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The present paper attempts to elucidate some interesting aspects
of P. Mert. II 81, offering corrections to the text of the original edi-

tion, especially now that the Chester Beatty Library in Dublin has cour-
teously uploaded high-resolution photographs (Fig. 1). The first editor,
Brinley R. Rees, in his introduction to the edition, had noted that the
papyrus was either a palimpsest or had been wrapped before the ink was
thoroughly dry, as indicated by frequent stains or traces / imprints of let-
ters. It is now more certain than ever that the papyrus is a palimpsest, as
clearly evidenced by the last four lines: the beginning of the erased origi-
nal text is placed around 2 cm to the left compared to the current lines.
Additionally, there are two lines present after the end of our text, and
some visible letters do not appear to be traces from the newer writing.

The papyrus contains a letter from Epoeris to Demetrios, whom she
calls ‘son’, but as line 41 allows us to understand, where Epoeris states that
‘she is very grateful’ to Demetrios’ mother (ε"χαριστ) σου τ, µητρ. πο001),
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duced under a CC BY 4.0 licence. The translations of the Greek passages are mine.
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omitting her name, it is most likely a term to express affection, and there-
fore the actual relationship between the sender and the recipient remains
unclear. Reasonably, however, we can argue that there is an age difference.
On the contrary, I gather that the mention of Demetrios’ brother refers
to a genuine brother, as it is not part of some introductory expression,
often formal, or conclusion, but of the narrative of events. What is more,
the brother’s name is not explicitly stated.1

Epoeris, using the figure of prebuttal, preempts criticism by Demetrios
of any neglect of their communication, the last apparently taking place
three months before. She mentions something very interesting from a
socio-cultural point of view, that every week (the ‘Egyptian’ week, a period
of ten days: δι3 δ4κα 6µερ)ν 8κ1στοτε) she consults an oracle about him.
From the now restored text in lines 24–25 (9πορε:θην κα. 9µαντευσ1µην), it
becomes clear that Epoeris actually visited a sanctuary herself to receive an
oracle. The text thus demonstrates how people from various social back-
grounds sought oracular guidance on practical matters of everyday life and
that this practice was deeply rooted in local religious traditions.

The ten consecutive days sound like an overstatement to enhance the
effectiveness of Epoeris’ reply. As certain parallels show, it is a way of refer-
ring to incessant efforts. For what we know, this certainly was not an incu-
bation ritual, which could include some days of fasting and preparation to
the ‘meeting’ with the god.2 A week of oracular rituals is improbable as one
of the interpretations of this unusual phrase as the god did not appear to
Epoeris in a dream but she was provided with an oracular response.3

    1 On the use of kinship terms, I refer to the classic Dickey 2004.
   2 In a semi-fictional tale, cited by Frankfurter 1998: 168–169, Thessalos of Tralles (1st
cent. ce), in his travel south to Diospolis, describes being prepared for an incubation ora-
cle through a three-day fast. Afterward, he was placed in a chamber where he received an
‘auspicious theophany’ from the god Asclepius. While this story is stylised like a Graeco-
Roman novel, Frankfurter suggests it likely reflects genuine aspects of ritual practice,
especially the use of ritual fasting and chamber incubation as part of oracular preparation.
    3 On the topic of women’s participation in consulting oracles, see Dunand 2024. The
interested person would write questions on papyrus, which priests delivered to the gods
and returned with responses, often through a lottery system involving positive and nega-
tive slips, with the lot drawn signifying the ‘God’s will’, but perhaps also orally.
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Without explicitly revealing the main reason for her letter, she repeat-
edly uses the term πρ<γµα, that is the thing / affair / issue / matter, possibly
because the recipient is familiar with the issue, but also perhaps because it
is a sensitive ‘family affair’ that should not be brought accidentally out into
the open. The recipient’s personal matter concerns a priest to whom there
seems to be a debt. There is no direct reference to it so it can only be con-
jectured. In the absence of the recipient, his brother went to find the priest
to resolve the matter, and from what we infer from the incomplete and still
fragmentary text (despite the new readings presented here), in this attempt
he went too far by resorting to threats, resulting in Epoeris’ reproach of his
actions. Subsequently, she apparently met the priest and asked him what he
wanted to give, and he replied that he would give nothing more than what
was agreed with Demetrios. This shows that the priest had entered into an
agreement with Demetrios and very likely owed him money.

In what follows, the anonymous conservator4 made a not readily notice-
able mistake, resulting in some confusion. The fragment located in the
middle of lines 23–26 was placed upside down (Fig. 2). By turning it around
one clearly sees the error, while now the reading has become easier. One
can clearly discern µε00 in line 25, whereas before, the section seemed
absolutely incomprehensible.

