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Abstract: Egypt of the Hellenistic and Roman periods remains the most thor-
oughly documented multilingual society in the ancient world, because of the
wealth of texts preserved on papyrus in Egyptian, Greek, Latin and other lan-
guages. This makes the scarcity of interpreters in the papyrological record all the
more curious. This study reviews all instances in the papyri of individuals referred
to as hermēneus in Greek, or references to the process of translation/interpreting.
It discusses the terminological ambiguity of hermēneus, which can also mean a
commercial mediator; the position of language mediators in legal cases in Egyp-
tian, Greek and Latin; the role of gender in language mediation; and concludes
with a survey of interpreting in Egyptian monastic communities in Late Antiquity.

Keywords: Hellenistic Egypt, Roman Egypt, translation, interpreting, multilingu-
alism papyri, inscriptions

I Introduction

Graeco-Roman Egypt, as a profoundly bilingual society with multiple written as
well as spoken languages (whatever individual rates and degrees of bilingual
competence), might be expected to yield extensive evidence of mediation be-
tween languages, especially between Egyptian and Greek. Language mediation
and mediators, especially oral interpreters, are remarkably poorly attested in the
Graeco-Roman world as a whole. Only a handful of Latin inscriptions and docu-
mentary texts mention interpreters (interpretes) in the European provinces of the
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Roman empire.1 In contrast, over one hundred Greek papyri, ostraca and inscrip-
tions from Egypt contain mention of interpreters (hermēneis).2 This work aims to
discuss and contextualise each of these examples, providing an analysis both of
the semantic range of the Greek term hermēneus and of the professional range of
those so defined.

In papyrological terms, one hundred is a relatively small number of docu-
ments, so it is fair to say – as many have – that interpreters and interpreting activ-
ities are in fact poorly attested in the Egyptian documentary record.3 Given the
extensive evidence for language contact in Hellenistic and Roman Egypt, this ab-
sence is indeed curious. The main reasons for the silence of the sources are, as
again many have already argued, solidly practical ones.4 Many people in Egypt
will have been bilingual to some degree, and capable of interacting with speakers
of other languages without an interpreter. Those who did not have sufficient com-
mand of a language for a particular situation will have been able to draw, infor-
mally, on the language skills of others who were bilingual. In such a scenario,
bilingualism and interpreting were so unremarkable and unproblematic that they
required little comment. Where language mediation is mentioned, it is generally
because it is either exceptional, or presented some special difficulty. There is also
the problem that the circumstances in which oral linguistic behaviour finds reflec-
tion in the written record are very restricted. There are, however, notable excep-
tions, and in the following discussion we will encounter a number of cases (most
importantly memoranda of oral legal hearings) where a written account of a con-
versation conducted through an interpreter is preserved.

As well as those individuals who played the role of oral interpreter between
languages, the material from Egypt also yields a large number of references to
written translation and its practitioners, and to individuals who, while designated
as hermēneis, fulfilled roles which were not primarily linguistic.5 In modern scho-
larly analysis we frequently judge “interpreters” according to different criteria

1 SeeMairs (2012b); Mairs (forthcoming).
2 See, briefly, Mairs (2012a).
3 P. Col. Zen. II 63, note to l. 7; Peremans (1983b), 11; Hanson (1991), 176; Bagnall (1993), 233, “a
good example of the reticence of the documents;” Rowlandson (2004), 166; Bagnall, Helms and
Verhoogt (2005), 27; contra: Rochette (1995b), 62, on the supposed “frequency” of δι’ ἑρμηνέως in
the papyri.
4 See e.  g. Rowlandson (2004), 159.
5 The papyri, as ever, also throw up a couple of apparently random and rather strange outliers. In
one case (P. Achm. 7) it is possible that Hermēneus is a personal name (see below).Hermēneia also
appears once as a priestly office, in a sale of such officeswhich includes a jointprophēteia, baiphor-
ia (“palm-bearing”) and hermēneia for Souchos, Ammon, Hermes, Hera and related gods (P. Lund
III 9, l. 7: ...]ν καὶ βαιοφορίας κ(αὶ) ἑρμη[νε]ία[ς]; AD c. 123, Akoris, Hermopolite nome). Herewe are,
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than many of our ancient sources, where the same terms are frequently used to
refer to oral interpreting as to written translation, and to forms of non-linguistic
mediation. Neither hermēneis nor interpres means exclusively “interpreter,” just
as the English “interpret” has a range of related meanings. In the Egyptian evi-
dence there are a number of cases in which an individual described in a document
as a hermēneus is not demonstrably engaged in any form of linguistic mediation,
and where his position is in fact closer to that of a broker or middleman in a
commercial transaction. It is probable that these broker-hermēneis used both the
Greek and the Egyptian languages in the course of their job, but it is also clear that
any linguistic aspect to their professional remit has been subsumed into a broader
role as a commercial mediator. Semantically and functionally, the connection be-
tween both species of hermēneus is straightforward. The common action of the
hermēneus is that hemediates between languages and/or parties in a transaction,
and in a multilingual society acting as a middleman must often have involved
dealing with speakers of different languages. The many hermēneis who were in-
volved in trade and diplomacy are seldom “pure” interpreters, but play a much
more active role in their respective careers. It is their position and status in these
careers which makes their role as interpreters even worth recording in a docu-
ment. The existence of hermēneis whose professional function is not solely or
principally linguistic need not compromise the fact that other examples in the
papyrological record are demonstrably interpreters in the linguistic sense. What
it does mean is that each case must be assessed carefully on its own merits, and –
in the absence of clear evidence one way or the other – rigid categorisation must
be resisted.

There have been a number of previous studies of the evidence for interpreters
and the meaning of the term hermēneus in the papyri,6 but none are really either
satisfactory or comprehensive. The most useful critical treatment of the material
from the Roman period is the concise but reasoned discussion by Bagnall.7 Most
previous studies have struggled to reconcile the connected but different meanings
of hermēneus, as interpreter or simply as mediator, and have too often attempted
to make definitive statements about the activities of an individual hermēneus
which are not really supported by the evidence. The typology of Egyptian hermē-
neis drawn up by Wiotte-Franz,8 for example, is neat, and her attributions of in-

of course,dealingwith“interpretation” in the religioussenseof interpretingdreamsororacles. (See
the Appendix on “interpretation” in Christian hagiography.)
6 Taubenschlag (1951); Calderini (1953); Peremans (1983b); Rochette (1994); Rochette (1995b);
Wiotte-Franz (2001), 63–71, 111–118; Mairs (2012a).
7 Bagnall (1993), 233–235.
8 Wiotte-Franz (2001), 117–118.
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dividual hermēneis to a particular category are often cautiously argued, but it
does not give an accurate impression of the actual state of the evidence. We can-
not reasonably categorise the hermēneis from Egypt in this way at all.

I have aimed to be comprehensive in my coverage of occurrences of hermē-
neis, hermēneuein and hermēneia in the documentary evidence from Egypt, and
trust that I have been reasonably successful in this, but one of the great pleasures
of working with papyri is that there will inevitably be new discoveries and pub-
lications, and that these will most probably come sooner rather than later. A
weakness in my discussion, of which I am painfully aware, is that I have been
unable to find any reference in Demotic documentary sources to interpreters and
interpreting. Although there are Greek translations of Demotic documents, and in
some cases the originals are preserved, the actual references to translation ap-
pear, of course, in the Greek translation rather than the Demotic original (see
further below). Some material from Demotic and Coptic, and the problems of the
Egyptian terminology for interpreting, will be discussed in the Appendix. A pos-
sible reason for the one-sided nature of our evidence (beyond that caused simply
by the differential publication rate of Greek versus Demotic papyri) is that, in offi-
cial contexts which generated a paper trail, it will generally have been Egyptian
speakers who needed to use a Greek interpreter, or Greek speakers who needed to
use a Latin interpreter, rather than vice versa. But I am also quite sure that a more
in-depth study of interpreting, and language contact in general, in the Demotic
sources would yield much more useful material.

A few brief comments are in order as to what I do and do not consider to fall
within the remit of this study. Although I do not discuss literary translation – a
topic which has been ably covered by others9 – the translation of documentary
texts in Hellenistic and Roman Egypt demands to be considered alongside the
evidence for oral interpreting, and the diverse para-interpreting activites of indi-
viduals described as hermēneis. In part, this is because the same terminology is
employed for all these activities, and also because there are cases in which it is
not entirely certain whether a particular individual is an oral interpreter or written
translator, or something else entirely. In addition, the treatment of translation
and translators in the documentary record has much in common with the treat-
ment of interpreters and interpreting – in Egypt and elsewhere. Both translators
and interpreters, for example, are rarely named. There are instances in which
either translation or interpreting are expressly mentioned as having taken place,
in order to clarify the legal position of a document or testimony.

9 Kytzler (1989); Rochette (1995a); Wiotte-Franz (2001) and especially McElduff (2013).
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Although the question of multilingualism in Hellenistic and Roman Egypt – a
subject for which there is an almost unmanageable amount of papyrological evi-
dence and in which there has been considerable recent scholarly interest – bears
on that of interpreting and translation, I consider this to be the background
which informs my discussion, rather than its major theme, and refer interested
readers elsewhere.10 Societal multilingualism created communication problems,
which were solved through individual multilingualism, by interpreting and by
translation. But there is a danger of straying into a general, and inevitably very
lengthy, discussion of multilingualism in Egypt, and I have resisted this as far as
possible.

I begin with a survey of written translation in Egyptian documents of the Hel-
lenistic and Roman periods: the contexts in which translation was necessary; the
terms in which it is described; and official constraints on language use. Next, I
discuss the small concentration of hermēneis from an individual archive, that of
Zenon, which helps us to establish that, even as early as the third century BC,
hermēneismight play a primarily commercial role. A brief digression is made into
a group of documents from the early Roman period which measure commodities
by a “measure of the hermēneus.” These are not named individuals, but they ap-
pear to be village officials who acted as regulators of weights and measures. The
majority of the hermēneis from the documentary record are considered in the fol-
lowing section, where I attempt to assess, in each case, the relative probability of
him having played a primarily linguistic or primarily commercial role. In most
cases, it is very difficult to decide. Some resist classification entirely. Interpreters
in law courts are, unfortunately, mostly anonymous, but mentions of them pro-
vide a valuable record of oral linguistic behaviour. The same is true of the small
number of references to written material in Greek being translated aloud for Egyp-
tian speakers, a scenario which we must nevertheless consider to have been very
common. Finally, I append a few thematic discussions which draw on various of
the documents already discussed: chronological development and geographical
variation (or lack thereof) in the meaning of hermēneus; the question of a gen-
dered aspect to bilingualism and interpreting for women; the ethnicity and lan-
guages spoken by interpreters and their clients – a subject on which we can un-
forunately say very little; interpreters’ pay; and interpreting in early Egyptian
monastic communities (Appendix).

10 LatinandGreek:Adams (2003), 527–642;GreekandEgyptian:Fewster (2002); literature review:
Dickey (2003); a diachronic survey: Papaconstantinou (2010).
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II Translation in documentary texts11

Language contact in Hellenistic and Roman Egypt was a matter of contact be-
tween several literate, as well as oral, traditions.12 This required the most careful
management in the period in which Demotic Egyptian was still being used exten-
sively alongside Greek, along with two separate legal systems.13 In 146 BC, Ptol-
emy VI Philometor issued an order that Demotic legal documents should be
docketed in Greek and registered in the official archives, from which point short
registration statements in Greek begin to be appended to Demotic documents.14 A
decree of 118 BC further clarifies the relationship between the two legal systems:
regardless of the ethnic background of the parties involved (and by the late sec-
ond century this might not be a straightforward question), the language of the
original contract is henceforth to decide whether any case is taken before the
Egyptian courts or the Greek courts.15 Supporting documentation might also have
to be translated into Greek in order to be used in a Greek court case. We therefore
have, from the Hellenistic period, a certain number of documents which declare
themselves to be Greek translations of Demotic originals. In a few cases, the De-
motic is also preserved. While we can look at translation methodology and the
formulae used to record that a translation has taken place, the translators are,
with one early exception, anonymous.

In Demotic-Greek translations in particular, but also in translations between
Latin and Greek, there is a striking terminological consistency. The statement that
a translation has been carried out “as far as possible” (κατὰ τὸ δυνατόν) is a com-
mon caveat. Our last evidence for the translation of documentary texts between

11 The following will not be concerned with texts on stone, such as the royal decrees of the Ptole-
mies, which contained translated text in two or more languages. Although these are translations,
andmay contain a clausementioning that they are to be set up in different scripts, they contain no
explicit reference to the translation process itself (e. g. Canopus Decree, ll. 73–75: ἀναγραψάτωσαν
τοῦτο τὸ ψήφισμα εἰς στήλην λιθίνην ἢ χαλκὴν ἱεροῖς γράμμασιν καὶ Αἰγυπτίοις καὶ Ἑλληνικοῖς,
Pfeiffer 2004). Peremans (1985) surveys a representative selection of non-literary translations from
Hellenistic period Egypt. My focus is rather on translation in the papyrological record, and princi-
pally on texts commissioned and used by private individuals in their dealings with the legal sys-
tems of Hellenistic and Roman Egypt. (A foray into epigraphic territory will, however, be made in
the case of the inscription bearing a translation of a letter of Diocletian discussed below)
12 For an overview of translation between Demotic and Greek, and Latin and Greek, see Rochette
(1994).
13 Egyptian, the language with the longest recorded written tradition, passes through a curious
phase between around the second and fourth centuries AD in which it had nowritten form in com-
mon use: Lewis (1993).
14 P. Par. 65; Pestman (1985b).
15 P. Tebt. I 5, ll. 207–220; on this interpretation, see Pestman (1985a).
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Demotic and Greek falls in the early first century AD. From the mid second century
AD, we have a small but significant corpus of material dealing with translation
between Latin and Greek, again primarily in legal contexts. Under Roman law,
certain documents, such as wills, had to be written in Latin. There are a few bilin-
gual papyri containing the Latin text alongside Greek translations made at the
same time, for the use of the parties involved. Knowledge of Latin was not parti-
cularly widespread in Roman Egypt.16 Other documents contain quotations from
Latin papers, and the fact that they are translations is signposted. In a couple of
cases, the name of the translator is preserved, but, as in earlier translations be-
tween Demotic and Greek, the vast majority of translators remain frustratingly
elusive.

Greek and Demotic. There are a few cases in which reference is made to Greek
translations of Demotic originals, without the documents themselves being pre-
served. UPZ II 218, a sale, refers to a document “in native letters, which was trans-
lated into Greek” (ll. 11–14: τοῖς ἐνχωρίοις γρά[μμασιν, ἣν μεθερμηνεύ]σαντες ἑλ-
ληνιστί, 131–130 BC, Thebes). Also from Thebes, from the archive of the Theban
choachytes which supplies two of the most interesting preserved translations (see
below), come two records of legal proceedings in which Egyptian documents were
brought as evidence. In the first, it is not specified whether these papers have
been translated in order to be brought before the court, although we should prob-
ably imagine that they were (UPZ II 161, ll. 38–39: κατ’ Αἰγυπτίας συγγραφάς, 119
BC, Thebes). The other text is more explicit: here we are told that one of the parties
provided “copies of Egyptian contracts, translated into Greek” in support of his
ownership of a house (UPZ II 162, Col. 5, ll. 3–4: ἀντίγραφα συγγραφῶν Αἰγυπτίων
διηρμηνευμένων δ’ ἑλληνιστί, 117 BC, Thebes, trans. Bagnall and Derow 2004,
No. 132).

The earliest example of a text which states explicitly that it was the work of a
translator is a witness testimony in a case before the stratēgos from Herakleopolis
(P. Heid. VIII 416, first half of the second century BC). At the end of the document,
in a second hand, is the caption “Theon son of Theon, Persian of the epigonē,
translated” (ll. 46–50: διηρμήνε[υσεν] Θέων Θέων[ος] Πέρσης τῆς ἐπιγονῆς).17

The name of the witness is Herieus, an Egyptian name, so we should suppose that
it is his oral Egyptian testimony which has been rendered into written Greek.
Whether Theon himself wrote, or dictated to another, is not clear, and we do not

16 Adams (2003), 527–528.
17 On “Persians of the epigonē,” see Clarysse (1994); Vandorpe (2008).
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know whether he held any official position, or was co-opted temporarily to serve
as interpreter.

