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« Preface x

T;IIS 1s the book I wanted to write when, years ago, I started to assem-
ble educational material from Greco-Roman Egypt. I soon realized that
some groundwork was needed before I could proceed to an overall evalua-
tion of the educational system in that period. Thus in 1996, Writing,
Teachers, and Students in Graeco-Roman Egypt appeared with a corpus
of school exercises, a detailed examination of the handwriting of teachers
and students, and a focus on the first stage of education and on learning
to write. After that, I thought I was ready to cast my net wider by covering
all three stages of a liberal education in antiquity and considering a richer
sample of educational material from Egypt. This is the result; I hope that
I will be able to communicate to the reader even part of the pleasure that
I felt in researching and writing this book.

A book rarely represents the effort of a single person, and this is no
exception. Once more, Roger Bagnall was present at every stage and pro-
vided illuminating advice. Victor Bers, Natalie Kampen, and Suzanne Said
read through the whole manuscript in draft: they will know what I have
learned from them. I am also grateful to Dirk Obbink, David Sider, and
Rosalie Cook, who gave me precious suggestions. A special thanks to
William Frosh, who read chapter by chapter with enthusiasm even though
this was not his field; I certainly benefited from his wisdom. I thank all the
scholars and institutions that supplied photographs, in particular Alain
Blanchard, Euphrosyne Doxiadis, Marthe Bingen, and the Istituto Vitelli
in Florence for their customary graciousness. To Alberto, much love and
gratitude for his support.
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ABBREVIATIONS for editions of papyri, ostraca, and tablets follow
J. E. Oates et al., Checklist of Editions of Greek and Latin Papyri, Ostraca
and Tablets, 4th ed. (BASP, suppl. 7, 1992). The online and expanded
edition is available at http://odyssey.lib.duke.edu/papyrus/texts/clist.html
tmh. Journals and standard works are abbreviated as in L’ Année philo-
logique and the American Journal of Archaeology. Ancient authors and
their works are abbreviated according to the third edition of the Oxford
Classical Dictionary. Modern works cited more than once (and some cited
only once) appear in the Select Bibliography and are indicated everywhere
else by author’s name and date of publication; those cited only once are
usually given in full in the notes.
In addition, the following abbreviations are used:

P? = Roger A. Pack, The Greek and Latin Literary Texts from
Greco-Roman Egypt (Ann Arbor, 1965).
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PRLE =]. R. Martindale, The Prosopography of the Later Roman
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x Introduction =«

AN IMAGE that captures the substance of an education in letters in the
Hellenistic and Roman worlds is found in a dialogue of the second-cen-
tury satirist Lucian. Education is represented as a steep hill that students
have to climb: they start in a group and proceed, “some very little, some
more,” but, when they get halfway and meet plenty of difficulties, many
turn back “gasping for breath and dripping with sweat.” The few students
who endure and arrive at the top enjoy a wonderful view: common human
beings appear from there as ants or pygmies crawling on the earth’s sur-
face (Hermot. 5). This image embraces many aspects of ancient education:
the large number of students who started on the journey, the fact that
some made very little progress, the challenges that secondary education
offered, and the very low number of students who reached the top and
could even “get above the clouds.” At the same time, the utter superiority
of the educated comes into sharp relief against the background of the
corresponding insignificance of the uneducated, who are clinging to the
earth and are unable to ascend. Lucian, moreover, emphasizes a funda-
mental aspect of ancient paideia (“education”), namely the discipline and
hardship of the training. In his educational journey, a student followed a
taxonomy of intellectual exercises, faced progressive challenges, built up
endurance, and finally made it to the top through a strenuous gymnastics
of the mind, gymmnasia tes psyches, as the rhetor Isocrates called it in the
fourth century B.C.E." The fixed order that characterized knowledge and
its inculcation from the period after Alexander the Great through the
Roman period (third century B.C.E.~fourth century C.E.),? and the meticu-
lous mental gymnastics required to master it, are the focus of this book.
Much information survives about education and culture in classical
Greece, but it is only from the Hellenistic period on that the various ele-
ments were systematized and that education assumed the basic shape that
characterized it for many centuries. This book concentrates specifically
on Greek education in Egypt during this long time span because of the
wealth of educational material surviving from there; but, as I hope to

! The comparison of physical and mental training runs through Isocrates’ Antidosis; see
especially 178-85, 209-14, 266-67.

21 shall sometimes consider education in the early Byzantine period, which in Egypt ex-
tended to the Arab conquest in the seventh century c.E.
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show, the evidence from Egypt provides a window on the vast panorama
of educational practices around the Mediterranean.

I shall investigate the literate—and, with some limits, the numerate—
education of a student from primary to rhetorical instruction, that is,
from approximately age seven to age eighteen.’ As we shall see, however,
in antiquity these age limits could vary widely, and age did not determine
precise educational thresholds. According to the ancient literary sources,
whose statements have been rigidly upheld by historians of ancient educa-
tion, a student built up his intellectual stamina during three well-defined
stages of schooling supervised by different teachers: the elementary in-
structor, the grammarian, and the rhetor. Primary instruction concen-
trated on the teaching of literacy and numeracy, the secondary level of
studies focused on the reading and interpretation of the poets, and rhetori-
cal instruction covered prose works and the composition of discourses.
This book makes apparent the tension between this traditional view of
schooling and the more fluid learning situations that the sources suggest
actually occurred. Evidence continues to come to light that ancient school-
ing did not have the rigid physiognomy painted by historians of educa-
tion. Organization, structure, teachers’ functions, and even contents of
the curriculum at the primary level depended on situational circum-
stances. | have nevertheless chosen to maintain the canonical division into
three separate stages of education. This model is still realistic enough to
represent properly the characteristics and functions of the various levels
and the tension among the different aims and audiences that each tar-
geted. Even if the boundaries between levels were not completely imper-
meable, the educational contents of each appear well defined as the levels
progress in difficulty, in the increasingly more targeted “gymnastics” they
require, and in the new skills introduced.

In dealing with elementary education, I shall investigate the whole spec-
trum of the contents of instruction, that is, reading, writing, and arithme-
tic, all of which were taught to students by the same teacher. It is im-
portant to identify the ways in which a primary education enabled
students of various social and economic backgrounds to come to grips
with the demands imposed by society. At a more advanced educational
level, I shall concentrate on the two stages of a liberal education about
which we are most informed, those taught by the grammarian and the

3 Since my concern is mental “gymnastics,” I shall not investigate physical education. I
also shall not explore vocational and professional instruction, which were not regarded as
part of standard, liberal education but formed separate areas of learning.

2



INTRODUCTION

rhetor. I shall not cover the teaching of higher mathematics, geometry, or
astronomy, which was entrusted to specialized instructors. Likewise, I
shall not investigate philosophical education, which, according to the an-
cient sources, was not part of standard education, that is, enkyklios
paideia,* but occupied a separate position in the curriculum and attracted
a very restricted student population.

Lucian’s metaphor of the educational hill needs to be defined in order
to avoid anachronism. The image of education as a summit that male and
female students of every class, squeezed between family and state control,
ascend from their most tender years is also part of standard descriptions
of contemporary education: some teenagers join the work force and start
to drop out; a smaller portion of scholastically adapted students continue
on to college and beyond; and ultimately, only a small number of students
reaches “the top.” The differences between modern and ancient school
systems, however, are conspicuous. In ancient times, the pool of starting
students was incommensurably smaller, and even at a primary stage stu-
dents of the elite had much greater opportunities for education. Class and
status—and, to a much lesser extent, merit—determined who continued.
Graduating from a secondary level of studies was often considered a suf-
ficient mark of distinction even for privileged students: it was grammatical
education that gave a youth the potential to become a person of culture.
The few male students who reached the summit of rhetorical instruction
were not necessarily the intellectuals, but those who craved certain posi-
tions in law and administration.

Education was fundamentally private, since parents had to shoulder its
financial burdens, and teachers mostly depended on private tuition to
make ends meet. Only occasionally did the state grant some immunities
to teachers, and during the Roman period it gave some grammarians and
rhetors a public—albeit not very conspicuous—subvention. Parents had
to exercise more control than they do today over the educators because
the teachers’ qualifications for teaching were not regulated, nor did insti-
tutions for teachers’ education exist. And yet, describing education as
private can obscure some important aspects. Even though the state did
not dictate a basic curriculum for each level, and once a teacher gained
the trust of parents he or she was an absolute ruler in class, nevertheless,

* The expression enkyklios paideia (“circular, complete, general education”) was often
used from the first century B.C.E. on (e.g., Ps.-Plutarch De liberis educandis 7c). The Roman
rhetor Quintilian in the first century C.E. translates the expression literally as orbis doctrinae
(“the circle of education”), 1.10.1.



INTRODUCTION

the contents of education became fixed to a degree and showed some
uniformity of cultural elements and objectives among instructors.

The modern image of students of both genders ascending the hill of
learning together has a pallid counterpart in the ancient world, but one
that needs to be defined and investigated with care. Studies of education
have fluctuated between two positions: in the past we saw unrealistic and
arbitrary statements—with little accompanying evidence—that girls had
regular access to education;’ more recently, we see a skepticism that has
led some scholars always to refer to students at any level as “the boys.”®
But in the field of education as much as in other fields, it is necessary to
subvert and challenge rigid notions of gender relations in favor of a more
fluid and dynamic view. Women in antiquity lived in a system that histori-
cally revolved around the rule of men. The fundamental asymmetry that
characterized status, rank, and area of influence also affected a woman’s
chances of getting an education. Wealth and social status were even more
determinant educational factors for females than for males. A dispropor-
tionately high percentage of girls who completed the first educational level
were elite, as compared to the more varied social backgrounds of male
students. As the hillside grew steeper, moreover, it started to shed girls
and women in a much greater proportion than men. And yet, it is impera-
tive to explore in detail the role that women had in both receiving and
administering education.

A conspicuous part of the work of a historian is to render visible details
that were hidden in the unexceptional practices of everyday life. Digging
a sort of archaeological trench in the reality of ancient education by in-
vestigating a particular society gives more precise meaning to the overall
picture and helps target the details. In this way, education appears a less
formidable, monolithic, and perfect apparatus, and more attention is
given to specifics of context, methods, or even individuals. This book
focuses on education in Egypt, where Greek was the main language for
administrative, official, and educational purposes during Hellenistic,
Roman, and early Byzantine times. The sands of Egypt have preserved a
rich collection of educational material on papyrus, on ostraca—sherds of
broken vessels or slices of limestone—on tablets, and, more rarely, on
parchment: exercises written by students in school or for school, teachers’
models, which served as class preparation and copybooks for pupils, and

5 See Marrou 1975, 1: 158, 2: 36 and 75; Bonner 1977: 27, 107, and 135.

¢ See Morgan 1998: 48-49. Harris (1989: 136-37 and 239-40) is more realistic but takes
into account a limited amount of evidence, since he does not include the letters written by
women in Egypt. Legras 1999 is mostly concerned with male education.
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books and commentaries used in educational contexts.” This material will
show the “gymnastics of the mind” that ancient students practiced in
order to master the orderly body of skills and notions that confronted
them. In addition, private letters on papyrus and documentary texts pre-
sent people’s reactions to education. Some help to identify specific teach-
ers and sites of schools and to illuminate aspects of ancient life that are
not well known. Dates and precise provenances of school exercises are
often unknown, but the lack of precise context is amply compensated by
the fact that the connection to the reality of ancient education is tangible
and unique. Papyrologists are not only the “surgeons of old authors”
whose texts they help reconstruct,® but also those who attempt to restore
the cultural, social, and economic backgrounds of bits of information
preserved from the ancient world. Studying these texts allows us to re-
trieve voices from the ancient past that are unmediated by the necessity
of reaching a wider public and posterity and permits us literally to touch
the hands of people who left traces in writing. Past historians of ancient
education were not acquainted with most of this material on papyrus
and relied primarily on the literary evidence.’ It is therefore necessary to
evaluate systematically all the steps taken by students in their climb to the
educational summit, focusing at the same time on certain aspects that the
evidence of the papyri helps put into relief.

In classical times, Egypt was a multilingual and multicultural society.
Demotic, the literary form of the native Egyptian language, continued to
be written by a specialized minority but disappeared during the Roman
period, and around the third century c.E. the Coptic script was invented.
have chosen to focus on Greek educational practices and not on Demotic,
Coptic, or the sparse evidence concerning the interaction among lan-
guages and cultures visible in Egypt. The question of the existence of
schools associated with the families of priests of the Egyptian temples
providing both Demotic and Greek instruction is problematic and de-
serves an inquiry of its own.!? Thus, this book is Hellenocentric. It investi-

7 Exercises are collected and examined with regard to their specific characteristics and
palaeographical aspects in Cribiore 1996a. The word “papyri” will also refer in a generic
sense to material preserved on other mediums.

8 See Parsons (1982: 184), who reports the words used by John Earle in 1632 to describe
the classical scholar.

’ Marrou 1975; Bonner 1977. A recent book that incorporated the papyrological evi-
dence, Morgan 1998, focused mostly on aspects of advanced education of elite boys.

10°Cf. Chapter 1 below. The evidence, in any case, is unclear and remains mostly
unpublished.
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gates Greek education in Egypt not so much in its relation to other local
cultures, but in conjunction with Greek education in the Eastern world,
and in some respects also in Rome.

Despite the fact that Egypt had an extraordinary and highly developed
civilization before its conquest by Alexander the Great, in most respects
Greek culture was able to maintain its own identity. Greek and Egyptian
cultures did not develop into a mixed culture, and particularly in the Pto-
lemaic and Roman periods, Greeks and Egyptians continued to lead paral-
lel—not converging—cultural lives.! For a long time Egypt was consid-
ered a unique country in the Greco-Roman world, and scholars have
questioned the legitimacy of exploiting its abundant documentation to
describe conditions in the rest of the world around the Mediterranean.
But recent studies that have focused on the governmental, military, and
economic structure of Roman Egypt have shown that, far from being a
unique country with a special status, Egypt was remarkably similar to
other Eastern provinces.!?> Naturally, all provinces had some distinct so-
cioeconomic characteristics and cultural discontinuities, but it is espe-
cially the quantity of data preserved from Egypt that makes it appear
deceptively unique. Moreover, newly discovered papyrological material
from the Roman Near East and Roman Britain testifies to an extensive
use of letters and written documents in these areas, showing that Egypt
was not isolated in its writing practices.'®

For what concerns Greek educational practices, Egypt was in close
touch with the rest of the Mediterranean. The evidence of the papyri re-
markably agrees with the information transmitted by writers such as Plu-
tarch, a Greek biographer and philosopher of the first to second century
C.E. who lived in Greece, Libanius, a Greek rhetor who practiced in Syria
in the fourth century c.E., and Quintilian, a Roman rhetor who had a
famous school in Rome in the first century c.E. The contributions of these
and other writers to our understanding of ancient education are funda-
mental because they describe a taxonomy of learning that was alive in
their time and of which they themselves were successful products. And

T Bowersock 1990: 55-56.

12 See N. Lewis, “The Romanity of Roman Egypt: A Growing Consensus,” Atti del X VII
Congresso Internazionale di Papirologia (Naples, 1984), 1077-84; D. W. Rathbone, “The
Ancient Economy and Graeco-Roman Egypt,” in L. Criscuolo and G. Geraci, Egitto e storia
antica: Dall’ ellenismo all’ etd araba (Bologna, 1989), 159-76; R. S. Bagnall, Reading Pa-
pyri, Writing Ancient History (London, 1995), 11-13.

13 See H. M. Cotton, W.E.H. Cockle, and E.G.B. Millar, “The Papyrology of the Roman
Near East: A Survey,” JRS 85 (1995): 214-35; Bowman and Thomas 1994.
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yet, not only do their accounts focus primarily on the most prominent
aspects of education and overlook the details, but they reflect a highly
idealized view that was less concerned with reality than with improving
current standards. In order to come closer to authentic educational prac-
tices and methods, it is essential to correlate the information transmitted
by the literary sources and the anecdotal tradition with the wealth of
educational material from Greco-Roman Egypt.

Even though Egypt will be the main space of reference in this book, it
will be necessary to make a number of excursions beyond these precise
geographical limits. I shall particularly draw from the work of Libanius,
who discusses many topics related to education in his orations as well as
in the letters he exchanged both with the families of his current pupils
and with ex-students. Not only does Libanius’s testimony illuminate the
teaching and learning of rhetoric, which was at the top of the educational
pyramid both in Egypt and elsewhere, but it also gives a deeper perspec-
tive and a validation to educational issues echoing from the papyri. When
we juxtapose widely different material, such as letters on papyrus con-
cerning education and letters written by Libanius to his students and their
parents, our perspective on this rhetor’s work is much fresher. The legiti-
macy of such a comparison is warranted not only because most educa-
tional papyri are Roman, and particularly late Roman, but also because,
when dealing with people’s expectations about and responses to educa-
tional questions, we may go beyond spatial and temporal limits: not only
did practices and attitudes toward education remain almost unchanged
despite political and social changes in this long period, but the continuity
of human experience helps to validate practices located far apart in time
and geography.

Exploiting educational material contained in the work of Libanius in a
relatively broad context of ancient education is also timely. In his history
of education, Marrou ignored Libanius, and Bonner, in the main, referred
only briefly to his work on the preliminary rhetorical exercises. Other
studies on Libanius and education are rather specialized and primarily
involve identification of students and teachers mentioned by him and de-
tailed examination of his extant works." Yet Libanius could be consid-

14 See Wolf 1952; Petit 1956; and Schouler 1984. I am currently engaged in translating
the letters that deal with educational issues, which have attracted limited attention. They
have never been translated into English; the French translation of a few of them in Festugiére
1959 is often inaccurate. About 500 letters concern education. J. C. Wolf, Libanii sophistae
epistolae (Amsterdam, 1738), provided a Latin translation of all the correspondence of Li-
banius.
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ered in some respects the Quintilian of the Eastern world, and he deserves
an important place in a study concerned with education in the Greek East.
It is true that in his work, Quintilian dedicated some of his attention to
primary and grammatical instruction, whereas Libanius refers mostly to
higher education.’ But Libanius’s orations, and particularly his letters,
let us glimpse the intriguing and practical questions of the organization
of schooling, the role played by parents, and the problems faced by an
educator much more clearly than Quintilian’s rather theoretical work.

It remains to justify the temporal limitations of this study, which treats
education in this long period as a continuum.'® Scholars have long recog-
nized that Roman rule brought significant socioeconomic changes in
Egypt and that the transition from the Ptolemaic to the Roman period
could hardly be characterized by continuity.!” Educational practices and
contents, however, basically continued undisturbed throughout this pe-
riod—another sign that Greek education in antiquity was virtually inde-
pendent of societal changes and geography. An attempt at a more defined
periodization would not capture the substantially “frozen” quality of edu-
cation, particularly in the provinces. Naturally, the schema of develop-
ment was not always smooth, and I shall investigate the limited changes
that occurred during the course of this long span of time.!®

Education was based on the transmission of an established body of
knowledge, about which there was wide consensus. Teachers were consid-
ered the custodians and interpreters of a tradition and were concerned
with protecting its integrity. Education was supposed to lead to a growing
understanding of an inherited doctrine. Admiration for the past gave rise
to the aspiration to model oneself on one’s predecessors and to maintain
the system and methods that had formed them. Continuity and transmis-
sion of traditional values are not characteristics exclusive to ancient edu-
cation. The tendency to communicate an unchanged, rigid, and basically
theoretical knowledge likely to promote assent continued to inspire edu-
cation in the Renaissance, in the Enlightenment, and in some respects also
in the liberal society fostered by modern capitalism. Schooling had to

! Libanius’s school, however, apparently provided instruction at all levels; see below,
Chapter 1.

16 On education as a continuum and on the similarity of contents in the East and the
West, Vossing 1997: 11; and Morgan 1998: 22-25 and 44-46.

17 See N. Lewis, “ ‘Greco-Roman Egypt’: Fact or Fiction?” Proceedings of the Twelfth
Congress of Papyrology (Toronto, 1970), 3-14.

8T have not covered Christian education, but instead focus on the “pagan” sides of
ancient paideia.
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provide a certain amount of “know-how,” a set of techniques and ele-
ments of scientific and literary knowledge enmeshed in the ideology of
the moment. The schooling system, in other words, has always been an
agent of social, cultural, and political continuity, serving as a tool for
maintaining the social order by placing people in appropriate niches in
society. Learning some skills and elements of a cultural patrimony went
hand in hand with assimilation of and submission to the rules of the domi-
nant order.

In antiquity, education served well the interests of the elite and the pres-
ervation of the hierarchical status quo. Since very little attention was
given to issues of pedagogy and psychology, serious motivations for
change and improvement were rarely felt. Moreover, in the Eastern world,
and in Greco-Roman Egypt in particular, added factors of cultural sur-
vival and preservation of identity helped to confer a remarkable stability
to education, since the Greek minority felt the need to empower itself
in its daily contacts with a “barbarian” majority.”” Education became a
powerful agent for preserving “Greekness” by maintaining fixed linguistic
and social boundaries, excluding almost any form of Egyptian culture,
and concentrating on transmitting Greek values, language, and literacy.
Cultivated individuals and students considered themselves exiles of an
ideal country—Greece—and yearned to belong to that distant world, of
which they were citizens by virtue of the texts they read and the values
they encountered through reading. Most of these Greeks in the Eastern
world could not claim to be born in Greece or to be of recent Greek
descent, but they could speak a common language, read and write in an
artificial Greek of the past, and follow the same aesthetic and ethical ide-
als endorsed by education. A somewhat similar process, mutatis mutan-
dis, can be observed over the last one hundred years in industrialized
nations where schooling organized by the state has supported only one
standardized national language, banished what were called “dialects” and
the wisdom literature associated with them, and promoted a uniform
standard of culture.

Much of this book is the product of patient and slow reading of the
ancient sources and of careful analysis of the handwriting of teachers,
students, and people who penned epistles. The minutiae of palae-
ography—the study of ancient writing—have allowed the identification of
the models that teachers prepared as an aid for their students, resurrecting
ancient pedagogical practices. Likewise, the learning process of ancient

¥ Marrou (1975, 1: 153) recognizes this factor but idealizes it excessively.

9
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students is illuminated by the way they penned their exercises and by the
mistakes they made. Close scrutiny of the handwriting of the body and
salutations in epistles has facilitated the identification of writers who
signed their letters or wrote them out entirely. But this book is not based
only on these meticulous and painstaking observations. I have also tried
to investigate some general aspects of education illuminated by both the
papyri and the literary sources, such as practical problems of organization
or parental concerns about specific issues. Two voices, therefore, can be
distinguished in this book. I hope that their association will generate mu-
tual confirmation and increase the validity of the whole. Though tension
between description and argument is present in every chapter, I have at-
tempted to stay close to the ancient sources and to let them speak, provid-
ing only the necessary interpretation. As a rule, I have treasured the admo-
nition that the grammarian Theon, who lived in Alexandria in the first
century C.E., addressed to his students, who were exhorted to strive for
clarity and vividness in their writing (Progymnasmata 71.30-72.3). It was
embodied in a verse from the Odyssey of Homer, “Easy is the word that
I shall say and put in your mind” (11.146).

This study is divided into two parts. In the first four chapters, I do not
argue a single thesis; rather, I try to follow several leads suggested by the
broad topic of education. My overall aim is to present some aspects of
the educational scenario and to introduce its protagonists, that is, the
palaistra (“gymnasium”) of education,? with its young athletes—girls as
well as boys—trainers, and spectators. The topics I address have not pre-
viously received a comprehensive treatment, and in most cases have elic-
ited only broad generalizations. Chapter 1 concentrates on the evidence
for schools primarily—but not exclusively—in Greco-Roman Egypt. It
considers not only schools existing in somewhat formal settings but also
teaching and learning environments in general, and schooling structures
that depended on local situations. The overall scenario is much more flex-
ible than has been recognized previously. The subject of Chapter 2 is the
teachers who led students in the educational journey: their economic and
social circumstances, coupled with the frustrations of daily life, made
them sometimes less-than-helpful figures. Teachers, who had the power
to rule their pupils, were ruled at the same time by parents, volatile jobs,
and financial problems. Ancient schooling, therefore, provided models for
oppression as well as for enlightenment. I shall briefly mention in this

2 The term palaistra, which usually indicates the wrestling school, is also employed to
designate schools of education; see, e.g., Plutarch Demetr. 5 and Longinus 4.4 Prickard. In
the Hermeneumata (Dionisotti 1982: 99 line 29), it indicates the school of the grammarian.
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chapter the evidence concerning the few women who taught at primary
and higher educational levels in Egypt to show that they were an im-
portant part of the picture, but this evidence will be examined in detail in
Chapter 3. It deserves more space particularly because the more humble
women teachers of literacy, as opposed to the few exceptional female
teachers of higher learning, were neglected by the literary sources, and
the evidence emerging from the papyri did not find a place in histories of
education. The topic of female education occupies the rest of this chapter.
Finally, Chapter 4 considers a fundamental component of ancient educa-
tion, that is, the active presence of parents. This chapter also investigates
some issues related to education that are not well known, such as the
need for male students to travel when they reached the grammatical and
rhetorical levels in order to find suitable teachers, and problems of lodging
and daily living for students away from home.

Chapter § concentrates on the instruments of learning: the models pre-
pared by the teachers, the books used particularly at high stages of educa-
tion, and the various writing materials and implements handled by stu-
dents in their exercises. It investigates fundamental aspects of education
that have been neglected in the past and that increased the inevitable de-
pendence of students upon their teachers. This chapter serves as a transi-
tion to the remaining chapters, which cover the various stages through
which a student built up his intellectual stamina. It is in this part of the
book that the extreme order both of the elements of knowledge and of its
inculcation will be investigated. Knowledge was governed by an inner
order and was structured like the links of a chain, connected in the form
of a graded scale of proximity and similarity. Skills and contents were
organized according to resemblance. Each link resembled the one that
preceded and the one that followed. Education consisted of mastering
all the links in a progressive process of accumulation. I follow students’
maturation from the time they were endlessly drilled on the alphabet and
learned the elements of copying and reading (Chapter 6), to when their
reading skills became more secure and they started to concentrate in in-
creasing detail on a canonical list of authors and on the “technical” side
of grammar (Chapter 7), to the time when rhetorical instruction strength-
ened the verbal ability of a male student and started to grant him some
independence from the texts that were his initial models (Chapter 8).

At each educational step it will be appropriate to ask, like a certain
student of Libanius, #i kerdos, “What is the gain?” That dissatisfied stu-
dent had questioned “the aim of all the sweat” and the results he had
achieved after “countless efforts” (Or. 62.12). But in spite of objective
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INTRODUCTION

deficiencies, each educational hurdle had some rewards, and even some
practical benefits. Viewing education through the experience of real peo-
ple who lived in the Greco-Roman East, and who sometimes approached
limited portions of it without completing a specific course of study, will
show that although the contents of education appear rigid and un-
changed, its practical effect was varied.

12
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% CHAPTER ONE

Models of Schooling

I go to school. I enter and I say, “Good morning, teacher.” He gives me
a kiss and says hello to me. My slave gives me the tablets, the case; I take
out the stylus and sit down at my place: I erase and copy according to
the model. Afterwards, I show my writing to the teacher, who makes
every kind of correction. He asks me to read and then I give [the text] to
another pupil; I learn the colloquia and I recite them. “Give me a dicta-
tion,” I ask. Another student dictates to me. . .. When the teacher bids
them, the little ones engage in letters and syllables, and one of the older
students pronounces them aloud for them. Others recite in order the
words to the assistant teacher and write verses. Being in the first group,
I take a dictation. Then, after sitting down, I study commentaries,
glosses, and the handbook of grammar.

IN THIS VERSION of the Hermeneumata, grammar occupies the rest of
the pupil’s morning; he is asked to identify parts of speech, conjugate and
decline words, and scan verses.!

The Hermeneumata (also called Colloguia), school handbooks in
Greek and Latin that most likely derived from third-century Gaul, de-
scribe, among other things, a day in the life of a student in antiquity and
were studied in schools, as the text quoted above says explicitly.> They are
preserved in medieval manuscripts in eight different versions: the Eastern
Greek teachers who composed them drew from a “deeply rooted school
tradition, with which they themselves grew up.”® These schoolbooks are
composed of one or more of four parts: a general glossary, a glossary
divided by topic, vignettes of everyday life, and short texts, such as fables
of Aesop. School exercises analogous to all the elements but the vignettes

1 See Goetz 1892 (Hermeneumata Einsidlensia, pp. 225-26). Goetz published various
versions of what are known as Hermeneumata Ps. Dositheana. See also Dionisotti 1982. 1
did not translate the text where it is obscure and incoherent.

% The original language probably was Greek, which was translated into Latin: simultane-
ous teaching in both languages was a common feature of Western schools. The content of
the texts reveals that these books were meant for different age groups: students of elemen-
tary, grammatical, and even rhetorical schools.

3 Dionisotti 1982: 90.
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have been preserved by the sands of Egypt, but the vignettes are the most
seductive part of the Hermeneumata: their vivid picture of the day-to-day
routine of a student in antiquity seems largely plausible. They continued
to exercise a fundamental influence on students learning Latin up to the
first part of this century: the Colloguia composed on the model of the
ancient ones by the French schoolmaster Mathurin Cordier in the six-
teenth century enjoyed a long-lasting popularity.*

In evaluating the characteristics of ancient schooling that emerge from
the Hermeneumata, the papyri, and the literary sources, it is important
to bear in mind that what now seem integral aspects of modern education
are relatively recent developments. It was only in the nineteenth century
that mass schooling, institutions for teachers’ education, and a discipline
of psychology emerged, and only at the beginning of the twentieth century
that the responsibility for institutionalized education was assumed by the
state. The modern institution of schooling—particularly in urban envi-
ronments—is permeated by an utter verticality: students are ranked
within classes, classes are ranked according to levels, and separate schools
are ranked as conveying a primary, secondary, and tertiary—or higher—
education. Even though schools may differ qualitatively, they are invari-
ably characterized by some idea of permanence and possess an existence
somewhat independent from that of those who organize them and admin-
ister the teaching. Traditionally, historians of education have maintained
that students pursued a full course of literary instruction in antiquity in
a somewhat similar system, passing through three successive stages super-
vised by separate teachers: they learned reading and writing in elementary
school, grammar and poetry at the school of the grammarian, and the art
of speaking in the school of rhetoric.’

The Hermeneumata, however, evoke a considerably different paradigm
of schooling. In the version quoted above, primary and secondary stu-
dents are together in one room, while instruction is imparted by a teacher,
an assistant teacher, and older students: altogether, by our standards, a
chaotic environment in which concentration would have been challenged
and the rumble of intellection must have been boisterous. But in order to
evaluate the picture realistically, two points must be borne in mind. First,
this environment, which appears quaint and unconventional, continued
long beyond ancient times. It is remarkably similar to that of the one-

4 Cordier’s Colloquiorum scholasticorum libri quatuor passed through innumerable edi-
tions; cf., e.g., J. Clarke, Corderii colloquiorum centuria selecta (New York, 1809), with an
English translation. I owe this information to Whitney Bagnall.

5 On teachers at the various levels, see below, Chapter 2.
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room schoolhouse of the nineteenth-century American frontier, where the
curriculum from first to eighth grade was covered by a single teacher,
some teachers were hardly qualified to teach, and “education ranged from
the sublime to the ridiculous.”® Second, we need to consider how preva-
lent the model of schooling offered by the Hermeneumata was in antiq-
uity; its vignettes suggest some stability, a specific building where instruc-
tion is imparted, and teachers with distinct identities.

The evidence of attested schools in the Greco-Roman world is admit-
tedly thin: texts and archaeological excavations have revealed only iso-
lated instances of schools that can be identified as such with assurance.
But is this due to an actual shortage of schools, or to the fact that schools
were physically makeshift affairs that did not leave many traces, and that
teaching and learning often went on in various ways and in different envi-
ronments, without much advertising? Recently it has been argued that
an extensive network of schools was indispensable in antiquity for the
diffusion of literacy beyond a privileged minority.” Clearly mass education
and majority literacy did not exist in antiquity. But if one wants to gain
a balanced view of the ancient educational scenario, it is essential to be
alert to all the possible, and often unfamiliar, ways in which education
may have been structured. It is thus preferable to adopt a broad definition
of “school” based on the educational activities of teaching and learning
rather than on the identity of the person imparting the instruction, the
teacher-student relationship, and the premises in which teaching took
place.?

In what follows, I primarily focus on schooling in Egypt in the Greek
and Roman period by evaluating not only the few explicit references to
existing schools in papyri but also various learning environments sug-
gested by excavations and finds of school exercises. In light of the frequent
complaints about the lack of evidence for schools,” an inquiry of this kind
deserves much attention. Literary sources will also illuminate various
school structures in the Greek East, particularly at high educational levels.
The extant evidence challenges not only the rigid and uniform organiza-
tion of ancient schooling that past historians of education have pro-
nounced the norm, but also the recently proposed, more realistic model of

¢ J. M. Campbell, The Prairie Schoolbouse (Albuquerque, N.M., 1996), 13-20; quota-
tion from p. 20.

7 Harris 1989: 16 and passim. Harris alludes occasionally to alternative systems of teach-
ing and learning but does not explore this possibility.

8 Cf. Frasca 1996a: 256.

? Vossing 1997: 49-50 and 356; Morgan 1998: 28-29.
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a two-track system, which had some validity only in certain geographical
environments.!® The picture that emerges is one of great variety. Its out-
lines depended on several factors: not only educational stages, but also
urban education versus education in the country, economic and social
status of the pupil, and purely situational circumstances. One unifying
aspect was the fact that schools did not usually have an existence separate
from individual teachers,!! and even at high stages of education a teacher
was responsible for finding suitable accommodations: if he decided to
move somewhere else, a school ceased to exist. This increased the power
that a teacher in antiquity exercised over his pupils. There was no external
structure on which a student could rely, no authority higher than that of
the teacher, and no external control besides that of parents. Since a school
was a teacher, logical corollaries were the impermanence of the institution
and the vulnerability of students to lack of stability and to change. One
aspect that needs to be noted, moreover, is that the sources do not transmit
examples of schools named after women teachers.! This is not too sur-
prising, considering that the evidence of schools named after male teach-
ers is rather meager anyway. But it is difficult to know whether this fact
has a meaning beyond the chance of the finds, and whether the few
women teachers mentioned in the papyri'’ taught groups of students from
different environments who were unrelated to each other, or were in
charge of the children of a single family.

REFERENCES TO ScHOOLS IN GRECO-RomMmaN EGyprT

The few extant direct references to schools in Greco-Roman Egypt occur
in letters and documents on papyrus; at no point do school exercises men-
tion the specific localities where they were written. In the papyri, schools
are usually called didaskaleia, “teaching places”—occasionally gramma-
todidaskaleia when primary instruction was imparted—the same term
that designates schools in the literary sources. Most of the time schools
were identified by the teacher who provided the instruction. In the second
century B.C.E. a school named after the teacher Tothes was located in
Memphis, according to a papyrus found among the papers of Ptolemaios,

10 See Booth 1979a and b.

1 Of course, there were exceptions. In a monastery one surmises that some instruction
was continued after the death of the monk who was in charge of it.

12 But see the exceptional case of Hypatia, who assembled around herself a number of
students; cf. below, Chapter 3, note 16.

13 Cf. below, Chapter 3.
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who lived as a recluse in the temple of Sarapis, where he protected twin
girls who had found refuge there.!* The school of Tothes appears in a
confused dream that Ptolemaios narrates to a friend in a letter: the twin
sisters had called him from there as he was passing by; after he told them
not to become discouraged, Tothes himself brought the girls out to him."
It is likely that this school, which apparently was housed in some kind of
building, was an elementary school. Another school that surely provided
instruction in elementary letters was located somewhere in the Fayum in
the first century C.E.: named for the teacher Melankomas, it is in fact
designated in a letter with the unambiguous term grammatodidaskaleion
(“elementary school”).!® Two more intriguing references to primary
schools involve the metropolis of Oxyrhynchos in the fourth and the sev-
enth centuries. A papyrus that contains reports to an official lists repairs
to several buildings and mentions the school of the grammatodidaskalos
(“elementary teacher”) Dionysios, which was situated under the western
colonnade with other buildings, such as the temple of Fortune, the temple
of Achilles, and the office of a surgeon.!” The teacher Dionysios, who
appears to be responsible for the repairs to the building, which had be-
come run down, must have rented the school space from the city. Another
papyrus, dated to C.E. 610, mentions an elementary teacher as a guarantor
of a steward’s work contract and calls the school where he tendered his
instruction “the Southern School.”!® This unusual designation is tantaliz-
ing: not only does it indicate that there were at least two elementary
schools in Oxyrhynchos at the time, but it also suggests that perhaps this
school, which was named not after a certain person but according to its
location, was not organized by a specific teacher and sponsored privately
but was a public institution.”

Schools of advanced education were also called didaskaleia. A papyrus
found in Oxyrhynchos that is part of the Acta Maximi alludes to their
existence in this city.?’ In this speech, an important personage—perhaps
the prefect Gaius Vibius Maximus—is denounced on account of his rela-

4 See UPZ 1.78.9-14. On Ptolemaios and the twins, see below, pp. 87 and 188-89.

5 Not only do Ptolemaios’s dreams heavily reflect reality, but the very fact that he men-
tions a school named after a certain teacher vouches for the credibility of this allusion.

16 SB I11.7268. On this school, see also below.

17 P.Oxy. LXIV.4441, col. IV.18-20, dated to c.E. 315-316.

18 P.Oxy. LVIIL.3952; the term used, scholeion, does not occur anywhere else in papyri.

¥ On the existence of a “public grammarian” in Oxyrhynchos in the third century c.E.,
see below, pp. 54-55.

20 See P.Oxy. I11.471, which belongs to the Acta Alexandrinorum; H. A. Musurillo, The
Acts of the Pagan Martyrs: Acta Alexandrinorum (Oxford, 1954), no. VIL Cf. Legras 1999:
33-34, 58-63.
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tionship with a certain seventeen-year-old boy who was constantly in his
company and followed him in his travels so that he no longer attended
“the schools (didaskaleia) and the exercises proper for the young.” Thus
in the papyrus, didaskaleia are considered as localities set aside for educa-
tion, where a young man ought to spend his day. Schools that imparted
some kind of professional education, about which not much is known,
were also designated as such. The only reference comes from a Ptolemaic
papyrus, which preserves on the back official instructions and letters cop-
ied for practice and alludes to students of a school again named after a
teacher, Leptines.”! That these were adult students is disclosed not only
by the fact that they are addressed as andres, “men,” instead of paides,
“boys,” but also by the verb used to exhort them to work hard, which is
the more dignified ponein, “work,” instead of the usual philoponein, “pay
attention.” It is likely that these “pupils” were officials who received some
kind of literary instruction.

While surveying references to teaching and learning situations, mention
should be made of the term scholé, which occurs both in the Hermeneu-
mata and in the papyri, but with a different connotation in each. In the
Hermeneumata, this word is always applied to a place where instruction
is given: the pupil is described as entering specific premises, which in one
case are located on the second floor of a building: “I went straight along
the arcade that leads to the school (scholg) . . . when I reached the stair-
ways, I climbed the steps.”? The word schole, which in Greek originally
meant “leisure,” was then applied to that for which leisure was employed,
especially learned discussions and lectures, and was also used for a group
to whom lectures were given.”® In the papyri this term indicates both the
activity of learning and a group of students who congregated to receive
instruction. In the second century c.E. in Hermopolis, Heraidous, the
daughter of the local governor, needed “material suitable for schole such
as a reading book.”** For Heraidous, going to school meant learning at
home with a private tutor—an arrangement that must have been popular
among children of the elite, both male and female. Groups of advanced

2 P.Paris 63 of the second century B.C.E. On this papyrus, see below, pp. 189 and 216.
22 See Stephanus, Paris Lat. 6503; Dionisotti 1982: 111. In the Hermeneumata Celtes,

>

the word schole is used interchangeably with akroaterion, “room for lectures,” which is
glossed as “auditorium.”

2 In the fourth century C.E., the poet Ausonius mentioned the original etymology of this
word in an epistle written to encourage his grandson, who had reached school age, Ep.
22.6-7.

24 See P.Giss. 85. On Heraidous, see below.
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male students, called scholai, followed the classes of teachers of rhetoric
in Alexandria. In the second century the private teacher Didymos was
heading a schole that the student Neilos had decided to attend for lack of a
more prestigious one.? Later, in the fifth century, the grammarian Flavius
Horapollon is described in a papyrus as having a schole in the capital,
where he taught grammar and philosophy.?

The relative infrequency of the references to schools in papyri is at first
surprising when they are compared with the numerous references to
teachers.”” This seeming paradox is partly offset by the fact that the papyri
gloss teachers with a professional title only in order to distinguish them
from other community members with the same name; they do not describe
the professional activities of these individuals. There is no doubt, how-
ever, that this paucity of references is also a reflection of the fact that
schools were not always present institutionally in specific buildings de-
signed for educational purposes. Particularly at the lower levels, ancient
schools may often have lacked formal settings.

ScHOOL ACCOMMODATIONS

In exploring school accommodations in antiquity, it is necessary to be
alert to a vast spectrum of situations: besides occupying a private or public
building, a school could have been located within the perimeter of an
ancient temple, in the cell of a monastery, in a private house, or even in
the open air, at a street corner or under a tree. Teachers took advantage
of the various opportunities offered by the place where they lived to set
up a “school” whose characteristics varied according to their personal
circumstances. Particularly at high educational levels, as a teacher moved
up the ladder of recognition, the location and arrangement of his school
often changed for the better. I shall identify various school accommoda-
tions on the basis of archaeological remains and finds of exercises. I intend
only to suggest a range of possible situations rather than to give a com-
plete and detailed account.?®

% On Didymos and Neilos, see below, Chapters 2 and 4.

2 See Cribiore 1996a: 19 and 169 n. 22.

¥ Cf. below, p. 46.

2 In this area it is important to use some caution. Attempts to identify the archaeological
contexts of exercises are sometimes unconvincing because the provenance of many exercises
is uncertain.
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In the Egyptian language, the term used for school is the equivalent of
“a room for education.” This expression, which came into existence in
the Middle Kingdom, had a long life and passed into Coptic.”” Even
though this term clearly alludes to specific and confined premises in which
education was imparted, nevertheless it is difficult to identify such places.
Demotic® education was centered on the temples, but information con-
cerning the exact localities used for this purpose is scarce. Scholars have
attempted to visualize which parts of a temple would be more suitable to
gather and instruct a group of students effectively. The temple of the god-
dess Hathor in Dendera in Upper Egypt, for instance, seems to offer an
appropriate place: the square vestibule is a large, cool room surrounded
by columns and provided with enough light.3! On the walls are inscribed
names of festive days and lists of various parts of the country that brought
offerings to the goddess, which could have been used as teaching material.
It is impossible, however, to go beyond the domain of speculation.

Finds of Demotic school exercises point to the presence of schools for
Egyptian scribes in various parts of Egypt. Sometimes the context suggests
a bilingual education. A large number of Demotic school ostraca, together
with some Greek ones, were discovered in the village of Narmouthis in
the second century C.E. in a building inside the temenos (“precinct”) of
a pharaonic temple, at the southeast corner.?> A Demotic ostracon says
explicitly: “Go to the southern part so that you can devote yourself to
study every day.”** Another ostracon appears to suggest some connection
between the school and the temple, since it reveals that the correction of
schoolwork was done in the temple itself.** The same school apparently
also offered some instruction in Greek: the exercises that are preserved

¥ Ursula Kaplony-Heckel, “Schiiler und Schulwesen in der dgyptischen Spatzeit,” Stu-
dien zur altigyptischen Kultur 1 (1974): 238; W. E. Crum, Coptic Dictionary (Oxford,
1939), 12a.

3% Demotic was the Egyptian script that was adopted starting in the Hellenistic period. It
was more cursive than the older “hieroglyphic” and “hieratic” forms.

31 See Francois Daumas, “Dendara et le temple d” Hathor,” Recherches d’ archéologie 29
(1969): 34.

32 On the excavations that led to the discoveries of the Demotic and Greek ostraca, see
A. Vogliano, “Papyrologica,” in Studi in onore di V. Arangio Ruiz, vol. 2 (Naples, 1953),
509-10. See also S. Donadoni, “Il greco di un sacerdote di Narmuthis,” Acme 8,2-3 (1955):
73-83.

33 Bresciani, Pernigotti, and Betro 1983: no. 3. More than 600 of the ostraca from Nar-
mouthis are entirely in Demotic, while 350 are Demotic-Greek and 70 are Greek-Demotic.

3 Ibid.: no. 10: “If a boy who makes mistakes in the words does not correct them when
he goes to the temple for the correction, this boy does not cultivate writing. His mind will
dictate mistakes to his hand, and he will often make them.” An actual connection with the
temple, however, is not certain.
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are written in fluent hands; they might have been practice exercises for
Egyptian-speaking scribes who were learning some Greek without follow-
ing a regular curriculum.* The bilingual program must have been unusu-
ally heavy: a Demotic ostracon with the categorical statement “I will not
write Greek letters; I am stubborn” preserves the complaint of one stu-
dent.’ Evidence of Demotic educational texts in other villages of the
Fayum district in central Egypt, such as Soknopaiou Nesos and Tebtynis,
also shows the existence of Demotic schools associated with priests run-
ning the local temple.’” In both places a limited number of Greek school
exercises were found.® It is difficult to reach a clear understanding of the
curriculum of these schools and to know to what extent they provided a
bilingual education, since most of the evidence is unpublished.

Some connection—albeit tenuous—between school and temple can be
observed in the fourth century c.E. in the village of Kellis in the Dakhleh
Oasis. A mud-brick structure within the precinct of the temple of Tutu
yielded fragments of several inscribed wooden boards of a scholastic na-
ture, an ostracon with an exercise, and a number of reed pens.*” These
objects were found in the rooms of the main structure that were divided
by a partition and provided with benches in the fourth century. While it
is tempting—albeit too speculative—to suppose that these alterations
were due to the need to adapt the rooms to school use, the atypical con-
centration of objects connected to learning and writing point to a place
where Greek literary instruction was given.

