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            1 Historians and missing evidence
 
            The study of ancient cultures relies on two types of sources, namely archaeological finds – not least of which are written artefacts – and transmitted literature. For cultures with writing, scholars use these sources for reconstructing and interpreting various aspects of society, economy, religion, law, history and literature – or even for the history or the society of a culture – and increasingly, in more recent times, for exchanges between various cultures. Research is built on available and accessible sources, the number of which has grown exponentially with digital technologies. Sources are the raw material for analysis and interpretation,1 in order to arrive at a narrative or a theory based on scholars’ motives and the standards and expectations of their time. The success of an interpretation ideally relies on the evidence provided, and this evidence, again ideally, combines pertinent sources and cogent reasoning. Controversies may be stimulated by extra-academic factors, but as a rule, if not purely ideological, they concern the evidence presented to the scholarly community in support of a thesis, model or theory. Accepted interpretations are always open to challenge, particularly once new evidence is brought forth, whether based on known or neglected sources or on newly discovered materials.
 
            In principle, our sources are mediated. Transmitted texts are available in editions, and these editions were prepared by scholars working according to the notions and standards of their time. Textual criticism is employed to reconstruct versions as close to their ancient ancestors as possible. Newly discovered manuscripts, whether documentary or non-documentary, may challenge such editions and lead to improved texts that may be overturned by yet further discoveries. Just like the survival of manuscripts, the discovery and safeguarding of ancient sites is dictated largely by chance. Political, socio-economic and geographical factors influence not only what survives underground, but also where excavations may take place. The excavation findings will then be systematised according to contemporary standards and published. These reports, ideally comprising extensive documentation, are the main evidence for any interpretation, since autopsy is time-consuming and not always possible. However, due to research interests as well as limitations of time and funding, archaeological reports are rarely ever complete, and the discovery of inscriptions and manuscripts is not always accompanied by precise descriptions of their contexts or the contents of the assemblages in which they were found.
 
            Traditionally, epigraphers were mainly interested in texts, and simply noted graffiti – if at all – without providing their exact location, just as editors often did not even mention the other texts or works contained in a multiple-text manuscript.2 Thus, the sources we use are shaped by those presenting them, as well as the intellectual vogues of their respective fields, often connected with long-term cultural paradigms or with trends in politics and society, such as nationalism, and reinforced by personal rivalry and competition. The decipherment of the Maya hieroglyphs is a case in point for neglecting evidence due to cultural or political ideas: according to the hierarchy of writing systems at the time, the Mesoamerican characters were supposed to represent the most primitive form of writing, depicting things only – thus the ‘alphabet’ provided already in 1566 by the notorious Bishop Diego de Landa (1524–1579) was ignored. In the second half of the twentieth century, suggestions by the Soviet linguist Yuri Knorozov (1922–1999) were rejected by the British archaeologist Eric Thompson (1898–1975) who dominated the field in the West, thus delaying decipherment for decades.
 
            Our sources are not innocent in the first place. Even before they are presented to us by modern scholars, they may already have undergone changes in antiquity. Archives were re-sorted and moved, not to mention written artefacts discarded according to unknown principles.3 Archaeologists excavate both items that were discarded in antiquity and those that were carefully archived or stored in libraries. Today, when the context of discovery is lacking, these written artefacts are treated equally. Furthermore, often missing is reflection on the preservation of written artefacts: was it voluntary or by accident? Cuneiform exercises written by apprentice scribes in the early second millennium were often used as building materials, but they were occasionally studied as coherent archives. Buildings, tombs and other sites were disturbed; texts have been redacted or forged; historical events were tailored to personal or political motives in literary texts. In very rare instances, such as the Pyrrhonic library of Herculaneum, a state of apparent immediacy is preserved, but this state represents only the exact moment it was frozen (if one may say so) in time.4 We know neither how it came about nor how its originators imagined it might develop in the future. Historians have invented source criticism as a means to unveil the motives prompting their texts’ production, and accordingly judge their value for answering research questions. Archaeologists try to ‘read’ their assemblages through the analysis of the data they have recovered and comparison with similar assemblages. If these contain written artefacts, often discarded ones, the task may become even more complex. However, all interpretation relies on hypotheses that, if commonly accepted, may imperceptibly become dominant paradigms – until they are proven partially or wholly wrong by new evidence. Without evidence, hypotheses are mere opinions.
 
            Since no record, whether literary or archaeological, is complete, we always lack evidence. In order to arrive at interpretations, we need to bridge gaps, connect unrelated data, discover general patterns, and create meaning in spite of missing sources by way of reasoning. Missing sources may either be considered as non-existent or as unavailable, in both cases generating methodological problems with sometimes far-reaching consequences. In the following, three types of missing evidence are discussed under the rubrics of absence, quantity and quality, and the final section is dedicated to the unique case of ancient India. These types are neither comprehensive nor mutually exclusive; they merely serve the heuristic purpose of mapping the vast territory of missing evidence.
 
           
          
            2 Absence of evidence: Lost or neglected
 
            If written artefacts of a certain type are completely lost without any mention in the transmitted literature, these sources simply do not exist for us. Only by chance may they surface again and thus open up new avenues for scholarship, as, for example, the discovery of turtle plastrons and ox scapulae bearing writing in China did. Sold as ‘dragon bones’ to a scholar in 1899, these written artefacts, dating between c. 1200 and c. 1000 BCE, allowed for the very first glimpses into the ritual and religious world of the Shang, a state in today’s Henan province in China, traditionally considered the second Chinese ‘dynasty’.5 While it did not take long to identify the characters as an early form of Chinese writing, the decipherment of cuneiform sources needed much longer because the script had fallen into complete oblivion. Already in the early seventeenth century, the first cuneiform writing was found in Persepolis, but it took two hundred years to decipher Old Persian written in cuneiform. The wide variety of languages written in cuneiform was only understood in the twentieth century.6 Some knowledge of Egyptian hieroglyphs had been preserved in the Mediterranean, but due to the European obsession with a purely conceptual system of writing, decipherment had to wait until Napoleon and Champollion.7 Just as for cuneiform sources, archaeological campaigns undertaken from the nineteenth century onward unearthed huge corpora of manuscripts and inscriptions, leading to the establishment of the academic disciplines of Egyptology and Assyriology.8 The fourth ancient culture considered to have developed writing independently was less fortunate. The Spanish conquerors succeeded in destroying almost all the books of the Maya, with only four extant specimens left to us.9 Loss of manuscripts and texts is the shadow accompanying textual transmission, although intentional destruction is less common than loss by neglect or natural or human-made catastrophes.10
 
            In general, most ancient literature and written sources have been irretrievably lost. Regarding ancient Greek and Roman literature, it is only by chance that some of the lost texts have resurfaced on papyri found in the Egyptian desert or excavated at Herculaneum, such as the famous Epicurean library.11 Many of these losses had already occurred in antiquity, the most famous example probably being the ‘works’ of Aristotle. What has been transmitted to the present day is actually lecture notes and texts for internal use at his school; most works ‘published’ by the philosopher himself had been lost already in antiquity, and the texts we have today were transmitted by the Neo-Platonists.12
 
            The materiality of the writing supports has played a role, too. While perishable organic supports such as bamboo, papyrus and tree bark only survive under special circumstances, inscriptions on ‘hard’ materials like bronze or stone were meant for eternity, be it in China or in Rome. Bronze inscriptions were an important part of the epigraphic landscape in the Roman Empire, but just like bronze sculptures, few have survived. The material value of the easy-to-melt bronze led to recycling already in antiquity.13 Even more relevant for everyday life were the inscriptions on wooden boards, the ‘whitened tablets’ (tabulae albatae) that were used for promulgating laws and other relevant texts.14 Almost none of these have survived, nor have the wooden boards used in ancient China for similar purposes.15 These written artefacts, including the texts they carry, are usually considered ‘ephemeral’. Such is the case, for example, of the wooden tablets coated with wax used from Mesopotamian antiquity to Medieval Europe.16 By virtue of their ephemerality, the wooden manuscripts discovered in England at the site of the former Roman castle Vindolanda have added a completely new aspect to the study of Roman history.17 Growing awareness that the very nature and vicissitudes of literary transmission, when available, have obliterated major parts of ancient cultures, new evidence provided by archaeological finds has helped to overcome at least some of the ancient biases. The first chapter of the present volume deals with the lost book culture of the Mayas, the subsequent two with case studies from late antique Christian Ethiopia and Buddhist Central Asia.
 
            Only four amate concertinas, called ‘codices’ by the experts, survive from the ancient Mayas’ rich literary tradition. This is due not only to the fragility of the writing support and environmental conditions, but also to the Spanish conquerors who burnt all they could lay their hands on. However, Christophe Helmke and Kerry Hull demonstrate how a comparative study of epigraphic, archaeological and iconographic sources provides insight into the variety of Maya writings from the first millennium ce that no longer exist today. The Maya codices must have covered a wide range of topics, including the administration of the state, military and economic matters, and even science, as well as more literary and personal works.
 
            Alessandro Bausi discusses the discovery of a medieval manuscript in Gǝʿǝz that has revealed a new liturgical collection. This collection has made it possible to partially fill some significant textual gaps concerning Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages in Ethiopia and Eritrea. In addition, outside views, such as that of Francisco Alvares on Ethiopia in the sixteenth century, reveal aspects invisible to the actors themselves. Such neglected evidence can fill gaps and advance research, but the author also warns against trying to fill all the gaps with new evidence from newly discovered sources.
 
            Buddhist literature is found in two Middle Iranian languages from eastern Central Asia: Sogdian, which features translations from Chinese, and Khotanese, including both translations – mainly from Sanskrit – and original works. The Old Khotanese Book of Zambasta, a major Mahāyāna Buddhist poem likely to have been composed by the fifth century, survives only in part: one large manuscript of 212 folios and several fragments. Though at least one chapter is missing, overlooked small fragments suggest the text once filled the entire manuscript. Nicholas Sims-Williams reminds us that every piece of evidence is valuable, and fragments that are often neglected may contain the key to reconstructing written artefacts and their content.
 
           
          
            3 Quantity of evidence: Too little or too much
 
            Historians of ancient cultures could perhaps agree on one point: there is always too little evidence for the topic they are studying or the question they are trying to solve. This not only pertains to cases like the four extant Maya ‘codices’ that are the only survivors of a once flourishing book culture, but also to the foundations of ‘Western’ culture. New archaeological discoveries often force us to reconsider established opinions: Vindolanda and the Villa of Papyri have already been mentioned, to which the Oxyrhynchus papyri,18 the Dead Sea scrolls,19 the Cairo Genizah20 and the Uluburun shipwreck may be added.21 Beyond the Mediterranean, the birch-bark manuscripts from Gandhāra22 and the continuing discovery of ancient Chinese wooden and bamboo manuscripts are perhaps the best-known examples. In all cases, the new evidence not only unveils hitherto unknown aspects of ancient history, but at the same time makes even clearer how much we miss. This fact is sometimes overlooked by scholars who are naturally enthusiastic about the new materials. Yet another property of the new materials is sometimes overlooked too: they are distributed rather unevenly in time and space, and their growing number is not only a blessing, but also a handicap. Three chapters of the present volume address these issues.
 
            Administrative documentation from the Egyptian Old Kingdom is extremely in­­complete, primarily because perishable papyrus was used to record state activities. A few rare sets of papyri, notably from Abusir, Gebelein, Elephantine and, more recently, the port of Wadi el-Jarf, provide evidence of these activities, but they ­represent only a tiny fraction of the original archives. In a case study, Pierre Tallet introduces the discovery made at Wadi el-Jarf in 2013: the ‘great deposit’ containing logbooks and workers’ accounts relating to the construction of the Great Pyramid of Giza. These documents provide concrete data on the logistics of the Pharaonic state while highlighting the scale of the losses. For a single team and a single season, it is estimated that thousands of papyri were produced, of which only a few fragments remain today.
 
            In contrast, sites in the Near and Middle East have yielded a vast number of cuneiform inscriptions and manuscripts, totalling up to a million written artefacts over a period of more than three millennia. However, as Cécile Michel points out, these artefacts are unevenly distributed over time, space and social groups. The texts were produced in varied and often ephemeral contexts and have survived thanks to the durability of clay. They are the result of ancient and modern human selection, which is linked to archaeological or political choices. This selection, whether deliberate or accidental, distorts our historical understanding by emphasising certain events, sites or elites at the expense of others. While the gradual rediscovery of sites has corrected some of these distortions in historical reconstructions, Mesopotamian history remains fragmentary, marked by ‘dark ages’ and gaps. Therefore, it is essential to contextualise each discovery and be wary of the illusion of completeness that a large body of texts can create.
 
            Ancient Chinese manuscripts have been excavated from wells and tombs in ever-growing numbers since the 1970s. Much transmitted literature had been shaped by compilers and editors from the late first century BCE onward, thus the new sources dating back to earlier centuries have opened a window into the formative phase prior. In addition, legal manuscripts and large numbers of documents, writing exercises, contracts and other ephemeral writings have been unearthed. Michael Friedrich critically assesses the scholarship on these finds, cautioning against over-interpretation of the new evidence. The absolute number of documents found in the margins of the early empires is a tiny fraction of what must have been produced in late pre-imperial and early imperial chancelleries. Even more problems are posed by the manuscripts found in tombs, since it is often far from clear who had produced them and for what reason. Contrary to what is often assumed, not all of them may represent written artefacts used among the living.
 
           
          
            4 Quality of evidence: Fragmentary or contradictory
 
            As the subtitle of the present volume suggests, all sources are more or less fragmentary by nature. Even if a text or a document is completely preserved, it always belonged to a larger context, archaeologically and culturally. Written artefacts that have been looted, whether in the past or in modern times, have lost part of their information.23
 
            Archaeological and literary sources do not always match. They may complement each other, but also often contradict each other. In some disciplines, the transmitted literature is considered more trustworthy than the findings of archaeological campaigns. Yet in other fields, the situation is quite the reverse, and transmitted sources are interpreted according to pre-existing paradigms that were informed by archaeological data. Contrary to Assyriology and Egyptology, which originated in archaeological findings,24 disciplines rooted in indigenous scholarly traditions, such as those originating in China or the Latin West, traditionally tend to attach greater weight to transmitted literary sources than to epigraphical evidence or archaeological finds, for example administrative documents. Canonical texts such as the Bible and the Iliad are considered as the authoritative sources and studied by themselves. This is related not only to the difficulties of reading and interpreting non-edited sources per se, but also to the division of academic labour. The special skills necessary for epigraphy, sigillography, numismatics and other ‘auxiliary sciences’ are often delegated to the few specialists still left in universities, libraries and museums.
 
            Disciplinary boundaries can have a disastrous effect on historical reconstructions, if only some of the available sources are considered. When studying the Hellenistic world, for example, it is crucial to examine all epigraphic, papyrological, archaeological, numismatic and literary sources, as these often provide precise and complementary information about the territories conquered by Alexander the Great. This requires the cooperation of scholars who can read Akkadian cuneiform, Aramaic, Egyptian and Greek texts.25 In a similar vein, the suggestion – made on the basis of Greek papyri from Egypt – that Egyptian funeral practices changed with the arrival of the Romans and their beliefs has been shown to be premature. However, archaeological evidence and an analysis of funerary texts indicate that funerary practices remained closely aligned with the traditions of the pharaohs.26
 
            The first chapter in this section is devoted to the nature of Mycenaean society. Linear B tablets, mostly found at Knossos and Pylos and referred to as ‘archives’, provide administrative but not literary or political records, and scholars often extrapolate from them to construct political maps – despite their limitations and short-term use. This has led to problematic assumptions, such as mapping entire political entities from sparse evidence, even though overlapping palace centres suggest a more unified political structure. Additional evidence from Hittite texts referring to a ‘Great King’ of Ahhiyawa (possibly Achaea/Greece) implies broader Mycenaean political unity, contrary to current archaeological consensus. However, many scholars dismiss these texts due to a lack of corroborating archaeological evidence, rather than questioning whether the archaeological paradigm itself is flawed. Jorrit Kelder argues that disciplinary biases and unexamined assumptions have limited our understanding and calls for a more open, critical approach to the evidence.
 
            The Etruscans were the dominant power in central Italy during the first half of the first millennium BCE, benefiting from control of key metal resources and extensive trade with Greek and Phoenician civilisations, which helped them develop advanced urban centres that far surpassed contemporary Rome. Despite their significance, much about Etruscan history and culture remains unclear due to limited and problematic sources: classical authors offer biased accounts, while the Etruscan inscriptions, mostly funerary and hampered by the still poorly understood language, reveal little about political or historical contexts. Dominique Briquel shows that these two types of evidence rarely overlap, making it difficult to form a coherent picture of Etruscan civilisation. Although some correlations between Etruscan and classical sources offer glimpses of clarity, the overall understanding of the Etruscans remains fragmented and elusive, highlighting the challenges of reconstructing their past.
 
           
          
            5 In lieu of a conclusion
 
            Since it is impossible to present a complete or comprehensive assessment of all aspects of missing evidence in the study of all ancient cultures, the present volume closes with a chapter on India that presents a survey of different types of missing evidence for one ancient culture. Major religious traditions of Indian culture developed before the introduction of writing, which occurred most probably under the Mauryan emperor Aśoka in the third century BCE. For more than a millennium, orality had been the main medium for the composition and transmission of texts. Orality continued to play a major role, in particular in the religious traditions, and Indian mnemonics remain famous up to the present day. Oskar von Hinüber systematically presents the available sources and those we can only guess they have existed. Most ancient manuscripts have been lost; the same holds true for certain text types, such as administrative documents or royal annals. Transmitted sources point to the existence of archives, and the keeping of annals at royal courts is documented by circumstantial evidence. However, just as for other ancient cultures, there is still neglected evidence to be found in museums and libraries.
 
            The unique case of India, with its very well-preserved oral textual tradition, demonstrates that there is not only one cultural pattern ancient cultures follow. At the same time, it again cautions against drawing far-reaching conclusions necessarily influenced by our own cultural and historical setting.
 
            Acknowledgements: The editors are grateful to the participants of the workshop ‘Missing Evidence for Ancient Cultures’, conducted 20 to 21 October 2023 at the premises of the Centre for the Study of Manuscript Cultures (CSMC) of the University of Hamburg and supported by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG, German Research Foundation) under Germany’s Excellence Strategy – EXC 2176 ‘Understanding Written Artefacts: Material, Interaction and Transmission in Manuscript Cultures’, project no. 390893796. Seven of the contributions to this workshop have been included in the present volume, benefiting from the intense discussions during the workshop. Two other contributions broaden the range of written artefact cultures considered. We would like to thank the authors for their positive response to our request. We thank Kaja Harter-Uibopuu for providing literature relevant to the Greco-Roman world. Special thanks go to Caroline Macé, Michael Kohs, Philip Saunders and Kristen de Joseph for their support during the editing process.
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              Abstract
 
              As a literate civilisation, the ancient Maya produced countless books in the two millennia in which their writing system was in use. Whereas texts rendered on non-perishable materials often endure, only four such books (known as ‘codices’ in Mesoamerican studies) survive, all dating to the Late Postclassic period (twelfth to fifteenth centuries ce). This study explores the broader manuscript tradition of the now-lost books of the Classic period (300–800 ce), addressing the role of scribes, literacy and the integration of poetic and ritual speech into textual media. Drawing on epigraphic, archaeological and comparative evidence, we argue that ancient Maya books once covered a wide range of themes and subjects beyond the extant divinatory almanacs, including historical records, king lists, religious motifs, mythological narratives and lyrical language. By reassessing this evidence, we reconstruct aspects of the lost literary tradition of the ancient Maya.
 