From the new arrangement of the fragment we learn that Epoeris
went and consulted an oracle on whether the issue is going to be settled
(ε> µ400ει ?παρτ@ζεσθαι), to which the god plausibly replied that the issue
is going to be settled eventually (?παρτ@ζετα@ ποτε). She then urges
Demetrios to come up for a few days to settle his issue. Unfortunately, the
text at this point has many gaps, and all we can extract from the most
readable part of it is that Epoeris instructs Demetrios to do two things
before he travels to Rome: the first we miss, the second has to do with
her family apparently. In the end she advises him to take care of himself
and avoid bad company. This is followed by the standard greetings from
other family members and the standard expression of farewell, along with
a postscript from a Dionysios, who sends special greetings.

   4 Merton’s collection obscure origins (acquired ‘from various sources between 1924 and
1949’) do not reveal who was entrusted with the task of mounting the papyri in glass.
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In my opinion, from a structural standpoint, lines 41 and 42 were not
originally part of the letter but were both added as postscripts. Immedi-
ately after the farewell phrase Bσπασαι τοCD 9ν οEκF π1ντεD, the standard
expression 9ρρ)σθα@ σε εGχοµαι appears, typically written in a two-nar-
row-lines format as if framed. The sender, however, felt that she had to
add something, so the sentence expressing gratitude to the recipient’s
mother appears compressed and almost without an interlinear space
between lines 40–41, while once the text reaches εGχοµαι, due to lack of
space, she was forced to truncate the adverbial expression πο001 to πο0,
creating an abbreviation (Fig. 3). 

Fig. 2. Detail of lines 40–41

Fig. 1. Current (upper) and reconstructed (lower) arrangement of lines 23–26



              HποIριD J2ηµ `ητρ@ωι τ)ι υL[)]ι 1 χ 4α`@ρειν.
              πρM τ)ν N0ω 2ν ` εG `χ[ο]µα@ σε Oγια@ν `[ε]ι 1[ν]. µP
              µε δQξSD Tµε0ηκ4ναι περ. σου: δι3
      4      γ3ρ δ4κα 6µε `ρ `)ν 8κ1στ `οτε µαντε:-
              οµαι περ@ σου. εOροUσα οVν τ3 κα@-
              ρια µW χρησι 1µε `:οντ1 σοι 9ν τ,
              τριµPνF τ[α]:τS, δι3 τοUτο ο"κ Xγρα-
      8      ψ1 σοι. Xγραψ1D µοι περ. τοU Zπρ1γµατ(οD)[ _Lερ4-
              ωD κα.´ Z τοU Lερ4ωD[\ συ[ν]4βα0εν Z οVν[ α"τ^ _ ?δε0-
              φQD σου περ. το:Z του[. _πρ1γµατοD _ οVν´
              κα. 0 `ε@ 1αν α"τM aψωσεν, bστε
    12      τMν Lερ4α 04γειν, Nτι ο" `κ4-
              τι α"τM θεο `[ c. 4–5 ]0ε[0]αι. µε `τ3
              τM οVν ? `π 2ο `δ `[4]ξ 3α`σ `θ `αι τ `ο `U ` 0ε `ρ[00]ου
              9π 2η2ρ4α`σ`εν ` [ c. 3 ]0οD α" `τ `^ 4. κα. 0ε@αν
    16      9µε `µψ1µ `ην α"τQν, Nτι συν4-
              βα0εD ` _α"τM `D `´ ?`νθρcπF περ `. 1 π 2ρ1-
              γµατοD κὰ. ` 00000ου `D ` ο `"κ24τ `ι 1 α`" `-
              τM ηµε ` 000[00]0ρ `00000θ `I2ναι. 04-
    20      γουσα π10 `ι 1ν ` α `"τ^ N `τ `ι 1 τ@ βο `:0ει 1
              σC διδQναι; 0(?)[0] 04 `γ4ω2ν ` N `τι d eµ `ο0ο `-
              γηµ `4ν `ο `ν ` τ `[^ J]η2µητρ `@F4 δ@δωµι,
              π0ε `fον ` ο `" `δ `[g]ν vac.? ?`0 `[0]3` ο `" ` π 24παυτ `ὰι 1
    24      π1`ντ `α. 9πο `[ρ]ε:θη[ν] κα. 9µαντ `ευ `-
              σ1µην Nτι ε `> µ400ε[ι] ?παρτ@ 1ζεσθαι
              τ `ο ` π `[ρ<γµα? 000] _ ` θ `[ε]M `D ` δg 04γε `ι 1
              N[τι ?]παρτ `@ 1[ζετα]@ 1 ποτε 00ουπ `00
    28      ειτ `[00]000 vac.? 93ν ` οVν `0000η Nτι _0υ´
              δ `[υ]ν `PσS4 ?`ν `αβIναι 1 πρMD h0 `@ 1γ4αD
              6[µ4ραD 000] ?`παρ `τ@σ̀αι σοU ` τM πρ<-
              γ4µ `ὰ 0000[00]00 γ3ρ 0000[0]0ὰι 1
    32      Nτ `ι 1 δεf _αδ´ σ`[0000]000ι 10αι πρ)[τ]ον
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              κα. απ 20 `000 [00] 6µ<D, π 2[ρ].ν i πο `[ρ]ευθI2-
              να@ σε ε>D τWν jcµην\ 93ν οVν
              ?ναπ0 `ε `[:σ]SD, ε `Oρ `Pσ`ιD ` πQτε µ40-
    36      0ειD ?ν[4ρχ]εσθαι. µ `ε `θ’ kν δg 9 `σθ@-
              ειD κα. πε@[ν]ε `ιD, _0´ φυ0 `1σσου σεὰυ-
              τM `ν ?π’ α"τ)ν. vac. ?`σ̀π1ζοντα@
              σε οL 9ν οE[κ]F π1ν `τεD\ Bσπασα`[ι]
    40      τοCD ` 9 `ν οEκ̀F4 π1ντεD. 9ρρ)σθα@ σ`ε
              ε" `χαρ `ιστ) σο[υ] τ `, µητρ. πο00 `(1). εGχοµ(α)ι
              Jιο `ν:σιοD ` ?σπ1ζοµαι πο001.