From the mid second century BC, we begin to find Greek translations of De-
motic legal documents, for use in cases before a Greek law court. The reasons for
the production of such translations, and their emergence at this period, have been
discussed above. What is striking – although perhaps, given the legal context,
unsurprising – is the degree of terminological consistency in how these transla-
tions refer to themselves. The standard phraseology, which appears at the very
beginning of each document, is “Copy of an Egyptian document, translated into
Greek as far as possible” (ἀντίγραφον συγγραφῆς Αἰγυπτίας μεθηρμηνεθμἐνης
ἑλληνιστὶ κατὰ τὸ δυνατόν). This formula appears, with very little variation, in
thirteen preserved texts, dating between 146 BC and AD 11.18 The original Demotic
of seven of these documents is preserved, relating to two separate legal proceed-
ings. One involved the community of the Theban choachytes in the latter part of
the third century BC.19 The other concerned the priest Satabous of Soknopaiou
Nesos in the early Roman period.20

I have discussed these texts and the translation methodology employed in
them at greater length elsewhere.21 The points which bear reiterating are that:
1. These are relatively literal translations, preserving the phraseology of the De-

motic original, not recasting it in the form of a Greek legal document. There is
a certain amount of evidence of linguistic interference from Demotic,22 but
this may have as much to do with the fact that these texts are translations, as
with their authors’ competence in Greek.

2. The Greek is not of a high literary standard, but it is perfectly functional. The
caveat kata to dunaton “as far as possible” is not a modest admission of im-
perfection or an apology for poor translation,23 but a piece of legalese de-
signed to note that a translation has taken place, at the same time as absol-

18 UPZ II 175, 146 BC, Thebes; UPZ II 177, 136 BC, Thebes; P. Giss. I 36, 134 BC, Pathyris; P. Tebt. I
164, 112 BC, Kerkeosiris; BGU III 1002, 55 BC, Hermopolis Magna; PSI V 549, 41 BC, Oxyrhynchus;
BGUXVI 2594, 8BC,Chennis;CPRXV1, 3BC,SoknopaiouNesos;CPRXV2,CPRXV3,CPRXV4,SB I
5231, SB I 5275, all AD 11, Soknopaiou Nesos.
19 UPZ II 175 = P. Berl. dem. 3119 and UPZ II 177 = P. Berl. dem. 5507; see Mairs and Martin (2008/
2009); Mairs (2018).
20 Thevariant translationsCPRXV2,CPRXV3,CPRXV4, SB I 5231, SB I 5275 = P.BM 262;CPRXV1
belongs to the same dossier, but the Demotic original is not preserved; see Schentuleit (2001) and
(2007).
21 Mairs (2018).
22 See e. g. Mussies (1968), on P. Giss. I 36 and BGU III 1002.
23 Pace Rochette (1994), 319.
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ving all concerned of responsibility for any inaccuracies. A freer translation of
the clause might be “in good faith.” Caveat lector.

3. The translators worked selectively, translating only those pieces of informa-
tion which were necessary in a case before a Greek court. Sometimes this
meant abbreviating the lengthy Demotic legal clauses. The actual documents
selected to be translated were, again, only those necessary under Greek law:
in the two sets of papers from the archive of the Theban choachytes, the De-
motic sale document was translated but not the accompanying cession docu-
ment, which was needed only in Egyptian law.

4. The translator is in each case anonymous.

This last point has been a source of some frustration in studies of translation be-
tween Demotic and Greek. In the Roman period, as will be seen in the following
section, we do know the names of some of our translators between Latin and
Greek – not that this, in the end, helps us to discover much about their ethnic
background or social position. Peremans conveniently summarises earlier opi-
nions on the identity of Demotic-Greek translators of documentary texts.24 Wilck-
en was of the opinion that the monographos was responsible for producing trans-
lations for Greek tribunals.25 But it is equally possible that such translations were
privately commissioned and paid for, by the individuals bringing the law suit. As
noted above, these translators were competent, and had at least enough specia-
lised legal knowledge to know when and how to abridge a Demotic legal docu-
ment to retain its sense and validity in Greek. Even if they were working privately,
they therefore had some current or former connection with the legal profession.
The question of the legal knowledge of translators between Demotic and Greek is
of particular pertinence, because we do have some confirmation from later trans-
lations between Latin and Greek that professional legal personnel were involved
(see further below). The important difference is that, in the cases where a Roman
legal expert is mentioned as a translator, it is in a document which itself contains
data in both Latin and Greek: the translation was produced at the same time as
the original. The Demotic-Greek translations, in contrast, were in some cases pro-
duced many years after the original (around ten years between P. Berl. dem. 3119,
the Demotic original of UPZ II 175, and its use in a Greek lawsuit), and probably
not by the same personnel.

24 Peremans (1983), 267 and (1985), 259.
25 Commentary toUPZ I, p. 602.
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Greek and Latin. For the most part, no attempt appears to have been made to
replace the Greek bureaucracy of Egypt with a Latin one. The surviving docu-
ments which mention or contain translation between Latin and Greek are there-
fore limited to those circumstances where the use of Latin was unavoidable, or
officially prescribed. Decrees from the emperor, for example, might be translated
into Greek for circulation and public display, although direct epigraphic refer-
ences to such translations are surprisingly few. A communication of Diocletian to
the people of Elephantine and Philae, for example, recorded by an eighteenth-
century traveller on the wall of a temple at Elephantine, but no longer extant,
contains a direct quotation of a letter from the emperor under the heading τῶν
γραμμάτων [vacat] ἑρμηνεί[α] (I. Prose 65, l. 20, AD c. 297). It seems likely that this
translation is of a letter referred to in the first part of the inscription, regarding
benefices and taxation; the first part of the inscription may itself be a translation
from the Latin, but this is not explicitly stated.26 From amuch later period comes a
rare, apparently unique, mention of translation into Egyptian, a decree of the Dux
of the Thebaid which stipulates that it should be “translated into the native dia-
lect [= Coptic] and set up” (P. Cair. Masp. I 67031, l. 16: τῇ ἐπιχωρίῳ
μεθερμηνε[υ]θῆναι διαλέκτῳ καὶ προτεθῆ[ν]αι; AD 543–545, Antinoopolis). This
text bears comparison with much earlier Ptolemaic trilingual decrees on stone,
which contain a similar prescription without explicit mention of a translation pro-
cess.27

Most of our translated documentation, however, was generated because cer-
tain Roman legal documents, such as wills, had to be made in Latin. In Egypt,
where the vast majority of the population were not Latin speakers, translating
such documents into Greek was necessary both for personal record and future
reference, and for subsequent use and quotation in later legal disputes transacted
in Greek. It might be necessary, for example, for a Greek document concerning
inheritance to cite a Latin will in translation,28 or mention that such a document
was opened and translated.29 Other types of Latin document which might be cited
included release from patria potestas,30 or possessio bonorum.31 As in Demotic-
Greek translations, kata to dunaton and associated phrasings make an appear-

26 Brennan (1989), 197–198.
27 E.g. CanopusDecree, ll. 73–75:ἀναγραψάτωσαν τοῦτο τὸψήφισμαεἰς στήληνλιθίνηνἢ χαλκὴν
ἱεροῖς γράμμασιν καὶΑἰγυπτίοις καὶ Ἑλληνικοῖς, Pfeiffer (2004).
28 PSI XIII 1325, AD 176–180, Herakleopolis; BGUVII 1662, AD 182, Ptolemais Euergetis.
29 P. Lips. I 9, l. 14: καθ᾽ ἣν ἔθετο [ῥ]ωμαικὴν διαθή[κ]ην [λυθεῖσαν καὶ μεθ]ερμηνευθεῖσαν; AD 233,
Hermopolis Magna.
30 CPRVI 78, l. 9:ἑρμηνεία ἀπολύσεως πατρικῆς χειρός; c. AD 265, Hermopolis Magna.
31 P.Oxy. I 35 recto, l. 5: [ἑρμηνεία τῶνῬωμαϊκῶν·πε(?)]ρ̣ὶ̣ δ̣ι̣α̣[κατ]ο̣χῆς(?); AD 223, Oxyrhynchus.
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ance in such citations.32 The latter example, a ruling on the legal rights of minors
in which a chapter from the lex Laetoria is translated, is of especial interest, be-
cause the text of this law has not been preserved elsewhere. Unfortunately, the
papyrus breaks after the introductory clause to the translation, and the law itself
is lost.

As in the Hellenistic period, some documents mention translations which are
not themselves preserved. In support of her claim to an inheritance, one Aurelia
Thermouthion submits two copies of “a copy, translated into Greek letters as far
as possible, of the (claim to a) deed of succession” (P. Oxy. XIX 2231, ll. 26–28:
ἀντίγραφο̣ν̣ [ἑ]ρ̣μ̣η̣νευθὲν Ἑλλη̣νι̣κο̣ῖς̣ γ̣ρ̣άμ̣μασι κατὰ τ[ὸ] δυ̣νατὸν; AD 241, Oxy-
rhynchus).33 A slightly cryptic reference in a set of military accounts from late
third-century Oxyrhynchus may refer to the problems encountered by those who
had to deal with documentation in different languages. One of the items reads: “to
the one registered in the Roman receipt whose name was not found to have been
translated, 1288 litres”34 (P. Oxy. I 43, recto Col. 6, ll. 16–18: τῷ ἐντεταγμέ[ν]ῳ διὰ
τῆς Ῥωμαικῆς φρουμαρίας οὗ τὸ ὄνομα οὐκ εὑρέθη μεθερμηνευθῆναι λί(τραι)
Ασπη; AD 295, Oxyrhynchus). Are these the words of a secretary at a loss as to
how to translate a Roman technical term, or frustrated at the omission of an im-
portant name in an already-existing translation?

Latin-Greek translations are of three main types: independent documents pre-
serving a Greek translation of a Latin original; bilingual documents in which the
Latin text is repeated, usually not verbatim, in Greek; and short translated ex-
cerpts or citations within a longer text. It is difficult to say whether independent
translations or translated quotations were made at the same time as the original
document or later, as needed for personal or official purposes. With the bilingual
documents, both texts were produced at the same time. The situation was evi-
dently different than that under which most Greek translations of Demotic legal
papers were produced. These Demotic papers were commissioned by people who
used them to operate within the Egyptian legal system, in a language which they
had chosen to use. Only if a subsequent case in which these documents were

32 P.Harr. I 67, l. 11: ὁμ(οίως) ἑρμηνείαῬωμα[ι]κῶν κατὰ τὸ δυνατόν, AD c. 150, unprovenanced;
BGU VII 1662, l. 7: Ῥωμ[α]ι[κῇ διαθή]κῃ . . . . [μεθ]ερμηνευ[μεν]ης(*) ἑλληνιστὶ κατὰ τὸ δυνα[τὸν,
AD 182, Ptolemais Euergetis; P. Oxy. LXIV 4435, l. 13: κεφάλαιον ἐκ νόμου Λα̣ι̣[τ]ω̣ρίου ἑρμη-
ν[ε]υ̣θέντος κ̣[ατὰ τὸ δυ]ν̣ατὸν̣?, early third century AD, Oxyrhynchus; P. Bagnall 8, l. 1–2 ἀντί-
γραφον ἐπιστολῆς ῥωμαϊκῆς καὶ ἀποφάσεως μεθερμηνμθ( )(*) κατὰ δυνατόν, AD 186–187, Mons
Claudianus.
33 Another, fragmentary, text from Oxyrhynchus also seems to mention a translation in a legal
context: PSIV 450, l. 34: [ -ca.?- ] . . .ν̣ ἑρμηνείαν ἧς ἐγρα[ -ca.?- ]; third century AD.
34 I am grateful to the anonymous reviewer for their comments on this passage, and follow their
suggested translation.
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relevant was taken before a Greek court was a translation necessary, and this
might be some years later. Our Roman period translations, in contrast, are of texts
originally written in Latin because this was compulsory. A Roman will, for exam-
ple, had to be written in Latin for it to have legal force. The Greek translations of
such texts were needed so that the parties involved could actually use and consult
them, if they did not know Latin, as most people in Egypt at this period did not.
There is therefore a strong case to be made that such translations were generally
commissioned at around the same time as the originals.

The type of documents translated include wills,35 a land cession,36 documents
regarding the right to inheritance,37 a petition for a guardian,38 a manumission,39

and a letter from the Prefect of Egypt regarding soldiers condemned for deser-
tion.40 Such translations are introduced or otherwise annotated in terms familiar
from earlier periods. It is common for them to begin with a heading stating that
they are a translation: e. g. “translation of a will,”41 “translation of the Latin”42 or
“translation of a manumission.”43 In a few cases, we have lengthier descriptions
of the translation, its purpose and even its authorship. The phrase “as far as pos-
sible,” standard in earlier Demotic-Greek translations, makes a recurrence, with
some striking similarities in phraseology. A late second/early third-century AD
translation of a Roman will is introduced as a “copy of a Roman will, translated
as far as possible.”44 The alienness of the Latin original is hinted at in another
introduction, to a request for registration of an inheritance: “copy of this right-
to-inheritance according to the custom of the Romans.”45

A private letter from a man named Aurelius Artemidorus, recounting legal
proceedings, describes a kind of text of which there are several preserved exam-

35 BGU I 326, AD 194, Karanis; P. Select 14, second century AD, Arsinoite nome; P. Diog. 9, AD c.
186–210, Philadelphia.
36 SBXX 14952, second-third centuries AD, unprovenanced.
37 SBVI 9298, AD 249, Oxyrhynchus; P.Oxf. 7, AD 256–257, unprovenanced.
38 P.Oxy. XXXIV 2710, AD 261, Oxyrhynchus.
39 P.Oxy. IX 1205, AD 291, Oxyrhynchus.
40 P. Bagnall 8, AD 186–187, Mons Claudianus. I owe this reference to the anonymous reviewer.
41 ἑρμηνεία διαθήκης: BGU I 326, l. 1, AD 194, Karanis; later in the same document, l. 15: ἑρμηνία
κωδικίλλων διπτύχων “translation of a double codicil”; cf. SBXX 14952, l. 2: [ -ca.?- ]  ἀντίγρα]φ̣[ον
ἑ]ρ̣μην̣είας [ -ca.?- ], “copy of a translation”; second – third century AD, unprovenanced.
42 ἑρμηνεία τῶν̣ Ῥ̣ω̣[μαϊκ]ῶ̣ν : P.Oxy. XXXIV 2710, l. 2, AD 261, Oxyrhynchus.
43 [ -ca.?-  ἑρμηνεία ἐ]λευ̣θ̣[ερώσε]ως: P.Oxy. IX 1205, l. 1, AD 291, Oxyrhynchus.
44 P. Diog. 9, l. 1: ἀ̣ντί[γρ(αφον)] διαθή̣κ̣[η]ς̣ Ῥ̣[ω]μ̣αι̣κῆς ἑρμηνευθείσης κα̣τὰ τὸ̣ [δυνατόν; AD c.
186–210, Philadelphia.
45 P.Oxf. 7, ll. 2–3: ἀ]ν̣τ̣ίγ̣ρ̣α̣φ̣ον ταύτης τῆς κατὰ τὰῬωμαί̣ων ἔθη δια̣κ̣α[τοχῆς; further annotated
l. 12: [ἑρμηνεί]ας ἀντίγραφον; AD 256–257, unprovenanced.
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ples: a “document in which there is written both the Latin text and its transla-
tion.”46 We have three such examples of Latin texts which were translated into
Greek at the same time, with the translation presented within the same document.
These are the same kinds of texts as merited independent translations: a request
for a guardian (P. Oxy. XII 1466, l. 3; AD 245, Oxyrhynchus), a petition for succes-
sion to an inheritance (P. Oxy. IX 1201, l. 12; AD 258, Oxyrhynchus) and a judge-
ment in proceedings before a praeses (P. Sakaon 34, l. 15; AD 321, Theadelphia). In
each case, the translation is introduced with the words “translation of the Latin”
(ἑρμηνεία τῶν̣ Ῥ̣ωμαϊκῶν) or simply “translation” (ἑρμηνεία). In the two former
cases the translation is not verbatim and the Greek text contains further details,
evidently relevant for the owners of the document, but superfluous in a Roman
legal text.

The layout of these texts is interesting. In P. Sakaon 34, the translation is set
off clearly in a separate column to the right of the main text, with the heading
ἑρμηνία (sic) above it. P. Oxy. XII 1466 has the date and address in Latin at the top
of the papyrus. There follows a blank space of the equivalent of two or three lines.
Then, set against the right margin, comes the heading ἑρμηνεία τῶν Ῥω[μαϊκῶν].
The Greek translation begins on the next line. In P. Oxy. IX 1201, we again find the
Greek translation set apart, spatially, from the rest of the text, this time in a para-
graph at the end of the document, with the heading ἑρμηνεία τῶν Ῥωμαικῶν
centred on the papyrus.

