wary to call it a
biography because of the avoidance of naming Diogenes as well as the apparent lack of
organizing principle, either chronological or geographic; it could perhaps be a collection of
chreiai, though not in the strict sense of later grammarians such as Aelius Theon.34 It may
rather reflect some stage in the development of the apomnemoneuma, or reminiscence. A
specimen of this genre is preserved for us by Xenophon’s work, which may not have been yet
clearly distinct from chreia at the time the Vienna papyrus was composed.35 It is also possible
that the passage on the ostrakon came from a similar kind of work of a perhaps ethical and
31

The best edition of the papyrus, with detailed introduction and commentary, is that of Bastianini in CFP 1**
48.8T, 99-143.
32
Cf. commentary to col. ii. ll. 1-6 (CFP 1** 48.8T, 128-130).
33
Diogenes’ name appears only once in the papyrus, almost per accidens, as Bastianini says (CFP 1** 48.8T,
105), because it occurs in the vocative in the response addressed to him by the tyrant Dionysius (col. v. l. 6).
34
In On the Chreia, Theon defines chreia as «a brief saying or action making a point, attributed to some
specified person or something corresponding to a person» (χρεία ἐστὶ σύντοµος ἀπόφασις ἢ πρᾶξις µετ’
εὐστοχίας ἀναφεροµένη εἴς τι ὡρισµένον πρόσωπον ἢ ἀναλογοῦν προσώπῳ), text after Hock / O’Neil (1986)
83, translation Kennedy (2003) 15.
35
According to Aelius Theon, «reminiscence is distinguished from chreia in two ways: the chreia is brief, the
reminiscence is sometimes extended, and the chreia is attributed to particular persons, while the reminiscence is
also remembered for its own sake» (τὸ δὲ ἀποµνηµόνευµα δυσὶ τοῖσδε κεχώρισται τῆς χρείας· ἡ µὲν γὰρ
σύντοµος, τὸ δὲ ἀποµνηµόνευµα ἔσθ’ ὅτε ἐπεκτείνεται, καὶ ἡ µὲν ἀναφέρεται εἴς τινα πρόσωπα, τὸ δὲ
ἀποµνηµόνευµα καὶ καθ’ ἑαυτὸ µνηµονεύεται), text after Hock / O’Neil (1986) 83, translation after Kennedy
(2003) 15. Other rhetoricians distinguish chreia from apomnemoneuma mostly by length, cf. Kennedy (2003) 77
for Hermogenes, 143 for Nicolaus the Sophist.
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moralizing nature, from which the apophthegm, as we know it from later sources, was drawn.
The earliest evidence for it is found in the Rhetorica ad Herennium, where it is formulated as
esse oportet ut vivas, non vivere ut edas.36 The author of this rhetorical handbook adduces it
as an example of commutatio, a rhetorical figure known in Greek as ἀντιµεταβολή, and does
not associate it with any particular historical figure.37 Eventually, it became part of an
anecdote told mostly about Socrates, but also about Plato, Diogenes, and Zeno.38
Ethical concerns also transpire in the passage inscribed on P.Berol. inv. 12318, the content of
which Roger Pack aptly describes as «precepts addressed to men in high places»:

5

10

15

20

Πρῶτον ὅτι τὸµ µὲν ἐν ταῖς ὑπερ̣[ο]χαῖς, ὅσωι ἂν ἦι µείζων, τοσούτωι
χρὴ κοινότερον εἶναι καὶ ἐπιµελέστερον τῶν οἰκείων καὶ φίλων, vac κἂµ πάνυ τινὲς ὦσιν ἄδοξοι καὶ εὐτελεῖς, v
ὑπολαµβάνοντα τοῦτο καλὸν
εἶναι καὶ ζηλωτόν, εἰ δι’ αὐτὸν ἐνδοξότεροι γίνονται καὶ γονεῖς καὶ ἀδελφοὶ
__καὶ οἱ λοιποὶ πάντες οἰκεῖοι καὶ συνήθεις.
λαθεῖµ µὲγ γὰρ οὐδ’ ὧς ἐστιν οὔτε ἐκ τίνων
πέφυκεν οὔθ’ ὅπως βεβίωκεν οὔτε ποίοις
__τισὶν χρῆται· πολλοὶ γὰρ οἱ ψητοῦντες.
καὶ ἅµα φιλεῖ ‵πως′ συναύξεσθαι τἀγαθὰ καὶ τὰ κακὰ
__ταῖς εὐηµερίαις, vac ὥστ’ ἐκφανῆ γίνεσθαι πᾶσιν.
ἐν τιµῇ δ’ ἄγων αὐτοὺς τῆι δικαίαι, περιποιήσαιτ’ ἂν εὐλόγως δόξαν ἀρετῆς. vac ἔτι δὲ καὶ µικρόψυ__χον ἔµοιγε ἀεὶ φαίνεται θάτερον, ὅπερ ἔνιοι
δρῶσιν ἀποκρυπτόµενοι καὶ ἀποποιούµενοι
__τοὺς φύσει γονεῖς ὡς̣ ἀ̣ναξίους, ὅταν εὐτυχήσωσιν.
αὐτὸγ γὰρ ἡγεµόνα χρὴ τῆς εὐγενείας εἶναι
καὶ τοῦτο τρόπον τινὰ κάλλιον ἢ προυπάρχου__σαν παρ’ ἑτέρων λαβεῖν· vac εἰ δὲ µὴ, τὴν ὀφειλοµένην εὔνοιαν ἐκ τῆς φύσεως µὴ ἀποστερεῖν.
1 l. τὸν µὲν