            
 
             
              
                1 Introduction
 
                For the ancient Maya there is no greater lacuna than the absence of their books, the characteristic accordion-folded, bark-paper manuscripts or ‘codices’, as these are referred to in the Mesoamericanist literature.1 The ancient Maya civilisation was a literate society, a culture of books. Although we can be certain that the ancient Maya must have produced countless books and records on perishable media during the course of their history, sadly, only four have survived, all of which date to the final throes of this once great civilisation (Fig. 1).2 Although archaeological evidence for codices has been found from a selection of Classic-period (300–800 ce) tombs across the Maya lowlands, due to the environmental conditions of the humid tropics, these are usually found as small heaps of deteriorated material that are damaged beyond repair.3
 
                
                  [image: Images of the Grolier, Dresden, Madrid, and Paris Codices, ancient Maya manuscripts painted on bark-paper.]
                    Fig 1: The four surviving Maya codices (from left to right: Grolier, Dresden, Madrid and Paris Codices; after Kettunen and Helmke 2024, Fig. 12).

                 
                This is even more poignant when we recall that the Maya were a literate society that wielded one of the most visually stunning and graphically elaborate writing systems, which was in use for about two millennia, from at least the third century bce, until its obsolescence, in the wake of the Spanish conquest in the sixteenth century.4 However, owing to the climate of the humid tropics, the vast majority of texts are preserved on non-perishable materials, especially on carved stone monuments and inscribed, or better said, text-bearing artefacts. This raises innumerable questions. Prominent among these is the degree to which these four isolated books are representative of the genres, themes, and even the format and functions of ancient Maya books. This task is made all the more insipid, given that the four extant codices are all divinatory almanacs, which were used by ritual specialists for the prescription of proper rituals and the propitiation of supernatural entities.5
 
                In this regard, it bears remembering the Spanish accounts of the sixteenth century, such as those recorded by the Franciscan friar Diego de Landa,6 who in their zealous efforts to convert the local population, report on the ‘acts of faith’7 –wherein converts were forcibly made to cast any and all objects pertaining to the local ‘pagan’ religion into large ritual pyres. In one particularly distressing account, they record that it took three days to completely rid the town of Maní of books and religious statuary.8 This is even more remarkable when we consider that Maní was a relatively minor administrative seat and we are left to imagine the scale of the destruction, the loss of cultural knowledge and the sheer sum of books that were committed to the flames.9
 
                In this chapter, we will explore this great lacuna, the salient void that has been left by the absence of innumerable books. We know from indirect, secondary evidence that books were produced throughout the history of Maya civilisation, but we must pause to consider the impact of their absence on our understanding of ancient Maya literature and society. We begin by providing a contextual overview of Classic Maya society, highlighting the indispensable role of scribes within the royal courts and the monopoly of the ruling elite on writing and written records. We then delve into the role of epigraphy in the study of Maya texts, noting that codicology as a separate discipline evidently does not exist. The physical properties of Maya codices are then introduced, including the materials, production processes and stylistic features of Maya hieroglyphic writing.10 The authors then explore the varied functions of Maya books as historical annals and records of cultural knowledge (especially religious and mythological themes), arguing that their role extended far beyond ritual and divination, as attested in the few extant codices.
 
                The following section introduces the fortuitous survival of codical materials in ceramic ‘skeuomorphs’ produced at workshops tied to the royal capital of Calakmul (Mexico) and client states in the adjoining Mirador region (Guatemala).11 These codex-style ceramics bear evidence of ancient codical themes, including historical, religious and mythological themes that offer valuable insights into the lost content of Maya books. The penultimate section considers the integration of lyrical language and poetic features in Maya texts, exploring the preservation of poetic pairings and their role in formalised discourse. This exploration invites the readers to consider the interplay between written and oral traditions, the survival of poetic and ritual language, and the cultural significance of manuscript practices in ancient Maya society. Finally, the study concludes by reassessing what we have learned about ancient Maya books, emphasising the significance of integrating epigraphic, archaeological and comparative approaches to reconstructing the literary landscape of this sophisticated civilisation.
 
               
              
                2 Societal context
 
                Before we can properly consider the production, use and role of books among the ancient Maya, we must first provide a general societal overview, in order to better appreciate the literate social segment that produced and used books, while also considering the extent of literacy in that society.
 
                Much of the social complexity required meticulous administrative records, detailing everything from the management, collection, storage and redistribution of agricultural surpluses, to the collection of tribute from vassal city-states (Fig. 2a), as well as carrying out the innumerable tasks of the state, that were tallied and managed through written records.12 As such, it should come as no surprise that the proper functioning of the state relied in large measure on written records and the service of specialised scribes within palatial complexes, which were the administrative seats of power and governance of ancient Maya city-states (Fig. 2b).
 
                
                  [image: Two historical scenes painted on ancient Maya ceramics. The first shows vassals presenting items of tribute; the second an emissary with folded cloth, feathers and cacao beans as tribute.]
                    Fig. 2: Historical palatial scenes. a) The presentation of tribute to the seated monarch of Pusilha, with courtiers and vassals presenting wrapped bundles and stacks of folded lengths of white cloth, topped by spiny oyster shells (Spondylus sp.) (K8089). b) Historical palace scene dated to 691 ce showing the emissary of Yich’aak K’ahk’ – the monarch of Calakmul – kneeling before another lord, named Ch’ok Wayis. Note the tribute bundle of folded lengths of cloth, topped by quetzal feathers on the throne, and the bundle of cacao beans marked by 3 × 8000 below the throne. The caption in the vertical column to the right mentions ‘fourteen tribute’ in all. A scribe stands behind, apparently readying his writing implement by tipping it to a lit torch (K5453) (these and all roll-out photographs by Justin Kerr, reproduced with permission of the Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection).

                 
                Given that the ancient Maya were organised as autonomous city-states of varying sizes,13 distributed across a broad swathe of the tropical lowlands, the functions of the state were concentrated within the confines of the royal palaces established at the capital of a given realm. Architecturally, it is clear that there was no separation between the palace as the place of residence, audience and pageantry of the monarch and his or her extended family and the bureaucracy, as the apparatus of the state.14 These were wholly integrated, with the divide between courtiers, entertainers, government functionaries, administrators and bureaucrats blurred. In this, there was an ambiguous uneasiness between the administrative functions of the court and the implementation of courtly decrees across the landscape, from the capital, down to regional centres, and all the way to smaller villages and hamlets. Thus, it may appear that each city-state was highly centralised, but the court at the capital was, in essence, nothing more than the extended household of the monarch, with all the associated functions that the management of the state required. These observations are made to temper the sometimes exaggerated assertions of centralisation that are made for ancient Maya socio-political structure.15
 
                Although, at the same time, we can recognise that power appears to have overtly rested in the hands of the monarch, with the state bureaucracy operating within any given palace being relatively compact, these did vary from state to state and reflected the demands imposed by the size and complexity of a given polity. This complexity was the product of varying territorial extents (if a city-state was territorially gregarious or not), the degree to which it was a hub for tribute collection (as a hegemonic state exerting power over other client city-states) and whether a polity forcibly inserted itself into other dynastic matters of other royal houses, via marriage alliances and hosting princes, from such issues in special palatial compounds.16 Despite this variation, much of the state could be run with a relatively compact apparatus of courtiers, functionaries and bureaucrats, as is apparent from the architectural setting evident in the archaeological record. Although the written sources available for the Classic period do reveal many of the courtly titles, these are likewise comparatively few17 when held up against other early civilisations the world around.18
 
                Having thus set the stage, we can also ask ourselves what the role and place of books was in ancient Maya society generally. Was writing exclusively for the functioning of the state, or did written records span a much wider gamut? Relatedly, we can consider the question of literacy and the role and place of writing in ancient Maya society at large. These two central questions have a bearing on our exploration of ancient Maya books and are thereby worth considering outright. For one, literacy, was ostensibly restricted to the highest social segments and appeared preferentially within courtly contexts. That being said, we may surmise that literacy existed to varying degrees of proficiency, with some social segments fully versed in both the production and consumption of writing, whereas others had a more limited mastery that can be subsumed under passive literacy. Remembering the observations made above of palaces as the household of the monarch and his or her family, we can likewise see that many of the specialised offices related to writing and the production thereof were maintained within the extended family of the monarch. Thus, when the texts reveal the titles of the few named scribes that we do have, these are often styled with regal titulary.19 In much the same way, when sculptures are signed, the signatures often include royal titles as well.20 In an Old World context, such menial tasks as scribal and sculptural offices could be relegated to the most adept individuals, drawn from the society at large.21 In a New World context, however, the production and consumption of sumptuary goods, as well as regalia and objects of prestige, were deliberately kept within the family, so to speak. This is illustrated, for instance, in the production of royal ceramics, elite textiles and jewellery, which all seem to have been crafts maintained at workshops attached to the court, under the patronage of exalted members of the court and royal family.22 This circumscription was implemented to maintain specialised knowledge within the confines of the court and to firmly control the means of production. As such, sumptuary laws not only controlled the use of certain objects and textiles (perhaps even extending to patterns, motifs and colours), but these also controlled the knowledge of their production.23
 
                The same was true of writing. Writing was limited to the court, both in terms of production and consumption. Outside of the court, viable texts written by accomplished scribes are few. This is made patently clear when we consider intra-site distributions of text-bearing objects, with the vast majority of all texts found within a small radius from the royal palace, and distributions greatly dropping off beyond this threshold. The limited number of inscribed objects found outside of the royal court may reflect the residences of high elites, or objects obtained via ad hoc, trickle-down societal processes, wherein these were gifted to affirm bonds between individual members of society for fealty and outstanding services rendered.24 This seems especially clear as there is no evidence to suggest that these texts were produced locally, outside of workshops attached to the royal court. Of course, this picture also varied from city-state to city-state as each managed the internal structure of its realm differently, based on environmental, societal and historical circumstances; indeed, some exhibit a wider range of dispersal of inscribed objects outside of the monumental epicentres into surrounding homesteads. Nonetheless, by and large, writing was a prerogative of the highest echelons of society, and, we would argue, the reserve of royal families and their court. Regional centres within the realm controlled by the capital, where more distant family members may have been stationed as governors, likewise brought with them and fostered the knowledge of writing and the ability to read – in clear emulation of the behaviours and courtly customs of the capital. For small-to-average sites, such as those of the Belize Valley, we can estimate that as little as 3 % of the population of a site resided within the royal court,25 whereas at larger sites, such as Calakmul, which is known for its extensive palatial complexes – many reserved as residences for foreign dignitaries and noble youths (including princely hostages) from client states from far afield,26 – we can estimate that a little under 5 % lived within palatial settings.27 Based on these parameters, we can attempt to estimate the degree of literacy among the ancient Maya – using population estimates for royal courts as a proxy – and suggest that the rate of literacy ranged between 3 and 5 % of any given city-state – bearing in mind that this figure includes the scribes themselves, all courtiers, government officials and bureaucrats as well as the extended royal family. To temper these observations, we should again emphasise that we are here focusing on identifying the social segments that actively produced and consumed written texts, with a commensurate material imprint on the archaeological record. As to passive literacy within social groups not directly associated with elite scribal culture, this necessarily remains an open question in the absence of material correlates in the archaeological record.
 
               
              
                3 Maya epigraphy
 
                Given that there are only four extant Maya codices, it should come as little surprise that there is no dedicated and separate field of codicology. Thus, whereas some scholars have devoted significant parts of their careers to the study of ancient Maya codices,28 unlike their homologues working on Old World materials, there is no scholastic distinction between the study of codices, monuments, or inscribed objects, which all fall under the broader purview of epigraphy. But again, to ­reiterate, this is a product of sampling and preservation, not because ancient Maya civilisation was a society devoid of books. This is highly comparable to the case of ninth- to fifteenth-century Khmer epigraphy, where the study of texts is similarly dedicated to inscribed monuments, although ethno-historical sources point to the existence of written records on perishable materials.29
 
                Unlike Old World scholarship, wherein relatively clear distinctions are drawn between epigraphy, philology, palaeography, codicology and papyrology, the study of ancient Maya writing broadly crosscuts such distinctions. Thereby, all written records produced by the ancient Maya fall within the ambit of epigraphy, irrespective of whether the original text was inscribed on a monument, carved in jadeite jewellery, or painted on a vase, codex or cave wall. This means that all textual records are analysed by epigraphers, ranging from formal texts on monuments to even the most ephemeral graffiti etched into the walls of palaces and temples.30 Furthermore, whereas philology is traditionally understood as the study of ancient texts from a linguistic stance, the term is hardly ever used in a New World context, as these types of studies are likewise ascribed to epigraphers. The epigrapher working with ancient Maya texts is, thus, expected to be able to read all texts, producing transliterations, transcriptions and varying degrees of translations ranging from the literal to the fluid – all the while also managing the task of deciphering unknown signs, mastering the intricate calendrical systems, as well as producing historic and linguistic analyses of the textual materials. The bulk of epigraphic work in the 1980s and 1990s was focused on the phonetic decipherment,31 but, by the turn of the millennium, with greater appreciation of the grammatical and dialectal nuances, linguistically trained epigraphers promoted a more informed understanding of the texts,32 paving the way to a philological approach to ancient Maya texts. At around the same time, palaeography also appeared as an adjunct to epigraphy, focusing on the evolution of signs, examining graphic variation to provide chronological and provenance attributions.33 This branch of Maya epigraphy is now well-integrated and will continue to mature over the coming decades.
 
               
              
                4 Maya codices
 
                Codices, as ancient folding books were known in Mesoamerica (Fig. 3), are made primarily of the inner bark of the amate or wild fig tree.34 Long strips were made from this bark, and the surface finished with a thin layer of fine limestone gesso to produce a surface that is readied to receive writing. The Maya word for this fig tree and the resulting bark-paper was hu’un, and, by extension, this was also the ancient Maya word for codices.35 In Maya writing, the logogram for HU’UN, is a lateral side view of a codex on its side, with the folded sheets of paper, sandwiched between two segments of jaguar hide (Fig. 4a). From this glyph, and representations of codices in the iconography, we know that ancient Maya books had jaguar skin as exterior book covers, marking these as prized regal objects.36
 
                
                  [image: An ancient Maya codex showing its accordion folds, with painted images and text in red and black containing lunar information.]
                    Fig. 3: Accordion-folded Maya codex. Here showing an excerpt of the lunar pages of the Dresden Codex (photograph by Christophe Helmke).

                 
                The prime writing implement in Mesoamerica was the paintbrush, and interestingly enough, Mesoamerican languages do not distinguish between ‘writing’ and ‘painting’, since these are subsumed under the same verb.37 In the case of the Maya, the verb is tz’ib, which is variously translated as either ‘to write’ or ‘to paint’ but is better understood as anything that is produced with a paintbrush (Fig. 4b).38 The nominalised form tz’ihb can thereby be translated as ‘writing’ in the narrow sense, but should undoubtedly also be understood to encompass ‘art’ in the broadest sense. Thus, whereas we maintain a staunch division between writing and art in the broadest sense in the Old World, these were left undistinguished in Meso­america, which also means that those responsible for the scribal arts were inherently also those who were responsible for art in general. This goes a long way to explaining why Maya writing is so visually intricate and stunning, as these were produced by accomplished artistic calligraphers. Likewise, what are now acknow­ledged as some of the greatest Maya masterpieces were produced by individuals who we might refer to as ‘scribes’.
 
                
                  [image: Various Maya glyphs such as the word for ‘book’, ‘to write’, ‘sign/character’, and an ‘inscribed leaf’. Also shown are two Maya shell inkwells with designs and remnant colors.]
                    Fig. 4: Maya glyphs related to writing and books: a) hu’un (‘codex/book’), b) tz’ib (‘to write/paint’), c) wo’oj (‘sign/character’), and d) a’n (‘inscribed leaf’) (drawings by Christophe Helmke). Inkwells made of e) shell from Cahal Pech (photograph by Jaime Awe, courtesy of the Belize Valley Archaeological Reconnaissance project), and f) ceramic skeuomorph of a marine shell, from Tikal (photograph by Justin Kerr, K6580).

                 
                The dominant inks for painting in codices were black (for glyphs) and red (for emphasis, chapter headings and certain calendrical signs), and, to lesser degrees, yellow, green, grey, white and blue, the latter mostly used for embellishing fields in the iconography. These were made predominantly from minerals, with black produced from vegetal carbon, especially soot of a particular type of wood39 known in Mayan languages as sibik-te’, literally ‘ink-tree’.40 Red was preferentially produced from ferric oxides, whereas the other pigments were derived from other sources, the characteristic Maya blue from a particular clay known as palygorskite.41 Scribes preferentially used halved marine conch shells as inkwells (Fig. 5b),42 and these have been recovered from various archaeological contexts across the Maya area. One particularly illustrative example was found in a tomb at the site of Cahal Pech, in Belize,43 wherein the four halved spirals each still contained the original pigments, with the size gradations reflecting the typical incidence of colours in the codices, ranging from black to blue (most-to-least) (Fig. 4e).
 
                
                  [image: Four scenes on Maya painted pottery showing howler monkey scribes, a scribe writing, a scribe with writing materials, and a scribal school in progress.]
                    Fig. 5: Scribes in Maya iconography: a) paired howler monkey scribes, as patrons of scribes (K1225); b) scribe bracing a shell inkwell, while writing in an open codex (K1885); c) scribe with annotated leaves tucked under his arm (K1523); d) teaching scene (K1196).

                 
                In preparing a codex, these were first folded into even-sized pages, which on average were twice as tall as they were wide (c. 10.0–12.7 cm wide × 20.5–23.2 cm high), although some variation occurs (Table 1).44 The length of a codex varied greatly, with the Grolier codex exhibiting just eleven pages (total length 1.25 m), whereas the Madrid Codex had fifty-six folds (for 112 pages in all; length: 6.83 m), with both sides of a codex being painted.45 Faint grids were finely traced onto the pages to prepare these to receive text as well as to delineate small figurative vignettes that were accom­panied by glyphic captions. These grids were painted in diluted red ink, and for larger glyphic compositions, we see traces of such guidelines applied before a text was painted into the delineated field. In codices, such subdivisions are known as t’ol or ‘row, column, book section’.46 Individual glyphs were variously known as wo’oj or wojil, ‘sign, character’ in Classic Mayan, which remain of unclear etymology ­(Fig. 4c).47
 
                
                  
                    Table 1:The physical characteristics of the four Maya codices. The page measurements are averages, whereas lengths are maxima.

                  

                             
                        	 
                        	page height 
                        	page width 
                        	total length 
                        	paginated folds 
                        	total pages 
   
                        	Dresden Codex 
                        	20.5 cm 
                        	10.0 cm 
                        	3.56 m 
                        	39 
                        	78 
  
                        	Madrid Codex 
                        	23.2 cm 
                        	12.2 cm 
                        	6.83 m 
                        	56 
                        	112 
  
                        	Paris Codex 
                        	23.5 cm 
                        	12.7 cm 
                        	1.45 m 
                        	11 
                        	24 
  
                        	Grolier Codex 
                        	> 18.0 cm 
                        	12.5 cm 
                        	1.38 m 
                        	11 
                        	11 
 
                  

                
 
                The sections of a codex were folded and divided to accommodate various types of information, although oddly, all four surviving codices clearly functioned as ritual almanacs. This raises the question as to whether all Maya codices were restricted to this function and genre, although this seems highly unlikely, given the diversity of functions and themes found in other Mesoamerican codices. Instead, we surmise that this may be the product of sampling and survivorship bias. The four extant Maya codices are the Dresden Codex, the Madrid Codex, the Paris Codex and the Grolier Codex48 – each named after the city in which these are curated today.
 