Only two translations name their author, in each case a “Roman notary” or
“expert in Roman law” (νομικὸς Ῥωμαϊκὸς). The first, the translated will of a ve-
teran from late second-century AD Karanis, bears the subscription, in a second
hand, “I Gaios Loukkios Geminianos, expert in Roman law, translated the above
copy and it is in conformity with the original will.”47 The second such subscrip-
tion, in the same hand as the rest of its document, reads “I, Aurelios Aigyptos, and
however I am styled, expert in Roman law, translated the above copy and it is in
conformity with the original documents in the register and completed by me.”48

On the basis of their names, C. Lucius Geminianus would appear to be an Italian
or Romanised immigrant from elsewhere in the Roman world, and Aurelios Ai-
guptos a local, of whatever ethnic origin. These two translators are testifying not

46 P.Oxy. XX 2276, ll. 6–7: χάρτ[ηνᾗἐν]εγράφητά τε ῥω[μ]α̣ϊκὰ καὶ̣ ἡ τούτων ἑρμηνεία; late third–
fourth century AD, Oxyrhynchus.
47 BGU I 326, ll. 22–23: Γαίος Λούκκιος Γεμινι[ανὸ]ς νομικὸς ῾Ρωμαικὸς ἡρμήνευσα τὸ προκείμενον
ἀντίγραφον και ἐστιν σύμφωνον τῇ αὐθεντικῇ διαθήκῃ |; AD 194, Karanis.
48 SB VI 9298, ll. 24–29: Αὐρήλιος Αἴγυπτος καὶ ὡς χρηματίζω νομικὸς Ῥωμαϊκὸς ἑρμήνευσα τὸ
π[ροκ(είμενον) ἀντίγρ(αφον)] καὶ ἔστιν σύμφω[νον τοῖς] ἐν καταχωρισμῷ [αὐθεντι]κοῖς καὶ διʼ ἐμοῦ
τετ[ελειωμένοις]; AD 249, Oxyrhynchus.
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just to the fact that they produced the translation, but that it is in conformity with
the original, according to Roman law. They were therefore either responsible for
producing the Latin originals, or were very familiar with such documents from
working in the legal profession. It is their legal expertise which is valued as a
professional skill in these instances, more so than their literate linguistic exper-
tise.

We might suggest that other translators do not sign their work in a similar
way because their role was limited to that of translator. There was no reason to
claim authorship of a translation in and of itself, unless one was also guarantee-
ing its legal validity. Those who are explicitly named as interpreters in the docu-
mentary or epigraphic record are almost always contributing some professional
skill above and beyond their ability to render information in one language into
another.

Another, non-legal, Latin-Greek translation from Egypt which names its
author bears this out to a certain extent. A fragmentary literary text on papyrus,
which may be an astrological49 or rhetorical treatise, concludes “Olympios Isidor-
ianos ... translated (this) from the Latin.”50 Olympios Isidorianos was not just the
translator of the text, but must have had some professional or intellectual concern
with its subject matter.

Finally, two documents which serve as a cautionary reminder that “interpret”
does not always mean interpret in the linguistic sense, even in a translated docu-
ment. In each case, an individual supplies extra documentation, or spells some-
thing out “so that I will not be misinterpreted” or “seem to misinterpret” (parer-
mēneuein). In an amnesty decree of AD 212, the Emperor Caracalla clarifies and
explains the content of a previous edict “so that no-one will interpret too narrowly
my words from the earlier decree.”51 Convicted offenders are guaranteed the right
not only to return to their homeland, but to move freely throughout the Roman
Empire, including the city of Rome. This decree, along with the two others which
accompany it on the same papyrus, are of course themselves also translations
from the Latin (just like I. Prose 65, the letter of Diocletian translated in an inscrip-
tion from Elephantine discussed above), but we have no text preserved in this
instance which mentions the process of translation or names the person respon-
sible.

49 West (1974).
50 P. Ryl. II 62, ll. 29–30: Ὀλύμπιος Ἰσιδωριανὸς [.......]ερμήνευσα ἀπὸ Ῥωμαικῶν; third century
AD, unprovenanced.
51 P.Giss. I 40= P.Giss. Lit. 6.2, Col II, ll. 7–8: ἵνα μή τις στεν̣ότε̣ρονπαρερμηνεύσῃ τὴν χάριτά μου
ἐ̣κ τῶν ῥη[μά]των το[ῦ] προτέρου διατάγματος; AD 212, unprovenanced.
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An early fourth-century AD petition to the logistēs of the Oxyrhynchite nome
contains a copy of an earlier petition, which itself contains excerpts from the min-
utes (hupomnēmata) of the first trial concerning the case before the Prefect (P.
Oxy. XVIII 2187, AD 304, Oxyrhynchus). The reason for this conscientious quota-
tion of the relevant documentation is, according to the petitioner, to avoid the
perception that he has misinterpreted the facts:

ll. 11–12: καὶ ὑπὲρ τοῦ μὴ δοκῖν με παρερμηνεύει[ν τὸ] ἴ̣[σο]ν ὑποτάξας ἐπιδί[δωμί σοι“To avoid
giving the impression that I ammisinterpreting, I hand this petition in to youwith a copy.”

l. 18: καὶ ἵνα μὴ παρερμην̣[ε]ύ̣ω, αὐτὸ τὸ ἀνῆκον μέρος τῶν ὑπομνημάτων “That I may not
[seem to?] misinterpret, (I have attached to this petition) the relevant part of the memoran-
da.”

The hupomnēmata of the first trial originally contained text in Latin, but rather
than translate this, the writer has simply noted “text in Latin” (Rhōmaika) and
omitted it (ll. 24, 28, 30). This practice is, according to Lobel, Roberts andWegener
(P. Oxy. XVIII), without parallel, and I have also been unable to find similar cases.
But the reason for this omission is evident: the present document is not an origi-
nal, but a duplicate which was to be handed over to the defendant, who would
not have known Latin. The scribe chose not to translate, either because he was not
able (which seems unlikely, if he was employed in some official capacity), be-
cause he could not be bothered (more likely), and/or because what the petitioner
needed was a record that he had made a petition, with its contents, not a full
account of the specific evidence which he cited in support of it.

III Hermēneis in the Zenon archive52

Only a very few authors of written translations from Hellenistic and Roman Egypt
are recorded by name, and none of these bears the title hermēneus. Our earliest
attestation of individuals actually described as hermēneis comes from the third-
century BC archive of Zenon, from Philadelphia in the Fayum, which presents in
microcosm some of the complexities and ambiguities of the material. This small
cluster of four hermēneis (three of whom are named) has important implications
for how we regard later, more isolated, attestations. One of our most important
questions will be whether we can regard these hermēneis as interpreters in the

52 For an introduction to this archive, belonging to Zenon, estate-manager of the financeminister
(dioikētēs) Apollonios, see Pestman (1981) and Clarysse and Vandorpe (1995).
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linguistic sense at all. Many of these individuals are demonstrably engaged in
commercial activity, in which interpreting between languages played, if any-
thing, an ancillary role. To what extent does the term hermēneus undergo an evo-
lution or broadening in meaning, andmay it refer to brokers or commercial agents
for whom interpreting between languages was no longer a significant aspect of
their job? Despite arguments to the contrary,53 this commercial aspect to the func-
tion of individuals referred to as hermēneis is present from the very beginning, in
the Zenon archive.

The Zenon papers supply a disproportionate number of our named hermēneis
from Egypt, across all periods. The key figure is one Apollonios, described as a
hermēneus in three texts (P. Cair. Zen. I 59065, P. Ryl. IV 563, PSI IV 409). He
appears in two letters to the dioikētēs Apollonios. In one, a brief note of a few
lines, he is the courier of a consignment of fish, sent to Apollonios the dioikētēs.54

He appears again in a slightly different context in a rather lengthier letter to Ze-
non, in which a man named Pataikion is concerned about a certain Egyptian sol-
dier, who has travelled to make a petition against him before the dioikētēs Apol-
lonios. Pataikion tries to enlist Zenon’s help in the matter, and mentions that he
has also written to Apollonios the hermēneus about it.55 How is Apollonios ex-
pected to help? Was he involved in some way in the unspecified dispute, or is he
expected to serve in a professional capacity as interpreter, intermediary, or some
other area of expertise? In a further letter, Apollonios contributes six calves for the
festival of the Pentaiterida.56 Apollonios the dioikētēs is mentioned in this docu-
ment as well. It may well be that the principal reason Apollonios’ title as hermē-
neus is recorded in each of these cases is to differentiate him from his namesake.57

Such is, however, not the case for Limnaios, a hermēneus recorded in a list of dues
payable by owners of flocks of sheep and goats.58 None of the other individuals in
this account bears a professional title. A certain Glaukias is a more unambiguous
example of a commercial hermēneus. In an account of income and expenditure,
he receives 12 copper drachmas “for purchases,” a transaction in which he seems

53 Westermann, Keyes and Liebesny (1940), 11.
54 P. Cair. Zen. I 59065, l. 2: [ -ca.?- ] Ἀπολλωνίου τοῦ ἑρμηνέως θρίσσ[ας -ca.?- ]; 257–256 BC,
Philadelphia.
55 P. Ryl. IV 563, l. 7: γεγράφαμεν δὲ κα̣ὶ̣ Ἀπολλωνίωι τῶι ἑρμηνεῖ περὶ τούτων; 250 BC, Philadel-
phia.
56 PSI IV 409, ll. 15–16: παρʼἈπολλωνίου τοῦ ἑρμηνέως ϛ; mid-third century BC, Philadelphia.
57 Wiotte-Franz (2001), 65.
58 P. Cair. Zen. III 59394, ll. 49–50: ἐν Λιμναίωι ἑρμηνεῖ (δραχμαὶ) κ; mid-third century BC, Phila-
delphia.
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to have acted as a broker or agent.59 Similarly, the anonymous hermēneus (could
this be Apollonios, Limnaios or Glaukias?) who is paid 3 obols for “guiding to
garlic” is certainly being paid for sourcing produce.60

Whether any of these individuals is identical with persons attested elsewhere
in the Zenon archive, it is almost impossible to say. In Clarysse’s prosopography
of the archive,61 homonymous persons are classified as far as possible, but in
cases such as the present, where only the occupation is recorded, without pa-
tronymic or ethnic, we cannot really be sure whether any of these individuals also
occur elsewhere, perhaps only under their given name. Apollonios is an espe-
cially common name: there are 37 persons so named in the archive. As noted
above, Apollonios the hermēneus is never the sole Apollonios in any document in
which he appears by this title, so it may be that his occupation here is not even
pertinent, but simply mentioned to distinguish him from his namesakes. Lim-
naios is son of an Apollonios and also appears in P. Cair. Zen. III 59340, P. Lond.
VII 2011, P. Mich. Zen. 66 and P. Wisc. II 78.

The editors of P. Col. Zen. II 63 “see no reason to regard these ερμηνεις [in the
Zenon papers] as anything else than interpreters, conversant with the Egyptian
language, who were useful in the daily dealings between the natives and those
Greeks who did not speak the native tongue.”62 But the fact that the hermēneus in
this text, Glaukias, is expressly paid “for purchases” does not help their argu-
ment.63 In fact, all of these hermēneis could be argued to be acting in some kind
of middleman role, with no obvious connection to interpreting languages. This
does not meant that they were not interpreters. On the contrary, linguistic skills
(whether one’s own, or hired from another) must have been essential to traders in
a multilingual society such as Hellenistic Egypt. An epitaph of a Roman centurion
from first-century AD Pannonia, to give a comparison, shows an army interpreter
who was later able to translate his expertise into success as a merchant.64

We can be sure that language mediation, for commercial or official purposes,
or simply to facilitate everyday social interaction, was constantly going on in Hel-
lenistic and Roman Egypt. If a person was not themselves bilingual, they could
make use of (or purchase) the services of someone who was. The comparative

59 P. Col. IV 63, recto Col. II, l. 7: Γλαυκίαι ἑρμηνεῖ εἰς ἀγοράσματα χαλ(κοῦ) (δραχμὰς) ιβ; 257 BC,
Philadelphia.
60 PSI IV 332, l. 6: ἑρμηνεῖ τῶι ὁδηγήσαντι ἐπὶ τὰ σκόρδα (τριώβολον)); 257 BC, Philadelphia.
61 Clarysse in Pestman (1981); the hermēneis are listed in this prosopography as Apollonios (32),
Glaukias (3) and Limnaios (2).
62 Westermann, Keyes and Liebesny (1940), 11.
63 Peremans (1983), 15; cf Crawford (1973), 352, on PSI IV 332.
64 Kolnik (1978); Mairs (forthcoming).
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scarcity of hermēneis in the papyrological record, however, indicates that such
interpreting was for the most part, in and of itself, not considered worth mention-
ing; still less was someone who acted as an ad hoc interpreter perceived to have
any defined professional role. This is true of all of the case studies considered in
the present study. The contexts in which interpreters do appear in the Latin and
Greek documentary record are those in which the interpreter’s skills are part of a
wider administrative, diplomatic or commercial remit. “Applied professional in-
terpreting,” not language skills on their own, or casual interpreting on an ad hoc
basis, is what is worth mentioning.

If the hermēneis of the Zenon archive are brokers, we know nothing about
their individual linguistic capabilities. Most of the hermēneis considered in the
following sections have ambiguous roles. Although in some cases, such as with
court interpreters, they can be demonstrated to have interpreted between lan-
guages, in the majority of cases they cannot. Some circumstantial connection
with commercial activity is, however, very common. Like the English word “inter-
pret,” hermēneus and hermēneuein had a range of associated meanings in Greek. Ι
see no need to argue either for a strict linguistic interpretation in every case, or
that the frequent use of hermēneus to mean “broker” invalidates a linguistic read-
ing of any particular text. The most straightforward explanation for the use of
hermēneus to mean a broker or commercial intermediary in the papyri is that an
original sense of “language mediator” – a person who would be very useful in
facilitating transactions between Greeks and Egyptians – has broadened in collo-
quial parlance to mean a “mediator” in general. The term continued to be applied
in a linguistic sense, as an oral interpreter or written translator, but it also became
common to use hermēneus as a job title for a broker or trader.

In what follows, fragmentary texts and lack of detail can make it very difficult
to distinguish which kind of activity a particular hermēneus is engaged in. My
division of the material under subject headings is intended as a simple ordering
device, not as a definitive categorisation – although I will give some assessment
of what the available evidence suggests in each individual case. The texts dis-
cussed are arranged very roughly in order from the most obviously commercial,
to the more probably linguistic. In general, however, I propose that the notion of
linguistic interpreting is never entirely absent in any of these cases, even if a
sense of commercial brokerage also becomes deeply engrained. As with the La-
tin-Greek translators considered above – who are named because they are legal
experts, not solely because they are translators – the reason why commercial her-
mēneis have such prominence in the documentary record may simply be that eco-
nomic transactions generate more paperwork than oral interpreting of a non-offi-
cial nature.
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IV The ‘measure of the interpreter’ (metros
hermēneōs)

A small group of twelve papyri from the early Roman period measure dry com-
modities such as dates and olives according to a “measure of the hermēneus” (μέ-
τρῳ ἑξαχοινίκῳ ἑρμηνέως).65 This measure is a set one of six choinikes, around six
metric litres. These texts belong to a fairly restricted local and temporal context,
and so are, in a sense, easily “quarantined” from the others. All are from the Arsi-
noite nome, and date between AD 14 (P. Duk. inv. 85) and AD 151 (BGU I 227). The
hermēneus is never named, and is always stated to belong to a particular village,
whether generic66 or specific.67 In BGU XI 2123 (l. 7, AD 85, Arsinoite nome) we
have an unfortunately-placed lacuna, so we do not know which locale was speci-
fied.

It seems evident that these hermēneis are – in this context at least – acting as
some kind of village official, not as freelance brokers or privately-employed
agents like the hermēneis of the Zenon archive. (Although perhaps they also did
so on their own account, quite apart from their official regulatory duties.) Because
our evidence for the “measure of the hermēneus” is so limited, we can say little
more about their precise function. It is possible that, in the context of the first- and
early second-century Arsinoite nome, a functionary with the title hermēneus took
on something of the role of regulator of weights and measures played elsewhere
in the Graeco-Roman world by the agoranomos – an official whose function in
Hellenistic and Roman Egypt was closer to that of a public notary.68 As with the
broker hermēneis of the Zenon archive, we have at present no evidence one way or
the other as to whether this hermēneuswho regulated local measures also acted as
a formal mediator between speakers of different languages.

