Papyrological and Palaeographical Aspects of the Elephantine Documents
Ada Yardeni

The corpus of the Aramaic documents from
ancient Egypt consists of about 400 intact and
fragmental documents written with ink on
papyrus as well as hundreds of ostraca, most of
them already published. In addition there are a
number of documents written on leather, short
inscriptions on stone and on wood, engraved
tomb inscriptions, graffiti, an inscription on
the wall of a cave, short inscriptions on coffins
and mummy-labels, and incised inscriptions on
metal bowls. Some of the documents have been
discovered in the late 19" century but most of
the material has been discovered at the first
half of the 20" century and single documents
and inscriptions came to light later and until
recently. Most of the material, which had been
discovered in Elephantine and in Saqqarah as
well as in Abidos and other sites in Egypt, has
already been published in several large books
and in many articles (see selected bibliography
below).

The Aramaic language and script served as the
official language and script in the large Persian
Empire all along its existence, from the late 6"
century to the late 4" century BCE, later splitting
into local dialects and script styles.! The Aramaic
script evolved from the Phoenician script at
about the 8" century BCE, i.e.,, the forms of
certain letters in certain regions developed local
variants which continued to exist in Aramaic
writings, developing into a separate script style.

Aramaic letters of the Alphabet taken from a 5th century
BCE deed from Egypt (Cowley 20)

This script is characterized by simple letter
forms and by the small number of letter signs

1 See J. Naveh, The Development of the Aramaic Script
Jerusalem 1974 (Hebrew).

in its alphabetic system. It has only 21 signs,
each consisting of about 2 or 3 strokes. Hebrew
readers have almost no difficulty in identifying
the various Aramaic letters, because the Hebrew
letters used today evolved from the Aramaic
ones. But, if the Hebrew square alphabet has
certain letters-signs which resemble each other,
such as Bet and Kaf, Gimel and Nun, Dalet and

| e [=ur] ue
¥ | T | axt | XX
4 23 2 339
~ A A A
" “* " .
A1) EARL nAA | AN
1 1 1 74
~ Yl 1 Lt
n nn ) nH
b b 6@
> 3'3' ALA 44
1 1) |°Jd
7:' Llj (C \a
vy | 99 | NN
) 1 iy | 3)
3} Yy "%Y nD
v Yyuv vV
) 1 75 | 3
v g Yry | Y
« o ¥ PD
a MY y 49
o v v v v v
AT T L L T L

Resh, Samekh and Mem, and in addition it has
five letters of which each has a special final form,
in the Imperial Aramaic script, each letter differs
from the other except for Dalet and Resh which
are usually written identically. The difference
between middle forms and final forms of the
letter-signs does not characterize this Aramaic



Relaxed holding of a writing implement resting on the
finger’s lower phalanx
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Stabilizing the writing implement by holding it between the
tops of the thumb, the index finger and the third finger
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Structure of various Aramaic letters

script, although in documents from the second
half of the Persian period, such a difference
occasionally appears, not only in the four letters
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An early 5th century BCE Aramaic letter
from Hermopolis, Egypt

with the long legs (i.e., Kaf, Nun, Pe and Tsadi),
but even in letters like Alef, Yod and Lamed.
The long letters tended to curve at their bottom
toward the following letter in the word, whereas
at final position they retained their long form.
Most of the Aramaic documents from Egypt
were written in a relative large script with no
ligatures, leaving a small space between the
individual letters and a larger space between
words. A reed pen was used for the writing
in ink. Its nip was made into a flat brush. It
was usually held at an angle to the horizontal
imaginary line. Except for single cases, the
thickest strokes are those slanting down to the
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Handcopy of Aramaic papyrus fragments from Egypt
(ca. 410 BCE)

right and the thin ones those slanting down to
the left. The thickness of curved strokes changes
with the change in their direction. No lines were
marked on papyrus sheets or on ostraca, but the
letters seem to follow imaginary horizontal lines.
Many documents are dated and these enable a
tracing of the development of the letter-forms
and fixing a relative chronology of the stages of
their formal evolution and a conjectural dating
of undated documents.