1. [J]ηµ `ητρ@F ed. pr. | υL[)]ι 1 vel υL^ 4 || 9. συ[ν]4βα0εν: 0εν corr. ex 0ω2ν, corr. ex συ[ν]ε
βα0_0´ ed. pr. || 11. l. 0@αν | lυψωσεν pap. || 12–13. ο"κ Xτι ed. pr. || 13. θεο `f 1[D µ4]0ε[τ]αι ed.
pr. || 14. ?`π 2ο `δ `[ε@]ξ 3α`σ`θ `αι / ? `π `ο `δ `[@]ξ 3α`σ̀θ `αι (l. ?ποδε@ξασθαι) vel ?`π 2ο `δ `[4]ξ 3ὰσ `θ `αι: 0000[0]ξ 3ο `θ `αι
ed. pr. || 15. εγ0ρ000 [π]ρ `MD α" `τM `ν ` ed. pr. | l. 0@αν || 16. Xµ `ε `µ `ψαι (l. Xµεµψε) [τ]Mν ed. pr. ||
17. α"τM `D ` or α"_τ^´ ed. pr. || 18–19. [σ]ε `[αυ]τ `Mν ` ο `"κ̀ 9 `π 2' ὰ" `τοf 1D ` ὰ0 ed. pr. || 19. ε `ι 1ναι ed. pr. ||
20. τι β0000 ed. pr. || 21–22. _ eµ̀ο0ὸγηµ̀4ν̀ὸD̀ [0] 0Q̀γὸν ed. pr. || 23. π0ὰσ̀τ̀M̀ν̀ ed. pr. | ὸὺδ̀[0]0 ed.
pr. | [000]0[0]0ε00 9π’ α"τ3 `D ` ed. pr. | 24. επ0000υD 00 ed. pr. || 25. µ `[00 ]0 δ `ε `f 1 ?παρτεζεσθαι (l. ?π -
αρτ@ζεσθαι) || 26. τ `ο `0[000000]00 α" `[τ]M `D ` ed. pr. || 27. ο `[00] παρ00[00]0ι 1 Nτε ed. pr. | ?παρ τ@ζεται:
l. ?παρτιεfται || 28. ετ `[ ed. pr. | εαν `ο `υδ `0η2µηD τ `ι 1 ed. pr. || 29. δ `[00]0ηε `κ2ε `ι 1ν `α καιν3 πρMD α"τ3D
ed. pr. || 30. η 2[0000000]00υ0τ0αι ed. pr. || 32. δε@δω 2 ed. pr. || 33. εL 10 `4 `[σθαι] (l. 804σθαι) i µ4[νε]ιν
ed. pr. || 37. l. π@νειD | _φ´ ed .pr. || 40. l. π1νταD || 41. πο0(01) ed. pr. || 42. Jιο `ν:σιο[ν] ed. pr. 