4 l. κἂν

10 l. λαθεῖν µὲν

12 l. τισὶ, l. ζητοῦντες

20 l. αὐτὸν

«First of all, concerning someone in privileged circumstances, the more superior one is, the
more approachable and caring he should be to his relatives and friends, even if some of them
are utterly without standing and worthless, because he understands that it is a good and
desirable thing if, as a result of him, his parents, and brothers, and all other relatives and friends
are held in higher esteem. // For it is impossible to conceal parentage, manner of life, and what
sort of people he associates with, since many are examining them. // And the good and bad [in a
man] tend somehow to increase together with prosperity, so that they become manifest to all. //
Holding them [sc. the relatives] in the proper esteem, he would justly and with good reason
secure a reputation for virtue. // Besides, it is always evident to me as a sign of micropsychon
how some people behave once they become prosperous, namely, by concealing and denying
36

Rhet. ad Her. 4. 39. The work is usually dated to ca. 50 BCE.
Cf. also Quint. Inst. 9. 3. 85, fit etiam adsumpta illa figura qua verba declinata repetuntur, quod antimetabole
dicitur: ‘non ut edam vivo, sed ut vivam edo’, «[contrast] can also be expressed by employing that figure, which
is called ἀντιµεταβολή, in which the same words are repeated but with different inflections, as for example, non
ut edam, vivo, sed ut vivam, edo».
38
For detailed references, see Gallo (1980) 223 and CPF 1*** 95.9T, 767-768.
37
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their natural parents as unworthy. // For it is necessary that he take the lead in his nobility, and
this is in a certain sense better than simply taking what has been handed down from others; //
and if not, he should not withhold the goodwill that is owed by nature».

Although it is often described as a composition on the subject of honor your parents, the
passage does not conform to the long and well-attested tradition of this theme. The focus of
our author is not on the behavior towards parents in general, but on how behavior affects the
perception of an important person and makes his character manifest.39 The composition lacks
references to reciprocal gratitude or the emotional attachment of a child towards his parents,
which are characteristic of the topic, and it groups together parents and other relatives and
friends, which is also unusual.40 The idea of social mobility that underlies the precepts is far
from trivial: the imagined situation is that in which a man of lower background rises to a
position of power and wealth and finds himself ashamed of admitting his origin. Yet, the
unknown author of the passage argues that he should rather take pride in his achievements,
for, on the one hand, his relatives would be seen as elevated because of him, and, on the
other, it makes him only more esteemed if he reaches his high position by his own efforts as
opposed to having it handed down to him.41
The subject of the composition –behavior of a man in a position of power– places it in the
orbit of political protreptic, to which such works as Isocrates’ To Nicocles or Philodemus’ On
the Good King according to Homer would have belonged. This kind of leadership literature42
would not necessarily be meant for a royal readership, but rather for men in prominent
positions, as evidenced, for example, by Philodemus’ addressing of his treatise to Calpurnius
Piso. It has been argued convincingly that Philodemus’ work is rooted in earlier Hellenistic
tradition and that the genre of political protreptic was prominent among Hellenistic
philosophers, even though little of it survives.43 The composition from Philadelphia might
well come from, or be a summary of, a lost specimen of the genre.44
To sum up observations on the content of literary ostraka from Philadelphia, they present a
selection of authors or passages not associated elsewhere with school exercises. The format
of most citations, which are neither self-standing maxims nor anecdotes, and their lack of
authorial ascription do not suggest an educational environment. If anything, some penchant
for the practical application of philosophy to everyday life, as well as some interest in
manifestations of human character, might be detected in the selections inscribed on ostraka.
2. Writing Materials and Their Use
The selection of sherds does not seem random. They are chosen for their shapes and,
presumably, size; in one case, P.Berol. inv. 12311, earlier writing was washed off. Careful
selection and reuse of ostraka are characteristic of the entire stash –almost 25 % of sherds
bear evidence of being reused– and speak against the presumed ephemerality of ostraka.45 It
39