In addition to the alphabetic system of letters
there was a system of numeric signs the form
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Selected Aramaic numeric signs

of which was also quite simple. The units are
written as down-strokes according to their
number. A horizontal stroke, which often curves
down on its right edge, marked the numeral
10. Two 10-signs written one above the other
marked the numeral 20, and then rapidly
developed into one sign written with a to-and-
fro movement. There was a special sign for
100 and a special sign for 10,000, whereas the
number 1,000 appears as a word of two letters
- Lamed followed by Pe, designating the name
‘thousand’. Units appearing to the right of these
signs mark the number of hundreds, thousands
and ten-thousands.

In spite of the fact the reading of the Imperial
Aramaic script is relatively easy, and in spite
of the relative limited word treasure, as well as
the fact that the language and grammar were
known from the Aramaic chapters in the Hebrew
bible, there appeared many wrong readings
in the publications of the Aramaic documents
from ancient Egypt. Therefore, a new collation
of all this material was needed. Almost all the

documents, except for single intact ones, were
more or less damaged. Erasures and scribal
corrections appear in many of them. During
almost a century of research in these documents,
experience and knowledge were acquired which
enabled corrections and restoration of many of
the damaged texts. In the last decades of the 20*
century, we published four volumes of these
documents, offering hundreds of corrections
and restorations.

Initsearly stages, the method we used included
the hand copy of the documents from excellent
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Reconstruction of a late Sth century BCE Aramaic
papyrus from Egypt (Cowley 38)

black-and-white photos and the identifying of
problematic readings. Each document has been
newly read. In the second stage, we examined
the original document wherever it is and
made a new hand copy from the original by
tracing the text as well as the papyrus lacunae
with a Rapidograph on transparent film. This
drawing of the documents enabled the tracing of
individual strokes and of the remains of damaged
letters, thus confirming or refuting the earlier
readings. The drawing also enabled a conjectural
restoration of the text according to the size of the
tear and on the basis of the context and formulae.
The drawing also enabled the replacement or the
joining of fragments of torn documents when
actual papyrological work was not possible, if
because the fragments were kept separately in
different places or if we were not allowed to
do the physical restoration by ourselves. The
drawing also enabled the restoration of letters
which were hiding inside folds which have not
been opened during the restoration work at the
laboratories of the museums or libraries which



were holding the documents. The drawing also
tries to be a conjectural visual expression of
the original appearance of the document and
explains the reading corrections. In the final

An Aramaic ostracon from Edfu, Egypt
(ca. 3rd century BCE)

hand-copy we added papyrological information
concerning the measures of the document, the
size of the separate papyrus sheets and their
joins, the folds and their direction, as well as the
direction of the papyrus fibers.

The work with ostraca was less complex,
but erased letters or text on the burned clay
required the examination of the original since
on photos, the spots or holes on the ostracon
may occasionally look like ink. Therefore we
preferred using color photographs and with the
modern digital photographing it is now possible
to enhance the colors and the worn out script.
This technical development was only in its early
stages when we worked on the documents and it
is possible that a new examination of some of the
documents could yield more corrections.

Following are three examples to our work on
the documents written with ink on papyrus.
Papyrus sheets were made from papyrusreeds.

Roll Turned Over
From Side Endorsement
Upside Down

Roll Turned Down
From Top Displaying
Endorsemant

Folding of a papyrus scroll

According to one method? these were cut into
long, thin strips and placed one near the other in
one direction. On the first layer another layer of
strips was placed in perpendicular direction to
the first one. The two layers were then pressed
together and the sticky liquid excreted as a result
of the pressing served as glue and joined the
two layers into one sheet. The sheets were then
made into a scroll, the wide sides of each sheet
overlapping that of another. On one side of the
scroll the papyrus fibers ran in the direction of
the rolling while on the other they ran across the
scroll. In order to avoid the breaking of the sheets,
the scroll was rolled parallel to the fibers on the
outside. These scrolls were used to write literal
texts in consecutive columns perpendicular to
the fibers. Lists and long accounts were written
in a similar way. For shorter texts or texts of
one column, a piece in the required size was cut
from the papyrus scroll. Most of the letters and
deeds were written in this way, the direction of
the written lines was perpendicular to the fibers.