Epoeris to her son Demetrios, greetings. Before anything else, I hope you are
well. Do not consider that I have neglected you. For I have been consulting
the oracle about you each and every week. So, since I found out that the cur-
rent circumstances are not to your advantage in this quarter, for this reason
I did not write to you. You wrote to me about the affair of the priest. So, your
brother confronted him concerning this and raised the issue too much, so that
the priest said that ‘the god . . . it anymore’. So, after . . . he railed against him,
and I criticised him for confronting the man about the matter and . . . this no
longer . . . me telling him again ‘what do you want to give?’ . . . him saying
that ‘what is agreed on with Demetrios. I am giving nothing more’. But not
everything has ceased. I went and consulted the oracle asking if the issue was
going to be settled. The god says that ‘it shall be settled eventually (?)’ . . . if
then . . . that you will be able to come upriver for a few days to settle your



Fig. 3. P. Mert. II 81: letter of Epoeris to Demetrios
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issue . . .  that you must . . . us before you travel to Rome. If you sail upriver,
you will find out. When are you going to come up? As for the people you eat
and drink with, watch out for them. Everyone at home send their hugs, you
too give our hugs to everyone at home. I am very thankful to your mother. I
wish you farewell.
(P.S.) Dionysios, I send my greetings.5

1. HποIριD (TM Nam 2976): to the Greek attestations of this Egyptian
theophoric name (Ỉp.t-wr.t) now add P. Count. 38 (Arsinoites, 254–231 bce), fr. 1,
l. 17, albeit restored, [Hπ]Q `ηριD, as well as the variants HπογηριD (P. Count. 18
[Arsinoites or Herakleopolites, 243–217 bce], l. 67), and HφγηριD (P. Count. 19
[Arsinoites?, 3rd cent. bce], l. 39); see also the compound mε]νεποI 2ριD in SBXII
10860 (Arsinoites, 232 bce), l. 184 (cf. the name nοPριοD in l. 101).

υL[)]ι 1: Judging by the available space, it is possible that the papyrus had υιω
without the iota adscript. Otherwise, the omega should have been squeezed in the
narrow space.

3–4. δι3 γ3ρ δ4κα 6µε `ρ `)ν 8κ1στ `οτε: The expression could be literal but overall
it evokes an impression of exaggeration.6 This is a warranted conclusion as in a
comparable text, the private letter P. Oxy. Hels. 48 (2nd–3rd cent. ce), the sender
begins with a prolepsis, stating (ll. 3–5) 9γo 8κ1στοτε 6µ4ραD τ3 περ. σοU 9ξετ1 -
ζων ο" δια0ε@πω τID σωτηρ@αD σου p `νεκεν, which the editor translates as ‘on no
occasion have I ceased to inquire about your help’, and then in the commentary
to line 3 goes to explain that 8κ1στοτε 6µ4ραDmeans ‘continuously’. It is true that
the prepositional phrase with δι1 + days in the genitive could literally indicate the
period of time during which Epoeris was consulting the oracle, but it is an
unconvincing argument in the light of the absence of any proof of such long orac-
ular inquiry procedures. See the frequently occurring expression δι3 παντQD (‘for
ever’), in fact a shortened version of δι3 παντMD τοU χρQνου (‘throughout the
time’, e.g. Hdt. 9.13), or C. Pap. Gr. 1 (Alexandria, 13 bce), l. 6: παραβα0εf δg 6
Jιδ:µη πρMD [τWν qσιδcραν] κατ3 µIνα pκαστον ?ε. δι3 6µερ)ν τεσσ1ρων B̀γ4ὸὺσ̀ὰ
[κα. τM παιδ@ον πρMD τM] 9πιθεωρεfσθαι Oπ’ α"τID, ‘Didyma shall visit Isidora
every month regularly on four separate days bringing the child to be inspected by
her’. However, worth comparing are cases such as P. Oxy. LVI 3864 (5th cent. ce),
ll. 10-11: ?πP0θαµεν ε>D rαιρ4ου δι3 δεκαεπτ3 6µερ)ν, ‘we travelled to Chaireou

    5 A previous translation with a few remarks can be found in Bagnall & Cribiore 2006:
383–384. It does not reflect, however, the current state of the text.
   6 I owe this idea to W. Graham Claytor, who pointed out that number ten could be used
as a magnification of the efforts compared to English ‘a thousand times’.