Greek education in Egypt may have also taken advantage of the cool,
private spaces provided by pharaonic tombs. In 1828, during his journey
in Upper Egypt, Champollion explored a series of tombs of the Middle
Kingdom built in the rocky hills in Beni-Hassan. In one of these tombs,
which was covered with painted scenes, a syllabary of the Greco-Roman
period written in red letters occupied an extensive space on one of the
walls.* This syllabary included biliteral and triliteral combinations of
consonants and vowels in seven long rows. Syllabaries were fundamental

% See R. Pintaudi and P. J. Sijpesteijn, “Ostraka di contenuto scolastico provenienti da
Narmuthis,” ZPE 76 (1989): 85-92; Cribiore 1996a: nos. 54, 203, 205, 285, and 286.

3¢ See Bresciani, Pernigotti, and Betrd 1983: no. 5.

37 See van Minnen 1998b.

3 The educational material found at Soknopaiou Nesos is mostly mathematical: the well-
written tables of numbers perhaps served the needs of common people.

% On one such board containing a Homeric exercise, see Hope and Worp 1998, with
bibliography about the excavations.

4 See J. F. Champollion, Monuments de I’ Egypte et de la Nubie, vol. 2, ed. G. Maspero
(Paris, 1889), 459-60, no. 10. It is not specified where the syllabary was found, but it proba-
bly was not very far from the entrance, which could provide light.
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to teaching reading, and children trained themselves by pronouncing
aloud the syllabic combinations that usually were inscribed by teachers
on models.* This particular syllabary was like a permanent model that
provided a suitable decoration to a “room for education.” The voices of
children learning Greek syllables—ba-be-bi-bo- and so on—must have
echoed amid the silence of a glorious past.

Later on, in early Byzantine times, the ancient tombs with which the
hills around the city of Thebes in Upper Egypt were honeycombed became
homes for anchorites. When an anchorite attracted a special reputation
for sanctity, and pilgrims started to visit his abode, other buildings and
rooms were added, and a monastic community was formed. In these mon-
asteries some instruction in reading and writing Coptic and Greek was
necessary, because monastic centers attracted people of every age and level
of literacy, among them some male children.” Even though in the small
monasteries around Thebes schools were not organized on the grand scale
of the Western monastic centers,* education left definite traces. Thus the
excavations of the monastery of Epiphanius yielded some Greek school
exercises and a notable number of Coptic exercises.* While there are no
specific indications of the finding-places of the latter, the Greek exercises
were mostly discovered in cells outside of the boundary walls. Cell A, for
instance, where a teacher’s model containing maxims from Menander
was found,” was apparently the abode of a monk named Moses who
copied a large number of liturgical and Biblical texts into Coptic and
Greek.* Not far from the monastery of Epiphanius was the monastery of
St. Phoebammon, which was built on the ruins of a pharaonic temple.
Here, too, the excavations yielded some Greek and Coptic school exer-
cises that testify to the existence of some kind of school.” It is suggestive

41 Cf. below, Chapter 5.

2 E, Wipzycka, “Le degré d’ alphabétisation en Egypte byzantine,” REAug 30 (1984):
279-96. See, e.g., the numerous “donations” of children to the monasteries of this region
in W. E. Crum and G. Steindorff, Koptische Rechtsurkunden des achten Jabhrhunderts aus
Djeme (Theben) (Leipzig, 1971), nos. 78-103.

4 See P. Riché, Education and Culture in the Barbarian West, trans. J. J. Contreni (Co-
lumbia, S.C., 1976), 109-22.

4T am currently working on the Coptic exercises belonging to Columbia University. On
the Greek exercises, see Cribiore 1996a: nos. 66, 67, 122, 123, 168, 225, 226, 227, and
319.

4 See ibid.: no. 319.

4 About Moses, see P.Mon.Epiph. 1, pp. 42-43 and note 1.

47 See C. Bachatly, Le monastere de Phoebammon dans la Thébaide, vol. 2 (Cairo, 1965);
Cribiore 1996a: nos. 19, 20, 21, 22, 61, 163, and 164.
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that a hexameter verse containing all the letters of the alphabet scrambled
and a separate Greek alphabet were painted in red ochre in the doorway
of the vestibule leading to the Southern Hall of Offering of the ancient
temple. Perhaps classes were held in the vicinity.

The evidence provided by Didaskalos—A Schoolmaster—a mime of
the third-century B.C.E. poet Herodas, who was connected with both the
southeastern Aegean and Alexandria—might be useful with regard to
school accommodations. Even though it is recognized that the poetry of
Herodas was sophisticated and addressed a cultivated public, this poet’s
use of topoi (“commonplaces”) and set characters allows one to retrieve
some reality.* In this mime, the school of Lampriskos is situated in some
kind of building: the mother of the undisciplined student Kokkalos la-
ments that her son can hardly recognize where the classroom’s door is (8-
9). Lampriskos may have used his own quarters to instruct the children, or
he may have rented some space in a private house. In Greco-Roman
Egypt, classes at every level of education must often have been held in
private houses.* Comparative evidence of ancient education from the
third millennium B.C.E. to medieval times often points to schools situated
in domestic quarters. But direct evidence of private spaces used for educa-
tion is rarely found, and it is not known whether parents provided space
for free or not. A Ptolemaic papyrus refers to a school of medicine that
seems to have been of considerable size and that was held in the private
house of a doctor, where Greek slaves followed lessons in Egyptian medi-
cine.’® A Greek teacher, who had learned Demotic, taught these appren-
tices to read and write in Egyptian and presumably to understand the
doctor’s treatises. In general, however, one has to resort to imagination
and to comparative evidence to visualize the possible accommodations of
schools situated in private quarters. In the Egyptian countryside, the
houses of people of common means display narrow and badly lit rooms,
which would not have been ideal for reading and writing.”! The homes of

* Mastromarco 1984.

% On classes held in domestic quarters in Mesopotamia, see Gadd 1956: 25-26. Cf., in
early medieval times, the evidence from the Jewish community in Cairo, Reif 1990: 152.

50 UPZ 1.148. See R. Rémondon, “Problémes du bilinguisme dans I’ Egypte Lagide,” CE
39 (1964): 126-46.

51 See, e.g., the tiny houses in Karanis, Elaine K. Gazda, ed., Karanis: An Egyptian Town
in Roman Times (Ann Arbor, Mich., 1983), 19-21. These houses appear very small when
compared to houses in other areas of the Mediterranean: R. Alston, “Houses and House-
holds in Roman Egypt,” in Domestic Space in the Roman World: Pompeii and Beyond,
ed. Ray Laurence and Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, JRA suppl. 22 (Portsmouth, R.L., 1997),
25-39.
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wealthy inhabitants, on the other hand, may have offered suitable quar-
ters for teaching the children of the owner and perhaps some of their
friends. Houses of the upper class, which appear more often in urban than
in rural contexts, were of much larger proportions and possessed internal
courts and towers. Great houses in Roman Africa show a variety of spaces
that could be used in private and public life.’> Thus, for instance, the
House of Europa at Cuicul shows a very large vestibule, where the stairs
could have served as a dais for the owner or a schoolmaster. In these
houses, another room suitable to be a classroom was the exedra, the decor
of which—mosaics and theatrical masks, for example—often alluded to
cultural pursuits. Evidence of patrician houses used for education in the
Roman world supports this assumption. Thus, in the grand house of
L. Albucius Celsus in Pompeii, graffiti on the walls of an exedra painted
in bright yellow show that classes attended by the children of Albucius
and perhaps some of his slaves were held there. One of the graffiti says
explicitly, “If you do not like Cicero, you will be whipped,” testifying to
less-than-gentle teaching methods.*

In the Hermeneumata, the word “step” (bathmos, which is glossed with
the Latin gradus) suggests that classes could have been held outside.*
Open-air teaching, which was more common at an elementary stage, must
have been a solution frequently adopted in Egypt, with its mild climate.
In the Mediterranean world, teaching outside was not unheard of. The
arcades that surrounded some squares could have been used for this pur-
pose, and in large cities such as Alexandria or Oxyrhynchos, the main
streets had vaulted colonnades. Evidence from Pompeii again offers suit-
able comparanda: graffiti mark the sites of two elementary schools, one
under the arcades of the Forum and the other under the colonnades of
the Campus. The place where the first school was situated is marked by
murals that depict students holding their tablets on their knees, together
with passersby peeking at their work.’ But apparently privacy was not
or could not be a priority for teachers. The first-century c.E. Greek writer
Dio Chrysostom, who grew up in Bithynia in Asia Minor, uses teachers

52 See Yvon Thébert, “Private and Public Spaces: The Components of the Domus,” in A
History of Private Life, vol. 1, ed. Paul Veyne (Cambridge, Mass., 1987), 355-81.

3 See Della Corte 1959: 626-28. On punishment, see Chapter 2.

5% See Dionisotti 1982: 99 line 22.

55 See Della Corte 1959: 621-24; and Bonner 1977: 118 fig. 11. Also W. Harris, “Literacy
and Epigraphy, I,” ZPE 52 (1983): 109. Cf. Augustine Conf. 1.13, a much commented-
upon passage, where spaces used for teaching were apparently screened by some sort of
awning.
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and students as examples of individuals who managed to do their jobs in
the midst of great turmoil. After describing flute and dance teachers who
held a school in the streets, without being distracted by passersby and
their noise, he goes on by saying, “But this is the most extreme case of
all: the elementary teachers sit in the streets with their pupils, and nothing
hinders them in this great throng from teaching and learning.”>¢

In the Mediterranean world, open-air classes could also have been held
in the country, without the minimal structure that a colonnade of a city
street could provide. In the fourth century B.C.E., the poet Aratus com-
posed an amusing epigram lampooning the teacher Diotimos: “I lament
for Diotimos, who sits on stones teaching the children of Gargara their
ABCs.”% Since Diotimos was known as a composer of epic works and
epigrams and was probably at least a grammarian, Aratus’s epigram was
surely a joke that made fun of elementary teachers.’® Nevertheless, it is
likely that teachers conducting school in the open air were not an unfamil-
iar sight. This kind of informal accommodation probably existed since
time immemorial. Thus on fifth-century Attic vases, a school is often de-
fined by the presence of a tree beside school objects.*’

Many primary teachers in Egypt may have set up school in the open air,
with a large tree providing welcome shade—a familiar scene on today’s
campuses in the warmest days of spring. In Egypt, moreover, students
often used writing materials such as broken vessels, which could be picked
up anywhere outside where people threw them away. The British papyrol-
ogist J. G. Milne, on finding a group of clay sherds that contained school
exercises that were all discolored in an unusual way, imagined that 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.”®® But of course, this
rather sensational interpretation is not necessary: it is more likely that a
teacher provided his class with ostraca found in one spot. In Upper Egypt
students also employed flakes or slices of white limestone for writing: did
they have teachers who, like Diotimos, set up school “on the rocks”? For

’¢ Dio Chrysostom 20.9-10. About teaching in the streets of Rome, see S. F. Bonner, “The
Street-Teacher: An Educational Scene in Horace,” AJPh 93 (1972): 509-28.

7 See Anth. Pal. 11.437 and SH 392-395. Gargara is a mountainous site on the gulf of
Adramythium.

8 See Alan Cameron, Callimachus and His Critics (Princeton, 1995), 6-7. On jokes di-
rected at elementary teachers, see below, p. 59.

3 See Beck 1975: pls. 22.114 and 16.84.

¢ See J. G. Milne, “Relics of Graeco-Egyptian Schools,” JHS 28 (1908): 121.
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teachers who plied their trade outside, the term chamaididaskalos, “a
teacher sitting on the ground,” was an appropriate designation. This term
appears for the first time in copies of Diocletian’s Edict of Prices in the
late third century with the Latin equivalent of magister institutor lit-
terarum—that is, an elementary teacher—and after that it occurs in later
writers and papyri.! This designation, which resurfaces from the late
Roman period, codified an established situation in which elementary
teaching was characterized by precarious conditions: lack of proper seat-
ing meant lack of external structures.

The term chamaididaskalos provides graphic evidence that elementary
teachers in general were not endowed with the imposing chair that usually
serves to identify teachers in visual representations. But a digression is
useful at this point. In school scenes depicted on fifth-century B.C.E.
Athenian vases, common iconographical motifs were followed in the rep-
resentation of teachers and students: teachers were portrayed sitting on
chairs, and students were shown standing in front of them. The most
comprehensive of these school scenes appears on a Berlin cup by Douris
(Figs. 1 and 2).%2 On the exterior of the cup, a bearded teacher sits on a
high-backed chair holding a roll that is inscribed with a hexameter with
a Homeric flavor; a boy is standing before the teacher, probably reciting
by heart. On the other side appears another teacher: he looks younger,
does not have the beard that was a symbol of seniority, and is sitting on
a backless stool. He is probably an assistant teacher, a hypodidaskalos,
and he is holding an open notebook of tablets that curiously resembles a
modern laptop computer. A pupil—a boy standing in front of him—is
waiting for the teacher to finish writing something on the tablet, perhaps
the model of a text. This school scene is completed by the presence of
tutors—pedagogues—overlooking the instruction. Variations of this
scene on numerous Attic vases and cups all show that a chair was an
indispensable motif in portraying a teacher, even more than the rod that
male teachers used as an instrument of punishment. An amusing scene on

¢! See Edict.Diocl. 7.66 (ed. K. Lauffer), pp. 124-25; anecdote 61 in the Philogelos (ed.
Thierfelder); Macarius Sermones 20.3.6.1 and 23.125.29; Troilus Prolegomena in Hermo-
genis Artem rhetoricam (Walz, Rhetores Graeci, vol. 6, 111.23); Scholia in Ecclesiazusas (ed.
Diibner) 809.2; Scholia in Demosthenem (ed. M. R. Dilts) 18.228.1; Scholia in Nubes (ed.
Koster) 770c alpha 2; P.Sorb. I11.69 p. 63 n. 63: Cribiore 1996a: 163.

62 See ARV 283, no. 47; Immerwahr 1964: 18-19 and note 3 with bibliography; Beck
1975: pl. 10, 53-54; Harris 1989: fig. 3. A. D. Booth, “Douris’ Cup and the Stages of
Schooling in Classical Athens,” EMC 19 (1985): 275-80.

28



MODELS OF SCHOOLING

Figures 1-2. School scenes on a vase from fifth-century Athens (Douris
cup, 490-480 B.C.E.).

29



CHAPTER ONE

Figure 3. Playing school: a scene on an Attic cup shows two
boys with tablets and a papyrus roll moving toward the “teacher”
(ca. 460 B.C.E.).

Figure 4. Early Byzantine tablet with bronze handle: verses from the Iliad.

a cup by a follower of Douris that makes fun of a school situation, for
instance, shows on the interior a boy going to school, holding by the
handle a notebook of tablets that resembles a modern briefcase (Fig. 3;
and see Fig. 4).° On the exterior of the cup, two other boys are proceeding
to school: one is holding a book roll and the other tablets. These boys
move toward the sitting figure of another, who has a rod in his left hand

% ARV 524 no. 25; Immerwahr 1964: 21; Beck 1975: pl. 11, 58, 59, 60. See p. 154.
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and holds on to his chair with the right: the boy is “playing teacher” and
is sitting on the symbol of his power.

The same iconographical motif used to depict male teachers can some-
times be identified in scenes that show women as protagonists. A young
woman, for instance, is depicted in the women’s quarters: she sits on a
chair holding out a book roll, while another figure—a boy reciting—
stands before her (see Figs. 5 and 6).% This woman, who is represented
as too young to be the boy’s mother, looks like the female equivalent of
the beardless instructor on the Douris cup. Girls playing and holding
flowers and fillets appear on the other side. Another tantalizing represen-
tation that one is tempted to identify as a “school scene” located in a
domestic setting appears on a vase of the Hermitage Museum (Fig. 7).
Whereas in the scene on the top of the vase, a child’s punishment takes
place at the hands of a woman who is hitting a young boy with a sandal,
the learning situation depicted on the bottom shows a woman sitting on
a particularly imposing chair: she is listening as a girl reads from a book
roll, while another girl is perhaps reciting, and a third girl moves toward
the group, holding an open notebook of tablets. The mandatory presence
of a chair continued to identify male teachers in later art in scenes that
appear in Roman sarcophagi of the imperial period: teachers are always
portrayed as sitting, while their pupils—boys and girls—are standing.®

It should be noted, on the other hand, that in the visual evidence men-
tioned above, the educational levels of students and teachers are not al-
ways clear, and no pupil is unambiguously portrayed as receiving the rudi-
ments. Chairs, thronoi, are often associated with male teachers outside
primary education in the literary sources.®” It is thus conceivable that the
presence of chairs was mostly associated with the more stable conditions
of schooling beyond the elementary level. As a rule, in fact, open-air ac-
commodations did not apply to advanced education, which needed less
precarious and distracting settings and happily did without the company
of dogs and goats that roamed freely outside. Grammarians and rhetors
used the accommodations that their personal circumstances afforded
them. The teacher Didymos mentioned above probably gathered his pu-

¢ See Immerwahr 1973: 14445, fig. 1, plates 31.4 and 32.

% Beck 1975: pl. 51, 268, and pl. 75, 372. Cf. also Beck 1975: pl. 74, 366, and pl. 69,
351.

% See Marrou 1937: 27-45.

%7 See in Plato Prt. 315¢, Hippias sitting on an imposing chair as he gives a lecture sur-
rounded by his pupils sitting on benches, and the formidable portrait of a teacher of rhetoric
in Libanius Chria 3 (Foerster vol. 8).
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Figures 5-6. Athenian cup: sitting woman with a book roll listens to a boy
reciting; girls are playing on the other side (ca. 460 B.C.E.).
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Figure 7. Athenian vase: on top, a woman punishes a child
with a sandal; on the bottom, women with rolls and tablets move
toward a sitting woman who is listening.

pils in a rented room or even in his own residence, since he had just arrived
in Alexandria from the country. Much later, the grammarian Horapollon,
who was a distinguished teacher and also taught at levels more advanced
than grammar school, may have rented a private room or may have even
used a public space.® In a papyrus, the school of Horapollon is said to

% See above, and below, Chapter 2.
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have met “by the academies,” an uncertain location, apparently in a
prominent place in the city. In Alexandria the remains of a limestone
building dating from the time of Horapollon and located next to the the-
ater and the baths have been identified as perhaps being the site of a
school.®” A central auditorium with the dais for the teacher (or speaker)
and seats all around is flanked by two sets of smaller rooms provided with
seats. The design of this building is unique and suggestive, but it may not
have catered exclusively to educational needs; it may also have served as
a lecture hall. In any case, a range of possible scenarios is suggested by
the literary evidence. Thus, the disparate accommodations used by Liban-
ius in his career were apparently correlated to his success. When he was
a young and popular teacher of rhetoric in Nicomedia, Libanius was enti-
tled to hold classes anywhere, even in the baths (Or. 1.55). But his position
became less secure when he moved to Antioch, and at first he had to use
his own house to teach the fifteen students whom he had brought with
him. Even though moving to another room on the fringe of the square
immediately brought him more students, he was not satisfied, since the
other sophists who kept classes in the temple of the Muses were far more
successful.”’ But, in his own account, his earnest address to the Muse
Calliope was conclusive: in a matter of a few days he was able to establish
a school in the City Hall and became the official sophist of Antioch.”
Libanius’s vicissitudes show that teachers of advanced education were
at the mercy of the available accommodations and had to provide for
themselves almost as much as the humble primary teachers.

THE GYMNASIUM

The question of where education took place brings us to the delicate prob-
lem of the role of the gymnasium as an academic institution in Egypt.
Starting from the fourth century B.C.E. in Athens, gymnasia were not only
places of athletic activity but also centers of intellectual pursuits. In Ath-
ens, philosophers brought their followers together in the Academy and
the Lyceum. Isocrates mentions with indignation that other teachers of
lower standing gathered their pupils there “discussing the poets, espe-

 B. Tkaczow, Topography of Ancient Alexandria (Warsaw, 1993), 99; Bowman 1990:
223 fig. 141; J. McKenzie, Roman Alexandria, forthcoming.

7 Though this was an actual location, Libanius often calls his own school Mouseia, e.g.,
Ep.37.5.4 and Or. 11.139.7.

7t See Or. 1.101-4 and Ep. 88.
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cially Hesiod and Homer, saying nothing original about them, but merely
reciting their verses and repeating from memory the cleverest things that
others had said about them in the past.””* But it is particularly from the
third century B.C.E. on that inscriptions testify that gymnasia were centers
of intellectual and educational activity in Attica and in several parts of
the Greek world. Numerous inscriptions in Hellenistic gymnasia preserve
lists of victors in agones—contests not only in gymnastics but also in po-
etry or other academic subjects—and occasionally the inscriptions them-
selves testify that teachers tested students by examination in the gymna-
sia.”” Moreover, gymnasia hosted conferences and displays by local or
itinerant scholars and poets. Nevertheless, it is not entirely certain that
regular educational instruction went on in the gymnasia,’ and it is partic-
ularly doubtful that they were centers for advanced education, the equiva-
lent of modern universities.”

In the Ptolemaic period, gymnasia existed in Egypt not only in large
centers but also in the most hellenized villages, wherever Greeks estab-
lished communities of sufficient size. In the Roman period, on the other
hand, they appear to be present mostly in the nome capitals—metropoleis.
In the gymnasium, local male youths received athletic and military train-
ing, and the Greek members of the elite gathered to socialize and to pursue
intellectual activities.”® Festivals with gymnastics displays and celebra-
tions of every sort were held around gymnasia.”” Membership in the “met-
ropolitan class” was granted to individuals who could show Greek ances-
try on both maternal and paternal sides, and parents belonging to this
class registered their children with the gymnasium officials as soon as they
reached fourteen years of age. Though most of these applications refer to
boys, two, both originating from Oxyrhynchos in the third century, show
families registering girls and trying to secure for them a privileged status.”
We do not know whether this registration automatically brought these
girls participation in the activities of the gymnasium as it did for boys. In
the capital and in the metropoleis, the gymnasium was always an impos-

72 See Isocrates Panath. 18; cf. also 33.

73 See, e.g., SIG 578.34, where it is said that the elementary teachers who used to test the
children in the gymnasium were to change location.

7 Nilsson (1955: 1-29) considers gymnasia academic institutions.

S Delorme (1960: 316-24) is in favor of the idea that gymnasia were the equivalent of
modern universities. Contra, Harris 1989: 134-35.

76 See Legras 1999: 208-17.

77 See Perpillou-Thomas 1986.

78 P.Corn. 1.18 and P.Oxy. XLIIL.3136. Cf. P.Ups.Frid. 6 introduction and P.Petaus 1-2
introduction.

35



CHAPTER ONE

ing building with lecture halls, baths, and ball-courts, on which consider-
able sums of money were expended for works of maintenance and im-
provement. In the third century c.E. in Antinoe, for instance, where
excavations unearthed the magnificent remains of a gymnasium, the roofs
of the colonnades and entrances were decorated with gold leaf.” In the
first century C.E., repairs were done to “the great exedra” of the gymna-
sium of the large village of Aphroditopolis, which had more than one of
these large halls that were used for conferences.®® Everywhere the gymna-
sium existed, it was the focus of the cultural life of a community. But were
the Egyptian gymnasia real academic institutions? No evidence supports
such an assumption: no libraries or areas that could be identified as class-
rooms have been found in their perimeters.®! Moreover, there are no docu-
ments that disclose how the gymnasia functioned, even though gymnasi-
archs, their leaders, are often mentioned: their title, however, is used as a
status designation, and nothing is known of the specific duties they per-
formed. It should be noted that women also may have served in this office:
two examples—though not completely unambiguous—are known for
Egypt, and women gymnasiarchs (gymmnasiarchis) are present in Cyrene
and particularly in various localities of Asia Minor.® At any rate, the
location of a gymnasium in a particular place may serve as a hint that a
school was situated in its vicinity. The school of the grammarian Horapol-
lon, for instance, which was located “by the academies,” may have taken
advantage of a well-frequented neighborhood.

THE STRUCTURE AND ORGANIZATION OF SCHOOLS

Lack of uniformity characterized not only the ways in which schools in
antiquity were set up and the more or less informal places where they
were situated, but also the way teaching was structured from bottom to
top, the identities of the teachers offering various layers of instruction,
and the internal organization of the class. Ancient schools were knowl-
edge-oriented and provided a rather uniform instruction, which was dis-
tinguished in recognizable intellectual steps. Though the content of the
primary level of education might have depended to a certain extent on

7 See Bowman 1990: 143-44; and P.Kéin. 1.52.

80 See Mél. Masp. 11, p. 33, line 24.

81 See Cribiore 1996a: 19-20.

82 P.Amb. 11.64 and SB XVI.12235. L. Casarico, “Donne ginnasiarco,” ZPE 48 (1982):
117-23; van Bremen 1996.
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local circumstances, knowledge provided at higher levels was unfailingly
consistent: students at the grammatical or rhetorical stage anywhere in
the East would have been easily able to compare their work. It was proba-
bly the homogeneity of the intellectual contents that brought about at-
tempts in the past to resolve a conflicting evidence of schooling by impos-
ing a single organizational model with a strict distinction between
primary, secondary, and rhetorical schools, headed by their respective in-
structors. The fact that the literary sources seem to endorse such a division
is not particularly binding: the ancient writers allude more to the contents
than to the actual organization of teaching, and they did not have any
interest in nuances of schooling and in arrangements that concerned the
lower classes and the periphery versus the great centers of learning. Only
recently has the traditional scheme been challenged. It has been success-
fully argued that in Rome during the first century C.E., a two-track system
prevailed that served different segments of the population: while schools
of elementary letters provided a basic literacy to slaves and freeborn indi-
viduals of the lower classes, schools of liberal studies offered a more re-
fined education to children of the upper classes who either received the
first elements at home or entered right away into a grammarian’s school
that also tendered instruction in basic letters.® The presence of this so-
cially segmented arrangement of schools can be verified in the great cities
of the Roman Empire, from which most of our literary sources derive.*
But we should beware of regularly replacing one inflexible model of the
educational system with another that is only apparently less rigid. This
new interpretation of some of the literary sources is particularly valid
insofar as it shows that the organization of schooling was not monolithic.
On the other hand, both in large centers and primarily in the periphery,
there must have been situations that did not follow the two principal
models of schooling. The literary sources and the papyri, in fact, testify
to much variety in school structure in accordance with situational circum-
stances, convenience to parents, and availability of teachers.

The school of Libanius in Antioch, for instance, exemplifies a schooling
system that corresponds even less to the traditional scheme and that per-
haps existed in some large cities, such as Alexandria, where successful
instructors acted as powerful magnets. This school, which provided in-
struction only to male students and primarily at the rhetorical level, some-
times seems to have addressed the needs of boys at the primary and gram-

3 Booth 1979a: 1-14; and 1979b: 11-19.
8 Kaster 1983: 323-46. The existence of this arrangement appears in sources from the
first to the sixth century C.E.; Kaster 1988: 24-25.
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matical stage. Libanius’s own son learned the rudiments at the hands of
teachers who worked as grammarians in the school, and other students
in their early teens engaged in grammatical studies with the same instruc-
tors, who prepared them to enter the rhetorical course proper.?’ Thus, a
student such as Bassianos studied grammar and the poets with the Egyp-
tian grammarian Kleobulos, who, in the words of Libanius, taught him
to “move his wings” (Ep. 155). An organization with all three levels of
schooling combined must have been atypical, however. The Hermeneu-
mata, which sometimes show incongruities and conflations of various
scenes that are useful in suggesting different arrangements, present three
models of a school: a primary school where initial notions of grammar
were also given; a school that imparted full elementary and grammatical
instruction; and a grammar school that also catered to some elementary
students and to older pupils who started rhetoric.® This last type is only
apparently similar to Libanius’s school: whereas in Libanius’s school, the
first two levels were preliminary to learning advanced rhetorical skills,
the third model described in the Hermeneumata is essentially a grammar
school where some older male students started to read the works of ora-
tors such as Demosthenes and wrote preliminary rhetorical exercises. It
is in a school of this type that Augustine received a smattering of rhetorical
instruction.’

Though the school exercises of Greco-Roman Egypt are in general de-
void of any frame concerning their creation, occasionally they offer some
information through their content, showing that the boundaries between
the functions of the elementary schoolmaster and the grammarian were
porous and sometimes nonexistent, and one single school imparted in-
struction to students of different levels. An Egyptian papyrus roll of the
third century B.C.E., which is usually called Livre d’ écolier, “a student’s
book,” from the title of the edition, offers the clearest example that gram-
marians sometimes also imparted instruction in primary letters.® The first
exercises on the roll, which address students at primary levels who did

85 See Wolf 1952: 69-70; Petit 1956: 84-88, 139-40. Cf. Libanius Ep. 625 and 678. That
Libanius calls grammarians grammatistai instead of the usual grammatikoi is indicative of
the lack of precise boundaries between different levels of teaching.

% See Dionisotti 1982: 98-99, 1. 18-29; Goetz 1892: 225-26; Dionisotti 1982: 100-
101, II. 30-39.

87 Vossing (1992), who also shows Augustine providing instruction to children at lower
levels of education in his initial career.

88 See Cribiore 1996a: no. 379: it probably served a teacher’s need rather than a student’s.
The provenance of this papyrus is unknown, but the level of instruction implied probably
refers to a city school.
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a teacher’s model with a maxim and the copy of the
student underneath.

not know how to read and write, are followed in regular progression by
more advanced ones. The roll ends with a series of passages that are hard
to understand, full of abstruse and difficult words and constructions—
exercises that were good stepping-stones for children of the elite, whose

language was shaped by the grammarian.

An early Byzantine tablet shows that the situation was unchanged many
centuries later, and that grammarians did not shrink from offering pri-
mary education (Fig. 8). This tablet, which was found in Antinoopolis,
contains a maxim written as a model by the teacher Flavius Kollouthos:
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“Letters are the greatest beginning of understanding.”® The teacher’s
own letters stand out: they are very large, graceful, and easy to read. This
teacher then signed his model, perhaps in order to show the student that
an exercise needed to be identified.”® The rest of the tablet’s surface is
occupied by the wavering letters of a pupil who appears to be far from
“understanding” and only able to copy characters that did not yet make
much sense: he painfully reproduces the maxim several times in two dis-
tinct columns—perhaps imitating the mise en page of a papyrus book—
and brutally truncates the words, without showing any knowledge of syl-
labic division. The honorific title Flavius, which distinguishes the teacher
who wrote the model, shows that he was at least a grammarian, imparting
the first rudiments of learning to a child of privilege.”!

At a later time, in the sixth century, the teaching activity of the lawyer
and poet Dioskoros of Aphroditopolis is again evidence that education
primarily responded to need. Among his documents and poems, several
papyri were found that testify that Dioskoros fulfilled a teaching role at
various levels. These texts include metrological tables (sometimes associ-
ated with primary education); conjugations, the Iliad, and elementary
Homeric exegesis at the grammatical level; and preliminary rhetorical ex-
ercises and Isocrates at the rhetorical level.? It is impossible to know—
and not very important to a degree—whether Dioskoros was the teacher
of his own children when he resided in Antinoe or whether, on his return
to his hometown, he taught some children of the elite of Aphroditopolis:
as a man of culture he might have naturally fulfilled that role.”

It is not easy to know in every case whether the evidence considered
above presupposes the existence of a real two-track system in which edu-
cation was neatly diversified on a social basis, or whether these—as in the
case of Dioskoros—were all situations dictated by special circumstances.
All these exercises, at any rate, probably originated in large centers, which
could provide and support a variety of specialized teachers. In Egypt,
metropoleis such as Alexandria, Oxyrhynchos, Hermopolis, Antinoo-
polis, and Herakleopolis, and exceptionally large villages such as Aphro-
ditopolis, offered secondary instruction. As a rule, only one grammarian

% See Cribiore 1996a: no. 160.

? Many exercises, in fact, display the signature of the student who wrote them. On names
of students appearing in exercises, see Cribiore 1996a: Appendix 2.

1 On the title Flavius, see below, p. 61.

%2 See Fournet 1999: 688-90, and passim. A Greek-Coptic glossary also addressed
learners.

% Cf. below, p. 106.
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could be found in these centers at a time: only Alexandria, and Hermo-
polis in the fifth century, where two grammarians are known, are the
exceptions. Teachers of rhetoric were even more confined to large centers:
small towns could not supply a steady stream of pupils and could not
fund a chair.

It is in the villages and towns of the Egyptian countryside that we
should expect to find a variety of informal schooling, since local teaching
was a function of need, expectations, resources, and teachers’ inclina-
tions. Far from the large educational centers, a fluid understanding of
literacy and letters would sometimes raise the substance of elementary
teaching to approach the instruction normally given in secondary schools.
Thus, in two Egyptian towns, Karanis and Theadelphia, which would not
support a grammarian, some students wrote exercises that traditionally
belonged in a grammar school: copies of grammatical treatises and lists
of difficult Homeric words, which were rendered into a more current form
of Greek.” Two different scenarios are equally plausible—both strategies
devised to avoid sending one’s male children away to study too soon:
either itinerant teachers were hired by upper-class families to impart some
sophisticated skills to their offspring, or local elementary teachers were
able to stretch their teaching functions to serve the needs of privileged
students.

The latter seems to be the case of the primary teacher Melankomas
mentioned above, who appears in a private letter sent by Sarapion to his
friend Ptolemaios (SB 111.7268):

Sarapion greets his dearest Ptolemaios. Since you are my friend in the
Arsinoite and I rely on you alone because of the affection that you have
felt toward me for a long time, I have to ask you something in this letter.
I am thoroughly in anguish because of some problems of geometry that
I was given and, with your help, I would like not to be ignorant in this
matter. Therefore, as I asked you in person, now I also beg you to give
the man who brings you this letter that very papyrus about which you
talked to me, out of your friendly feelings. Feel assured that this favor
will not be in vain, but I will hold it in due account for when you will
need me. Do then what you think is right. I hope you are well.

This letter was sent from the Herakleopolite nome, where Sarapion lived,
to a village or town in the Arsinoite, and precisely—as the address speci-
fies—to the school of the elementary teacher Melankomas, which Ptole-

% See Cribiore 1996a: nos. 330, 345, 359, 362.
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maios apparently was still attending. The two lads were friends from school
times: they were—to use an expression coined centuries before by the
Greek writer Lysias—“friends by education.”® Apparently Sarapion had
moved, perhaps to pursue a more advanced education in a larger center:
he was in fact studying geometry, a discipline traditionally associated with
secondary schooling and distinguished from arithmetic, which was the
province of the elementary teacher.”® Sarapion’s handwriting, visible in
the final greeting, is minute and fast, and reveals a considerable familiarity
with the pen.”” The exact circumstances are unknown, but for some rea-
son Sarapion, who was oppressed by the typical anguish of the conscien-
tious student, urgently needed a certain book of geometry. It seems likely
that Melankomas, the primary teacher who kept this book in his school,
was an elementary teacher whose functions were somewhat fluid.

The relatively low number of students at the same level in a given school
and the lack of sharp distinctions between educational levels call for fur-
ther reflections on the organization of classes. When schools included stu-
dents of different levels and abilities, it seems unlikely that they occupied
separate rooms. In the version of the Hermeneumata quoted at the begin-
ning of this chapter, elementary and secondary students are shown as
working together in one room. Even though the principal instructors are
the teacher and an assistant teacher, the hypodidaskalos, older and more
able students also discharge some teaching functions by dictating a text
and helping the primary students learn their syllables. Other versions of
these schoolbooks that present novices together with advanced students
who were learning rhetoric point to common spaces used in education.
Since in antiquity the concept of paradeigma, “example,” governed fam-
ily life and intellectual pursuits, this school structure, where more capable
students contributed to the success of the enterprise, was partly dictated
by the desire to exploit competition among the students, as well as their
imitative skills. In antiquity, age differences were not emphasized as they
are today.”® An indistinct period of immaturity led to the time when a
youth was finally accepted as a full member of society. It is also possible,
moreover, that the ages of some of the students at different levels who
worked together in the same environment were not sharply differentiated,
since there were not definite age limits for admittance to a certain level.

% Lysias (ca. 459-380 B.C.E.) 20.11 (For Polystratus), ek paideias philos.

% Cf. Petron. Sat. 58.7; Marrou 1975, 2: 84-85; Clarke 1971: 45-52.

%7 The rest of the letter was penned by a professional scribe according to a common usage.
% Kleijwegt 1991: 88-123.
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The school of Libanius, which was divided into five classes, called sym-
moriai, accommodated students in an open space, one large lecture hall.”
This was also the arrangement in the school of Ulpianus of Ascalon, the
old teacher of Libanius, and in the school of Zenobius, Libanius’s prede-
cessor in Antioch (Or. 36.10-11). To serve the needs of his crowd—
“herd” (agele) or “flock” (poimnion)—Libanius also employed assistant
teachers who prepared students to enter the top class, which was taught
personally by him. Information about the size of this school is especially
welcome because no other such evidence exists in the Greek world. Ap-
parently the number of Libanius’s students oscillated at the different mo-
ments of his career: though he had eighty pupils in Constantinople, the
number went down to fifteen when he had just arrived in Antioch (Or.
1.37 and 1015 Ep. 405) but rose again to about eighty per year when he
became public teacher of rhetoric.!® Repeatedly Libanius calls his school
choros and dubs as koryphaios, “chorus leader,” the older student who
represented his classmates and could even do some teaching when the
teacher was sick.!%!

A confirmation that ancient schools of any level were not usually di-
vided into separate classes comes from the school exercises of Greco-
Roman Egypt. Even though, as a rule, students did their work on individ-
ual material such as a piece of papyrus, an ostracon, or a tablet, occasion-
ally pupils of various levels of ability shared some writing materials. In
the first or second centuries B.C.E., for instance, when the student Maron
wrote and signed a passage from a lost tragedy of Aeschylus, on the left
side of the same papyrus one of his schoolmates, who had just learned to
wield a pen, copied a few verses from Homer.!”? Both students studied
together in Oxyrhynchos or in its vicinity, in a school where learning
the poets was a priority from the start. Students, moreover, often shared
notebooks made of several tablets bound together, which did not belong
to them but were the common property of a school.!® A late Roman or
early Byzantine notebook of five waxed tablets, for instance, displays the
work of novices writing alphabets and practicing their names, and the
writing exercises of students of superior ability—perhaps apprentice

% See F. Schemmel, “Die Hochschule von Konstantinopel im IV-ten Jahrh.,” NJBB 22
(1908): 147-68. See also Petit 1956: 93-94.

100 See Petit 1956: 84.

101 See ibid.: 21-22; cf., e.g., Libanius Ep. 1408: the student Basilides is “leader.”

102 See Cribiore 1996a: no. 250.

103 On this, see below, p. 157.
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scribes—who copied in fluent letters parts of documents.!* All these stu-
dents worked together in a school that offered diversified instruction that
depended on the local notion of what constituted literacy.

Uniformity and consistency did not characterize the organization of
ancient schools even in large urban environments. But particularly in
towns and villages that were away from the main centers of education,
teachers did not follow fixed schemes; rather, they catered to the popula-
tion according to its needs and their own capabilities. Far from conform-
ing to prearranged educational models, teachers aimed at leading each
student up to the level of literacy demanded by that pupil’s place in the
social and economic pyramid and his or her future role in the community.

104 See Cribiore 1996a: no. 400, of unknown provenance.
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The Teachers and Their Burden

HERMOTIMOS, in the dialogue of Lucian mentioned in the Introduc-
tion, is an advanced student struggling to climb the steep hill of education.
By his own disconsolate admission, he is in need of help: he is still down
in the foothills, because the road is hard and slippery. His friend Lycinos
has the solution: he should not worry, because Hermotimos’s teacher can
give him a hand, or, even better, “he can let down his own teaching from
the top like Zeus’s golden rope in Homer, and can indeed pull and lift
you up to himself and excellence. He made the climb long ago.”! In every
age and at every level of instruction, teachers have had a principal role in
guiding students up the hill of learning. But were they always the helpful
figures who had reached a secure position of power and generously shared
with students the secrets of knowledge? The image of the golden rope in
Homer is far from comforting; indeed, it is fraught with danger. In the
passage from the Iliad, Zeus is menacing the gods: if they disobey him,
he will hurl them down to the Underworld; if they attempt to reach Olym-
pus by climbing on a golden rope, he will pull on the rope and shake
them, together with earth and sea, and let everything dangle in space.
Lucian must have been aware that the world of education had its under-
tones of struggle.

The most obvious aim of most of this chapter is to investigate the evi-
dence concerning teachers and their social and economic positions, trying
to incorporate the documentation from Greco-Roman Egypt into a coher-
ent picture. A student in antiquity met a number of teachers along the
path of education. While the academic and moral instruction of tutors—
pedagogues—extended from the early years through adolescence for both
girls and boys, a course of education in letters was supervised by the pri-
mary teacher, the grammarian, and the rhetor. Throughout the Greco-
Roman world, education—and a teacher’s social standing—was struc-
tured according to a basic pyramidal scheme, but, as was shown in the
previous chapter, the terms designating the instructors overseeing each
stage were not always the same, the division into three neatly distin-
guished levels was not always so rigid, and the same teacher might be in

! Lucian Hermot. 3. Cf. Iliad 8.19-26.
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charge of more than one level. Teachers of every level are mentioned in
the papyri, and some of them are identified by name. Not all of them
were male: eight out of eighty-seven references concern women teachers.?
Unfortunately, though, most of these references say little or nothing about
the teaching activities of these individuals: they may appear in tax regis-
ters, in accounts of payments whose purpose is not specified, in contracts
of sale, or in receipts that provide some information about them as func-
tioning members of a community. More helpful in delineating the role of
a teacher in a society where many people did not have direct access to
literacy are those documents where some teachers acted as notaries and
signers for people who could not write.? But it is particularly when teach-
ers appear in private letters, or, more rarely, in petitions, that their identity
as teachers and their social circumstances are illuminated.

This chapter also implicitly addresses another set of questions that will
be dealt with directly in the last part but that should be kept in mind
from the beginning: the relative position of power of ancient teachers, the
limitations of that power, the ways in which it affected the student-teacher
relationship, and the nature of the final message that education communi-
cated to the student. Power relations have always been central to educa-
tional processes, which are tied to a project of transformation of an indi-
vidual and have generated an apparent continuity in pedagogical practices
over time and across places.* The authority of teachers naturally resides
in the fact that they are keepers of knowledge, and their right to monitor
students, evaluate them, or exclude them has usually been recognized in
educational settings. After the attacks on teachers’ rule in post-1960s edu-
cational politics, today there are attempts to revive a traditional image of
the Teacher and to restore pedagogical authority, together with a height-
ened emphasis on teacher accountability and control of teachers’ work.
Moral fervor and nostalgia would like to resurrect times when learning
meant doing exactly what the Teacher said, and when children were silent
and listened to the Teacher dispense knowledge.” Ancient education,
which consisted of an accumulation of systematic rules administered in
order, identified a teacher as the individual who had the key to interpret
some or all of those rules. As always, moreover, a teacher manifested

2 Cf. Cribiore 1996a: 161-70, with a list of references.

3 See below, pp. 60-61.

4 See J. M. Gore, “Disciplining Bodies: On the Continuity of Power Relations in Peda-
gogy,” in Popkewitz and Brennan 1998: 231-51.

5 See B. Green, “Born-Again Teaching? Governmentality, ‘Grammar,” and Public School-
ing,” in Popkewitz and Brennan 1998: 173-204.
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his or her authority not only through grading, evaluating, inspecting, or
disciplining, but also in subtler ways, through praising and rewarding.
Squeezed between teachers’ and parents’ overbearing control, ancient stu-
dents were in some respects the casualties of this system. And yet, the
picture is one of nuances. Students were not only inert targets: through
education they assimilated mechanisms of authority and learned to be-
come elements of its articulation. They learned to monitor each other,
inevitably mimicking the power relations that were in play. At the same
time, teachers who exercised control from the top of the hill experienced
the effects of parental authority, unstable jobs, and uncertain economic
circumstances.

THE PEDAGOGUE: TUTORING IN AND OUTSIDE THE FAMILY

Pedagogues were first entrusted with children’s upbringing within the
family when the children left the arms of their nurses. The authority these
figures exercised over young children of both sexes and over male adoles-
cents who studied away from home was an extension of that of parents,
but when pedagogues were not under families’ direct control, their sphere
of influence became wider and their authority more independent. They
were most often employed by upper-class families, but at least in Rome,
the practice of using pedagogues was sometimes extended to other social
levels.® Ancient representations on vases and terracottas of the classical
and Hellenistic periods often portray a pedagogue as an old, bearded man
who takes a young boy to school or reads a book with him.” The epi-
graphic evidence in the Roman world indicates that it was not unusual
for pedagogues to supervise girls as well as boys, but that it was invariably
men who discharged this function. The papyri, on the other hand, pre-
serve a single reference to a female pedagogue.! From Roman Oxy-
rhynchos comes a petition from a woman who cared for a young slave,
Peina, as a daughter and provided her with some education. But while
this girl was on her way to a lesson in singing and other skills (mathémata)
accompanied by a freedwoman, her pedagogue, she was knocked down
by a donkey driver, and her hand was hopelessly crushed.

¢ On the inscriptional evidence concerning pedagogues in Rome, see Bradley 1991: 37-75.

7 See Beck 1975: e.g., pl. 12, 65, 66, 67; pl. 13, 71, 73, 74; pl. 15, 81, 82, 83.
8 See P.Oxy. L.35535, first to second century c.E. Cf. below, p. 87.
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Though historians of education most often associate pedagogues with
the care they gave to young children,’ their role extended beyond that:
they functioned as links between students and families, supervised the
process of learning, and provided a sense of balance and continuity as
male youths progressed in their education. Most of the references to peda-
gogues in the papyri lack context but are useful testimonies that these
tutors often served the needs of families in Greco-Roman Egypt. Some of
the papyri, however, do illuminate the role that pedagogues exercised on
upper-class male adolescents.