                The Dresden Codex is one of the most important and oldest of the Precolumbian Maya manuscripts. It contains ritual and divination sections with auguries of deities linked to the 260-day ritual calendar (Tzolk’in). It also has complex astronomical tables, many relating to the synodic cycle of Venus that are sometimes labelled using Nahuatl loanwords.49 The codex also provides tabulations of other astronomical phenomena, such as the prediction of solar and lunar eclipses. Omens related to rain – a major preoccupation of the ancient Maya – figure prominently into the Dresden Codex. Specific food items offered to Cháak, the Maya deity of thunder and rain, are featured in the codex.
 
                The Paris Codex contains augural and ritual texts; a type of zodiac with astronomical signs, such as a scorpion; notions of the ending of 20-year cycles (known as a k’atun) and which gods and prophecies were associated with each of those time periods; almanacs; as well as celebrations of specific year-bearer deities.50
 
                The Madrid Codex, the longest of the Maya codices, was written by multiple scribes.51 It contains a wealth of information on Maya agricultural rituals and their associated deities; almanacs using the 260-day divinatory calendar; the prognostication of coming calamities and natural disasters; New Year tables with detailed descriptions of accompanying ceremonies; depictions of sacrificial rituals; and unique portions on deer hunting and apiculture.52
 
                The Grolier Codex, discovered in a cave in Chiapas, Mexico, in the 1960s, has only recently come to be accepted as authentic.53 Consisting of only eleven, highly damaged pages, it was probably once longer. It differs in some ways from the other surviving Maya codices in that there are no verbs expressed in the text, perhaps suggesting a narrower and simpler function. Additionally, the Grolier Codex shows a hybrid style of Maya and central Mexican iconography. It contains images of ten well-known Maya deities, such as K’awiil and the Death god. Similar to the Dresden Codex, it also describes the 584-day periods within the 104-year cycle of Venus.54
 
               
              
                5 Scribes and writing
 
                Codices served a multiplicity of functions in ancient Maya society. They were not merely repositories of written knowledge, but also acted as educational tools for training scribes, ritual specialists and nobility in the complexities of writing and ritual practice, as well as serving as reference manuals, such as almanacs. Appreciation for the use of codices in Classic Maya culture and the importance of scribes stems from the significant contributions made by Michael Coe, starting with his publication The Maya Scribe and His World55 and, most recently, The Art of the Maya Scribe.56
 
                From the sources available, especially depictions in the iconography and glyphic texts, we know that scribes occupied a respected position within ancient Maya society. They were highly trained individuals responsible for collecting, recording and preserving governmental documents and compiling the extensive calendrical and ritual lore.57 Scribes also counselled royalty owing to their ability to read the historical sources, advised on tribute and economic matters, and were well-versed on esoteric knowledge and the reading of sacred texts. In one depiction, two scribes are shown reading from their individual codices,58 mimicking the activities of the supernatural patrons of scribal arts.59
 
                The functions of the scribes extended beyond mere writing; their super­natural patrons were the paired howler monkey scribes, who were patrons of the arts, drawn from mythological accounts (Fig. 5a), and many scenes are known to represent these mythological patrons in the act of inscribing books and fashioning masks. Folded codices sometimes appear in such mythological settings with a number of Maya deities who were closely associated with writing. For example, the aged, supreme celestial deity, known variously as Itzam or Itzam Kokaaj (God D),60 was considered to be the god of wisdom, learning and writing.61 As such, in one scene where a celestial lord appears, scribes are shown recording his words onto a codex.62 Even the Maize god is shown in the act of writing.63 In addition, the mythical howler monkey scribes are often depicted as writing in codical books.64 In another mythological scene, a rabbit has infiltrated the court of the supreme lord of the underworld, and poses as a scribe, before stealing his clothes and regalia, in an act of defiance and humiliation.65
 
                Scribal contributions were crucial for maintaining the continuity of Maya traditions and governance, reflecting their critical role in the societal framework of ancient Maya civilisation. Scribes also had a key function in the transmission of knowledge, and served as teachers for apprentices, teaching them everything from writing to mathematics, as is beautifully illustrated on a Late Classic vase from the Calakmul region of Mexico (Fig. 5d). There are two scenes on this vase, one wherein an elder, wizened scribe instructs younger acolytes, enumerating a series of numerals in what is, in essence, spoken speech, as indicated from the wispy line that is emitted from his mouth and connects with the numerals above. In the other scene, the scribe is teaching his apprentices how to write, and he is shown saying cho’ko’n tat bihiil, or ‘let’s erase the thick line’.66
 
                At the site of Ek Balam in the Yucatan peninsula of Mexico, epigraphic evidence reveals that one prominent structure in the palace was known as the Sak Xok Naah, literally the ‘white reading house’.67 Indeed, its highly embellished façade was produced in gleaming white stucco, in keeping with its ancient name. Accordingly, we conclude that this may have been a place of reading, perhaps a place where scribes worked and taught their apprentices, as in the scene mentioned above. If so, this provides us some evidence for the architectural features and layout with which we can begin to identify similar structures with comparable functions at other sites. Fascinatingly, references to such xok naah are also known from two other sites in the northern lowlands, namely, at Kabah and El Resbalón.68 Whereas the reference at Ek Balam can be dated to the eighth century, that at El Resbalón dates to some two centuries earlier. Rather than scribal schools per se, the xok naah may, instead, have been institutions devoted to the study of texts. This wider attestation at sites in the Yucatan peninsula suggests a long-lasting institutionalised practice that merits further scrutiny.
 
                Several examples are also known from the imagery that depict scribes with impressive bunches of leaves, tucked under their one arm, as they frantically write away in codices (Fig. 5c). A closer look at these leaves reveals that these have been inscribed with small numerals, suggesting that these were used for quick tallies and notes, which could be discarded once the computations had been formally transcribed into the codices. This gives us an insight into the value that was placed on formal codices and the rarity of bark-paper, with transient annotations made on easily procured and disposable materials, preferentially elongated leaves. The glyph for these leaves is also found in the writing system, where it has the value A’N, presumably an acrophonic truncation of the anaayte’ plant (Fig. 4d).69 Not surprisingly, given the humid tropical environment, no such inscribed leaves have ever been recovered archaeologically.70
 
                Finally, besides jaguar-hide covers that protected the codices, we know that each codex was also stored individually in custom-made wooden boxes with matching lids. This is made evident by the archaeological discovery of three such boxes in the Maya lowlands, notably, two from the western lowlands (Chiapas and Tabasco) in Mexico and one from the cave of Polbilche in Belize (Fig. 6). We suspect that all three owe their miraculous preservation to their deposition in dry caves. That these were the containers for now-lost codices is given away by their size, with their internal dimensions corresponding precisely to the metrics and physical properties of known codices (Table 1).71 Likewise, one was reported to contain traces of slaked lime, quite possibly the gesso from deteriorated pages of a book.72 Wooden chests are still used even today among the K’iche’ Maya to store sacred items and important documents.73 Whereas the Polbilche box was plain, the two others from Mexico were embellished with fine glyphic texts. The better-preserved of the two originally belonged to Ajk’ax Bahlam, a courtier of the king of Tortuguero in the late seventh century (Fig. 6a).74 The second, more fragmentary wooden box, found in a cave near Alvaro Obregón in eastern Tabasco, makes reference to a powerful early sixth-century overlord, and ends with the exalted title kalo’mte’ ‘overlord, emperor’ – which may be part of the titular string of the original owner (Fig. 6b).75 What is significant about these finds is that we can thereby identify representations of such wooden boxes in the iconography as containers for codices. We can likewise begin to imagine what ancient Maya palatial libraries must have looked like, with boxes upon boxes of codices stacked one atop the other, the decorated containers helping to distinguish one important book from another. The use of such boxes was undoubtedly to help protect the codices from the humid environment as well as from insects and bookworms.76
 
                
                  [image: Schematic drawings of Maya wooden boxes showing their size and shape that held Maya codices from sites in Mexico and Belize.]
                    Fig. 6: The wooden boxes that served as containers for folded books, or codices, from a) Tortuguero, Mexico; b) Alvaro Obregón, Mexico; c) Actun Polbilche, Belize (schematic diagram by Christophe Helmke).

                 
                Due to these wet and humid conditions in Mesoamerica, anything made of paper is highly unlikely to have survived from the Classic period. There is, however, clear evidence of bark-paper production and use in Mesoamerican history dating back at least to the Middle Preclassic period.77 The creation and manipulation of paper from the bark of the fig tree in elite and non-elite contexts is attested archaeologically in the form of bark beaters.78 These hand-held stone tools were used to pound bark into paper. Bark beaters have been found throughout the Maya region, and these were undoubtedly wielded to produce the paper that was used in the production of codices.79 For example, in conjunction with shells possibly used as ink pots,80 a bark beater was discovered at the site of Aguateca in Structure M8-10, dubbed ‘the House of the Scribe’.81 Bark beaters sometimes appear in burials together with a flat-faceted limestone tool, which was probably used for smoothing and burnishing the gesso on codices.82 However, paper was also used for fashioning garments and headdresses for special occasions, and many bark beaters found in residential contexts may well have been used to prepare paper for these types of vestments. As such, the discovery of bark beaters in archaeological contexts does not necessarily equate with the production of books, merely the production of paper with a variety of cultural applications. Bark beaters, thus, remain poor indicators of codical production locales, especially as these are widely distributed across sites and social segments.
 
               
              
                6 What we know and what we do not know
 
                What we know of the ancient Maya is based on various lines of evidence, primarily from archaeology and supplemented by ethnographic and ethno-historic sources regarding cultural practices, ideologies and cultural behaviours. In this, the careful application of the so-called direct historical approach plays a significant part in the interpretation of material evidence from the archaeological record.83 A true revolution occurred in our understanding of the ancient Maya with the advent of the phonetic decipherment of Maya writing. Starting in 1952 with the publication by Yuri Knorosov84 and, implementing the methods proposed by this foundational study, by scholars in North America and Europe between the 1980s and 1990s, we have been able to reveal a wealth of knowledge that was previously inaccessible, and in the very words of the ancient Maya themselves. The glyphic texts preserve the names and deeds of ruling monarchs, complex histories and inter-dynastic relations, in addition to shedding light on social structure, political organisation, mythology, religion and its pantheon and rituals. With these great strides, the ancient Maya were essentially transformed from a prehistoric society to a historical civilisation in a matter of a few decades. This is not stated to dwell on Eurocentric conceptions of ancient societies but rather to emphasise the impact that the phonetic decipherment has had on our collective understanding of the ancient Maya. And, despite the uneasy decades wherein epigraphic contributions were regarded with great scepticism on the part of the archaeological community,85 we can look back and appreciate that this was a transitional period, wherein Mayanist studies progressively matured into the discipline it is today. The great degree of cross-fertilisation between the historical and archaeological evidence has now borne fruit and guides not only collaborative research projects, but also fleshes out our understanding of the ancient Maya.
 
                However, despite such promise, we should remember the sources that we have at hand. Given that the Maya were a civilisation that developed, thrived and collapsed in the humid tropics, the written testimonies that we have at hand are predominantly the non-perishable sources. This means that vast bulk of written evidence is that preserved on carved stone monuments and inscribed artefacts. Even the number of texts remains open to discussion, with estimates ranging between 5,000 and 10,000,86 collectively grouping all individual texts together into a global corpus for the whole Maya area. Whatever the precise figure, we can see that the corpus of Maya texts is relatively small when compared to written sources available for other civilisations in the Old World. That being said, there is no question that the largest textual corpus in Mesoamerica – and the New World – is that of the Maya, which is also why this was the first writing system of the Western Hemisphere to succumb to phonetic decipherment. At this juncture, it bears remembering that Mesoamerica, much like the other hearths of literacy in the Old World (which include the Near East, the Indus Valley and China), was an area wherein a wide range of writing systems were developed. Although little known, Mesoamerica boasts a dozen distinct writing systems, that range chronologically from that of the Olmec, Zapotec, Maya, Isthmian, Teotihuacan, Ñuiñe, Epiclassic, Cotzumalhuapa, Gulf Coast and Aztec to that of the Mixtec.87
 
                So, what types of texts do we have and what is their distribution according to material? By far the largest proportion of texts are those preserved on stone monuments, followed by texts on artefacts,88 with the four extant Maya codices representing a very small fraction of the textual corpus. This disproportionate preservation means that the content of texts and the knowledge that we have avail­able is highly skewed towards the more formal and highly redacted texts that were deemed suitable for community consumption on public monuments. This is partly counterbalanced by texts of artefacts, but by far the largest proportion records dedicatory texts89 and nametags.90 The artefacts were used primarily within more private settings, and few people would have been privy to seeing or reading these texts. These writings are, thus, of a vastly different nature in terms of thematic content and even, to a degree, in terms of idiosyncratic calligraphy and other divergences from the more formal style of glyphs on public monuments. Yet, these two categories of text do not come close to really conveying what the original totality of Maya literature ever recorded.
 
                To this we can add the four extant codices, and these together are of an entirely different genre. As we have seen, these served as almanacs used by ritual specialists. Whereas the temporal distance between these four codices and the texts of the Classic period may partly account for the great difference in terms of contents and genre, we would argue that it is sheer coincidence that the four extant codices are all ritual almanacs.91 This, however, raises the question of where all the economic, tribute and taxation records are. Where are all the historical annals? Where are the poems, hymns, epics, and where are all the love letters? To be perfectly frank, we have none of these for the Maya civilisation. But, as we will see, we do have some indirect and secondary evidence of their existence.
 
               
              
                7 Codical skeuomorphs: Codex-style ceramics and their themes
 
                Part of the evidence comes from ceramics, particularly a type of ceramic produced in the Late Classic, probably between 600 and 700 ce, at a series of closely related workshops operating at the great capital of Calakmul and affiliated sites in the region (Fig. 7).92 These ceramics are technically designated as Zacatal Cream-polychrome in the type: variety system devised for ceramic classifications and typ­ologies of Maya ceramics, but are more commonly known among researchers as ‘codex-style’ ceramics. The name was first coined by Coe93 because of the formal characteristics of these ceramics. These were produced with a light cream slip, which approximates the colour of the gesso applied to the codices, and are written in a distinct calligraphic style, usually in dark brown or black ink, in clear evocation of the style of codices. The base and rim of these ceramics are usually decorated with a bright red line, which again mimics the types of dividing lines that we see in the codices. In the codices, such lines serve to delineate distinct fields and the cartouches of day signs of the ritual 260-day calendar are typically rendered with red ink – a feature commonly shared between codices and the eponymous ceramics. The use of red for these calendrical signs is motivated by the symbolic associations of the cartouche, which has to do with blood. As the syntax of written Maya language requires that the temporal indications are provided at the onset of a sentence, these red day signs also essentially serve as chapter headings, in much the same way as in other scriptural traditions the world over.94
 
                
                  [image: A map showing areas in modern Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, and Honduras with archaeological sites marked that are mentioned in the text.]
                    Fig. 7: Map of the Maya area, showing the main archaeological sites mentioned in the text. The production sphere of codex-style vessels is indicated (after Aguilar-Moreno and Helmke, in press, Fig. 3).

                 
                It has long been recognised that these codex-style ceramics bear a resemblance to codices, but scholars have not pursued this resemblance further. We would argue that these are simulacra of excerpts from codices, rendered skeuomorphically on non-perishable objects.95 Part of the evidence comes from the recently discovered Komkom Vase – that we return to below – which shows excerpts of a historical annal.96 Given this evidence, we have returned to the codex-style vases and found mounting palaeographic evidence that these, indeed, render copies of ancient codices. This is made abundantly clear through textual critical analyses of vases that render king lists, which reveal duplications, in minute details (e.g. sign choice, combination and orientations), of the original codical text, or archetype.97 Based on this evidence, we finally have the opportunity to review the corpus of codex-style vases with fresh eyes, thereby gaining a better understanding of the themes and content recorded in now-perished codices.
 
                A survey of this assemblage reveals more than 550 vessels, that are collectively housed in museums and private collections, with a growing sample coming to light from controlled archaeological excavations.98 As the forms range from cylinder vases, to bowls and larger serving vessels for food, we can understand the social context in which these objects were used: as part of feasts within royal palaces that drew together the monarch, his family, courtiers, retainers and allies from client city-states. These vessels thereby served as prompts for conversation at formal feasts, where food was eaten and drink imbibed, reifying social bonds and political alliances. So much so, that some of these vessels were gifted to distinguished guests, who proudly used and displayed these at commensurate feasts within their own palaces upon their return to their own courts. This, in part, explains the distribution of highly decorated ceramics outside the royal palaces within which these were used. Thus, codex-style ceramics have been recovered archaeologically at few sites outside of the greater Calakmul realm, with key specimens found at Uaxactun, El Zotz, Dos Pilas and Buenavista del Cayo, located some 110 to 120 km to the south of Calakmul99 (Fig. 7). This clarifies the social context of these ceramics and undoubtedly influenced the choice of topics copied from codices onto their surfaces.
 
                A review of the texts and iconography of these ceramics reveals that these codex-style vessels can be divided broadly into two categories: historical themes and supernatural ones. The division between these two is highly skewed as the supernatural themes account for as much as 88 % of the assemblage of complete vessels, leaving those with historical themes in the minority.
 
                
                  6.1 Historical vessels
 
                  The historical vessels (N = 29) can be divided into three major types, ranging from simple nametags (naming the original owner of a given vessel; 48.3 %),100 king lists (providing a record of successive royal accessions; 41.4 %),101 with the remainder providing a selection of historical scenes (10.3 %). The king lists provide a sequential list of rulers of the Kanu’l royal house established at Calakmul (from the seventh century ce), and focus specifically on records of royal accessions, the regnal names of the monarchs and their titles (Fig. 8a), wherein later kings sought to establish legitimacy, continuity and dynastic authority.102 The historical scenes stand out on account of their paucity, and include a court scene, a ballgame and – as we have seen – a depiction of a scribal school, showing elder scribes teaching acolytes writing and mathematics (Fig. 5c).
 
                  The more recently discovered Komkom Vase, although not strictly speaking a codex-style vase since it was not produced in a workshop tied to the state capital of Calakmul, was found in excavations at the archaeological site of Baking Pot in central Belize (Fig. 8b). This vase was undoubtedly produced at a nearby site, quite possibly at a workshop tied to the regional capital of Naranjo or a client site in the vicinity. The vase is remarkable for the length of the text that embellishes its exterior (it is, in fact, the longest glyphic text ever recorded on a ceramic vessel), its late date of production (an associated calendrical notation provides the date of 812 ce) and its textual theme. The text was evidently a copy of a historical annal, excerpts of which were rendered on the vase, which was once the proud possession of the king of the site of Komkom. The historical text is completely unprecedented and unique, and we have no other comparable text in the corpus of Maya writing. It recounts, in astounding detail, a fast-paced narrative of the wars embroiling the Komkom with their neighbours, starting on 19 February and ending on 3 September 799 ce. The amount of detail, numerous agents and toponyms provided in this account is completely unparalleled with other accounts of wars, such as the more formal, succinct and highly redacted accounts that are commonplace on public monuments.103 Yet here, on the Komkom Vase, we see a rawer and unedited account, which provides us with the first glimpse of an actual historical annal. Since only excerpts are provided on the vase, we also have one of the first clear examples of a florilegium104 or even a collectaneum105 for the ancient Maya. However, what is now beyond doubt is that one of the main themes of codices in the Classic period were historical annals, which served as the basis for the compositions that were produced for public monuments, as is made clear in the case of the Komkom Vase, since many of the same historical events are also referred to on Stela 12 at the site of Naranjo, dedicated in 800 ce. However, unlike the Komkom Vase, which tracks the wars from the vantage of the monarchs of Komkom, the prose of the Naranjo stela is a thoroughly redacted and intricately structured composition and goes on to credit all major victories to the monarch of that site.106
 
                  
                    [image: A Maya vase fully covered by hieroglyphic writing. The text contains historical information about the wars that site of Komkom waged in 799 CE.]
                      Fig. 8: Historical themes: a) King list (K6751); b) Excerpts of a historical annal (Komkom Vase, Baking Pot; drawing by Christophe Helmke, courtesy of the Belize Valley Archaeological Reconnaissance project).