65 For a fuller treatment of the subject, see Mairs (2010).
66 ἑρμηνέως τῆς κώμης, BGU I 227, ll. 12–13, AD 151, Arsinoite nome; P.Mich. III 185, ll. 13–14, AD
122, Bakchias; SBXIV 11718, l. 11, AD 141, Tebtunis; the probable village is in each case named else-
where in the document.
67 ἑρμηνέως Καρανίδος: P. Wisc. 52, ll. 10–11, AD 32, Karanis; P. Mich. IX 567, ll. 15–16, AD 78,
Karanis; BGU III 985, ll. 9–10, AD 123, Karanis; P. Athen. 21, ll. 10–11, AD 131, Karanis; BGU XIII
2341, ll. 6–7, second century AD, Karanis; του̑ ἐν Ταλεὶ ἑρμηνέως: P.Mich. V 321, ll. 19–20, AD 42,
Tebtunis; ἑρμηνέως Βακχιάδος: P. Duk. inv. 85, ll. 7–8, AD 14 Bakchias; PSI VIII 879, l. 12, AD 99,
Karanis.
68 Raschke (1974).
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V Hermēneis and hermēneia in commercial and
administrative contexts

If hermēneia was a commercial activity, we could hardly expect it to have escaped
regulation and taxation, which is precisely what we find in a tax-inspectors’ re-
port of the early second century AD. The report, addressed to the stratēgos of the
Lykopolite nome, relates mainly to the grain trade, and the three senders are re-
ferred to as “inspectors of the tax on brokerage [telos hermēneias].”69 A further
“inspector of brokerage,” either also concerned with taxation or simply serving as
some kind of superintendent, appears in a list of office-holders and the value of
their property from Theadelphia. He is described as “inspector of brokerage of
salt-dealers [hermēnias halopōliōn].”70

A similar connection between hermēneis and –pōlai (“sellers,” “dealers”)
concerns the “clothing-dealers and brokers [himatiopōlai kai hermēneis]” of P.
Graux III 30.71 This text, a long register of receipts addressed to the state bank,
mostly concerns the grain trade, but this section relates to the manufacture of
garments for the state, such as clothing for prisoners. The trade corporations re-
sponsible for this receive payment in advance through the public bank of Arsi-
noe. That the clothing-dealers are also described as hermēneis indicates that their
involvement in the garment trade goes beyond point-of-sale employment. They
are in fact overseeing what, in modern management practice, would be described
as a “vertically-integrated” enterprise, in which much of the chain of supply is
owned and supervised by a single management team. The clothing-dealers are
advanced funds for the manufacture of textiles and they are involved right up to
the point of arranging shipment of completed garments by river transport.72

We have, unfortunately, far less information on the activities of most of our
papyrological hermēneis than on these clothing-brokers. The term often appears
in isolation, for example with the name of an “interpreter” listed as payer or

69 P.Oxy. XXVII 2472, l. 3: ἐπιτηρητῶν τέλ̣ο̣υς ἑρμη̣ν̣[είας]; AD 119, Oxyrhynchus.
70 P. Fay. 23, l. 12: ἐπιτ(ηρητὴς) ἑρμηνίας, ἁλοπωλ(ίων); AD second century, Theadelphia.
71 Col. VII, ll. 11–13: καὶ ΔείῳἩρατ[ί]ωνος τοῖς β ἱματιοπώλαις καὶ ἑρμηνεῦσιν ἀγορᾶς μητρο̣πό-
λεως, προχειρισθεῖσιν ὑπὸ τῶν λ̣ο̣ι̣π̣ῶν ἱματιοπωλῶν καὶ ἑρμηνέων τῆς αὐτῆς ἀγορᾶς πρὸς κατακο-
μιδὴν καὶ παράδοσιν δημοσίου ἱματισμοῦ ἑξαμή(νου); AD 155, Theadelphia; similar text is to be re-
stored in Col. VII, ll. 2–3. Kambitsis (1997, 60) suggests a similar reconstruction in BGUVII 1564, ll.
1–2: οἱ γ ἱματιοπ(ῶλαι) καὶ ἑρμη(νεῖς) ἀ[γο]ρᾶ[ς μητροπόλ(εως)]; AD 138, Philadelphia), which
seems tome eminently plausible.
72 See Kambitsis (1997), 9, 60–65.
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payee in an account or receipt. Sometimes, circumstantial evidence indicates
quite strongly that this person is a commercial broker of some sort. There is more
to be gained from providing a frank assessment of the problems involved in as-
sessing the activities of such hermēneis, than from any attempt at ruthless cate-
gorisation.

To illustrate the problems we are dealing with in deciding what kind of her-
mēneus a particular individual might be, I give the extended example of P. Oxy.
XIV 1650 (late first century – early second century AD, Oxyrhynchus), a short set
of accounts relating to the transport of wheat to Memphis by water which includes
two items of payment to a hermēneus. It was found together with another docu-
ment (P. Oxy. XIV 1650a), concerning the transport of beans. It has been sug-
gested that the documents are accounts of customs duties payable at point-of-
shipment,73 but the variety of items of expenditure suggests rather the accounts
of a shipping agent, who oversaw all aspects of the shipping process for a client
such as a major agricultural producer, or even the state.

Col. I

λόγος Μέμφεω(ς) κθ·  Memphis account, the 29th.
λόγος πάκτωνος ⟦(ἀρταβῶν(?))⟧  Account of a light boat:
(πυροῦ) (ἀρταβῶν) φν (δραχμαὶ) μδ,  550 artabas of wheat, 44 drachmas,
νέων (δραχμαὶ) ϛ,  boats74 6 dr.,
γένους (δραχμαὶ) δ, 5 tax75 4 dr., 5
ἐραυνητικ(οῦ) (δραχμαὶ) δ,  inspection tax 4 dr.,
τραπεζείτῃ  (δραχμὴ) α,  to the banker 1 dr.,
χειριστικοῦ (δραχμαὶ) ε,  payment for a manager 5 dr.,
ἀλλαγῆ(ς) (δραχμὴ) α,  exchange 1 dr.,
ἑρμηνεις (δραχμαὶ) β,  10 to a hermēneus 2 dr., 10
πηδαλίου (δραχμαὶ) ιδ  (τετρώβολον),  helmsman’s fee76 14 dr. 4 ob.,
φυλαξἀπὸ γ(ῆς(?)) κα̣ὶ κυδ(άρῳ(?)) (τετρώβολον),  a guard from the land and on the boat 4 ob.,
γραμματεῦσι (δραχμαὶ) δ,  to clerks 4 dr.,
Ἀρτεμεῖτι (δραχμὴ) α,  to Artemeis 1 dr.,
χειρογρα(φίας) (δραχμὴ) α,  15 written report77 1 dr., 15

73 Johnson (1936), 606, No. 351.
74 Grenfell and Hunt (P. Oxy. XIV) translate “repairs,” but “boats” or “boat equipment” seems a
more probable translation, especially given the position of this item at the very head of the list.
Johnson (1936), 606, suggests “wharfage”which is also plausible.
75 For genos as a formof tax, corresponding to the telos of other documents, seeGrenfell andHunt
(P.Oxy. XIV), 91.
76 Lit. “rudder.”
77 Or “affidavit.”
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πιττακίου (τετρώβολον),  receipt 4 ob.,
ἐραυνητικ(οῦ) εἰς λ(όγον) σπονδ(ῆς) (δραχμαὶ) β,  inspection tax on account of the fee78 2 dr.,
(γίνονται) (δραχμαὶ) ϙα. total 91 dr.

Col. II

λόγος Μέμφεως κθ·  Memphis account, the 29th.
ἄλλ(ου) πλ(οίου) θαλαμηγοῦ (πυρῶν) (ἀρταβῶν) 

φμ ⟦(δραχμαὶ) μ̣γ̣⟧  20
Another boat with a hold: 540 artabas of
wheat 20

ὡς τῶν (ἀρταβῶν) ρ (δραχμαὶ) η (δραχμαὶ) μγ,  at 8 dr. per 100 art., 43 dr,
νέων (δραχμαὶ) ϛ,  boats 6 dr.,
γένους (δραχμαὶ) δ,  tax 4 dr.,
ἐραυνητ(ικοῦ) (δραχμαὶ) δ,  inspection tax 4 dr.,
τραπεζείτ(ῃ) (δραχμὴ) α,  25 to the banker 1 dr., 25
χειριστικοῦ (δραχμαὶ) ε,  payment for a manager 5 dr.,
ἀλλαγῆς (δραχμὴ) α,  exchange 1 dr.,
ἑρμηνεῖ (δραχμαὶ) β,  to a hermēneus 2 dr.,
πηδαλίου (δραχμαὶ) ιδ  (πεντώβολον),  helmsman’s fee 14 dr. 5 ob.,
γραμματεῦσι (δραχμαὶ) δ,  30 to clerks 4 dr., 30
Ἀρτεμεῖτι (δραχμὴ) α,  to Artemeis 1 dr.,
χειρογραφίας (δραχμὴ) α,  written report 1 dr.,
πιττακίου (τετρώβολον),  receipt 4 ob., total 87 dr. 3 ob.
(γίνονται) (δραχμαὶ) πζ  (τριώβολον).

The two columns of the text relate to two different shipments of wheat of roughly
similar volume. The various expenses associated with these shipments are, as
might be expected, more or less identical and are listed in the same order. They
begin with a charge by volume for the shipment (8 drachmas per 100 artabas) – is
this the shipping agent’s basic fee? – followed by an itemised list of expenses for
various incidental fees, the payment of workers and administrative personnel,
and the cost of the necessary paperwork. There is a method to the composition of
these accounts, and the set rates and identical order of the lists indicate that the
person who drew them up was well accustomed to doing so and had his own set
working practice.

The appearance of the hermēneus (ll. 10 and 28) is not the only thing which is
unclear about these accounts. Who, for example, is Artemeis? What is involved in
the charge for “exchange”? Grenfell and Hunt find plenty of other things to occu-
py their commentary to the text and do not even mention the hermēneus, although
they translate his title as “interpreter.” Johnson, in contrast, translates as “bro-

78 For spondēas apayment or official fee rather thana libation, seeP.Oxy. 1285, l. 16;P.Oxy. 101, l.
19; P.Oxy. 1207, l. 10.
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ker.”79 As with many of the other hermēneis I will consider in the following discus-
sion, there are a few obvious starting-points in trying to establish what his role in
the process involved. How, for example, might his activities relate to the other
items of expenditure? In the present case, costs are listed for services, fees, and
both manual workers (the helmsman, the guard who takes care of the shipment
on land and on the boat itself) and administrative personnel (the banker, the
clerks). The hermenēus might conceivably be anything from an interpreter who
facilitates the co-operation of personnel who speak different languages, to a bro-
ker or foreman in charge of the shipment, to a state official or tax inspector over-
seeing the process whomust be paid a fee. In the present account, similar kinds of
expenditure are sometimes listed together: for example, those relating to written
administration go towards the end of the list. So we might rule out the possibility
that our hermēneus is engaged in producing written translations of documenta-
tion. That he is listed between entries for “exchange” and a helmsman does not
help us especially. We can only make the fairly generic statement that he played
some role in facilitating the shipment.

On balance, it seems likely that the hermēneus listed in P. Oxy. XIV 1650 can
be considered to have played some commercial role – possibly or indeed probably
also involving linguistic expertise, if he had to deal with the authorities and with
various workers – but we cannot say for certain. There are a few other cases in
which we can cautiously conclude that the role of a particular hermēneus was
probably commercial. A hermēneus features as recipient of a payment in an ac-
count relating to wine in O. Bodl. II 1835.80 A brief text concerning the sale of a
donkey concludes that it has been transacted “through Artemidoros, the hermē-
neus,” again suggesting but not absolutely confirming a role as commercial bro-
ker.81 On the other hand, no scribe is named, and Artemidoros could possibly
have been a literate official, employed for his expertise in writing Greek for an
Egyptian-speaking clientele (on interpreting between spoken Egyptian and writ-
ten Greek, see below).

We have another instance of a sale, in this case of cattle, transacted through a
hermēneus in SB XVI 13071.82 The situation here is still more confused. The rele-
vant passage reads:

79 Johnson (1936), 606, No. 351.
80 l. 8 : [. .]τ̣ω ἑρμηνεῖ ῥόδ(ιον) α (δραχμ ) δ (ὀβολ 5); third century AD, Thebes.
81 Stud. Pal. XXII 101, l. 11: di]a\ 0Artemidw%rou e9rmhne/wj; second century AD, Ptolemais Eu-
ergetis.
82 AD 223–235, Arsinoiton Polis.
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κ̣υ̣ρία ἡ πρᾶσ̣(ις) δ(ιὰ) ἑρμηνέως
ἐ̣[πη]ρωτήθη κ̣α̣ὶ̣ ὁμ̣ο̣λησεν
[δ](ιὰ) Αὐρηλ(ίου) Ἰσχυρίω̣ν̣ο̣ς̣ ἑρμην̣έ̣ω̣ς̣

The phrase “through an interpreter” appears twice, the second time with the in-
terpreter’s name: Aurelios Iskhurion. Bastianini suggests that “of the agora”
(ἀγορᾶς) can be read in the traces of the following line, and translates hermēneus
as “scrivano pubblico”83 – although this is an opportune moment to recall the
more obviously commercial “clothing-dealers and hermēneis of the metropolitan
agora” of P. Graux III 30 (AD 155, Theadelphia). Despite Lewis’ translation of lines
18–19 as “through an interpreter he was asked and agreed,”84 taking δ(ιὰ) ἑρμη-
νέως ἐ̣[πη]ρωτήθη κ̣α̣ὶ̣ ὁμ̣ο̣λησεν as a single clause, in my view some ambiguity
remains. It is also possible to split the clauses at the end of line 18: “the matter
was taken care of through the interpreter; he was asked and agreed through the
interpreter Aurelius Iskhurion.” This would give the “interpreter” some legal role
in certifying the sale, albeit one which is not otherwise attested at this period.

SB XVI 13071 is by no means the only case which could be argued in several
different ways. As noted above, I prefer to draw attention to the ambiguity of the
sources in such cases, rather than attempt to shoe-horn intractable evidence into
a rigid schema. A late second-century AD listing of five brief receipts for payments
by one Eutuchos son of Eutochos includes two entries of payments for hermē-
neia.85 The remaining three receipts are for μερισμός τοπαρχίας (an installment of
a toparchy tax? – the phrase is otherwise unattested), each payment also of 4
drachmas. These would seem to be payments of an official nature, but what is
meant by hermēneia? Could it be a duty on trade, or simply “translation” of docu-
ments?

The hermēneus of P. Stras. VII 612 (Tebtunis, second century AD) is an inter-
mediary in one sense at least. The author of the letter complains that he has sent
two letters (to which he has presumably received no response), one through a
desert policeman named Ammon (ll. 5–6: δι᾽ Ἄμ[μωνος – ca. ? – ] [ – ca. ? – ἐρη]-
μοφύλακος μίαν) and one through a hermēneus whose name falls in a lacuna (l.
7: – ] ἑρμηνέως μίαν [ – ca.). Like the desert policeman, the hermēneus was evi-
dently someone travelling in the right direction, with whom a letter could be sent.
This would fit well with the idea of a “broker-hermēneus,” travelling on business.
But the earlier example of the “hermēneus of Trogodytes” Apollonios, which we

83 Bastianini (1984), 76.
84 Pap. Flor. 19, Vol. II, 348: I owe this reference to the anonymous reviewer.
85 P. Lund VI 5, ll. 3–5: [δ]ι̣[έγρ(αψεν(?))] ὑπ(ὲρ) ἑρμηνίαςδραχμ(ὰς) τέσσαρες (γίνονται) (δραχ-
μαὶ) δ; AD 187–191?, unprovenanced.
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will now discuss, reminds us that trade on the desert fringes of Egypt could in-
volve dealings with peoples whose indigenous language was neither Egyptian nor
Greek:86

Ἀπολλώνιος ἑρμηνεὺς 
τῶν Τρωγοδυτῶν
Διογένη τραπεζίτῃ χαίρειν. 
ὁμολογῶ κεχρηματίσθαι 
διὰ σοῦ ἀπὸ τῆς ἐν Διὸς πόλει  5
τη Μεγάλη τραπέζης 
χαλκοῦ τάλαντα δυω
(γίνεται) (τάλαντα) β. 
ἔγραψεν Πτολεμαῖος Πτολεμα(ίου) 
Πτολεμαιεὺς ἡγεμόνος ἔξω τάξεων  10
ἀξιωθεὶς ὑπʼ αὐτοῦ διὰ τὸ φάσκειν 

αὐτὸν μὴ εἰδέναι γράμματα. 
———
(ἔτους) λϛ Ἐπεὶφ κζ.
(UPZ II 227, 134 BC, Thebes)

Apollonios the hermēneus of Trogodytes, to Diogenes the banker, greetings. I acknowledge
having received through you, from the bank at Diospolis Magna (Thebes), two bronze ta-
lents, making 2 talents. Ptolemaios son of Ptolemaios, from Ptolemais, officer of reserve
troops,87 wrote for him when asked, because he says that he is illiterate. Year 36, Epeiph 27.