in seventeen days’; BGU III 816 (Arsinoites. 3rd cent. ce), ll. 11–13: ε"χαριστ)ι
(l. ε"χαριστ)) sπ<τι t"αγγ40ου (l. t"αγγ40F) πο001, Nτι δι3 6µερ)ν ` κατ `α`β�4νι
(l. καταβα@νει) πρMD 9µ4, ‘I am grateful to Apa Euangelos that he is coming down
to me in (a few) days’; P. Euphrates 17 (Syria Coele, c. 232–256 ce), ll. 19–21: 9 `3ν
θε `[M]D ` θ40S, π4µπω σ[ε] (l. σοι) [000]0 δι[3 6]µ[ερ])ν h0@γων u hφ@0ω σ̀[ε, ‘I am
sending you what I owe you in a few days, God willing’; P. Harr. I 103 (Oxyrhyn-
chites, 2nd cent. ce?), ll. 5–8: 9φθ1καµεν 9ρρωµ4νοι ε>D vξυρινχε@την (l. vξυρυγ -
χ@την) δι3 6µερ)ν δ4κα, ‘we arrived safely to the Oxyrhynchite nome within ten
days’. In these examples, rendering the prepositional phrase with ‘throughout’
seems inappropriate. Therefore, I assume that the expression δι3 δ4κα 6µερ)ν
8κ1στοτε is just an exaggerated way to say that Epoeris has not ceased consulting
the oracle (lit. ‘within ten days each and every time).

4–5. µαντε:οµαι: Since the time of the first publication, new occurrences of
the verb have been attested: P. Louvre III 200 (Nikopolis?, 2nd cent. ce), ll. 18–19:
κ2[α.] µ1ντευσε (l. µ1ντευσαι) _θ´ τMν θεMν περ. 9µοU, d 93ν βο:0S, ‘ask the god for
an oracle about me, whatever you wish’; P. Sarap. 83a = SBVI 9134 (Hermopolites,
90–133 ce), ll. 14–16: µ1ντευσαι οVν τMν θεQν [_π]Q `τε δυν1µεθα σπεfραι 9ν wcθ `ι,
‘ask the god for an oracle on when we may sow in Psobthis’; P. Hamb. III 227
(unknown provenance, 3rd cent. ce), ll. 11–13, in a figurative sense: ο" γ3ρ
9µα `ν `τευQµην, ε> σο `. θ40ειD τM κ4 `ρµα τοUτο x τι ?γορασθ,, ‘for I could not guess
whether you want this cash for you or that something is to be bought’.

9. συ[ν]4βα0εν: The original edition had opted for a deletion of a lambda in
συ[ν]εβα0_0´. However, the ink traces and the ductus do not suggest a second
lambda, and the correction was likely made from an omega (Fig. 4). 

The scribe seems to have initially intended to use a temporal participle
συµβα 0cν, but perhaps was entangled between thoughts writing συνεβα 0ων with
an internal augment, which made him reconsider the structure of his sentence.
Perhaps he had initially a participle in mind, συµβα 0cν, but started writing an
aoristic form with an augment συνεβα0ω, and then decided to switch his syntax
into a verb.

13. θεο `[ c. 4–5 ]0ε[0]αι: The edition reads θεο `f 1[D µ4]0ε[τ]αι. There are serious
challenges in accepting this reading. The horizontal ink trace (stroke) following
a vertical stroke after the epsilon in θε could presumably belong to the previously
erased text, whose line runs just under and partly covering the current line. This
could be also true for the said vertical stroke, hence the subsequent letter could
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Fig. 4. Detail of line 9
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be interpreted as an omicron lacking its lower part (θεο `). An iota, however, is very
dubious (Fig. 5). 

Given the restored mention of the god in line 26 (_ ` θ `[ε]M `D ` δg 04γε `ι 1), one may
argue for a reading in the nominative θεQ `[D] followed by a verb ending in -0ε[τ]αι,
e.g. [βο:]0ε[τ]αι. The entire sentence would then read: bστε τMν Lερ4α 04γειν, Nτι
ο" `κ4τι α"τM θεQ `[D βο:]0ε[τ]αι, ‘resulting in the priest saying that the god does not
want this anymore’. The question remains open and other possibilities regarding
the response of the priest are equally imaginable, such as the aorist infinitive of
the verb 9κπ04κω ([9κπ]04[ξ]αι), meaning ‘to resolve,’ a common topos in letters
from the Roman period,7 or [hφε@]0ε[τ]αι (ο"κ4τι α"τQ . . . hφε@0εται, ‘this is not
owed anymore’).

17. _α"τM `D `´: As the image shows, the entire word α"τMD not α"τ^ is deleted.
Note the final sigma’s top stroke (Fig. 6).