                   
                 
                
                  6.2 Pantheon
 
                  The vast bulk of codex-style vases, however, depict scenes that relate to the supernatural (N = 204). These can be divided thematically into three major types. The first group involves scenes representing key episodes in mythological narratives (N = 86); the second depicts various deities outside of explicit narratives (N = 83), and, as such, are deemed to convey themes pertaining to the pantheon in broadest terms; and finally, the third represents groupings of spirit companions (N = 35). These demonic spirit companions were anciently known as wahy107 and appear to be monstrous personifications of ailments that were specifically tied to distinct royal houses (Fig. 9).108
 
                  
                    [image: Maya codex-style vase showing wahy creatures, which are personified illnesses in Maya beliefs.]
                      Fig. 9: Flocks of wahy or personified ailments on codex-style vases, a) K0531, b) K1181, c) K0771.

                   
                  There is, of course, a degree of overlap between the scenes of mythology and pantheon, especially as these both represent supernatural entities and deities. Yet, in the former, these are specifically agents in narratives, whereas in the latter, they are represented more statically, outside of discernible narrative sequences. As part of the vases depicting the pantheon, we can discern the following deities: God D (the supreme celestial deity), God L (the supreme deity of the underworld), K’awiil (God K, the personification of lightning), various aspects of Chaahk (God B, the personification of thunder and by extension rain), as well as the Moon goddess and the Maize god.109 In addition, a series of lesser deities are also presented, including the patron of deer and wildlife (Huk Siip), the simian patrons of the scribal arts, the personification of the nocturnal aspect of the sun (Chuwaaj), the young deity known as Chante’ Ajaw, the messenger deity known as Sibikte’, and the culture heroes Juun Ajaw and Yax Bahlam. The breakdown of these deities is, however, uneven with the two most prevalent deities being the Maize god (24 %) and the thunder deity Chaahk (19 %). Thereafter, the paired simian patron deities (18 %) and the patron of deer (12 %) make up the second most common tier. Together, all the remaining deities are represented in between 2 and 6 % of the scenes. By and large, the Maize god occupies the most prominent place in codex-style scenes, possibly owing to the importance of this deity in the foundation mythology of the Kanu’l royal house.110
 
                 
                
                  6.3 Mythological scenes
 
                  Mythological scenes occupy a privileged place in the imagery of codex-style vessels and are, in fact, one of the best sources that we have at our disposal for understanding ancient Maya myths during the Classic period. As skeuomorphs of codices, we can thereby also conclude that one of the major themes of now-lost codices was precisely that: extensive and detailed accounts of myths, with abundant depictions of key episodes. Events in Maya myths are often labelled with chronological details and specific dates, a peculiarity of these sources, since myths the world around are typically considered to have taken place in times immemorial and beyond specific recollection.111
 
                  Below, we will briefly provide an overview of the myths recorded on codex-style vases, based on the evidence afforded from the ceramic evidence, and expand from there to make more generalised statements regarding what the original codices would have looked like.
 
                  Among the rarer myths (which account for circa 16 % of mythic scenes) rendered on codex-style vases, we see episodes pertaining to the ailing master of wilderness and wild animals (Huk Siip), who is represented indisposed in his court, attended by courtiers.112 Unaffected by his illness, his spouse pursues an infidelity with a younger courtier, who turns out to be a shape-shifting deer. Upon their discovery, they flee from the court into the heavens, pursued by armed assailants, until the woman eventually becomes the moon in the night sky where the stars chase her to this day.113 Another relates to the defeat and humiliation of the supreme lord of the underworld, who lived an impious and immoral life in a court of debauchery. In these scenes, we see a rabbit infiltrating the court and posing as a scribe (mentioned earlier), who then steals the clothes, regalia and tribute of the underworld lord, while the latter lavishes his attention on younger ladies-in-waiting of the court (Fig. 10a).114 In a humorous rendition, the near-naked lord of the underworld is thereby defeated, who then goes to plead his case to the Sun god, who sends him on a wild errand to the moon, all the while harbouring the trickster rabbit who heaves insults on the aged lord of the underworld.115 Continuing the comical theme of revenge and humiliation, we also see the Maize god exacting revenge on the same lord of the underworld and the so-called Paddler gods, who ferried the Maize god to the underworld upon his death (Fig. 10b). The Maize god is seen insulting the Paddler deities as he kicks, stomps and tramples the aged deities, while trusty dwarves assist the Maize god in disrobing and removing the headdresses of the humiliated deities.116 In another episode, we see the personification of the nocturnal sun (Chuwaaj) bound and flattened by large rocks that are heaved upon him by a younger deity (Chante’ Ajaw), and in a variant thereof, the nocturnal sun is immolated by torches wielded by the same adversary (Fig. 10c).117 Culture heroes are also seen in the act of attacking the great celestial bird, a hoarder of riches, in the time of darkness before the sun of the present creation, as a prerequisite to the advent of humanity.118 Apparently, the attack and defeat of the great bird was orchestrated by the supreme celestial deity (God D), given the scenes wherein this deity holds audience with the culture heroes.119 However, there seems to have been a reversal in a more amusing retelling of the myth, given that in one rare episode, we see the same culture heroes hunting the great celestial deity, who flees from their attack on the back of a peccary or wild boar (Fig. 10d).120
 
                  
                    [image: Maya vase scenes showing mythological episodes such as the defeat of old gods, exploits of cultural heroes, and a rabbit feigning the role of a scribe.]
                      Fig. 10: Rarer mythological themes: a) rabbit scribe in the court of God L (K0511); b) the Maize god’s vengeance and the defeat of the old lords (K1560); c) the defeat of the personification of the nocturnal sun (K1299); d) culture heroes hunt the supreme celestial deity, who takes flight on a peccary (K1991).

                   
                  Among the more common mythic episodes on codex-style vessels is the conjuring of the master of wilderness and wild game (Huk Siip), who emerges from the serpentine maw that is, in fact, the leg of K’awiil, the personification of lightning (14 %).121
 
                  Other more common mythic accounts represent the paired simian patrons of the scribal arts, at times rendered as howler monkeys, but other times in anthropomorphic form and even as vultures fashioning masks (21 %).122
 
                  Mythological scenes that involve the thunder and rain deity Chaahk constitute a significant portion of the repertoire (22 %) and include scenes wherein a martial aspect of this deity, known as Chak Xib Chaahk123 takes centre stage. In one motif, we see Chaahk with a series of underworld deities, huddling around an infantile aspect of a jaguar deity, preparing to sacrifice this puerile entity (Fig. 11a).124 In this episode, Chak Xib Chaahk brandishes his axe and holds it aloft, as if ready to strike, something that is seen in related scenes wherein the deity pursues a grossly oversized peccary and a toad (Fig. 11b–c),125 and in another scene, the same deity is actively chopping into the roof of a house, in a wilful attempt to collapse the structure (Fig. 11d).126
 
                  
                    [image: Various mythological scenes showing the god of thunder, named Chaahk, wilding his axe in sacrificial rites in mythological times, as well as striking a house, a peccary and a toad.]
                      Fig. 11: Mythological themes pertaining to the thunder deity Chaahk: a) The thunder deity and the sacrifice of the baby jaguar (K4011); b) the thunder deity hunts an oversized peccary (K3450) and c) a giant toad (K8608); d) the thunder deity chopping into the roof of a house (K2068).

                   
                  The Maize god, however, occupies the most prominent and distinguished place in the mythological scenes found on codex-style vessels (27 %), undoubtedly given the importance of this deity in the etiological myths connected to the Kanu’l royal house that ruled over Calakmul in the Late Classic. One of the most prominent myths related to the Maize god has been dubbed the ‘Confrontation Scene’, wherein the deity and attendants wade in the cavernous and watery underworld, as they carry bundles of tribute, until they are confronted by a group of heavily armed men, brandishing shields, spears and other weapons of war (Fig. 12a).127 The scene comes to a culmination when the associated glyphic captions refer to a decapitation that is credited to an individual named ‘Sky-bearer’. A recursive element of the myths pertaining to the Maize god is the decapitation of this deity at the hands of underworld actors, something that survived until the seventeenth century in the mythic epic known as the Popol Vuh among the K’iche’ Maya.128 Intriguingly, the associated glyphic captions relate that the name of this cave, the place where the Maize god was beheaded (in the version recounted on the codex-style vases), was known as Kanu’l (‘where snakes abound’), which is precisely the toponym that names the royal house established at Calakmul in the Late Classic.129 Likewise, Sky-bearer, the leader of the armed underworld figures, was a mythic namesake of the dynastic founder of the Kanu’l dynasty when they were still established at Dzibanche, their earlier capital.130 Other myths represent the Maize god in the watery underworld, following his death accompanied by the culture heroes, which are regarded as his children (Fig. 12b).131 The next pivotal event in the Maize god cycle is his ­re-emergence from the underworld, or his rebirth, which, taking a cue from the cycle of the maize plant itself, is thought to rise out of the watery underworld132 or from the cracked carapace of the cosmic turtle that symbolises the earth’s surface.133 In another variation on the theme, we see the Maize god in the foetal position, emerging from a sprouting seed (Fig. 12c).134 Following the miraculous resurrection of the Maize god, we see him exacting revenge on the Paddler deities (as alluded to above), and we even see him seated with the culture heroes in front of the great celestial deity (God D) apparently recounting the perils of the underworld (Fig. 12d).135
 
                  
                    [image: Maya vase scenes showing mythological events and individuals, such as the god of maize, his interactions with underworld deities, and being reborn by sprouting from a seed.]
                      Fig. 12: Mythological themes pertaining to the Maize god: a) The confrontation scene involving the Maize god and the lords of the underworld (K4117); b) the Maize god in the watery underworld (K6979); c) the Maize god emerging from a sprouting seed (photograph © Archivo Digital Museo Nacional de Antropología, Cat. no. 05.0-0443, Mediateca del Insituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia); d) the Maize god and culture heroes at the court of God D (K0512).

                   
                  Together, these provide us with a glimpse of the rich tapestry of myths that were favoured by the royal court of Calakmul and give us some insights into the types of themes that would have been prevalent in the now-missing codices of the Classic period. This is especially true when we take stock of the regional differences in mythic narratives and the manners in which myths were adapted to better suit the local histories of individual city-states. As such, we should be less inclined to think about Maya mythology in monolithic terms and, instead, appreciate the general themes that were shared across the area as well as the distinctive regional features of these rich and detailed mythic narratives.
 
                 
               
              
                8 Lyrical language, ritual speech and poetry
 
                The practice of copying texts is a fundamental aspect of manuscript curation across cultures with well-developed manuscript traditions worldwide. This process serves not only to preserve aging and deteriorated manuscripts but also ensures the transmission of knowledge over generations. Naturally, copying can introduce variations to the original text – whether through inadvertent errors or keen scribes intent on redressing perceived mistakes. However, the primary function of textual reproduction remains the preservation of the original content and, by and large, reproductions aimed to be as faithful to the original as possible. This literary practice would have promoted the preservation and accumulation of ancient knowledge, – precisely what we envision for highly technical calendrical almanacs, compilations of celestial observations, including lunar phases, which were computed with remarkable accuracy, in some cases down to the sixth decimal place.136
 
                This was certainly the case among the ancient Maya, and, therefore, undoubtedly, one of the principal responsibilities of scribes was to maintain older manuscripts by producing copies for future generations. While it is well established that lyrical language and the formal speech of the courts were cultivated and transmitted orally across all Mesoamerican high cultures, such refined oratory and poetic expression inevitably found their way into written form. The integration of lyrical language into textual media not only preserves earlier forms of speech but also artificially extends their use far beyond their natural linguistic lifespan. Indeed, the reliance on and elevation of literary forms within a given culture can serve to preserve linguistic features, to some extent, even slowing the rate of language change.
 
                As such, an exploration of poetic structures and lyrical elements in ancient Maya written sources not only reveals the type of formalised language that was used in antiquity but also provides evidence for earlier sociolinguistic strata. At the same time, it highlights an important and heretofore understudied theme of ancient Maya manuscripts – one that offers new perspectives on the intersection of lyrical language, literature and linguistic preservation. Although progress has been made in teasing out the poetic and lyrical features of ancient Maya writing in the past two decades, it bears remarking that, to date, we do not have a single source that can be described as a proper body of poetry or exalted oratory.
 
                In the field of literature, we can also see that linguistic features and varieties were preserved over considerable periods of time, with the use of writing, tied to the Ch’olan prestige language,137 greatly promoting conservation. Early Classic texts of Tikal, for instance, show a series of traits that are highly archaising, such as retaining the earlier ee in the temporal deictic suffix -eey despite the phonemic shift of ee > ii, the preferential use of the preposition ta at the detriment of ti and the use of the suffix -laj for positional verbs.138 Even in an eighth-century ce text at Yaxchilan, we see the verb ‘to occur’ written not as uht-i, which is the expected form for the time, but as u-uht, which is an archaic form of early Ch’olan, from centuries earlier.139 The evidence from these texts show that scribes readily had codices at hand that preserved earlier forms of the language, which, at times, crept into later writing to lend it a more archaic and authoritative tone. The same can be said of the Late Postclassic codices, which are predominantly written in the Ch’olan literary language, although these were produced and written in areas where Yucatec was the vernacular language.140
 
                Poetic discourse in Maya writing differs from ordinary language in a number of ways. Firstly, poetry for the ancient Maya and other Mesoamerican cultures was based principally on structural parallelism and poetic pairings.141 Rather than prose descriptions composed of a single thought, couplets and syntactically juxtaposed lines bearing some form of relationship (be it, for example, synonymous, antithetic or grammatical) engaged the reader/listener to evaluate and contemplate the connection between them. The symmetry and cadence created through couplet and triplet constructions resulted in an aesthetic, poetic effect. Couplets alone, however, are not a sufficient indicator of elevated, poetic speech, rather, it is the repetitive usage of paralleled structures.142 Similarly, ritual speech in many modern Mayan languages is generally marked by the frequency of paralleled discourse. The most common rhetorical features that contribute to poetic discourse in Maya writing are couplets, triplets and quatrains. Furthermore, it is often ‘discourse aberrations’ – unexpected deviations in the vocabulary, syntax or grammar – that distinguish the ordinary from the poetic. But syntactic and morphological alternations in paralleled forms are only part of the literary tool chest for the ancient Maya. The creative use of language also diverts from the ordinary and, so, marks the poetic. Scribes, for example, could employ inversion, chiasmus, substitution (or ‘playful’ variations) or purposeful orthographic deviation (metaplasm) to signal a higher, rhetorical style. Figurative tropes, such as metaphors, are also common in glyphic texts in order to elevate them beyond ordinary speech. In addition, a number of morphological features that add poetic effect have also been identified in Maya glyphic writing, such as anaphora, epiphora, redditio, homeoptoton and polyptoton.143
 
                Maya codices, and their later descendants transliterated into the Latin ­alphabet beginning in the sixteenth century (known as the Books of Chilam Balam), are excel­lent examples of tightly structured poetic versification that use a wide variety of poetic devices. And while only four examples of Maya codices have survived into the present, the richness of their poetic style is readily discernible. Formulaic structuring abounds in codical writings, such as the reoccurring couplets on Page 48c of the Dresden Codex:
 
                 
                  Ox ti ú
 
                    Ox tu winik
 
                  Umuk k’an-te’-nal ajaw
 
                    Umuk lak’in wuk-ha’-nal 
 
                
 
                 
                  Three for the moon,
 
                    Three for its month.
 
                  The burial of the yellow maize tree lord,
 
                    The burial at the eastern Seven Water Place.
 
                
 
                Triplet constructions also appear, such as on Page 50b of the Dresden Codex:
 
                 
                  Umuk k’uh
 
                    Umuk ajaw
 
                      Umuk lem ajan
 
                
 
                 
                  The burial of the god,
 
                    The burial of the lord,
 
                      The burial of the Maize god.
 
                
 
                Closely akin to the Maya codices and their descendants in colonial transcriptions,144 the scribes of the Komkom Vase incorporated various poetic figures into their historical narrative, including couplets, chiasmus and diphrastic kennings or poetic pairings.145 In spite of there being a number of missing sections of the text, several couplets are discernible. For example, the recently deciphered ‘drumming’ sign146 forming part of a personal title appears, qualified by two cardinal directions (C8–D9):
 
                
                  
                    
                             
                            	Nojol tutum 
                            	Southern drummer 
  
                            	  Xaman tutum 
                            	  Northern drummer 
 
                      

                    

                  

                
 
                Additionally, a titular sequence that forms a chiasm also uses assonance in the repetition of the initial aj- ‘agentive’ prefix (H3–G5): Aj-baluun-chab, Aj-niwan, Aj-nahbi, Aj-tz’eh k’ab.147 Similar forms appear in the Book of Chilam Balam of Tizimin: 148
 
                
                  
                    
                             
                            	Ah ca kin pop, 
                            	Those of the two-day mat, 
  
                            	  Ah ca kin tz’am 
                            	  Those of two-day throne.. 
 
                      

                    

                  

                
 
                Likewise, alliteration also appears on the Komkom Vase in the well-attested poetic pairing ma’-ch’ahb ma’-ahk’ab-aal, ‘without creation, without night’ (J7–I8).149 This expression appears in its basic form in the possessive as u-ch’ahb y-ahk’ab-aal, ‘his creation, his night’,150 and is a poetic pairing found in Maya glyphic texts, demonstrating remarkable continuity over two millennia. It first appears in some of the earliest known examples of Maya writing, such as the Dumbarton Oaks plaque (c. 200 bce), commemorating the accession of an early ruler. The expression is frequently employed in the possessive in Classic-period inscriptions to describe victorious kings, conveying their power and might, as seen in references to Jasaw Chan K’awiil I of Tikal after his victory over Calakmul in 695 ce. Conversely, the antithetical phrase ma’ ch’ahb ma’ ahk’abaal (‘without creation, without night’) expresses a negation and is used to describe captives and the vanquished, calling out the loss of their (procreative) powers. The endurance of the expression is underscored by its presence in the Ritual of the Bacabs, a colonial-era Yucatec Maya text dated to around 1779, which involves elements of earlier manuscripts.151 Moreover, the tight couplet structure of the Ritual of the Bacabs fully mirrors those of the Chilam Balam books as well as large portions of the Maya codices. In this book of spells, the poetic pairing <chab acab> is invoked in incantations, where a healer addresses personified ailments through metaphorical language before prescribing a cure. This suggests that ch’ahb ahk’abaal retained deep religious and ritualistic significance long after the fall of the Classic Maya civilisation, marking it as one of the most enduring elements of Maya poetic, magical and formal discourse​.152
 
                It is certainly noteworthy that codices and longer texts rendered on ceramics tend to contain poetic discourse. This can also be seen in another painted vessel,153 which has an unusually long glyphic text that is almost fully composed in elegant poetic couplets.154 Thus, the longer texts on ceramics share many features (e.g. stylistic, literary) with those on Maya codices, quite probably due to the transferal of literary materials from codices to ceramic media.155
 
                Importantly, one aspect that was lost when Maya codices were transcribed into the Latin alphabet during the colonial period is the visual learning associated with Maya poetics. Since Maya glyphic writing is highly artistic in its representations of syllables and logograms, scribes would also have been trained and sensitive to what has been called ‘visual poetics’ in this context – the exploitation of the visual imagery of particular hieroglyphs with structural poetics. A couplet, for example, on the East Panel of the Temple of the Inscriptions at the site of Palenque, Mexico (O8–P9), interrupts the otherwise standard, historical prose relating the defeat of Palenque at the hands of Calakmul. The couplet reads: sa-ta-ya K’UHUL-IXIK, sa-ta-ya AJAW, satay k’uhul ixik, satay ajaw, ‘the divine lady got destroyed, the lord got destroyed’. What goes unnoticed in the transcription is that the Maya scribe carefully substituted the sign for the first sa- syllable for a different sa- in the second line, thereby adding an additional degree of visual poeticity to highlight this emotive lament.156 This type of interplay between text and textual image was a skill that went beyond simply knowing poetic linguistic features within their culture but rather came from interacting with poetic texts, most of which have not survived down to our day.
 