2 See Myriam Krutsch und Jérg Graf, Das Papyrusmaterial
im Wandel der antiken Welt, in APF 58, 2012, 101-108;
Beiheft 24, 2008: S. 71-83 - Falttechniken an altdgyptischen
Handschriftenq S. 93-98 - Blattklebungen erkennen und
dokumentierenn

Tagungsband zum 1. Internationalen Workshop der
Papyrusrestauratoren 2006 in Leipzig.
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Handcopy and reconstruction of the Passover papyrus from Egypt (late Sth century BCE)

With occasional exceptions, most of the deeds
were written on one side of the papyrus sheet
while long letters occasionally continued on the
back. The documents on papyrus were generally
written in black ink.

As an example for a letter which was written on
papyrus, one may mention the famous Passover
letter (Cowley 21=TAD A4.1). It was written in
year 5 of Darius II corresponding to 419/8 BCE.
By examining the shape and physical condition
of the document one may obtain information
concerningthewayitwasfolded. Thefiberswhich
run parallel on the back of the letter indicate that
it was folded horizontally. The direction may
be concluded from the width of the horizontal
folds, 5 in number, which differ from each other
in their size, the lower ones being somewhat
narrower than the upper ones, indicating it

was folded from bottom to top. In this way,
when opening the letter, its first line was seen
first. This conclusion is supported by two holes
appearing between the upper fold and the one
below it. No such holes appear in the other folds,
which were inside. On the back of the document,
a single line appears at the bottom. This line is
the address. In this case, this line is backing the
top of the main text on the other side. This shows
that the scribe turned the sheet upside-down in
order to write the address. No text is missing at
the bottom of the document although the last
line is very close to the lower tear. However,
there are no remains of letters above the first
line on the back, where the scribe left an upper
margin, and this shows that apparently nothing
is missing at the bottom of the text inside. The
two holes which appear on the upper fold, on



Reconstruction of the folding of the Passover papyrus

the back of the document, look quite similar,
indicating that they were created together. When
bending the folded document in the middle, the
holes appear on the same place on both sides.
This indicates that the folded document was
folded in two in the middle and that something
was pressing the outer folds on both sides and
damaged the papyrus. And obviously, a rope
was wound around the folded document and
sealed in the gap between the now missing word
el (‘to’) and the rest of the address which begins
with the word akhi ('my brother’). However, if
we fold the document in two, the pressure of
the rope would not have been in the place of
the holes. Therefore one must conclude that the
document was folded into four. Returning to
the text inside, we see that text is missing on the

left, and mainly in the greeting formula which
is known from other letters. The words after
the hole in the first line are shelam ekhai elohaiya|
(‘the welfare of my brothers, the Gods[" etc.),
whereas the complete phrase would continue
with the words yish’alu bekol “idan ('they will
seek always’). Since the following line begins
with the word ka‘et (Now,”) which begins a new
sentence, it is obvious that text is missing on the
left. If we fold the document in a way that the
holes fall together, we see that on the right side
of the inner text also a part of the papyrus seems
to have been torn away. Most of the scholars
who tried to restore this document completed
the text on the left. The missing opening words
el ekhai ("to my brothers’) they placed above the
first line, claiming that there are remains of ink
there. The restoration we proposed seems to
be more convincing. According to it, this letter
was composed in a similar manner as other
contemporary ones, perpendicular to the fibers
on the inside and continued on the back after
turning the papyrus upside down. The address
was then written at the bottom of the back. It was
folded from bottom to top, toward the first line
of the main text, then folded in two and again in
two, bound with a rope and sealed. Part of the
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IR photograph of a 5th century BCE Aramaic deed from
Egypt (Cowley 11)
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Handcopy and reconstruction of Cowley 11

beginning of the address remained outside. This
restoration explains the damages evidenced in
this document.