In the third century B.C.E., Zenon, who was the agent of Apollonios,
the treasury minister of the king Ptolemy Philadelphos, provided for the
education of his younger brother, Epharmostos. This young man, who
had acquired a sophisticated education in Alexandria,!® was assisted by a
pedagogue, Styrax, who acted as a surrogate parent and followed Ephar-
mostos when he moved to Philadelphia in his adult years.!' Another peda-
gogue of servile background is praised in a papyrus letter written in the
Roman period by a mother to her son Ptolemaios:"

Do not hesitate to write to me about anything you might need. It grieved
me to learn from the daughter of our kathegetes Diogenes that he sailed
down, for I had no anxiety about him, knowing that he was going to take
care of you to the best of his ability. I took care to send him a letter and
ask about your health and learn what you are reading: he said that it was
the sixth book. He also testified at length concerning your pedagogue.
So, my son, now it is up to you and your pedagogue to take care that you
go to a suitable teacher. . . . Salute your esteemed pedagogue Eros.

In Oxyrhynchos Ptolemaios was pursuing a secondary education. He
was reading Book 6 of the Iliad'® when his instructor, an itinerant tutor,'
decided to depart, probably in search of more lucrative employment in
Alexandria. Eros must have been in the service of Ptolemaios’s family for
a long time and may have taught him the rudiments. But what exactly
were his functions now that Ptolemaios was not a child any more?

 Cf. Marrou 1975, 1: 217-18, and 2: 65-66.

10°See P.Col.Zen. 11.60. Cf. below, p. 188.

1 See P.Lond. VIL.2017.

12 P.Oxy. V1.930. Cf. below, pp. 54 and 195.

13 The reference to Homer’s Book 6 is certainly to the Iliad rather than to the Odyssey,
which was less read. Cf. below, pp. 194-97.

% On katheégetai, see below.
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The literary and epigraphic sources help reconstruct the background of
this letter by showing that pedagogues, far from fading away during the
education of an adolescent, were very much at center stage. In the fourth
century, the Roman emperor Julian left an eloquent portrait of his peda-
gogue Mardonius in Misopogon (351a). Not only did Mardonius teach
Julian such points of etiquette and decorum as walking in the street with
head bent down—a cliché of a child’s modest demeanor!’>—but he also
had an academic role. Whenever he tried to dissuade his ward from the
theater shows and spectacles that his friends loved, it was by way of exam-
ples taken from Homer: “Do you have a passion for horse races? There
is one in Homer, very cleverly described. Take the book and study it. Do
you hear your friends talking about dancers in pantomime? Leave them
alone! Among the Phaeacians the youth dance in more manly fashion,”
and so on. He was also versed in philosophy and taught Julian to appreci-
ate Plato, Socrates, Aristotle, and Theophrastus.

But it is primarily Libanius who shows how much influence pedagogues
had on some of his students who came from abroad to attend his classes.!
His feelings toward them are usually, but not always, positive. In a long
letter to a father about the progress of his son Titianos, Libanius praises
Marcellus, the boy’s pedagogue, who followed his charge like a shadow
and stimulated his love of learning (Ep. 44)." Oration 58, moreover, was
composed to reproach some students who had treated a pedagogue
roughly, tossing him up and down on a rug: the ideal pedagogue was a
“guardian of youth in flower” who protected young men from lovers and
immorality, “barking like a dog against wolves™ (7). But the function of
pedagogues extended beyond moral protection. When classes were over
at noon, they were in charge of assisting their pupils with homework,
helping them memorize, giving them more exercises (9). Not only were
they instrumental in the academic success of their wards, but, when teach-
ers changed towns, or students were not satisfied with the quality of the
instruction, one of their tasks was to help their charges choose a new
teacher. But this was a sensitive issue that brought to the fore Libanius’s
occasional ambivalent feelings toward tutors. He thought that some of
them abused their influential positions: they demanded to be invited to

15 Cf. Xenophon Lac. 3.4; a comic fragment Kock 366; Plutarch Mor. 439f; Lucian
Amores 44.

6 Two, for instance, came from Egypt; about countries of provenance of students of
Libanius, see Petit 1956: 114.

17 On Titianos, cf. below, pp. 102-3 and 121.
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dinner, to have their own benches in class,'® and even asked teachers for
money, threatening to withdraw their wards (Or. 34.30).

In Oxyrhynchos, therefore, the pedagogue Eros was in a powerful posi-
tion. In her village, Ptolemaios’s mother could rely only on letters to make
her voice heard. When young men left home to pursue a secondary educa-
tion, parents were at the mercy of the news that their children chose to
send them and had to safeguard themselves. A parent appearing in an-
other letter, Theon, “high priest of the Nile,” Neilos’s father, sent Neilos
and one of his brothers to study in Alexandria in the company of two
slaves: one was a pedagogue named Isidoros; the other was supposed to
work in order to cover the expenses of the boys with his salary.’ When
the latter started to cause trouble, Isidoros shackled him and helped the
young men get through the crisis. For families of high social status who
could afford to send sons away to obtain a better education, pedagogues
were some guarantee that the needs of their loved ones were attended to.
But this was not always the case: without direct control, abuses of power
and tyrannical behavior were always possible.

TeEACHERS OF THE FIRST EDUCATIONAL CIRCLE

Though pedagogues could leave an indelible mark on the character and
intellectual growth of the children and adolescents they supervised, they
still represented an extension of the family. The first teacher a student met
who did not have a direct link with the family circle was an elementary
teacher—or, in any case, a teacher who fulfilled this role.?” The goals of
education at this level, and pupils’ attainments, were modest,?! but in a
society where most people could not read and write, the teacher of ele-
mentary letters had an important role, since he or she equipped students
with skills that already formed some base of distinction and had some
practical value. Many of the references to teachers (didaskaloi) found in
the papyri must be to elementary instructors, but judging the significance
of the evidence is not always easy. A prerequisite is a proper evaluation

8 Libanius Or. 43.9: bathrou tychein (342.21). The bathron was the chair reserved to
students. Originally pedagogues stayed outside of the class and waited in a room called the
paidagogeion; see, e.g., Demosthenes 18.258.

¥ See P.Oxy. XVIIL.2190; Rea 1993. See below, pp. 57-58 and 121-23.

2 Grammarians sometimes taught elementary letters.

21 Cf. below, Chapter 6.
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of the terminology used to designate primary teachers within and outside
Egypt. In the Greek-speaking world, several terms distinguished an ele-
mentary teacher: grammatistes, grammatodidaskalos, and didaskalos.
The first term was not in use in Egypt, perhaps because of its ambiguity,
and the significance of the other two designations is also not clear in every
instance.”? Thus in two Ptolemaic papyri of the second century B.C.E., the
word grammatodidaskalos, which apparently exactly defined the func-
tions of a teacher of elementary letters, refers to Egyptian scribes of De-
motic documents, who did not belong to the world of Greek education
but may have fulfilled some teaching role in a scribal school.”? The general
designation didaskalos, “teacher,” is particularly vague, since it also ap-
plied to those individuals who took young apprentices into their service
and taught them different skills; such “teachers” did not receive any pay
because they could take advantage of the apprentice’s work.* Through
apprenticeship, young people of a social status lower than that of those
who obtained a liberal education learned the role they would have in
the working world. It should be noted, in any case, that when the term
didaskalos refers to apprenticeship, it is defined by a word that specifies
the area of instruction, such as “weaver” or “hairdresser.” A few women
are also identified in the papyri as “teachers,” either by the term di-
daskalos with a feminine article (he didaskalos, “lady teacher”) or by
abbreviated forms of it with the same meaning, such as deskale or he
deskalos. These references deserve close attention, and I shall examine
them in the following chapter. For now it suffices to say that, though they
usually appear without much context, it is reasonable to suppose that
these women imparted elementary and not more advanced instruction.
But the bare term didaskalos applied to a male teacher is ambiguous: since
it can refer to teachers at various stages, each occurrence needs to be
evaluated carefully.

2 At least from the second century C.E., grammatistés sometimes also designated the
grammarian. See Aelius Aristides Or. 28.26, p. 150.8 Keil; and Libanius, who always
avoided calling the grammarian grammatikos. Wolf (1952: 34-35) mentions a few examples
in authors earlier than or contemporary with Libanius. Kaster (1988: 447-50) collects the
evidence for late antiquity. Festugiére (1959: 105 and n. 6) believes that also in ancient times
the grammatistes was the exegete of the poets and, in support of this, cites Plato Laws
7.809e-812b.

2 See P.Ryl. 1V.572 and BGU VI1.1214; cf. Maehler 1983: 196-97; S. P. Vleeming, “Some
Notes on Demotic Scribal Training in the Ptolemaic Period,” Proceedings of the Twentieth
International Congress of Papyrology (Copenhagen, 1994), 185-87.

24 See Bergamasco 1995; Bradley 1991: 106-12. On apprenticeship, see below, Chapter 3.
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Letters found among the papers of the businessman Zenon provide suit-
able examples.” In the period to which the letters refer, 257-256 B.C.E.,
Zenon resided in Alexandria but often traveled around the country. One
of his Alexandrian friends, Hierokles, kept Zenon informed about his
business in the metropolis. It is Hierokles who writes Zenon a partly pre-
served letter whose subject is the education of Pyrrhos, a boy who was to
be sent to another didaskalos.?® This letter also mentions ambiguously
a payment in drachmai to a certain grammarian. Three more letters of
Hierokles concern this protégé of Zenon, who apparently received athletic
training in addition to a regular education:?’

You wrote to me about Pyrrhos, to train him if we know for certain that
he will win, but if not, that it should not happen both that he is distracted
from his studies and that useless expense is incurred. Well, far from being
distracted from his lessons, he is making good progress in them, and in
his other studies as well. As for knowing for certain, only the gods would
know; but Ptolemaios says that he will be far superior to the existing
competitors, despite the fact that at the moment he lags behind them,
because they have got a long start and we have only just begun training.
You should also know that Ptolemaios does not charge any fees, as do
the other trainers, but simply hopes to win you the crown in return for
the kindnesses that you, when a complete stranger, volunteered to him
and are continuing concerning the palaestra.

The educational ideals that this letter reveals are far from those praised
by “Just Argument” in the Clouds (961-83), which the comic poet Aris-
tophanes composed in 423 B.C.E.; there, training in the gymnasium was
represented as the principal foundation of the old educational system.?
Not only was Pyrrhos trained to win glory for his patron rather than
for personal excellence, but Zenon worried that physical training might
distract the boy from mental gymnastics. While Pyrrhos lived in a circle
of educated people—Hierokles, for instance, was a cultivated Alexan-
drian who wrote this letter using choice words and a balanced clause
structure—it is not easy to be sure about the identity of his didaskalos.

% P.Cair.Zen. 59098, 59060, 59061; P.Lond. VII.1941. On Zenon, see above, p. 48, and
below, p. 188.

% See P.Cair.Zen. 59098, very fragmentary.

271 will give below part of the letter P.Lond. VII.1941, which was written first. Where
something is missing, it can usually be restored from the other two letters, P.Cair.Zen. 59060
and 59061, which are almost identical.

28 Cf. Morgan 1999.
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Even though in the papyrus the lessons from which the lad risked being
distracted are called grammata, that is, “letters,”
may have meant something more than the ability to read and write.” It
is likely that Pyrrhos was a teenager, like that fourteen-year-old whose
application for membership in the gymnasium in the second century C.E.
mentioned that “he was learning letters,” that is, literature, the province
of the grammarian.*® But even an educated guess of the age of Zenon’s
protégé is no guarantee of the level of studies he was pursuing with his
teacher. This boy may have blossomed physically and intellectually with
age, thus acquiring the patronage of Zenon, who opened for him the
doors of athletic prowess and literacy. It is also possible that Zenon, who
acted as a surrogate father in providing generously for Pyrrhos’s educa-
tion at the hands of a didaskalos, was sexually attracted to him and had
other interests at stake.

in this case the word

SECONDARY TEACHERS

After primary instruction, children of the elite learned grammar and stud-
ied literature.! The vast majority were boys, but, as we shall see, some
girls also had access to this level of education, and a few exceptional
cases are known of women teachers able to offer secondary instruction.*
Throughout the Greco-Roman world, instruction at this level was much
more uniform than it was during primary schooling, the characteristics of
which might vary depending on local need. Secondary teachers provided
students with an education that gave them a distinct identity as members
of a privileged class. Even though in theory education at this level was
always supervised by the grammarian (grammatikos), in practice instruc-
tors designated with different names could impart the same traditional
knowledge: secondary teachers might be called simply didaskaloi—as per-
haps in the letter cited above—or the same level of instruction could be
offered by private tutors, called kathegetai. The latter were itinerant
teachers who moved from town to town offering their services and always
looking for better employment. It is not always clear at which level ka-

¥ See Cribiore 1996a: 20 n. 60.

3 See P.Oxy. XXI1.23435, in which the age of the boy and the fact that this achievement
is not mentioned in other documents of this type suggests that he was at a level higher than
elementary education.

31 Cf. Chapter 7.

32 See below, Chapter 3.
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thégetai taught, but it is likely that they were especially needed in ad-
vanced education to cater to male and female students who lived in the
country, away from the large educational centers.

A letter cited above vividly shows how a teacher of secondary education
had some power to control his clientele. In this letter, Ptolemaios’s mother
manifests her preoccupation with the sudden departure from Oxy-
rhynchos of the kathegetes Diogenes, who sailed downstream to Alexan-
dria. In the second and third centuries c.E., Oxyrhynchos was a prosper-
ous city with imposing baths, gymnasia, vaulted colonnades, magnificent
temples, and a grand theater.?® It is actually a mathematical school exer-
cise of a student at a secondary level of education that permits us to have
an idea of the number of spectators that this theater could hold.** In Oxy-
rhynchos there were artistic contests in the classes of trumpeters, heralds,
and poets, gymnastic displays by the local youths, and recitations of the
Homeric poems by professionals.® It is likely that Ptolemaios was able to
find there another private instructor to teach him Homer, since there was
a continuous cultural exchange between this city and Alexandria, and
people flocked to Oxyrhynchos from other parts of the country in search
of employment. Nevertheless, the anxiety of this student’s mother seems
justified: capable teachers were hard to find, and the unexpected depar-
ture of a tutor deprived a student of continuity. The unreliability of teach-
ers was one of the factors that characterized the ancient educational sce-
nario. Since competition was limited to a degree, a teacher of secondary
education was in the position of controlling his clients. Naturally, the
consequences were particularly disastrous in the country, where a de-
parting kathégetes was likely to leave a student in the lurch, with his
journey up the hill of learning suddenly cut off. At the same time, though,
it is important to realize that a teacher’s lack of dependability was often
due to his usually precarious financial and social position.

Ptolemaios, however, may have been lucky enough to have the option
of following the lessons of the public grammarian of Oxyrhynchos. Lolli-
anos was appointed “public grammarian” by the town council in the third
century. Although no other holders of such an office are known in Egypt,
this is probably due to the accidents of survival for texts, since an imperial

33 See E. G. Turner, “Roman Oxyrhynchus,” JEA 38 (1952): 78-93, and “Scribes and
Scholars of Oxyrhynchus,” Akten des VIII Internationalen Kongresses fiir Papyrologie (Vi-
enna, 1956), 141-46.

3% See PSI 111.186, which preserves a geometrical problem about a theater, together with
a sketch. The number of seats given as a solution in the exercise is 8,400.

35 See P.Oxy. XXI1.2338,1.42, and VII.1050. Cf. below, p. 241.
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policy in favor of higher education is well attested in other parts of the
Roman Empire. A papyrus roll preserves two drafts of a petition and a
letter of Lollianos, who complained about the salary that he received.*
These texts, with choice verbal forms and elaborate vocabulary and syn-
tax, amply testify to the education of the grammarian. It is enough to
consider the beginning of the petition to the emperors:

Your heavenly magnanimity, which has irradiated your domain, the
whole civilized world, and your fellowship with the Muses—for Paideia
sits beside you on the throne—has given me confidence to offer you a
just and lawful petition.

Grammarians were not always the pedantic teachers who scrutinized a
text in search of particular linguistic usages. Occasionally they had a
deeper understanding of the works of the poets and composed poetry
themselves. Some grammarians who worked in the school of Libanius,
preparing the younger students for higher education, also wrote poetry
and prose.’” One of them was Kleobulos, who came to Antioch from
Egypt: Libanius, who had been a student of his, called him a good poet,
a didaskalos, and a paideutes (“educator”), and offered him a post as
grammarian in his school in a moment of need.*® In the fourth century,
the grammarian Palladas, who taught in Alexandria and considered his
profession a burden, was a poet.* Somewhat later, Horapollon was gram-
marian in Alexandria and Constantinople. He was a brilliant teacher and
composed works of poetry and commentaries on the poets.*’ A few papyri
concern his son and his grandson, Asklepiades and Flavius Horapollon,
grammarians in the fifth century—an example of the profession passing
through three generations of the same family.*! Asklepiades is said to have
cultivated the Muse of philosophy and to “have dedicated all his life to
the Muses, teaching young men the old paideia.” His son Horapollon,
who became a distinguished grammarian in Alexandria, was said to have
been a philosopher. Father and son, therefore, though they supported
themselves by teaching, had much broader interests. The same can be said

3% See P.Oxy. XLVIL.3366; cf. below, p. 64.

37 See Wolf 1952: 39-41.

38 See ibid.: 71-73; see especially Ep. 361. Cf. above, Chapter 1.

% Over a hundred epigrams attributed to Palladas are preserved in the Greek Anthology.
See A. Cameron, The Greek Anthology from Meleager to Planudes (Oxford, 1993). On
Palladas’s discontent, see below.

# See Kaster 1988: 294 no. 77.

# See Cribiore 1996a: 168-69; cf. above, Chapter 1.
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of the grammarian Aurelius Kyros, who is mentioned in a series of receipts
on papyrus and should probably be identified with the homonymous poet
from Antaeopolis.”? Grammarians such as these are likely to have been
influential teachers who left permanent marks in the cultural development
of their pupils. In general, however, this profession was characterized by
mediocrity and engaged a student in mental acrobatics of limited value.
Moreover, as usual, the merit of a teacher depended on individual quali-
ties, and, as the fourth-century rhetor Themistius recognized, there were
people who were authentic teachers and others who only liked to believe
they were.®

TEACHERS OF RHETORIC

Problems with the quality of instruction and the reliability of teachers did
not cease to plague male students who aimed at competitive professions
and public careers and thus continued their educations to the rhetorical
level.** As a rule, women did not have access to this educational level.
Even though it was the secondary level of instruction that fundamentally
shaped an adolescent’s mind, a rhetorical education provided an entrée
to positions of power. Since in the Greco-Roman world there was no uni-
formity to the length of studies or age required for admittance to this
level, and much is left in the dark, the details provided by Libanius are
valuable. A youth began to study rhetoric at about age fourteen or fifteen:
in the first year he learned theory, in the second he studied prose works
with Libanius’s assistants, and in the third year he entered the class taught
by Libanius himself and started with the “preliminary exercises,” pro-
gymnasmata.® The fourth and fifth years were used to reinforce a stu-
dent’s ability to compose discourses (meletai) until, in the sixth year, the
pupil might be promoted in rank, becoming an assistant teacher himself.*
The proportion of students who actually completed the whole course,
however, was not very high. The papyri occasionally mention rhétores
and sophistai as teachers at this level. The writings of Libanius clarify the
differences between their responsibilities, at least in a formal school set-

42 Cf. Kaster 1988: 265 no. 41.

 Or. 11, p. 220 Schenkl, 11. 18-19.

4 On the curriculum in rhetorical schools, see below, Chapter 8.

4 See Petit 1956: 88 and 90-91.

# Some students were engaged in these studies for a longer time, such as the youth who
studied with Libanius for eight years; see Festugiére 1959: 179.
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ting: rhétores taught the theory but did not expose students to the exer-
cises, which were the province of the sophistés. Thus rhéetores were not
really professors of eloquence but were at an inferior level: they occupied
a chair, a thronos, but one of second rank.*” Much teaching, moreover,
was left in the hands of private tutors, kathegetai, who frequently moved
from place to place. The letter that the student Neilos wrote to his father
Theon in the first to second century C.E., with its spontaneous outpouring
of unedited feelings, gives a vivid idea of the problems that a student
might encounter:*

I had hoped to win splendid advantages by sailing down quickly, and
what return have I got for my eagerness? Now in my search for a tutor
I find that both Chairemon the kathegetes and Didymos the son of Aris-
tokles, in whose hands there was hope that I, too, might have some suc-
cess, are no longer in town, but only trash,” in whose hands most pupils
have taken the straight road to having their talents spoiled. I wrote to
you before, just as I wrote to Philoxenos and his friends, to consider the
matter, and was introduced by them to the man they favor, whom, al-
though he “begged the indulgence of Theon,” you immediately rejected,
for you condemn him as possessing a completely inadequate training.
When I informed Philoxenos of your view, he began to be of the same
opinion, declaring that it was on account of this shortage of sophistai
alone that he felt compassion for the city. He said that Didymos has
sailed down [the Nile to Alexandria], as it seems, who is a friend of his
and keeps a school, and he will look after the others, and especially he
began to urge the sons of Apollonios, the son of Herodes, to attend Didy-
mos’s classes. For they, too, along with Philoxenos, have been searching
till now for a better kathegetes, since the tutor whose classes they used
to attend has died. I, for my part, since I would vow never to see Didymos
even from afar, if I found kathegetai worthy of the name, am depressed
by the very fact that this person, who used to be a teacher in the country,
has made up his mind to enter into competition with the others. So,
bearing this in mind—I mean that there is no good to be gotten out of a
teacher, unless it is paying exorbitant fees to no purpose—I am depending

47 See Pinto 1974: 157; Wolf 1952: 9-24; A. Boulanger, Aelius Aristide et la sophistique
dans la province d’ Asie au II° siécle de notre ére (Paris, 1923), 76. Even though we may
call Libanius a rhetor, he was not a rhetor according to Greek terminology; he was, however,
a sophistes.

# P.Oxy. XVIIL.2190, cf. above, and below, pp. 121-23.

* On this interesting word, katharmata, “trash,” see below, pp. 110-11.
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on my own efforts. Write to me quickly what you think. I have Didymos,
as Philoxenos, too, says, always at my disposal and providing all the help
that he can. By listening still to the rhetoricians declaiming, including
Poseidonius, perhaps, with the help of the gods, I shall do well.

This letter portrays a number of students as desperately looking for
good teachers. The sons of Apollonios remind one of young Libanius,
who was following the lessons of a fine rhetorician, Ulpianus of Ascalon,
when the latter suddenly died. Longing for his dead teacher, Libanius
“began to attend the lessons of the living, mere shadows of teachers, as
men eat loaves of bread for want of anything better.”*° Apparently unable
to find satisfying professors, Libanius adopted an unusual solution: he
abandoned the study of rhetoric and returned to the works of the classical
authors with a grammarian. But this was a resolve of desperation: Neilos
and his friends kept looking for suitable teachers. Neilos had moved to
Alexandria in the hope of attending the classes of two instructors who
had left the city by the time he arrived. Since his father did not approve
of another professor, whom he judged inadequate, Neilos was left with
Didymos, who, in his opinion, was better suited to the “country bump-
kins.” A partial solution, to get some exposure to rhetoric, was to attend
the public displays of some rhetoricians.’! These declamations, which rhe-
tors used as self-promotion, gave students models of speaking and a way
to evaluate and choose new teachers.

One should not forget, in any case, that Neilos’s defensive letter reflects
not only his point of view but also the reality that he wanted to present
to his father. In that period, Alexandria was not so lacking in rhetorical
instructors as this lad claimed.’? It is useful to consider a very different
perspective: how a professor such as Libanius regarded the teaching situa-
tion and his students’ behavior in fourth-century Antioch. Over and over
Libanius complains of the fact that pupils were in a perennial state of
discontent and looked around for different teachers. Changing from
school to school, they ended up “touring all the schools, until they went
back to the teacher whom they left in the first place” (Or. 43.8). When
one of his pupils defected and joined the class of another instructor, the

59 Libanius Or. 1.8. On Ulpianus, see Libanius Or. 36.10.

51 On auditing rhetorical displays, cf. below, p. 239.

32 Schubert (1995), who discusses Philostratus’s silence in this respect. On Theon of Alex-
andria, who composed a handbook of preliminary rhetorical exercises, see below, Chapter
8 and passim.
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professor was dejected, hated his school, and viewed his remaining stu-
dents with suspicion (Or. 43.6). But of course Libanius’s complaints
should also be taken with a grain of salt.

THE SociAL AND EcoNOMIC STANDING OF TEACHERS

Like their duties and abilities, the social and economic status of teachers
varied greatly. The evidence suggests that individuals’ standings might
vary, according to personal circumstances and family fortunes and connec-
tions, even within a particular educational level. In general, as today, the
higher a teacher stood on the educational pyramid, the more credibility
and respect he was accorded and the more secure his economic situation.
Though the social distance between a teacher of higher learning in a great
educational center and a village teacher of primary letters was about the
same as the corresponding difference between their pupils, one should be
wary of accepting without reserve the uniform image that the ancient liter-
ary tradition imposes, especially with regard to primary teachers.

It is well known that many ancient authors, from the orator Demosthe-
nes in the fourth century B.C.E. to Libanius in the fourth century c.k.,
express utter contempt for the elementary teacher, who sold his humble
knowledge for money and could not claim any status. Accusing someone
of being a schoolteacher, or of having a schoolteacher as a father, was a
common insult.”® In the third century B.C.E., the poet Callimachus was
derided for being a primary teacher himself. The tenth-century lexicon
known as Suda says that he taught elementary letters in Eleusis, a village
close to Alexandria, before being introduced to court. But this was cer-
tainly a lampoon or derived from a joke in contemporary comedy. Far
from being an elementary teacher, Callimachus himself displays contempt
for the humble schoolteacher; in his fifth Iamb, he ridiculed one and
warned him not to molest his students.**

Even though the cliché probably reflects reality to a certain degree, it is
likely that the profession of teaching elementary letters earned some re-
spect, especially in small communities where even the children of families
of high social standing usually depended upon local teachers for a while.
A Roman terracotta represents one of these elementary teachers sur-

33 A. D. Booth, “Some Suspect Schoolmasters,” Florilegium 3 (1981): 1-20, collects all
the evidence. See, e.g., Dem. De cor. 129 and 258.
4 See Cameron 1995: 3-7.
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Figure 9. Roman terracotta: a
teacher with children.

rounded by a flock of children (Fig. 9).* The images, practically fused
together, indicate an extremely close bond. In some cases, the papyri re-
veal that an amicable relationship was possible between teachers and their
past students. An inscription found in the temple of Isis in the Egyptian
island of Philae preserves a dedication to the goddess made by a man,
Korax, not only for his son but also for an individual who had been his
own teacher and for the latter’s son.’® In doing so, Korax wished health
and wealth to be showered upon his schoolmaster of old. A papyrus letter,
moreover, reveals that when students left town to continue their educa-
tion, they remembered with longing the teachers who remained behind.?
In Greco-Roman Egypt, moreover, elementary teachers often offered their
services as scribes and notaries.*® In a society where most people were not
literate, helping out when a letter had to be written or a signature was

3 Cf. Besques 1992: plate 39, D 4384, where the central figure is described as a peda-
gogue. But this is unlikely, because pedagogues are usually represented with only one child.

3¢ SB 1.4099.5, second to first century B.C.E.

7 Cf. the nostalgia of the student Thonis in SB II1.6262; see below, pp. 112 and 217.

5% See Cribiore 1996a: 22 n. 82.
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needed on a document was an activity that was probably rewarded with
gratitude. On the other side of the Mediterranean, an inscription on the
funeral monument of Philocalus, who was primary teacher at Capua in
the first century C.E., offers a seemingly close parallel, showing that he
supplemented his income with this secondary activity and “faithfully
wrote out wills.”¥ It is nowhere stated, however, that in Egypt teachers
received money for their activity as scribes: it cannot be ruled out that
they performed this service in their communities for free or in exchange
for gifts in kind. Succoring illiterates in moments of need was a natural
extension of a teacher’s role: even in the modern world, it is not unheard
for teachers to perform such a service.*

Undoubtedly grammarians and rhetors had claims to a higher status
than that of teachers of mere letters.®! The evidence suggests that at least
in late antiquity, starting in the fifth century, they enjoyed high rank and
possessed the title Flavius, which distinguished those who had served in
the imperial, military, and civil service from the masses, who retained the
name Aurelius.® It is difficult to evaluate correctly the significance of this
title when it distinguished a teacher of advanced education, since it is
unclear how the title was bestowed on those outside the imperial bureau-
cracy. Thus it cannot be ruled out that some advanced teachers gained the
Flaviate not through their teaching but because of their service as imperial
functionaries. Even harder to evaluate is the evidence that some grammar-
ians, such as Flavius Horapollon, who taught in Alexandria, possessed
the more prestigious title lamprotatos (“most illustrious”), since there is
no evidence indicating whether they had inherited the title or acquired it
as a special distinction.® In spite of much uncertainty, however, the gen-
eral scenario suggests that teachers of higher education were surrounded
by an air of respectability.

A number of inconsistencies appearing in the sources prevent us from
forming a single, coherent picture of the economic situation of teachers.
The papyrological evidence is in this respect uneven and incomplete. In

% See Bonner 1977: 150.

6 Cf. the protagonist of a modern Brazilian movie by Walter Salles, Central Station, a
retired teacher who wrote epistles for illiterates for a fee.

¢! Their social and economic position is treated in detail by Kaster 1988: 99-134.

62 See J. G. Keenan, “The Names Flavius and Aurelius as Status Designations in Later
Roman Egypt,” ZPE 11 (1973): 33-63 and 13 (1974): 283-304; “An Afterthought on the
Names Flavius and Aurelius,” ZPE 53 (1983): 245-50. About a grammarian with this title
who taught elementary letters, see above, pp. 39-40, and below, p. 170.

% It was the equivalent of the Latin clarissimus. Horapollon calls himself lamprotatos.
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the third century B.C.E., a royal benefaction enhanced the social and eco-
nomic status of primary teachers. An edict of king Ptolemy Philadelphos
exempted from the salt tax Greek elementary teachers, teachers of gym-
nastics, priests of Dionysos, and victors in the public contests.®* All the
people in their households—that is, their wives, children, and slaves—
were also exempted from the tax. Through this edict the king manifested
his philhellenism, and in particular promoted Greek education. Primary
teachers, in any case, belonged to a lower socioeconomic category than
grammarians. Many centuries later, in C.E. 301, the Edict on Prices of the
emperor Diocletian underscored this hierarchy by fixing a grammarian’s
fee at four times that of a teacher of letters, while a rhetor’s fee was only
a little higher than a grammarian’s.% In c.E. 376, however, the superiority
of a teacher of rhetoric was recognized, and Gratian decreed that a rhetor
should be paid twice the salary of a grammarian.*

The papyri occasionally show didaskaloi who possess a slave, a house,
and land: these were probably—but not certainly—teachers of mere let-
ters. Documents that show that some elementary teachers received pay-
ments in kind such as wheat, barley, grapes, oil, and wine are only partly
informative: it is impossible to know for which services these were paid
and the length of employment for these individuals, since it was common
for workers in many fields to receive part of their compensation in kind.
In a letter of the second century C.E., a person in the circle of the governor
Apollonios asks the letter’s recipient to send pigeons and other birds to
the teacher of the girl Heraidous—probably a secondary teacher—and
the leftovers from his table to the teacher of his own daughter “so that
he pays attention to her.”®” It is difficult to know whether these were
mere gifts or part of the salary. Libanius, using the contempt of the highly
educated, speaks of an elementary teacher, Optatos, who was paid with
two loaves and other foodstuffs.®® But he himself received gifts such as
valuable garments, gold, and pigeons: since these gifts were usually given
the first day of the year, they should be considered compensation for his
services.” Though the economic status of an elementary teacher usually
did not allow luxuries, sometimes a surprise is in store, such as the fact

¢+ See P.Hal. 1.260-65; Cribiore 1996a: 21.

8 Edictum de Pretiis 7.66 (ed. Lauffer), pp. 124-25: 50 denarii per month were decreed
for elementary teachers and pedagogues, 200 denarii for grammarians, and 250 for rhetors.

¢ Cod. Theod. 13.3.11.

%7 P.Giss. 80; on Heraidous, cf. below, Chapter 3. Cf. also P.Oslo I11.156, and below,
p. 87.

6 Libanius Or. 42.26.4-7.

% See Petit 1956: 145 n. 40.
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that an elementary teacher reconstructed at his own expense a wall in the
temple of the goddess Leto in c.E. 108.7° Usually it was grammarians
and rhetors who were able to afford occasional public dedications;” for
example, the rhetor Didymos son of Theon made a similar dedication to
Isis in c.E. 103.7

It is likely that many grammarians and rhetors enjoyed a comfortable
standard of living. In addition to receiving a public salary—when that
applied—and students’ fees, during the Roman Empire, under Vespasian,
Hadrian, Antoninus Pius, and Commodus, they benefited from consider-
able immunities, being exempt from levies, municipal liturgies, guardian-
ship, and service as jurymen, ambassadors, or soldiers.” But a good life-
style must have depended heavily on family wealth. The family of Flavius
Horapollon, for instance, had landholdings in Egypt for at least three
generations, and the grammarian Didymos, who had been Libanius’s own
teacher and was a native of Egypt, had maintained a parcel of land in
Egypt while teaching in Antioch and Constantinople.” Libanius himself
belonged to a family of high social and economic status. His standard of
living was well above that of most of the other rhetors of his time: he had
money, land, a house, horses, slaves, and books.” After teaching for less
than eight years in Nicomedia, he was robbed of an enormous sum of
money, 1,500 solidi in cash, but he kept his composure (Or. 1.61). Admir-
ing his indifference to money, the citizens tried to reimburse him, but he
refused their offer.

When the income of a grammarian or rhetorician depended exclusively
on salary and students’ fees, and, in the worst case, when a teacher with
no public subsidy taught only a few fee-evading students, economic prob-
lems and bitterness were in store. The Alexandrian grammarian Palladas
often cursed his profession. In an epigram he described the methods used
by his students to cheat him of his fee: some gave him copper or lead
instead of silver, others changed schools after eleven months, before pay-
ing the gold solidus, which was the yearly fee.”® Even though Palladas
revealed in another poem that he could afford to have “children, a wife,

70 SB 1.680.

I On impressive public dedications by grammarians and rhetors, see Kaster 1988: 111-12.

72 SB V.8815.

73 See P. J. Parsons, “Petitions and a Letter: The Grammarian’s Complaint,” P.Coll. Youtie
(Bonn, 1976), Appendix I, pp. 441-46.

7# See Kaster 1988: 112-13 and 269-70.

75 See L. Petit, Essai sur la vie et la correspondance du sopbhiste Libanius (Paris, 1866),
62-63.

76 See Anth. Pal. 9.174; Cameron 1965a. In all times, people attempted to lower school
fees. In the third century B.C.E., the philosopher Theophrastus (Char. 30.14) describes par-

63



CHAPTER TWO

a slave, birds, and a dog” (Anth. Pal. 10.86), he usually complained of
an oppressive poverty. His profession, which was based on the study of
the poets, and especially of Homer’s Iliad, was in his view the cause of
all his evils:

The wrath of Achilles was the cause of pernicious poverty to me, since I
became a grammarian. Would that that wrath had killed me with the
Greeks before the harsh hunger of grammar is the end of me. But all to
let Agamemnon run away with Briseis, and Paris with Helen, I have be-
come poor. (Anth. Pal. 9.169)

Another grammarian who lamented his insufficient means was the
Egyptian Lollianos.” It is a paradox that this grammarian, who could
approach the Roman emperors in his petition with the awareness of the
prestige of his profession and education, claimed to be a starving man
who had trouble sustaining a family. The post of “public grammarian”
that he held in Oxyrhynchos entitled him to a salary that in theory was
substantial but in practice was rarely paid, and then only with sour wine
and worm-eaten grain. Since his teaching duties left him no time to con-
tinue pestering the authorities, Lollianos proposed that the city assign to
him one of the public orchards, which he could lease out, using the rent
as his own salary. At the end of his petition, and showing a touch of a
teacher’s dignity, Lollianos claimed that the grant of the orchard would
allow him to have “ample time for teaching the children.””8

The request was probably not so unusual. A century later Libanius
appealed to the Council of Antioch: the four rhetors who were his assis-
tants were in dire financial straits because their civic salaries were paid
irregularly (Or. 31). Libanius proposed that they be able to enjoy the
income of a municipal property that had been assigned previously to his
predecessor, Zenobius. In Libanius’s words, his assistants were even in
debt to the bakers, whom “they tried to avoid, since they owed them, and
at the same time pursued, since they were in need” (Or. 31.12.15-16).
When the debt was too large, a rhetor might grab the last necklace from
the neck of his wife and give it to the baker in pledge. We should not lose
sight of the fact that these pitiful details, which were supposed to melt
the heart of the council members whom Libanius was addressing, stand
alongside the statement that these teachers had only two or three slaves.”

ents who did not send children to class for the whole month of Anthesterion to avoid paying
the fee, since this month had many holidays.

7 Cf. above, pp. 54-55.

78 P.Oxy. XLVIL.3366.C68.

7 But it is true that slaves were quite inexpensive.
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Teachers were often in financial straits, complained bitterly, and
thought of changing profession—says Libanius (Or. 43.19). One teacher
said, “I should be a farmer,” and another, “Better to enter in the public
service.” Libanius himself, who had a comfortable way of life, often rants
about not receiving his fees. Even though, when a student was poor, he
was ready to grant his pardon, as a rule he was infuriated, because appar-
ently his pupils spent the money received from their parents for the tuition
in other ways, such as drinking, playing dice, and pursuing sexual esca-
pades.® Students, moreover, complained of the high tuition, especially
when they were not satisfied with the teaching and planned to look for a
different teacher. They lamented that they had spent their time in vain
and thought that they should not have to pay the tuition for the months
in which they had not learned (Or. 43.6). In spite of some rhetorical exag-
gerations, not only are the parallels with the complaints of the student
Neilos in the letter quoted above striking, but the outlines of the battle-
ground of education are emerging more clearly.

WHIP-WIELDING MASTERS

Far from standing comfortably on top of the hill of learning and helpfully
monitoring a student’s climb from the heights of their excellence, teachers
stood on shaky ground, often battling against economic hardship and
insecurity. Even at advanced levels of education, when their position of
dominance seemed a bit more secure, they were subjected to the control
of powerful families who could threaten to withdraw a son suddenly,
particularly in large educational centers such as Alexandria or Antioch,
where there was a certain amount of competition. Teacher-student rela-
tionships occasioned bitterness, grudges, complaints of selfishness, and
incorrect behavior on both sides. It is not surprising that instructors, like
Zeus, could succumb to the temptation of violently shaking the rope they
had lowered, on which students were making the climb. Inevitably the
skills of schoolmasters in planning, scheduling, and grading have always
being viewed as instruments of intimidation. Throughout antiquity, more-
over, physical punishment was the standard method used to correct a
child who misbehaved or did not want to learn. A schoolmaster wielded
a stick to make pupils love him—or, at least, love his doctrine. Through
a rigorous mental gymnastics, students were supposed to acquire good

%0 See Libanius Or. 3.6. Libanius is not very specific and only says that the sexual revels
of students “were sometimes more daring than custom permitted.”
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Figure 10. A street scene: an Egyptian primary school
before 1870. The children are sitting on the ground, the
teacher on a chair.

habits; lapses into the old habits were corrected with a beating. Rough,
coercive methods continued to embitter teachers’ relations with students
beyond ancient times. A poem from about 1500, for instance, represents
the rough treatment of a schoolboy at the hands of his master; after the
beating, the boy visualizes his teacher as a hare and all his books as
hounds that are joyfully released to kill the hare-teacher.? In Arab schools
in Egypt at the end of the nineteenth century, a chair and a stick were still
symbols of a teacher’s power (Fig. 10).

81 See F. J. Furnivall, ed., Early English Meals and Manners: John Russel’s Boke of Nur-
ture (London, 1868; Detroit, 1969), 385-86; Hanawalt 1993: 84. In England, brutal flog-
ging started to decline in public grammar schools in the late seventeenth century (Stone
1977: 439-44). Some forms of physical punishment still exist today in rural areas of the
United States.
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References to coercive methods in Greek and Roman literature are le-
gion.’? In the vast majority of cases, it is boys who are subjected to vio-
lence at the hands of schoolmasters. It is difficult to be sure whether the
paucity of examples showing girls struck in school®® indicates that there
was a more indulgent attitude toward them or that the topos of the pun-
ishing schoolmaster somehow missed them, or whether it merely reflects
the fact that girls appear more rarely as the subjects of education. Al-
though the literary sources have not handed down examples of fathers
punishing freeborn daughters, it was not unusual for women to be sub-
jected to domestic violence at the hands of their husbands.® It is likely
that girls were physically punished by mothers and older female slaves of
the household, that some abusive fathers did not refrain from disciplining
them, and that they did not escape violence at the hands of male and
female teachers, even though the extent of such violence is unknown.

It is sometimes said that severe methods were used less often in classical
Greece than in the Roman period and later, but copious references to
punishment appear very early.3® Representations in vase paintings and
terracottas often allude to coercive discipline. The visual evidence shows
that the typical instrument of punishment in the home was the sandal,
which was used by both parents.’® Mothers, both goddesses (such as
Aphrodite chastising Eros) and common mortals, seem to have found the
sandal very practical. On an Athenian vase, for instance, a woman in the
women’s quarters holds a little boy still as she hits him: in vain he strug-
gles to escape (see Fig. 7). Hitting students with a sandal was not un-
known in schools: even though only Phanias, the epigrammatist of the
first century B.C.E. mentioned below, writes of a teacher using this
method, it is suggestive that in vase representations that portray schools,
a sandal often hangs on the wall among other educational objects. School
representations, moreover, clearly underline that severe methods were
used not only to chastise misbehavior but also to punish failure to learn
and to perform adequately, or even to win at a competition.?’

82 Some references to punishment are collected by Booth (1973: 107-14); I shall mostly
concentrate on different examples.

% See Bonner 1977: 135-36; Martial 9.68.1-2; Ausonius 22.33-34.

8 See P. Clark, “Women, Slaves, and the Hierarchies of Domestic Violence,” in Joshel
and Murnaghan 1998: 109-29.

85 Miiller (1910: 292-317) argues that in the fourth century, coercive methods became
more common.

8 See, e.g., an Attic vase, Beck 1975: pl. 53, 274: a child shows five sandal marks on his
body.

%7 See, e.g., Beck 1975: pl. 52, 273: a music school.
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One of the classic references to punishment comes from the Didaskalos
of Herodas, where Metrotime takes her rebellious son, Kokkalos, to the
schoolmaster to be punished. In vain the boy repeatedly invokes the “dear
Muses” whom he failed. In fact, even though Kokkalos is reproached for
running away and playing dice, he is mostly punished for his failure to
learn. After an outraged Metrotime dwells at length on Kokkalos’s faults,
the schoolmaster flogs him with his “biting strap, the bull’s tail,” declin-
ing to use the less harsh whip that Kokkalos would prefer (68-73).
Schoolmasters had at their disposal a variety of educational instruments,
as the epigram of Phanias about the teacher Kallon shows:

Kallon, his limbs fettered by senile fatigue, dedicates to Hermes the Lord
these tokens of his career as a schoolmaster: the staff that guided his feet,
his strap, the fennel-rod that lay ever ready to his hand to hit little boys
on their heads, his lithe whistling bull-tail, his one-soled slipper, and the
skull-cap of his hairless head. (Anth. Pal. 6.294)

The walking stick mentioned by Phanias was also used to punish students
in school, but in vase paintings it is usually associated with pedagogues.®
The fennel-rod, which often appears on fifth-century vases, was called
narthex and ferula in Latin and was also used as a chastising cane in the
schools of the West.?

Educational methods did not change in the Roman period. In the sec-
ond century, Lucian’s parasite compares education unfavorably with his
own art: “Who ever went home from a dinner in tears, as we see some
going home from their schools? Who ever set out for a dinner looking
gloomy, like children who go to school?” (De parasito 13). And a Chris-
tian writer such as Augustine in the fourth century recalls with some emo-
tion the corporal punishment administered in school: “Racks, claws, and
such varieties of torments . . . we schoolboys suffered from our masters”
(Conf. 1.9). It is somewhat ironic that the same Augustine who com-
plained about the harsh treatment he had received in childhood ap-
plauded in the Letters the practice of beating children.”® The advent of
Christianity did not bring a change in educational methods.

Harsh discipline ruled education in Greco-Roman Egypt as much as
anywhere. Drastic punishment already characterized the educational sys-
tem of pharaonic Egypt: a maxim on a papyrus read, “The ears of a youth

8 See Beck 1975: 46, 276a.

% See Martial 10.62.10; J. D. Beazley, “Narthex,” AJA, 2d ser., 37 (1933): 400-403.
% See Wiedemann 1989: 105-6.
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are on his back: he listens when he is beaten.”” These methods persisted
into later times, as two school exercises testify. On a waxed tablet of the
Roman period, a student who was learning to write copied four times a
maxim that had been inscribed by the teacher on the first line: “Work
hard, boy, lest you be thrashed.”*> And another student at a higher level,
who shared a piece of papyrus with a different pupil, wrote a maxim from
the fourth-century B.C.E. poet Menander: “He who is not thrashed cannot
be educated.”® It is symptomatic that in the fourth-century Canons of
the famous grammarian Theodosius—a collection of rules about declen-
sions of nouns and adjectives and conjugations of verbs—the verb
adopted as the model is typtein (“to beat”), which is also conjugated in
many school exercises.”* This verb already appears in some of the exam-
ples cited by Apollonius Dyscolus, the Alexandrian grammarian of the
second century C.E.: thus, a model sentence used in the Syntax is “Let us
beat the child who misbehaves” (1.111 Uhlig). But some of the examples
cited in the works of Apollonius, and of grammarians in general, have
that simple and unrefined quality that makes one suspect that they derived
from actual school life. In another example, Apollonius uses the same
verb, deirein, that was used by the students of the two exercises quoted
above with the meaning “to thrash.”®

But violence in the schoolroom needs to be evaluated against the back-
ground of the universality of violence in the ancient world. Far from being
the sole practitioners of this philosophy of punishment, teachers adopted
corrective systems similar to those practiced in the home. Greeks and Ro-
mans considered it normal to beat children and slaves, who could not be
controlled by rationality and occupied an intermediate position between
human and beast.”® Thus, for instance, the fourth-century B.c.E. philoso-
pher Plato was of the opinion that not only teachers but all the people
who participated in rearing a child—parents, nurses, and pedagogues—
should discipline him strictly, since a child had to be straightened “like a
bent and twisted piece of wood.””” A papyrus letter of the Byzantine pe-
riod underscores parental feelings about severity. Writing to the teacher

' Cf. Papyrus Anastasi V.3.9.