               
              
                9 Concluding thoughts
 
                Through an assessment of epigraphic sources, ceramic skeuomorphs, their societal contexts and comparative Mesoamerican materials, we have begun to reconstruct the primary themes of codices of ancient Maya codices and their role in intellectual, economic, political, and religious life.
 
                From this, we have determined that one of the primary functions of ancient books relates to the management and proper functioning of the state. The collection of surplus production, its storage, and redistribution were essential for maintaining social structures and the careful record-keeping of organised corvée labour, the construction of infrastructure – including roads, reservoirs and monumental architecture – and the waging of war with conscripts drawn from the agrarian popu­lation. Tribute lists, akin to those of central Mexico, must similarly have existed, ensuring that subject polities delivered textiles, cacao, feathers, jadeite and other goods in precise quantities and according to a fixed schedule.
 
                It is made abundantly clear by the four extant Maya codices that one of the dominant functions of books was as divinatory almanacs, concerned with celestial cycles, auguries and ritual prescriptions. These prompted the preservation and accumulation of ancient knowledge, providing detailed astronomical tables tracking the lunar cycle, eclipses, the movements of Venus and other celestial phenomena. This suggests that Maya scribes maintained highly precise records of astronomical observations and that such knowledge was essential for the proper prescription of rituals, ranging from those governing the daily lives of monarchs to more mundane tasks, such as farming, hunting and apiculture. These surviving codices, however, represent a specialised subset of a much broader intellectual tradition, where practical knowledge of celestial events was deeply interwoven with the timing of state rituals and agrarian cycles.
 
                The ceramic skeuomorphs produced at workshops associated with Calakmul and its allies in the Mirador region provide the strongest evidence for the broader thematic range of Maya codices. The presence of king lists on some codex-style ceramics as well as the excerpts preserved on the Komkom Vase also indicate that dynastic history and accounts of wars were recorded in books, which formed the basis for later, more curated inscriptions on stone monuments. Yet, these codex-style vessels overwhelmingly depict supernatural narratives. Myths pertaining to the cycle of the Maize god’s death and rebirth, the defeat of supernatural entities in the distant past and trickster episodes set in the underworld all suggest that historical and religious storytelling were fundamental themes in Maya literature.
 
                Despite this richness of historical and religious themes, there is a striking absence of purely poetic works, hymns or epics. Nowhere do we find love letters, personal lamentations or metaphysical musings – the types of writings that reveal the complexities and depth of the human emotional condition. It is precisely through the use of books and their continued reproduction that tantalising traces of poeticism persist in the structured lyrical language of some glyphic texts and the poetic pairings that endured across centuries, which constitute a substantive intellectual inheritance of ancient Maya literature. As the formal discourse of the court contained such poetic devices, we can conclude that more personal and introspective works were also once committed to books.
 
                While we can now begin to reconstruct the range of books that must have existed during the Classic period, we must also recognise the inherent biases in the material evidence that survives. The ceramic skeuomorphs that preserve glimpses of lost books were produced during a specific period – primarily between the seventh and the eighth centuries ce – and within the cultural sphere of Calakmul. They reflect the intellectual and ideological concerns of allied royal courts during a relatively short temporal window. Had similar ceramic traditions survived from other regions or periods, our understanding of Maya literary culture might be vastly different. The Komkom Vase, for instance, a product of a different court and century, provides the first clear evidence of historical annals, revealing a type of text that is entirely absent from the codex-style ceramics of Calakmul. This underscores the need for caution in extrapolating too broadly from the limited evidence we possess. Nevertheless, by integrating epigraphic, archaeological and comparative evidence, we can move beyond the confines of the four surviving codices and better appreciate the depth, complexity and intellectual sophistication of the lost literary traditions of the ancient Maya.
 
                Acknowledgements: We would like to thank Cécile Michel for her kind invitation to contribute this chapter to the volume. We are indebted to the editors of the volume, as well as to our anonymous reviewers, for their constructive comments and for improving our prose and the presentation of our ideas. We would also like to thank Joanne Baron and Bettina Smith for their help in securing permissions for the reproduction of the many roll-outs by Justin Kerr that grace these pages. These are reproduced under a Creative Commons BY-SA 4.0 license, from the Justin Kerr photograph collection, hosted by the Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection. Likewise, the photograph of the Maize god emerging from a sprouting seed (Museo Nacional de Antropología, Cat. no. 05.0-0443), from the Mediateca of the Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia is reproduced under a Creative Commons BY-NC-ND license. Our gratitude also the directors of the Belize Valley Reconnaissance Project, Jaime Awe, Claire Ebert and Julie Hoggarth, for allowing us to reproduce their excellent photographs.
 
               
            
 
             
               
                Bibliographical references
 
                Anaya H., Armando, Stanley Guenter and Peter Mathews (2001), ‘An Inscribed Wooden Box from Tabasco, Mexico’, Mesoweb Reports & News, <https://www.mesoweb.com/reports/box/index.html> (accessed on 25 May 2025). a, b
 
                Atran, Scott and Edilberto Ucan Ek’ (1999), ‘Classification of Useful Plants by the Northern Petén Maya (Itzaj)’, in Christine White (ed.), Reconstructing Ancient Maya Diet, Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 19–59. →
 
                Awe, Jaime (2013), ‘Journey on the Cahal Pech Time Machine: An Archaeological Reconstruction of the Dynastic Sequence at a Belize Valley Polity’, Research Reports in Belizean Archaeology, 10: 33–50. →
 
                Barrera Vásquez, Alfredo (1980), Diccionario Maya Cordemex: Maya – Español, Español – Maya, Mérida: Ediciones Cordemex. a, b, c
 
                Beliaev, Dimitri and Albert Davletshin (2006), ‘Los sujetos novelísticos y las palabras obscenas: Los mitos, los cuentos y las anécdotas en los textos mayas sobre la cerámica del período clásico’, in Rogelio Valencia Rivera and Geneviève LeFort (eds), Sacred Books, Sacred Languages: Two Thousand Years of Religious and Ritual Mayan Literature (Acta Mesoamericana, 18), Markt Schwaben: Anton Saurwein, 21–44. a, b
 
                Benz, Bruce F. and Jorge Ramos de La Vega (2006), ‘Organic Offerings, Paper, and Fibers from the Huitzilapa Shaft Tomb, Jalisco, Mexico’, Ancient Mesoamerica, 17/2: 283–296. →
 
                Bíró, Péter (2023), ‘El Cuceb de los Libros de Chilam Balam: difrasismos e intertextualidad’, Estudios de Cultura Maya, 61: 169–191. →
 
                Bolles, David (2003), A Translation of the Edited Text of Ritual of the Bacabs, Lancaster: Labyrinthos. →
 
                Boucher Le Landais, Sylviane (2014), ‘Vasijas estilo códice de Calakmul: Narraciones mitológicas y contextos arqueológico’, Arqueología Mexicana, 22/128: 58–65. →
 
                Brown, Cecil (1991), ‘Hieroglyphic Literacy in Ancient Mayaland: Inferences from Linguistic Data’, Current Anthropology, 32/4: 489–496. →
 
                Buti, David, Davide Domenici, Costanza Miliani, Concepción García Sáiz, Teresa Gómez Espinoza, Feliz Jiménez Villalba, Ana Verde Casanova, Ana Sabía de la Mata, Aldo Romani, Federica Presciutti, Brenda Doherty, Bruno Giovanni Brunetti and Antonio Sgamellotti (2014), ‘Non-invasive Investigation of a Pre-Hispanic Maya Screenfold Book: The Madrid Codex’, Journal of Archaeological Science, 42: 166–178. →
 
                Carrasco, Michael and Kerry Hull (2002), ‘Cosmogonic Symbolism of the Corbeled Vault in Maya Architecture’, Mexicon, 24/2: 26–32. →
 
                Carrasco, Ramón and Sylviane Boucher (1987), ‘Las escaleras jeroglíicas del Resbalón, Quintana Roo’, in Primer Simposio Mundial sobre Epigrafía Maya, Guatemala: Ministerio de Cultura y Deporte/Instituto de Antropología e Historia de Guatemala, 1–21. →
 
                Carter, Nicolas and Jeffrey Dobereiner (2016), ‘Multispectral Imaging of an Early Classic Maya Codex Fragment from Uaxactun, Guatemala’, Antiquity, 90/351: 711–725. →
 
                Cases Martín, Juan Ignacio (2001), Análisis de las Series Lunares contenidas en las notaciones calendáricas de los textos glíficos mayas del Período Clásico, BA thesis, Departamento de Astrofísica, Universidad de la Laguna. 
 
                Chase, Arlen and Diane Chase (1996), ‘More than Kin and King: Centralized Political Organization among the Ancient Maya’, Current Anthropology, 37/8, 803–810. →
 
                Christenson, Allen (tr. and commentary) (2007), Popol Vuh: Sacred Book of the Quiché Maya People, San Francisco: Mesoweb Publications. a, b
 
                Chuchiak, John (2005), ‘In Servitio Dei: Fray Diego de Landa, the Franciscan Order, and the Return of Extirpation of Idolatry in the Colonial Diocese of Yucatan, 1573–1579’, The Americas, 64/4: 611–646. →
 
                Chuchiak, John (2006), ‘De extirpation Codicis Yucataensis: The 1607 Colonial Confiscation of a Maya Sacred Book; New Interpretations on the Origins and Provenience of the Madrid Codex’, in Rogelio Valencia Rivera and Geneviève Le Fort (eds), Sacred Books, Sacred Languages: Two Thousand Years of Ritual and Religious Maya Literature, Markt Schwaben: Verlag Anton Saurwein, 113–140. →
 
                Coe, Michael (1973), The Maya Scribe and His World, New York: The Grolier Club. a, b
 
                Coe, Michael and Justin Kerr (1997), The Art of the Maya Scribe, New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc. a, b, c, d, e
 
                Coe, Michael, Stephen Houston, Mary Miller and Karl Taube (2015), ‘The Fourth Maya Codex’, in Charles Golden, Stephen Houston and Joel Skidmore (eds), Maya Archaeology 3, San Francisco: Precolumbia Mesoweb Press, 116–167. a, b, c
 
                Culbert, T. Patrick (1993), The Ceramics of Tikal: Vessels from the Burials, Caches and Problematical Deposits (Tikal Report, 25, Part A / University Museum Monograph, 81), Philadelphia: University Museum, University of Pennsylvania. →
 
                Curtis, Wayne (2020), ‘Ancient Writing’, American Archaeology, 24/3: 24–32. →
 
                Daniels, Peter and William Bright (1996), The World’s Writing Systems, Oxford: Oxford University Press: →
 
                Davletshin, Albert (2003), Paleography of the Ancient Maya Hieroglyphic Writing, PhD thesis, Russian State University for the Humanities, Knorozov Center of Mesoamerican Studies. →
 
                Dean, John, (1990), ‘The Preservation of Books and Manuscripts in Cambodia’, The American Archivist, 53/2: 282–297. →
 
                de Landa, Diego (1978), Yucatan before and after the Conquest (tr. with notes by William Gates), New York: Dover Publications, Inc. a, b
 
                Edmonson, Munroe (tr. and annotator) (2010), The Ancient Future of the Itza: The Book of Chilam Balam of Tizimin, Austin: University of Texas Press. a, b
 
                Fagan, Brian (1995), Time Detectives: How Scientists Use Technology to Recapture the Past, New York: Simon and Schuster. →
 
                Folan, William, Joyce Marcus, Sophia Pincemin, María del Rosario, Domínguez Carrasco, Laraine Fletcher and Abel Morales Lopez (1995), ‘New Data from an Ancient Maya Capital in Campeche, Mexico’, Latin American Antiquity, 6/4: 310–334. →
 
                Fox, John, Garrett Cook, Arlen Chase and Diane Chase (1996), ‘Questions of Political and Economic Integration: Segmentary Versus Centralized States among the Ancient Maya’, Current Anthropology, 37/5: 795–801. →
 
                Freidel, David (2024), ‘First Old Woman Man and the Mesoamerican Diphrastic Kenning of Engendering’, Religions, 15/2: 1–19. →
 
                García Barrios, Ana (2006), ‘Confrontation Scenes on Codex-Style Pottery: An Iconographic Review’, Latin American Indian Literatures Journal, 22/2: 129–152. a, b
 
                García Barrios, Ana (2010), ‘Chaahk en los mitos de las vasijas estilo códice’, Arqueología Mexicana, 106: 70–75. →
 
                García Barrios, Ana (2011), ‘Análisis iconográfico preliminar de fragmentos de las vasijas estilo códice procedentes de Calakmul’, Estudios de Cultura Maya, 37: 65–97. a, b, c, d
 
                Gonlin, Nancy (2007), ‘Ritual and Ideology among Classic Maya Rural Commoners at Copán, Honduras’, in Nancy Gonlin and Jon Lohse (eds), Commoner Ritual and Ideology in Ancient Mesoamerica, Boulder: University Press of Colorado, 83–121. →
 
                Graña-Behrens, Daniel (2012), ‘Itz’aat and Tlamatini: The “Wise Man” as Keeper of Maya and Nahua Collective Memory’, in Amos Megged and Stephanie Wood (eds), Mesoamerican Memory: Enduring Systems of Remembrance, Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 15–32. 
 
                Grube, Nikolai (1990), Die Entwicklung der Mayaschrift: Grundlagen zur Erforschung des Wandels der Mayaschrift von der Protoklassik bis zur spanischen Eroberung (Acta Mesoamericana, 3), Berlin: von Flemming. →
 
                Grube, Nikolai (2000), ‘The City-States of the Maya’, in Mogens Herman Hansen (ed.), A Comparative Study of Thirty City-State Cultures, Copenhagen: Det Kongelige Danske Videnskabernes Selskab, 547–565. a, b, c
 
                Grube, Nikolai (2004), ‘El origen de la dinastía Kaan’, in Enrique Nalda (ed.), Los cautivos de Dzibanché, Mexico City: Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, 117–131. →
 
                Grube, Nikolai (2012), Der Dresdner Maya-Kalender: Der vollständige Codex, Freiburg: Herder. a, b
 
                Grube, Nikolai and Werner Nahm (1994), ‘A Census of Xibalba: A Complete Inventory of Way Characters on Maya Ceramics’, in Justin Kerr (ed.), Maya Vase Book, Volume 4, New York: Kerr Associates, 686–715. →
 
                Hammond, Norman (1991), Cuello: An Early Maya Community in Belize, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. →
 
                Healy, Paul, Christophe Helmke, Jaime Awe and Kay Sunahara (2007), ‘Survey, Settlement, and Population History at the Ancient Maya Site of Pacbitun, Belize’, Journal of Field Archaeology, 32/1: 17–39. →
 
                Helmke, Christophe (2009), Ancient Maya Cave Usage as Attested in the Glyphic Corpus of the Maya Lowlands and the Caves of the Roaring Creek Valley, Belize, PhD thesis, University of London. a, b, c, d
 
                Helmke, Christophe (2012a), ‘Mytologia ja myyttinen aika / Mytologi och mytisk tid / Mythology and Mythic Time’, in Maria Didrichsen and Harri Kettunen (eds), Maya III: Life, Death, Time, Helsinki: Didrichsen Museum of Art and Culture, 160–185. a, b, c, d
 
                Helmke, Christophe (2012b), ‘Mythological Emblem Glyphs of Ancient Maya Kings’, Contributions in New World Archaeology, 3: 91–126. a, b
 
                Helmke, Christophe (2018), ‘“The Heart and Stomach of a King’’: A Study of the Regency of Lady Six Sky at Naranjo, Guatemala’, Contributions in New World Archaeology, 11: 83–130. →
 
                Helmke, Christophe (2023), ‘Poetic Pairings and Lexical Calques at Teotihuacan: Forays in Historical Linguistics’, Barnardsville: Boundary End Archaeology Research Center, Ancient America, 15: 1−61. →
 
                Helmke, Christophe (2025), ‘De los códices a los monumentos. Una crítica textual de textos clásicos mayas’, paper presented at RITMO: La répétition dans tous ses états en Mésoamérique, Paris: Archéologie des Amériques, Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, 22 May 2025. →
 
                Helmke, Christophe, Dmitri Beliaev and Sergei Vepretskii (2020), ‘The Litany of Runaway Kings: Another Look at Stela 12 of Naranjo, Guatemala’, The PARI Journal, 21/2: 1–28. a, b
 
                Helmke, Christophe, Julie Hoggarth and Jaime Awe (2018), A Reading of the Komkom Vase Discovered at Baking Pot, Belize (Monograph 3), San Francisco: Precolumbia Mesoweb Press. a, b, c, d
 
                Helmke, Christophe, Harri Kettunen and Guido Krempel (in press), ‘The Nature of Monstrosity and the Monstrous in Nature: Case Studies from Mesoamerica’, in Debbie Felton (ed.), A Cultural History of Monsters in Antiquity, New York: Bloomsbury Publishing. →
 
                Helmke, Christophe and Felix Kupprat (2016), ‘Where Snakes Abound: Supernatural Places of Origin and Founding Myths in the Titles of Classic Maya Kings’, in Daniel Graña-Behrens (ed.), Places of Power and Memory in Mesoamerica’s Past and Present: How Sites, Toponyms and Landscapes Shape History and Remembrance (Estudios Indiana, 9), Berlin: Gebrüder Mann, 33–83. a, b
 
                Helmke, Christophe and Jesper Nielsen (2009), ‘Hidden Identity & Power in Ancient Mesoamerica: Supernatural Alter Egos as Curses and Diseases’, Acta Americana, 17/2: 49–98. →
 
                Helmke, Christophe and Jesper Nielsen (2013), ‘The Writing on the Wall: A Paleographic Analysis of the Maya Texts of Tetitla, Teotihuacan’, in Jesper Nielsen and Christophe Helmke (eds), The Maya in a Mesoamerican Context: Comparative Approaches to Maya Studies (Acta Mesoamericana, 26), Markt Schwaben: Verlag Anton Saurwein, 123–166. →
 
                Helmke, Christophe and Jesper Nielsen (2015), ‘The Defeat of the Great Bird in Myth and Royal Pageantry: A Mesoamerican Myth in a Comparative Perspective’, Comparative Mythology, 1/1: 23–60. →
 
                Helmke, Christophe and Sergei Vepretskii (2022), ‘Reading the Regnal Names of Rulers III and V of Caracol, Belize’, The PARI Journal, 22/4: 1–24. →
 
                Helmke, Christophe, Marc Zender, Jennifer Taschek and Joseph Ball (2024), ‘The Inscribed Weaving Pins of Buenavista del Cayo, Belize’, The PARI Journal, 24/1: 1–19. a, b
 
                Helmke, Christophe and Jarosław Źrałka (2021), ‘Writing amidst the Scribbles: The Role and Place of Writing in Ancient Maya Graffiti’, Papers from the Institute of Archaeology, 31/1: 93–120. →
 
                Houston, Stephen (1989), Maya Glyphs, London: British Museum / Berkeley: University of California Press. →
 
                Houston, Stephen (2004), ‘Writing in Early Mesoamerica’, in Stephen Houston (ed.), First Writing: Script Invention as History and Process, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 274–309. →
 
                Houston, Stephen (2014), The Life Within: Classic Maya and the Matter of Permanence, New Haven: Yale University Press. →
 
                Houston, Stephen, John Baines and Jerrold Cooper (2003), ‘Last Writing: Script Obsolescence in Egypt, Mesopotamia, and Mesoamerica’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, 45/3: 430–479. →
 
                Houston, Stephen, Charles Golden and Andrew Scherer (2017), ‘Information Storage & the Classic Maya’, Maya Decipherment, <https://mayadecipherment.com/2017/05/19/information-­storage-the-classic-maya/> (accessed on 25 May 2025). →
 
                Houston, Stephen, John Robertson and David Stuart (2000), ‘The Language of Classic Maya Inscriptions’, Current Anthropology, 41/3: 321–256. a, b
 
                Houston, Stephen and Andréas Stauder (2020), ‘What Is a Hieroglyph?’, L’homme, 233: 9–44. →
 
                Houston, Stephen and David Stuart (1989), ‘The Way Glyph: Evidence for Co-essences among the Classic Maya’, Research Reports on Ancient Maya Writing, 30: 1–16. 
 