The second example is a promissory note
(Cowley 11=TAD B4.2). On first sight one can
observe vertical tears running through the

document dividing it into three parts. The tears
and the damage at the top of the document,
as well as the height of the initial folds, which
increases toward the top, indicate that it was first
folded from bottom upward, and then folded
into three, as was the manner of folding deeds.



Detail of Cowley 11 showing misplaced fragments (in line 1)
before restoration

The upper part of the document remained blank
in order to avoid the damaging of the text. In
many deeds, a written line appears on the back
of the second fold from the top designating the
kind of the deed. After folding it in three, the
document was tied with a rope and sealed with
a clay seal. It seems that in our case no such
line appeared, perhaps because the debt was
to be repaid in monthly payments. This deed
is unique also because it does not begin with a
date. However, a partial date formula marking
the month and the year (without the name of
the king) appears in the text concerning the time
for the payment. The deed, which looks almost

Details of Cowley 11 showing damaged letters and a partial
restoration of letters.

Detail of left vertical fold of Cowley 11
showing misplaced fragments before restoration

intact, was damaged mainly at its top and in
the folds. The early restoration of this deed
included an erroneous placement of certain
fragments. The hand copying of the deed and
a thorough papyrological examination enabled
the replacement of about ten fragments.

On the basis of palaeographical considerations
and the correction of the dating, we were able to
move back the conjectural date offered by Cowley
from 455 BCE to year 487 /6 BCE, corresponding
to the last year of the reign of Darius I (522-486
BCE).

Following the new placement of the fragments,
we were able to restore the name of the payee -
[Gm]ry[h br °lhy[w] (Gemariah son of Ahio), and
to reduce the conjectured sum of the loan from
4 to 3 and a half Shekels, and of the monthly
interest, from 8 to 7 Hallurs (an interest of 2
Hallurs for a Shekel, corresponding to 5 percent).
In addition, the name of one of the witnesses
has been corrected and some textual corrections
were made.

Following is a description of the corrections:
4 small fragments which were joined together
at the top of the document were separated from
each other and replaced: one containing the



letters Resh and Yod of the name Gemariah, the
second containing the letters Het and Yod of the
name Ahio, the third containing 3 numerical
units (rather than the letter Shin suggested by
Cowley), and the fourth containing the letters
Mem and Resh of the word I’mr (‘to say’)
appearing in line 1. Three more fragments were
placed as follows: In the right vertical fold a
fragment was placed in line 6 containing the
letter Taw of the word yntnwn ('they will give’);
two fragments containing the numerals 10 and
20 which belong to line 8 were placed in the
left fold; Instead of them, in line 4, the above
mentioned fragment with the 3 numerical units
has been placed, thus restoring the number of
the Hallurs to 7. Accordingly, the sum of the loan
has been restored in line 2 to $gln 3 r 2 (3 Shekels
and 2 quarters), fitting the size of the gap. In the
left tear in line 4, a fragment which was placed
upside-down, containing the tops of Nunand He,
has now replaced the fragment with the letters
Lamed and Alef in line 5 which was placed now
in line 4. In line 15, a fragment with the letters
Yod and He, which was placed upside down
has been turned back at the end of the name
Zkryh. The name of the second witness is Yhhrm
(Yehoram)rather than Cowley’s Yhhdry. Another
correction we made was the turning back of the
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Detail of right vertical fold of Cowley 11
showing upside-down fragment before restoration

upper, blank fragments so that the fibers on the
inner side (the recto) are now perpendicular to
the join of the two papyrus sheets at this place.
The joins of papyrus sheets are better detectable
on the inner side of the deeds than on the back
(the verso) where they are parallel to the fibers.