%2 See Cribiore 1996a: no. 134.

% See ibid.: no. 257.

 On the Canons, cf. below, p. 214.

%5 See Syntax 1.141. On the use of the verb deirein in a letter, see below, p. 219.

% Wiedemann (1989: 27-30) considers the beating of children to be characteristic of
peasant societies.

%7 Plato Prt. 325d; see also Laws 7.808d—e.
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of his own son Anastasios, who was not doing well in school, a father
encourages the schoolmaster to punish him: “Chastise him, for ever since
he left his father he has had no other beatings, and he wants to get a few,
his back has got accustomed to them and needs its daily dose.””® It is the
same rage that is visible in the reaction of the mother of Kokkalos: not
only is Metrotime witnessing her son’s cruel flogging unflinchingly, but
she beseeches the schoolmaster to “flay him until the sun sets” (Di-
daskalos 88). Parents and pedagogues, who practiced corrective methods
from a child’s early years, sometimes continued their harsh treatment even
when that child became an adolescent and moved to advanced education.
Libanius describes eloquently “the battle” at home, where tutors and fa-
thers were the protagonists. His ambivalent presentation of pedagogues
must have some grounds in reality. In a rhetorical exercise, he depicts the
type of the harsh tutor, glued to his victim all day long, nagging, scolding,
and following the student with his instruments of intimidation, the strap
and the stick.” This tutor acquires a face in a letter in which Libanius
warns a father that his son’s pedagogue kept on beating him, as if he were
a sailor beating the sea with his oar (Ep. 1188.3-4).

But although they beat their children, most elite parents seem to have
been conscious to some degree that they should not be humiliated like
slaves and repressed to the point of servility.!® The beating of children by
parents, moreover, never became a cliché and was not frequently men-
tioned by the literary sources. But both the beating of slaves at the hands
of their masters and the beating of schoolchildren at the hands of teachers
became topoi: though in the first case this cliché responded to a daily
reality, it is difficult to assess the actual incidence of physical punishment
in school.

Occasionally in the Greek and Roman world a few voices rose against
corporal punishment at school. Thus Plutarch and Quintilian protested
against the harsh methods that were prevalent in education on the
grounds that they were fitting only for slaves and were counterproduc-
tive.!%! These, however, were the isolated cries of enlightened theorists that
did not affect the general violence that ruled early education. It should be
noted, in fact, that there was a perceptible difference in the way teachers
treated children and adolescents: coercive methods were especially di-

% See SB V.7655. Cf. below, pp. 218-19.

% Chria 3, Foerster vol. 8, pp. 84-835.

100 See Saller 1994: 133-53. Discussion about physical punishment in the home in the
Roman sources is limited to male children of the elite. The extent to which children of lower
status were beaten is unknown.

101 Plutarch De liberis educandis 8f; Quintilian 1.3.14.
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rected at the youngest and supposedly more “irrational” pupils. Intim-
idating methods were also prevalent in higher education, but teachers
refrained from the most violent manifestations of their anger.!%

There are many reasons for this differential treatment. A fundamental
one resides in the nature of the social conditioning that education in-
tended to impart. In the same way that a teacher’s position was one of
dominance, yet also one of subjugation to others and to life circum-
stances, a student’s role was not only that of a recipient of violence. Exam-
ples in late antiquity of students viciously turning against a teacher’s au-
thority are symptomatic of the tension that characterized the schoolroom
and of the sources’ awareness of it; nonetheless, these stories are highly
exceptional.!® Power and violence permeated education in many other
insidious ways. As students received or saw others receive chastisement,
they started to rehearse their own future roles in society. While free
women, and particularly those of the upper class, had to negotiate in their
household subservience and dominance at the same time, being recipients
of violence but also dispensing it to their subordinates, the role of elite
men was simpler: they were in many respects vehicles of power. Already
at the primary stages of education, pupils started to identify with power
and to become accomplices to violence. On a vase described above, the
student who plays “teacher” holds on to his chair and to the chastising
rod (Fig. 3). In the Didaskalos, classmates hold Kokkalos tight as the
teacher whips him (5§9-62), and similar scenes appear on a mural at Pom-
peii and on a gem of the Greco-Roman period.!™ But the elite male who
had access to high levels of education became ever more aware of his
future role as an agent of power. Since one of the purposes of advanced
education was to prepare students for positions of dominance, teachers
at higher levels tempered violent methods. Through rhetorical exercises
of impersonation and declamation, a boy learned to command and re-
hearsed his future roles as head of his household, slave owner, advocate,
and holder of influential positions.!%

Other, more practical reasons, such as the larger “size” of students at
this level and their invariably upper-class origin (versus the mixed pool
served by primary instruction), must have played a role in the milder treat-
ment reserved for older students. Wealthy parents were probably more
capable of protecting their sons, particularly because they were often

102 T disagree with Booth (1973: 109), who maintains that punishment was enforced with
brutality at every level.

103 Cf. below, pp. 156-58.

104 See Beck 1975: 275, pl. 53.

105 See Bloomer 1997.
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themselves bound to an influential teacher by intense personal loyalties,
as the correspondence of Libanius shows repeatedly. Moreover, the stud-
ies in which these young men were involved must have represented a sort
of protection against ill treatment. Rhetoric was a training in order and
self-control: physical violence did not suit this suave world, governed by
the harmony of well-balanced phrases and the dignity of controlled
voices. Thus Libanius maintained that he preferred to inspire in his stu-
dents a sense of reverence rather than fear (Or. 58.1 and 38). On de-
fending himself from criticism leveled against his teaching methods, he
proudly affirmed, “I impart into the subject an element of genteel pleas-
antry; that is the reason why I do not need to beat my students, for they do
everything willingly” (Or. 2.20). Only occasionally were harsher methods
needed, as when a student devoted his energy to physical training rather
than to mental gymnastics. Thus Libanius responded to an influential par-
ent who had inquired why the teacher had beaten his son by saying that
he had caught the lad in a moment of laziness, when he was “showing
the speed of his legs: therefore it was on the legs that he has been punished,
so that he would be concerned in the future with another race, that of the
tongue” (Ep. 1330.3).1%

Sheer convenience must have also advised teachers of higher education
against excessive maltreatment of students: unhappy adolescents, who
were learning to become articulate, could convince pedagogues and par-
ents to let them change schools. The fear of losing pupils was a constant
factor in a teacher’s professional life in ancient times. As he grew older
and saw the prestige of his rhetorical school diminish somewhat, Liba-
nius, who still had a very solid position and no financial preoccupations,
nevertheless grew ever more insecure. In a discourse composed to de-
nounce students’ defections, he maintained that, even though discipline
had become lax, teachers were impotent: “When students are lazy, teach-
ers do not dare to scold them; when they sleep, teachers do not dare to
wake them up; when they misbehave, teachers are silent; they are aware
that they do not act well, but they know from experience that it is not
without danger for themselves that they will chastise” (Or. 43.10). As
usual, it is advisable not to take at face value what Libanius says in the
heat of declamation. Nevertheless, it seems that it was education itself
that gave students the power to defend themselves from the excesses of
their educators.

106 Cf. Norman 1992: no. 139.
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The tension that characterized the functioning of classrooms in ancient
times, which was partly a reflection of the unequal relationship existing
between students and teachers, also depended on the precariousness of
the teachers’ position. In Greco-Roman Egypt as everywhere else, the lack
of security and the reality of economic situations that could vary widely
according to circumstance added to the everyday frustrations of class-
room life. Libanius was not too unrealistic when he proclaimed that a
teacher had to account to everybody—students, parents, pedagogues,
even grandparents—and that, if an instructor did not triumph over stu-
dents’ dull natures, making them appear, “even if they were of stone, sons
of the gods,” he became a target of everybody’s accusations (Or. 25.46).
This was surely the plight of many teachers in antiquity, at the mercy of
a volatile demand for their services and parents’ willingness—or unwill-
ingness—to pay. In the midst of many pressing necessities—says this rhe-
tor—teachers invoked the Erinyes against students who did not under-
stand their predicament (Or. 43.17). Was it a teacher expressing his rage
who wrote such an invocation to the Erinyes on a Roman ostracon found
in Egypt?”” Though pupils were slaves of their teachers—says Libanius—
a teacher was a slave of many masters. Students had their share of diffi-
culties as they climbed up the hill of education, but a teacher was like
“that Sisyphus who in Homer struggles with his rock,” rolling it up a hill,
only to see it perpetually roll down (Or. 25.46).

107 See O.Edfou 11.308, which only preserves the scanty beginning of such an invocation.
Since the whereabouts of the ostraca found at Edfou are unknown, it is impossible to check
on the hand in search of some clues about its origin.
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Women and Education

THE ANCIENTS showed an active interest in women’s education well
before the Hellenistic period. Plato wondered whether women should as-
pire to something more than wool-work and “weave” themselves a life
more useful and less insignificant (Laws 7.806a). He and Aristotle were
both committed to quasi-universal, mandatory elementary education for
all children. This was no extreme ideological position.! These theories
were able to gain some acceptance outside philosophical circles only be-
cause they were to a certain degree symptomatic of changing attitudes
and evolving expectations. Specific evidence for the education of girls in
classical Greece is scanty, but the period under consideration in this book
offers a much richer textual and visual documentation.

From the discussion of the role and status of teachers in the previous
chapter emerged a picture in which the subjects were almost exclusively
male. This chapter covers women and education from two perspectives:
women appear as providers of education at various levels and as recipi-
ents of primary and grammatical instruction. In a world where male
teachers and students were the norm, women attempted to negotiate new
spaces for themselves, but were sometimes forced into the corners. Men
and women need to be defined in terms of one another, and separate areas
of participation and influence existed in education only to the extent that
they did in other areas of society. This will be evident in the chapter in
many respects. And yet, I chose to focus primarily on women here—in-
stead of incorporating this material into other chapters—because the
question of their contributions to and participation in a world of literates
demands attention at length and in detail. The study of women’s educa-
tion has been discontinuous and has rested on the consideration of frag-
ments of evidence, focusing primarily on isolated examples of women
of outstanding culture and status whose achievements hardly reflect the
opportunities offered to girls of unexceptional backgrounds.? But a collec-

! See especially Plato Resp. 5.452a and 456b—c; Laws 7.804d. The education that was
reserved to the women guardians in the Republic was extended to all girls in the Laws. See
also Aristotle Pol. 1260b.

2 Handbooks on ancient education contain vague generalizations. This topic is absent
from the numerous books concerning women’s and gender issues, such as Gardner 1986 or
Joshel and Murnaghan 1998, with a few exceptions: Cole 1981, primarily focused on classi-
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tion of exempla, which would have pleased an ancient grammarian, is
hardly satisfying for a historian: such an approach either has the limited
impact of those case studies that do not offer a synthesizing perspective
or gives rise to vague generalizations camouflaged as objectivity and pro-
ducing false effects of homogeneity and coherence. It is essential to con-
sider other layers of evidence. In this respect, the papyri provide some
welcome links with the rest of the textual and visual documentation, even
though their contribution is uneven and they do not offer a smooth
schema of the development of female education. But a rigorous focus on
them will make visible previously unseen aspects of women’s participa-
tion in the culture of literates.

A crucial question to keep in mind is the bearing of economic and social
stratification on the educational upbringing of women. While the acquisi-
tion of some literacy helped men cope with the realities of daily life, the
principal aim of a liberal education was to reinforce the position of privi-
lege for those men who could afford it, readying them for the responsibili-
ties of power. Women’s role in society was generally more private and less
exposed to the demands of the outside world. More than for men, their
education was a function of their social status. The evidence concerning
women teachers of primary education is not always clear in this respect,
but one suspects that it was primarily women of relatively low social back-
ground and freedwomen who filled these positions. In urban environ-
ments, elementary education was probably offered to some female stu-
dents of the low-middle class, but information is scattered and largely
incomplete. Even though access to education was smoother for girls of
the upper class, it is likely that not many of them went beyond the primary
level. It is useful to keep in mind the words of the mother of the Christian
preacher John Chrysostom (ca. c.E. 354-407), who observed that there
was a fundamental difference between raising a daughter and raising a
son: a daughter was a cause of anxiety but not of great expenses, whereas
bringing up a son involved great sums of money for a liberal education
(De Sacerd. 1.2.50-56, fourth century c.t.). Even upper-class parents did
not always find it imperative to provide daughters with an education,
particularly beyond the acquisition of the rudiments. The evidence of
women’s correspondence on papyrus, in any case, shows that the women
who had attained some degree of education belonged to the upper strata
of society and came from propertied environments.

cal Greece; Pomeroy 1977 and 1984, heavily centered on exceptional women; Pomeroy
1981, in need of qualifications. A more realistic but limited assessment of the situation is in
Harris 1989: 136-37 and 239-40.
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A saying of the Cynic philosopher Diogenes (ca. 400-325 B.C.E.) that
captured only a fragment of reality described education as an ornament to
the rich.? For males, education had a much wider meaning and provided
effective ways to gain access to power and to maintain fixed hierarchies.
The meaning that it had for women was not immutable and unified, and
the power education conferred on them through concrete social interac-
tions did not operate in linear ways. Education was not an ornamental
attribute that only served to increase the value of a woman. In what fol-
lows, one should be alert to the many and often subtle ways in which
education gave women a degree of control over their lives. The evidence
from Greco-Roman Egypt indicates that the possession of some instruc-
tion was protection against deceit and augmented women’s control over
their property and their ability to conduct business. But this reduction of
the significance of literacy solely to protection and promotion of a wom-
an’s material interests*—undoubtedly a crucial function—is too limiting.
The prestige that even minimal educational attainment carried for men
and the pride that they derived from such accomplishments as the ability
to sign is undeniable.’ Some women also chose to perform as “slow-writ-
ers” or to be described as “knowing letters,” even in situations where that
achievement did not bring any material advantage.® Letters that they sent
to relatives and friends concerning family or other matters confirm the
impression that literacy had a deeper function for women and allowed
them to be an integral part of a society that was fundamentally literate
in the sense that many people were familiar with literate modes, if not
themselves literate. Moreover, archives’ containing letters of particularly
distinguished women, such as those in the family circle of the governor
Apollonios—examined below—show that education left permanent
traces in them and to some degree shaped their thinking.

But the exciting reality that resurfaces throughout the papyri concern-
ing some women and education should not obscure the fact that illiterate
women were the norm; further, their role in family and society revolved
around domestic matters and was far more passive than that of their male
partners. Though some women were able to gain a relative command over

3 Diogenes Laertius 6.68.

4 See Sheridan 1998.

5 Cf. below, Chapter 6.

¢ See, e.g., the pride of Aurelia Thaisous, also called Lolliane, in P.Oxy. XII.1467 and
1475. She may have come from the family of the grammarian Lollianus.

71 use here the term “archives” in the sense of troves of personal and/or official papers
concerning one individual or family.
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their lives, for others it was natural or inevitable to accept a subordinate
role. Power operates in subtle ways: one should keep in mind concepts of
complicity and approval of traditional standards that made many women
unwilling to change. Some school exercises, for instance, have a clear
misogynistic tone.! Menander’s maxims disparaging many aspects of
women’s lives, including education, were favorites in schools up to the
Byzantine age. It is reasonable to assume that female students swallowed
them without much resistance.

Concerns with periodization will apply more to this than to other chap-
ters, even though I will not always follow a chronological approach. The
evidence relative to women teachers is much richer in the Roman than in
the Hellenistic period, but it does not offer per se sufficient clues indicat-
ing a degree of change: as always, one has to take into account that chance
determines which papyri survive, and that there is a marked imbalance in
the preservation of documents.” Women’s correspondence, on the other
hand, seems to yield some clearer indications in this respect, even though
the same caveat is valid. Few Ptolemaic letters are preserved—and much
caution is needed in venturing conclusions—but the early ones in particu-
lar are relatively long and well written: they appear to be superior to
Roman letters, which are generally shorter and more often display limited
linguistic and syntactical capability. One has the impression that it was
the general attitude toward letter-writing that changed, and that Roman
women perhaps received a less sophisticated educational training but
were less intimidated by written correspondence. The presence of women
teachers at primary levels in the Roman period might be tentatively con-
nected to the exposure of more women to basic literacy. This issue, at any
rate, is part of a larger and still-debated question concerning general levels
of literacy among the population as a whole.!? In this respect, the evidence
of the school exercises brings an important contribution insofar as it con-
verges with the evidence of letters. Ptolemaic exercises, which do not yet
include grammar and line-by-line commentaries to Homer,'" nevertheless
cover a range of authors who disappear from later education. This would

¥ Morgan 1998: 135-38.

? The ratio of preserved Ptolemaic to Roman documents and letters is approximately one
to five or six.

10 See lately Harris 1989, in favor of higher literacy in Hellenistic times; Morgan 1998:
58 and 63, for lower levels in the Ptolemaic period. Pomeroy (1981) favors higher women’s
literacy rates in Hellenistic Egypt but mainly considers a few exceptional women—royal
women and grammarians.

' Cf. below, Chapter 7.
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suggest that in the Roman period, education lost some degree of sophisti-
cation. Finally, a thornier problem is represented by the meager evidence
of women’s correspondence during the early Byzantine period. The very
few letters preserved were in general elaborately penned by professional
scribes, even when a woman was literate,'> and show a higher degree
of formality than Roman letters. Formulating an opinion on women’s
education on the basis of these letters is impossible, but it seems that
letter-writing in Greek had reverted to an artificial and less spontaneous
production. The transition to writing practices of the early medieval pe-
riod can perhaps be perceived.” But the question is further complicated
by the presence of a notable number of Coptic letters sent by women
between the sixth and eighth centuries that include short and simple let-
ters next to longer and more formal ones."* Were women in late antique
Egypt expressing themselves in writing mostly through Coptic? This in-
triguing question is beyond the scope of this book.

WoMEN TEACHERS

The literary sources do not disclose much about women teachers in antiq-
uity, just as they overlook other aspects of women’s experience. This is
hardly surprising, since the reality of the ancient world is viewed through
male and upper-class sources, who were interested in the achievements of
adult male citizens. Moreover, the class bias of the sources is such that it
allows us still less knowledge of the activities of women of the lower
classes. The scant literary evidence on women who fulfilled some kind
of teaching role in higher education in the Greek world concerns some
grammarians and philosophers who lived in Alexandria in the Hellenistic
times and in late antiquity and owed their scholarly achievements to the
presence of a father or other male relatives, who introduced them to a
world of “male” cultural pursuits. The accomplishments of grammarians
such as Agallias, Hestiaea, and Demo in the Hellenistic period," and of

12 See, e.g., SB XVIII.13762, in which the woman who dictated the letter added some
remarks in her own hand.

13 See Clanchy 1993.

4 There are about sixty Coptic letters, mostly on ostraca.

15 See Athenaeus 1.14d; Pomeroy 1984: 61; Strabo 13.599; Eustathius on B 538, 280,
19; Pomeroy 1977: 60 and nn. 78 and 79. Further bibliography in F. De Martino, Rose di
Pieria (Bari, 1991), 59-60 n. 40.
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philosophers and scholars such as Hypatia or Aedesia in the fifth century
C.E.,'® are brilliant testimonies that some exceptionally gifted women priv-
ileged by birth and social status were able to enter male-dominated fields.
The visual evidence offers another attestation of a woman who might
have been a grammarian in Egypt in the first century C.E.: a mummy por-
trait-head displays the fine features and inquisitive eyes of Hermione (Fig.
11)." Wrapped in hundreds of yards of very expensive linen, Hermione
certainly came from a wealthy family. Though it is not completely clear
whether in this case the term grammatike referred to this woman’s profes-
sion or to her culture, it is suggestive that an inscription from the second
to third century found in North Africa reveals that another woman was
perhaps engaged in that profession. The fact that the term grammatica
probably alluded to more than the personal erudition of Volusia Tertul-
lina finds supports in a second inscription concerning a member of the
gens Volusia, a Volusius, who is defined as grammaticus latinus.'®

The achievements of these women were extraordinary enough to be
considered worthy to be handed down to posterity. It was less noteworthy,
in the eyes of the male literary sources, to be an elementary teacher. Only
one testimony of women’s presence in this profession emerges from the
visual evidence. A Hellenistic funerary monument found in Cyrene, close
to Egypt, called The Tomb of the Swing displays metopes that show differ-
ent moments in the life of the deceased female whose body is contained
in the cell.” In one, a female teacher is portrayed in an open-air setting:
she holds a rod and is pointing to something as the woman “pupil” sitting
in front of her counts on her fingers.?

16 See M. Dzielska, Hypatia of Alexandria (Cambridge, Mass., 1995). See also the tenth-
century lexicon known as Suda under this entry; A. Cameron, “Isidore of Miletus and Hy-
patia: On the Editing of Mathematical Texts,” GRBS 31 (1990): 103-27. G. Clark, Women
in Late Antiquity (Oxford, 1993), 130-38. For Aedesia, PRLE 2: 10-11; Suda s.v. Aidesia 2.

17 See SB 1.5753.3; Doxiadis 1995: 50-51, no. 33; Walker and Bierbrier 1997: 37-38,
no. 11, dating this portrait to about c.e. 40-50; and D. Montserrat, “Heron ‘Bearer of
philosophia’ and Hermione grammatike,” JEA 83 (1997): 223-26.

18 See S. Agusta-Boularot and M. Bousbaa, “Une inscription inédite de Cherchell (Al-
gérie): Volusia Tertullina grammat(ica),” L’ Africa Romana 11 (1994): 163-73.

Y See L. Bacchielli, “Le pitture della “Tomba dell’ Altalena’ di Cirene nel Museo del Lou-
vre,” Quaderni di archeologia della Libia: Cirene e la Grecia 8 (1976): 355-83.

2 In funerary art, the deceased is usually portrayed as seated. The objections of Harris
(1989: 136) against recognizing education in this scene are easily overcome: an open-air
setting for school was quite common, the age of the pupil is unimportant, and in the other
metopes the figures also have bare chests.
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Figure 11. Mummy portrait of Hermione grammatike,
about c.e. 40-50.
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But in the papyri, more women teachers resurface. Not unlike their
male counterparts, they appear by their titles in letters and documents
that do not disclose anything about their teaching positions or activities.
The papyrus evidence, moreover, needs to be assessed with caution: some
of it is fragmentary or presents a complex background. A proper evalua-
tion of these documents, which date from the first to the sixth century
C.E., should start from a fragmentary letter from the fourth century ad-
dressed to a teacher (didaskalos) that twice mentions a woman, Kyria,
who is designated by the same title preceded by the feminine article (he
didaskalos, “lady teacher.”?! The situation is complicated by the text’s

2 See SB XIV.11532; M. Nagel, “Lettre Chrétienne sur papyrus,” ZPE 18 (1975): 317-
23. It is not certain that Kyria was a personal name; it might have meant “lady.”
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background. The letter is of Christian provenance, as the final salutation
testifies, but since the Church did not allow women to teach, Kyria was
not entrusted with the teaching of the religious doctrine in a Christian
milieu. The Church of Egypt admitted a school (didaskaleion) that was
directed by several teachers who imparted instruction in theology, but not
only were these teachers usually part of the clergy, but they were always
males, and women were categorically excluded from teaching. Women,
however, were not excluded from teaching in gnostic milieus, where they
held positions of power,”> and therefore the papyrus’s editor concluded
that Kyria was a teacher of religion in a gnostic milieu, even though he
had to admit that there are no texts of gnostic provenance in the fourth
century where women with the title didaskalos appear. But could Kyria
be a woman in charge of teaching something other than religious material,
an elementary teacher perhaps? The editor discarded a priori this possibil-
ity, on the presupposition that there was no evidence of women teachers
at low levels and “the profession was not open to women.” In the papyri,
however, women with the title “teacher” occasionally appear: they are
not designated with the full title he didaskalos (“lady teacher”) but with
a shortened form of this word, deskalé or deskalos, which had the same
meaning.”

A survey of the evidence includes first a letter from c.E. 99 that Apollo-
nous writes to her husband, who is away in military service.?* In his ab-
sence she oversaw the land that the family possessed. Among other things,
she tells him that he should not be concerned about affairs at home: “And
do not worry about the children; they are in good health and attend
classes with a lady didaskalos (deskale).”* In another papyrus of the first
century, a teacher makes a quick appearance: in this case, only the title,
deskalos, reveals that Sarapias was engaged in the teaching profession.
Not much more is known about a woman teacher mentioned by an ener-
getic businesswoman in a second-century letter found in the village of
Tebtunis: in writing to the manager of her property, Diogenis adds some
remarks in her own hand telling him to go see the son of the “woman
teacher.”” A further letter is only slightly more revealing of the back-

22 See E. Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels (New York, 1979), 60-61.

2 See Cribiore 1996a: 23-24. These terms always refer to women.

** See P.Mich. VIIL.464.

¥ (Cf., for the expression “attend classes,” PSI 1.94.

26 See P.Mich. 11.123 recto col. 21.9.

¥ P.Mil.Vogl. 11.76; cf. P.Kron. 16, p. 36. The editor, however, did not recognize the
fragmentary word. I owe this information to R. S. Bagnall.
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ground of the teacher mentioned, the deskalos Athenais.?® A mother
writes from Alexandria to her children Ptolemaios and Apollinaria a letter
full of longing and affection: at the end she lists people who send their
greetings, among whom is their nurse (trophos) and their teacher. A de-
skalos also appears among the relatives and friends that a man greets as
he writes to another man to invite him to visit for a few days.” A much
later letter, from the fifth or sixth century, is unfortunately in a very frag-
mentary state.’® The background is the same as in the Christian letter
mentioned above, but in this case the letter was addressed to a woman
teacher, who is greeted by the sender with words of affection such as,
“You are my joy.”

Among the low-status jobs that a woman could hold in Greco-Roman
Egypt was teaching manual skills to young people, who were apprenticed
for one or more years. In Egypt, children younger than fourteen years
old, and from families of comparatively low social status, entered into
apprenticeships to learn a skill, such as shorthand-writing or weaving.!
Apprentices were mostly boys, freeborn or slaves: only a handful of girls
occur in these contracts, usually but not always slaves.’? In contracts of
apprenticeship, the individuals with the title didaskalos (“teacher”) ap-
pear to have been men, with one exception. In a contract from the third
century, a woman, Aurelia Libouke, appears as a deskalos (“lady
teacher”) in the art of weaving: she was supposed to teach for a year in
her house a young girl of a different town, giving her an allowance.?

In the papyri considered above, one cannot in every case be sure of the
subject of instruction imparted by a deskalos (“lady teacher”), particu-
larly when mention occurs out of context. On the analogy of documents
where male teachers of letters appear, one might conclude that a woman
mentioned with the title deskalos, without the indication that she also
possessed special manual skills, was a teacher of letters, and probably of
elementary letters. But even more suggestive of a literary education versus
apprenticeship is the background of these letters. The children of Apollo-
nous or Serapias, for instance, were certainly not placed into apprentice-
ship, because they came from fairly wealthy families. In Alexandria, Ptol-
emaios and Apollinaria in their early years were attended by a nurse but

% See BGU 1.332, second to third century C.E.

¥ See P.Oxy. XXXI.2593, third century C.E.

30 P.Iand. V1.101.

31 About the prestige carried by apprenticeship in the Middle Ages, Hanawalt 1993: 129-53.
32 Van Minnen 1998a.

3 SB XVIIL.13305.
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later passed into the care of the teacher Athenais, who probably taught
them the rudiments of education. It is likely that Athenais was a freed-
woman who still lived in the family household, had some knowledge of
reading and writing, and was thus employed as teacher.

The few names of women who taught in and partook of the “male”
world of higher education do not fully reflect the extent of female teach-
ing. Women teachers of primary letters—and most male primary teach-
ers—were disregarded by the literary sources because they did not hold
prominent jobs: women, moreover, might have brought to their profes-
sion “feminine” qualities, such as patience, that might not have been par-
ticularly appreciated. The important role that women of low social groups
and of limited literacy played in primary education in the seventeenth
century and later, when women were rarely educated themselves, is a suit-
able comparandum.’* One is also reminded of the feminization of teach-
ing on the American frontier, which resulted from a combination of low
salaries, minimal literacy requirements, and concepts of womanhood and
domesticity that justified the employment of women as teachers.®

WoMEN’s EDUCATION IN THE GREEK EAST

Important evidence concerning the availability of education to girls in the
Hellenistic and Roman periods is found in epigraphical sources, terracot-
tas, and sarcophagi. This evidence, which is scattered in the eastern part
of the Mediterranean and concerns only specific geographical settings, is
not always easy to interpret in isolation. Its value is greatly increased,
however, by the fact that these sources and the papyri agree in suggesting
an authentic growth in female literacy starting from the Hellenistic pe-
riod. A brief summary of this well-known evidence, therefore, provides
an essential background to the information emerging from Egypt. The
novelties of Hellenistic education were the endowments for the primary
instruction of male children found in some Greek cities of the Mediterra-
nean.’® In the city of Teos, the privileges were extended to all children,
boys and girls. Even though, curiously, girls did not receive musical and
physical education, and not all of them appear to have had access to an

3% Spufford 1981. Cf. Stone 1969: 94-93, for the nineteenth century.

3 See M. Hurlbut Cordier, Schoolwomen of the Prairies and Plains (Albuquerque, N.M.,
1992).

% Teos, Miletus, Delphi, and Rhodes. See SIG* 577, 578, 672, and Polybius 31.31.1. It
is not unlikely that other school endowments occurred.
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Figure 12. Roman terracotta of a
schoolgirl with tablets.

education in letters,” this benefaction represented a fundamental victory
for female literacy. Another inscription found in the gymnasium of Perga-
mon, which shows that some girls had won prizes in contests for epic,
elegiac, and lyric poetry, reading, and calligraphy, is at least as suggestive,
even though prizes might have been awarded for feats of memorization.
The visual evidence of Hellenistic terracottas that were produced all over
the Mediterranean, including Egypt, while not free of problems of inter-
pretation, seems to point in the same direction. The typical representation
portrays a schoolgirl looking at a diptych of tablets placed on her lap, but
even more suggestive are the few Alexandrian images of girls on their way
to school (Fig. 12).* It is true that since fashion played some role in the

7 Pomeroy (1977: 52 and 1981: 320 n. 32) argues, wrongly in my view, that throughout
the inscription, the term paides (“children”) refers to both boys and girls.

3 MDAI 35 (1910), 436, no. 20; 37 (1912), 277-78, no. 1; M. Fraenkel, ed., Die Ju-
schiften von Pergamon (Berlin, 1890-95), 463; L. Robert, Etudes anatoliennes (Paris,
1937), 58-59; cf. CIG 3185.

% Cf. bibliography in Pomeroy 1977: 64 n. 9; M. Chehab, Les terres cuites de Kharayeb,
Bulletin du Musée de Beyrout 10 (1951-52): 55 pl. LXV 2—4; Besques 1992: 64, pl. 31e-f;
J. Fischer, Griechisch-Rémische Terrakotten aus Aegypten (Tiibingen, 1994), 130, 52 pl. 8.
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choice of the iconographical motifs, and molds and artists traveled far, it
is difficult to see what the real connection was between representation
and local reality. Yet the proliferation of terracottas representing girls in
connection with education is significant, even though it cannot be taken
as proof—or even as an indication—that elementary female instruction
became the norm.*

The Hellenistic endowments for elementary education have in the
Roman period only one counterpart, but other school endowments may
have existed. An inscription shows a benefaction in favor of the children
of Xanthus in Lycia, which offered free education to girls and boys alike:
all citizen girls benefited, with none of the restrictions valid in Teos.*
Funeral monuments, moreover, occasionally allude to the literacy of girls,
who are shown with reading and writing implements, and once in a while
in the company of teachers.** Sometimes on the sarcophagi, girls appear
to receive instruction from female figures, who are always interpreted as
mothers.* Scenes on sarcophagi associating girls and education are rare,
but it should be taken into account that girls are not often portrayed on
sarcophagi in general: a boy’s death had a stronger significance for the
family’s future and was commemorated more publicly.

The literary evidence of female literacy confirms that in the Hellenistic
period, female education was present in urban environments and in rea-
sonably comfortable circles. In Herodas’s Didaskalos—strongly con-
nected with Alexandria—the grandmother of Kokkalos, significantly, was
represented as illiterate, “widowed of letters,” but she was at least able
to recite speeches from tragedy. Her daughter, however, had received some
instruction in reading and writing and supervised her son’s homework,
together with her husband (22-26).* The Hermeneumata, which are con-
nected with the Eastern as well as the Western world in the Roman period,
provide further testimony in this direction. As a rule, the various versions
of these schoolbooks address and represent male students. In two cases,

On a girl represented with her hand raised in the act of writing, S. Mollard-Besques, Cata-
logue raisonné des figurines et reliefs, vol. 2, Myrina (Paris, 1963), 111, pl. 134f. Cf. also
Pomeroy 1984: pl. 7; and Beck 1975: pl. 71, 358.

# Marrou (1975, 1: 218) is too optimistic; cf. Harris 1989: 136-37.

' A. Balland, Fouilles de Xanthos, vol. 7 (Paris, 1981), no. 67 = SEG 30 (1980), no.
1535, second century C.E.

# See, e.g., a sarcophagus from Asia Minor, Marrou 1937: 37-39, no. 11, plate I; p. 28,
no. 1. See also Huskinson 1996: 6.30, 10.14, and 10.19. Cf. the well-known grave relief of
Abeita, Beck 1975: pl. 71, 359; British Museum 649.

# Marrou 1937: 33, no. 8, and pp. 4042, no. 13.

# Tt should be noticed that this family could afford to pay for private education.
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however, the Hermeneumata casually allude to female pupils: one version
includes girls among the addressees in the preface, and another repeatedly
mentions them in a list of words related to school.*

FEMALE LITERACY IN THE PAPYRI

The papyri allow us to make significant gains in ascertaining the extent
of female literacy in antiquity, particularly because the information that
they provide is not scattered but is securely located within a certain soci-
ety. The reality of women’s education and literacy in Egypt, however, is
laden with the irreducible complexities inherent in the country’s ethnic,
linguistic, and cultural background.* It is practically impossible, for in-
stance, to determine how widespread the knowledge of spoken Greek was
among women, not only those who lived in villages but also those in
towns. The ability to write and read Greek was limited to a minority of
women living in urban environments and belonging to the upper strata of
society.”” It is essential to reiterate that the testimony of the letters sent by
women applies only to this restricted pool of literates. Although the
unique value of this evidence derives from the fact that it reveals significant
examples of women who used literate modes of expression, one should
not be blinded to another reality: the vast majority of women of the lower
classes never learned to wield a pen. It is likely, in any case, that the educa-
tional opportunities offered to elite girls who spoke Greek in cities such
as Alexandria or Hermopolis were not very different from those available
in other cities of the Eastern empire. They usually consisted of primary
education, and occasionally of some secondary instruction, but female
students did not have access to advanced, rhetorical education.

Besides the more continuous testimony offered by private letters, the
evidence concerning women’s education is suggestive but uneven and
needs to be closely investigated to ascertain its background. In the third
century B.C.E., a petition that is usually taken as an indication that a father
thought it part of his duty to give a daughter an education raises some

4 See Dionisotti 1982: 97 line 1. See also Goetz 1892: 352, Hermeneumata Stephani.
Bloomer (1997: 75) wrongly asserts that only boys are mentioned.

* For an assessment of languages, literacy, and ethnicity in Egypt that is valid for the
Roman period as well as for late antiquity, see Bagnall 1993: 230-60.

47 Cf. the modern scenario: nowadays the literacy rate for women in the poor southern
Egyptian town of Mallawi—a stronghold of Islamist radicals—is only 10%: “School’s
Out,” The Economist (January 25, 1997).
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questions.”® The text shows an old man enraged at his daughter Nike
because, “corrupted” by a professional dancer, she has stopped paying her
father a generous monthly contribution: he feels entitled to her support
because he had raised her and “had given her an education.” But a more
careful investigation of the content provides some surprises. Even though
the Greek expression that Nike “worked with her body” is far from
clear, the whole picture—her relative freedom and high pay, and the
people with whom she consorted—makes one suspect that at least some
of the education she had received consisted of instruction in dancing and
playing music, and that she worked as some kind of entertainer.’® Another
testimony that education—probably Egyptian education—was some-
times available to girls of various social backgrounds comes from the city
of Memphis in the second century B.C.E., where two young girls lived in
the temple of Serapis under the protection of Ptolemaios son of Glau-
kias.’! These girls, who were once chosen to impersonate two sister-god-
desses in a solemn religious ceremony, continued to perform cult duties
and apparently attended the school of the teacher Tothes.

In the papyri of the Roman period, direct allusions to girls in the process
of obtaining an education are rare. It is likely that most of the paideia
(“education”) that the young slave Peina was receiving consisted of the
acquisition of musical skills.’ But a short private letter definitely refers
to literate education: writing to the private teacher (kathegetes) about
Tatoes, a girl who may have been the writer’s daughter, a certain Ammo-
nios asks the instructor to tell him how he wants to be compensated and
announces that he is presently going to send him a jar of wine (or oil) and
a basket of grapes.’® Unfortunately, the lack of context makes it impossi-
ble to know whether this katheégetes—usually a teacher of secondary edu-
cation—was instructing Tatoes beyond the primary level. However, it is
very likely that the kathégetes of Heraidous mentioned below was not a
primary teacher.

Legal documents may also supply information about female educa-
tion: a woman may subscribe in her hand or may be described as “know-

8 P.Enteux. 26, dated to 220 B.C.E.; Harris (1989: 137 n. 108) includes it among testimo-
nies of education in letters.

# This is its only occurrence in papyri. Similar, but not identical, expressions usually refer
to manual workers; see, e.g., PSI VI.554 and P.Lond. 1V.1433.

% We do not know whether Nike also provided erotic entertainment. About the sexual
availability of women dancers and musicians, see Montserrat 1996: 117-19.

51 See Thompson 1988: 232-45. Cf. above, p. 19.

52 Cf. P.Oxy. L.35535; see above, p. 47.

33 P.Oslo TI1.156.
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ing letters” because she was a party to a contract.’* Occasionally, more
details emerge to define the contours of the picture: an Aurelia Ptolemais,
who belonged to a well-to-do family of Oxyrhynchos and signed with
rapid characters, was also the owner of papyri from the Iliad and of more
recherché works, such as the history of Sikyon and Africanus’s Kestoi,
that she probably inherited.”* But the infrequency of female signatures
and descriptions of women as literate is not in strict correlation with a
corresponding rate of female literacy, since women had fewer occasions
than men to be parties to contracts. The example of a woman such as
Aurelia Charite in the fourth century c.E. shows that wealth, the capabil-
ity and desire to manage one’s property, a relative independence or the
lack of a male partner, and even family models were powerful determi-
nants of a woman’s performance, in addition to her command of reading
and writing.%

THE WOMEN’S LETTERS

More information about women’s access to literacy can be derived from
the private and business letters that they sent.’” This aspect of personal
correspondence was not exploited in the past: scholars have been skepti-
cal about the possibility of extracting information about education from
letters on the grounds that one was unable to distinguish whether the
sender or a scribe had penned a letter.’® The situation, however, is not so
hopeless. More importantly, it involves a variety of aspects and offers
indications in many directions: a close examination of the text of a letter
and of the characteristics of the handwriting may yield unexpected evi-
dence about a woman’s education and language.

When a woman—or a man—needed to make use of written communi-
cation, various scenarios were possible.” If she was literate and thought

5% Sheridan 1998; J. Sheridan, “Women without Guardians: An Updated List,” BASP 33
(1996): 117-31.

35 P2 2181 and P? 53: cf. Bagnall 1992. We do not know, however, whether or not this
woman actually read these books.

56 See P.Charite 8,27, 33, 36, and 37; 38 was penned by her mother.

7T am currently engaged, together with R. S. Bagnall, in a larger project of collecting
women’s letters on papyrus. There are about 230 extant Greek letters sent by women from
the Hellenistic to the early Byzantine period.

38 Cf. Cole 1981: 234-35; and Harris 1989: 143.

%9 On private letters both dictated and handwritten by elite Romans, see McDonnell
1996: 474-76.
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the circumstance required it, she might write the whole letter herself. In
this case, body and salutations are in the same hand: the attribution of
the letter to the woman writer is easier when there are several texts that
concern her. But when a scribe or a secretary was available, that same
woman might choose to dictate her letter, and only add final salutations
and sometimes a date at the bottom. From the available evidence, there
does not appear to be a correlation between dictation and the nature of
the letter; that is, both formal and informal letters might be either dictated
or self-written. Dictated letters do not speak against the literacy of the
writer. Women of the upper class might have had a certain volume of
correspondence to discharge when they wanted to maintain close contacts
with family members or had to take care of their businesses and property.
But it is also likely that some literate people who could easily rely on a
scribe found it distasteful to write a letter in their own hand, since letter-
writing required the employment of large, comprehensible characters, the
production of which took a certain amount of time and effort.®® Countless
examples on papyrus show that, for the sake of legibility, when people
wrote letters, their characters were always more slowly and carefully writ-
ten and of larger size than those employed for documents.®* The saluta-
tions penned by a woman at the bottom of the letter may disclose a lot
about her familiarity with writing. If she was frequently engaged in corre-
spondence—even simply by subscribing her letters—her hand may be
rapid, fluent, and perceptibly different from that of a whole text that she
penned. But the same unevenness is not noticeable in the handwriting of
a woman who sporadically sent and subscribed letters. We also have to
make allowance for the possibility that a literate woman could have dic-
tated a letter without subscribing: in this case, detecting clues about her
literacy may be very hard in the absence of other indications.

At the other end of the spectrum, a woman who could not write but
needed to use written communication had to rely on the service of some-
one else, a professional scribe, a relative, or a friend. But even in this
circumstance, a letter may reveal something about a woman’s upbringing,
particularly when the text exhibits signs that a scribe did not entirely
transform it, and the seams of the fabric are evident. An uneven text does
not inevitably point to the limited literacy of a woman who spoke in
chopped, harsh sentences without articulation and connectives. Even
when a woman was educated, lack of smoothness in a dictated letter may

¢ Cf. P.Oxy. LV1.3860, written by a man, Alexandros, on behalf of the woman who was
his host: he declares that he wore himself out writing the letter.
¢! On distinctions of handwriting, cf. Cribiore 1996a: 4-7.
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reflect her train of thought emerging among conventional expressions and
may disclose her emotions and her distinctive vocabulary. It may be even
easier to detect a woman’s speech when she was educated and used scribes
at her service who did not attempt to standardize her language.

Is it possible to capture a woman’s voice through the papyri? It depends
on the connotations one gives to this slightly abused word. The answer
is positive if “voice” refers to a specific woman’s way of expressing herself
and to her conversational language. Several letters—both dictated and
written by the sender—reveal idioms and locutions that are likely to have
been part of a particular woman’s personal lexicon. But if by “voice” one
intends something more objective and universal that denotes the language
of a woman seen as a representative of her gender, much caution is re-
quired. Although conversational language reflects social structure to a
much greater extent than does literary language,® gendered speech, that
is, a woman’s voice as opposed to a man’s voice, is elusive, especially
when one tries to identify it in the written word. Should a woman’s
“voice” be envisaged as a reflection of her “feminine” concerns, style,
experience, dependence on male figures, and relative lack of involvement
with power? This notion does not seem to hold entirely true in the papyri.
Even though a comprehensive study of men’s letters is still a desideratum,
and many more men were involved in correspondence,® it does not ap-
pear that the concerns of propertied men were much different from those
of women of the same class, or conversely that men were less sensitive to
family matters. From archives that include male and female letters, it ap-
pears that the topic of a private letter was a function of situational circum-
stances and cultural and social environments rather than of “typically”
male and female concerns. Looking specifically at language is not particu-
larly illuminating: no distinctive locution encapsulates Woman’s speech.®
Forms of address do not seem to be gender-specific: most letters were
dictated so that addresses reflected formulaic expressions of male scribes,
but gender differences do not emerge from letters penned by the sender,
either. From archives that contain a variety of letters, it appears that no
different epistolary conventions applied to letters written by women to
men or to other women: the gender of the person addressed did not reflect

62 See Dickey 1996: 32-33.

63 Preserved letters by women are roughly one-fourteenth as numerous as letters sent by
men.

6 The fact that an expression may be more common in a woman’s than in a man’s letter
is significant, but not a decisive argument. Cf. the phrase mneian poieisthai (“to remember”)
in some women’s letters (e.g., P.Lond. 1.42).
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to a great extent how a letter was formulated. The variations are again
mostly due to the cultural background of the writer and the difference in
the social and economic standings of writer and addressee.

A striking type of woman emerges from some of the most eloquent
letters, and particularly from those written or subscribed by the sender
herself: a relatively independent person, who sometimes traveled to pur-
sue her business interests or to maintain family relationships, took care
of financial matters, often sent and received goods of some value, and did
not shrink from occasionally addressing male relatives and dependents in
a sharp, peremptory tone. Many of the isolated letters—those not part of
archives—are not very informative about the writer as an individual: their
content is often brief and allusive and takes for granted previous corre-
spondence and situations obscure to us. Sometimes, however, a single let-
ter brings to light fascinating aspects of a woman’s world. Two Ptolemaic
texts, for instance, are illuminating. The urgent appeal of Isias to her hus-
band Hephaestion to return home shows not only anxiety and irritation
at his behavior but also a juxtaposition of well-balanced phrases that
appear to be a trademark of a woman who, in her own words, had learned
to “steer herself and her child through crisis.”® It is likely that Isias
penned the salutation at the bottom of her letter in minute characters that
reveal a good familiarity with writing.®® Another letter evokes effectively
the outlines of the life of a girl in antiquity, which, not surprisingly, con-
sisted of playing, staying inside, helping out with housework, and study-
ing, probably with private instructors.®” The older sister, who advised two
younger sisters who were away from home to “devote yourself to learn-
ing” (philomathein), probably penned the letter in its entirety.