                Houston, Stephen and David Stuart (2001) ‘Peopling the Classic Maya Court’, in Takeshi Inomata and Stephen Houston (eds), Royal Courts of the Ancient Maya, vol. 1: Theory, Comparison, and Synthesis, Boulder: Westview Press, 54–83. →
 
                Hull, Kerry (2003), Verbal Art and Performance in Ch’orti’ and Maya Hieroglyphic Writing, PhD dissertation, University of Texas at Austin, Austin. a, b, c
 
                Hull, Kerry (2012), ‘Poetic Tenacity: A Diachronic Study of Kennings in Mayan Languages’, in Kerry Hull and Michael Carrasco (eds), Parallel Worlds: Genre, Discourse, and Poetics in Contemporary, Colonial, and Classic Maya Literature, Boulder: University Press of Colorado, 73–122. a, b
 
                Hull, Kerry (2019), ‘Morphological Devices in Mayan Hieroglyphic Poetics’, in Harri Kettunen, Verónica Amellali Vázquez López, Felix Kupprat, Cristinal Vidal Lorenzo, Gaspar Muñoz Cosme, and María Josefa Iglesias Ponce de León (eds), Tiempo detenido, Un tiempo suficiente: Ensayos y narraciones mesoamericanistas en homenaje a Alfonso Lacadena García-Gallo (Wayeb Publication Series, 1), Brussels: Wayeb, 489–507. →
 
                Hull, Kerry, Michael Carrasco and Robert Wald (2009), ‘The First-person Singular Independent Pronoun in Classic Ch’olan’, Mexicon, 31/2: 36–43. a, b
 
                Imer, Lisbeth (2017), Peasants and Prayers: The Inscriptions of Norse Greenland, Copenhagen: University Press of Southern Denmark. →
 
                Inomata, Takeshi (2001), ‘The Power and Ideology of Artistic Creation: Elite Craft Specialists in Classic Maya Society’, Current Anthropology, 42/3: 321–349. a, b
 
                Inomata, Takeshi and Stephen Houston (2001), ‘Opening the Royal Maya Court’, in Takeshi Inomata and Stephen Houston (eds), Royal Courts of the Ancient Maya, vol. 1: Theory, Comparison, and Synthesis, Boulder: Westview Press, 3–23. →
 
                Jackson, Sarah (2003), ‘Un entendimiento de la jerarquía de los mayas a través de las elites cortesanas: algunas reflexiones basadas en datos jeroglíficos y arqueológicos’, in Simposio de Investigaciones Arqueologicas en Guatemala, Guatemala: Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes; Instituto de Antropologia e Historia, 775–788. →
 
                Justeson, John and Lyle Campbell (eds) (1984), Phoneticism in Mayan Hieroglyphic Writing. Albany: State University of New York. →
 
                Kettunen, Harri and Christophe Helmke (2024), Introduction to Maya Hieroglyphs, 19th edn, Brussels: Wayeb. a, b, c
 
                Knorosov, Yuri (1952), ‘Древняя письменность Центральной Америки [Ancient Writings of Central America]’, Sovetskaya Etnografiya, 3/2: 100–118 →
 
                Knowlton, Timothy (2002), ‘Diphrastic Kennings in Mayan Hieroglyphic Literature’, Mexicon, 24/1: 9–12. →
 
                Knowlton, Timothy (2012), ‘Some Historical Continuities in Lowland Maya Magical Speech Genres: Keying Shamanic Performance’, in Kerry Hull and Michael Carrasco (eds), Parallel Worlds: Genre, Discourse, and Poetics in Contemporary, Colonial, and Classic Maya Literature, Boulder: University of Colorado Press, 253–269. →
 
                Kramer, Samuel Noah (1981), History Begins at Sumer: Thirty-nine Firsts in Recorded History, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. →
 
                Lacadena García-Gallo, Alfonso (1995), Evolución formal de las grafías escriturarias mayas: Implicaciones históricas y culturales, doctoral thesis, Madrid: Universidad Complutense de Madrid. →
 
                Lacadena García-Gallo, Alfonso (1997), ‘Bilingüismo en el Códice de Madrid’, Los investigadores de la cultura maya, 5: 184–204. →
 
                Lacadena García-Gallo, Alfonso (2000), ‘Los escribas del Códice de Madrid: metodología paleográfica’, Revista Española de Antropología Americana, 30: 27–85. a, b
 
                Lacadena García-Gallo, Alfonso (2003), ‘El Corpus Glífico de Ek’ Balam, Yucatán, México’, Foundation for the Advancement of Mesoamerican Studies, Inc., <http://www.famsi.org/reports/01057es/index.html> (accessed on 25 May 2024). a, b
 
                Law, Danny (2006), A Grammatical Description of the Early Classic Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions, MA thesis, Brigham Young University. a, b
 
                Law, Danny and David Stuart (2017), ‘An Overview of Language in Ancient Hieroglyphic Script’, in Judith Aissen, Nora England and Roberto Zavala Maldonado (eds), The Mayan Languages, New York: Routledge, 128–172. →
 
                Love, Bruce (1994), Paris Codex: Handbook for a Maya Priest, Austin: University of Texas Press. a, b, c
 
                Martin, Simon (1997), ‘The Painted King List: A Commentary on Codex-Style Dynastic Vases’, in Justin Kerr and Barbara Kerr (eds), The Maya Vase Book, vol. 5, New York: Kerr Associates, 847–867. a, b
 
                Martin, Simon (2001), ‘Court and Realm: Architectural Signatures in the Classic Maya Southern Lowlands’, in Takeshi Inomata and Stephen Houston (eds), Royal Courts of the Ancient Maya, vol. 1: Theory, Comparison, and Synthesis, Boulder: Westview Press, 168–194. a, b, c
 
                Martin, Simon (2002), ‘The Baby Jaguar: An Exploration of Its Identity and Origins in Maya Art and Writing’, in Vera Tiesler Blos, Rafael Cobos, Merle Greene Robertson (eds), La organización social entre los Mayas prehispánicos, coloniales y modernos, Mexico City: Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, 49–78. →
 
                Martin, Simon (2017), Secrets of the Painted King List: Recovering the Early History of the Snake Dynasty, Maya Decipherment, <https://mayadecipherment.com/2017/05/05/secrets-of-the-­painted-king-list-recovering-the-early-history-of-the-snake-dynasty/> (accessed on 17 June 2025). →
 
                Martin, Simon and Nikolai Grube (2000), Chronicle of the Maya Kings and Queens: Deciphering the Dynasties of the Ancient Maya, London: Thames and Hudson. 
 
                Mathews, Peter (1979), ‘The Glyphs on the Ear Ornaments from Tomb A-1/1’, in David Pendergast (ed.), Excavations at Altun Ha, Belize, 1964–1970, vol. 1, Toronto: Royal Ontario Museum, 79–80. a, b
 
                Mathews, Peter (1988), The Sculpture of Yaxchilan, PhD dissertation, Yale University. →
 
                Montgomery, John (1995), Sculptors of the Realm: Classic Maya Artists’ Signatures and Sculptural Style during the Reign of the Piedras Negras Ruler 7, MA thesis, University of New Mexico. →
 
                Morales-Aguilar, Carlos and Christophe Helmke (in press), ‘In the Land of Codex-Style Ceramics: New Insights on Classic Maya Settlement Organization in Northern Peten, Guatemala’, in Oswaldo Chinchilla-Mazariegos and Jeremy Coltman (eds), The World of Ancient Maya Scribes and Artists, Austin: University of Texas Press. a, b, c, d
 
                Neumann, Frankie J. (1973), ‘Paper: A Sacred Material in Aztec Ritual’, History of Religions, 13/2: 149–159. →
 
                Nielsen, Jesper and Christophe Helmke (2015), ‘The Fall of the Great Celestial Bird: A Master Myth in Early Classic Central Mexico’, Ancient America, 13: 1–46. →
 
                Olsen, Rune (2023), ‘Social and Artistic Networks of Eighteenth Dynasty Theban Tomb Owners’, paper presented at Textual Production and Textual Transmission in the EighteenthDynasty Theban Necropolis, Liège: University of Liège, 9 November. →
 
                Pou, Saveros (1997), ‘Khmer Epigraphy’, in Helen Ibbitson Jessup and Thierry Zephir (eds), Sculpture of Angkor and Ancient Cambodia: Millennium of Glory, New York: Thames and Hudson. a, b
 
                Reents-Budet, Sylviane Boucher Le Landais, Ronald Bishop and M. James Blackman (2010), ‘Codex-Style Ceramics: New Data Concerning Patterns of Production and Distribution’, paper presented at the XXIV Simposio de Investigaciones Arqueológicas en Guatemala, Guatemala: Museo Nacional de Arqueología e Etnología, 19 July. a, b, c, d
 
                Reents-Budet, Dorie, Ronald Bishop and Barbara MacLeod (1994), ‘Painting Styles, Workshop Locations and Pottery Production’, in Dorie Reents-Budet (ed.), Painting the Maya Universe: Royal Ceramics of the Classic Period, Durham: Duke University Press, 164–233. →
 
                Robicsek, Francis and Donald Hales (1981), The Maya Book of the Dead: The Ceramic Codex, Charlottesville: University of Virginia Art Museum. a, b, c
 
                Robinson, Andrew (2002), Lost Languages: The Enigma of the World’s Undeciphered Scripts, McGraw-Hill: New York. →
 
                Rossi, Franco, William Saturno and Heather Hurst (2011), ‘Maya Codex Book Production and the Politics of Expertise: Archaeology of a Classic Period Household at Xultun, Guatemala’, American Anthropologist, 117/1: 116–132. 
 
                Roys, Ralph (1931), The Ethno-Botany of the Maya, New Orleans: Department of Middle American Research, Tulane University of Louisiana. →
 
                Roys, Ralph (tr. and ed.) (1965), Ritual of the Bacabs, Norman: University of Oklahoma Press. →
 
                Saturno, William, David Stuart and Boris Beltrán (2006), ‘Early Maya Writing at San Bartolo, Guatemala’, Science, 311: 1281–1283. →
 
                Schele, Linda and Peter Mathews (1998), The Code of Kings: The Language of Seven Sacred Maya Temples and Tombs, New York: Scribner. →
 
                Schellhas, Paul (1892), ‘Die Göttergestalten der Maya-Handschriften’, Zeitschrift für Ethnologie, 24: 101–121. →
 
                Smith-Stark, Thomas (1994), ‘Mesoamerican Calques’, in Carolyn MacKay and Verónica Vázquez (eds), Investigaciones lingüisticas en Mesoamérica, Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 15–50. →
 
                Spurkland, Terje (2005), Norwegian Runes and Runic Inscriptions, tr. Betsy van der Hoek, Woodbridge: Boydell Press. →
 
                Steward, Julian (1942), ‘The Direct Historical Approach to Archaeology’, American Antiquity, 7/4: 337–343. →
 
                Stuart, David (1987), ‘Ten Phonetic Syllables’, Research Reports on Ancient Maya Writing, 14: 1–52. a, b, c
 
                Stuart, David, (1989), The Maya Artist: An Epigraphic and Iconographic Study, BA thesis, Princeton University. a, b
 
                Stuart, David (1993), ‘Breaking the Code: Rabbit Story’, in Stuart George and Gene Stuart (eds), Lost Kingdoms of the Maya, Washington, DC: National Geographic Society, 170–171. →
 
                Stuart, David (2012), ‘The Name of Paper: The Mythology of Crowning and Royal Nomenclature on Palenque’s Palace Tablet’, in Charles Golden, Stephen Houston and Joel Skidmore (eds), Maya Archaeology 2, San Francisco: Precolumbia Mesoweb, 116–42. a, b
 
                Stuart, David (2021), ‘The Wahys of Witchcraft. Sorcery and Political Power among the Classic Maya’, in Jeremy Coltman and John Pohl (eds), Sorcery in Mesoamerica, Louisville: University Press of Colorado, 236–82. →
 
                Taube, Karl (1992), The Major Gods of Ancient Yucatan (Studies in Pre-Columbian Art and Archaeology, 32), Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection. a, b
 
                Thompson, J. Eric S. (1970), Maya History and Religion, Norman: University of Oklahoma Press. →
 
                Thompson, J. Eric S. (1972), A Commentary on the Dresden Codex: A Maya Hieroglyphic Book (Memoirs, 93), Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society. a, b, c
 
                Tokovinine, Alexandre, Sandra Balanzario Granados, Dmitri Beliaev, Clara Alexander and Dana Moot (2024), ‘Kaanu’l Lords in Quintana Roo: New Data from Dzibanche and Resbalón Monuments’, Paper presented at the 89th annual meeting of the Society for American Archaeology, New Orleans, 19 April. →
 
                Tozzer, Alfred (1941), Landa’s Relación de las cosas de Yucatán: A Translation, Cambridge: Peabody Museum of American Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University. →
 
                Trigger, Bruce (2003), Understanding Early Civilizations: A Comparative Study, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. a, b, c
 
                Vail, Gabrielle and Anthony Aveni (eds) (2004), The Madrid Codex: New Approaches to Understanding an Ancient Maya Manuscript, Boulder: University Press of Colorado. a, b, c
 
                Vail, Gabrielle, Victoria Bricker, Anthony Aveni, Harvey Bricker, John Chuchiak, Christine Hernández, Bryan Just, Martha Macri and Merideth Paxton (2003), ‘New perspectives on the Madrid Codex’, Current Anthropology, 44: 105–112. a, b, c
 
                Vepretskii, Sergei (2023), Политическая история Канульского царства по эпиграфическим источникам [Political History of the Kanul Kingdom Based on Epigraphic Sources], Doctoral thesis, Lomonosov Moscow State University. →
 
                von Hagen, Victor Wolfgang (1944), The Aztec and Maya Papermakers, New York: J. J. Augustin. →
 
                Wald, Robert (2004), ‘The Languages of the Dresden Codex: Legacy of Classic Maya’, in Søren Wichman (ed.), The Linguistics of Maya Writing, Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 27–60. →
 
                Walker, Trent (2020), ‘Carved Chants and Sermons on Stone: Epigraphic Evidence for Buddhist Literature in Middle Cambodia’, Udaya: Journal of Khmer Studies, 15: 57–93. →
 
                Whittaker, Gordon (1986), ‘Mexican Names of Three Venus Gods in the Dresden Codex’, Mexicon, 8/3: 56–60. →
 
                Wichmann, Søren (ed.) (2004a), The Linguistics of Maya Writing, Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press. →
 
                Wichmann, Søren (2004b), ‘El concepto de camino entre los mayas a partir de las fuentes epigráficas, iconográficas y etnográficas’, in Mercedes Montes de Oca (ed.), La metáfora en Mesoamérica, Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, Instituto de Investigaciones Filológicas, 13–32. →
 
                Wichmann, Søren (2006), ‘Mayan Linguistics: Where Are We Now?’, Annual Review of Anthropology, 14: 187–198. →
 
                Willey, Gordon (1978), Excavations at Seibal, Department of Peten, Guatemala: Artifacts (Peabody Memoirs Vol. 14/1). Cambridge: Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University. →
 
                Woodard, Roger (2008), The Ancient Languages of Asia and the Americas, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. →
 
                Zender, Marc (1999), Diacritical Marks and Underspelling in the Classic Maya Script: Implications for Decipherment, MA thesis, Department of Archaeology, University of Calgary. →
 
                Zender, Marc (2017), ‘The Maize God & the Deer Lord’s Wife’, paper presented at 22nd Annual European Maya Conference, Malmö University, 16 December. →
 
                Zender, Marc and Karen Bassie-Sweet (2002), ‘The Cultures and History of the Americas: The Jay I. Kislak Collection at the Library of Congress: Tortuguero Box,’ Library of Congress: <https://www.loc.gov/exhibits/kislak/tortuguerobox/index.html> (accessed on 17 June 2025). →
 
               
            
 
            
              Notes

              1
                A more detailed description of Mesoamerican books, or ‘codices’ is provided further on in this chapter.

              
              2
                A number of Spanish chroniclers occasionally mention Maya codices, their content, the material they were made out of and the writing appearing on them. While these colonial sources are valu­able in describing certain aspects of codices around the sixteenth century, our study focuses instead on much earlier codical traditions from the Classic Period and possibly earlier. We, therefore, do not include references to these later resources.

              
              3
                Kettunen and Helmke 2024, 38; see also Carter and Dobereiner 2016 for one of the earlier examples of an archaeologically documented codex (c. 400–600 ce). The practice of interring high-standing individuals with their books endured until the sixteenth century, when Fray Diego de Landa noted that Maya priests would be buried with personal items related to their individual lives and specialties. At death, he added, they ‘buried them in their houses or the vicinity, throwing in some of their idols into the grave; if he was a priest they threw in some of his books’ (de Landa 1978, 57).

              
              4
                Houston, Baines and Cooper 2003; Houston 2004, 298–308; Saturno, Stuart and Beltrán 2006.

              
              5
                For example, Thompson 1972; Love 1994; Vail et al. 2003; Vail and Aveni 2004; Grube 2012; Coe et al. 2015.

              
              6
                Chuchiak 2005.

              
              7
                Formally known as an auto da fé.

              
              8
                Tozzer 1941, 77–78.

              
              9
                Chuchiak 2006.

              
              10
                See Houston and Stauder 2020. Although often referred to as “hieroglyphic writing”, the Meso­american writing systems are better described as mixed logo-phonetic writing systems, making use of both logograms (‘word signs’) and phonograms (‘sound signs’). The term “glyphic writing” is often used in Mesoamerican scholarship to distinguish these writing systems from their Old World counterparts.