In a receipt addressed to the banker Diogenes, Apollonios acknowledges having
received two bronze talents from the bank at Thebes. Because he is illiterate, a
military officer named Ptolemaios writes for him. The clause is a standard one,
found often in a society with pre-modern rates of literacy (on interpreting for illit-
erates, see further below). As an illiterate, and also because the language of the
Trogodytes had no written form, Apollonios was evidently not a translator of writ-
ten texts. Almost all modern commentators have – rightly in my view – regarded
him as an oral interpreter between Greek and the language of the Trogodytes.88

But, as we will discuss below, this was not his only professional role.

86 Rochette (1995).
87 On this military title, see Van't Dack (1969). It appears to refer to an officer of troops “outside”
regular military service in some way, perhaps as veterans in a reserve force. The reason for the
switch to the genitive, if this refers to Ptolemaios is unclear: a mistake, or does the title belong to
his father? For anotherἡγεμὼν τῶν ἔξω τάξεωςwho is also literate, since he is described as a γραμ-
ματεύς, see P.Diosk. 4, ll. 2–3 (153 BC, Herakleopolite nome).
88 For a summary of earlier scholarship, see Rochette (1995), 62.

■ Hermēneis in the Documentary Record■ 25



Trogodytes (or Troglodytes) were the population of the eastern desert be-
tween the Nile Valley and the Red Sea coast, extending far to the south towards
Ethiopia.89 Greek graffiti from sites such as El Kanais on the desert routes record
the dedicants’ thanks to the god Pan for having returned safe “from among the
Trogodytes.”90 The term appears on an amphora from the Red Sea port of Quseir al
Qadim, ancient Myos Hormos.91 We know little about the Trogodytes and do not
know what language they spoke, although they are included by Plutarch in his
list of the peoples with whom Cleopatra VII was supposedly able to converse with-
out an interpreter (Plut. Ant. 27.3). A small number of individual Trogodytes also
appear in papyri from the Nile Valley.92 The Prosopographia Ptolemaica records
eight, who bear a mixture of Greek and Egyptian names, where these are pre-
served.93 But Trogodytes – like a number of other nominally ethnic groups in the
papyri from Hellenistic Egypt94 – are not always Trogodytes. The term, while eth-
nic in origin, acquired an extended meaning, relating to members of a special
military or police unit.95 The fact that an officer ἔξω τάξεων here writes for a “her-
mēneus of Trogodytes” must therefore be treated as significant.

If Apollonios and Ptolemaios were colleagues, then this suggests that Apollo-
nios interpreted with Trogodytes in a military context, as a member of a military
unit either containing Trogodytes or which interacted extensively with them. It is
also possible that he was a functionary involved in Ptolemaic economic manage-
ment of the eastern desert and Red Sea trade. In relation to this, it would be inter-
esting to know the purpose for which Apollonios borrowed money from the bank
at Thebes. As Rochette notes,96 the very fact that Apollonios’ title of hermēneus is
mentioned in a document to which it bears no direct relevance suggests that it
was a relatively important one, with some kind of official basis. In conjunction
with the use of Trogodytes as a military unit, I therefore incline towards the inter-
pretation that he was a military officer who interpreted for Trogodyte troops. Pub-
lic banks might pay state workers, which provides a possible context for the pay-
ment he receives from Diogenes the banker.97 Although a Greek name may con-

89 On Trogodytes, see Pierce (2012), 228–231.
90 Bernand (1972); see also the discussions in Adams (2007) andMairs (2010).
91 Tomber (2005), 41, Fig 3.
92 Rochette (1995), 63
93 La'da (2002), 297.
94 E.g. “Arabs,” Clarysse and Thompson (2006), Vol. II, 175–176.
95 See Clarysse and Thompson (2006), Vol. I, 222, for discussion and further references.
96 Rochette (1995), 66.
97 Parsons (2007), 119.
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ceal a more complex ethnic background in Egypt of this period, I also incline to-
wards the view that he was a Greek who had learnt something of the Trogodyte
language. This is what the genitive “of Trogodytes” appears to signify; had he
been a Trogodyte himself, he could have been described as such, as our other
examples of Trogodytes in the papyri show.98

Apollonios may have been illiterate, but there are other cases in which a her-
mēneus either appears, or is stated directly, to have played a literate role. The
ambiguity of the term remains: some of these could also be construed as brokers
in addition to or instead of interpreter-clerks.

In the account P. Oxy. XIV 1650, discussed above, the other items suggested
strongly that the hermēneus listed was a commercial agent of some sort. Another
list of expenses excavated at the site of Kellis in the Dakhleh Oasis, suggests
something else entirely:

λόγ(ος) ἀναλωμ[άτων -ca.?- ] 
Ἡρωδιανὸς [ -ca.?- ] 
Πτολεμαῖος [ -ca.?- ] 
Ἐ̣χεὺς [ -ca.?- ] 
μαξιλλαριο\  

̣

/ [ -ca.?- ]  5
εβρεκων [ -ca.?- ] 
πρίνκιπος  [ -ca.?- ] 
χάρτης [ -ca.?- ] 
ἐπιστολὴ [ -ca.?- ] 
ὑπομνήματα [ -ca.?- ]  10
ἑρμηνία [ -ca.?- ] 
μισθ(ὸς) καθηκη
χωρὶς ναύλου πλοίου 

τάλ(αντα) ια (δραχμαὶ) Βχ

List of expenses [...]
Herodioanos [...]
Ptolemaios [...]
Echeus(?)[...]
Maxillarius (?) [...] 5
a herald [...]
of the princeps [...]
papyrus roll [...]
a letter [...]
memoranda [...] 10
translation [...]
for wages of a teacher

98 See e. g. P. Cair. Zen. I 59040, 257 BC, l. 2; P. Col. III 5, 257 BC, ll. 4 and 15;
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not including the costs of transportation by boat,
11 tal(ents), 2600 dr(achmae).

(P. Kell. I 53, AD fourth century, Kellis; trans. Worp.)

As the editors of P. Kell. I note, there is a very strong case to be made here that
hermēneia refers to translation. The expenses seem to relate to official business
involving the production of one or more written documents. As well as personal
names, and two Latin official titles, we have a papyrus roll, a letter, memoranda
and the wages of a teacher. Although it literally means “guide,” the sense of
καθηγητής is clear: in O. Claud. II 299 (second century AD, Mons Claudianus), for
example, a student writes to his father, asking him to pay a teacher (kathēgētēs) to
copy out a prose work for him. The teacher, presumably, has to travel from some-
where in the Nile Valley, hence the need to specify that the part of his journey by
boat is not included in the listed costs. The editors suggest, plausibly, that the text
relates to the costs of translating into Greek a text originally written in Syriac,
Coptic, or Latin, or vice versa. We might add that Latin is the most likely, given
the mention of two officials with Latin titles (princeps – possibly the chief of staff
of a provincial governor – and praeco), and possibly one Latin personal name
(Maxillarius). Do we have here the related costs for the production of one of the
Greek translations of Latin documents discussed above?

The connection of another hermēneus with the Roman imperial administra-
tion is more overt. Described as a “interpreter and secretary,” hermēneus kai
grammateus, Papiris (?) commissioned an inscribed dedication to Isis on behalf
of the Emperor Trajan and the imperial family, at Berenike on the Red Sea coast
(O. Berenike II 121, AD 113–117; the block was found re-used in a later structure):

[ὑπὲρ Αὐτο]κράτος Καίσαρος Νέρουα Τ[ραιανοῦ Σεβαστοῦ Γερμανικοῦ Δακικοῦ τύχης ]
[καῖ τοῦ σύμπ]αντος αὐτοῦ οἴκου Ἴσιδι θε[ᾷ μεγίστῃ
[.......] ... Παπείρεος ἑρμηνεὺς καὶ γρα[μματεύς
[ – 14 – ] αιου ἐπὶ Μάρκο[υ Ῥουτιλίου Λούπου ἐπάρχου Αἰγύπτου
- – - – - – - – - – - – - – - – -

On behalf of the fortune of Imperator Caesar Nerva Trajan Augustus Germanicus Dacicus
and all his house, to Isis the very great goddess ... (son of?) Papiris, interpreter and secretary
... under Marcus Rutilius Lupus, prefect of Egypt.
(Trans. Bagnall, Helms and Verhoogt 2005, No. 121.)

Papeireos could be either the Roman nomen “Papirius,” or a patronymic in the
genitive from the Egyptian name “Papiris.”99 Any additional title (perhaps mili-

99 Bagnall, Helms and Verhoogt (2005), 27–28.
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tary) he may have borne is missing in the lacuna at the beginning of l. 4. That he is
a grammateus in addition to a hermēneus places him in a literate administrative
role, although whether “interpreting” was part of this activity or complementary
to it is not clear. Berenike was a port and the Roman army had a presence in the
eastern desert, so Papiris (as I will call him for simplicity’s sake) could plausibly
be connected with the administration of either the army or the port, or both. This
rules out neither sense of hermēneus, as interpreter or commercial broker. If he
were an interpreter in the linguistic sense, his presence at Berenike opens the
possibility that he could have interpreted anything from Latin, to Egyptian, to
Trogodyte, to Sabaean or Tamil.100 The direct juxtaposition of the titles gramma-
teus and hermēneus seems to argue most strongly for the sense of “written trans-
lator,” a capacity in which he produced documentation in both Latin and Greek
for Roman administration of the port.

Another hermēneus who appears in some kind of official administrative capa-
city is the “hermēneus of the stratēgos” of SB VI 9406.101 In this account of an
estate-manager named Eirenaios, the “hermēneus of the stratēgos” is paid 9
drachmas; those closest to him in the text are door-keepers, bankers and a super-
intendent of a wrestling school. I would suggest here that the hermēneus working
in the office of the stratēgos is an interpreter or translator, similar to what was
suggested for Papiris, above, but this is, as ever, by no means certain. Perhaps
more explicitly secretarial is the hermēneus listed alongside a notary in P. Oslo III
183,102 but here we have too little information on this text’s purpose to make
further suggestions.

There are other examples where our evidence that a specific hermēneus was a
bureaucrat of some sort is circumstantial at best. A hermēneus features as payee in
a list of expenses, under the heading “Account of artisans;”103 the list continues
with a cashier (diastoleus), a clerk (grammateus), an attendant (hupēretēs), expen-
diture on food and a teacher (grammatikos) named Didymos. In another list con-
cerning the distribution of wine, perhaps on the occasion of a festival,104 a hermē-
neus is listed along with a clerk of the Procurator (grammateus epitropou), an
agoranomos, an advocate (rhētōr), a princeps, a “royal attendant” (boēthos basili-
kou) and finally a stratēgos. P. Berl. Leihg. II 39, a private account from Theadel-
phia, mentions a payment to a hermēneus of 4 drachmas (Recto l. 108: 108: ἑρμη-

100 On texts in Indian languages from Egypt, see Salomon (1991).
101 l. 308: ἑρμηνεῖ στρατηγοῦ (δραχμαὶ ) η; AD 247, Theadelphia.
102 l. 6: ἑρμη]ν̣έως ἐν̣λογηθέντα; l. 8:– ] καὶ ἑρμηνεῖ καὶ νοταρίῳ; third centuryAD,Oxyrhynchus.
103 SB X 10743, Col. II, ll. 7–8: [λόγ]ο(ς) χειρο(γράφων) ἑρμηνέ(ως) [ -ca.?- ] δ(ραχμαὶ); first cen-
tury BC – first century AD, unprovenanced.
104 O. Theb. 143, l. 9: ἑρμηνῖ διπ(λοκεράμιον) α; AD third century, Thebes.
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νεῖ (δραχμαὶ) δ; AD 160). In this case, his co-payees are two notaries (nomogra-
phos), a nomophulax, a woman named Lysania, an unnamed girl, a “superinten-
dent of ferrying” (epitērētēs porthmeiou), an attendant (hupēretēs) and an actuary.
Commodities (beer and oil) feature in the list, too. The editors of the text suggest
an interpreter with scribal function (P. Berl. Leihg. II, p. 109), which seems not
inconsistent with this text and the others considered here. It is not certain that
interpreting in the linguistic sense is meant in any of the above examples, but in
each case I take the context as suggestive of it.

Earlier in this section, I discussed a document (SB XVI 13071) which con-
cluded that it had been written “through a hermēneus” (διὰ ... ἑρμηνέως). Because
this was a commercial transaction, which appeared to state that the entire matter
had been transacted through the hermēneus in question, we considered it along-
side probable examples of hermēneis as commercial brokers, although noting that
the role of the hermēneus could in fact be read in several different ways. A parallel
to the concluding phrase of this document is offered by a census declaration from
mid second-century AD Theadelphia, only in this case the evidence tilts more in
favour of the hermēneus having played a literate administrative role. Here, the
statement in question comes closer to the beginning of the document, stating that
the document has been written through the “hermēneus of the village.”105 It
should be noted that the reading of hermēneus is not entirely secure. Does this
suggest that the writer wrote in Greek from the declarations of parties who spoke
only Egyptian?106 It is possible that this is to be considered alongside the exam-
ples discussed below of interpreting between oral Egyptian and written Greek.

Finally, two mentions of translation, or failure to do so, in administrative let-
ters. In P. Paris 70, a very fragmentary letter possibly containing the reprimand of
an official to a subordinate, we appear to find the phrase “they did not trans-
late.”107 Does the text perhaps contain a reprimand for failure to translate docu-
ments? The necessity of translating features in another fragmentary letter, possi-
bly administrative, in which a sender whose name (terminating in –nnos) is not
preserved writes to his “brother” Aurelius Aoustos.108 Some reference is made to
an earlier letter sent by the author, and shortly afterwards comes the relevant
phrase “... I had to translate ...”109 It is unclear what kind of document is to be
translated: a legal or administrative document of some kind (cf. the Latin-Greek

105 P. Berl. Leihg. I 16 A, ll. 15–16): ἐ̣γρ(άφη(?)) διʼ ἑ̣ρ̣(μηνέως) τῆς [κ]ώ̣(μης); AD 161.
106 Hanson (1991), 177.
107 Fr. A, l. 10: [ -ca.?-  τὰ χω]ρία οὐ διηρ[μήνευ]σαν οι[ -ca.?- ]; AD second century?, unprove-
nanced.
108 P. Stras. IV 253, first half of the third century AD, unprovenanced.
109 l. 4: -ca.?- ] ἔδει με μεθερμηνεύειν α.
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translations discussed above), or a personal letter, to be translated aloud (below)?
The former is perhaps the most likely, and the option apparently preferred by
Misslin in P. Stras. IV who notes it as an “allusion à une traduction du latin.” If
this is indeed the case, we might tentatively suggest supplying ἀντίγραφον
“copy” in the following lacuna, but a restoration on the basis of one preserved
letter is really not much of a restoration at all.