But it is especially women’s letters that are part of archives that illumi-
nate a woman’s place in family and society, her relationships with other
women and with male relatives and subordinates, her upbringing, the
level of education she had attained, and her familiarity with writing. In
what follows, I shall consider three archives of the Roman period: those
of Asklepiades in the Augustan age, of Pompeius in the second half of the
first century C.E., and of Apollonios at the beginning of the second cen-
tury. They all contain letters sent by women, particularly—but not exclu-
sively—to male correspondents.

¢ P.Lond 1.42, Atlas I plate 17 (UPZ 1.59); Select Papyri 97.

% This was not noticed by Harris (1989: 143). Hephaestion’s brother, who wrote another
letter urging Hephaestion to return (UPZ 1.60), probably wrote the body of Isias’s long
letter.

7 P.Athen. 60.
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[SIDORA TO ASKLEPIADES: ACT LIKE A MAN

In the four letters that Isidora sent to Asklepiades, she calls him “brother,”
but their actual kinship—if any—is unclear.®® Her letters can be divided
into two groups: two are written in a capable and fluent scribal handwrit-
ing, and the other two are in an uneven hand with characters that are well
formed at the beginning but that degenerate as the letter proceeds. The
latter was very likely Isidora’s hand. But this distinction carries further.
The letters that are proficiently penned are written in competent business
Greek and address Asklepiades by his full name. In the other letters, Isi-
dora addresses him with the nickname Asklas and writes her own name
with a superfluous character, Isidoira. The command of the language ex-
hibited by the letters of the second group corresponds to their less-polished
appearance. Besides a rich vocabulary and a rather complex sentence
structure, they show an oral style, some mistakes due to phonetic spelling,
and occasional uncertainty in case forms. The education of the writer was
not faultless, but it allowed her to manipulate the written word efficiently.

Isidora is unmistakably the same in all the letters. She does not lose
much time in salutations, but goes directly to the point and gives orders
concerning selling produce from her land, transferring money, or provid-
ing someone with boats for a trip. She requests that Asklepiades send
a variety of specific items, such as red, sky-blue, and mulberry-colored
bedspreads and an incredibly expensive sleeping rug for a child.® She
shows much impatience: her imperative and condescending tone (take
care “that you do not fall into difficulties”), her reproaches (“you are not
even consistent with yourselves”), and her injunctions (“send me a reply
to everything quickly”) betray a woman used to command. In every letter
she urges Asklepiades to “behave in a manly fashion” (diandragathein),
a very rare word that was part of her personal lexicon and was preserved
by the scribe who took down her dictation.” While it is not sure what
male qualities she was invoking, the whole scenario conjures up the image
of a woman for whom education was far from being an ornament.

¢ As usual, appellatives indicating degrees of family relationship in letters are not to be
taken literally. BGU IV.1204 and 1207 were penned by a scribe, and 1205 and 1206 were
probably written by Isidora herself between October 2 and November 5, 28 B.c.E. The
archive of Asklepiades includes BGU 1V.1204-1209; on p. 347, two more women’s frag-
mentary letters are mentioned. See also BGU XVI1.2665.

% Egkoimetron (“sleeping rug,” BGU IV.1204.10), a rare word that may have indicated
a piece of furniture.

7% Andragathein (“behave in a manly fashion or honorably”) was a later form for andra-
gathizesthai. The compound verb appears only one other time in papyri.
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HereNNIA TO PoMPEIUS: DO NOoT FORGET Us

Herennia was the daughter of Pompeius, whose archive includes five let-
ters sent to him individually by four women belonging to his family.” It
is unclear how exactly the other women were related to him. Herennia
lived with her own family in the country—*“little” Pompeius might have
been her son—probably not very far from her father, who resided in the
metropolis of Arsinoe.” Since the other female relatives dictated their let-
ters and did not subscribe them, their literacy is questionable.” But Heren-
nia wrote one of her letters and subscribed another. Writing for her was
not a daily occupation. In the first letter, the characters are large, stilted,
and all separated, and they become perceptibly more ill-formed toward
the end, as the writer was forced to reduce their size. Herennia’s hand has
an unmistakable Ptolemaic flavor. The handwriting taught in school, in
fact, always clung to past and more formal forms, and this woman did
not practice enough to develop a personal hand. An attempt at such a
personal hand can be seen in her subscription, where her satisfaction at
writing characters that are a bit more elaborate is palpable (Fig. 13).7
Herennia’s capability in drafting a letter is consonant with her command
of the pen. She is able to string together simple sentences in a paratactic
style, but is not able to go much beyond that. When she attempts to ex-
press to her father a more intricate situation—he is supposed to pay a
certain levy for an Egyptian temple, and she is unsure whether she should
pay for him—her stilted Greek is unmasked. Undoubtedly her education
was more superficial than that of Isidora.

Herennia’s preoccupations are mostly domestic. Even when her main
concern is the temple’s dues, she starts her letter by saying, “I have bought
you the olives.” She is close to her parents and appears to have been to
some degree in charge of their well-being. Apparently her father resided
with her for a period.” She asks her mother not to forget to tell her father
to buy “a colored himation suitable for a gentleman” and not “to forget”

71 The letters were sent between C.E. 57 and 64. P.Mert 11.63 and SB VI1.9122 were written
by Herennia; three other female relatives sent SB VI.9120 and 9121, and P.Fouad 75, which
announced Herennia’s death.

72 Herennia, her father, and her son bear Roman names, but not the tria nomina, so they
are unlikely to be Roman citizens. Other relatives bear Greek or Egyptian names.

73 SB VI.9121, dictated by Heraklous, is broken at the bottom so that a possible subscrip-
tion is not visible.

7 SB V1.9122 (P.Oslo inv. 1444). Herennia subscribed this letter, and it is not inconceiv-
able that she wrote it in its entirety.

7 Cf. SB VI1.9120.
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Figure 13. Papyrus letter of Herennia (P. Oslo inv. 1444), between
C.E. 57 and 64.

to buy something else for another person. In both letters she prays, “Do
not forget us,” an expression that seems to be her own and not a conven-
tional phrase. But in C.E. 64, it is a letter written probably by her sister that
tells Pompeius not to forget his “poor daughter” (talaiporon) and to come
quickly if he still wants to see her, for Herennia “gave birth to an eight-
month child, dead, and lived on for four days, and after that she died.”

HEerAIDOUS: A SCHOOLGIRL
At the beginning of the second century C.E., in the Egyptian cities of Her-

mopolis and Heptakomia, the lives of a circle of women revolved around
a single man, who was respectively their son, husband, father, master, or
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social acquaintance. The archive of Apollonios includes twenty-five letters
sent by women.”® Apollonios’s family belonged to the upper class of the
Greek population of Hermopolis. When he became strategos, that is, head
of the civil administration of the district of Apollonopolites Heptakomia
in Upper Egypt, he transferred there with part of his family. His wife
Aline followed him with the younger children but went sometimes back
to Hermopolis to check on things at home. Their oldest daughter, Herai-
dous, remained in the metropolis with Apollonios’s mother, Eudaimonis.
This archive, therefore, allows us not only to appreciate the level of educa-
tion of a group of women, but also to define more precisely a girl’s up-
bringing.

Even though Heraidous is always referred to in the letters as “the little
one,” she was not a little girl anymore. It is unnecessary to assume that
“she was her mother’s favorite” and that therefore “more attention was
given to her education than it was ordinarily given to daughters even in
the same economic and social class.””” The other children in fact are
briefly mentioned with the collective name tekna (“children”) only be-
cause they were younger and were staying with their parents. But Herai-
dous kept in touch with her family by correspondence. In a letter to an
old servant (P.Giss. 68), Aline manifests some concern about her oldest
daughter: “My little Heraidous, in writing a letter to her father, did not
say hello to me, and I do not know why.” Had Heraidous simply forgotten
to mention her mother, or was this a symptom of mother-daughter tension
and of a teenager’s mood? The latter supposition is more likely, since
salutations were not perfunctory additions but fundamental components
of ancient letters that served to maintain family contacts.

Some letters provide specific information about Heraidous’s education.
In P.Giss. 80 she is mentioned with two other students, a girl and a boy,
Hermaios, who was the son of a certain Helene and the brother of an
Apollonios.” The unknown sender gives the addressee a few concise direc-
tives: “Send the pigeons and the other birds that I do not eat . . . to the
kathegetes of Heraidous; Helene, the mother of Apollonios, is asking him

76 These letters amount to twenty-five, but some are very fragmentary. See R. Cribiore,
“The Women in the Apollonios’ Archive and Their Use of Literacy,” in H. Melaert, ed., Le
role et le statut de la femme en égypte Hellenistique, Romaine et Byzantine, forthcoming,
and “Windows on a Woman’s World: Some Letters from Roman Egypt,” in A. Lardinois
and L. McClure, eds., Making Silence Speak: Women’s Voices in Greek Literature and Soci-
ety (Princeton, 2001), 223-39.

77 Pomeroy 1981: 315.

78 Neither this letter nor P.Giss. 85 was sent by Aline. Contra, Pomeroy 1981: 314.
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to take under his care her own son Hermaios. Also send the leftover food
... to the kathegetes of my own daughter, so that he pays attention to
her.”” The last phrase may contain a touch of irony. As a rule, it was
students who were supposed to philoponein in school—*“pay attention,
be industrious”—but here the expression is applied to a teacher who, in
the eyes of a father, needed some encouragement. The same Hermaios,
moreover, sent a letter to his older brother Apollonios (P.Giss. 85) in
which he mentions Heraidous: “Heraidous and our mother Helene say
hello and I, Hermaios, also salute you. Please [ask] my guardian to get
me all the things necessary for school, and a reading book for Heraidous
as well.” Apparently Hermaios’s father had died some time before, and
therefore his mother and older brother were responsible for his education:
he was not yet fourteen years old and was still in the care of a guardian,
who needed a formal request from Hermaios’s brother before procuring
him material suitable for school.

Hermaios and Heraidous—as well as Tatoes and the girl mentioned in
P.Giss. 80—were taking advantage of private education at home. They
were children of privilege, and their families may have thought that pri-
vate instructors could give them undivided attention of better quality,
even though in Hermopolis schools of various levels certainly existed.® It
appears that these students were using the same tutor and may have re-
ceived their instruction together: they must have been of comparable age
and very likely had progressed beyond the primary level.®! Another point
of interest in the letter P.Giss. 85 is its date. It was written at the end of
August, when Heraidous and Hermaios were still on vacation. In Hermo-
polis, school probably had not started yet, and private instruction may
have followed the same calendar. The Egyptian summer months were too
hot to permit a profitable use of either open or enclosed spaces for educa-
tion. It is likely, then, that classes were not held in summer but resumed
around October.®? In Antioch, which had a climate comparable to Egypt’s,
classes were usually suspended in the summer months, and the school
year started again at the beginning of October.* What is valid around the
Mediterranean for rhetorical schools surely must have applied to lower
levels of education, where academic pressure was less intense. At the end

7 It is hard to say whether these were real compensations or gifts.

80 Cf. Aristotle Pol. 8.1337a; Quintilian 1.2.1-10.

81 On coeducation, cf. Philostratus Irmag. 1.12.3; Bonner 1977: 135-36.

82 On the meager evidence for summer vacations, see Bonner 1977: 139; Augustine Conf. 9.2.
8 See Libanius Ep. 894 and 419; cf. Festugiére 1959: 135.
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of the summer, Hermaios and Heraidous were starting to think of the
work ahead.

In the absence of Heraidous’s parents, it was her grandmother, Eudai-
monis, who exercised supervision. In a letter addressed to Heraidous’s
mother Aline (P.Brem. 63), Eudaimonis reassured her, saying, “The little
one sends you her greetings and is persevering with her studies.” The
close attention that Heraidous was dedicating to her mathémata is further
indication that she was beyond her ABCs. Her grandmother appears to
have been perfectly capable of monitoring her behavior as well as the
progress of her education. In all her letters, Eudaimonis comes across not
only as a strong personality but also as an educated woman: besides add-
ing fast greetings, she is capable of writing an entire letter in a slower
hand. Even the texts of the letters that she dictated reveal her ease in
dealing with written correspondence (Fig. 14).% Turns of phrase, abrupt
interruptions and resumptions of thoughts, and some colorful expressions
were not toned down by the various scribes she employed, perhaps be-
cause Eudaimonis reread her letters, like other literate women.

Not surprisingly, Heraidous’s mother, Aline, was also literate. Her evi-
dent interest in the pace of her daughter’s learning was in large measure
a reflection of the fact that she herself had had an education. The final
greetings that she added to a letter show that she was capable of writing
at least as well as—perhaps even better than—her mother-in-law.*> More-
over, the texts of all her letters reveal that she composed them personally,
using choice words with some literary flavor.®® The same is true for other
women of Apollonios’s family, who communicated effortlessly by letter,
showing some command of the pen. When a sister of the stratégos writes
to him about a certain theft that had occurred in her house while she was
visiting him, it is fascinating to follow the train of her thought, the per-
sonal language that she uses, and the alliterations and repetitions that
bring out her indignation.?” The handwriting of this woman, as revealed
by the final greetings that she added, is noteworthy: it shows large, even,

8 See, e.g., P.Flor. I11.332, dictated but subscribed by her.

8 See P.Giss. 78, which Aline subscribes with minute and even characters.

% See P.Giss. 78, 19, and 20, which may have been an autograph letter. Terms such as
phemizein (“to report”), anegeirein (“to revive”), and ageustos (“without eating”) do not
belong to the language of the papyri.

%7 See P.Brem. 61.In P.Giss. 21, Eudaimonis reveals that another of her daughters, Soeris,
wrote to her.

97



CHAPTER THREE

é"'* » h”‘mlm‘%fﬂmﬂ-ﬂdﬁ"
\.w-ﬁ e uﬂm%w uh_mﬂ L
‘?‘.1 eagte s s PRCTIDZS o) NTJ-.\ w*ov 34 @A~
g v{oomw WA""‘;H 3‘“ _{W’n’m
.Af'""""‘"” Ha’l" SN A N oL bu
‘%’El’ ““;I:«- %PH“(‘"H'

,wwm TS '"T“V Frvai -Ncﬁj;ﬁft T"'\f‘“s’\
‘I‘n\fm\r HHM"{LM"Q IID P e o ae~s'ep A NI
| Ao o Ny Ny SN

> Oﬂ“‘C'TTFM‘tMM&_\ AT S50 yRde] 162

g AN AT AT T paE A AN TP AA )

Figure 14. Papyrus letter of Eudaimonis (P. Flor. III.
332), first quarter of second century C.E.

and somewhat pretentious characters that are reminiscent of those usually
employed in the writing of books.

The archive of Apollonios also includes letters by women not belonging
to his family, who seem to have used the epistolary medium with ease,
such as an acquaintance who describes her son as “the poet with his own
lyre.”®¥ The fact that she makes one of the few jokes found in papyri is
suggestive of the level of her education. Wishing to make fun of her son,

88 P.Brem. 59.
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she probably alluded to the expression onos autolyrizon, “the donkey
with his own lyre,” which is found in Lucian as a derogatory remark and
was part of a proverbial expression.® This letter is written in its entirety
in stiff and uneven characters that suggest that this woman penned it
herself.

Another woman who did not belong to the domestic circle of Apollo-
nios was Arsis, an energetic businesswoman who worked in the weaving
enterprise that the family owned. Arsis was in charge of purchasing the
material, and she handled considerable amounts of money. Two letters
sent by her are extant: one, which displays very large, clumsy, back-
slanted characters, may have been penned by her.”

The scenario evoked by the letters of another woman, Teeus, may be
even more intriguing. She was a servant who had been working for Apol-
lonios’s family for a long time, and she dictated two letters for Apollonios
and Aline that show her special bond with the family and with Herai-
dous.” But it is a third letter, to Apollonios, that catches us unaware with
its unabashed outpouring of affection and arresting expressions (Fig.
15).” It is not written in a scribal hand but in a clumsy and uneven hand-
writing that is the worst among those appearing in the archive. Did Teeus
herself write it?

Teeus to Apollonios her lord, many greetings. First of all I salute you,
master, and I pray always for your health. I was in no little distress, my
lord, hearing that you had been ill, but thanks be to all the gods, for they
keep you safe from harm. I beg you, my lord, if you so wish, to hurry
back to us, else we die because we do not see you every day. Would that
we were able to fly and come to you and embrace you, for we are anxious
to follow you. So change your mind for us and hasten back to us. Good-
bye, my lord. . ..

It is conceivable that before taking care of his daughter, Teeus had raised
Apollonios and had learned to write together with the other children of
this affluent household. Now Apollonios was in danger. In her desire to
be close to him, Teeus may have tried to reach him also with the traces of
her hand on papyrus.

% Cf. Lucian Dial. Meret. 14.4 and Ind. 4.

% See P.Giss. 68, probably penned by a left-handed person. Another letter, P.Brem. 57,
was dictated to a scribe.

1 P.Alex.Giss. 50 and P.Giss. 77.

2 P.Giss. 17.
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Figure 15. Papyrus letter of Teeus (P. Giss. 17), early second
century C.E.

SOME QUESTIONS

Some women, mostly belonging to the elite, achieved an impressive famil-
iarity with the written word and learned to use the education attained in
school for purposes ranging from attending to financial matters to com-
mon social interactions. The realia of their lives acquire a genuine immedi-
acy through the fact that they were expressed not in male-authored texts
but by the women themselves. Quantifying the education of these women
in comparison to that of males and of other females who were silent is a
formidable endeavor. We could consider letters that can be recognized as
having being written or subscribed by women as the tip of the iceberg. The
criteria used to identify them, in fact, inevitably miss the writing efforts of
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competent female writers, since in these cases the presence of a scribe is
taken for granted. In any case, the relatively small pool of women who
enjoyed a literacy that went beyond the technicalities of writing can be
set against a larger proportion of those who confidently—but indirectly—
handled written modes of expression.

How far can we go in generalizing the experiences of women in Greco-
Roman Egypt against those of other women in the East and West? Two
brief considerations are necessary. First, the letters of these women ema-
nate from affluent milieus of the Greek and Roman minority. Though it
is undeniable that in Egypt there were native traditions of relative female
freedom, such traditions were probably less operative with respect to
these social and economic groups: it is likely that this testimony of female
literacy has a validity beyond Egypt. Moreover, comparable pictures of
female literacy are evoked by finds in other parts of the Greek and Roman
world, such as Palestine and particularly Britain, at Vindolanda. In both
cases, the writing materials were crucial in preserving examples of female
literacy that would have otherwise sunk into oblivion: papyrus in the
Judaean desert and wooden tablets the size of modern postcards at Vindo-
landa. In the Judaean desert, Julia Crispina, a fully literate Roman woman
who was very involved in local affairs, stands out in contrast to a few
illiterate Jewish women who nevertheless handled the written word
through intermediaries.”® Even more striking is the example of some wives
of equestrian officers at Vindolanda who kept up a regular correspon-
dence. When Claudia Severa writes to her friend Lepidina to invite her
for her birthday, the closure that she adds is less smooth than that of
the scribe, but her language is elegant and recherché, and her education
palpable and vibrant, as in the best letters written in Egypt.*

% On Julia Crispina, see P.Babatha 20 and 25; P.Babatha contains the archive of a Jewish
woman, Babatha. On another woman, Salome, see H. M. Cotton, “The Archive of Salome
Komaise Daughter of Levi: Another Archive from the ‘Cave of Letters,” ” ZPE 105 (1995):
171-207.

* Bowman and Thomas 1994: no. 291; A. K. Bowman, Life and Letters on the Roman
Frontier (New York, 1998), 56-57 and 93.
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Parents and Students

I am glad that you are well, and that your Titianos loves to work hard
rather than to be lazy, as the others do. I do not know if the teacher
whose lessons he is following now is better than the teacher you were
for him before. When you say that it is imperative that he surpass his
father’s excellence, in a little while you will require your boy to have
wings. Surely it would be easier for him to grow wings like Perseus than
to surpass his father in eloquence, for not even Perseus bettered Zeus.
(Libanius Ep. 44.1-2)

To Aphrodisios, a greeting. First of all, I salute you, and so does every-
body in our household. It is a big treat for those who want to be educated
when they know how to carry out the tasks entrusted to them and have
no desire to pursue foreign pleasures. For those who at first are initiated
in the mysteries of the Muses, it happens to them later. . . .!

THE FIRST PASSAGE comes from a letter that Libanius wrote from Anti-
och to the father of one of his students, the second from a letter that
someone, probably a father, wrote to his son in Egypt at about the same
time. Libanius’s addressee, Akakios, an eminent lawyer, was the father of
Titianos.? Before sending him to Libanius’s school, Akakios had tried to
teach his son as best he could. Even afterward, he apparently never ceased
to monitor his son’s studies, for during the summers, when Titianos came
back for vacation to his native Cilicia in Asia Minor, it was his father
who, “in the oppressive heat,” chose suitable readings to strengthen his
son’s memory and ability to compose. When Titianos returned to school
after such training, Libanius remarked with surprise that he had acquired
a “golden soul” (Ep. 121.3). The metaphor of growing wings in connec-
tion with reaching rhetorical excellence?® is further enriched in this letter.
The wings are now those of the hero Perseus: Akakios’s demand that his

! See SB V.7567, which should be dated to the third to fourth century c.E. The prove-
nance of this papyrus is unknown, but it was addressed to a student living in a large city.
Only the beginning of the letter is preserved.

% See Petit 1956: 153-54. Cf. below.

3 Cf. below, Chapter 8.

102



PARENTS AND STUDENTS

son learn to spread the wings of eloquence could be more easily fulfilled
than his hope that Titianos will surpass his father’s excellence.

The second letter was addressed to the student Aphrodisios, who lived
in Egypt in the Roman period and was likely at the same level of studies
as Titianos. The writer, who sends greetings from the rest of the family,
was probably Aphrodisios’s father. Like so many other students who
wished to pursue advanced studies, Aphrodisios had to leave his native
town or village to reach a center for higher education. From there he must
have written to his father saying that, after all, school was not too hard.
The letter he received perhaps quenched some of his enthusiasm. His fa-
ther approved of his good start but also alluded to the possibility that
a youth could be distracted by “extraneous pleasures,” the dangerous
temptations that haunted students living in large cities, far from the eyes
of their families. Unfortunately, it is impossible to know whether the
learned beginning of this letter was followed by praise or a reproach of
this youth’s conduct. Aphrodisios was a privileged young man who was
called to share in the “mysteries of the Muses,”
exact parallel that conveys well the sense of being selected to partake in
a world of the elect.* Moreover, he had a cultivated father who knew the
value of culture and education for a youth’s future.’

The interest of families in their children’s learning experiences, the ef-
forts they expended so that their education might be crowned by success,
and the high expectations that these studies generated are well docu-
mented in the literary sources and in the papyri. The evidence is balanced
in favor of families of students who were pursuing at least secondary
studies with a grammarian. Parents of children receiving primary instruc-
tion expressed their feelings about education more infrequently, since this
stage was regarded, at least in upper-class circles, merely as a step toward
more rewarding instruction. Children acquired an elementary education,
moreover, in the same towns where their families resided; this circum-
stance and the young age of the students prevented an exchange of letters,
which are a good source of information about parents’ hopes and stu-
dents’ educational struggles. The testimony of Libanius, and especially
the letters that he exchanged with the parents of his students, are very
useful in this respect, since he is far less guarded in the letters than he is
in the orations. When Libanius’s writings are juxtaposed with discussions

an expression without

* Perhaps the orgia Mouson (“the rites of the Muses”) of Aristophanes Frogs 356 inspired
the writer. The actual expression, however, is his own. Cf. Kaster 1988: 16 nn. 7 and 8.

3 All the language of this letter is recherché. Some of the expressions are original. The
syntax, with its balanced clauses and rhymed endings, is a mark of a rhetorical education.
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of educational issues and practical matters that emerge from the papyri,
we see that what Libanius offers is generally not a stylized, literary picture
of education but a reflection of reality, and that the concerns of his stu-
dents were those of upper-class male adolescents who pursued advanced
education away from home anywhere in the ancient world.

Only male voices will be heard in this chapter. Even though some elite
girls had access to grammatical education, leaving home was out of ques-
tion for them: they either had to rely on the resources offered in their area
or use the services provided by itinerant teachers. Even when, as in the
case of Heraidous, they were separated from their parents, they remained
in the care of other relatives.® Some elite families went to great lengths to
educate both their sons and their daughters, but girls did not reach the
rhetorical level, and when they acquired some education, they did so at
home, so that correspondence between female students and parents does
not exist as a source of information for their education.

An inquiry into parental attitudes toward education and students’ reac-
tions to the bit of freedom and independence that education away from
home allowed them discloses ways of thinking, feelings, and behaviors
that sound familiar. The desire to protect and control their offspring, anxi-
ety about educational expenses, identification with the successes and fail-
ures of their children, and firm expectations that an education will buy
their children a brighter future and more rewarding opportunities than
those offered to themselves have been an aspect of Western culture at least
from the eighteenth century on.” We are less prepared, however, for the
astonishing similarity of the details. Thus, parental intrusion into school
life, homework supervision, requests for progress reports, discussions
about education at dinner time, dispatch of supplies to children away at
school, and periodic visits to check on them suggest some continuity of
human experience.

Yet the correspondence of external situations is in some measure decep-
tive, and it is essential not to be tempted to draw anachronistic conclu-
sions. The issues discussed in this chapter are intimately connected to
others considered above and cannot be investigated in isolation. An un-

¢ On Heraidous, cf. above, Chapter 3.

7 These were the concerns of relatively elite groups. Interest in the children’s education
is not an invariable characteristic of family relationships in the past. Stone (1977), for in-
stance, traces changes from the remote, unfriendly attitude of upper-class parents in early
seventeenth-century England to affectionate involvement with education in the late eigh-
teenth century.
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derstanding of ancient families’ reactions to education must take into ac-
count factors specific to Greco-Roman times: the lack of centralized edu-
cation, the precarious organization of schooling, the common reliance on
individuals privately hired who generally put their own interests before
those of their pupils, and the absence of appropriate measures to test
teachers’ qualifications, so that word of mouth spread by other parents,
general reputation, and recommendations that were not always disinter-
ested dictated the hiring of an instructor. All this gives an uncommon
urgency to the voice of ancient parents, those appearing in the literary
sources—often well known and illustrious—and the more modest ones
whom we meet in the papyri.

Ancient family members of necessity served pedagogical functions in
order to remedy the deficiencies of formal schooling. Parents them-
selves—primarily fathers—were sometimes invested with direct pedagogi-
cal authority and provided instruction that might extend beyond the ele-
mentary level. More often, their efforts supplemented those of teachers,
controlling the contents and timing of their children’s learning. When
sons were away to study, direct visits and letters provided an indispens-
able connection. Pedagogues, moreover, were an extension of parental
control. Parental investment of time, energy, and money in education may
appear comparable with modern cultural norms. It should not be forgot-
ten, however, that in antiquity—more than today—children were consid-
ered a projection of their parents’ ambitions, a continuation of the fami-
ly’s line, and a protection and support for their parents’ old age. Parents
were unable to see their children as persons separate from themselves,
entitled to pursue their own happiness; they valued their children for what
those children could give them, progressively identifying the maturing
child as the care provider.! But even though it is important not to read
into ancient parents’ reactions too many analogies with our own ideals,
the papyri and Libanius’s correspondence nevertheless reveal the strong
interest that families had in their children’s education.

Though it attempts to build a picture of parental involvement in school-
ing, this chapter also touches on other issues that confronted elite youth
studying away from home. Such matters as the need to travel for educa-
tion, the organization of the students’ new life, their lodging in the new
residence, the support students received from friends and acquaintances
of their parents, and the dispatch from home of supplies of all sorts vividly

$ L. DeMause, “The Evolution of Childhood,” in DeMause 1974: 17-18.
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emerge from ancient letters. These are practical and significant details that
help us fill in the outline of education in antiquity, details that have not
so far received much attention.

TEACHING WITHIN THE FAMILY

In the Greco-Roman world, the education of a youth was strongly tied to
his upbringing: education in its simplest form was a son’s imitation of the
excellence and conduct of his own father. The principle of imitation of
paradeigmata (“examples”), which was originally an integral part of aris-
tocratic ethics and education, never ceased to be a guiding force. The
papyri show that a work particularly cherished in schools in Egypt was
the Ad Demonicum, in which the fourth-century B.C.E. orator Isocrates
offered advice on practical ethics to Demonikos, the son of his friend
Hipponikos. But in imparting his instructions for a successful journey
along the road to virtue, Isocrates did not forget whom Demonikos was
to consider his first teacher: the youth was supposed to pattern his entire
life after his father’s, “striving to imitate and emulate his excellence” (Ad
Demonicum 9-11). The two figures, the father and the teacher, had joined
their efforts, and their images blended.

Fathers such as the lawyer Akakios in the letter quoted above, who
could rival a rhetor of the stature of Libanius and had the ability to moni-
tor his child’s education up to the final stages, were exceptions. The corre-
spondence of Libanius isolates a few more examples.’ The papyri provide
one instance of paternal teaching in higher education: the lawyer Dios-
koros of Aphroditopolis may have instructed his children personally up
to the rhetorical level in the sixth century.!® Some illustrious examples
also stand out in the literary tradition: Quintilian, Plutarch, and Stobaeus
showed an active interest in the educations of their own sons.!! But active
parental involvement in children’s education was much more common at
the elementary level: it must have been an essential feature of ancient
society, since it attempted to compensate for schooling deficiencies. As

? See, e.g., Ep. 1261.4, in which a cultivated father is called ho eis6 didaskalos (“the
teacher inside,” “the domestic teacher”).

10°Cf. above, p. 40.

1 See Plutarch Quomodo adul.; Quintilian and Stobaeus (fifth century c.E.) wrote their
works for their sons. For other examples of parents’ participation in the education of their
children, see Harris 1989: 233 n. 296; for Cicero’s attitude, see Wiedemann 1989: 86-87;

for dedication of literary works to sons in late antiquity, Kaster 1988: 67 n. 142.
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early as the turn of the fourth century B.C.E., the Greek historian Xeno-
phon noted the spontaneous tendency of parents to rely on their own
knowledge in the instruction of their offspring (Mem. 2.2.6). Homeschool-
ing, however, is difficult to document: it was probably not a full-time
activity, and it went on in the privacy of the family, without much fanfare.
Only rarely do the literary sources hand down examples of parents taking
an active part in their children’s primary instruction: the concerned behav-
ior of the elder Cato in Rome in the second century B.C.E. stands out in
this respect.”? One guesses that in Greco-Roman Egypt, homeschooling
must have been a necessary component of family life when a parent pos-
sessed some literacy, when teachers were not available in the village, and
when children were too young to be sent away to study. An Oxyrhynchos
papyrus of the first century C.E., probably written by a housewife, con-
tains a long account of private expenses that gives a suggestive picture of
daily life.!* Apparently the children of the household had their own needs:
milk, pure bread, cakes, pigeons (to eat, or perhaps as pets), pomegran-
ates, toys,!* garlands for birthdays, and materials for writing, such as wax
(for tablets) and a stylus. Was this mother in charge of teaching the ABCs
to her children? It is more likely that this woman’s involvement with her
children’s education consisted of buying school supplies and inspecting
homework. Such were the thankless tasks of Kokkalos’s parents in Hero-
das’s Didaskalos, an activity that went on amid shouting and frustration
and made an exasperated Metrotime wonder whether she herself was a
fool, since she pretended to teach her son “to read and write instead of
feeding asses, thinking to have in him a support for old age” (26-29).
Investing in children’s education in order to have a return in the future
and to guarantee oneself livelihood and assistance in old age is a frequent
motif in the sources. Petitions on papyrus show one side of the reality:
disappointed hopes. A father bitterly accused a daughter of neglecting
him in spite of the fact that she had received from him an education.”> A
man named Pappos, who lived in Egypt in the same period as Metrotime,

12 Plutarch Cat. Mai. 20.

13 This papyrus, P.Oxy. IV.736, contained at least seven columns of writing, with the
expenses listed according to the day of the month.

4 On dolls found in Roman and Byzantine Egypt, see R. M. Janssen, “Soft Toys from
Egypt,” Archaeological Research in Roman Egypt, JRA suppl. 19 (Ann Arbor, 1996), 231-
39; P. van Minnen, “House-to-House Enquiries: An Interdisciplinary Approach to Roman
Karanis,” ZPE 100 (1994): 233. Cf. PSI IX.1080, a private letter in which a woman men-
tions sending eight toys to a child.

1S P.Enteux. 26; cf. above, pp. 86-87.
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filed a petition against his son, who appears to be the grown version of
Kokkalos.!® Even though this man gave his son a complete education and
taught him grammar—either directly or through a teacher—he did not
receive any support from him; quite the opposite.'” Ill and resentful, the
old man disclosed in his petition to the king that his son had insulted him
in the street and penetrated his house by force to take away some of his
furniture. But of course, it is difficult to be sure what the reality behind
these complaints truly was. One is reminded of an episode reported by
Heliodorus, a later writer of prose fiction (ca. c.E. 220-250), in which a
youth was unjustly accused by his father of assaulting him. What were
certainly identical were the claims to merit of both fathers, since the latter
one disclosed during the trial in which he tried to have his son indicted:
“I did not expect this when I raised him, but hoping that he was going to
be the crutch of my old age, since the day he was born, I gave him the
education of a freeborn man and first of all I taught him grammar” (Aeth.
1.13). Providing children with education was apparently a father’s duty
in Roman Egypt. A marriage contract of the first century C.E., which is
unfortunately fragmentary, contains a clause that specifies that a husband
was responsible for giving “his children the education proper for free
people.”

ALL EYES AND EARS

Since education was characterized by much impermanence and instability,
to be “all eyes and ears”—in the words of Ps.-Plutarch—was the funda-
mental duty of parents, who had to safeguard their educational invest-
ments so that they would bear fruit.’” Money in fact was often invested
somewhat blindly in children’s instruction, and parents hired teachers
without guarantees that they could perform adequately. The situation had
been virtually unchanged since classical and Hellenistic times.?* Going to

16 P.Enteux. 25; Cribiore 1996a: 15-16 and n. 26.

17 Already the laws of Solon had codified the duty of supporting one’s parents; see Plu-
tarch Sol. 22. Herodotus (2.35) curiously reports that in Egypt, only daughters had the
obligation of supporting their parents.

8 P.Oxy. 11.265. A similar clause is not appended to other marriage contracts.

¥ De liberis educandis 9d, autoptai, autekooi: parents were even supposed to test their
children on a regular basis to ensure that they were learning appropriately. Cf. also Quintil-
ian (1.2.5), who reproached those parents who are afflicted with a “blind indifference.”

20 Cf. the vague requirements in Aristotle [Ath. Pol.] 42.2, and SIG 577, 1l. 38-39.
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extremes, some parents tried to fulfill the role of pedagogues, haunting
their sons’ teachers.?! Libanius, for instance, talks about a father who had
come from abroad to take his sons to school, but then never left; every
day he sat in class with his children, catering to their educational needs
and supervising their learning.?? In the meantime, his affairs at home were
not well taken care of, and he was in danger of being wronged by his
worst slaves. When questioned, the man admitted that nobody knew the
situation as well as he did, but he considered the damage he did to his
affairs as nothing compared to what he gained. Abandoning one’s busi-
ness was not always an option, however: only a few could afford such
detachment from worldly affairs.

When students attended school in the same town where their parents
resided, it was naturally easier for the latter to keep some control over
pace of learning, indolent behavior, and slackening discipline, even with-
out attending classes. In the Didaskalos, a disconsolate Metrotime could
not help but look every day at the waxed tablet that her son left “or-
phaned” in the corner of the room, with no writing on it (14-18). Other
parents checked that children did their schoolwork and finished their
reading assignments. An amusing vignette is represented in the Philogelos,
a Greek collection of ancient jokes dated to the late Roman or the early
Byzantine period:?

A student found some gladiator’s armor in the house and started to play
with it. Suddenly someone announced that his father had returned. He
threw down the shield and began taking off the greaves. But his father
came before he finished, so he grabbed his book and began reading it,
with the helmet still on his head.

This compressed anecdote presents a familiar story. A student plays hap-
pily in his father’s absence, instead of doing his reading. He dresses up
with a suit of armor that was probably a toy.?* But the toy and his day-
dreaming betray him, and he is miserably caught.

A suitable time to talk about schoolwork—in antiquity as today—
seems to have been dinner time. A student then was trapped and besieged
by many questions. When Libanius, in a rhetorical exercise, paints a grim
picture of the life of a student who is constrained on every side, his words

21 Cf. the father of Horace Sat. 1.6.81-82.

22 Or. 55.28. This father was perhaps Achillios of Ankyra (Ep. 355); see Festugiere 1959:
439 n. 1.

2 See Thierfelder 1968: no. 87; in pp. 5-27, a date to the third century or later is discussed.

24 B. Baldwin, The Philogelos or Laughter-Lover (Amsterdam, 1983), 76.
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ring true, even though he emphasizes only one aspect of the problem.
At the end of a day, students would have to report about progress and
difficulties, and critical parents would question and listen avidly:

Instead of offering food and drinks, “What did you do today? Did you
make any improvement? What progress did you make in your studies?”
These are the questions of the father. I will add the questions asked by
the mother, to whom a boy must render account, too. But if any forgetful-
ness is found, to talk about slaps is nothing: they also refuse him food.?

Food deprivation—or at least, barring children from the food of their
choice—has always been an effective parental weapon.?® Lucian remarked
that when parents were pleased with a child’s progress, they gave him
food as a special reward: “By Zeus, this child has written so nicely! Give
him something to eat.” Or, “He did not write well at all, do not give him
anything!” (De parasito 13). But the dining room did not only witness
students’ defeats. Over his meal, a young man also had the opportunity
of flaunting all his learning, in the hope that his parents realized how
much of it he had accumulated. Parents then were the unwilling victims of
displays of useless erudition. Much of the knowledge an advanced student
paraded sounded foolish to the unsophisticated ears of his relatives, who
wished his teacher had provided him with more profitable notions. In a
passage of Lucian it is an uncle, a simple man without much culture
(agroikos), who laments with a teacher:

I would have liked him to profit from you in this sort of thing rather than
have all that knowledge which every day at dinner he displays to us,
though we have no need of it: how a crocodile snatched a child, but
promised to give him back if his father answered some question; or how
surely when it is day, it cannot be night. . . . And when his mother asks
him why he talks such nonsense, he laughs at her and says: “If I learn
well this nonsense, nothing will stop me from being the only rich man,
the only king, and the others will be slaves and trash compared with
me.” (Lucian Hermot. 81)

“Trash,” katharmata, is a word spit out with much fury and contempt.
A young man facing judgmental adults did not always use orthodox lan-
guage to justify himself. The same word that this youth shouts at his
mother is employed by the student Neilos in a letter to his father, when

% Chria 3.9, Foerster vol. 8, p. 86.

% On depriving children of food as a form of punishment, see Gregory of Nyssa, De
castigatione, Migne PG vol. 46, p. 313.
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he is fending off accusations that he is neglecting his education.?” Libanius
also uses this term in portraying the defensive attitude of a lad accused
by his teacher of squandering the money he received from home to pay
the tuition. This student would burst into class shouting, threatening, and
calling everybody “trash” (Or. 3.6). Are we capturing the sound of an
ancient youth jargon?

Parents must have particularly felt the urgency of monitoring their sons’
instruction when the latter were studying far from home. Only the upper
strata of the population—and students and teachers among them—were
geographically mobile in antiquity. Leaving home was mandatory for
those students who lived in outlying towns that could not offer the most
sophisticated range of schooling. Some places were renowned for the spe-
cialized instruction they provided—Berytus for the law, for instance—and
attracted certain types of advanced students.?® At other times the fame of
a teacher spread far and wide, implicitly bringing the promise of future
brilliant careers for his students. Libanius was one such star. His students
came from the most diverse regions of the Eastern world, often accompa-
nied by their well-off parents, who did not mind undertaking the consider-
able expense for some years. One widowed mother—we are told—had
come from Armenia with her only son, “a bright colt,” and had willingly
separated from him in the hope that he would learn the logoi (“rhetoric,”
Ep. 285). Before going back, she entrusted him to the care of a friend,
who was to provide some supervision. But it was not only the need to
find suitable rhetorical instruction that forced a young man to move. A
similar problem was encountered when a grammarian was not available
nearby. The need to find suitable teachers compelled students who lived
in Egypt to travel to metropoleis such as Oxyrhynchos, Hermopolis, Anti-
noe, or to the capital. But Alexandria naturally also attracted students
from abroad, who sought both grammatical and rhetorical instruction.
Its prestige as educational center lasted well into late antiquity, and elite
families sometimes sent more than one son there, each with different edu-
cational needs.”

One way to keep a vigilant eye on a son’s education was through direct
visits. Fathers sometimes tried to combine their business activities and

¥ On Neilos’s letter, see below, and above, Chapter 2.

8 See McNamee 1998.

¥ See the examples provided by Zacharias Rhetor in his Life of Severus, M.-A. Kugener,
Sévere patriarche d’ Antioche, Patrologia Orientalis 12 (1907): 7-115. In the fifth century,
for instance, Severus of Sozopolis in Pisidia studied grammar in Alexandria as his two broth-
ers were following the class of a sophistes, and another student, Paralios, came from Caria,
attracted by the fame of the grammarian Horapollon.
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parental duties of supervision, but it was not always feasible. This is
what is revealed in the papyrus letter of the student Thonis, who wrote
to his father Arion saying that he was frustrated at having to keep wait-
ing for him:

I have written to you five times and you wrote back only once, never
mentioning your health, nor have you come to visit. Though you prom-
ised me, saying, “I am coming,” you have not come to find out whether
the teacher pays attention to me or not. Almost every day he himself
inquires about you, saying, “Is he not coming yet?” and I always say,
“Yes.” Thus, make sure to come to me as soon as possible so that he may
teach me, as he is willing to do. If you had come together with me, I
should have received my instruction long ago. When you come, remem-
ber the things I wrote to you often. Come quickly to us, then, before he
leaves for Upper Egypt. I send greetings to everybody in the family, each
by name, and to those who love us. Greetings also to my teachers. Good-
bye, my lord and father, may you be well, together with my brothers free
from harm.

(Postscript) Remember my pigeons.*

This letter is a clear manifestation of a youth’s malaise and homesickness.
His hometown—somewhere in Egypt—and the old teachers left behind
are still vivid in Thonis’s memory. He had started the class of a new instruc-
tor whom his father had promised to meet, probably in order to negotiate
and settle the appropriate salary. This teacher was getting impatient, com-
plained to Thonis of missed opportunities, and even threatened to leave.
Thonis could only send frantic messages. He felt abandoned. He could not
even find any more comfort in his pigeons—“pets that are capable of to-
tally capturing a boy,” Libanius would go on to say, having decided to sell
his own on discovering love of learning at the age of fourteen.’!

From Libanius’s correspondence, one derives the impression that fa-
thers’ visits were welcomed by teachers and students alike. Teachers could
proudly display the product of their labor, assuage parents’ anxiety, fend
off doubts or accusations, prove that money was well spent, and take the
occasion to ask for more. Students, on the other hand, claimed their rights
over the siblings they had left at home, felt reassured about their parents’
love, received helpful advice, and asked for money and supplies. Libanius

30 SB II1.6262; cf. below, p. 217. This letter has many erasures and corrections.

3! Libanius Or. 1.5. The passion of children for pigeons is also documented in the mummy
portraits; see, e.g., Doxiadis 1995: 46, where is represented a young boy holding a pome-
granate and a pigeon.
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recognized on several occasions that the visits of relatives were a necessary
ingredient to good, profitable relationships. So many of his students came
from distant provinces that letters alone could not always provide ade-
quate communication.*?

Some parents, however, like Thonis’s father, resisted the pressure from
children and teachers, and declined to show up. One of them was that
Heortios of Heraklea Pontica, to whom Libanius sent three letters. The
first is particularly eloquent in depicting the despondency of Heortios’s
son, Themistios, who needed money and support but felt that his father
had forgotten him:3

I am perhaps playing the busybody when I beg a father to take care of
the son he is determined to neglect. But I saw Themistios crying, and I
prefer to give you this impression than to overlook the whole thing. He
did not use any harsh word, but only said that you have forgotten him.
If you were in financial difficulties, I would ask you to borrow from
friends to help your child. But since you are doing very well and you are
among the wealthiest, I suggest that you should spend some of your
money for your most valuable possession. Excessive poverty perhaps is
not particularly advantageous to a young man, but in this case we are
not even talking about the needs of his belly, but about this young man’s
books. Without them, he will be like a man learning to do archery with-
out a bow.

Undoubtedly Libanius was capable of stinging words when he felt some-
one hampered his teaching mission. Even though it is not inconceivable
that he hoped Heortios’s visit would bring him some financial gain, never-
theless the situation depicted in this letter underlines one of the positive
sides of this teacher’s rapport with his students. That he was close to some
of them and considered them as his own children is not only implied by
his calling them “son” or “my child.”3*
attachment he felt for some students, and the bonding and intimacy cre-
ated by daily association.”® He continued to follow his pupils’ fortunes
after they left, rejoicing at their weddings and victories, and when they

His letters reveal the undeniable

died prematurely, he cursed the teaching profession “because the teacher

32 On the provenance of Libanius’s students, see Petit 1956: 112-18.

3 See Libanius Ep. 428; Norman1992, 1: 376-77, no. 10.

3 On Libanius’s use of pais (“child”), see Petit 1956: 33-36.

3 A letter that conveys well the sense of how a school was a family, where teachers played
the role of parents and classmates that of siblings, is Ep. 1165.
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is the father of many young men, and when one has many children it
happens easily that he is grief-stricken” (Ep. 1141.1). When Libanius
wrote to the father of a student that he felt the pupil was really his own
son because he composed marvelous discourses, we see a teacher’s pride
blending with a father’s joyful recognition of a son’s accomplishments.*
But in spite of formidable pressure from children and teachers to come
and witness the results of education, some fathers were unmoved.?” Liba-
nius wrote two more letters to Heortios: in one he said that he was not
going to inform him about Themistios’s progress by letter because he
wanted to see him in person, but in the other he titillated paternal vanity
by disclosing the great changes this youth had undergone.?® But Heortios
did not come.