              
              11
                We present a simplified understanding of the production and distribution of codex-style ceramics, as preferentially manufactured at workshops tied to the capital of Calakmul (see García Barrios 2011), even though at present, the best archaeological evidence for this type of ceramic is found at sites to the south, across the border in what is now the Mirador region of northern Guatemala (see Reents-Budet, Bishop and Blackman 2010; Morales-Aguilar and Helmke, in press).

              
              12
                Trigger 2003, 33, 202, 381, 587.

              
              13
                Mathews 1988, 342–439; Grube 2000.

              
              14
                Inomata and Houston 2001.

              
              15
                Compare Chase and Chase 1996 with Fox et al. 1996.

              
              16
                See Martin 2001. Here, we can think of the practice of hostage-keeping of vassal princes, which was commonplace, for instance, among the Ottomans.

              
              17
                Houston and Stuart 2001; Jackson 2003.

              
              18
                Kramer 1981; Trigger 2003, 65, 211; Olsen 2023.

              
              19
                For example, Stuart 1987, 1–10.

              
              20
                Montgomery 1995.

              
              21
                Trigger 2003, 371.

              
              22
                See Inomata 2001; Helmke et al. 2024.

              
              23
                For example, Helmke et al. 2024, 15–17.

              
              24
                Here, we can think of the inscribed bench in the Sepulturas group at Copan, Honduras, or the inscribed objects found in a variety of non-epicentral homesteads throughout the urban landscape of Caracol, Belize.

              
              25
                Healy et al. 2007, 32–33.

              
              26
                See Martin 2001.

              
              27
                Estimate based on data from Folan et al. 1995, 313–314.

              
              28
                For example, Thompson 1972; Love 1994; Vail et al. 2003; Vail and Aveni 2004; Grube 2012.

              
              29
                Pou 1997. Walker 2020, 59, refers to a substantial collection of inscribed leaf manuscripts, although these date predominantly to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Nonetheless, these attest to the continuity of the tradition of producing manuscripts on leaves, recording textual materials of considerable antiquity.

              
              30
                See Helmke and Zrałka 2021.

              
              31
                For example, Justeson and Campbell 1984; Stuart 1987.

              
              32
                For example, Houston, Robertson and Stuart 2000; Wichmann 2004a, 2006; Law 2006; Law and Stuart 2017.

              
              33
                For example, Grube 1990; Lacadena García-Gallo 1995, 2000; Davletshin 2003; Helmke 2009, 535–575; Helmke and Nielsen 2013.

              
              34
                Ficus sp., typically either Ficus contifolia or Ficus aurea (see also Neuman 1973; Stuart 2012).

              
              35
                Coe and Kerr 1997; Stuart 2012.

              
              36
                Coe and Kerr 1997, 170.

              
              37
                Smith-Stark 1994, 20, n. 24; see also Brown 1991, 492.

              
              38
                Stuart 1987, 3.

              
              39
                In modern Mayan languages, such as Itza’, säbäk che’ is the palo de quina (Exostema mexicanum) (Atran and Ucan Ek’ 1999, 41). Whereas in Ch’orti’, it is much more general, and sibik refers to a variety of trees that can be burnt into soot.

              
              40
                Roys 1931, 301.

              
              41
                See Buti et al. 2014.

              
              42
                Coe and Kerr 1997, 150–151.

              
              43
                Awe 2013, 43, Fig. 11.

              
              44
                Kettunen and Helmke 2024, 39.

              
              45
                According to Fray Diego de Landa, the Yucatec Maya ‘wrote their books on a long sheet, sheet doubled in folds, which was then enclosed between two boards finely ornamented; the writing was on one side and the other, according to the folds’. He also noted that ‘they made from the roots of a tree, and gave it a white finish excellent for writing upon’ (de Landa 1978, 13).

              
              46
                Thompson 1972, 19; Barrera Vásquez 1980, 840.

              
              47
                Barrera Vásquez 1980, 925. There may well be a connection to the second month of the solar Haab calendar, that was known as wo’ ~ wooj in Yucatec.

              
              48
                Now also known as the Códice de México.

              
              49
                Whittaker 1986.

              
              50
                Love 1994.

              
              51
                Lacadena García-Gallo 2000.

              
              52
                Vail et al. 2003; Vail and Aveni 2004.

              
              53
                Coe et al. 2015.

              
              54
                Coe et al. 2015.

              
              55
                Coe 1973.

              
              56
                Coe and Kerr 1997.

              
              57
                For example, K5721. These are designations of ceramics vessels in the Kerr Maya Vase Database: <https://research.mayavase.com/kerrmaya.html> (accessed on 25 May 2025).

              
              58
                K1220.

              
              59
                For example, K1225; K1787.

              
              60
                Maya deities were first classified by Paul Schellhas (1892), before the decipherment of Maya writing, who thereby attributed each deity separate uppercase letter designations. Since that time, the names of some deities can be read with a fair degree of confidence, whereas others resist coherent decipherment. For the sake of clarity, we, therefore, use the original letter designations for deities whose names continue to defy clear readings.

              
              61
                Taube 1992, 35. See also Martin 2015, 197–199, 207–209, for the Classic Maya names of God D.

              
              62
                K1180.

              
              63
                K1185.

              
              64
                For example, K954; K3413.

              
              65
                Beliaev and Davletshin 2006; Hull, Carrasco and Wald 2009, 39; Helmke 2012a, 178–184.

              
              66
                Wichmann 2004b, 19–21.

              
              67
                Lacadena García-Gallo 2003, 46–47, 103–104.

              
              68
                Carrasco and Boucher 1987; Lacadena García-Gallo 2003, 47 (Kabah); Tokovinine et al. 2024 (Resbalón).

              
              69
                In Yucatec, we find the Ch’olan loanword anahte’ (Barrera Vásquez 1980, 16), which is glossed as ‘cortezas, pergaminos que servían a los indios paya escribir o pintar sus historias con jeroglíficos’.

              
              70
                The practice of writing on perishable materials duplicates what is known for other complex literate societies in the tropics, such as the Khmer, who used to write notes on palm leaves (Dean 1990; Pou 1997, 54). This is also comparable to short texts and tags that were cut into wooden staves from Viking-era Scandinavia, such as the large collection found in Bergen (Spurkland 2005) or the texts that have preserved in the Viking settlements along the south-western tip of Greenland (Imer 2017).

              
              71
                Some researchers have suggested that certain quadrangular boxes made of ceramic or stone were intended as containers for codices (Houston, Golden and Scherer 2017). We find their suggestion unconvincing, especially since ceramics are inherently porous and readily absorb ambient moisture, making these ill-suited for the housing of codices. The ceramic boxes were much more plausibly interpreted as cache containers, a well-documented function from the archaeological contexts in which these have been found in the central Maya lowlands. Although one stone box is repeatedly cited as a possible codical container (and it may well have functioned as such), we must point out that this box differs in its dimensions (21 × 38 cm) from known codices. By contrast, the wooden boxes that we describe here, match in terms of known metrics, offer more appropriate and light-weight storage environments, and thereby remain the best candidates for codical housing.

              
              72
                Anaya H., Guenter and Mathews 2001.

              
              73
                Christenson 2007, 6–7.

              
              74
                Zender and Bassie-Sweet 2002.

              
              75
                Anaya H., Guenter and Mathews 2001.

              
              76
                Coe and Kerr 1997.

              
              77
                Bark beaters have been found in such early contexts at both Cuello (Hammond 1991, 189) and Seibal (Willey 1978, 55, 79–80). Additionally, a crumpled piece of amate paper found in a tomb at the site of Huizilapa (Jalisco, Mexico) has been dated to the first century ce (see Benz and De La Vega 2006, 293).

              
              78
                Bark beaters in non-elite contexts, for example, appear in the Copan Valley (7D-3-1, 32B-16-1 and 34C-4-2) (Gonlin 2007, 105).

              
              79
                von Hagen 1944.

              
              80
                Similar painting paraphernalia have been found in certain Maya tombs, such as Burial 116 of Temple I at Tikal belonging to Jasaw Chan K’awiil I (682–734 ce), which included a ceramic inkwell labelled as sibik, ‘ink’ (Culbert 1993, 125, Fig. 8) (Figure 4f).

              
              81
                Inomata 2001, 326–327. Additionally, a painted hieroglyphic text on a shell found in the same structure contained the title itz’aat (‘wise one’ or ‘artist’), a known title relating to scribes (Stuart 1989, 18–19). For a more detailed discussion of the term, see Graña-Behrens 2001.

              
              82
                For example, see a discussion of Burial 7 in Patio A at Xultun (Rossi, Saturno and Hurst 2015). Interestingly, the technique of covering a codex with white stucco before painting was an extension of the artistic traditions of stuccoing buildings onto which paint was then applied.

              
              83
                Steward 1942.

              
              84
                Knorosov 1952.

              
              85
                For example, Fagan 1995, 193–209.

              
              86
                Houston 1989, 22; Helmke 2009, 555; also compare to estimates provided by the ­Textdatenbank und Wörterbuch des Klassischen Maya <https://classicmayan.org/portal/doc/20> (accessed on 25 May 2025). Here, we define ‘text’ as the totality of writing on each discrete text-bearing object, irrespective of its length or material.

              
              87
                Daniels and Bright 1996, 172–182; Robinson 2002, 104–138, 244–263; Woodard 2008, 163–233; Curtis 2020.

              
              88
                Monuments account for circa 65 % of the corpus, whereas artefacts comprise the remaining 35 % (Helmke 2009, 555, n. 5). Artefacts here refers to all inscribed portable objects, including ceramics, earspools, jadeite beads, bone weaving pins, shells and obsidian blades.

              
              89
                Especially the formulaic incantations that were made at the dedication of an object, to formally imbue it with a life-essence, since all human-made objects were deemed to be inherently lifeless, unless these underwent a ritual in which the natural life-essence could be imbued.

              
              90
                Mathews 1979.

              
              91
                Or alternatively reflect a sampling bias introduced by the socio-historical circumstances under which the Spanish seized the books that have been preserved to this day.

              
              92
                Reents-Budet, Bishop and MacLeod 1994, 323–330; Reents-Budet, Bishop and Blackman 2010; García Barrios 2011; Boucher Le Landais 2014. To reiterate a point made earlier, we here present a simplified understanding of the production and distribution of codex-style vases and suggest that these were primarily produced at workshops tied to the court of Calakmul in the southern part of the state of Campeche, Mexico (García Barrios 2011). However, the archaeological evidence for these types of ceramics to date is actually more abundant in the Mirador region of what is now the northern Peten of Guatemala (Morales-Aguilar and Helmke, in press). Whereas the practice of rendering codices skeuomorphically on ceramics was a regional preference, we can surmise that there were multiple workshops tied to several cities within the greater sphere of influence on Calakmul, spanning between Mexico and Guatemala (see Reents-Budet, Bishop and Blackman 2010).

              
              93
                Coe 1973, 16.

              
              94
                Helmke, Hoggarth and Awe 2018, 44.

              
              95
                Houston 2014, 31–48 passim.

              
              96
                Helmke, Hoggarth and Awe 2018.

              
              97
                Vepretskii 2023, 49–64; Helmke 2025.

              
              98
                Robicsek and Hales 1981; Morales-Aguilar and Helmke, in press. In all, there are about 230 vessels in museums and private collections and 320 fragmentary specimens from archaeological contexts; the majority from sites in northern Guatemala, but with a growing number appearing at sites in the Calakmul region of Mexico.

              
              99
                Reents-Budet, Bishop and Blackman 2010, 4.

              
              100
                Mathews 1979.

              
              101
                See Martin 1997.

              
              102
                Martin 2017.

              
              103
                Helmke, Beliaev and Vepretskii 2020.

              
              104
                Literally ‘a collection of flowers’, wherein a manuscript provides excerpts drawn from several sources.

              
              105
                Literally ‘collected things’, referring to a manuscript that gathers excerpts from various sour­ces. Unlike a florilegium, which is typically more structured and thematic, a collectaneum can be more loosely organised and eclectic in its selection of texts.

              
              106
                Helmke, Beliaev and Vepretskii 2020.

              
              107
                This is the nominalised form of the verb way ‘to sleep, dream’, which, in this context, may well be understood as ‘nightmare’ and refer to the nocturnal entities that one could encounter in one’s sleep and which sorcerers wielded upon others to inflict illness.

              
              108
                Houston and Stuart 1989; Grube and Nahm 1994; Helmke and Nielsen 2009; Stuart 2021; Helmke, Kettunen and Krempel, in press.

              
              109
                Taube 1992.

              
              110
                Helmke and Kupprat 2016.

              
              111
                This chrono-specific particularity of Maya myths has already been commented upon elsewhere (see Helmke 2012a, 2012b).

              
              112
                See K1182, K1339, K1559, K2794, K4012 and K8927.

              
              113
                This myth partly survives to this day among traditional Maya communities and was first synthesised by Thompson (1970, 366–369) and has, in more recent years, been examined more thoroughly for its Classic-period antecedents by Zender (2017) and Helmke (2018, 84).

              
              114
                K0511.

              
              115
                Stuart 1993; Beliaev and Davletshin 2006, 36–42; Hull, Carrasco and Wald 2009, 39; Helmke 2012a, 178–184.

              
              116
                K1560 (see Helmke 2012a, 172–177).

              
              117
                K1299, K4118 and K4598. Schele and Mathews 1998, 149; Martin and Grube 2000, 82.

              
              118
                K1226, K1345 and K4546. Episodes pertaining to this myth are best known from the Popol Vuh of the K’iche’ Maya which survives as a seventeenth-century manuscript, although the antiquity of this myth can be traced back to at least the Late Preclassic period in the Maya (see Stela 2 at El Mirador, dated to c. 300 bce–50 ce). Whereas this myth is typically thought to be a Maya myth, comparable accounts are, in fact, known for several Mesoamerican cultures, which show that this was one of the most widespread myths in Mesoamerica, specifically related to monster-ridding cycles, the advent of hunting and kingship, with the first headdress being fashioned from the head of this great bird (Helmke and Nielsen 2015; Nielsen and Helmke 2015).

              
              119
                Helmke 2012b.

              
              120
                K1991.

              
              121
                K0556, K0719, K1006, K1079, K1198, K1341, K1375, K1384, K1882, K2067, K2572, K2715, K3702, K4114, K5164, K5230 and K5862.

              
              122
                K759, K760, K761, K1185, K1220, K1221, K1225, K1252, K1257, K1347, K1522, K1523, K1561, K1651, K1787, K2095, K2285, K2294, K2717, K3432, K4010, K4487, K8425, K8457, K9184 and K9222.

              
              123
                Literally ‘red man Chaahk’, referring to an aspect of the thunder deity that is tied to the eastern cardinal direction, which was identified with the colour red. Other aspects of the deity affiliated to the other cardinal directions include the northern Sak Xib Chaahk (‘white’), the southern K’an Xib Chaahk (‘yellow’), the western Ik’ Xib Chaahk (‘black’) and even the central Yax Xib Chaahk (‘blue-green’). For more in-depth studies of the thunder deity as well as an overview of iconography of codex-style vessels, see García Barrios 2006, 2010, 2011.

              
              124
                K0521, K1199, K1003, K1152, K1199, K1336, K1644, K1650, K1768, K1815, K2207, K2208, K2213, K2595, K3201, K3202, K4011, K4013, K4056, K4385, K4486, K8333 and K8680 (see Robicsek and Hales 1981, 22–24; Martin 2002).

              
              125
                K3450 and K8608.

              
              126
                K2068 and K2772 (see Carrasco and Hull 2002).

              
              127
                K1224, K1248, K1333, K1338, K1343, K1346, K1362, K1365, K1366, K1395, K1489, K1562, K2011, K2096, K2710, K3428, K4117, K5002, K6979 and K8201.

              
              128
                Robicsek and Hales 1981, 107; García Barrios 2006; Christenson 2007, 111; Helmke 2009, 89–97.

              
              129
                Helmke and Kupprat 2016.

              
              130
                Martin 1997, 857; Martin and Grube 2000, 102; Grube 2004.

              
              131
                K1004.

              
              132
                K1258, K1202, K1301, K1488, K1566 and K1648.

              
              133
                K1892.

              
              134
                K2723.

              
              135
                K0512, K1222 and K1607.

              
              136
                Cases Martín 2001.

              
              137
                Houston, Robertson and Stuart 2000.

              
              138
                Law 2006.

              
              139
                Alfonso Lacadena (personal communication 2000) suggested that this could be a feature of proto-Ch’olan of the Late Preclassic period (c. 300 bce–200 ce).

              
              140
                Lacadena García-Gallo 1997; Wald 2004.

              
              141
                Parallelismus membrorum, see also the notion of difrasismos, which are commonplace not only among the Maya, but other Mesoamerican cultures (e.g. Hull 2012; Helmke 2023).

              
              142
                Hull 2012, 74.

              
              143
                Hull 2019.

              
              144
                The same poetic structuring is also found in the Book of Chilam Balam of Tizimin (Edmonson 2010, 81). The manuscript dates to the late eighteenth century, but it records the history of the Yucatan during the years 1441 to 1848, from which we can infer at least the early portions were ori­ginally written in codices. In addition to various poetic forms (e.g. chiasmus, diphrastic kennings, assonance, alliteration) the vast majority of the text is composed in couplets and triplets.

              
              145
                See Helmke, Hoggarth and Awe 2018, 30–31, 39–40, 49–51, 64, 71. For the use specifically of diphrastic kennings in colonial-era texts likely copied from codical originals see Bíró 2023.

              
              146
                For a reading of the ‘drummer’ glyph (T351v), see Helmke and Vepretskii 2022, 7–14.

              
              147
                For other examples of similar assonance patterns, see Hull 2003, 482–485.

              
              148
                Edmonson 2010, 114, lines 3033–3034.

              
              149
                On the possible meaning of this couplet, see Zender 1999, 126–127; see also Knowlton 2002, 9–12; Knowlton 2012, 253–269. For more recent discussions, see Helmke et al. 2018, 36–39, 71; Freidel 2024, 1–19.

              
              150
                Komkom Vase at S1–R2.

              
              151
                Roys 1965.

              
              152
                Based on the archaic vocabulary, Bolles (2003, iii) suggests the document originates in the sixteenth or seventeenth century.

              
              153
                K1440 (also known as the Vase of 88 Glyphs).

              
              154
                See Hull 2003, 410, 494–496, Figs. 87, 88.

              
              155
                The medium of writing can also relate to the function of the object (e.g. funerary, elite gifting, personal status, administrative, symbolic).

              
              156
                See Hull 2003, 379–380, 536.

              
            
           
           
             
              Missing Evidence and Clues to Evidence, a Dialectic Process: The Apostolic Tradition
 
            

             
              Alessandro Bausi 
              
 
            

            
              Abstract
 
              The Apostolic Tradition is one of the most puzzling cases of textual transmission in early Christian literature. The debates and hypotheses put forward to understand this work are a good illustration of the intricate and enigmatic relationship between preserved material evidence, missing textual phases, and constructions and hypotheses based on an attempt to reconcile contradictory evidence. This case study also illustrates the difficulty of integrating newly emerging evidence into a traditional discourse that clings to assumed paradigms and is incapable of rethinking established conclusions.
 
