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Foreword 

The group Legal Documents in Ancient Societies was established in 2008 to enhance 
collaboration among students of everyday documentation in the Ancient Near East, 
Ancient Egypt, the Greek and Hellenistic world, and the Roman State down to late 
Antiquity. A key means of achieving this goal is a series of annual meetings, focu-
sing each on a different topic. The first meeting, held at the American Academy in 
Rome on 28. – 30. 9. 2008, focused on the study of different documentary applica-
tions of the letter from the third millennium BCE to late Antiquity. The twelve 
papers delivered in the meeting illustrated how letters were applied for similar pur-
poses in different civilizations, sometimes millennia apart. Dominique Charpin, Ingo 
Kottsieper and James Sickinger, for example, demonstrated how royal state-appara-
tus applied letters for administrative purposes in the old Babylonian period, the 
Persian empire, and the Greek and Hellenistic world. Eva Cancik and Ingo 
Kottsieper discussed the application of letters in the administration of Justice in 13th 
century BCE Assyria and the Persian period. Sophie Démare-Lafont, Edward Harris 
and Éva Jakab showed how the application of letters promoted complex economic 
activities extending over different states and continents. The reader of this volume 
can study these cross cultural phenomena and will undoubtedly pinpoint others. 

The papers delivered in Rome enabled the participants to pinpoint evolution of 
the position of the letter as a legal document in the Greek and Roman world. Letters 
began to be written in the Greek world in the archaic period, probably not long after 
the introduction of the Greek alphabet. But at first letters, and perhaps writing in 
general, were treated with suspect as a means to be employed by free states or their 
citizens for the documentation of their everyday activity. This fact was demonstrated 
by the papers of Paola Ceccarelli and James Sickinger. Besides, even if letters could 
be, and were certainly used on a regular basis for different purposes, early letters as 
discussed and cited by Edward Harris do not exhibit an established format that 
would indicate their independent use as a routine instrument for the documentation 
of everyday, particularly legal activities. Things changed in this respect in the 
Hellenistic period. Not only did letters become, as shown by James Sickinger, an 
established and acceptable means of issuing decrees by Hellenistic monarchs. The 
letter also became a routine type of legal document, recording legal acts whose 
performance was not attended by witnesses, and which gave rise to an obligation 
solely by virtue of the fact that the document was written by the prospective debtor 
in person. The result of this change, the cheirographon, was discussed in most 
papers focusing on the Hellenistic, Roman and Byzantine period. 

Mark Depauw and Katelijn Vandorpe studied the evolution of the Demotic and 
Greek letter format as an established type of legal document in Persian and Ptole-
maic Egypt. Sophie Kovarik studied the final triumph of the letter format, in the 
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Byzantine period, as the default means of documentation of legal activity. Andrea 
Jördens showed how the cheirographon—originally written by just one of the parties 
and therefore recording his obligations, but not those of the addressee of the 
document—was transformed, on occasions, into a “normal” legal document, record-
ing obligations of both parties alike. Finally, Eva Jakab studied the reception of the 
cheirographon into Roman legal practice and theory. This last issue was also taken 
up by Johannes Platschek, whose paper focused on the procedural implications of 
contracts that were entered upon informally and were occasionally given evidence of 
in letters, as opposed to those entered upon by formal acts created within ius civile. 

 
Sources quoted in this volume are abbreviated according to the conventions in each 
field of research. Ancient near eastern sources are abbreviated by S. Démare-Lafont 
and E. Cancik-Kirschbaum according to the conventions given in R. Borger, 
Handbuch der Keilschriftliteratur, 3 vol., Berlin, 1967–1975, while D. Charpin’s 
article follows those of the Archives Babyloniennes, XXe–XVIIe Siècles av. J.-C. 
(www.archibab.fr.). Classical literary sources, if abbreviated, are abbreviated 
according to routine conventions that can be found, for example, at 
http://iam.classics.unc.edu/main/help/P.html. Greek inscriptions are cited according 
to the conventions of the Supplementum Epigraphicum Graecum (SEG), and are 
also available at http://dge.cchs.csic.es/lst/2lst3.htm. Greek and Demotic papyri are 
cited according to the conventions of the Checklist of Editions of Greek, Latin, 
Demotic and Coptic Papyri, Ostraca and Tablets (http://scriptorium.lib.duke.edu/ 
papyrus/texts/clist_papyri.html#c). Aramaic texts discussed by I. Kottspieper are 
cited according to the conventions established by Porten-Yardeni 1986–1999. 

Thanks are due to people and institutes who made the meeting and the publica-
tion of this volume possible: The Institute for the Study of the Ancient World at 
New-York University, which sponsored the meeting, the American Academy in Rome 
which hosted us in its course, the Emil and und Arthur Kießling Stiftung für 
Papyrusforschung, which offered financial support for the publication of the present 
volume, Professor Hans-Albert Rupprecht, who made this financial support possible, 
Dr. Kai Ruffing, who accepted this book into the distinguished series Philippika. 
Marburger altertumskundliche Abhandlungen. I would also like to thank the partici-
pants in the meeting for the oral and written versions of their papers as they are 
published in this volume and to the members of the steering committee of the group 
Legal Docuemnts of Ancient Societies, Sophie Démare-Lafont, Mark Depauw, 
Michele Faraguna, Eva Jakab and Dennis Kehoe for their advices, as well as for 
their moral and practical support. Special thanks are due to Roger S. Bagnall, with-
out whose support and guidance the idea of our group would have never been 
materialized. 

   
   Uri Yiftach-Firanko 

  Jerusalem, July 2012 
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