The third example, which is here shortly
discussed®, is a literal text, one of the few
discovered in Elephantine, being the fragments
of a big scroll. This text is known as the Proverbs
of Ahiqgar. Remains of 14 columns have survived
of this text, 5 of them containing the remains
of the story and 9 containing the remains of
the proverbs. Since its first publication, no
convincing answer was given to the question
concerning the order of the fragments. None of
the many publications of this document gave
an answer to this question. The known versions
of the Ahiqar story in other languages, such as
Syriac and Armenian, differ from the Aramaic
version and could not help in the restoration of
the scroll.

While preparing the third volume of the
TAD* I made a hand copy on transparent film
of the fragments and text which are located
in Cairo and in Berlin. The text of Ahiqar is
written over an earlier, erased text which has
never been published. This text is so faded and
damaged that scholars refrained from trying to
read it. I suggested to try and copy the text with
the hope that it would solve the problem of the
order of the Ahiqar columns. The results of this
painstaking work were far more astonishing
than expected. 40 columns of an erased customs
account have been discovered and deciphered,
out of 60 columns which covered both sides
of the original scroll (parts of which have not
been found), thus being the longest Aramaic
text ever surviving. The restoration of the scroll
indicates that it was about 7 meters long. The
text of the customs account revealed a unique
historical picture concerning the maritime trade
and the complex method of the Persian royal
accountancy and collection of customs in the
early 5" century BCE. The account contains
remains of the monthly collection of customs
from Greek and Phoenician ships, which were

3 See a detailed discussion in my Article ‘Maritime Trade
and Royal Accountancy in an Erased Customs Account
from 475 B.C.E. on the Ahiqgar Scroll from Elephantine’,
BASOR 293 (1994), 67-78.

4 B. Porten and A. Yardeni, Textbook of Aramaic Documents
from Ancient EQypt, vols. 1-4 (Jerusalem 1986-1999).
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10



Locations of the culumns of Ahiqar and of the Customs Account

1 “UT LAr W et Lyt s 3 frey ey e [oeded] TEwC Ry an fmayt (AW Cuet oy am R -m‘é-:‘-_.-. [l ] o InY" 303 3% Ol Tar i) Bas e Cway’ um R,E-E?O - Lo L
B 7 X XiN Uk J@
T < T e +—+—F g 3 + AL AL JO—
AHIGAR “"‘"
1 1t s " {13} 3 [ [ &2 a1 1 w1 ' [ni-41 2 2 < s —Catume
Q) i N N ] ~ -
V J A, VI
La— T T T T T T L O T —r T T T T T =Fipyre
|3meats

| DXRRIKT| T SDEMOe . [T

)

L)