19. ηµε `000[00]0ρ `00000θ `I2ναι: I suspect that here we have the future expression in
reported speech xµε00εν ?παρτισθIναι. This construction appears as a replace-
ment and a workaround of the passive future infinitive ?παρτισθPσεσθαι, as
argued by Markopoulos 2009: 47–59.8 This would mirror the future expression in
line 25 µ400ε[ι] ?παρτ@ 1ζεσθαι. Alas, the traces do not allow for a clear reading.

20. The traces after βὸ:0ει1 appear to be remnants of the previously deleted text.

    7 E.g. P. Tebt. II 315 (2nd cent. ce), ll. 27–29: πρ.ν γ3ρ [α]" `τM[ν] π[ρQ]D σε 90θfν (l. 90θεfν)
9γo α"τMν ποι[Pσ]ω 9κπ04ξαι σε, ‘for before he comes to you, I will have him get you out
of trouble’.
    8 He notes that, despite the fact that the present infinitive remained aspectually neutral
and compatible with future reference, in prose, the choice of aorist appears to become more
frequent in later periods, notably in the lower registers of Hellenistic and Roman papyri,
where speakers were often less familiar with classical patterns, seeking to mark perfective
aspect with greater explicitness. According to him, the attested cases mark the beginning of
a more general tendency towards using the aorist infinitive with µ400ω for future-referring
constructions, a trend that becomes especially clear in late antique and early medieval Greek.

Fig. 5. Detail of line 13

Fig. 6. Detail of line 17



21. It is unclear whether the ink trace after διδQναι belongs to a letter of the
current text or to the previous one before it was washed off.

25. ε `> µ400ε[ι] ?παρτ@ 1ζεσθαι τ `ο ` π 2[ρ<γµα: This echoes oracular questions such
as P. Oxy.XXXI 2613 (2nd cent. ce), ll. 3–7: δ4ετ4 (l. δ4ετα@ ) σου sρσινQη ε> µ400ω
συνβιοUν (l. συµβιοUν) Jωρ@ωνι τ, ια δQD µοι τοU `[τ]ο,̀ ‘Arsinoe is pleading with
you (to tell her) if I am going to get married with Dorion on the 11th. Give me a
response’; SBXII 11227 (Soknopaiou Nesos, 2nd cent. ce): κυρ@F mοκνοπα@F κα.
yµµωνι ?νικPτF\ δQτε µοι κ0ηδQνα zν 6µfD (l. 6µεfD) θ40 `εται (l. θ40ετε), T (l. ε>)
µ400ω µ4νι1ν̀ (l. µ4νειν) 9ν τ, πρακτορ@{ κα.1 [ο]"̀ µεθὲ@1στ̀ὰµαι (l. µεθ@σταµαι). τοUτQ
µο[ι] 9ξ4νενκε (l. 9ξ4νεγκε), ‘To Lord Soknopaios and Ammon the Invincible.
Give me any sign you wish whether I am going to remain in the office of tax col-
lector and not be removed. Issue this to me’.

26. _ ` θ `[ε]M `D ` δg 04γε `ι 1: Despite the interference of ink traces from the previous
text, the οD ending and the round contours of the theta together with its hori-
zontal cross stroke are convincingly visible (Fig. 7).

The phrase can be also considered formulaic for an oracle’s reply, the most com-
mon alongside Xχρησεν: IG II2 4969 (Attica, mid-4th cent. bce), l. 1; FD III 3, 342
(Delphi, not earlier than 2nd cent. bce), l. 1 et sim.; 9θ4σπισεν: SEGXV 517 (Paros,
c.mid-3rd cent. bce), l. 19; ?νεf0εν: SEGXXI 519 (Acharnai, after the mid-4th cent,
bce), l. 5). See, e.g., I. Kibyra 97 (Kibyra, 2nd–3rd cent. ce), l. 1: θεMD̀ [0|γει]. βραχC
περ}µεινον, καιρMD γ3ρ ο"κ Xστ̀[ι] σοι, ‘And the god [says]: “wait for a while; for the
circumstances are not favourable to you”’; TAM II 947 V/VI, l. 2 (Olympos, Lycia,
imperial period), l. 1: θεMD 0|γει. βοηθMν pξιD (l. pξειD) µετ3 ~�χηD τMν n�θιον, ‘The
god says: ‘together with Tyche, Pythios shall be your assistant’; I. Delphinion, 132
(Miletos, 6th–5th cent. bce) l. 2: θεMD ε�πεν, ‘The god said’. Frequent is certainly its
use in a Christian context: e.g. Did. Comm. in Ecc. 5–6.173: κα. _ θεMD 0[4]γει
διδ[Qν]αι τ4κ̀να, ‘and it is God who commands that children be granted’.