The correspondence of Libanius with the parents of his students is so
dense that one wonders whether letters from teachers discharged some
formal function in education. In the modern world, report cards are is-
sued periodically to keep families informed of a pupil’s pace of learning,
achievements, and ability to move to a higher class. In antiquity, readiness
to pass academic hurdles rather than age determined the level at which a
pupil studied.*” When youths studied away from home, and the costs of
education soared, periodic confirmations that money was well spent were
a necessity. Many of Libanius’s letters to his students’ families seem to
touch key points in the overall evaluation of a youth.*’ Thus, for instance,
in a note sent at the end of the school year to the lawyer Akakios,* who
was also responsible for the education of his nephew Philoxenos, Libanius
writes, “Philoxenos has shown himself entirely worthy of your family. He
worked very hard, and cared to achieve good results in his conduct as
well as in his studies” (Ep. 60). One thinks of the lists of victors in school
contests in the Hellenistic gymnasia where children obtained prizes in
philoponia (“good work”) and eutaxia (“discipline”).* Philoxenos had
received full marks in his work, effort, and behavior, and could enjoy his
summer in peace.

3¢ Libanius Ep. 660, written to the father of Lysimachus; see also Ep. 287.2 about an-
other student whom Libanius calls his “son.”

37 Ep. 1352.1-2 concerns another young man who was so completely neglected by his
parents that they did not even write to him.

3 Ep. 547 and 549, both short notes.

¥ See Kleijwegt 1991: 90 and 117-18.

0 See, e.g., Ep. 172, 600, 1005, and 1165.

4 See the beginning of this chapter.

4 See, e.g., SIG 1061.4 in Samos; Ziebarth 1914: 119-20.
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Herpr rFrrRoM HoME

When boys studied far from home, families had to give them some assis-
tance in the practical matters of their new life. Even a large school such
as that of Libanius, which combined at least grammatical and rhetorical
education, did not offer room and board, and youths had to experiment
with various solutions. On one occasion, Libanius alludes to the power
that the class of innkeepers (pandokeon genos) had over a professor, since
they could either sing his praises or denounce him with their student
guests (Or. 25.48). A few passing remarks in this rhetor’s letters also point
to students boarding in private houses.® But in regard to the details of
students’ accommodations, the papyrus letters of the Roman period are
more eloquent. The following letter that Cornelius writes to his son, who
is studying in Oxyrhynchos, is a good example of parental involvement
in the nitty-gritty of education:

Cornelius to his dearest son Hierax, greetings. Everyone in the household
salutes you and all those with you. In regard to the man about whom
you write to me so often, claim nothing until hopefully I come to you
together with Vestinus and the donkeys. For if the gods will, I shall arrive
quickly at the end of the month of Mecheir, since at present I have urgent
affairs on hand. Take care not to offend anybody in the household, but
pay attention only to your books, devoting yourself to learning, and they
will bring you profit. Receive by Onnophris the white garments that are
to be worn with the purple cloaks, while you should wear the others with
the myrtle-colored ones. I shall send by Anoubas both the money and
the monthly supplies and the other pair of scarlet cloaks. You won us
over by the dainties, and I shall send the price of these, too, by Anoubas;
but until Anoubas comes to you, you will have to pay for the provision
for you and the people with you out of your own money, until I send you
some. For the month of Tubi there is for you whatever you ask for, and
16 drachmai for Phronimos, 9 for those with Abaskantos and Myron,
and 12 for Secundus. Send Phronimos to Asklepiades in my name and
let him get an answer to the letter I wrote to him, and send it to me. Let
me know what you want. Goodbye, my son.*

This letter abounds in tantalizing details concerning the life of a student
in a city. Hierax was boarding in the house of some people with whom

+ See Festugiére 1959: 110 n. 1.
4 See P.Oxy. I11.531, dated to the second century C.E.
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his father was probably acquainted. He must have occupied several
rooms, since apparently he had moved to Oxyrhynchos accompanied by
others. It is not inconceivable that siblings were studying with him, but
some of the people mentioned at the end of the letter must have been
servants, and one of them surely a pedagogue. Every month Cornelius
sent his son an allowance of money and supplies. Hierax in turn sent from
the metropolis delicacies that were much appreciated at home. The letter
shows that not everything was proceeding smoothly: Cornelius was wor-
ried about some problems that his son was having with someone in the
household. In order to maintain some privacy, however, not much is dis-
closed about the identity of this person or the nature of the disagree-
ment.* Cornelius’s answer to Hierax’s insistent messages—wait, I am
coming, do not offend anybody and study hard—is the eternal parental
response to similar problems. All the details concerning clothes of various
colors and the way to wear them confirm this father’s participation in the
life of his son. Cornelius, who wants Hierax to cut a fine figure in the new
school, appears very aware of the importance of proper attire for a stu-
dent. One cannot but recall the many mummy portraits of young men
from the Roman period with their sophisticated good looks and refined
wardrobe. Born into upper-class families, many of them must have been
students. When they died, their families surrounded their portraits with
gilded frames as a sign of unbearable grief.*

The two foremost concerns of students corresponding with their par-
ents were money for tuition and for various expenses, and the victuals
they received from home. These provisions—bread, lentils, apples, salted
meat, roasted meat—were not only tokens of affection but served as
daily sustenance. Since often more than one sibling was pursuing ad-
vanced education, and costs of provisions in the city were higher than in
the country, where some parents owned productive estates, families opted
to send food through their own emissaries or took advantage of traveling
acquaintances. Students reciprocated by dispatching choice items to-
gether with their letters: they were somewhat proud of their acquired sta-
tus. In the second century, a student writes home:*

4 Concerns with privacy and security are common in letters. Cf. P.Col. X.279, where the
writer explicitly refers to the convention of omitting the name of a person for these reasons.

* For portraits of boys who were probably students, see Walker and Bierbrier 1997: nos.
30 and 31; see also nos. 32, 43, and 47, in which a gold frame surrounds the portrait.

47 See Neilos’s letter, examined below. The meat was preserved in some way, probably
smoked.

* P.Oslo T1.153, a letter mutilated at the beginning. The first few lines present problems
of interpretation.
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... Write to me about tuition for my studies and my brother’s, in order
that I can be informed and relieved from anxiety. Rest assured that it is
not we who consume the loaves of bread, but each time they devour
threefold as much as we. . . . We salute Ptolema, my brothers, Theodous,
and everyone in the household. I sent you by Euthenias ten eggs and two
pomegranates. If you want more eggs, you have to tell me, for I have
others. . ..

This letter—an impromptu conversation—leaves again in the dark the
identities of those people who stuffed themselves with the bread sent from
home. Those loaves must have been the subject of a previous letter in
which relatives wondered why they did not last longer. There was no need
for the student to be more specific: doubtless the parents knew who the
inconsiderate gluttons were. The hosts of the two students were probably
taking advantage. It is amusing that the writer refrains from the colloquial
language he used in the rest of this epistle when he reports the greed of
his hosts. The term employed, “devour” (esthein), is a word of epic pro-
portion, which reveals this student’s erudition, as well as his indignation.*

A similar situation is depicted in another letter of the Roman period,
which shows that provisions sent from home helped to maintain profit-
able contacts with acquaintances in the city, who could eventually provide
some reciprocal assistance.’® This time parents had sent apples to distrib-
ute to various people and had asked their son to buy beer for them. But
a grouchy young man, Serenus, writes back to his father:

I received through Ptolemianos sixty-three apples and another eleven
from the wife of Serenus, and I want you to know that they have all
vanished and I could not find any to give to the people whom you men-
tioned in your letter. So I bought some to have something to present to
them. T also want to inform you that I go every day to Serapias, the
woman who sells beer, but she does not give any to me. Every day she
says “Tomorrow,” and this happens every day. If Isidoros gets his hair
cut, what gift do you wish me to give him? . . .

Unlike the lad of the previous letter, this one had to endure by himself
all the frustrations of daily living. He was probably the oldest of his
siblings and the only one studying in town. Apparently his brother Isi-
doros had not passed puberty yet and was still sporting the lock of hair

¥ We would expect phagein (“to eat”). Esthein is an epic, poetic form that was used by
Homer, e.g., Od. 5.197; cf. also in Callimachus Hymn 6.88, esthie myria panta (“He de-
voured countless things”), about the ferocious hunger of Erysichthon.

0 See BGU 1.38, found in the Fayum.
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on one side of his head that imitated the hairdo of the god Horus.*! But
not for long. A ceremony called mallokouria, celebrated with a family
feast and gifts, was in the making to mark this boy’s first haircut and his
coming of age.’> The ceremony was an event to which friends and rela-
tives were invited. A papyrus of the Roman period contains an invitation
to celebrate the coming of age of two children: guests were invited to
dine “at the banquet of the lord Serapis,”
temple of the goddess Thoéris.”* The boy Serenus of our letter was getting
ready for this commemoration and wondered what would be a suitable
gift to give his brother. Perhaps in the near future Isidoros would join
him in the city, too.

a meal that was held in the

SOME BALANCE: STUDYING AND PLAYING

A frequent exchange of letters, visits, and the presence of acquaintances
who could keep an eye on young men were only partial remedies to dis-
tance and lack of daily contact between parents and their children study-
ing away from home. Some parents were always tormented by doubts
about whether or not they had chosen the right school, and agonized
over the treatment and instruction their children received. Over and over,
teachers like Libanius had to reassure them that the situation was under
control, that their children performed adequately and were well consid-
ered, and that the praises he sang of them corresponded to the truth.**
Students were well aware that families worried about them. A papyrus
letter sent by Dios, who was probably studying in Alexandria, to his fa-
ther in Oxyrhynchos had the precise aim of comforting a concerned par-

1 About Fayum portraits of young boys with locks, see Walker and Bierbrier 1997: no.
94; and Doxiadis 1995: nos. 26 and 77. Girls of young age wore what was called the Isis
lock; see Doxiadis 1995: nos. 59-60.

52 Since early times it was customary for youths who were coming of age to dedicate their
hair to a local deity; cf. Plutarch Thes. 5.1 and Theophrastus Char. 21. Plato (Ti. 21b) says
that on the third day of the Apaturia, a feast held in October, boys were presented in a
cermony called koureotis because their hair was cut; see Hesychios s.v. About mallokouria
in Greco-Roman Egypt, see D. Montserrat, “Mallokouria and Therapeuteria: Rituals of
Transition in a Mixed Society,” BASP 28 (1991): 43-49.

53 See P.Oxy. XI1.1484, a short invitation sent by a certain Apollonios.

% Adamantios of Armenia, for instance, was always anguished by rumors he heard about
Libanius’s school, and once even asked his son Anatolius to leave. Even though his son’s
pedagogue went to Armenia to reassure him that Anatolius was doing fine, Adamantios
never stopped worrying. See Festugiére 1959: 108-9, and especially Libanius Ep. 129.
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ent.” “Do not be anxious, father, about my studies; I am working hard,
but I also take relaxation. All will be well with me.” The remainder of
this epistle consists only of salutations to a long list of people back at
home. This letter was not going to bring novel messages and requests,
but, read aloud in a circle of relatives, it would please many. Apparently
Dios had found the formula for academic success in a proper balance of
rest and study.

From the earliest times, the need to strike the right note was discussed
by parents and educators alike. Plato and Aristotle recognized that play
and relaxation were necessary for the hard-working person,*® and Ps.-
Plutarch maintained that “children must be given some breathing space
from continuous tasks” (De liberis educandis 9c). Quintilian went a step
further: pupils needed relaxation, not only because there is nothing in this
world that can stand continuous strain, but because study depends on a
student’s goodwill, which cannot be secured by compulsion (1.3.9). A
proper balance between work and recreation reassured parents of the
physical and mental health of their children—a constant preoccupation
for parents. Letters had the important function of reassuring relatives and
were always welcome even when they did not communicate any real news.
The primary aim of many letters from Greco-Roman Egypt, in fact, was
to alleviate the concerns of faraway relatives. Silence brought anxiety—a
father told his son: a letter from him had finally relieved the family’s fear
that he might be dead.”” For students, dying away from home or even in
a foreign land was not necessarily just a fopos, as two inscriptions from
Claudiopolis in Asia Minor show.* These epitaphs commemorate the stu-
dent Theodoros son of Attalos, who had come to this city from the town
of Agrippeia in Bithynia to study rhetoric but had died there. Even though
they were composed by a teacher or fellow student with rhetorical preten-
sions, the laments over a young man who died “in a city that he loved”
but “in alien bosoms stretching out his hands to his mother nor even
clasping the last embraces of his father” go beyond the cliché. Libanius’s
writings reveal that illness and even death were not exceptional among
students. In those trying moments, parents found some solace in the pres-
ence of pedagogues, who—if we believe Libanius—were better than
nurses, rivaled mothers with respect to the care they provided to the sick,

5 P.Oxy. X.1296, dated to the third century.

3¢ Plato Laws 643b—c, 797-98, 819b; Aristotle Pol. 1337b.37-40.

7 P.Mert. II1.115: it is unclear whether the word “son” refers to a family relationship.

% See SEG 34.1259, first century C.E. See, e.g., similar inscriptions of students who died
in foreign land, Vérilhac 1982: nos. 56, 73, and 74.
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and when death occurred were inconsolable (Or. 58.10-11). In the latter
case it is likely that, besides the fact that some of them might have grieved
sincerely, they felt responsible for failing families’ expectations and trust.
But distant cities also abounded with amusements and temptations. In
Libanius’s time, Antioch was a city as dangerous as Alexandria.”” Many
young men, especially those who had come from small towns in Armenia,
Cappadocia, and other provinces, were unprepared to resist the charms
of the metropolis. Concerned parents had to rely on the vigilance of peda-
gogues, who were often advanced in years and had to take care of their
charges for the whole afternoon, when classes were over. Spectacles in the
theater, mimes, horse races in the hippodrome, playing dice—there were
plenty of activities that a young man could pursue instead of doing his
homework, at the age when he was trying his wings. Akakios, the father
of Titianos, apparently decided on a certain occasion to keep his son by
his side, blaming the dangers that the theater and the large crowds—thea-
tra, polyanthropia—represented for a young man. In approving his deci-
sion, on the grounds that Titianos could have the best teacher in his father,
Libanius replied that nevertheless this young man had the strongest char-
acter and would not suffer any damage from the city’s perils (Ep. 373).
For other, less-disciplined students, however, it was a different matter.
As he grew older, Libanius found it ever harder to witness impotently
some of his pupils’ revelries. In an oration dedicated to his students, he
lamented that some of them would rather touch a snake than their books
(Or. 35.13). The city was teeming with distractions: going religiously to
horse races, and spending the rest of the time discussing them and betting
on the fortunes of a jockey, took all the energy of a lad. Libanius himself
in his youth had found this kind of life attractive, but, at the age of four-
teen, he had abandoned spectacles in the theater, chariot races, and gladia-
torial combats for more responsible and studious behavior (Or. 1.5).
Many of his students, however, did not feel a real passion for their studies.
Oration 3 was written by Libanius to reproach pupils who showed indif-
ference toward his regular declamations. In a fit of anger, the rhetor an-
nounced that he was no longer going to pronounce the public discourse
held at the end of classes, at the beginning of the summer. This declama-
tion, which was attended by high officials and by the students’ families,
was part of a ceremony that was cherished by pupils, perhaps because
it marked the start of vacation. Even though the discourse of censure,

59 On the passion of the Alexandrians for spectacles and horse races, see Dion of Prusa
Or. 32.
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epitimesis, is a well-known oratorical genre, a conventional theme of so-
phistic diatribe, the picture that Libanius leaves of the indifferent and
provocative attitude of some of his students rings true: it has the echo of
a real experience.®’ With indignation, he reveals that when he pronounced
his declamations during the year, his students behaved erratically:

When I start declaiming, they keep on nodding to each other in regard
to charioteers, mimes, horses, dancers, and past or future combats.®!
Even better, some stand up as if they were made of stone with their hands
crossed, others pick their nose with both hands, others sit down even if
many get up with enthusiasm, others force people who would like to get
up to sit down, others start counting the new arrivals, and others are
content to look at the leaves.®? (Or. 3.12-13)

But the list of the students’ faults goes on: they walk in the hall distracting
everybody, purposely clap their hands at the wrong time, go back and
forth spreading false news, and invite people to come to the baths. No
wonder a conscientious father such as Akakios felt that his son was better
able to concentrate at home.

Long before, in Egypt, Theon, the father of Neilos, had manifested
similar concerns. Neilos seems to plead quite articulately for the cause of
students left to look after themselves in a large, ancient city:*

... You relieved us of our greatest depression by declaring that the events
at the theater make no difference to you. . . . It is the depression about
these things that makes us neglect our appearance, for it is not necessary
for those who are not yet engaged in work to care for their persons, and
especially when there are not even those who bring in money. For at one
time the “useful” Heraklas—the hell with his wickedness—every few
days used to bring in some pennies, but now, immediately after being
shackled by Isidoros, as was right, he has run away and gone up, as I

60 See Martin 1988: 84-86.

1 Tt is uncertain whether Libanius refers to students’ fights or spectacles in the circus.
Apparently youths who followed the classes of rival sophists sometimes fought against each
other (Or. 1.19 and 21-22). Gladiatorial spectacles had been officially forbidden by this
time, but in reality they were slow to disappear.

©2 Festugiére (1959: 511) thinks that the word phylla (“leaves”) alludes to pages of a
student’s book; it seems more likely that these are real leaves. The building where the dis-
course was pronounced was surrounded by fig trees, gardens, and vineyards, and the stu-
dents could see the trees from the openings; see Martin 1988: 279.

8 P.Oxy. XVIIL2190; cf. above, p. 50. For other parts of this letter, see above, pp.
57-58.
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guess, to you. Be aware that he would never hesitate to plot against you.
For he was not ashamed first of all to spread news in the city about the
events at the theater with great joy and to tell lies that not even an accuser
would utter; all this even if he was not treated as he deserved, but could
do everything without restraint, like a free man. But in any case, if you
do not send him back, you can put him to work with a carpenter, for I
hear that a lad can make two drachmai a day; or employ him at some
other work in which he can make more money, so that his wages can be
collected and sent to us from time to time. You know, in fact, that Diogas
is also studying literature. In the meantime, while you send the little one,
we shall look for a bigger place in a private house. For in order to be near
Dionysios, we got ourselves into a place that is too small. We received the
basket, safely containing all that you wrote . . . and I sent half a measure
[of wine?] with a letter to each of the people you wrote about. I got the
six measures of lentils, a Coan jar full of vinegar, 126 pieces of pickled
meat, the contents of the jar, and the thirty pieces of roast. Farewell!

Apparently Theon was not an exacting father: he had reassured Neilos in
regard to this lad’s involvement in some disreputable events at the theater,
in which his brother had had a part, too. The boys’ embarrassment had
been increased by the gossiping of their slave Heraklas, who had followed
the two students to the city to bring them the revenues of his work and
help them with their expenses. But some conflicts had arisen, in spite of
the fact that the boys swore that they had treated Heraklas fairly and
allowed him much freedom. There are reasons to suspect that the reality
was different: Neilos’s attempt to put his father on guard against the vi-
ciousness of the slave was probably caused by a bad conscience. On the
other hand, Neilos felt somehow entitled to the economic benefit Her-
aklas would bring and did not want to give the slave up. His suggestion—
offered with the tone of someone well acquainted with worldly affairs—
was that his father put the slave to work with someone, and send the
money to his sons.

Since the first part of this letter is concerned with Neilos’s detailed justi-
fications for not finding suitable opportunities for education, it seems that
Theon offered his pardon in regard to the events at the theater, but at
the same time dug in his heels about strict academic standards and the
importance of education. In his previous letter, this father, exactly like
Cornelius in the letter discussed above, had shown some concern about
his boys” appearance. Visitors to the city or some of his Alexandrian ac-
quaintances may have related to him that the two students were not well-
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groomed or wore inappropriate clothes. In attributing the cause of their
neglected looks to the depression they felt about their rough beginnings
in the city, Neilos also advanced the perennial excuse of a student: being
still in school and not yet taking part in adult life and work, young men
were not required to conform to strict dress codes. But we know that his
father had a different opinion. Theon had already sent two of his sons to
Alexandria: while Neilos was looking for rhetorical instruction, his
younger brother Diogas followed the class of a grammarian. Since a still
younger brother was supposed to come soon to the city, probably to re-
ceive grammatical instruction, new, larger quarters were necessary, and
the expenses for education were skyrocketing. Theon’s concerns were
well grounded, since he had invested a great deal, and he had reason to
suspect that his boys were wasting time.

Upper-class parents made education one of their foremost concerns,
because they believed that it was a crucial factor for their children’s wel-
fare and, ultimately, for their own happiness. They were ready to go to
great lengths to ensure that their financial sacrifices acquired the most
qualified teachers and the best opportunities: they paid the high fees of
grammarians and rhetors, gave teachers gifts on special occasions, and
supported their sons when they left home. Investment in education was a
top priority for families who could afford it: it was planning for a family’s
future and for the parent’s own well-being. In Libanius’s opinion, some
fathers were very willing to spend all the money they had so that their
children could acquire the precious possession of education (Or. 55.26).
Exhorting one of his students not to quit school—and, of course, de-
fending his own interests—Libanius assured him that “a father would be
even happy to die for such good, so that his son could enjoy the revenues
coming from education in addition to his just and natural inheritance.”
Even though this was an exaggeration that reeked of self-promotion, Li-
banius had a point. Though it is doubtful whether the acquisition of mini-
mal literacy always brought conspicuous financial benefits, those who
acquired a higher education became part of a network of power, in which
they were enmeshed by their own educational achievements, personal
wealth, and connections. Parents fulfilled many roles besides that of fi-
nancial provider. In the educational scenario, they were far from being
marginal figures. Their active presence and vigilant eyes accompanied stu-
dents during their ascent of the hill of learning, making sure that they
practiced their mental gymnastics.

123






PART TWO

*






% CHAPTER FIVE

Tools of the Trade: Teachers’ Models,
Books, and Writing Materials

GYMNASTICS OF THE MIND

THE CONCEPT that physical exercise was necessary for a healthy body
was deeply ingrained in Greek and Roman thought. Running and the
sports of the gymnasium were part of a general system of training for
improvement of body and soul upheld by moralists and philosophers,
and even hardworking businessmen were exhorted not to overlook their
exercise in the gymnasium. Exercise was also considered useful to women,
but whereas Plato advocated thorough physical training for them (Resp.
5), others, such as Xenophon, thought it more appropriate for women to
exercise indoors by walking in the house and doing housework (Oec.
10.10-13). Scholars and students, however, were warned against the
tiredness and lack of concentration that derived from immoderate physi-
cal exertion. The search for “exercises suitable for scholars” ranged from
Galen’s recommendation of handball to the suggestion of other doctors
and writers, like Plutarch, who preferred vocal exercise.! Students who
had to dedicate long hours to intellectual activities had to refrain from
excessive muscle buildup. Ps.-Plutarch approved Plato’s statement that
“excessive fatigue and sleepiness were enemies of studies” (Resp. 537b)
and endorsed moderate exercise for students: it was better to keep slim
bodies and to have alert minds (De liberis educandis 8d). That these warn-
ings often fell on deaf ears is shown by the frequent reminders of writers
such as Quintilian or Libanius that male students were not supposed to
spend part of their life rubbing themselves with oil and that it was counter-
productive to exercise furiously as if training for the Olympics.?

! Galen Small Ball Workout (K5.905); Plutarch Mor. 130a—d. See A. Rousselle, “Parole
et inspiration: Le travail de la voix dans le monde romain,” History and Philosophy of the
Life Sciences 5 (1983): 129-57; Gleason 1995: 88-94.

2 Inst. 1.11.15; Lib. Or. 35.13; Plutarch Quomodo adul. 5d—e; Himerius Or. 22.7. On
the necessity of both mental and bodily exercise, cf. Diogenes Laertius 6.70: the mind and
the body both needed good health and strength.
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All writers concerned with education, however, agreed that students
had to train in mental gymnastics. Even though they do not say so explic-
itly, their remarks were probably also valid for those female students who
underwent the same educational training as male students. As weaknesses
could be overcome and skills acquired through physical training, mental
powers were sharpened by educational practice. Exercises for the mind
stretched natural capacities such as memory and the ability to organize
and assimilate material, developed a student’s analytical powers, and in
the end gave the young man who studied rhetoric the means to achieve
some independence by going beyond his models. The concept that facul-
ties like muscles could be developed and strengthened by hard work was
a corollary of a culture that gave exercise, askésis, such preeminence, and
the metaphor that captured it with precision often resurfaced in literature.’

On an ostracon of the second century C.E., found at a quarry in the
eastern desert of Egypt, a student wrote: “Diogenes the Cynic philoso-
pher, when asked by someone where the Muses dwelled, said, ‘In the
minds of those who study hard.” ”* Sayings of Diogenes dominated educa-
tion at all levels. In other quotations of this maxim, “those who study
hard” are replaced by “those who are educated,”’ but fundamentally the
difference was minimal. The love of the Muses was bought at a cost:
studying involved constant application and sacrifice. “The toil of studying
for one day is equivalent to going around with a donkey for five days,”
wrote an Egyptian pupil on a Demotic ostracon.® Another student, who
must have been personally aware that education was a slow, onerous pro-
cess, wrote in Greek: “Those who want to be virtuous must train their
bodies with exercises and their minds with discourses.”” The educational
training process was its own reward, even for those who received only
small doses. When the end of the process was in sight, it was possible to
appreciate its positive effects. After much stumbling, a student was able
to spread his wings.®? “Go with the wind and spread the sails of the ship

3 See Kaster 1988: 16-17 nn. 10 and 11 with more occurrences. See also Lucian Anach.
20. On the adoption of the concept in Christian thought, see Basil De legendis gentilium
libris, passim, particularly 2.30-31 and 8.44-45.

4See O.Claud. 11.413.

S Thus ton pepaideumenon (in P.Mich. inv. 141, Gallo 1980: 325-33, and Cribiore
1996a: no. 215) instead of ton philoponounton.

¢ Bresciani, Pernigotti, and Betro 1983: no. 12, written in Demotic, a form of the Egyp-
tian language.

7 Cribiore 1996a: no. 186, attributed to Antisthenes.

8 Cf. below, Chapter 8.
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and the wings of the swan,” wrote Libanius to his student Leontius, ex-
horting him to pour into the art of discourse studious effort and all of his
natural ability, his own “spring of excellence” (Ep. 106).

The formidable burden of acquiring an education was tolerable be-
cause it was divided into a series of steps. A student was made to progress
with painstaking regularity. In climbing the hill of learning, the “athlete™®
did not go straight up the slope but proceeded in slow circles. Each circle
expanded and enriched the compass of the preceding—in addition to
introducing some new material—and embraced authors and exercises
that were introduced previously, but were now used with a different pur-
pose and in greater depth. According to the metaphor of education as
mental gymnastics, we may say that the same exercises were performed
by using weights that became gradually heavier. It is tempting to see this
view of education as a vertical ascent to be climbed in circles represented
to some extent in the frequently used expression enkyklios paideia. This
phrase is usually taken to mean “general education,” with the adjective
enkyklios (“circular”) pointing to the completeness of a program that
had to envelop a student. It is possible that it also hinted at the multiplic-
ity of the educational circles involved and at the cyclic revisiting of the
same texts. When I mention circles of education in what follows, the
reader should visualize a student in ancient times walking up a hill along
circular paths.

INSTRUMENTS OF LEARNING

In the chapters that follow I shall retrace the steps ancient students had
to cover in their mental gymnastics as they went from their initial acquisi-
tion of literacy to their learning the art of discourse. But it is expedient to
provide a background to the exploration of the challenges offered at each
level by inquiring about the various instruments of learning of which an-
cient students could take advantage: the model exercises and texts pre-
pared for them by teachers, the books that offered assistance to inexperi-
enced readers, the extant commentaries that appear to address scholastic
and not scholarly needs, and the various materials on which students
wrote their work.

? Quintilian 10.1.4; Libanius Ep. 1020.3.
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The general questions that this chapter addresses are fundamental to
understanding the mechanics of ancient education. Insofar as they regard
the organization and shortcomings of ancient schooling, they need to be
considered in connection with issues already investigated. They ultimately
concern pupils’ dependence on their teachers, the ways in which a class-
room functioned, and the limitations that the use of certain writing mate-
rials may have put on the acquisition and development of habits of liter-
acy. But in order to investigate these areas, a magnifying glass is necessary.
One begins to follow the educational journey of ancient students by learn-
ing the characteristics of the typical handwriting of teachers, the detailed
geography of models, the ways in which a book meant for a general audi-
ence can be distinguished from one that addressed students’ needs, and
the use of materials according to educational levels. By examining minute
marks that appear on exercises and schoolbooks—accents, divisions of
syllables and words, or trivial notes written in the margins—it is possible
to gain access to the ways in which knowledge was structured and pre-
sented in ancient education and to understand the rules that organized its
assimilation.

This chapter also serves to elucidate the particular type of authority
that ancient teachers exercised over their students by clarifying that
knowledge often did not possess an existence independent of those who
imparted it. Teachers not only were those who devised drills and taught
techniques of reading and writing, but often were the very sources of
knowledge of the ancient writers, whose works were inscribed in their
memory. As a rule, even today, a student’s engagement with a text is medi-
ated by the teacher, who eases his or her understanding of it. But in antig-
uity, teachers were not only the necessary intermediaries between impene-
trable texts and limited skills. Both transmission of a text and its
interpretation rested with a teacher. This was particularly true at early
educational stages, when students trained their hands by copying from
models and learned to read from literary passages written for them by
their instructors. But even when they gained some access to books, they
often had to rely on the text that a teacher offered and on his assessment
of it. Homer, therefore, did not have an existence separate from that con-
ferred on him by the teacher who entrusted models with his text to a girl
or boy to copy and study, or who hung them in class.

Books are now considered indispensable trappings of literacy at every
level, the proper cultural instruments of the student and the educated. A
statement of Ps.-Plutarch is apparently consonant with modern expecta-
tions: “It is necessary to acquire the works of earlier writers and make a
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collection of these, like a set of tools in farming. For the corresponding
tool of education is the use of books through which we can study knowl-
edge at its source.” ! Yet books may not have been in every circumstance
the foremost “tools of education” in antiquity, the organa tés paideias.
Surely the need to collect the works of poets and prose writers was felt
at a comparatively late educational stage. With few exceptions, primary
education enabled students to acquire only very limited reading and writ-
ing ability—not much more than the ability to copy a brief text and read
a list of words or a short passage from an author previously rehearsed.
When the student reached the next level, his initial efforts were dedicated
to reinforcing his skills. Though the student’s final goal was to be able to
approach with confidence the works of the poets and to interpret them in
all their nuances, initially he strove to acquire a stronger writing and read-
ing ability and the capacity to manage larger quantities of text.

From the fifth century B.C.E. on, the use of books spread, and the writ-
ten word acquired a larger audience.! Yet books did not penetrate every
milieu: social and economic status, level of literacy, and even age re-
mained powerful determinants of the degree of familiarity readers were
able to reach with written texts. Thus the outrage of Alcibiades, who hit
a grammatodidaskalos (“elementary teacher”) who did not have a book
of Homer, is hardly justifiable.’ It is to be expected that elementary
teachers did not always possess books of the authors they used so spar-
ingly, and, when they did, that they did not always bring them to class.
At every level, teaching was geared to fit the condition of the ancient
classroom, which, if it was provided with seats at all, contained only
benches.”® Most of the time, ancient students had only their knees on
which to rest a text and were likely unable to cope with the format of
books and their relative fragility." When their skills were still rudimen-
tary and the text to be studied relatively short, making “textbooks” was
the responsibility of teachers.

10 ps.-Plutarch De liberis educandis 8b. There is a clear echo of Plato Laws 1.643b—,
where children are supposed to have organa smikra (“small tools™) to rehearse for their
future roles in life. The grammarian Palladas (Anth. Pal. 9.171) calls books “tools of the
Muses,” organa Mousaon.

1 See Kenyon 1951; Turner 1977; Thomas 1989: 32-33; Turner 1980: 74-88 and 204.

2 Plutarch Alc. 7.1.

13 On benches, see Small 1997: 150-55.

4 Books were in a roll format, but around the second century the codex came into use,
particularly for Christian texts; see A. Blanchard, ed., Les débuts du codex, Bibliologia 9
(Brepols, 1989); on the advantages a codex offered for teaching and learning, C. H. Roberts
and T. C. Skeat, The Birth of the Codex (London, 1987), 45-53 and 67-74.
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THE TEACHERS’ MODELS

The principle of imitation inspired ancient education from beginning to
end. From the time students learned to wield a pen to when they com-
posed their first declamation, they measured themselves against an exem-
plar that was either in front of their eyes or inscribed in their memory.
“In everything that we teach, examples are more effective even than the
rules that are taught in the schools. . .. The elementary study of every
branch of learning is directed by reference to a definite model that is
placed before the learner.” These statements of Quintilian (10.1.15 and
10.2.2) had universal validity. A boy or a girl who formed his first letters
or copied a short passage to improve his writing skills looked for constant
confirmation from a model. The mechanical support a model provided
with regard to letter shapes became, as a pupil advanced, a validation of
the correctness of a passage. When a male student started to compose, a
model did not lose its power: instead of reproducing it exactly, the writer
attempted to vie with it.

Students learned efficient management of extensive texts relatively late
in their school careers, well after entering grammar school: in their early
education, they never had to confront handbooks of theory or whole
works of an author, nor did they need to check references. In primary
school and upon entering the class of the grammarian, a male or female
student could expect the teacher to furnish both the necessary theoretical
knowledge and passages from poetic texts written down for class use. The
presence of teachers’ models in the ancient classroom—an efficient way
to deal with existing teaching conditions—is attested in the visual and
literary sources.” Quintilian (1.1.27 and 35), who describes models that
beginners followed in learning the alphabet, also alludes to models used
at a later stage, from which students copied short passages. The presence
of models in the classroom is also attested in the Hermeneumata, in which
students are shown copying from models onto their waxed tablets. The
activity of reading, which is described rather confusingly as being based
on a model text, in one version appears to be centered on a book.!® The
student is asked to read five pages from a book (called analogeion and
glossed as manuale), certainly not an elementary text, judging from the

15 See, e.g., a cup by Douris, above, and Fig. 2. Columella De re rustica 10.251-52; Cas-
sian Conlatio 10.5, where a model is called protypium; Clement Strom. 5.8.48.4-9, 49.1,
359.1-9, 360.3; and Seneca Ep. 94.51. On the various terms applied to models in antiquity,
see Cribiore 1996a: 122-23.

16 See Goetz 1892: 225; and Dionisotti 1982: 99 11. 20 and 27.
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lengthy reading. The book, in any case, appears to be held by the teacher,
who calls the pupil up to read it.

The school exercises of Greco-Roman Egypt amply confirm the reliance
of ancient students and teachers on models. They include about sixty ex-
emplars written by teachers on several materials—ostraca, tablets, and
occasionally papyrus. Some are accompanied by the student’s copy under-
neath; others can be identified by various characteristics.'” It appears that
in the initial phases of learning, teachers tended to write model alphabets
on clay sherds that were easily passed from pupil to pupil for copying.
For their first copying exercises, pupils needed a smooth surface and a
model from which they could reproduce the text letter by letter. Wooden
tablets—plain or covered with wax—were ideal: they were sturdy enough
to endure damage and mishandling and were reused as the need arose.'s
For instance, a tablet from the second to third century c.E. discovered in
the Roman cemetery of the village of Tebtunis was the prized possession
of a boy or girl whose penmanship needed improvement. On top of the
tablet, a teacher had written a model with a hexameter line: “Begin, good
hand, beautiful letters, and a straight line,” which was completed by the
exhortation, “Now, you imitate it!”—one of the few times in which the
voice of an ancient teacher rings loud.” The student copied the hexameter
five times, each time awkwardly writing down the final recommendation.
The text deteriorated progressively as it proceeded down the tablet, as if
this pupil followed in turn the previous attempt and listened to his or her
own voice—“Imitate it!”—instead of looking up at the model. Since this
beginner was apparently unable to read and therefore to correct mistakes,
errors of every kind proliferated.

The next challenge, learning to read, was also met with the help of
models. When students learned syllables, most of the time the various
syllabic combinations were inscribed by teachers on tablets and ostraca.
A teacher might even employ two different sherds that consecutively con-
tained a series and functioned as separate pages—an example of how
inventively writing materials were exploited.?’ The papyri have also pre-
served three examples of early Byzantine schoolbooks containing sylla-
baries that had been produced professionally. It is to be expected that
books such as these, inscribed in formal, elaborate hands, made of fine
papyrus, and provided with page numbers, were used sparingly and only
by students of the upper class. They were fragile and expensive and could

17 Cribiore 1996a: 123-28, with references to specific models.
8 On a tablet with a model, see above, pp. 39-40.

¥ Cribiore 1996a: no. 136.

2 Ibid.: no. 91.
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not go into everybody’s hands.?! Models continued to be useful when a
pupil was required to recognize syllables in whole words: teachers wrote
lists of words on ostraca and tablets, some in which the words were di-
vided into syllables, others in which words were separated from each
other. Students used these models not only to practice reading and writing
whole words, but also to memorize their contents. Thus, when a teacher
wrote a long list of names mostly from the Iliad in alphabetical order on
a very large ostracon, this was used as a mythological reference that was
always at the student’s disposal.?

Models continued to be of practical use when students confronted pas-
sages from literary works. Though this process started in the last stage of
primary education, a pupil upon joining a grammarian’s class still needed
considerable assistance in decoding words written in continuous blocks—
scriptio continua. Since books for beginning readers were not produced
on a regular basis, models prepared by teachers fulfilled an invaluable
function. Homer and Isocrates were transcribed on tablets with words
separated, with some lectional signs (such as occasional accents and
breathings), and sometimes with syllables separated by one or two dots.
When a passage was exhausted, the teacher transcribed another. Let us
look closely at a model tablet inscribed on both sides with consecutive
lines from Book 2 of the Iliad (Fig. 16).2 The word groups (nouns to-
gether with articles, prepositions, etc.) were separated by oblique strokes,
and sometimes by spaces. The date by month and day at the end referred
either to the time when the passage had been written or to the day by
which it was supposed to be read and perhaps memorized. The general
effect of this text resembles that of a printed page in its attractive regular-
ity: as in the case of most models, legibility was the foremost concern.
Models such as this formed an indispensable transition to texts written
by scribes without division of words.

The ancient sources are almost entirely silent about the question of how
models were used and handled, but the dimensions and shapes of the
models from Greco-Roman Egypt suggest some answers. The manageable
size and sturdiness of most indicate that they could be used by individual
students and could circulate in class with a minimum of inconvenience.
In this respect, there is a striking similarity between these models and the
hornbooks that were indispensable educational tools for children from
the sixteenth to the eighteenth century and that continued to exercise an

2 Ibid.: nos. 81, 84, and 97. On medieval books containing syllabaries, see Bischoff
1966: 75 n. 12. Cf. below, pp. 172-74.

22 Cribiore 1996a: no. 113.

2 Ibid.: no. 296.
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Figure 16. Tablet with verses from the Iliad written by a teacher as a
model, third to fourth century c.E.

influence on primers until the beginning of the twentieth century.?* In try-
ing to picture the activity of copying in an ancient classroom, modern
Koranic education in northern Africa is also useful (Fig. 17).* Children
sit in the sand copying Koranic verses from models. They still use reed
pens, ink made with water, charcoal, and gum arabic, and wooden tablets.
Stains, mistakes, pondering over the model: this is learning as it always
was. These children copy letter by letter, as do modern students in Egyp-
tian schools, who are given a book from which to write. They copy what
is written without necessarily understanding it.%

The sands of Egypt have also preserved other models of a particularly
large size. It is conceivable that large wooden boards functioned some-
what like modern blackboards. Models inscribed on ostraca of large pro-
portions, however, were extremely unmanageable, being either fragile and
difficult to handle when of clay, or heavy and hard to move when on
limestone.” It is likely that models such as these rested somewhere in the
classroom and were used by students and teachers alike as works of refer-
ence from which to copy Homeric verses or gnomic texts. Let us look, for

% See A. W. Tuer, History of the Horn-Book (London, 1986). Most hornbooks were
small slabs of wood with letters, numbers, and a prayer.

# “Education in Niger,” National Geographic 195, no. 3 (March 1999): 18-19.

2 See Abu-Lughod 1993: 142.

27 See Cribiore 1996a: nos. 311, 315, and 319.
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b

Figure 17. A contemporary school in Niger: children copy from a model.
Their writing implements are the same as in antiquity.

instance, at a large model found in the same military outpost of Mons
Claudianus where the student mentioned above, who was aware that the
Muses befriended the hard-working, lived and studied (Fig. 18).2® The
model contained a list of disyllabic words in many columns, a hodgepodge
of elements drawn from local reality, and mythological reminiscences. Be-
sides the seven columns of writing, a large male bearded face was drawn
in black and red—Pluto, the god of the Underworld. The text was written
around the neck and shoulders of a tall jar, and the model probably stood
for display in the classroom, being at the same time a decorative object
and a work of reference. One thinks of the vignette of Diogenes the Cynic,
who entered a school that had few pupils but was adorned by many statues
of the Muses, or of the statues of the “dear Muses” who witnessed the
flogging of Kokkalos.?” But in this Egyptian classroom Pluto stood guard
in less elegant, and somewhat threatening, fashion.

2 O.Claud. 11.415: the hand displays some irregularities, probably due to the coarse sur-
face. A teacher may have asked a student to prepare a model for the class.

¥ Diogenes Laertius 6.69; Athenaeus 8.348d. In the Didaskalos, Metrotime refers to the
Muses as haide (“these”) as if they were materially present in the classroom and hopes they
can see her son with bound feet; cf. Mastromarco 1984: 34.
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Figure 18. A large ostracon from Mons Claudianus that might have
sat in a classroom (O. Claud. 11.415, second century C.E.).

Booxks AND GRAMMARIANS

In his ironic account of the day of an ancient student, Lucian says that on
his way to school “with eyes bent down and without facing the gaze of
anyone he meets, he is followed by an orderly band of attendants and
pedagogues who grip in their hands the revered tools of virtue . . . many-
leaved writing tablets or books that preserve the excellence of ancient
deeds.” After toiling zealously (enathlein) in exercises of the mind, the
boy turns to bodily exercises (Amores 44—435). This passage, which praises
the “virtuous” life of a schoolboy in contrast to the impure life of a courte-
san, piles up with sarcastic zeal the ingredients of a successful schooling.
In reality, the average student of the grammarian may have had only one
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attendant, one pedagogue, and probably a single book that followed him
to class, even though he was probably able to consult more books once
there. Plato describes how teachers in class handed students books of
poets to read and memorize, once they were able to understand written
texts (Prt. 325d).

The papyri testify that books were common ingredients of school life
in Greco-Roman Egypt at an intermediate level. Some letters allude to
books used by students: a reading book for Heraidous,*’ a geometry book
for a student obsessed with schoolwork,*" and books that Hierax was
supposed to study diligently.* It is also likely that the student Ptolemaios,
who had reached Book 6 of the Iliad, had done so with the help of books
rather than with models.* Identifying texts that were used in or for class,
however, is not an easy enterprise: in most cases they were virtually identi-
cal to the books—rolls and codices—that were at the disposal of educated
individuals—a fact that should make us very cautious when drawing con-
clusions about the reading assignments of students. There was not a large
market for texts provided with special features, since models usually cov-
ered the stage at which a reader needed serious help in decoding words.
Sometimes, however, it is possible to identify books used by learners, ei-
ther because they exhibit particular characteristics in the presentation of
the material or features intended to facilitate reading, or because the stu-
dent who read them or the teacher who used them to prepare his class
left marks and annotations.

A papyrus with a fragmentary text on the Labors of Heracles provides a
fitting example of a text geared to instruct and entertain an inexperienced
reader (Fig. 19).3* The piece that is preserved regards the Labor of the
Nemean Lion and consists of an elementary text written in simple style
and diction and crude meter. Though the large handwriting was fairly
easy to read, further assistance was provided in the form of gaps between
some words. The story is accompanied by simple sketches that represent
different moments of the Labor.?’ Only traces remain of the color that the

30 Cf. above, Chapter 3.

3L Cf. above, pp. 41-42.

32 Cf. above, p. 115.

33 Cf. above, Chapter 2.

3 P.Oxy. XXI1.2331 (third century C.E.).

35 These are of great interest, because literary papyri are rarely illustrated. About illumi-
nations, Pliny 25.2.4-5; Martial 14.186; E. Bethe, Buch und Bild in Altertum (Leipzig,
1945); K. Weitzmann, Illustrations in Roll and Codex (Princeton, 1947), and Ancient Book
Hlumination (Cambridge, 1959); U. Horak, Illuminierte Papyri, Pergamente und Papiere
(Vienna, 1992).
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Figure 19. Papyrus text concerning the Labors of Heracles with drawings
(P. Oxy. XXII.2331), third century C.E.

artist used in plenty: the hero had yellow hair and garments, the ground
was green, and the lion and the club tawny. This was an attractive text
that targeted a young audience. But books such as this, striking in its
modern features of easy readability and appealing presentation, must
have been quite rare.*®* More common were books used for didactic pur-
poses that presented the textual material in a less sophisticated way than
those aiming at the general public.’” An example is provided by a papyrus
with sayings of Diogenes.*® The repetitious presentation of the sayings—
each one introduced by the constant formula “The philosopher Diogenes
said . . .” or “The philosopher Diogenes, on being asked . . ., said . . .”—
would hardly be appropriate in a text for the general public.* A teacher,

% Another such book might be a papyrus that presents the story of the mouse and the
weasel in dramatized form, S. Daris, “Esercizio scolastico,” Aegyptus 52 (1972): 91-96. Cf.
Cribiore 1996a: no. 263 for an exercise on the same subject. See also H. S. Schibli, “Frag-
ments of a Weasel and Mouse War,” ZPE 53 (1983): 1-25, and “Addendum,” ZPE 54
(1984): 14, about a mock-epic poem on the conflict between mice and a weasel.

%7 See P2 240 (G. A. Gerhard, Sitzb.Heid.Akad. 1912, Abh. 13), a papyrus of the third
century B.C.E. containing a collection of maxims of Chares of Lampsacus with a plain ar-
rangement that were addressed to a child (the word “child,” pai, appears in [a], line 3). See
also two late texts with Menander’s maxims in Greek and Coptic translation, Hagedorn
and Weber 1968; cf. below, p. 200.