i T R R AL GlAs UIAS [elARG) (M)O UTwatas, o, Dw (A3 L3 BT Gace) [:-raca) e g i (3} e
FEvT '
E
RECTO
COLUMN 2 COLUMN
EE L RVERVAVE LS B;i - R [ VR NWs NJa NoNWK N[ XNWn uR) .1
[\ nono Jpy .2 VI V[wanvww 9o IRO[R] AN Sy Tay 1 o o] .2
[ BB K7 Juz ~0» [Pl i 3 A% v NS WM 3
[X350 3 By A Jun@ER T PR ANl 9 4 A9\ W [w] (o0 nfwn) .4
wwin Ve 3t v~ nno 2w s [\hono p¥] .5
[(Vvwwynv]ww s[33] (U2 503 .6 = Joa BT 13 =y PFM s .6
BYDINIA( NS wn) T xa{?n m)a S Tan] fun Mo NI RATB 93 L7
()31 S oo JAvE .8 fww] B \wAd 23D VA N0 3T .3
i npeno} py .9 vV w A vw W] 2% [0 qo31 .9
< 518 K 13 % 3P Nso .10 aY21 \ 3 J99[ BN .10
. aY Npa Bifnsh) N L1l VS a Vo wwwislonwn] .11
(wq730 %Y Jo00A 33 AL 15 % \[ oo .12 {\ nono py] .12
[P0 1937 2900 wwnna MoK .13 [ InEeojol K91 a3 - P Jj(o) .13
[(x3%2 03 H¥] TN nan 033 T KAWB .14 1A% 1pa vango1% \w w( 3] .14
[vw-nvlww wamb - jnjane [am] .15 pw'-‘l‘mg np 13) ofiBoo[ M V] i1B[D] .15
VIV RS UL 03 .16 annwo Y3p% 0 aan[ \ Jare(e] 16
} (¥]a? Mp3 oansb[ vw-3) .17 [~ 1% {90 NWD 13 AOAWR M RIAWD .17
[W4708 NP B]9AK W ooco PI1) Y FUPDD] .18 &30 IAPI3 V¥ TOW Jon A 1) KL .18
(nnmw)d Y3ph n afan) ) oo .19 W N wS[ 3 110 Rn[e] 3Tt .19
[ 150 NW]A 73 N[2JA[WR M) XNWD .20 AV \[1]7 0 A% s R .20
[xo%n 2 Yy )avy nun sl o ®khap .21 [ 7 JWwies NHDA[ njwn maf naAWR Pl XJAwa raz .21
(W wny w2 am? Vs DJame 3Jm .22 Y vifel» [0 VAP e qes ko9 ma by Tay 1 K)aad 905 .22
abo1 \ 3§35 en .23
¢ et isﬂ%z
7 A iR w;p v s )
fr !‘ H ?., vy W ver iy - LWS:;J{« ab. l.qA 155
Sy A3 #AY 5 09 1 F] ST ;’:
4;(13 I Lo ypouy Y A9AK )m-t'\ ol {'I J L, Ay
Wiy by .'V\\Lu-v) ppy AL n D Y
VWA UVIY Avgvy; )y R A~y A pat) J'-‘J
Apaapy vn (rd G Lo a4l ﬁ“‘{; s by
oy~ nyavp an vyay oC v P ‘7”
(SR PY R \ \;W ‘5{“ }v‘zj B33
R Kb q Ay pd | '115 wn
mﬁ rpbding - wwp vt nvi
"‘-"'".‘ﬂ )(.h jar \'-'A}Al\) § E&ﬁ\d , - \‘P]’}i—' T”‘;
‘” ) fava =, ? SL a2 ;{ (o X
"IL"’) - L .:” . “ oy My n §} \ ng
e sl IR o
Yy -'![s'}\'/'i'l ')5 1, 8 4 D A -l\hhvj B n}::, :\\"J",,
\_“.? Py h\ﬁ-\t NIV (‘ \&1’; "}b ﬂv’{h‘m g BA A 35N ]
xwt\n N \(r 1’- ‘U})"‘. N ."ﬁ}“}? h t ‘: ‘” nt J-AILMH ‘{‘ 5 {'\.1
% APID | :'ﬂ fi AN lm; 351

A Lopl SE TR 0
T e 2 WPV l‘_)m:rn l ! 1'\'\':*1 oL v A 1“?’3 Py ;
.‘]{.9/\') - v 3 -nm‘? Ai)6 M "‘.] ﬂ" "'T}?“ FJ 1“"}’17‘]“1 JAI5A ;117 (‘.

O ) L Z’ ‘WJK
‘ ,

11



sailing to Egypt and back in a ten months sailing
season (avoiding sailing in the winter months).
The Import list into Egypt contains about 20
items for which customs were collected from the
ships. These include silver and gold, Greek wine
and Phoenician wine, empty jars, oil, copper,
two kinds of iron, zinc, wool from various places,
clay (called tyn), and various kinds of wood as
well as oars. In the Export list only one item
appears which was exported from Egypt only in
the Greek ships. This was Sodium. The names
of the months appearing in parallel lists on both

sides of the scroll, and the order of the incoming
and outgoing ships appearing in parallel lists of
import and export enabled the arranging of all
the columns of Ahiqar.

The width of the papyrus sheets, and the
repetition of similar formulae, as well as the
calculation of the customs collected for the
various goods and its comparison with the total
sum surviving almost intact at the end of the
list, enabled also the estimation of the width
of the missing fragments and thus that of the
measurements of the missing and damaged
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Chart showing the ships and goods in the reconstructed text of the Customs Account from Elephantine
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