Undoubtedly, the question of oracles is a much broader subject than this note
permits, yet the use of the verb 04γει has perhaps further implications: was the ora-
cle issued to Epoeris in writing or was it in fact a spoken one? The issue of ‘voiced’
oracles is discussed in the authoritative work of Frankfurter 1998: 145–197, n. 1. An
updated overview is offered by Tallet 2012: 401–406, who provides evidence based
especially on observations made by Dunand 1997 on the chapel in Deir-el-Bahari
and Quaegebeur 1995 on the chapel in the temple of Shenhur attesting the exis-
tence of holes in the walls and cellae not accessible to the worshippers, from where

                            P. MERT. II 81: RE-EDITION WITH A NEW TRANSLATION                        11

Fig. 7. Detail of line 26
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the hidden priests would ‘announce’ the god’s answer as if spoken by the god him-
self. In this regard, the present papyrus could be another hint at this practice. Oth-
erwise, it is a mere figurative way, by which Epoeris conveys the god’s words.

27. N[τι ?]παρτ `@ 1[ζετα]ι 1: The beginning of the line contains vestiges of the pre-
vious text (resembling a large letter eta) with a somewhat confusing result. If one
looks, however, at the beginning of the next two lines the first letter of line 27
very likely aligns well with the beginnings of those lines. I have presumed that
the future expression would be expressed here in a present tense form9 as the
expected passive future form ?παρτισθPσεται would be too long for the gap, and
a theoretical middle voice ?παρτιεfται is slightly shorter than the gap requires as
well as inappropriate in an undoubtedly passive construction.

28. It is hard to establish whether part of the text after 91ν is deliberately
crossed off or this is a clumsy attempt to overwrite the previously erased text. At
any rate, the conditional clause featuring 91ν requires a verb in subjunctive. Here,
the verb presumably ends in -η (for -S) just before Nτι. Following intuition and
sense, the verb must relate to speaking in order to introduce the Nτι clause con-
taining direct speech, so the reading 04γS is possible but with a high degree of
doubt due to the uncertainty in the disentanglement of the previous text from
the new one.10 My best guess would be that text has 93ν οVν 04γS Nτι etc., but
between the alleged οVν and 04γS there appears to be something more, a lunar
form with a possible horizontal stroke in the middle, hence an epsilon or sigma.
Perhaps κε0ε:S should be entertained as an idea, yet again it is unclear what it
erased and what is not. After Nτι, the faded letters likely belong to the previous
text. If so, the sentence could convey the oracle’s / god’s words.

29. δ[υ]ν `PσS, ‘you will be able’, as the god’s response speaking about the
future is the preferable reading, green-lighting Demetrios’ travel. The space
between the delta and the tip of the letter which I take for a nu may indeed
appear too wide for inserting merely an upsilon and a part of the nu, thus leaving
other possibilities open (Fig. 8).

   9 For a description of the use of the present indicative with future implications, see
Lucas 2014: 172, with further literature. 
  10 µP is not entirely impossible but less likely as it appears predominantly in the shape
of a ligature with a minuscule eta in our text (J2η2µητρ `@F 4, jcµην, µητρ@ ); see, however,
9µαντ `ευ `σ1µην in ll. 24–25, where a capital eta is employed.

Fig. 8. Detail of line 29



Alternatively, the passage could be tentatively read as Nτι ε `" δ[g πο]ι 1PσS[D]
(l. ποιPσειD) ?̀ν `αβIναι 1, ‘please come upriver’, but this all sounds more like wishful
thinking although imaginable.

29–30. ?̀ν `αβIναι 1 πρMD h0 `@ 1γ4αD 6[µ4ραD: Epoeris’ request to Demetrios for com-
ing by for a few days comes naturally as the affair with the priest needs to be set-
tled. For πρMD h0@γαD 6µ4ραD, see, e.g., P. Oxy. XXXI 2595 (3rd cent. ce), ll. 5–6:
κα0)D ποιPσειD 90θoν πρMD 6µ<D πρMD h0@γαD 6µ4ραD, ‘please come to us for a few
days’; P. Flor. II 150 (Theadelpheia, 267 ce), ll. 4–5: bστε ε>D τWν ~αυρε@νου
(l. ~αυρ@νου) πρMD h0@γαD 6µ4ραD πατIσαι τ3 9ν τ^ α>για0^ θ4ρη, ‘so that they [sc.
the cattle] thresh the corn on the shore at Taurinou for a few days’.

31–32. The section where 6µ<D is in line 33, with a curved thin, slanting stroke
above the sigma, should be probably moved further up to align with the tip of the
long stroke of the rho of γ1ρ in line 31 (Fig. 9).