VI Unclassifiable examples

In many of the cases considered in the previous section, there was little hard evi-
dence on which to base a decision to classify a particular hermēneus as an inter-
preter in the linguistic sense, or as another kind of mediator. This is why I left
most of the discussions relatively open. In still other cases, we really have no
evidence, even the most circumstantial, as to the activity and social position of a
hermēneus. For the most part, these are instances where an individual is listed,
with his occupation, in a document such as a census or tax register in which he
appears in his capacity as a private individual, not in a professional role. We have
a hermēneus named Haryotes, who was charged 4 drachmas for a document pre-
pared at the grapheion of Tebtunis.110 The other individuals in this document are
also identified by their profession, so Haryotes is named as a hermēneus purely to
identify him, not because he is engaging in any acts of interpreting or brokerage.
In another, contemporary, register of documents prepared at the Tebtunis gra-
pheion we find a hermēneus named Kronion, who had a land lease drawn up.111

Equally uninformative are a tax register from Karanis;112 a tax list from Oxy-
rhynchus in which a hermēneus pays tax on oil;113 and a list of proposals for mu-
nicipal liturgies from Panopolis.114 The latter case is perplexing, because the title
here stands in the place we would expect a personal name elsewhere in this docu-
ment. I have not been able to find any other examples of “Hermeneus” as a per-
sonal name – which does not of course mean that it did not exist. A hermēneus
named Iakob appears in an unprovenanced list, by occupation, of debtors dating

110 P.Mich. II 123, recto Col. XXI, l. 8: [Ἁρ]υώτης ἑρμηνεοὺς ἀργ(υρίου) (δραχμαὶ) δ; AD 45–47.
111 P.Mich. II 124,Recto,Col. I, l. 20: ιδ μίσ(θωσις)Κρονίωνοςἑρμηνέ(ως)καὶτῆ(ς)γυ(ναικὸς) ; AD
46.
112 P.Mich. IV 223, l. 1841:Μύσ]θης ἑρμηνεὺς; AD 172.
113 P.Oxy. XII 1517, l. 6:Θέων ἑρμηνεὺς (δραχμὰς) ξ; AD 272 or 278.
114 P.Achm. 7, Fr. D, l. 20: [ -ca.?- ]υ̣ λεγό(μενος)Ἑρμηνεὺς μη(τρὸς) Σενπελεγρι(  ) (ἐτῶν) λβ; AD
196.
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to the fifth or sixth century AD.115 Finally, a hermēneus “from the village of Peen-
talis” appears in a Hermopolite land lease of c. AD 602116; the lacunae make it
unclear whether this hermēneus refers to one of the parties of the contract, or has
some other role in the transaction.

We may know some of these men’s names – Haryotes, Kronion, Musthes,
Theon, Iakob – but we know little or nothing else about them. Sometimes the
reference is not even to a specific hermēneus. A Ptolemaic composite tax-register
from Athenas Kome in the Arsinoite nome lists the number of practitioners of each
occupation in the village, and includes a single hermēneus.117 Here, even the read-
ing of the occupation is “highly dubious”.118 More dubious still are two fragmen-
tary or abbreviated occurrences of the letters ερμ, for which the editors cautiously
suggest readings relating to hermēneis or hermēneia, while noting that there are
several other possibilities. P. Louvre I 26 (AD 145, Soknopaiou Nesos), a receipt,
begins Ἀρίστων ὑ̣φʼ Ἐ̣ρμ(  ) [  ] . The account O. Heid. 346 (second century AD,
unprovenanced) twice contained the letters ερμ abbreviated before a sum of
money: l. 3: ] ερμ() (δρ.) δ ; l. 11: ] καὶ ὑπ(ὲρ) λόγου ερμ () (δρ.) γ. The context in
both cases is commercial, but I include these references for the sake of complete-
ness, not because I believe that a connection with hermēneia here is to be as-
sumed.

VII Interpreters and the law

Lest it seem that none of our papyrological hermēneis is unambiguously and ex-
clusively involved in mediating between different languages, I introduce here
some material where language medation is demonstrably involved. There is just
one possible example from the Hellenistic period of a witness deposition deliv-
ered orally in Egyptian being translated/interpreted into written Greek, but this
text is fragmentary and the sense is by nomeans clear.119 In a number of texts from
the Roman period, however, we have explicit reference to the use of interpreters
to enable parties and witnesses in legal cases to communicate with the presiding
authorities. There are some examples, too, from Late Antiquity, of the content of

115 SBXXII 15599, l. 7: Ἰ{ω}ακῶβ ἑρμηνεύς ; Sijpesteijn (1994).
116 P. Ross.Georg. V 42, l. 4: [ -ca.?- ]α̣ι̣ ἑρμηνέως ἀπὸ κώμηςΠεεντάλεως τοῦΘε[ -ca.?- ] .
117 P. Count. 30, Col. 3, l. 87: ἑρμηιν̣ε̣ὺ̣ς̣ α; 254–231 BC.
118 Clarysse and Thompson (2006).
119 P. Petr. II 17, fr. 2, l. 4, 229–228 BC, Krokodilopolis; see further below on interpreting for wo-
men.
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Greek legal documents being orally rendered into Egyptian so that the parties can
understand (see further below).

Once again, these cases are relatively few and far between, given the linguis-
tic diversity of Egypt, and the fact that many of the population will have been
monolingual Egyptian-speakers, incapable of communicating directly with the
authorities in Greek or Latin. The silence of Egyptian court records of this period
about the use of interpreters may appear striking, but is not unparalleled. In Cy-
prus under the Ottoman Empire, interpreters were similarly needed to allow peo-
ple to use the Turkish-speaking shari‘a courts.120 As with our Egyptian material,
however, these interpreters are mentioned relatively infrequently, and little is
known about them. Non-Muslim subject populations under the Ottoman Empire
were permitted to use their own courts, but for certain matters – including crim-
inal cases, property transfers and disputes between Christians and Muslims – the
Islamic courts had to be used. We might draw a parallel with the dual legal sys-
tems of Hellenistic Egypt, and the later compulsion to draw up certain legal pa-
pers in Latin. In court records from Cyprus, where a Greek-speaking population
had frequent recourse to the Turkish courts, however, interpreters are only sel-
dommentioned: “although their presence in court cannot be disputed, their num-
ber, position, and identity have yet to be determined.”121 A little more information
is available on Ottoman court interpreters than those of Hellenistic and Roman
Egypt, but the frustrations of dealing with the available evidence are the same.
We might draw a little encouragement from the fact that Ottoman dragomans (di-
van tercümanı) served as intermediaries between litigants and the courts, and also
as interpreters: a useful model for the ambiguous, probably dual, linguistic and
mediatory roles of many of our Egyptian hermēneis.

Eleven documents record the use of oral interpreters in Roman-period legal
proceedings, mostly hearings before officials such as the Prefect, stratēgos, epis-
tratēgos or defensor civitatis.122 The earliest reference dates perhaps to the early
second century AD (SB XVIII 13156), but the rest of our court interpreters date
between the late second and early fourth centuries AD. In each case, it is stated
that a party spoke “through an interpreter” (δι᾽ ἑρμηνέως). In only one case, the
latest such document, is the interpreter otherwise identified (P. Col. VII 175). The
languages involved are never indicated, but then there is no practical reason why
they should be. In the section above on written translation of legal documents, I
outlined the benefits to mentioning that a translation had taken place. Above all

120 Çiçek (2002).
121 Çiçek (2002), 4.
122 Court interpreting in Roman Egypt is discussed briefly by Kelly (2011), 179–180.
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else, it was legally expedient, lest some question arise as to the accuracy of a
translation or piece of testimony. The clause kata to dunaton might excuse or ab-
solve the translator of inadvertent mistakes. A nomikos Rhōmaikosmight swear to
the accuracy of his translation. As well as the virtue of maintaining an accurate
record of all that took place in a legal hearing – including the use of an inter-
preter – we should therefore also expect that the legal implications, and possible
problems, of testimony delivered through an intermediary were a concern to all
involved. What was important, in the few cases in which we have such state-
ments, was to record that an interpreter had been employed, not the specific lan-
guages involved – which were, we should expect, almost always Egyptian and
Greek.123

In some cases, we have no record of the names of the parties involved, usual-
ly because the text in question is fragmentary.124 Where the name of the person
interpreted for is preserved, we find a mixture of Egyptian and Greek names, in
dialogue with Roman officials. There is perhaps a small majority of Egyptian
names, but in such a small sample, in a society in which people might bear more
than one (Greek or Egyptian) name, we cannot regard this as statistically signifi-
cant. Psaeis confesses to the Prefect Decimus Veturius Macrinus that he is not
registered in the census.125 In a trial protocol of the second or third century AD,
the name of a man called Psenesis, who had to speak through an interpreter, is
the only one preserved.126 One Hermanoubis speaks through an interpreter, in an
unfortunately damaged section of a dispute over division of an inheritance.127 A
man named Antinous is questioned three times through an interpreter in an un-
provenanced trial protocol of the third or fourth century AD.128

123 Bagnall (1993), 233.
124 SBXVIII 13156, l. 7: εἰπόντος διʼ ἑρμην[έως -ca.?- ] , AD early second century, unprovenanced;
P.Ant. II 87, l. 12:διʼ ἑρμηνέως;ἀπ̣[ε]κ̣ρείνατο, late third centuryAD,Antinoopolis;BGUVII 1567,Fr.
B, l. 15: δ̣ι̣ʼ ἑρμην̣έως εἶ[πε]ν, third century AD, Philadelphia; P. Sakaon 32, ll. 23–24: διʼ ἑρμηνέ
[ως] ἀπεκρείναν[το], AD 254–268, Theadelphia; P. Oxy. XLII 3074, l. 7: [ -ca.?- ]αρμωτου ἀπὸ τοῦ
Ἀ̣ρ̣α̣β̣ι̣κοῦ διερμην̣[ -ca.?- ], first half of the third century AD, Oxyrhynchus. Ἀ̣ρ̣α̣β̣ι̣κοῦ relates to a
village of this name in theAphroditopolite nome, fascinating though itwouldbe to find evidenceof
interpreting for Arabs.
125 PSI XIII 1326, l. 4: διʼ ἑρμηνέως ἀπεκρίν[ατο·], AD 181–183, unprovenanced.
126 SBXIV 11391, l. 6:Ψενῆσις διʼ ἑρ̣μ̣[η]ν̣έ̣ω̣ς̣ ἀ̣π̣εκρίν̣α̣[το -ca.?- ], Arsinoite nome.
127 P. Stras. I 41, ll. 35–36: Ἑρμανο̣ῦβι̣[ς αὐτῷ εἶπ(εν)· - ca.9 -]  [- ca.18 -]ο̣ν δ[ιʼ] ἑρμηνέως, c. AD
250, Hermopolis Magna. The names Ammonios, Antoninos, Sarapion and Horigenes follow on di-
rectly from this section, but these are in the accusative and refer to advocates, who appear and
speak frequently elsewhere in the document, without anymention of interpreting. So the interpret-
ing here is being done for Hermanoubis.
128 P. Vind. Tand. 8, l. 2:Ἀντίνους διʼ ἑρ(μηνέως) ἀπ̣εκρ(ίνατο); 3: διʼ ἑρ(μηνέως) ἀπεκρ(ίνατο); 4:
διʼ ἑρ(μηνέως) ἀπεκρ(ίνατο).
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Our two most interesting cases, which provide the most detailed information
on the interpreting process and the parties involved, are the well-known “Petition
of Dionysia”129 and a report of proceedings before the defensor civitatis about own-
ership of property.130 Dionysia’s father, Chairemon, wanted to divorce her from
her husband against her will. In support of her case, her petition cites earlier rul-
ings. One, from the minutes of the epistratēgos Paconius Felix in the eighteenth
year of Hadrian, concerns Taeichekis, whose father, Phlauesis son of Ammounis,
wished to take her away from her husband, Heron son of Petaesis. An interpreter
is used to ask what she herself wishes.131 All the parties involved have Egyptian
names, and we should suppose that the language interpreted is Egyptian, into
Greek. Yet the fact that Taeichekis is a woman may also be relevant to the act of
interpreting. The question of a gendered aspect to language use in Hellenistic and
Roman Egypt, and proportionately greater use of interpreters by women, will be
considered below.

In only one recorded case is an interpreter in a legal proceedings named. Ac-
cording to the common, if perhaps counter-intuitive, pattern which emerges from
much of our documentary evidence, from Egypt and elsewhere, this man is
named as the interpreter responsible because his primary responsibility is actu-
ally something else. The speaker, Neilos, is directly addressed on several occa-
sions in the report, and each time it is stated that he spoke through the same
interpreter, Anoubion, the chief assistant (ἀρχιυπηρέτης) of the defensor.132 Anou-
bion is listed along with all the other public servants present at the beginning of
the document. Whether interpreting was a usual part of his professional remit, we
do not know. But his employment as an interpreter in this case, whether habitual
or a one-off, suggests the same as common sense: that bilingual officials present
in some other capacity may often have been pressed into service as interpreter
when required.

129 P.Oxy. II 237, AD 186, Oxyrhynchus; trans. Rowlandson (1998), No. 138.
130 P. Col. VII 175, AD 339, Karanis.
131 P.Oxy. II 237, Col. 7, ll. 37–38: ἐκέλευ[σε]ν δι̣ʼ [ἑρ]μ̣η̣νέως αὐτὴν ἐνεχθῆν̣[α]ι(*), τ̣ί̣ βούλεται.
132 P. Col. VII 175, Col. 3, ll. 56–57: διʼ Ἀνουβίωνος ἑρμηνεύοντο̣ς εἶπ(εν); l. 59: διὰ τοῦ αὐ[τ]οῦ
ἑρμ(ηνέως) ἀπεκρ(ίνατο); ll. 59–60: διὰ τοῦ αὐτοῦ ἑρμ(ηνέως) ἀπεκρ(ίνατο); l. 60: διὰ τοῦ αὐτοῦ
ἑρμηναίος ἀ̣π̣εκρ(ίνατο); l. 61: Νεῖλος διʼ ἑρμ(ηνέως) εἶπ(εν); ll. 64–65: Ν̣εῖλος δι(ὰ) Ἀνουβίωνος
ἀρχιυπηρ(έτου) ἑρμ(ηνεύοντος) εἶπ(εν); l. 65: δ̣ιὰ τοῦ αὐτ̣[οῦ] ἑ̣ρ̣μ̣(ηνέως) ἀπεκρ(ίνατο); l. 66: Νεῖ-
λος διὰ̣ τοῦ αὐτοῦ ἑρμ(ηνέως) ἀ̣πε̣κρ(ίνατο).
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VIII Interpreting between oral Egyptian and
written Greek

Only at a relatively late date, and in five isolated cases (one of which is not clear-
cut), do we find explicit evidence for something which must have been a common
occurrence: the reading aloud of a personal letter or official document to parties
who did not know the language in which it was composed.133 In three out of five of
these cases, the persons for whom the written Greek is translated into oral Egyp-
tian are female. The question of whether women were disproportionately likely to
need such services will be considered below.

In the first such example, a man named Ptolemaios writes to his sisters Zo-
sime and Rhodous. The letter is in Greek, and begins “You, whoever you are, who
are reading this letter, make a small effort and translate to the women what is
written in this letter and tell them.”134 This request to translate comes even before
the greetings. As has been pointed out by more than one commentator, it is not
just the linguistic repertoires of Zosime and Rhodous which are in question here:
“Whether Ptolemaios knew Greek and could write it cannot be known. The style is
certainly vivid enough to be his own, but as has already been pointed out by both
editors, the hand is rather formal for a letter and could be that of a profes-
sional.”135 The matter of literacy is, in fact, crucial. In the second century AD there
was no form of written Egyptian in common use which the writer of the letter
could have employed, so the notion of a brother writing to his sisters in a lan-
guage he knows they do not understand is not so perverse as it at first seems.136

Ptolemaios himself could conceivably have been a preferential user of Egyptian,
as dependent upon the scribe he employed to write his Greek letter as his sisters
were on the unknown person who would translate the letter to them.