Bastianini (2009) 18.
For an overview of the subject with multiple examples, see, for example, Meyer (1970); cf. also Morgan
(2007) esp. 108-109, for instances of the theme preserved in papyri.
41
I am grateful to Kai Trampedach for discussing the passage with me.
42
According to a passage preserved in ps.-Plutarch Apophthegm. 189d, Δηµήτριος ὁ Φαληρεὺς Πτολεµαίῳ τῷ
βασιλεῖ παρῄνει τὰ περὶ βασιλείας καὶ ἡγεµονίας βιβλία κτᾶσθαι καὶ ἀναγινώσκειν, «Demetrius of Phaleron
advised king Ptolemy to acquire and read books about kingship and leadership».
43
For concise discussion and further references, see Schofield (1999) esp. 742-744.
44
Bastianini (2009) 17 with n. 14, makes the interesting observation that introducing a passage with the
conjunction ὅτι is characteristic of epitomes.
45
16 out of 68 ostraka are reused. For the study of ceramic fragments, including surface treatment, cf. Caputo /
Cowey (2108).
40
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is possible, on the other hand, that the texts that had been washed off had a short lifespan, but
we have no means of knowing what those were.
3. Special Distinguishing Characteristics of an Exercise
Under this rubric, Cribiore lists numerous features, from decorative lines to lectional signs,
which might be characteristic of school exercises.46 Among them, continuous inscribing of
verses is given, which seems to apply to the passage of Theognis (P.Berol. inv. 12310) where
the verses are not written line by line.47 They are not, however, inscribed continuously, but
are separated by vacats, a device for indicating colometry well attested in Hellenistic
inscriptions and papyri.
4. Mistakes
The most serious error in the Philadelphia literary ostraka seems to have derived from a
mistake on the part of a modern editor. In the quotation from Theognis on P.Berol. inv.
12310, Viereck read πάλιν at the end of line 3, and consequently postulated the omission of
πολλούς in the beginning of the next verse. The writing at the end of line 3 is smeared, but
upsilon is well discernible and all together the traces favor πολλούς rather than for πάλιν.48
Other irregularities are mostly minor. In the “Precepts for Men in High Positions” (P.Berol.
inv. 12318), in line 12, ψητοῦντες is written in place of ζητοῦντες, doubtlessly a slip of the
pen.49 This text and the longest of the anthologies, P.Berol. inv. 12319, have a few other
mistakes mostly due to lapsus manus.50 There are also corrections: in line 13 of P.Berol. inv.
12318, πως was inserted supra lineam, while on P.Berol. inv. 12319 the word κάτω was
written at the end of line 21 to indicate that one should look below for the omitted part of the
text, which was added at the bottom of the ostrakon.51 It seems that the writer went over the
anthology and checked the citations against the original (or originals) from which he was
copying. There is no reason, however, to postulate that an interest in accuracy should be
associated with a school environment, and it rather speaks against a suggestion that the
ostraka in Philadelphia preserve «die kalligraphische Übung eines Schülers».52