33. κα. απ20̀000[00] 6µ<D, π2[ρ].ν i πὸ[ρ]ευθI2να@ σε ε>D τWν jcµην: The correction
of µ4[νε]ιν to πρ.ν delivers a different picture of the events. No dilemmas are being
presented to Demetrios, but he is asked to do something first and then to do
another thing in connection with the family of Epoeris (6µ<D probably governing
a lost infinitive). I suppose another request to visit is concealed in the lost part
of the text. All these should be done before Demetrios travels to Rome.

42. Jιὸν:σιοD̀: The original edition had Jιὸν:σιο[ν], which seemed as naturally
complementing the greetings sent by Epoeris. However, palaeographical consid-
erations challenge this reading (with an otherwise restored ending). Given that
the right fragment requires approximation with the left as is the case with pre-
vious lines too, one observes a slightly curvy slanting stroke ending on the tip of
the upright stroke, with which the alpha of ?σπ1ζοµαι starts (Fig. 10). This sort
of ligature does not suit a nu + alpha combination, but a sigma + alpha, for which
it is worth to compare σα in 04γουσα (ll. 19–20; Fig. 11).
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Fig. 9. Detail of lines 31–32

Fig. 10. Detail of line 42 Fig. 11. Detail of line 43
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The resulting reading Jιο `ν:σιοD ` ?σπ1ζοµαι πο001 could imply that Dionysios
belongs to the household of Epoeris. The construction one would expect is a
third-person verb as an indirect greeting, see, e.g., BGU I 276 (Arsinoites, 2nd–
3rd cent. ce), ll. 25-26: ?σπ1ζοµαι Oµ<D π1ντεD (l. π1νταD) κατ’ �νοµ(α) κα. �ρι -
γ[4]νηD Oµ<D ?σπ1ζετε (l. ?σπ1ζεται) π1ντεD (l. π1νταD), ‘I give my hugs to each
and every one of you, and Horigenes give his hugs to all of you too’. However, it
is often the case that a greeting is inserted in the first person as more immediate,
see, e.g., P. Mert. II 82 (unknown provenance, late 2nd cent. ce), ll. 16–21:
Bσπα[σαι] τ `W 2ν µητ4ρα σου sθηνα�δα κ 2α`. 1 τ `M `ν ` ?δε0φMν 6µ)ν sχι00@ωνα κα. π1νταD
κατ’ � `ν `οµα. mαραπ 21`µ `µων _ο´ σε ?σπ1ζ 3ο `µαι, κα. �ερατικP σ`ε ` ?`σπ1ζεται, ‘give a
hug to your mother Athenais and to our borther Achillion, and to each and every
one of you. I, Sarapammon, give my hugs to you, and Hieratike gives her hugs to
you too’). Sarri (2018: 128–129, n. 480, with more examples of such practice) pos-
tulates that such sentences are the words of the writer of the letter. In this plau-
sible scenario, Dionysios could have assisted Epoeris in writing the letter, and
therefore, he is less likely to be Demetrios’ brother as his behaviour was painted
somewhat negatively by Epoeris.
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church, authority, field theory, forms of capital.
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Abstract: A tiny archive composed of the famous Coptic arbitration proto-
col P. Budge and three associated Greek documents, a settlement of claims,
a sale, and a loosely connected marriage document, bring forward a fascinat-
ing controversy of the tormented times between the Persian and the Arab
conquests of Egypt. Its settlement testifies to the operative force of law,
legal awareness of its users, and dispute-resolution strategies in an environ-
ment of intrinsic legal plurality. A new text edition, providing an in-depth
study of this material, delving into the dispute resolution method, rhetorics,
and proper reconstruction of the events, is presently in the works. Before it
is published, we would like to present here an aspect of this matter, closely
connected to the very origin of the dispute, viz. our hypothesis on the
nature of the security provided by the borrower, the widow Thekla, to her
creditors, the consorts Philemon and Thekla. This central matter of the
P. Budge controversy witnesses the profound legal awareness of its parties.
Operating within the legal framework provided by Roman law, and without
attempts to transgress it, the law-users of seventh-century Edfu managed to
bend and form it to serve best their needs, creating a flexible form of security,
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fitting the circumstances of Thekla-the-Widow and the creditors couple. It
is amazing to see how, even at the dusk of its domination of Egypt, the
Roman legal forma mentis was so strongly present in this inherently plural
society.
Keywords: Edfu, arbitration, late antique Egypt, securities, hypotheke-prasis,
dikaia time, legal practice, apotage, hypothekimaia asphaleia.
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