3% P.Mich.inv. 41 (first century C.E.), Gallo 1980: 325-33.

% In a moral treatise or in a biographical work, the sayings would be incorporated into
the text, while in a gnomologium they would be introduced by the pronoun ko autos, “he.”
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however, could utilize this presentation, in which each saying is complete
in itself, for he could ask his students to copy directly from the book.

Sometimes books addressed the needs of uncertain readers through
consistent word separation. Part of a hexameter poem about Hero and
Leander is preserved on a papyrus in which the words are separated by
spaces and the handwriting is large and remarkably clear.®* The text,
which seems to refer to Leander’s final journey, contains an appeal to the
stars not to shine and to the Evening Star to assist Leander as he swims
back to the other side of the Hellespont. It testifies that Alexandrian litera-
ture and poetry of pathetic appeal and aetiological character was of inter-
est in educational contexts. Another text confirms that the Isocrates of the
Cyprian Orations was a favorite in ancient schools. Though the school
exercises usually preserve Isocratean passages of limited extent, a papyrus
roll contains about half of the Ad Nicoclem, in which dots consistently
divide the words, particularly in places where doubts might arise in read-
ing.*" This was an abridged edition, for the title of the whole work appears
at the end of the shortened text.

But since Homer was the subject of constant study at many levels, it is
among Homeric papyri that books used in schools are most often found.*
A good example is provided by a codex that contained Book 20 of the
Iliad, in which the words are consistently separated by vertical dashes in
the shape of acute accents.” In another papyrus, which originally pre-
served the first six books of the Iliad, there is some use of dots to separate
words, and an unusual wealth of lectional signs, such as accents, breath-
ings, apostrophes, and marks of quantity.* The text was written on the
right-hand pages of a codex, leaving ample space for annotations. One is
reminded of Quintilian’s advice to leave blank pages in manuscripts for
additions (10.3.32). The codex format was particularly handy for educa-
tional purposes, since a text could be consulted more easily, a reference

40 P.Ryl. 111.486 (P> 1783, first century C.E.); SH 951. The myth was the source of Ovid
Her. 17 and 18 and of the poem of the fifth-century grammarian Musaeus.

4 See P* 1254 (third to fourth century C.E., A. Schoene, Mélanges Graux [Paris, 1884],
481-504), Isocrates Ad Nicoclem 1-30. Cf. Worp and Rijksbaron 1997; and below, p. 203.

2 On the use of Homer in schools, see below, Chapter 7.

4 MPER N.S. II1.3, P* 971, fourth century c.E. The same feature is found in a few Ho-
meric codices from the sixth century from Hermopolis, H. Maehler, “Fragmente antiker
Homer-Handschriften,” Festschrift zum 150 Jibrigen Bestehen des Berliner Agyptischen
Museum (Berlin, 1974), 370-71, 387-88, 390-92, nos. 7 (1. 7), 23 (Il. 21), and 26 (Od.
10).

* P2 634 (P.Lond.Lit. 5), third century C.E. See also Turner 1987: 40 no. 14. On the
specific shape that these signs have in the papyri, see Cribiore 1996a: 84-86.

140



TOOLS OF THE TRADE

could be found in less time, and a codex could hold a longer text than a
roll, which could accommodate a maximum of two to three Homeric
books.* In this case, some of the blank pages were used to copy a modest
grammatical handbook, a short outline of the parts of speech in which
words are regularly separated by spaces.* In the class of a grammarian,
where the Homeric text was scrutinized, it was convenient to have a book
that also included a grammatical treatise. Several grammatical handbooks
have been found that addressed the needs of students at this level.*
Unusually profuse accentuation in texts other than lyric*® can also be
an indication that a book was written for or used in school. A case in point
is a fragment from what was probably the fourth book of the Cazalogue of
Hesiod in which nearly every syllable has an accent.” Though Homeric
papyri frequently present abundant accentuation, the presence of this fea-
ture accompanied by many lectional signs that indicate a regular punctua-
tion strongly points to a book used in education.’® Moreover, when a
wealth of accents was added not by the original scribe but by the reader,
one strongly suspects that a student was engaged in an accentuation exer-
cise. Thus, a beautifully written text of Iliad 24, the “Bankes” Homer,
which also presents elementary marginal annotations, is disfigured by nu-
merous accents grossly written by a second hand: a student marked the
book with an energetic disrespect for the written word.’! Other texts that
show signs of school use combine an unusual amount of accentuation
with marginal notes written by the reader: a carefully written text of Iliad
5, to which plentiful accents and other lectional signs have been added—
this time more gently—by a student, also exhibits numerous marginal
annotations of an elementary nature.’? Asked to distinguish the narrative

# See Kenyon 1899: 122, and 1951: 65; Lameere 1960: 168.

% P21539 (P.Lond.Lit. 182), not compiled from a work by the famous grammarian Try-
phon but taken from various school handbooks, V. Di Benedetto, Ann.Pisa ser. 2,27 (1958):
191-96. See also Wouters 1979: 61-92.

47 On technai, see below.

* Accents were traditionally written on verses in difficult dialects.

4 P.Oxy. XXIII.2355 (P? 528, first to second century C.E.).

30 See, e.g., P.Michael. 2 (P* 997, Iliad 23, first century C.E.); P> 943 and 944, P.Rain.Cent
20 (1. 17, second century C.E.); PSI VIL.747 (P? 708, Il. 4, second century C.E.); all belonging
to the third century: P.Mert. 1.3 (P? 915, Il. 14); P.Oxy. 111.541 (P? 678, Il. 2); Pap.Flor.
XIX, pp. 111-15 (Il. 7). In most of these texts, the accents were marked by a second hand.

St P.Lond.Lit. 28 (P?> 1013, second century C.E.); Turner 1980: 90-91.

52 P.Oxy. 11.223 (P* 733, third century C.E.); see also P.Lond.Lit. 6 (P? 643, Iliad 2, first
century C.E.). Consider also the exemplar of scholia minora to the Iliad and the codex of
this poem owned by Dioskoros of Aphrodito in the sixth century, where notes, lectional
signs, and corrections were added in Books 10 and 11 by one or more readers, probably his
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parts of the book from the speeches, this pupil wrote in the margin the
names of various speakers and the indication “the poet” in a rough
hand.* That such an exercise was needed is shown by the evident uncer-
tainty in identifying the poet’s voice. In any case, one should not feel too
sorry for such ancient books in disgrace. It is likely that an expensive
book copied accurately in a formal hand by a scribe landed in the hands
of a student only at the end of a useful life spent in the service of more
respectful readers.

Comprehension of Homeric diction was furthered by glossographical
works that presented “translation” of difficult terms. Scholia minora,
which were often compiled by students and teachers, also circulated in
book form.** Other tools of exegesis were texts that concentrated on
mythological, paraphrastic, and explanatory material. In elucidating the
texts of other poets, ancient grammarians drew heavily on school com-
mentaries. These handbooks differed from scholarly commentaries inso-
far as they concentrated on mythological material and on a type of exege-
sis geared toward rendering the text more easily approachable. Though
learned points from erudite commentaries occasionally crept in, much of
that information was omitted in favor of a concentration on notes of
grammatical character, brief paraphrases, and glossographical material.
Moreover, the compilers of these handbooks (the grammarians them-
selves?) often added other elementary observations and literary parallels.
An example is a late codex with notes to the Phoenissae of Euripides that
exhibits trivial information, careless language, and confused presentation
of the material.> Other authors for whom school commentaries are ex-
tant are Aratus, Aristophanes, Pindar, and Theocritus.’® Thus, for in-
stance, the text of the Phaenomena, the astronomical poem of Aratus

students; see Fournet 1997. In P.Merz. I11.52 (Od. 2.404-16, 431-34; 3.1), peculiar dashes
were added at the end of verses by a student who also wrote a mathematical exercise.

3 A few Homeric papyri present this feature; see Haslam 1997: 57. On this expression
applied to Homer, see Kindstrand 1973: 99-100; A. M. Harmon, “The Poet xat’é&oyniv,”
CP 18 (1923): 35-47.

4 See, e.g., P.Freib. 1.1¢c, P.Schub. 2, and P.Ryl. 1.25.

55 P.Wiirzb. 1; see Maehler 1993: 109-11.

56 See K. McNamee, “An Innovation in Annotated Codices on Papyrus,” Akten des 21.
Internationalen Papyrologenkongresses (Berlin, 1997), 669-78; McNamee 1994, on P.Rain
1.23. Zuntz (1975) showed that marginal notes in late codices of Aristophanes derive from
school handbooks; see, e.g., P.Oxy. VI.856 (third century c.E.) and P? 142 (G. Zuntz, Byzan-
tion 13 [1938]: 635-57, fourth century c.E.). For Theocritus, see, e.g., a commentary from
the second century, BKT V.1.56 (P?> 1496) and the marginal notes in P.Oxy. XV1.2064 +
L.3548; cf. Maehler 1993: 99-101.
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(ca. 315-240 B.C.E.), which was linguistically approachable by students
because it drew mainly from Homer, presented cryptic astronomical lore:
a papyrus handbook from the third to fourth century was geared toward
making this text intelligible.”” While handbooks of this kind betray their
educational nature, a more difficult question to answer is to what degree
extant learned commentaries were employed in school, for teaching pur-
poses, rather than in advanced scholarship.

Books iIN HIGHER EDucATION

On moving to higher stages of education, assessing the value of books
versus teachers’ contributions becomes even more challenging. At the ear-
lier levels, the teacher was omnipresent and omnipotent. The transmitted
school exercises are precious skeletons of ancient instruction, mere shad-
ows of what went on in the classroom. They reach us as if in a vacuum,
almost always deprived of the voice of the teacher who explained an as-
signment, read a mythological account, or lectured on a poet. Teachers’
contributions are most apparent in the models that allow us to verify how
they made the work of an author more accessible or that reveal the mate-
rial they chose to have their class study. Moreover, a teacher’s voice may
still echo in the notes written in the margins of some papyri, for students
might simply have jotted down what they heard in class and what came
to them through their teacher’s mediation and voice, apo phones. At the
same time, however, students had to rely heavily on books, for the de-
mands that reading made on them were challenging.

It is customary to associate rhetoric with oral discourse and live speech.
Even though rhetors often followed the example of Isocrates, who pro-
duced speeches meant only for reading,”® rhetoric remained tightly con-
nected with impromptu performance, at least in theory.”” When Quintil-
ian stressed the superiority of the live example furnished by the teacher
over written discourses,® his remarks were directed at what he regarded
as the problem of the increasing intrusion of the written word. But al-
though he may have justly complained about an excessively bookish ap-
proach, reading and writing were undoubtedly also essential at this stage.

7 M. Maehler, “Der ‘wertlose’ Aratkodex P.Berol inv. 5865,” APF 27 (1980): 19-32.
38 See, e.g., To Philip 25-27.
3 But see Philostratus VS 2.8, about a rhetor delivering the same showpiece in various

places as an extemporaneous speech.
¢ See, e.g., 2.2.8.
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When a student joined a rhetorical school, he was lectured by his teacher
on rhetorical theory. It is likely that some of the rhetorical treatises trans-
mitted by the papyri not only served the needs of instructors but also
circulated among students.®! Particularly interesting is a papyrus (P.Oxy.
XVII. 2086) that combines theory with a teacher’s contribution. It appar-
ently contains notes jotted down during a lecture, rather than the guide-
lines of a set treatise. As Quintilian testifies, students made frequent anno-
tations that sometimes circulated in public and reproduced a teacher’s
work to its detriment (1 Preface 7-8 and 2.11.7).

Much of a student’s energy, moreover, went into reading prose works,
since he did not encounter them in the class of the grammarian. Whereas
Demosthenes® and other orators were constantly perused, the fifth-cen-
tury historians Thucydides and Herodotus were also the object of intense
study aimed at capturing and assimilating their style and vocabulary.®®
Besides erudite commentaries on Thucydides, scholastic handbooks that
concentrated on glossographical material and treatment of individual
questions were available.®* The texts of the prose authors were studied
initially as a preparation to rhetorical school. The same texts, moreover,
were studied and memorized during the school year and in the course of
summer vacations.® Among the written works that students were sup-
posed to study were the discourses of Libanius himself (Or. 3.17). In their
splendid country houses, with “trees, waters, and breezes as consolation
to their fatigues,” students spent much time memorizing (Ep. 419.1). Li-
banius testifies to his use of Thucydides in class (Or. 1.148-50). A copy
that he particularly cherished, so small that he could take it to class him-
self without the help of a slave, was stolen and sold in the second-hand
market. Since the purchaser happened to be a student, Libanius recovered
it “like a long-lost child unexpectedly restored.”

As a rule, Libanius refers quite casually to the use of books in school.
Students are constantly exhorted to pay attention to their books (Or.
35.12-13 and 25). When they go to school, they are in the company of
slaves who carried their books, which were bulky and quite heavy (Or.

¢! See, e.g., P.Yale 11.106; P.Oxy. 111.410, XVII.2086, and LII.3708.

62 Libanius complained that sometimes Demosthenes was not studied enough, Or. 3.18.
For a book that may have served the needs of a student, see, e.g., a papyrus codex, BKT
1.78-82 (P* 317) with a lexicon to a single speech of Demosthenes, In Aristocratem.

% On books read in Libanius’s class, see Libanius Ep. 1036, and Norman 1964. On
reading authors in order to acquire a stock of words, see Quintilian 10.1.8-9.

¢4 See O. Luschnat, “Die Thukydidesscholien,” Philologus 98 (1954): 14-58.

65 See Festugiere 1959: 135; cf. Libanius Ep. 379.5 and 9, 894.2, and Or. 34.12.
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25. 50 and 54. 31).%¢ When books were made of parchment, they were
even bulkier and harder to transport—and well suited to serve as weapons
in fights with other students (Or. 4.18 and 58.5). Books could also be the
origin of a family crisis. Olympios, an advocate of Antioch, lent a book
to his son, a student of Libanius, but the lad gave it in turn to some fellow
students who never returned it (Ep. 1375). In terror at the idea of con-
fronting his father, the youth ran away to a distant city. Money budgeted
for purchasing schoolbooks is considered by Libanius to be as important
as money spent for tuition, as a letter quoted above shows.®” Books were
amply used in rhetorical schools when youths had to acquire a ready fa-
miliarity with the authors of the past. But undoubtedly, when students
learned to deliver their own declamations, the example of their teacher
and contact with the living tradition were of foremost importance.

The role of books at more specialized levels of education, such as
schools of medicine, architecture, engineering, and philosophy, is also of
interest, even though the brief remarks here may seem to border on the
superficial. It is likely that books sometimes lost ground in favor of the
direct instruction of teachers. Galen testifies to an ambivalent attitude
toward books in medical teaching.®® Although he recognizes their use-
fulness in disseminating certain works—particularly among a nonspecial-
ized public—he shows the customary distrust of the skilled craftsman to-
ward the written word. The word of the teacher and his practical
demonstrations were sovereign, but then it was up to the teacher to pub-
lish a written version of a lecture. Certain skills could not be learned from
books alone, and when the necessity arose, it was better to read a book
with the assistance of a teacher. In this field, therefore, books maintained
their usefulness,* even though the living voice (zosa phone) of the teacher
was the primary means of instruction. In philosophical teaching, books
were useful in transmitting the doctrines of the past and as “reminders”
of direct teaching.” Though the voice of the teacher also had the function

% Norman 1960: 124-25. See also Augustine Enarrationes in Psalmos 40.14; Vossing
1997: 360.

7 Ep. 428. See above, p. 113.

¢ 1.. Alexander, “The Living Voice: Scepticism towards the Written Word in Early Chris-
tian and in Greco-Roman Texts,” in The Bible in Three Dimensions, ed. D.J.A. Clines,
S. E. Fowl, and S. E. Porter, Journal for the Study of the Old Testament, suppl. ser. 87
(1990): 221-47; Mansfeld 1994: 123-26 and 148-76. See Galen Libr. Propr. 11, Kiithn
19.42; De antidotis 1 Pref., Kithn 14.6; De compositione medicamentorum 6 Pref., Kithn
12.894.

% See, e.g., P.Mil.Vogl. 1.15 (P* 2340), a catechism for a medical student.

7 Seneca Ep. 6.5 and 33.9; Lucian Hermot. 2.
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of presenting and interpreting the received tradition, it was essential in
expounding a new doctrine. In this respect, written texts were secondary
to oral instruction: they functioned as records of the instruction given and
could be interpreted and modified at any time. It is in this light that the
well-known criticism of Plato of the role of books and the written word
in the Phaedrus should be interpreted: Plato is not concerned with books
in general but with the oral and written word in the context of the schools
(274c-277a). There, the continuous interaction of teacher and pupil was
fundamental, and only in those conditions could a student reach a state
of philosophical illumination (Epistula 7.341c).

Where did one get schoolbooks or, in any case, copies of authors that
were probably the ancient equivalent of our paperbacks? A letter from
the second century provides some suggestions:’! “Iulius Placidus to his
father Herclanus, greetings. Deios came to see us and showed to us the
six parchment codices. We did not choose any of them but we collated
eight others for which I gave a deposit of 100 drachmai.” Deios was a
traveling bookseller who went door to door to offer his books and had
developed his own clientele.” It is conceivable that his books were not all
first quality since the letter’s writer did not approve of what he was being
offered. Tulius Placidus must have developed in the class of a grammarian
some literary expertise that allowed him to compare different manu-
scripts. Another letter alludes to one Demetrios, a “bookseller” (biblio-
poles) in Oxyrhynchos, though it is unclear whether he had a real book-
store or he left his books in a shop in the city to be picked up by
customers.”? This letter offers a very suggestive picture of a circle of
friends who eagerly bought books, exchanged them, had them copied,
and anxiously looked for others. “Should you find any, apart from those
which I possess, make copies and send them to me,” says one of the writ-
ers. The two specific books that are mentioned—a work on the prosopog-
raphy of comedy and another on the myths of tragedy—would not have
been out of place among a grammarian’s possessions.’*

7! P.Petaus 30; J. van Haelst, “Les origines du codex,” in A. Blanchard, ed., Les débuts
du codex, Bibliologia 9 (1989): 21-23.

72 Cf. Lucian Ind. 4. See R. J. Starr, “The Circulation of Literary Texts in the Roman
World,” CO 37 (1987): 213-23; T. Kleberg, “Commercio librario ed editoria nel mondo
antico,” in Cavallo 1984: 27-80.

73 P.Oxy. XVIIL.2192, second century C.E.

7 On the educational use of such collections, Norman 1964: 165; and, e.g., Libanius Or.
64.83.
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This letter also testifies to the habit of members of the upper class of
keeping private scribes to serve the needs of the household.” Thus, when
students still lived with their families, it is likely that they could take ad-
vantage of a slave or freedman in the house to have a book copied. Differ-
ent arrangements had to be made when they left home to pursue advanced
studies. Libanius, who always had one or more slaves to act as copyists
for him during his career as rhetor,”® used the services of a copyist (biblo-
graphos) when he was a student in Athens (Or. 1.43). Having someone
to copy books was most convenient for those students who could afford
it. Since families apparently provided their children with a retinue of peo-
ple whose functions are not specified, one wonders whether a slave who
would copy schoolbooks was part of a student’s entourage.

WRITING MATERIALS AND IMPLEMENTS

The writing materials used in schools—papyrus, ostraca, wooden and
wax tablets, and, more rarely, parchment—were the same as those em-
ployed for various writing purposes in everyday life. What was different
were the uses to which these materials were put, the texts inscribed on
them, and the frequency with which some of them were employed. But
observing all the characteristics of usage is not enough: important ques-
tions remain about the social and economic status of the people who han-
dled them, the availability, cost, and practical employment of the writing
materials, and the limits—if any—that these factors imposed on an indi-
vidual’s ability to learn to read and write. It has recently been argued
that the scarcity and high cost of good writing materials, and the great
inconvenience of those easily available, hampered the acquisition and
spread of literacy.”” It is with this in mind that we review the evidence.
Although allusions to materials used in various circumstances are fre-
quent, it is unknown whether the ancients regarded them as cheap or
expensive, comfortable or cumbersome to use—an indication that they
accepted them as part of their life. The question of the cost of papyrus in
antiquity has often been debated: expensive for a farmer or a villager,
papyrus was nevertheless quite affordable in more elevated social mi-

5> See McDonnell 1996: 477.

76 See, e.g., Or. 1.184-85 and 232.
77 See Harris 1989: 94-95 and 193-96.
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lieus.” Papyrus was a material often employed in education. The fact that
a poor schoolboy might have had some trouble acquiring a papyrus roll
does not affect the general conclusion that the cost of papyrus for educa-
tional uses was irrelevant. Students needed fresh papyrus rolls relatively
late in their school careers, at a stage hardly ever reached by students of
the lower classes. Most often students employed recycled papyrus.”
When they were learning to write, they preferred to use the front of pa-
pyri, where they could follow the horizontal fibers as guidelines and where
the surface was smoother; they did not need large pieces but could take
advantage of small unwritten scraps cut off from used papyri.®’ Occasion-
ally, when the need for a large piece was felt—for instance, to write a
syllabary—it was possible to wash off a previously written surface. A
student who was not looking for elegance did not worry if some traces of
previous writing remained, and the underlying writing on these palimp-
sests is clearly visible. Many school papyri betray the fact that they were
reused at the end of a long life. Though occasional repairs and patchings
done to strengthen a piece beforehand add to its general coarse appear-
ance, sometimes the rough look of a papyrus is a mark of production and
of cheap quality: thick papyri with a coarse surface were more likely to
fall into the hands of pupils.

Though it was possible to wash off a papyrus with a sponge, a more
common way to reuse a papyrus was to inscribe its clean back. This would
provide a student with large pieces for copying long passages of prose
and poetry. When the soldier Terentianus tells his father in a letter that
he is sending him “two papyri for school use” (chartas scholares duas),
he is probably referring to papyri that had been used only on the front
sides.’ Relatively large sheets were needed when students no longer had
serious problems with the technical side of writing: at this stage, the incon-
venience of having to write against the fibers was minimal, and the act of
writing unchallenging. The practice of using the backs of papyri whose
fronts contained obsolete documents or literary texts that no longer inter-
ested the owner is observed in daily life and naturally flourished in
schools, where most of the work done was ephemeral. Since school exer-
cises did not need to be saved and were in fact found discarded in dumps,

78 The most recent assessment, with bibliography: T. C. Skeat, “Was Papyrus Regarded
as ‘Cheap’ or ‘Expensive’ in the Ancient World?” Aegyptus 75 (1995): 75-93.

7 Cribiore 1996a: 57-62.

8 Cf., among many examples, Cribiore 1996a: no. 240, where the student tried to fit a
passage from Euripides in a precut papyrus.

81 See P.Mich. VIIL.468.
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reused material—the ancient equivalent of scrap paper—was appropriate
and convenient. In the same way, papyrus acquired a new life through
recycling, ostraca were written on and thrown away, and tablets were
washed.

Ranting against the pretensions of the uneducated man who advertised
his literacy through the possession of many books, Lucian declared that
his attempts to appear cultivated would all be unsuccessful, even if he
pasted all his rolls together and walked about wrapped in them (Ind. 4).
Surely, such a bizarre dream was out of reach of most ancient students,
who did not have many chances to amass large quantities of papyrus or
parchment. This is also shown by the diminutive sizes of the few school
notebooks in codex form found in Roman Egypt, which contain various
types of exercises, often in order of difficulty. Thus, for instance, one of
them, made of eleven leaves, displays several lists of words, sayings of
Diogenes, maxims, and a prologue to the Fables of the second-century
writer Babrius (Fig. 20).22 The contents of the notebook, which was
penned by a student who wrote rather fluently, or perhaps by a teacher,
addressed the needs of someone in the last phase of his elementary educa-
tion, who would have been pleased by those talking creatures of the
Golden Age: the pine tree, the leaves of the laurel, the fish who spoke to
the sailor who had befriended it, and the sparrows who conversed with
the farmer. As in other cases, the size of this schoolbook is striking: it
could fit in a hand—the equivalent of those codicilli or pugillares used in
Rome for schoolwork or for writing epistles.’3 Small and even tiny note-
books must have been part of school tradition. They were still used in the
Middle Ages, at least in fourteenth-century Florence.?* In all times, stu-
dents have preferred having their own instruments of literacy, however
modest. In Greco-Roman Egypt, the student who stumbled upon a used
papyrus roll or a codex unwritten in some parts was not content to write
an exercise right there, but opted to cut off individual pieces or to stitch
them together.

Education was a constant process of moving ahead and refreshing and
renewing one’s knowledge. Old school exercises were not kept after a
certain amount of time. Rather than store old schoolwork somewhere in
the house, a student stored its contents in his memory: the cubbyholes of

82 Cribiore 1996a: no. 393.

8 See, e.g., Pliny Ep. 1.22.11, and Catullus 42.5. In the Hermeneumata a slave hands the
student his tablets (pinakidas), glossed as pugillares; Dionisotti 1982: 99 line 22. See also
pocket rolls of poetry found in Egypt, such as P.Oxy. LIV.3723, with some bibliography.

% Gehl 1989: 392.
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his mind contained the syllabaries of the past, the lists of mythological
figures, and the works of the poets he had scrutinized. Problems of physi-
cal storage of schoolwork did not trouble ancient students until they
began to possess relatively advanced textbooks. Thus, doubts sometimes
raised by modern scholars about the inconvenience of storing and han-
dling potsherds are baseless.® Not only were most ostraca used in educa-
tion relatively small, but they had a brief life. Pieces of broken pots or,
more rarely, slices of white limestone could be picked up anywhere. It is
curious to imagine an ancient student standing before a pile of ostraca
lying on the ground, pondering the size and shape of the ostracon he
needed. But this is probably what happened. As a rule, the size of school
ostraca appears correlated to the length and type of exercise that a student
had to inscribe on them, with the writing often following the shape of the
piece and assuming the whimsical aspect of some modern poems. Another
modern doubt about the convenience of ostraca, that is, the difficulty of
transporting them, is also groundless, since potsherds of small size were
generally used. The large and cumbersome pieces sometimes employed to
write models rested somewhere in the classroom.%

The advantages of ostraca for students and teachers are quite obvious.
Available in plenty anywhere, they provided an unlimited source of writ-
ing material. Their sturdiness and durability were also particularly ap-
preciated at elementary levels, when sherds were able to stand students’
abuse and were stained or dropped to the ground without much regret.
Though the somewhat rough surfaces of ostraca were not ideal for calli-
graphic exercises, they proved invaluable for receiving alphabets, lists of
words, texts of a few lines to be learned by heart, and notes of various
kinds. Was cost a principal reason for their employment? The superiority
of a material that costs nothing over another that costs something is obvi-
ous, particularly when performance is equal; but to say that ostraca were
preferred by students “in the poorest circles” is misleading.?” Availability,
convenience, and even school tradition were powerful reasons why they
were used. It was not only disadvantaged students who used them, but
all students, for certain kinds of exercises. Diogenes Laertius, who wrote
on philosophy in the third century C.E., reports that the philosopher
Cleanthes, who became the successor of Zeno as head of the Stoic school
in the third century B.C.E., used ostraca to write down Zeno’s lectures

85 This also applies to ostraca used for other purposes, such as tax receipts, which, being
generally small, could be stored anywhere.

% On ostraca used for models, cf. above.

7 Bonner 1977: 165.
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Figure 21. A poem of Sappho written on an ostracon (PSI
XII1.1300 ), second century B.C.E.

“through lack of money to buy papyrus” (7.174). On evaluating this testi-
mony, however, one has to take into account not only the proverbial pov-
erty of Cleanthes but also the fact that he was then a student following a
well-established school tradition of using ostraca. The employment of
sherds for writing, in fact, was not confined to elementary educational
stages. For instance, the student who took down on an ostracon, from
dictation, the poem of Sappho that describes a shrine of Aphrodite was
at the grammatical level (Fig. 21).38 The seventeen lines of the poem are
written as if in prose and follow the shape of the sherd, which tapers
toward the bottom. The rough and somewhat faded surface and the occa-

8 Sappho 1, Voigt 2; Cribiore 1996a: no. 247. Cf. nos. 233-37, ostraca written at ad-
vanced levels of education.
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sional mistakes and omissions still allow us to sense the beauty of those
apple branches.

Compared to the writing materials considered so far, commonly avail-
able and regularly recycled, tablets had to have been somewhat more
costly. Wooden tablets written in ink, and those whose hollow surface
was covered with wax, were made for school use.?” Occasionally the wood
was found locally, but most often it was imported, and this contributed
to escalating costs.” This drawback was compensated for by the fact that
both types of tablet could be erased easily. The surface of a wooden tablet
was covered with a coating that made it smoother and easier to erase, and
to obliterate the writing on a wax tablet it was enough to smooth out the
wax with the back of the stylus. Not that wax tablets were maintenance-
free. In Herodas’s Didaskalos, Metrotime dutifully rewaxes the tablet of
Kokkalos once a month, even if it was always left “orphaned” in a corner
of the room (15-18): not only did she periodically renew her hopes that
her son would learn to write, but she also performed a necessary act,
since otherwise the wax, used or unused, would harden. A student in the
Hermeneumata, in fact, appears to be distressed that the wax on his tablet
is hard and, therefore, difficult to write on.”* Naughty Kokkalos may have
also fiddled with the wax of his tablet in the same way as did Lucian, who
admits modeling cattle, horses, and men out of the wax scraped from
his tablet (Somn. 2). Though Lucian’s father was rather proud of these
creatures, which enraged his teachers, Lucian’s tablet must have needed
constant maintenance.

Both wooden and wax tablets could be bound together in a notebook,
containing up to ten tablets. Euripides alludes to tablets tied together—
carrying a letter—with the suggestive expression “the many-doored folds
of tablet” (IT 727)—a definition that captures the very nature of a note-
book, in which writing was hidden inside and each hard surface provided
an entrance door to it.”> Although codices of tablets were used at all levels
of education, and many have been preserved, it is likely that some extant

% Tablets were sometimes used in everyday life for certificates, wills, accounts, and the
like. For a description of tablets, see Cribiore 1996a: 65-69; Worp and Rijksbaron 1997:
9-21, with bibliography.

% On tablets made of local acacia, see Worp and Rijksbaron 1997; for tablets made of
various imported woods, see R. Pintaudi and P. J. Sijpesteijn, Tavolette lignee e cerate da
varie collezioni (Florence, 1989), 203-11.

9 Goetz 1892: 71, 25-29: “The wax is hard, it must be soft” (cera dura est, mollis debuit
esse).

2 When a codex of tablets contained important documents, it could be bound shut.

153



CHAPTER FIVE

Figure 22.  Attic cup showing a girl with tablets; ca. 460-450 B.C.E.

individual tablets were used separately: students like Kokkalos did not
need more than a single tablet. On Athenian vases of the classical period,
students are portrayed as carrying their tablets tied together with strings,
or in what appears to be a case, by its handle (Fig. 22).”* Two early Byzan-
tine school tablets provided with bronze handles hinged directly onto the
tablet have been preserved: they were transported like modern briefcases
(see Fig. 4).**

Usually when several wax tablets were bound in a notebook, the work
inside was protected by the raised edges of each one, but sometimes the
same effect was obtained by placing a small wooden cube in the middle

% See, e.g., Beck 1975: pl. 11, 58, 59, and 60.

% Cribiore 1996a: no. 310, and a tablet containing a Coptic alphabet, P. Cauderlier,
“Deux tablettes parisiennes en provenance d’ Egypte, pour illustrer I’ apprentissage des let-
tres grecques,” Mélanges Etienne Bernand (1991): 143-48.
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Figure 23. Shrine with the portrait of a boy with writing
materials, first half of the third century c.E.

of a tablet. This is visible in one tablet of the diptych that is represented
next to a student in a Fayum portrait of slightly coarse and provincial
style (Fig. 23).”® This teenager,” whose portrait, framed by a wreath, is
included in a small shrine, appears surrounded by all his writing materials.
The two small tablets on the right are hinged along the long sides, as was
usually the case, and on the left is represented a roll from which the split
tip of a reed pen emerges. The often-remarked-upon awkward propor-

% Doxiadis 1995: 108, no. 78; M. Capasso, “L’ instrumentum scriptorium in un ritratto
conservato al museo egizio,” Rudiae 5 (1993): 69-72.

% Cf. the well-developed pectoral muscles consonant with the contemporary fashion of
a tanned, well-exercised body, Walker and Bierbrier 1997: 15.
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tions of the two objects derive from the fact that these are writing materi-
als and implements especially fashioned to be used in school. Thus the
small size of the roll, which was cut from a larger piece and already used
on the back, is accentuated by the large size of the pen. When this young
man died, the writing materials he handled in school were considered
most appropriate for defining his identity.

Tablets were suited by their nature to schoolwork that needed to be
rewritten and corrected often or that necessitated an even surface. They
were popular at all levels of education for different kinds of exercise. In
the initial stages of learning, they provided an ideal surface. The painful
struggle of novices hesitating at every stroke is still trapped on the surface
of many school tablets, where we capture learning at its tender beginning.
Further exercises of calligraphy benefited from the even writing surface
that offered no resistance to the pen. At the grammatical level, there was
still plenty of work that required much rewriting, such as tables with
declensions of nouns and conjugations of verbs, and so-called scholia mi-
nora. Tablets followed students to rhetorical schools, where they were
used for note-taking and for exercises of composition. Quintilian recom-
mended them warmly not only because they could be erased often, but
also because they allowed a student to write quickly, without having his
stream of thought interrupted by dipping the pen: only the student with
poor eyesight had to avoid them (10.3.31-33). In Quintilian’s opinion,
tablets should not be unduly wide, so that the overzealous student would
not feel the temptation to write excessively long compositions. Libanius
mentions that writing discourses on a tablet to be corrected by the teacher
was part of school routine (Ep. 911.1). He speaks of young men “filling
their tablets with the writings appropriate to rhetoric many times a
month” (Or. 35.22).%7

Although durability and sturdiness were among the major characteris-
tics of tablets, the written sources have transmitted curious examples of
their being broken by angry pupils. Violence generated violence in the
schoolroom.” In the second century B.C.E., the Roman playwright Plautus
mentions students who would no longer endure their instructors’ abuse
and broke their tablets over the heads of their teachers, with their fathers’
approval (Bacch. 440-43). Likewise, the fourth-century Christian writer
Prudentius, on describing the martyrdom of Saint Cassian by his angry

7 Cf. Ep. 886.

% Cf. above, Chapter 2. See also below for a stylus used as weapon. Cf. Juvenal Sat.
7.213-14: the orator Rufus beaten by his pupils. See the formulaic graffito “breaking teach-
er’s bones” in schoolbooks of fourteenth-century Florence, Gehl 1989: 397-98.
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students, says that “some throw their fragile tablets and break them
against his face, the wood flying in fragments when it strikes his brow,
the wax-covered boxwood splitting with a loud crack, as it is dashed on
his blood-stained cheeks, the broken slab wet and red from the blow”
(Perist. 9.47-50). The description appears slightly exaggerated, since tab-
lets were sturdy and most of the ancient examples have been preserved
intact. Yet the Christian writer Basil of Caesarea in the fourth century
also associates angry students and broken tablets, showing children who,
when reproached by their teacher, broke his tablets in anger (Homilia
dicta tempore famis et siccitatis 67c).

Basil’s testimony is particularly interesting because it confirms the evi-
dence of the tablets of Greco-Roman Egypt: tablets were not always the
private possessions of students but might belong to a teacher. It is conceiv-
able that an individual who possessed some literacy and owned some
tablets fulfilled the basic prerequisites to set up a school. Though most of
the tablets appear to be written by a single student, sometimes several
pupils seem to be at work in the same notebook. Three students, for in-
stance, wrote exercises in a codex of seven wooden tablets: fractions, the
conjugation of a verb, a rhetorical paraphrase, and the text of a psalm in
Coptic.” This evidence is particularly suggestive: not only does it evoke
a picture of a classroom where the teaching of Coptic stood side by side
with the teaching of Greek,!” but it presents students at different levels
of ability sharing the same material.

Writing on papyri, ostraca, and wooden tablets was done with a reed
pen.!™ An epigram applies to the pen (calamos) the metaphor of culture
and education as an initiation into the mysteries of the Muses.!%

I was a reed, a useless plant, bearing neither figs, nor apples, nor grapes.
But a man initiated me into the mysteries of Helicon, fashioning thin lips
for me and excavating in me a narrow channel. Ever since, when I drink
black liquor, I become inspired, and utter all manner of words with this
voiceless mouth of mine. (Anth. Pal. 9.162).

The Greeks adopted the reed pen from the ancient Egyptians, but whereas
in pharaonic Egypt thinner reeds were used (their ends were frayed to
function as brushes), in Greco-Roman times reeds were thicker, pointed,

% See Cribiore 1996a: no. 388.

100 See R. Cribiore, “Greek and Coptic Education in Late Antique Egypt,” Akten 6. Inter-
nationalen Koptologenkongresses, July 1996 (publication forthcoming).

101 For a selection of reed and metal pens, see Bonner 1977: fig. 14.

122 On culture as an initiation into a mystery, see Kaster 1988: 16.
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and split, with the shape of medieval quills. They could be resharpened
many times until they became short stumps, and sometimes the life of a
pen was prolonged by sticking a piece of wood into its end.!”® Of course,
the younger the student, the more clumsily he employed a pen, forgetting
to resharpen it, writing with a stubbed nib, and allowing the pen to “drink
black liquor” too often.!® To cancel writing—something that was sup-
posed to be done by expunging dots or by carefully sponging off the
wrong text—students often employed the timeless method of the finger
wet with spit.

A pen (stylus) made of metal, ivory, or bone was used to write on wax
tablets. Iron and bronze were the metals most frequently employed, but
expensive styli were not unknown, made of silver and gold, or elegantly
fashioned with a figurine at one end.!”® The sharp point of the stylus
served to scratch the letters into the wax; the other end was usually flat
and was used to smooth out the wax for corrections or erasures. It is not
unusual for ancient writers to allude to the stylus and its use,'” but ironi-
cally the most detailed description appears in the account by Prudentius
mentioned above of the murder of Saint Cassian at the hands of his angry
students (Perist. 9). The body of the saint is presented as a writing surface,
and the act of piercing it with countless pricks of styli is described as the
studious effort of his pupils. The rhetorical implications are carried to an
extreme, with pupils asking their dying teacher to examine and correct
the lines they are writing on his body. Another unorthodox way to use
the stylus can be glimpsed through an anecdote reported by Plutarch in
which Roman children appear tormenting an elephant by pricking its pro-
boscis (De soll. an. 968e).

From what precedes, it appears that in the Greek and Roman world,
the technology of manufacture was not a restrictive factor with respect
to literacy. Ostraca, for instance, far from being a deterrent to literacy,
encouraged certain types of informal writing with their common avail-
ability. The need to employ a large quantity of papyrus came at a rather

103 See Winlock and Crum 1926: 94.

104 Carbon black ink was mixed with some chemical compound to produce a brown
color, starting from the fourth century c.E. Simple inkwells of round shape made of terra-
cotta were most common, but luxury ones were sometimes used in wealthy households; see
Metropolitan Museum of Art 1977.11.8, a Hellenistic inkwell with a relief with a frontal
head and a snake.

105 The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York has a gold stylus apparently found in
Ptolemaic Egypt (26.7.1361), and another of Roman date with a small figure of a boy at
the flat end (23.160.88).

106 See, e.g., Ovid Met. 9.521, Am. 1.11.23; and Martial 14.21.
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advanced level of education: since mainly upper-class students reached
that level, cost was not an issue.

It is important to analyze the past in its own terms, visualizing the
informality of most of the writing that was done in ancient schools and
in the ancient world at large. The extemporaneous and casual quality of
Greek and Roman writing technology successfully counterbalanced the
limiting and intimidating factor that strongly characterized it in ancient
Egyptian and medieval times and that created definite problems of access
to writing. In early medieval England, writing was an art in itself that
required a laborious technology and much time and ability.’”” Putting a
pen to parchment was the affair of scribes, and of monks who had to
sustain this humbling fatigue; meanwhile, common laymen did not feel
confident enough to pen a letter or even to sign. The only form of writing
was the dictation of a text to a professional, a skill that was an extension
of speaking and was taught in school.

The overall picture of literacy in Greco-Roman Egypt is strikingly dif-
ferent. A taxpayer who needed a receipt for which he was supposed to
provide the writing material'® simply picked up an ostracon and gave it
to the official in charge to inscribe. A man or a woman who hardly knew
how to wield a pen did not shrink from signing a document or from at-
tempting to write an epistle in quivering but somewhat empowering char-
acters. These were habits acquired in school. In the following chapters,
we shall see how they were formed and developed.

107 See Clanchy 1993: 114-44. Using quills required laborious training; M. Finley, West-
ern Writing Implements in the Age of the Quill Pen (Carlisle, Cumbria, 1990).
18 N. Lewis, Life in Egypt under Roman Rule (Oxford, 1983), 166-67.
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% CHAPTER SIX *

The First Circle

The first letter was a circle with a navel in the middle;
then two straight rules yoked together,

while the third resembled a Scythian bows;

next to that lay a trident on its side;

then mounted on one rule were two slanting lines;
the last was again like the third.

THUS, IN THE Telephus of the fifth-century B.C.E. tragic poet Agathon,
an illiterate man tries to describe to the audience the spelling of the name
Theseus (BHCEYGC; fr. 4 TrGF). In doing so, Agathon imitated a similar
speech in the Theseus of Euripides, in which an illiterate herdsman look-
ing out at sea saw a ship carrying these letters on its sails.! It is uncertain
whether these passages presuppose the existence of a somewhat literate
audience in which everybody was able to follow the spelling with anticipa-
tion.? Yet they certainly refer to the very first step in the acquisition of
literacy, when the combined visual images of the letters correspond to a
real entity, a name. Agathon’s account is more imaginative than Euripi-
des’, since he describes the letter shapes at a glance by comparing them
to familiar images. The success of the scene was due partly to its corre-
spondence to a universal experience.’ In antiquity, the accomplishments
achieved at an elementary stage of instruction ranged from this embryonic
form of “reading” the letter shapes to the moment when the letters, articu-
lated into words and sentences, were read with an increasing degree of
understanding. This chapter covers the first circle of instruction, in which
a male or female student had an initial taste of what lay ahead.

All the elements of knowledge approached in the first circle were in
tight connection not only with each other but also with contents intro-

! Eur. fr. 382 Nauck?. For another imitation, Theodectas fr. 6 TrGE. The whole account
is in the collection The Learned Banquet of the second-century C.E. writer Athenaeus,
10.454b-f.

2 See Turner 1952: 8-9; Harvey 1966: 603-4.

3 P. Horner (“The Development of Reading Books in England in 1870,” in Brooks and
Pugh 1984: 81) mentions a primer, Reading without Tears by F. L. Mortimer, that started
by likening the letters to familiar objects, such as “A is like a hut with a window upstairs.”
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duced at later educational stages. Education was a world folded in upon
itself; it reflected what came before and prefigured what lay ahead in an
endless process of reduplication. Of course, elementary education built
the foundations of technical skills on which further knowledge rested. But
instruction at the first level already contained in embryonic form elements
that were to be developed in further stages if a student continued in the
educational process.

This was the stage of “skills and drills” that required an inflexible intel-
lectual gymnastics in order to compensate for the general deficiency of
teaching aids and texts for inexperienced readers, and a lack of word
divisions and lectional signs in the texts that were available. Even though
the models prepared by the teachers addressed some of the initial diffi-
culties, it was felt that a student should be prepared for an “unfriendly”
environment of learning. Contents followed a rigorous order in which the
links of a chain that extended up to the rhetorical level were connected by
similarity. From the beginning, a student learned to distinguish as many
similarities as possible within the presented material and to extrapolate
from there. Identifying and mastering the alphabetical order, for example,
led to recreating new combinations, and the understanding of the basic
order governing a syllabary led to reproducing it through a proliferation
of ever more abstruse sets of letters.

It is important to recognize, however, that at all levels of learning, al-
though an order* was always followed in introducing new elements, that
order was not invariably the same. In higher education, degree of diffi-
culty was not always the principle that dictated the choice of authors read;
tradition, authority, and usefulness for further study were also fundamen-
tal. As a rule, primary education proceeded from shorter to larger links,
from one unit to the juxtaposition of many. Concerns with gradual in-
creases in difficulty did not always apply, however. Lists of words on
which a student practiced reading, writing, and memorization, for exam-
ple, often strictly followed an organization according to number of sylla-
bles, even though monosyllabic words included abstruse terms that were
less familiar and harder to remember than other longer words learned
afterward. In the same way, reading and writing did not always conform
to an identical process governed by the same rules. Past historians of an-
cient education have envisaged both reading and writing as following
identical laws of rectilinear movement, with a progressive building upon

Now a four-year-old of my acquaintance spells aloud his name, T-O-M, as “the umbrella,
the sun, and the two peaks.”
* The ancient writers called this the ordo docendi, the order maintained in teaching.
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the initial link—the letters of the alphabet—that led to syllables, words,
and sentences. The school exercises from Greco-Roman Egypt reveal in-
stead that a different sequence might sometimes be privileged, and that
teachers who valued handwriting made students copy sentences, maxims,
and brief passages when they had not yet mastered syllables and could
not read. These students, therefore, skipped the links of the individual
syllables and single words: they learned according to an order that was
based not on comprehension but on reinforcing writing skills.

It should be noted that the network of rules that governed learning
at this stage had the capacity of increasing and sanctioning a teacher’s
authority. I have identified in previous chapters why a teacher’s position
in antiquity was weak—for example, the lack of financial security and the
punctilious control exercised by parents. But insofar as teachers were the
individuals who knew, and could apply and transmit, the rules of knowl-
edge, their authority was above that of parents. The rules conferred to
them an external, unobjectionable power, and in the rules they trusted.