46

Cribiore (1999) 75-91.
Cribiore (1996) 228, no. 235.
48
For the corrected text, consult http://litpap.info/dclp/62823.
49
Starting with the original editor, Ernst Kühn (1920/1921) 102, who followed Wilhelm Schubart’s suggestion,
the mistake has been interpreted as the result of dictation, but with no explanation as to why this would be the
case. What Fernández-Delgado / Pordomingo (2010) 234, call errors «of the phonetic type although less
indicative of a dictation, such as certain assimilations at the point of articulation between contiguous phonemes»
such as τὸµ µέν in l. 1, κἂµ πάνυ in l. 4, etc., are common assimilations and not mistakes. Upon reviewing the
passage, Bastianini (2009) 16, argues strongly against the dictation hypothesis.
50
Thus, iota subscriptum is omitted in ἐν τιµῇ in l. 15 and movable nu is wrongly added in τισὶν χρῆται in l. 12
of P.Berol. inv. 12318; in P.Berol. inv. 12319, l. 5, αρην is written for ἀνήρ, in l. 14 βραχιον for βραχίων; and in
l. 18, ιλλαδον for ἰλαδόν.
51
There are other omissions and corrections on this ostrakon which were done ad lineam, cf. ll. 15 and 16.
52
This is the proposition of Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff (1918) 4. ‘Sentenzensammlung’, 742-743,
regarding P.Berol. inv. 12319; it might reflect better the school system of 19th-century Germany than a
Hellenistic educational environment.
47
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5. Evaluation of the Hand
Cribiore identifies the hand of the Philadelphia ostraka as of «a teacher or an older student».53
That is, it shows neither the uncertainty that could betray lack of experience, nor excessive
clearness that would be suggestive of a teacher’s model. In other words, the qualities of the
hand do not point to a school environment. All in all, no feature of the four literary ostraka
from Philadelphia can be called characteristic of school texts. While it might be difficult to
ascertain the purpose served by these ostraka, nothing indicates that they would present
felicitous school material. In his survey of literary ostraka, Mertens suggests that an ostrakon
may be used for a draft, ‘brouillon’, meant for further inscribing in a more lasting medium
such as stone.54 While the texts from Philadelphia would of course not be meant for further
inscribing on stone, they could perhaps serve as a collection of notes compiled for possible
future use, whether in writing or speaking, or even for pure enjoyment.55
It might be of some significance that documentary ostraka in the archive contain few, if any,
formal documents. Quite frequently, they are written in the first person, but they are never
signed nor does the person introduce himself; sometimes he returns to an earlier record to
correct or amend it.56 In a few cases, the source of information is introduced by the verb
λέγει, possibly indicating that the writer was recording what was orally reported to him,
perhaps for entering it eventually elsewhere. If ostraka, both documentary and literary, served
as notes, it does not necessarily entail that they were meant to be quickly disposed of. In fact,
the care with which the sherds were chosen and the deposition of all 68 pieces together might
indicate their deliberate preservation over an extended period of time. After all, the stash
features documents that span six years. The choice of material may have been dictated by its
ease of handling smaller entities of texts; for example, one can imagine the advantages that
ostraka provide for storing, organizing, and consulting. It suffices to compare the modern
practice of using index cards for notes or quotations.
With the four Philadelphia ostraka disassociated from an educational setting, the bulk of
Hellenistic literary ostraka becomes yet more significant and impossible to ignore as a bunch
of exceptional cases. The answer to the question of why sherds were used to inscribe literary
excerpts is perhaps to be sought in better understanding literary practices of excerpting and
anthologizing, as attested across various media starting already in the later classical but
especially in the Hellenistic period. This is not to say that ostraka were never used for school
exercises or models: in certain periods and places they clearly were, but a more hair-splitting
approach is needed to assess and understand the usage of sherds for writing.57 Otherwise, the
default assumption that a literary passage on a sherd ought to come from a school leads to
simplification of the text to make it fit presumed didactic banalities, on the one hand, and to a
53

Cribiore (1996) 228.
Mertens (1975/1976) 408-409.
55
The latter is one of the possibilities suggested by van Minnen (1998) 144: «all written in the same experienced
hand, [they] were clearly written by an administrator, perhaps for use as teaching material for administrative
clerks in training or for his private enjoyment». One remembers that the ostrakon inscribed with an obscene
epigram, P.Berol. inv. 12309, was part of the same stash. On the topic of enjoyment as consumption of a text
outside cultural institutions, cf. Luiselli (2016) esp. 304-306.
56
Cf., for example, P.Berol. inv. 12413 = BGU VII 1502, on which an account for transportation of hay was
recorded; ll. 3 and 4 seem to be corrected, as one can see traces of washed off writing there. Below and after a
gap, information about the bundling of hay was added. For a discussion of this ostrakon, see Lougovaya (2018)
58-59.
57
Cf. Latour (2014) 12, «Splitting what is often as thin as a hair is the only way to make sure that behind the
concepts and entities –the substance– there remain the long series of properties that make them subsist; and not
the other way around».
54
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skewed picture of ancient education, on the other. A corpus of literary ostraka featuring
extensive information concerning both the textual and archaeological aspects, such as
transcriptions with full apparatus and literary parallels, an analysis of format, layout, and
script, as well as ceramological parameters and excavation information, when available,
could serve as a tool to understand better writing practices and consumption of literature in
the Greco-Roman Mediterranean.
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