The remaining four examples are rather later. P. Oxy. LXIII 4397 (AD 545,
Oxyrhynchus) is a settlement of claims between Flavius Apion II and the monas-
tery of Abbas Hierax; for the complicated back-story to this lengthy document, see

133 Hanson (1991), 177, also sees the scenario behind the production of P. Berl. Leihg. I 16 A and B
as involving oral dictation in Egyptian and transcription in Greek, but here the evidence is less
explicit.
134 P. Haun. II 14, ll. 1–4: ὁ ἀναγινώσκων τὸ ἐπιστόλιον, τίς̣ ἂν ᾖς̣, κ̣οπίασον μικρὸν καὶ μετερμή-
νε̣υσενταῖς γυναιξὶ τὰ γεγραμμένα ἐν τῇ ἐπιστολῇ ταύτῃ καὶ μετάδος; second centuryAD, unprove-
nanced; for a re-edition of the text, and full description of the contents of this letter, see Bülow-
Jacobsen andMcCarren (1985).
135 Bülow-Jacobsen andMcCarren (1985), 72.
136 Bagnall (1993), 234–236.
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the introduction to the text in P. Oxy. LXIII. In three places, it is noted that the
legal clauses have been read aloud and translated to specific individuals or
groups of monks, who are illiterate, so that they can assent.137 Pamouthios, who
subscribes in Greek for the illiterate Egyptian speakers, is probably also the trans-
lator. Likewise, in a coda to a sale contract of AD 594, the women Aurelia Tsone
and Aurelia Tseure assert that “When it was read aloud and translated for us into
the Egyptian language and pleased (us), we expressed acknowledgement and
executed (it).”138 Here, at least, the languages involved are stated outright. Simi-
larly, Apa Abraham, Bishop of Hermonthis, had a will made in Greek in the early
seventh century, which he had read back to him in Egyptian.139 Apa Abraham –
who was literate in Coptic, but not in Greek – dictated the will in Egyptian, and
the notary Joseph, a local parish priest, wrote it down in Greek.140 (On interpreting
in the Egyptian monastic literature, see the Appendix.) Later still, in AD 723, after
the Arab conquest, we have the less clear-cut case of Elizabeth, daughter of Epi-
phanios and Maria, who states in her Coptic testament that “they read it to me in
Egyptian; I heard it and I agree to it.”141 Elizabeth is evidently an Egyptian-speak-
er, and most probably illiterate, but it is not obvious why it should be specified
that she was read this Egyptian document in Egyptian.

In large part, of course, this translation of spoken Egyptian to and from writ-
ten Greek is also a question of literacy, as I have already noted for the letter of
Ptolemaios. The monks of P. Oxy. LXIII 4397 have the legal document read aloud
to them and translated; we are told explicitly that they “do not know letters.”
Even if they could speak Greek – or even if, like Apa Abraham, they were literate
in some form of Egyptian – the majority of people at all periods will not have been
able to read and write it. The person who has to employ a scribe or signatory

137 186–188:ἀναγνωσθέντων̣ πάντωνκαὶ ἑρμηνευθέντωναὐτοῖς καὶ ἀρεσθέντωνὑπέγραψα̣ν̣ διὰ
(hand 3?) Παμουθίου (hand 1) αἰτηθέντος παρʼ αὐτῶν ἀγραμμάτων ὄντων; 207–209: ἀνα-
γνωσθέντων μοι πάντων καὶ̣ ἑρμηνευθέντων ἐγὼ ὁ αὐτὸς Ἰωσὴφ ἀλάχιστος ᾔτησα Παμούθιον τὸν
θαυμα(σιώτατον) ὑπογράψαι ὑπὲρ ἐμοῦ ἀγραμμάτου ὄντος καὶ ἀπέλυσα; 222–224: ἀναγνωσθέντων
μοι πάντων καὶ ἑρμηνευθέντω<ν> ἐγὼ ὁ αὐτὸς̣ Θεόδωρος οἰκονόμος ᾔτησα Παμούθιος τὸν
θαυμασιώτατον ὑ̣πογράψαι ὑπὲρ ἐμοῦ ἀγραμμάτου ὄ̣ντος καὶ ἀπέλυσα.
138 P.Münch. I 13, ll. 71–72: ἀναγνωσθέντα καὶ ἑρμηνευθέντα ἡμῖν κατὰ τὴν αἰγυπτιακὴν γλωττα
καὶ ἀρεσθένταὡμολογήσαμεν καὶ ἀπελύσαμεν; Syene.
139 P. Lond. I 77, ll. 68–69: ἐπερωτηθεὶς εἰς ἅπαντα ἑρμηνευθέντα μοι διὰ τῆς Αἰγυπτιακῆς διαλα-
λείας(*) παρὰ τοῦ ἑξῆς συμβολαιογράφο(υ); AD early seventh century, Hermonthis.
140 ibid. ll. 12–14: τὸ ἔσχατον [θε]λημάτιον ἑπαγόρευσα μὲν τῇ τῶν Αἰγυπτίων φωνῇ Ἑλληνικοῖς
δὲ καὶ ῥήμασιν ἐπέταξα γραφῆναι κατά τε θειωδῶς ὑπὸ τῶν καλῶς καὶ εὐσεβῶς κειμένων νόμων
διηγορευμένα.
141 P.KRU 68, 97,■ ⲁⲩⲁϣ ⲉⲣⲟⲓ ⲛⲣϩⲛⲕⲏⲙⲉ■.
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because they “don’t know letters” is a common feature of the papyri,142 including
two of our interpreters or clients of interpreters: Apollonios the “interpreter of
Trogodytes”143 and Aurelia Arsinoe, who submits a document requesting a guar-
dian.144 Some of the witnesses to the testament of Apa Abraham state merely that
they have heard the text of the will read aloud by its composer – we do not know
whether in Greek or in Egyptian – not read it.145 On these and many other occa-
sions, we should suspect that “not knowing letters” was synonymous with “not
knowing Greek.”

IX Concluding remarks on chronology and
geography

I have chosen to present the evidence thematically, because I find no compelling
evidence that there was any major evolution in the sense of the term hermēneus
over time, nor that the provenance of the documents had much impact on what
“type” of hermēneis were recorded. In the Zenon papyri, from the mid-third cen-
tury BC, broker-hermēneis were already present, and we also see hermēneis and
hermēneuein connected to translation and interpreting across all periods covered
here. The terms had a reasonably broad semantic scope throughout. The only in-
dication that hermēneus had a specific local sense in any context comes from the
collection of references to a “six-choinix measure of the hermēneus” from the Ar-
sinoite nome in the first and second centuries AD. Here, we perhaps find a village-
hermēneus serving as a regulator of weights and measures, for which we have no
evidence elsewhere.

142 Youtie (1971) and (1975); Hanson (1991).
143 UPZ II 227, ll. 9–12: ἔγραψεν Πτολεμαῖος Πτολεμα(ίου) ... ὑπʼ αὐτοῦ διὰ τὸ φάσκειν αὐτὸν μὴ
εἰδέναι γράμματα.
144 P.Oxy. XII 1466, ll. 8–9:Αὐρήλιος Τ̣ι̣μ̣α̣[γένης - ca.11 - ἔγραψαὑπὲραὐτῆς] μὴ εἰδυίης γράμμα-
τα.
145 e. g. P. Lond. I 77, ll. 85–86:ΠαῦλοςἈβρααμίου ἐλάχ(ιστος) διάκ(ονος) μαρτυρῶ [τ]ῇ παρούσῃ
διαθήκῃ ἀκούσας παρὰ τοῦ θεμένου, “I, Paul son of Abraham, most humble deacon, witness the
present will, having heard it from the onewho drew it up.”
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X Interpreting for women

That there was a gendered aspect to bilingualism in Hellenistic and Roman Egypt
appears a relatively common-sense proposition. The role of gender in shaping
language use and transmission in bilingual societies is recognised in modern lin-
guistics.146 The traditional notion of women as inherently linguistically and cultu-
rally conservative – as “guardians” of language or culture – has been effectively
challenged by case studies, especially among endangered minority languages
such as Breton or Scots Gaelic,147 where women appear as active agents of linguis-
tic change. Accessing women’s linguistic behaviour in the documentary record
from Egypt is, of course, rather more difficult. It is not my intention to treat the
subject in any depth here, but rather to examine what, if any, evidence there is to
support the thesis that women (of all ethnic backgrounds) were more likely to be
monolingual Egyptian speakers than men, and that they will therefore have made
more frequent use of interpreters, in official and domestic contexts.

Male-biased gender ratios in the early Greek immigrant population under the
Ptolemies,148 and consequent intermarriage between Greek men and Egyptian wo-
men, resulted over many generations in a nominally “Greek” population who in
fact had a significant degree of Egyptian ancestry in the female line. Untangling
the cultural and linguistic implications of this intermarriage is anything but
straightforward. Women, like men, might bear double Greek-Egyptian names,
and some might even operate in both Greek and Demotic literate spheres.149 Cer-
tainly there is no simple Greek-male-public versus Egyptian-female private divide
within families of mixed descent.150 In Egyptian families who did not have any
Greek roots at all, it may also be argued that men, with exposure to commerce
and dealings with the authorities, are more likely to have learnt Greek than wo-
men. The question of whether women were disproportionately monolingual (or
preferential) Egyptian speakers has been considered in most depth for the Roman
period and Late Antiquity, but there is no consensus. In her analysis of Coptic and
Greek documents from Aphrodite, MacCoull sees no significant relationship be-
tween gender and an individual’s choice to employ a Greek or Coptic scribe: other
factors, cross-cutting gender divides, emerge as more important.151 Bagnall and

146 Burton, Dyson and Ardener (1994); Piller and Pavlenko (2004).
147 McDonald (1994); Constantinidou (1994).
148 La'da (2002); Clarysse and Thompson (2006), Vol. II, 297.
149 E.g. the famous businesswoman Apollonia-Senmonthis of second-century BC Pathyris: Van-
dorpe (2002).
150 The problem is considered by Rowlandson (2004).
151 MacCoull (2004).
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Cribiore, in contrast, observe a shift among women letter-writers from Greek to
Coptic, once Coptic becomes available as a means of written expression (Demotic
having been out of common use for some time), suggesting that their preferred
language of spoken communication had always been Egyptian.152

Women appear as users of interpreters and generators of translations in many
of the same contexts as men. In the petition of a woman named Lamiske regarding
an alleged act of hubris, the statement of one of the witnesses, a woman with the
Egyptian name Nephthikhis, contains a reference to interpreting or translating.153

The papyrus is fragmentary and the sense is not entirely clear. It is tempting to
suggest that the deposition has been translated from her (spoken) Egyptian for
recording in a Greek official written document, but there is a danger that Nephthi-
khis’ gender and indigenous name may make us jump to conclusions. What, pre-
cisely, the “interpreting” or “translating” refers to is in fact uncertain.

Women involved in Roman legal cases, like men, sometimes had to be inter-
preted for. Despite the practical benefits of mentioning in the written record that
interpreting had taken place, we should again suspect that this happened on a
much more frequent basis than is recorded. The only example we have of a wo-
man speaking through an interpreter in such a context is in fact the case cited by
Dionysia, whose father wished to divorce her from her husband against her will. It
is recorded that the woman in this previous case, Taeichekis, was asked, through
an interpreter, what her own wishes were.154 It is generally – and probably cor-
rectly – considered that Taeichekis is an Egyptian-speaker, with insufficient Greek
to communicate effectively at a judicial hearing.155 One might, of course, play
devil’s advocate and suggest that the interpreting here was between Taeichekis’
Greek and the Latin of the presiding official, the epistratēgos Paconius Felix, but it
seems unlikely that a Roman official hearing such cases in Egypt would be incap-
able of speaking Greek, even if he might choose not to.156 To what extent is Taei-
chekis’ gender a factor here? Unfortunately, no mention is made of translation or
interpreting in the statements and citation of documents – by Taeichekis, Diony-
sia or parties to any of the cases invokes – elsewhere in this text.

Legal cases involving women might be the subject of translations between
Greek and Latin – a circumstance which had nothing to do with the gender of the

152 Bagnall and Cribiore (2006), 21–22.
153 P. Petr. II 17, Frag. 2, l. 4: διερμηνεύομε[ν – ca. ? –; c. 229–228 BC, Krokodilopolis; see above.
154 P.Oxy. II 237, Col. 7, ll. 37–38: κ̣α̣ὶ̣ ἐκέλευ[σε]νδι̣ʼ [ἑρ]μ̣η̣νέωςαὐτὴν ἐνεχθῆν̣[α]ι(*), τ̣ί̣ βούλεται;
AD 186, Oxyrhynchus; trans. Rowlandson (1998), No. 138.
155 Youtie (1975), 205.
156 For the deliberate choice of Latin in such circumstances to assert Roman authority, see e.  g.
Adams (2003), 557–558, on P.Oxy. LXIII 4381, AD 375, andWiotte-Franz (2001), 75–78.
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parties, and everything to do with the compulsory use of Latin for certain legal
documents, in a society where the Latin language was not in common use by the
majority of the population. Women here operate under the same legal and linguis-
tic constraints as men. P. Oxy. XII 1466157 is a request for a guardian from a woman
named Aurelia Arsinoe. A relatively brief Latin text – the part of the document
with legal force – is in this case followed by a translation into Greek, headed
ἑρμηνεία τῶν Ῥω[μαϊκῶν] (l. 3), which is longer and more detailed. This is the
part of the document which would be of greater use for future reference to all
those concerned, not just Arsinoe. An original Latin petition for release of a
daughter from patria potestas is preserved only in its Greek translation.158 The
woman in this instance has a dual Greek-Egyptian name, Aurelia Apollonia alias
Tinutis, but the fact that she has had to commission a bilingual legal document
bears no relation to her personal language use. Still less agency, linguistic or
otherwise, is exercised by the slave Paramone and her children, who were manu-
mitted by the Jewish community at Oxyrhynchus in AD 291.159 The original Latin
manumission document inter amicos, which again is not preserved, was given a
Greek translation which is clearly marked as such.160

Most previous discussion of women’s language use and the question of inter-
preting for women has, however, centred around two particular documents which
we have already noted, each of them an isolated case, around four centuries
apart.161 A legal document from Syene in AD 594, in which two sisters, the Egyp-
tian-named Tsone and Tseure, sell some property which they have inherited, con-
cludes with the clause “when it was read aloud and translated for us into the
Egyptian language and pleased (us), we expressed acknowledgement and exe-
cuted (it).”162 The explicitness here is a welcome contrast to the vast majority of
cases, where we can only make informed guesses – albeit usually quite secure
ones – about which languages precisely were involved in an interpreting transac-
tion. In this case it is spelled out for us: the Greek document is read aloud to the
two women in Egyptian. It is tempting to regard this case as the tip of the iceberg:
a rare written expression of an extremely common practice, whereby women (or

157 AD 245, Oxyrhynchus; trans. Rowlandson (1998), No. 140 b.
158 CPR VI 78, l. 9: ἔστι δὲ: ἑρμηνεία ἀπολύσεως πατρικῆς χειρός; c. AD 265, Hermopolis Magna;
Arjava (1999).
159 P.Oxy. IX 1205, trans. Rowlandson (1998), No. 143, and Kraemer (2004), No. 56.
160 l. 1: [ -ca.?-  ἑρμηνεία ἐ]λευ̣θ̣[ερώσε]ως; the restoration appears secure.
161 Bagnall (1993), 234–236.
162 P.Münch. I 13, ll. 71–72: ἀναγνωσθέντα καὶ ἑρμηνευθέντα ἡμῖν κατὰ τὴν αἰγυπτιακὴν γλωττα
καὶ ἀρεσθένταὡμολογήσαμεν καὶ ἀπελύσαμεν; trans. Porten, Farber, Martin, Vittmann, MacCoull
and Clackson (1996), D47.
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anyone else) who could not read and/or did not understand the language in
which a legal document was drawn up, would have it read aloud to them in their
own language, so that they could assent. This practice was not restricted to wo-
men. As Bagnall notes,163 the closest parallel to this document is the early se-
venth-century AD Greek will of Apa Abraham, Bishop of Hermonthis, which men-
tions that the Bishop dictated his text in Egyptian, had it recorded by the notary
Joseph in Greek, then had the text read back to him in Egyptian so that he could
agree.164 Likewise, most of the witnesses to the document state that they have
heard it, not read it. We have also the similar clauses in P. Oxy. LXIII 4397 where
the monastic community of Abbas Hierax have legal papers read to them and
translated so that they can assent: these individuals are both illiterate and unable
to understand Greek.