It is difficult to specify with precision the length, limits, and characteris-
tics of the training of elementary education. Among the literary sources,
only Plato speaks in exact quantitative terms when he envisions that a
ten-year-old would need three years to learn letters, but his remarks may
not refer to the whole period of elementary instruction (Laws 7.810a).
The contradictory opinions that historians of education sometimes ven-
ture in this respect derive from a complex reality.” We have seen not only
that elementary teaching was a function of local needs and expectations,
but also that the duration of the available course oscillated according to
students” demand and teachers’ availability.® Both length of schooling,
and quality and quantity of notions imparted, must have depended a great
deal on environment, students’ social status, and the degree of profession-
alism of accessible teachers. Though some pupils may have assimilated
only the most basic principles of reading, writing, and reckoning, others
may have exhausted their primary teacher’s treasury of learning. Not all
students took advantage of the entirety of what was available. I shall
concentrate on the most basic skills that an elementary student must have
acquired from the course.

Of course, elementary education left tangible traces on many more peo-
ple than did subsequent stages of learning. There is, therefore, great inter-

5 See Marrou 1975, 1: 227 and 2: 64. Vossing (1992) maintains that Roman elementary
schooling lasted longer than it does today, but he considers mainly the personal experience
of Augustine.

¢ Cf. Chapter 1.
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est in investigating the ways in which male and female students ap-
proached writing and reading, how they coped with the tasks required,
how beneficial an initial knowledge of the letters was, and what kind of
an advantage literacy brought to their lives.” Education is usually pre-
sented as a self-sufficient microcosm with its own laws, dogmas, and
boundaries.® Jeremiads over its rigidity and inability to instill any practi-
cal knowledge are frequent. Since the connections between knowledge
imparted by elementary education and the demands of daily life in ancient
society are not often explored, it is worthwhile to investigate whether
there were channels of communication between real life and the some-
what unreal world of learning.

In Egypt, with the advent of Alexander of Macedon, writing, which in
pharaonic times was the almost exclusive province of specialized priestly
and scribal circles, acquired new functions.” Not only did the extent of
documentation and the volume of writing increase considerably, but the
old scribal elite ceased to be a segregated body. Though scribes retained
the specialized task of penning legal and administrative documents, peo-
ple could show and exploit the skills they had learned in schools by draft-
ing epistles, daily lists, and accounts, or by testifying to the authenticity
of a document by adding to it anything from a full-length subscription to
a signature. Members of elite and scholarly circles used writing with vary-
ing degrees of sophistication for literary purposes. What made Greco-
Roman Egypt a literate society, in spite of the fact that the mass of the
population was illiterate, was that even people who did not have direct
access to writing had to reckon with it in their daily lives, and they recog-
nized the framework of conventions and expectations that governed it.!°

In this society, a lack of writing skills did not engender stigma and
disdain: illiterate people, who had to have recourse to a network of liter-
ate individuals—relatives, friends, or the omnipresent scribes—were not
looked down upon, because illiteracy was too common a condition.!! But
the fact that semiliterates—those called in the documents “slow writers”
(bradeos graphontes)'>—cared to exhibit their very modest attainments
rather than use other strategies shows that “knowing letters” engendered

7 On literacy in antiquity: Stock 1983; Street 1987; Harris 1989; Thomas 1989 and 1992.

8 For education in Rome, see the new approach of Frasca 1996a and 1996b.

’ Ray 1986; Thompson 1994.

10 Bowman and Woolf 1994a; Bowman 1991; Hanson 1991; Cribiore 1996a: 3-11.

' On literates and semiliterates, see Youtie 1971a and b, 1975b.

12 Cf. the oligogrammatoi in Justinian’s Novellae 73.8 (Corpus iuris civilis T, 1899, ed.
Schoell-Kroll).
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pride and a sense of accomplishment. Personal literacy carried some pres-
tige, a positive reinforcement of identity, a badge of belonging to a literate
society, and a shield against fraud. Direct examples of illiterate people
purposely victimized or deceived are not many, but in reality lack of writ-
ing and reading skills must have put people at risk: abuses of the confi-
dence of illiterates and semiliterates must be at the heart of many of the
petitions that people addressed to the authority.’® A single example will
suffice. In the third century B.C.E., a father appealed against the fraud
perpetuated at the expense of his young son Sopolis by a courtesan with
the suggestive name Demo, “the common one.”!* This woman persuaded
the youth to sign a paper in which he declared that he had borrowed from
her a large sum of money. The paper remained as proof of a loan that
apparently had not taken place. Sopolis’s meager attainments in literacy
may have partly contributed to his victimization.

THE ALPHABET AND MEMORY

Elementary instruction started with the relentless gymnastics of the alpha-
bet. The sands of Egypt have preserved alphabets written by students and
teachers alike, as well as exercises in which groups of letters were prac-
ticed without an alphabetical order. Though models containing alphabets
are the only teaching aids that we know of directly, the literary sources
describe other kinds of support and incentives used to entice reluctant
beginners to learn. In the Roman world, apparently, a wealthy child was
given ivory alphabet blocks and ivory or boxwood letters to play with,
and models were used in which the letters were carved into the wood so
that a novice tracing the letter shapes was forced to stay within their
limits." The authors also mention little cakes in connection with the al-
phabet, but it is unclear whether these were shaped in the form of letters
or whether, more likely, they were only incentives or rewards.!® The fact
that real knowledge was internalized knowledge resulted in medieval
times in cakes decorated with the alphabet, tablets in which the written

13 See Youtie 1975a: 205-7. Other examples of persons victimized because of illiteracy
might be found in P.Oxy. .71, and P.Enteux. 1 and 50.

4 P.Enteux. 49. The age of this young man is uncertain, A. P. Christorilopoulos, Mikra
Meletemata (Athens, 1973), 90-93; Legras 1999: 218. Cf. A. Arjava, “Die romische Vor-
mundschaft und das Volljihrigkeitsalter in Agypten,” ZPE 126 (1999): 202-4.

5 Quintilian 1.1.26-27; Jerome Ep. 107.4.

16 Cf. Horace Sat. 1.1.25-26; Jerome Ep. 128.1.
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text was covered with honey and then licked by the learner, and hard-
boiled eggs inscribed with the letters of the alphabet.!”

But eager parents apparently could go overboard when trying to force
their unwilling children to learn. The plutocrat and sophist Herodes
Atticus (ca. C.E. 101-177) devised an extreme remedy to help his son,
who is described in the sources as “foolish, bad at letters, and of a dull
memory,” where dysgrammatos is the likely equivalent of the modern
“dyslexic” (Philostratus VS 558). He employed twenty-four young slaves,
each with the name of a letter of the alphabet, who were supposed to be
with his son at all times.'® The story is tantalizing. One cannot help but try
to go beyond the bare account, imagining a slightly grotesque pantomime:
slaves singing aloud their names, forming a single row, reversing its order
by starting from the end, making up short rows by skipping letters in
between, pairing themselves into syllables, or even forming words. The
school exercises show that this is how a beginner learned his letters. Was
Herodes inspired by the fifth-century B.C.E. Athenian poet Callias, who
had composed a play, an “Alphabet Show” (Grammatike theoria), in
which the twenty-four letter-women forming the chorus sang the alphabet
back and forth and moved then to a syllabary made up of letters in pairs?*’
The consistency of methods used in antiquity to master the letters is re-
markable. The pedagogic use of songs, which started in the preschool
years, continued when beginners sang the alphabet aloud in school.?’ Even
today, “Sesame Street” and the loud alphabetical songs booming out of
modern Egyptian primary schools testify to the usefulness of associating
letters and rhythm.

Since pure rote knowledge of the alphabet was discouraged, beginners
were taught to follow every kind of alphabetical sequence, such as pro-
ceeding from the bottom up or skipping a fixed number of letters. Exer-
cises of this kind, which appear a bit contrived to the modern eye, required
memory and concentration. Pupils were not always up to them. A school
exercise from Roman Egypt, for instance, shows that a student was asked
to write on an ostracon two alphabets, one in regular and one in reversed
order, by pairing the first letter (alpha) with the last (omega), then the
second with the second to last, and so on.?! But this pupil had some trou-

17 See Harvey 1978: 73-75; Manguel 1996: 71 and n. 9.

8 This is not a story with a happy ending. Herodes’ son grew up as an alcoholic philan-
derer and was finally disinherited.

Y Athenaeus 10.453d-f; Svenbro 1993: 183-86.

2 Jerome (Ep. 104.4) mentions an alphabetical song (canticum).

2 Cribiore 1996a: no. 44.
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ble following the required order. One wonders whether he or she was able
to convince the teacher that the exercise had been done as instructed.
Certainly this student does not fool the modern papyrologist, since the
letters and the ink reveal that the first alphabet was written in its entirety,
and then the pupil proceeded to the reversed one starting from the bot-
tom, thus following again the order, alpha, beta, and so on. A curious
device used to enforce command of the letters was the tongue-twister,
chalinos (“gag”), which consisted of alphabets in scrambled order that
joined together letters that were difficult to pronounce.”? Thus, for in-
stance, when beginners wrote and sounded out aloud the made-up word
knaxzbrikh, they practiced the letters and, supposedly, improved their
pronunciation. These “words” used in school practice passed into Hesy-
chius’s Lexicon with pseudo-meanings.?

The insistence of ancient teachers on enforcing a confident command
of the letters by practicing them in various combinations is a good demon-
stration of the passion with which they clung to rules and order, but this
approach was also justified by the fact that the alphabet was used as a
mnemonic device and organizational tool. Memory was the foundation
of all knowledge in a world that could not rely on easily consulted books,
tables of contents and indexes, library catalogues, and electronic search
tools.?* Exercises of mental gymnastics practiced at every level of educa-
tion aimed at strengthening the student’s natural capacity for retention to
levels unheard of in the modern world. Higher education was particularly
concerned with developing a student’s “artificial” memory, thus not only
improving his ability to memorize content word for word but also
strengthening his capacity to build rapid and effective systems for learning.
The art of memory created by Simonides and Aristotle was adopted by
the Romans: arguments and subjects were located under “places” in the
mind (fopoi, loci), such as buildings or settings.” The ancients’ experience
of these memory-images was much more vivid and intense than our own.

Whereas mnemotechnics were taught in rhetorical schools as an aid to
the future orator, who would need to deliver long speeches with unfailing
accuracy, concern for improving memory and retrieval showed at every
stage of education. A more capacious and elastic memory had to be nour-

22 Quintilian 1.1.37; Clement Strom. 5.8.48.4-9 and 8-9; 49.1; 359-60. In this group
were also classified pseudo-epic hexameters with all the letters of the alphabet used in scribal
training.

2 R. Merkelbach, “Weisse KNAZXBI-Milch,” ZPE 61 (1985): 293-96.

2 On memory in antiquity, Small 1997; Carruthers 1990; Yates 1966; and Blum 1969.

% See Small 1997: 81-116.
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ished with tender care from the early years of childhood. Early education
was not so much concerned with developing artificial memory, but rather
with nurturing the natural memory of children: memory was the “store-
house of education” and had the capacity to create and foster.?® It was
essential to master the alphabet in the early years for its immediate and
future gains. Alphabetical and numerical orders were tools used to orga-
nize materials, concepts, and subjects to be stored in the mind and re-
trieved when necessary. The various exercises nurtured a student’s ability
to glide quickly through the alphabet and created the mental agility neces-
sary for using and assimilating all sorts of letter combinations.

Mastery of the alphabet was the point of departure for all future learn-
ing. Pupils developed a peculiar ability to “calculate” with the letters that
is unknown in the modern world. Thus the alphabet became as flexible a
tool as numerical order for organizational purposes. The maxims that the
students had to memorize and copy letter by letter at the next educational
stage were sometimes organized in alphabetical acrostics.?” Syllabaries
combined vowels with each consonant in turn: sets made of multiliteral
combinations required some dexterity to juggle the letters. Similarly, the
lists of words that students had to write and read were often included in
alphabetical entries: teachers stored under each letter words that were
taken from different contexts and whose initials were the only sign that
they belonged to a specific category.?® Thus the letters distinguishing each
set and the number of the items filed under each entry were used together
as mnemonic devices.

FIrsT STEPS IN LITERACY

The school exercises show that at the same time that students were learn-
ing to juggle the letters of the alphabet, they had to apply their new exper-
tise by learning to write their personal names. The ability to write one’s
name—a recognized achievement for young children even today—was
even more meaningful in antiquity. Even when one did not progress much
further, this limited knowledge brought immediate practical advantages.
Adults who were only signature literates often appear in documents from
Greco-Roman Egypt as they append their names to a transaction: they

% Quintilian 1.1.19; Ps.-Plutarch De liberis educandis 9e.

¥ See Cribiore 1996a: no. 316.
2 See, e.g., ibid.: no. 390.
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Figure 24. An ostracon with letters of the alphabet.

are not schoolboys—or schoolgirls®—any more, but their performance
does not rise above that of young learners. The Hermeneumata directly
link writing one’s name to a school practice: after entering in class and
saluting teachers and classmates, an elementary student gets down to
work by writing his name.* From the school exercises it appears that
pupils combined somewhat mechanically the letters that formed their
names when they still had only a shaky grasp of them. An ostracon of the
Roman period provides a good illustration of the mechanics of learning
at its tender beginning (Fig. 24).3! A boy, Kametis, was asked to write his
name, followed by the first four letters of the alphabet in regular and
reversed order—ABTA and ATBA. That he had trouble doing this is shown
by the second sequence, ABT'A, in which a thickly traced A—the hinge on
which the exercise revolves—is wrongly followed by B, whereas T looks
like a T. The letters at this point were only strokes coming together with-
out meaning. The achievement of the five-year-old son of the emperor
Constantine, who was able to validate decisions by writing his name, was
celebrated with admiration by the panegyrist Nazarius.?> The exercises
show that this was not an exceptional performance. But everything is

¥ See, e.g., the almost illegible signature of a woman such as Sentia Asklatarion in P.Sozer.
18-21.

30 Goetz 1892: 381.2-3.

31 Cribiore 1996a: no. 51. Some of the exercises show that students kept on writing their
names at later stages in order to identify their work.

2 SEG 19, no. 37.
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relative. In the sixth century, the historian Procopius alludes to illiterate
kings forced to use wooden models with letters incised into them: like
children, they had their hands guided by another’s through the letter
shapes (Historia arcana 6.15-16). King Theodoric apparently used a thin
gold-plated model that allowed him to write subscriptions: four letters
were cut into it, forming the Latin word LEGI (“I have read”).3 But even
though there have been suspicions about the king’s literacy, Theodoric
was able to write: the model was only an aid in forming letters in Byzan-
tine chancery style.

The practice of teaching beginners who barely knew the alphabetical
characters to write their names goes unmentioned in modern histories
of ancient education, according to which letters always and only led to
syllables. Modern historians in fact follow rigidly the accounts of the an-
cient educational theorists, who apparently perpetuated an inflexible
order of learning. The concept that teaching followed a progression of
difficulty (ordo docendi), that easier material had to be inculcated first
and foundations had to be built in order for education to be successful,
is common to these accounts.’* According to them, a beginner who mas-
tered the letters learned to combine them into syllables, joined the syllabic
combinations into words at a later stage, and finally was able to build
up sentences. Learning was encapsulated into a few pills that had to be
swallowed according to an inflexible prescription. On the strict basis of
these accounts, writing one’s name or copying a sentence were not appro-
priate goals at the initial stage.

Some of the extant school exercises follow the order advocated by the
literary sources, others do not. Some writing exercises in fact indicate that
immediately after learning the letters, pupils were made to copy very short
texts, such as maxims or individual verses, that they were apparently un-
able to read.’ Even though these texts probably had been explained or
memorized, the great number of mistakes committed, the inability of a
student to correct himself or herself once an error was made, and the
passive dependence on a model—the teacher’s model or the student’s own
first copy—all show that pupils copied a text letter by letter, trying to
reproduce the shape of the characters but unable to connect words into
real units of understanding. These students’ shaky handwriting, moreover,

3 Anonymus Valesianus 61 and 79; Riché (1995: 53-54) discusses the culture of Theod-
oric, with full bibliography of the question in notes 36 and 37.

3 Augustine De ordine 2.7 (24); Ambrose Ab Abraham 1.30; Manilius Astronomica
2.755-64; Jerome Ep. 107.4 and 128.1; Gregory of Nyssa De beneficentia 5-13.

¥ See, e.g., Cribiore 1996a: nos. 136, 160, 202, 383, and 403.
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is a further indication of extreme immaturity, since it reveals the basic
uncertainty of the recent learner, who “was at a loss about the shapes
of the letters.”3® A definite improvement in writing skills shows in other
exercises, such as some of the syllabaries and lists of words, where stu-
dents’ hands appear more secure and betray more training and maturity.

How to reconcile the rigid accounts of learning given by the ancient
writers with this picture of a more flexible practice? A recent discussion
of the copying method exemplified by the exercises maintains that this
method was used to train only lower-class students and slaves, who were
not going to progress in their educations and needed only to achieve rudi-
mentary copying skills.’” The evidence, however, suggests that this prac-
tice was more widespread. The few syllabaries and the many lists of words
written in the hands of students display handwriting more practiced than
that of complete beginners. These students, who did not quit immediately
after learning some copying but followed the regular progression of steps
toward reading and proper writing (letters, syllables, words, sentences),
had already made considerable progress in penmanship. Even though
some of these word lists might belong to higher educational circles, it
would be perverse to think that the writers were all students of grammari-
ans. With regard to students’ social backgrounds, moreover, it should be
noted that in one case, it is certain that the teacher who signed a model
for a student on a tablet was not a grammatodidaskalos (“elementary
teacher”) but a grammarian.*® The pupil in question, who reproduced the
letters of the text painfully and one by one, without any knowledge of
syllabic division, presumably belonged to the upper class. This grammar-
ian, therefore, cared that his pupil achieved good copying skills before
engaging in the usual training to start writing and reading.

One should not be too surprised that the ancient sources do not speak
explicitly of the initial practice of copying that emerges from some of the
school exercises. Most likely, such sources were not interested in the
minor strategies that teachers used in their classrooms. On reading the
various accounts that describe the teaching process, one is struck by their
uniformity, as if they were all imitating one another, or perhaps going
back to a common source. The rigid sequence of learning became a sort
of ropos that maintained its validity for a long time not only on account
of its attractive and straightforward structure, but also because it ad-
dressed the essential stages by which reading and writing properly were

3¢ Quintilian 1.1.21: haesit circa formas litterarum.

37 K. Vossing, “Schreiben lernen, ohne Lesen zu kénnen? Zur Methode des antiken Ele-
mentarunterrichts,” ZPE 123 (1998): 121-25.

3% See above, pp. 3940, and Chapter 2, note 62.
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taught. The rest fell through the cracks. The attention of ancient writers
was caught by the linear coherence of a process that rested on the virtually
universal assumption that little things are more easily learned than big
ones. The practical details of how teachers tried to enforce good hand-
writing did not concern them in the least.

What the ancient sources describe is in fact the sequence of principal
steps followed in antiquity to learn reading and writing properly—not
only copying. Up to the early Middle Ages, reading was taught in the
Greek and Roman world by a system of building blocks, a so-called syn-
thetic method that constructed the progressive rings of a chain starting
from the letters, then forming syllables, words, and sentences. The process
of learning to read bears a strong resemblance to that of learning spoken
language, and the synthetic reading method imitated to some degree what
was viewed as the spontaneous process of language-learning. As of the
sixteenth century, all the various teaching methods known today had been
suggested or practiced occasionally—syllabic, whole words, whole sen-
tences, and phonic—but the synthetic method that builds on letters has
dominated the reading field.*

Writing, in the sense of putting together elements in combinations of
varying length to achieve communication, followed the same approach.
But writing is a multifaceted activity that requires a minimum level of
competence at its basic stage, when it consists only of the physical act of
forming some characters or copying passively. Copying a sentence and
writing one’s own name do not require the same building up of structural
elements or the same process of mental maturation as composing. Achiev-
ing good copying skills was more vital than it is today. Legible and rela-
tively competent handwriting was necessary not only to someone who
thought of embarking on a scribal career, but also to the student who
progressed further in his schooling and to the adult who needed writing
for everyday use and for copying his own texts. Personal hands catch the
eye of the palaeographer who looks at literary and epistolary texts on
papyrus.” They do not have the smooth flow of scribal handwriting at its
best, which resembles modern printing, but are nevertheless the product
of skill and application. In antiquity, personal handwriting was recog-
nized and valued as a symbol of identification in legal and official transac-
tions, even when the name of an official or a clerk was not given.*! Teach-
ing, therefore, was structured to serve the needs of a vast pool of students.

¥ See Pidgeon 1988.
0 See Schubart 1925: 146-55.
# On personal handwriting, Libanius Or. 1.232 and Ep. 44.7-8.
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Moreover, for students who would attend only one or two years of
elementary instruction, basic copying skills and the ability to produce a
signature represented coveted tools of practical utility. The example of
Petaus and countless other men and women in the same condition is illu-
minating in this respect.* Petaus, a town clerk on the verge of illiteracy
who tried to pass himself off as literate, has become exemplary of the
struggle of “slow writers” in Greco-Roman Egypt because some details
of his personal story are known. Not only do some documents in the
archive of papers he collected show his signature in tortured letters, but
a writing exercise has been preserved in which he practiced writing, over
and over, his name, title, and a verb, “I submitted”—the whole arsenal
he needed to subscribe the documents that he passed on to higher authori-
ties.” Petaus’s practice sheet reveals that he was copying passively from
the line immediately above, using his writing as a model, and he could
not recover his bearings once he made a mistake. That he was able to
keep his official post in a society highly dependent on paperwork was due
to his skillful covering of his meager accomplishments and his dependency
on scribes in his employment. Apparently, however, his brother Theon
had reached an entirely different level of literacy, since he could produce
the whole text of a loan of money that he and Petaus had contracted.*
When Petaus wrote his short subscription to this deed of loan, he must
have copied it from a model that his brother made for him. Since Theon
and Petaus came from the same moderately wealthy middle-class family,
the different packages of skills they possessed may cause some surprise.
But more than nowadays, length of school attendance, personal predispo-
sition, and frequent practice of skills acquired in childhood played a part
in the degree of literacy an adult was able to achieve.

READING READINESS

The next goal of a student who was covering the first educational circle
in his journey up the hill of learning was the acquisition of basic reading
and writing skills. The calisthenics of reading readiness were precise, re-
lentless, tedious, and unhurried. In some cases they were also nonsensical
and failed to target the real needs of learners. The exercise of the syllabary
was done by reciting the various syllabic sets inscribed on teachers’ models

42 See Youtie 1966 and 1971a; Turner 1973: 36-47; Hanson 1991: 171-74.
4 P.Petaus 121.
4 P.Petaus 31.
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and by writing down letter combinations according to a system. A student
who started, for instance, with biliteral combinations of one consonant
with all the vowels in turn (ba-be-bi-bo-bu), and proceeded through all
the alphabet, could be asked to form triliteral or quadriliteral sets (such
as bras-bres-bris-bros-brus) and to go on to exhaust all the possibilities.
Though the building of syllabic sets further reinforced alphabetical skills,
it did not always address a student’s need to be familiar with components
of words that he or she will encounter in the future. Why was a student
who would never have to decode most of the words that contained these
combinations made to practice the bizarre bras-bres series mentioned
above?® But Quintilian fully approved of this practice: all the syllables,
even the most abstruse, had to be learned by heart (1.1.30). The exercise
was painstaking and pointless to some degree, a game that tested a stu-
dent’s patience and concentration, as the many mistakes committed in the
process indicate. A student writing a Greek syllabary under the burning
Egyptian sun might be deceived by the mechanical nature of the exercise.
His capacity for using the letters as numerical units might go to extremes,
and he might perform his drills thoughtlessly, indulging in bizarre produc-
tions, like the pupil who treated the vowel i (iota) as a consonant and
wrote iai, iei, iii—combinations that hardly appear in any word.*

The tyranny of the syllables continued to rule learning when whole
words were introduced. Most exercises at this level show words divided
into syllables by means of bars or dots or included in sets according to
number of syllables, that is, monosyllables, disyllables, and so on. Starting
from the first century C.E., moreover, sets of words were ordered ac-
cording to the alphabetical sequence. Most, but not all, lists presenting
these characteristics are connected to exercises of reading and writing
readiness. It is conceivable that those lists which are organized by sub-
ject—such as birds, gods, rivers, or historical and mythological figures—
served as works of reference or were memorized in order to build a vocab-
ulary.*’ This insistence on categorizing the world by means of bare se-
quences of words seems to suggest that they were used as cultural sym-
bols,* even though one should take into account that their message might

# See Cribiore 1996a: no. 78.

% Cribiore 1996a: no. 83.

47 About the use of lists in Mesopotamian and ancient Egyptian education, see Nissen,
Damerow, and Englund 1993: 105-6; Brunner 1957: 93-98; and Eyre and Baines 1989:
94-95; for lexicographical material, see Kramer 1983. Some lists, however, might have origi-
nated in the class of the grammarian; see below, p. 193.

* Morgan 1998: 101-4.
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be fleshed out by the missing voice of a teacher. In any case, the effective-
ness of building on syllables to teach reading and writing was not ques-
tioned throughout antiquity.* Only in the ninth century do we begin to
see signs of a different approach that taught reading through whole
words, until reading by syllables acquired a definite stigma at the end of
the Middle Ages.*

The unremitting enforcement of the syllabic method was grounded on
the need for school to prepare a beginner for the texts that were in general
circulation. As a rule, in fact, texts were written in continuous blocks of
letters without word separation (scriptio continua) and without pauses
between major sections. In Greek schools, a clear concept of a word per
se was not instilled, but words were conceived as chains of syllabic units.
Concentrating on a limited number of syllables was necessary when the
eye and the mind were not ready to handle long strings of them. Thus a
word was conceived as a “piece of speech” rather than a single indepen-
dent entity.’! When teachers wrote model passages that provided word
separations, these divisions were convenient pedagogic measures for or-
dering the material rather than an attempt to instill into a pupil the con-
cept of a word as a strict language unit. In these passages, in fact, marks
of separation do not distinguish single words but word groups, that is,
words considered together with articles, prepositions, and other particles.

The ancient sources agree that learning to read was a slow process that
depended on the solid buildup of mnemonic and mechanical skills to-
gether with proper eye coordination. In the first century B.C.E., the writer
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, for instance, says that it was only after the
lapse of a considerable time that children were able to put together coher-
ently the different messages they had received (Comip. 235). According to
Quintilian, teachers were not supposed to press students to read continu-
ously but had to guide them through the syllables. Nothing could be
gained by hurrying: reading had to be secure at first, and it became con-
nected with time. The theory of looking to the right to anticipate what
was coming next was valid as long as it was accompanied by constant
practice (1.1.30-35). The Greek word for “reading” itself, anagignoskein,
emphasizes the cumbersome process of recognition: reading consisted of
“knowing again, recollecting” what one had surveyed at a glance.

Testimonies about the struggle of beginners in learning to read are
sparse—another proof that ancient society did not regard children as wor-

4 See Reynolds 1996: 9-10; and Small 1997: 24-25.

50 See Saenger 1982: 384 n. 91.
SUCA., for a similar situation in Vai culture, Goody 1987: 227-28.
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thy of full attention.”® Two passages, however, should be considered.
Naughty Kokkalos in Herodas’s Didaskalos had reached the level of
learning to read and write syllable by syllable, but, in his mother’s words,
he could not even recognize “an alpha syllable,” and he misspelled the
simplest words (22-36). At the same time, he was compelled to memorize
tragic speeches in school; when asked to recite, however, he could not
produce a passage fluently but “let it trickle out as if from a sieve.” It
seems that the way in which this boy was learning to read—by breaking
sentences into units—had some reflection upon the way he retrieved a
passage from memory. The experience of Kokkalos reproduces that of
innumerable other ancient students in dealing with repetitive and de-
manding practices. In the Shepherd of Hermas, a Greek text written in
Rome in the second century C.E., the sense of loss a beginner felt in front
of a text written as a sequence of letters without distinctions is vividly
expressed. This text consists of revelations made to a young man, Hermas,
by the Church, who appeared to him as a lady reading out from a little
book. Hermas asked the lady to give him the book so that he could copy
it. He says, “I took it and went away to a certain place in the country and
copied everything letter by letter, for I could not find the syllables” (Vision
2, 3-4). Since the text appeared to be a formidable mass of letters, Hermas
resorted to a practice typical of a novice: passively copying it letter by
letter. The irony is that just when he was expected to have a deep under-
standing of the message he had to divulge, he was in the darkness of
ignorance.

Bilingualism provided an additional hurdle for the learner. In Rome
and in the rest of the empire, people were exposed to more than one
language. The Roman student who learned Latin at home was taught
literacy via his weaker language, Greek, which he acquired in school.*
Likewise, many provincials in the eastern part of the empire, who also
functioned in their indigenous language, reinforced their Greek through
formal schooling. In many cases, moreover, bilingualism did not corre-
spond to biliteracy, and in some circles the language of acquisition became
the dominant one because the written and oral registers met there. In
Egypt this problem was even more pronounced, because for centuries
Egyptians were unable to read and write their own language, and De-
motic—like its predecessors, hieroglyphic and hieratic—always remained
the script of a specialized minority because of its complexities. In the east-

52 On the marginality of children, Wiedemann 1989: 176-79.
33 Quintilian 1.1.12. Cf. the difficulties experienced by Augustine (Conf. 1.13).
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ern parts of the empire, moreover, people had access to more than one
register even within their dominant language: they functioned in their
daily life in Greek koineé but were exposed to literary Attic Greek in
school. The extent to which Greek was spoken in homes is not completely
clear,’* but Egyptian was undoubtedly the dominant spoken language in
the villages and in the countryside. Inevitably the student who had some
exposure to Greek at home was in a privileged condition for learning.
The speech of the literate elite, moreover, drew somewhat nearer to the
written forms, which facilitated in turn the acquisition of literacy by their
children.

Most students, therefore, learned literacy through their weaker lan-
guage. But even nowadays in situations of written-oral diglossia, children
experience difficulties in learning to read.”® Reading is not a mechanical
skill but a mental accomplishment, and a technique requiring active
involvement. Writing in the form of copying presented fewer challenges
to the learner because it involved a passive ability. Petaus and other “slow
writers” were unable to read: it is likely that they had not stayed in school
long enough to be exposed to it. Of course, it cannot be excluded that
they were readers in the narrowest possible definition of the word, being
able to recognize their name and to verify by its format that a certain kind
of document was the right one.

READING VERSUS WRITING

The preceding discussion shows that defining the relationship between
writing and reading in Greco-Roman pedagogy is not a straightforward
endeavor. First of all, writing is a skill that involves many different levels
of competence. In ancient schools, these ranged from the physical act of
forming characters, to reproducing other people’s words through copying
and dictation, to crafting lexical, syntactic, and finally rhetorical units
of discourse.’® Since learning to read and write—in the proper sense of
articulating words and sentences—required much time and practice, it is
not too surprising that some students were initially exposed to a limited
form of writing: copying words in order to develop their penmanship. But
it is important in this respect—as for various types of organization of
schooling—to maintain some flexibility and not to envisage only one type
4 See Bagnall 1993: 240-41.

55 See B. Mayor, “What Does It Mean to Be Bilingual?” in Mercer 1988, 1: 113-25.
56 Writing as authoring an original text was not represented.
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of training to the exclusion of everything else.’” It is not inconceivable
that the method of copying was sometimes taught side by side with the
syllabic method.’® Moreover, some teachers seem to have followed the
linear pedagogical sequence advocated by the ancient educational theo-
rists, since there are among the exercises a few isolated examples of sylla-
baries and lists of words written by students in the very initial phases of
their training. It should also be noted that the apparent imbalance be-
tween reading and writing—with copying preceding reading—that
emerges from some of the exercises at the primary level reversed itself at
later stages of learning, for the ability to articulate one’s thoughts in writ-
ing was achieved only when much literature had been digested.

Scholars of antiquity have began to accept what historians of the Mid-
dle Ages and early modern Europe recognized some time ago, that writing
and reading were not facets of an undifferentiated process and that inter-
action between them was less pronounced than it is today. There is a
tendency, however, to envision more readers than writers in the Greek
and Roman world, even at low levels of expertise.’” Individuals who could
express themselves in writing by drafting a letter or a document were
undoubtedly fewer than those able to decipher postings displayed pub-
licly. But the practice of mere copying attested by some of the school
exercises and the performance of “slow writers” indicate that this embry-
onic form of writing at times preceded reading, both in school and in the
real world. A text that is sometimes put forward to show that reading
was taught before writing in antiquity is a passage from the Pachomian
Rules preserved in the Latin translation of the Christian writer Jerome
(C.E. 348-420).%° When they entered a monastery, novices were handed
books of the Sacred Scriptures to read. If they were illiterate, they had to
see a teacher-monk three times a day: standing before him, the pupil lis-
tened to the teacher reading aloud Biblical texts until he memorized them,
so that, after the usual training, he started reading those texts “even if he
did not want to.” But this method of teaching reading on sacred texts is

7In Cribiore 1996a, I considered too rigidly the copying method as the only system
followed in schools in Egypt.

*8 See, e.g., Cribiore 1996a: no. 383, a copying exercise and a list of words divided into
syllables.

Y Hanson 1991: 179-81; Lane Fox 1994: 144.

% A. Boon, ed., Pachomiana latina (Leuven, 1932), Praecepta 139-40. See also H. Bacht,
Das Vermdichinis des Ursprungs. Studien zum friithen Moénchtum, vol. 2, Pachomius—Der
Mann und sein Werk (Wiirzburg, 1983), 112-13 and 220-23. See E. Wipszycka, “Review
of Books,” JJP 27 (1997): 171-72.
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similar to that described in histories of education as followed in medieval
Christian schools, where there was a definite priority of reading over writ-
ing.®! It is not unusual for scholars to refer to comparative case-studies,
such as those on medieval or seventeenth-century England, in order to
support their claim that reading skills were more widespread than writing
ability. There is no doubt that the advent of Christianity fostered reading
of the Scriptures, while in early medieval Europe, strong expectations de-
veloped about the quality and professionalism of writing, discouraging
common laymen from practicing even its most rudimentary forms. Thus
individuals who could read a Christian text or dictate a letter refrained
entirely from copying and writing, since the proper use of parchment and
quills was difficult and intimidating. Schooling was not even in charge of
enforcing signature literacy, because seals or the simple cross—symbol of
a promise made in the name of God—replaced personal signatures.® This
disparity between writing and reading continued in later times. Instruc-
tion in schools in Tudor and Stuart England rested on the full mastery of
reading skills; writing was introduced in later years. It has been shown
that at that time, the ability to sign one’s name was a sure indication of
social status, since only children of relatively prosperous condition could
remain in school for the length of time necessary to learn this skill.®3 But
literacy skills in medieval and early modern Europe cannot be the basis
for maintaining that an analogous precedence of reading over writing was
the norm in Hellenistic, Roman, and early Byzantine times. Quite the
opposite: conditions and expectations were actually so dissimilar as to
strengthen the case for the teaching of some writing skills at an early stage.

A MiNiMAL CULTURAL PACKAGE

At the primary level, the content of instruction revolved around a limited
selection of texts, the knowledge of which was to be enriched as a student’s
education progressed. Since ancient society considered children to be min-
iature adults without tastes and talents of their own, it is no surprise that
with very few exceptions, not only the formats but also the contents of
books and instruction were identical to those offered to an adult public.
Even fables were not exclusively connected to childhood, but also aroused
the interest of adult ancient readers. Maxims and sayings, which remained

¢! Marrou 1975, 2: 160.

62 Clanchy 1993: 23233 and passim.
6 Cressy 1981; Spufford 1981.
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the basis of learning in medieval schools,** were examples of the first lan-
guage of authority that a student encountered. They were deeply ingrained
into ancient society because they embodied popular wisdom. But it was
not enough for a beginner to have an initial taste of them in the first educa-
tional circle, using them in exercises of penmanship and memorization.
Students were supposed to chew them over and over at every level, making
collections of them and expanding their content in writing until, as adults,
they would be able to spit them out on occasion as cultural symbols.®
When a man such as Timaios, in writing a letter on papyrus to his master
Heroninos, added two Homeric verses in the margin to emphasize that
Heroninos should take care of a certain matter in a hurry, “All the other
gods and men, lords of chariots, were sleeping the whole night through,
but Zeus could not have sweet sleep” (Il. 2.1-2), one wonders whether he
had a good knowledge of the Iliad or only remembered popular quota-
tions from it.®® The independent life of these verses is confirmed by the
fact that Libanius proposes them as a theme for “preliminary exercises”
(Progymmnasmata 8, pp. 106-17 Foerster).

Some Homer, a bit of Euripides, and some gnomic quotations from
Isocrates formed the cultural package of students at the primary level;
elementary instruction appropriated these texts in successive phases. A
pupil’s initial taste of one of these authors, gained by copying a short text
as an exercise in penmanship, was enriched when he attempted to read
the same text with syllables and words separated.’” As the example of
Kokkalos in the Didaskalos indicates, these basic pieces of a Greek educa-
tion proved a student’s cultural involvement and showed progress in the
eyes of parents. These bits of knowledge were coveted talismans of cul-
ture, magical formulas that could open some doors. When the ancients
attributed magical power to the tongue-twisters called chalinoi that were
sung in chorus by the children and common people of the city of Miletus
to cause a plague to abate, they apparently understood the intrinsic nature
of these educational symbols.

But what about texts that originated from and referred to a local Egyp-
tian reality? Were they entirely absent from the cultural scenario of a
primary student? Greek culture, which maintained a high regard for the
venerable religious traditions of the country, was practically impermeable

¢ See D. Alexandre-Bidon, “Quand les maitres parlaient par proverbes,” in Les Cahiers
du C.R.IS.I.M.A. 1 (1993): 23-43.

% See Quintilian 1.1.35; Seneca Ep. 33; Barns 1950-51.

¢ P.Flor. 11.259.

%7 See, e.g., Cribiore 1996a: no. 182 (Eur. Tro. 87679, divided into syllables), and in no.
379 the short passages from Eur. Phoen. and Ino.
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to indigenous culture in other respects. The scope of education was to
instill Greek ways of thinking and highlights of Greek culture; thus an
almost total disregard for anything that was not Greek is to be expected.®
An example of a late text popular in primary education is highly signifi-
cant.® Aesop’s Fable 48 from the sixth century B.C.E. reported the story
of someone who murdered another man and, pursued by the dead man’s
relatives, ran to the river Nile, managed to escape from a wolf, climbed
a tree on which there was a serpent, and, in a last attempt to escape from
his lot, threw himself into the Nile, where he was devoured by a crocodile.
As the moral said, there was no escape for people polluted by bloodshed.
But this is not exactly the version that teachers gave their pupils:

A son who had killed his own father, fearing the law, took refuge in a
desolate place, but when he reached the mountains, he was pursued by
a lion. Since the lion chased him, he mounted a tree. But he saw a serpent
lying on it and, unable to climb further, he was killed. The evil man never
escapes from God, for the divine leads evil people to justice.

The transformations are all interesting. Pupils must have felt some horror
at the murder that the protagonist, one of them, committed, and must
have shared in the relief of the Christian ending. The animals of the origi-
nal fable were reduced to two, with the lion really taking the lion’s share
and acting as a righteous instrument of punishment. A few of these exer-
cises even show drawings with lions that smile in a friendly way. But what
about the Nile and the crocodile? One may suppose that these details
were what had originally attracted the attention of Egyptian teachers. Yet
they were made to disappear so that the story would become less localized
and more Greek.

NUMERICAL LITERACY

A complete picture of the benefits that a student derived from an elemen-
tary education requires a brief excursus on numerical literacy. The fact
that arithmetic was a subject offered in ancient primary schools is usually
considered a given and treated with broad generalizations,” but the de-

68 See Cribiore 1996b. The few exceptions mostly involve Egyptian gods that appear in
lists, due to the syncretism that characterizes religion in Egypt. Cf. Bowersock 1990.

¢ See Cribiore 1996a: nos. 230,231,232, 314, 323,409, and 412. See also a schoolbook
with the same text, ]. Diethart, J. Kramer, and P. J. Sijpesteijn, “Ein neuer Zeuge der ‘Vater-
Mordergeschichte’ ” Tyche 3 (1988): 33-37.

70 See Marrou (1975, 1: 236-38) and Bonner (1977: 180-88), who both relied on the
evidence of only a handful of Greek school exercises. See also Frasca 1996a: 277-78. On
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tails of the picture can only be filled in by the evidence of the mathematical
exercises from Greco-Roman Egypt. So far, the general assumption has
been that students learned to perform and wrote down arithmetical opera-
tions and fractions in elementary schools. Since the Greeks used the letters
of the alphabet with three additional signs to represent numbers, it is
usually inferred that pupils learned the alphabet and the numbers at the
same time. Of course, one has to take into account the oral component
of ancient learning: it is possible that numbers were memorized mostly
by recitation at this stage. In fact, the preserved written work generally
shows that students began to write down lists of numbers after learning
the alphabet and reinforcing their penmanship, as they were getting ready
for reading. Thus not only do exercises with simple sequences of numbers
appear in conjunction with syllabaries or lists of words, but students’
handwriting seems to have progressed beyond extreme clumsiness.”!
The quality of handwriting of students who wrote down additions is
further improved—another sign that written arithmetic probably should
not be correlated with an initial stage of learning. But the fact that exer-
cises with this numerical operation are extremely rare calls for some ex-
planation.” In fact, even though the absence of addition from the papyrus
roll called Livre d’ écolier has been considered with some surprise,” an
examination of other mathematical exercises all but confirm that this nu-
merical operation was seldom written down. A number of factors may
account for this. Since Augustine relates that simple additions were recited
by schoolchildren in monotonous chants that he calls “hateful” (odiosa
cantio, Conf. 1.13), it is conceivable that they were performed mostly
orally at this stage. It is also likely that students were taught to do this
simple operation on their fingers or on the reckoning board, called aba-
cus.” The Hermeneumata and a school exercise on papyrus provide some
suggestions. In the Hermeneumata, fingers and pebbles are mentioned in
connection with counting, and an abacus and beans are included among
school objects.” In Roman Egypt, moreover, at least one student was
aware of the usefulness of the abacus. After writing a maxim about the

mathematics in antiquity, see Fowler 1987; Dilke 1987; and O. Neugebauer, The Exact
Sciences in Antiquity, 2d ed. (Providence, R.1., 1957).

7 See, e.g., Cribiore 1996a: nos. 379 and 118; MPER N.S. XV.144 and 148.

72 See, e.g., MPER N.S. XV.150 and 151; O.Claud. 11.416. No addition tables used for
commercial purposes are preserved.

73 Cribiore 1996a: no. 379; Bonner 1977: 180-81.

7+ J. H. Turner, “Roman Elementary Mathematics: The Operations,” CJ 47 (1951): 63—
74, 106-8. R. Merkelbach, “Die Zahl 9999 in der Magie und der Computus Digitorum,”
ZPE 63 (1986): 305-8 n. 4 with bibliography.

75 See Goetz 1892: 382 1. 40—-42; and Dionisotti 1982: 99 line 22.
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happiness of rich people, this pupil added two drawings to illustrate its
message: a human figure that may represent King Midas—the wealthy
man par excellence—and what appears to be an abacus.”

The next stage of instruction in arithmetic was represented by multipli-
cation and fractions.” Multiplication did not present unusual difficulties:
multiplication tables closely followed the format of addition tables by
pairing numbers. The Egyptian system for treating fractional quantities
as sums of parts was cumbersome, however, and had to be learned with
some accuracy. Fractions were used extensively in documents because
properties were often divided into diminutive portions, and familiarity
with fractions was an absolute necessity for the accomplished scribe.
Many tables of fractions have been found, but the long and systematic
ones that are written proficiently are ready reckoners that were probably
hung in the offices of government workers, lawyers, and businessmen for
easy consultation.” Even the less coherent or isolated tables that appear
to have originated in schools do not seem to represent the written work
of primary students. Though some smattering of multiplication and frac-
tions was certainly imparted to elementary pupils, this was mostly done
through memorization of tables compiled by their teachers. Teachers’
models, in fact, also played a crucial role in inculcating a simple knowl-
edge of arithmetic after students had acquired some literacy. When tablets
containing mathematical models also include students’ work in other
areas, it appears that these pupils either had already acquired good hand-
writing or were doing exercises in reading readiness.”

In specialized scribal schools, however, a deeper knowledge of multipli-
cation and fractions, exemplified by students’ compilation of extensive
and complicated tables, appears to have been an integral part of the cur-
riculum. It is generally assumed that individuals who aspired to a scribal
career needed specialized training in proficient scripts and in the legal and
bureaucratic jargon and syntax of the trade.® Though scribes seem to
have been generally male, women sometimes received the same training,
as is shown by the fact that Origen in Alexandria used numerous women
to copy his books.?! Next to nothing is known, however, about the ages

76 See Cribiore 1996a: no. 210.

77 Tables of fractions are sometimes called “tables of divisions.”

78 See, e.g., P.Bad. IV.64 and P.Mich. XV.686.

7 See Cribiore 1996a: nos. 383 and 395. Cf. also Pap.Flor. XVIIL.4, a model prepared
by a teacher for the student Phaustus.

80 On scribes as technicians, see Pinto 1974: 166.

81 Eusebius Hist. eccl. 6.23.
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of students in scribal schools, their level of ability when they were first
admitted, or the duration of this specialized education.?* The evidence
does show that it was in these professional schools that individuals prac-
ticed extensively the multiplication tables and fractions that were going to
be useful for their future activities. Several exercises compiled by students
during their professional training are preserved.® They are usually in-
cluded in notebooks, and their script consists of fast cursives, sometimes
provided with flourishes, that show a quality of execution that appears
to be the mark of apprentice scribes. Part of the instruction in these
schools also dealt with metrological expertise: apprentices had to become
familiar with weights, measures, conversions, and the monetary system.%

The evidence shows, therefore, that the notion that students learned
the numerical operations in elementary schools needs to be qualified.
Numbers were introduced after a student reinforced his knowledge of the
letters of the alphabet through copying. Although addition exercises were
rarely written down in either elementary or scribal schools, multiplication
and fractions were usually learned by the elementary pupil with the aid
of models drawn by the teachers. Systematic and extensive written work
with arithmetical operations, however, was part of the curriculum of spe-
cialized schools. Are we to believe, therefore, that Petaus and other “slow
writers” did not learn to count during their one or two years of schooling?
Though the written numerical literacy of these men and women must
have been very deficient, once school was left behind, life itself may have
schooled some of them. At any rate, even students who walked the enti