The second, earlier, document is, of course, the letter in which a man named
Ptolemaios writes to his sisters Zosime and Rhodous, beginning: “You, whoever
you are, who are reading this letter, make a small effort and translate to the wo-
men what is written in this letter and tell them.”165 This request to translate comes
even before the greetings. Are the (Greek-named) women monolingual speakers
of Egyptian, the language this family used in the home, whereas their brother has
had the opportunity and necessity to learn Greek? The availability of Greek, but
not Egyptian, as a written medium is an important factor here. Not just Zosime
and Rhodous, but also Ptolemaios, might have been preferential users of Egyp-
tian as a spoken language. Even in Pharaonic Egypt, where the common written
language, for those who were literate, was Egyptian, differential rates of literacy
between men and women created a similar scenario, where a personal letter
might bear an address to a man, who was expected to communicate its contents
to the woman to whom the text of the letter itself was addressed.166

I have tried to emphasise the variety of kinds of linguistic behaviour which
may have lain behind each of these documents. The written word can often ob-
scure personal oral language choices, and it also needs to be borne in mind that
the vast majority of men, like women, will have been monolingual or preferential
users of Egyptian. The crucial question is whether we choose to regard P.Münch. I
13 and P. Haun. II 14 as significant and representative of widespread informal or
ad hoc interpreting for women, whose linguistic (and literate) repertoires may

163 Bagnall (1993), 235.
164 P. Lond. I 77, ll. 12–14, 68–69, seeMacCoull in Thomas andHero (2000), 51–58.
165 P. Haun. II 14, ll. 1–4: ὁ ἀναγινώσκων τὸ ἐπιστόλιον, τίς̣ ἂν ᾖς̣, κ̣οπίασον μικρὸν καὶ μετερμή-
νε̣υσενταῖς γυναιξὶ τὰ γεγραμμένα ἐν τῇ ἐπιστολῇ ταύτῃ καὶ μετάδος; second centuryAD, unprove-
nanced.
166 Bagnall (1993), 235; Wente (1990), 9.
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have been different from those of their menfolk. I do not think that we can answer
this question with any great conviction. All that can be said is that there is sug-
gestive evidence both for women – even “Greek” women – in Egypt having a
greater tendency to use only the Egyptian language; and for women’s entangle-
ment with the Ptolemaic or Roman bureaucracies and legal systems frequently
necessitating the use of interpreters – whether or not these are ever mentioned.
In the latter case, at least, women shared this need with men. In P. Col. VII 175,
Neilos acts as representative for his wife Herais and her sister Taesis. By their
names, we may suppose that the women were Egyptian-speakers, but even Neilos
needed to use an interpreter.

XI Interpreters and their clients: ethnicity and
language use

It would be interesting to be able to say something about the ethnic background
and linguistic repertoires of interpreters and those who made use of them, but we
are crippled by lack of data. It is frequently stated that, in the Hellenistic period, it
was more common for Egyptians to learn Greek than vice versa. While this seems
a sensible proposition – upwardly-mobile Egyptians might gain tangible social
and economic benefits by learning the language of the dominant social and poli-
tical group – it is difficult to back this up with hard evidence. The only named
translator between Demotic (in this case probably spoken) and Greek is one
Theon son of Theon, a “Persian of the epigonē.”167 Suggestions of linguistic inter-
ference in Greek translations of Demotic legal documents168 may, I would suggest,
be a product of the translation process as much as the writer’s dominant lan-
guage.

We have a little more information on the background of those who produced
translations between Greek and Latin, but still not much (see above). One transla-
tor, Gaius Lucius Geminianus (BGU I 326), is probably from Italy or one of the other
Romanised and Latin-speaking provinces of the western Roman empire. The other
named nomikos Rhōmaikos, however, Aurelios Aiguptos, is almost certainly a local
Greek (and also Egyptian) speaker (SBVI 9298). Olympios Isidorianos, translator of
a Latin astrological text, is also, by his name, a Greek (P. Ryl. II 62). One case which
may reflect a common scenario is that of the assistant to thedefensor civitatisAnou-

167 P.Heid. VIII 416; Clarysse (1994); see above.
168 Mussies (1968).
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bion, who acted as interpreter in a hearing for an Egyptian speaker (P. Col. VII 175;
above). Anoubion was present in his official capacity, but was also co-opted as
interpreter. It is likely that junior officials in the administration, multilingual
Egyptians or Egyptian-Greeks, were often pressed into service in this way.

As has already been discussed above, those who are recorded as having spo-
ken through interpreters in legal hearings of the Roman period are marginally
more likely to bear an Egyptian name than a Greek name. But nomenclature is an
uncertain guide to either ethnic origin or language use, especially among women:
the Greek-named Zosime and Rhodous (P. Haun. II 14) needed interpreters or
translators to deal with Greek speech or written material. Of the other named her-
mēneis, most bear Greek names – Haryotes (P. Mich. II 123) and possibly Papiris
(O. Berenike II 121) are exceptions – in Greek documents. We do not know if they
bore dual Greek-Egyptian names, as was fairly common, nor do we have any ex-
plicit record of their legal ethnic classification (such as that used in the census
listings kat’ ethnos in P. Count).

XII Interpreters’ pay

In some cases, the services of individuals acting as interpreters were free: the un-
known person who is politely requested to translate the letter for Zosime and
Rhodous (P. Haun. II 14), or the chief assistant to the defensor civitatis, Anoubion,
who probably receives no extra pay for his additional services as interpreter (P.
Col. VII 175).

Itmightbeexpected thatwherewedohave recorded thesumspaid tohermēneis
of whatever sort for their professional duties – or of sums paid by them for taxation
or offerings– thesemight give some idea of their socio-economic status, in compar-
ison tootherspayingorbeingpaid in thesamedocument.Tabulationof the relevant
data, however, onlymakes it clear howhopelessly confused thematter is:

Hermēneus Reference Date Sum paid to Sum paid by Range of
sums in the
same docu-
ment

Apollonios PSI IV 409 mid C3 BC 6 calves
(contribution
for festival)

1–6 calves

Limnaios P. Cair. Zen. III
59394

mid C3 BC 20 dr. (tax) [Unmanage-
ably large
number]
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Hermēneus Reference Date Sum paid to Sum paid by Range of
sums in the
same docu-
ment

Haryotes P. Mich. II 123 AD 45–47 4 dr. (for
document
drawn up at
the gra-
pheion)

n/a

Glaukias P. Col. IV 63 257 BC 12 dr. ‘for
purchases’

1–20 dr.

Anonymous “who
guided to the
garlic”

PSI IV 332 257 BC 3 ob. 3 ob. – 3 dr. 3
ob.

Apollonios UPZ II 227 134 BC 2 bronze
talents from
the bank

Anonymous SB X 10743 C1 BC – AD C1 [Not
preserved]

4–28 dr.

Kronion P. Mich. II 124 AD 46 10 ob. (for
document
drawn up at
the gra-
pheion)

n/a

Anonymous P. Oxy. XIV
1650

AD late C1 –
early C2

2 dr. 4 ob – 5 dr.

Anonymous P. Berl. Leihg.
II 39 R

AD 160 4 dr. 4–24 dr.

Anonymous P. Lund VI 5 AD 187–91? 4 dr. 4 dr.

Anonymous O. Theb. 143 AD C3 1 diplokera-
mion of wine

1–5 diplokera-
mia

Anonymous O. Bodl. II
1835

AD C3 1 rhodion, 4
dr., 5 ob.

1 rhodion – 1
rhod., 4 dr., 5
ob.

Anonymous “her-
mēneus of the
stratēgos”

SB VI 9406 AD 247 9 dr. 9–16 dr. (v
long account,
so only in
section near
hermēneus)

Theon P. Oxy. XII
1517

AD 272 or 278 60 dr.
(tax on oil)

40–120 dr.
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Lacunae or uncertain readings within the documents themselves in most cases
make meaningful comparisons with other persons in the same document difficult.
In terms of comparing hermēneis with each other, the chronological and geogra-
phical spread of the documents make this a fairly futile task. If we add into the
equation the fact that we often do not know precisely what duties a hermēneus
was paid for, and for what length of time, then it is really impossible to say any-
thing of any significance about these figures. The fact that the hermēneus Apollo-
nios is by far the biggest donator of calves in PSI IV 409, for example, may tie in
with our impression of him as a person of some importance, who was approached
for help by the petitioner of P. Ryl. IV 563. But in none of these cases can we use
financial figures to situate hermēneis and their activities in a meaningful social
context.

Appendix: interpreting in a monastic context

I have already discussed the Greek will of Apa Abraham, Bishop of Hermonthis,
which states that he dictated it in Egyptian to be recorded in Greek, and that it was
then read back to him in Egyptian to check (P. Lond. I 77); and also the Greek
settlement of claims which was read aloud and translated to illiterate Egyptian-
speaking monks in the monastery of Abbas Hierax (P. Oxy. LXIII 4397). Quite
apart from the business of the translation of scripture and religious texts between
Greek, Coptic and other languages, the coming together of people into monastic
communities, in Egypt and elsewhere, must frequently have required the use of
interpreters. I do not intend to provide a full survey of language use in Egyptian
monastic communities169 – nor of the much wider question of language use in
Late Antique and early Islamic Egypt.170 But a few references to interpreting in
Christian hagiographical literature from Egypt give some idea of the continuing
need for interpreting between Greek and Egyptian, and the range of meanings
which the verb hermēneuein and its derivatives continued to have.

Our clearest attestations of interpreting between languages in an Egyptian
monastic context come from texts originally composed in Greek; subsequent Cop-
tic translations take on the Greek ἑρμηνεύειν as a loanword. The Egyptian lan-
guage, at all periods, presents even greater difficulties than Greek in clarifying the
actual meaning of terms which are translated into modern languages as “inter-

169 Some pertinent pieces of evidence are discussed by Torallas Tovar (2010), 35–42.
170 See Papaconstantinou (2010).
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preter.” The only work to treat the subject at length is an unpublished PhD thesis
by Bell, which deals for the most part with individuals described as i‛Ʒw in rela-
tions between Pharaonic Egypt and Nubia and western Asia.171 It is difficult to
escape the conclusion that none of the terms Bell discusses actually principally
mean “interpreter” at all, although those so described may have operated in more
than one language.172 As Redford points out, the Egyptian verb which most closely
approximates to the English “interpret” is wḥ‛ (“loosen, unravel, explain, inter-
pret”173). This becomes the Coptic ⲟⲩⲱϩ, with a similar range of meanings and
degree of ambiguity.174 Cerný notes the curious absence of the verb wḥ‛ from De-
motic texts,175 but it is likely that the older wḥ‛ has simply become the Demotic
wƷḥ, with a similar range of meanings. In Demotic, the verb wḥm is sometimes
rendered as ‘interpret’ in modern translations. It has the meanings of “repeat,
answer, mean, signify, explain.” But I have been unable to find any instances in
which any if these terms is used in the sense of interpreting or translation between
different languages.

One of the Sayings of the Desert Fathers (c. fifth century AD)176 recounts an
interpreting-related miracle. Apa Johannes and a group of monks visited Apa Poi-
men in Syria, and wanted to talk to him:

ὁ δὲ γέρων οὐκ ᾔδει ἑλληνιστὶ οὐδὲ ἑρμηνέα ηὕραμεν (Guy 1993, 18.21.4).
ⲡϩⲗ̅ⲗⲟ ⲇⲉ ⲛⲉϥⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲁⲛ ⲡⲉ ⲙ̅ⲙⲛ̅ⲧⲟⲩⲉⲉⲓⲉⲛⲓⲛ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛⲉ ⲙⲛ̅ ϩⲉⲣⲙⲉⲛⲉⲩⲧⲏⲥ ⲙ̅ⲙⲁⲩ ⲁⲛ ⲡⲉ (Chaîne 1960,
No. 188).

“...but the old man did not know Greek, and no interpreter could be found.”

God, fortunately, intervened to help them do without an interpreter, and when he
saw that they were at a loss, Apa Poimen (who was probably a Syriac speaker)
miraculously started to speak Greek. This is not, however, the only sense in which
“interpreting” appears in the Sayings of the Desert Fathers. It is more common, in
fact, for the verb hermēneuein or the noun hermēneia to appear in the sense of
interpreting or expounding the meaning of a teaching or parable.177

171 Bell (1976).
172 See the useful clarification in Redford (1986), 125–126.
173 Cf. Bell (1976), lxxxii.
174 Crum (1939), 508 b.
175 Černý (1976), s.v. ⲟⲩⲱϩ.
176 Ward (1975).
177 See e. g. Guy (1993), 10.27.6: ἡ ἑρμηνεία τοῦ λόγου; 5.36.11, παρακαλῶ οὖν σε, ἑρμήνευσόν μοι
πῶς; 10.70.9–10: τί ἑρμηνεύται ταῦτα
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Two panegyrics of Egyptian holy men mention interpreting between lan-
guages under similar circumstances to one another. In each case, this is part of
an established hagiographical trope of the simple, desert-dwelling Egyptian holy
man, challenged by sophists who argue in Greek, who is able to thwart them
through his holiness, simplicity and common sense.

St. Anthony (d. c. AD 356), an early pioneer of the desert hermit lifestyle,
spoke only Coptic. His Greek Life was written by Athanasios of Alexandria around
AD 360, although it received its widest circulation in a later Latin translation by
Evagrius of Antioch. On three occasions, Athanasios mentions that Anthony
spoke to visiting Greek intellectuals, who attempted to mock him, through inter-
preters.178 At the same time (72.3), it is mentioned that Anthony was illiterate.
Although it is doubtless true that Anthony was both a monolingual speaker of
Egyptian and an illiterate, the rhetorical emphasis which Athanasios places on
both fits very much within the context of his programme of depicting Anthony as
a simple ascetic.

The same theme makes an appearance in the Panegyric of Makarios, Bishop
of Tkōw (d. 451/452). This work was probably originally composed in Greek, but
survives in translations in the Sahidic and Bohairic dialects of Coptic and in Ara-
bic. The surviving Coptic manuscripts date to the ninth and tenth centuries AD. If
the attribution to Dioskoros is correct – which it is probably not – then the Greek
original was composed in the first half of the fifth century AD; Johnson prefers to
date it somewhat later,179 but no absolute date can be fixed. Makarios is another
humble, Egyptian-speaking holy man, who is reliant on interpreters during his
journey to the imperial court at Constantinople. On the sea voyage, Dioskoros
says that he invited Makarios to come and sit with him, but had to resort to beck-
oning, since Makarios did not understand what he was saying. When Makarios
does come over to him, “I, too, would not have understood his speech if Peter, the
deacon, had not interpreted (hermēneue) his speech for me, for he knew the Egyp-
tian language.”180 Another priest sitting nearby refers disparagingly to Makarios
as “mouthless,” and is soundly ticked off by Dioskoros for his lack of respect.
Later, after their arrival, Makarios is summoned to the emperor and is nearly re-
fused admission because of his shabby dress. When he is finally allowed in, he
wants to berate the emperor for tolerating the “blasphemies” being uttered by
Nestorios, “but he did not find anyone who would dare to interpret (ehermeneue)

178 Bartelink (1994), 72.3: ἔφη δι’ ἑρμηνέως; 74.2: ἔλεγε δι’ ἑρμηνέως, τοῦ καλῶς τὰ ἐκείνου διερ-
μηνεύοντος ; 77.1: ἔφη πάλιν δι’ ἑρμηνέως.
179 Johnson (1980), 9–11.
180 Johnson (1980), p. 5, ll. 3–5: ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲇⲉ ϩⲱ ⲙ̅ⲡⲉⲓⲙⲉ ⲉⲧⲉϥϭⲓⲛϣⲁϫⲉ ⲛ̅ⲥⲁⲃⲏⲗ ϫⲉ ⲁ̅ⲡⲉⲧⲣⲟⲥ ⲡ̅ⲇⲓⲁⲕⲟⲛⲟⲥ
ϩⲉⲣⲙⲏⲛⲉⲩⲉ̅ ⲛⲁⲓ ⲛ̅ⲧⲉϥϭⲓⲛϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉ̅ⲃⲟⲗ ϫⲉϥⲥⲟⲟⲩⲛ ⲛ̅ϣⲁϫⲉ ⲛⲉⲕⲩⲡⲧⲓⲟⲥ.
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for him what he was saying.”181 The helpful bystanders who had presumably
translated the discussion for him up until this point are suddenly moved to dis-
creet silence. The word used for “interpret” is again the loanword ἑρμηνεύειν; but
as in most Coptic texts, especially translations from the Greek such as this, Greek
loanwords are very common, even of basic non-technical vocabulary (cf. toloma
“dare” in the same sentence). In this depiction of an Egyptian holy man in the
corrupt metropolis, there is a very intentional contrast between the heresies and
sophistry of educated Greek discourse, and the straight-talking and humility of
the Egyptian ascetic, just as in the Life of Anthony.

Each of the cases discussed here treats interpreting as a relatively normal,
straightforward occurrence, even if they use their descriptions of interpreting to
make a rhetorical point. It seems to be expected that bilingual bystanders or col-
leagues can interpret when necessary, and not being able to find someone to in-
terpret is an annoyance. This, perhaps, was close to the experience of persons in
the bilingual society of Hellenistic and Roman Egypt, who needed to deal with
speakers of different languages in the course of everyday life, below the level at
which we find interpreters attested in our official sources. These are the kind of
interpreters who do not often get mentioned in the papyri.
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