            
 
             
              
                1 Missing evidence: What I understand as ‘missing evidence’
 
                 
                  Car les textes, ou les documents archéologiques, fût-ce les plus clairs en apparence et les plus complaisants, ne parlent que lorsqu’on sait les interroger. Avant Boucher de Perthes, les silex abondaient, comme de nos jours, dans les alluvions de la Somme. Mais l’interrogateur manquait et il n’y avait pas de préhistoire. Vieux médiéviste, j’avoue ne connaître guère de lecture plus attrayante qu’un cartulaire. C’est que je sais à peu près quoi lui demander. Un recueil d’inscriptions romaines, en revanche, me dit peu. Je sais tant bien que mal les lire, non les solliciter. En d’autres termes, toute recherche historique suppose, dès ses premiers pas, que l’enquête ait déjà une direction. Au commencement est l’esprit. Jamais, dans aucune science, l’observation passive n’a rien donné de fécond. À supposer, d’ailleurs, qu’elle soit possible.1
 
                
 
                This quotation from Marc Bloch’s Apologie pour l’histoire ou Métier d’historien, which I consider, without claiming any particular originality, to be one of the most inspiring books ever written, may well serve as an introduction to the subject, even if I run the risk of setting the target at a level to which I declare myself from the outset to be utterly inadequate.
 
                Even within the field of manuscript and textual studies, similar to that of the global study of ancient cultures, ‘missing evidence’ affects and limits our perception and understanding. Missing evidence, however, is also an intrinsic and essential component of the process of knowledge construction; not only in ancient cultures and not only in humanities.2 Let us remind ourselves, for example, how essential the contributions of foreigners’ reports are to get views of societies, even when those societies have produced abundant evidence and written records preserved to us. From my field, the example of the first extensive report on Ethiopia by Francisco Alvares published in 1540 is eloquent:3 Without this report, we could hardly figure out so many aspects of daily life, and religious and institutional practices, that he noted simply contrasting them with those of his own culture, whereas they were too obvious for the Ethiopians to note them themselves. The adoption of different angles of view is telling and revealing of what would never have emerged from the inner perspective of the observed. ‘Missing evidence’, therefore, is a relative and elusive concept that is essentially realised by the comparison of what we knew and assumed before, and the decisively more and clearer we happen to know later. We can say that there is no knowledge without missing evidence. Yet, even in the case of apparently disclosed ‘full evidence’, this might eventually appear another case for ‘missing evidence’ in the light of further questions and/or elements that will only later complement it. The process is, thus, on the one hand, strongly and inherently dialectical and, on the other hand, indebted to an inexhaustible ‘dissatisfaction with evidence’, also in the case of the sense of nostalgia for the lost that animates and sustains any research into the unknown. Those few segments of apparently clear, continuous and convincing evidence which we can reconstruct thanks to new finds or a fresh consideration of previously neglected clues, mark moments of new knowledge and actually progress in a field.
 
               
              
                2 Missing evidence in Ethiopian studies
 
                From my field of Ethiopian and Eritrean studies – marked by extremely severe gaps in the material manuscript documentation from Late Antiquity to medieval time (fourth to thirteenth century ce, the so-called ‘dark ages of Ethiopia and Eritrea’)4 – I would like to provide one case when this virtuous process of neglected clues was turned into filled gaps, thus, producing a positive development, albeit its reception is largely desultory, and what we can learn from this case study that might help us in future research. Before delving into this case study, it may be useful to look at a couple of other cases with some parallel aspects as an introduction, because the case is instructive of the kind of fierce resistance that the emergence of new evidence can provoke in the positions of those who refuse to acknowledge that the new evidence necessarily requires a fundamental reassessment.
 
                A few years ago, the Latin scholar Paolo Chiesa and his team at the Università Statale di Milano discovered a section entitled History of Ethiopia (Ystoria Ethyopie) in a medieval Latin manuscript of the universal chronicle (Cronica universalis) of the fourteenth-century writer Galvaneus Flamma (d. c.1345), preserved in a private collection in the United States. This section finally explained the enigmatic report on an early fourteenth-century Ethiopian embassy to Europe – in fact, the earliest embassy from Ethiopia ever thought to have reached Europe – contained in a fifteenth-century historical compilation. This latter fifteenth-century compilation, the Supplementum cronicarum by Giacomo Filippo Foresti (first edition 1483), contained nothing else than a summary of the much larger and more detailed text of the Ystoria Ethyopie by Galvaneus Flamma. In turn, Galvaneus Flamma apparently relied for his information on a treatise concerning a map (Tractatus de mappa) whose author, easily identifiable as Giovanni da Carignano (d. c.1330), drew a famous planisphere of the Mediterranean area also including North and Eastern Africa, probably once also accompanied by a written detailed commentary.5 If no conclusive evidence in favour of the existence of an embassy emerges – there is a major uncertainty about the year when this would have taken place – and the depiction of Ethiopia in the Ystoria Ethyopie appears to be in several passages influenced by contemporary ideas and expectations, there is no doubt that reliable information on early fourteenth-century Ethiopia was directly or indirectly conveyed to Giovanni da Carignano, as we can read it resumed in Galvaneus’s Cronica universalis.6 While the evidence of a direct dependence of the Supplementum cronicarum by Filippo Foresti on the Cronica universalis by Galvaneus Flamma is striking and absolutely compelling, this has not yet been acknowledged by historians who stick to the traditional view of a fictitious text, entirely devoid of any historical significance.7
 
                Another important case of discovered (yet once missing) evidence is the radio carbon dating to the twelfth/thirteenth century (1160–1265 ce) of a fragmentary paper leaf from a Gǝʿǝz manuscript discovered in situ during archaeological excavations at the Red Sea Monastery in Egypt.8 This exceptional discovery helps to date back the beginning of translations from Arabic into Gǝʿǝz by more than a century, and puts the question of the relationship between the Ethiopians and the monastic communities in Egypt, and the role that these communities played in the massive translations from Arabic during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, or even a bit earlier, on a new basis.9 It also concerns the material practices involved, with an early medieval paper leaf against the established use of parchment.10
 
                Another case study worth mentioning is the evidence for Greek numerals recently discovered in a medieval manuscript, probably once located in the church of Gʷǝnāgʷǝnā, in one of the historical areas of early and late antique Christianisation on the southern border of Eritrea, close to northern Tǝgrāy.11 This evidence helps to reposition the relationship between the medieval Ethiopian textual tradition and the Greek textual heritage in a different way: it raises the question of the late survival of a Greek heritage in the medieval period. The further evidence of converging linguistic phenomena in documentary texts (probably to be dated around the twelfth century) with features compatible with a Mediterranean notarial lingua franca with Byzantine characteristics, as attested in contemporary Sicilian chanceries, complicates the picture further,12 as it raises the question of the possible direct or indirect relationship of medieval Ethiopian archival practices with those of the Mediterranean area.
 
               
              
                3 The enigma of the Apostolic Tradition
 
                The discovery, over twenty-five years ago, of a medieval Gǝʿǝz manuscript testimony to a hitherto unknown canonical-liturgical collection, which I have termed the Aksumite Collection (CAe 1047),13 has filled a number of gaps with its evidence, and revealed ex post, with a movement typical of the progress of science and scholarly work, the existence of hitherto largely unnoticed missing evidence.14 The latter can be postulated by analogy or assumption based on existing evidence, but can only be entirely grasped when, to some extent, it is no longer missing. All in all, this demonstrates that the missing evidence is a liminal, dynamic and prospective concept, strictly related with the awareness of the missing evidence and the hypotheses which are accordingly formulated.
 
                If not the most important, a new hitherto unknown Gǝʿǝz version of the Apostolic Tradition, largely different and independent from the one previously known, is among the most spectacular new acquisitions revealed by the Aksumite Collection.15 Despite my active involvement in this discovery, there is hardly any other more complex dossier in the field of early Christian texts to present, and the array of competences required largely exceed mine. Let us start by saying that, whatever the actual oldest Apostolic Tradition was, we currently understand a relatively short treatise which describes the rites, liturgy, institutions, and, in a word, the ritual and social life of the early Church as Apostolic Tradition.16 This work, as it is currently referred to, is primarily documented by a fragmentary late antique Latin version preserved in the lower layer of a palimpsest codex, Verona, Biblioteca Capitolare, Codex LV (53), containing the third book of the Sententiae by Isidore of Seville copied in the second half of the eighth century, whereas the lower layer is dated to the fifth century.17 What is not transmitted directly by the Latin ­palimpsest is integrated from versions or later rearrangements.18 The short treatise ‘comprises catechetical and liturgical material and has been associated with the name ofHippolytus since the fifth century at the latest’19 in some – not all – later derived documents, although this association is not documented in its oldest witness, that is the Latin palimpsest.
 
                The title Apostolic Tradition (in Greek capitals, [Α]ΠΟΣΤΟΛΙΚΗ ΠΑΡΑΔΟΣΙΣ), inscribed on the tenth and eleventh lines, alongside other titles of works, can actually be clearly read on the plinth of a human-size statue once believed to represent the second-third-century Christian writer Hippolytus of Rome, and currently placed in the entrance hall of the Vatican Library. This inscription is an essential witness to the very existence of the title Apostolic Tradition. In fact, in the 1970s Margherita Guarducci demonstrated that the statue is a sixteenth-century fake worked out by the antiquarian Pirro Ligorio. The latter used original remains of an antique statue portraying a female philosopher, eventually turned to other uses. The plinth of the statue was inscribed on one side with a Passover calendar and on the other side with a table to convert it into dates to celebrate Christian Easter, from the year 222 ce for the next 112 years; a list of titles written in Greek was added shortly after 222 ce.20 The arrangement to make the statue portray Hippolytus of Rome was apparently suggested by the inscribed titles of works, some of which were identical to those attributed to Hippolytus in the Ecclesiastical History of Eusebius of Caesarea. The list of books happens to be the oldest extant Christian list of books. The title Apostolic Tradition, carved on the base of this statue, is preceded and apparently coupled with another title on the preceding ninth line, On Charisms ([Π]ΕΡΙ ΧΑΡΙΣΜΑΤΩΝ), to the point that it is not easy to understand whether we have to deal with one title or two separate titles. In the meantime, the unity itself of the figure of the writer Hippolytus has been fundamentally questioned by scholars of early Christian literature,21 so that currently, some authors believe that two distinct writers, a Roman and an eastern, existed, with the same name of Hippolytus, between the end of the second and the first decades of the third century ce.22
 
                Aside from and on top of all these material and textual features, the Apostolic Tradition is also an extremely ideologised text. It has played a fundamental role in the process of reforming the liturgy of the Catholic Church in the twentieth century, and is, therefore, the object of a great deal of attention and interest from readers who still regard it as a real source of guidance and inspiration:
 
                 
                  The Second Eucharistic Prayer of the post-Vatican II Roman Rite (not to mention similar prayers used by a number of Anglican and Protestant churches) finds its inspiration in the anaphora given in chapter four of the Apostolic Tradition. The ordination prayers of the Roman Rite have been influenced by the document. And, as a colleague once put it, the Roman Catholic adult catechumenate would never have taken its present shape without the framework provided by Hippolytus.23
 
                
 
                Therefore, the Apostolic Tradition is a battlefield for not only philologists and epigraphists, but also engaged historians of Christian liturgy and canon law, who are quite different communities of scholars. Besides these distinctions, traditionally established boundaries also play a role, with scholars adhering to respective national or even confessional schools supporting quite different views.24
 
                As has already been said, the almost complete lack of evidence for the earliest Greek text obliged the scholars to reconstruct the missing parts, not attested by the Latin palimpsest, either from rearranged works in Greek and several eastern Christian languages (Syriac, Coptic and Arabic) or from assumedly more closely related Christian Egyptian versions (Coptic, Arabic and Gǝʿǝz), with the apparent paradox that the first ever known Gǝʿǝz version, which should have been the more recent one because it was at the end of a long chain of translations from Greek to Coptic to Arabic and finally to Gǝʿǝz, actually appeared to preserve quite archaic features and affinities with the Latin version. In fact, the connection to the title Apostolic Tradition attested in the purported Hippolytus’s statue is also an early twentieth-century construction, independently advanced by Eduard von der Goltz in 1906, Eduard Schwartz in 1910 and Richard Hugh Connolly in 1916,25 and fostered by the availability of the Coptic (fragmentary), Arabic and Ethiopic versions.26 The strict convergence of the Latin and Gǝʿǝz incipit, missing in all other related documents, was decisive evidence, despite a number of differences, that both were close witnesses to the lost Greek Apostolic Tradition of Hippolytus,27 assumed to be the second in a series of two works, where the first was the treatise On Charisms. Here, a translation of the Latin and Gǝʿǝz texts will give an idea of the ­correspondence:28
 
                
                         
                        	[§ 1, Latin]
Ea quidem, quae verba fuerunt, digne posuimus de donationibus, quanta quidem deus a principio secundu<m> propriam voluntatem praestitit hominibus offerens sibi eam imaginem, quae aberraverat. Nunc autem ex caritate, qua<m> in omnes sanctos habuit, producti ad verticem traditionis, quae catecizat, ad ecclesias perreximus, ut hii, qui bene docti sunt, eam, quae permansit usque nunc, traditionem exponentibus nobis custodiant et agnoscentes firmiores maneant, propter eum qui nuper inventus est per ignorantiam lapsus vel error et hos qui ignorant, praestante sancto spiritu perfectam gratiam eis, qui recte credunt, ut cognoscant, quomodo oportet tradi et custodiri omnia eos, qui ecclesiae praesunt. 
                        	[§ 30b, Gǝʿǝz]
ትእዛዝ፡ ፴፱ በእንተ፡ ሥርዐተ፡ ሀብት፡ ዘሐዋርያት፡
ዘበእንተ፡ ቃልሰ፡ ርቱዐ፡ ጸሐፍነ፡ በእንተ፡ ጸጋት፡ መጠነ፡ እግዚአብሔር፡ በዘዚአሁ፡ ምክር፡ እምቅድመ፡ ወሀቦ፡ ለሰብእ፡ እንዘ፡ ያቀርብ፡ ለሰብእ፡ ኀቤሁ፡ እንተ፡ ተስሕተት፡ አምሳል። ወይእዜሰ፡ ለፍቁር፡ ዘውስተ፡ ኵሉ፡ ቅዱሳን። መጺአነ፡ ውስተ፡ ርእስ፡ ለመጥዎ፡ እንተ፡ ትደሉ፡ ውስተ፡ አብያተ፡ ክርስቲያናት፡ በጻሕነ፡ ከመ፡ እለ፡ ሠናየ፡ ይትመሀሩ፡ እንተ፡ ሀሎት፡ እስከ፡ ይእዜ፡ መጥዎ፡ ዐቂቦሙ፡ ሥርዐተነ፡ አእሚሮሙ፡ ጽኑዓነ፡ ይኩኑ፡ በእንተ፡ ተራክቦ፡ ይእዜ፡ በኢያአምሮ፡ ድኅፁ። ወእለሰ፡ ኢያእመሩ፡ እንዘ፡ ይሁብ፡ መንፈስ፡ ቅዱስ፡ ፍጽምተ፡ ጸጋ፡ ለእለ፡ በርትዕ፡ የአምኑ፡ ከመ፡ ያእምሩ፡ እፎ፡ መፍትው፡ ይመጥዉ፡ ወይዕቀቡ፡ እለ፡ ቤተ፡ ክርስቲያን፡ ይቀውሙ። 
  
                        	(1) We have worthily set down those things that were of the word about the gifts that God from the first according to his own will bestowed on human beings, presenting to himself that image which had gone astray. (2) And now led on by the love that he had for all the saints, we have arrived at the summit of the tradition that catechizes to the churches, (3) so that those who have been well led by our exposition may guard that tradition which has remained up to now, and being aware [of it] may remain firmer, (4) on account of that fault or error which was recently invented through ignorance and those who are ignorant, (5) since the Holy Spirit bestows perfect grace on those who rightly believe, that they may know how those who preside over the church ought to hand on and preserve all things. 
                        	39 Concerning the statute of the gift of apostles
[As for] that which concerns the Word, we have written rightly regarding the gifts – how much God in his plan has given to humankind from the beginning, as he brings humankind, the image that had gone astray. close to him. But now as we come to the one beloved among all the saints, we have arrived at the summit of the tradition that is proper in the churches, so that those who have been well taught, keeping the tradition that has existed until now, as they know our statute, may become strong concerning what has been found, although they at present have stumbled in their ignorance and those who do not know, as the Holy Spirit gives the perfect grace to those who truly believe so that they may know how those who stand in the church must pass along and keep. 
 
                  

                
 
                The attribution of the Apostolic Tradition to Hippolytus has resisted until two factors came into play. One, I have already mentioned, is the deconstruction of the figure of Hippolytus. The second factor has to do with the change of attitude towards texts, with a predominant attention to the document over the text. This change of attitude does not so much make reference to the so-called ‘New Philology’, because the distance from the main Latin witness and the others, aside from a few passages, has always been too large to allow a detailed word-for-word reconstruction of the Apostolic Tradition. Rather, it is linked with the consideration that the genre of the Apostolic Tradition tends towards what is called ‘living literature’, of which liturgical literature, either ideal or of actually practical use, is also considered to belong.29 Accordingly, the Apostolic Tradition should be simply seen as an anonymous pseudepigraphical composition. This thesis was also supported by the discovery in a Greek florilegium of a quotation from the Apostolic Tradition that identified the work as ‘from the Orders of the Holy Apostles’ (Ἐκ τῶν Διατάξεων τῶν ἁγίων ἀποστόλων), thus, according to some authors, providing the correct title of the work.30
 
                As I have written elsewhere, providing extensive quotations which I will not repeat here in their entirety,31 textual criticism (which is based on ‘witnesses’), textual history and the critical analysis of sources should be kept apart, provided that they pursue different aims. If the interest of the scholars, as in the case of the historians of liturgy, focus on the origin of each component of a liturgical text,32 textual reconstruction becomes superfluous rather than impossible. It is also paradoxical, however, that, conversely, the accusation that reconstructed texts would be ‘ghost texts’ is coupled with the admitted necessity of dissecting and disentangling multilayered texts in order to single out their different chronological strata: in this case, against the actual material documentary evidence that presents texts as one inseparable face of unitary written artefacts.33
 
                Before I turn to the developments of the twenty-first century, it is necessary to look at the Apostolic Tradition and its related documents under a further perspective. The Apostolic Tradition is the earliest treatise of the genre which we can call the genre of the ‘Church order’ – in German, with an appropriate single term that has justly enjoyed great favour in the field, Kirchenordnung.34 Beyond the interest in their content, the way in which these contents are transmitted is of the greatest interest for the typology of the written artefacts, because, in most cases, single documents are not transmitted as single units, but are embedded and reworked in extensive collections, the so-called canonical-liturgical collections. Similar to what happens for any translated text, a double perspective is also possible here: The single units are, at the same time, the object of analysis and reconstruction in themselves as well as witnesses to previous stages of the transmission. Eduard Schwartz, in concise fascinating pages where he sketched the emergence of Christian canonical and liturgical law, and the pseudepigraphical legitimisation devices put in place,35 stressed a very important point, that is, the non-official and the personal character of these endeavours:
 
                 
                  On the other hand, the impersonal, generally apostolic authority under whose banner the writings went out into the world very soon led to their being united into collections and preserved merely as parts of such collections and revised anew; it should be noted that these collections have no official character but are private endeavours.36
 
                
 
                Therefore, these collections can also be considered genuine multiple-text manuscripts of the typology of the ‘corpus organiser’.37 In fact, the earliest attainable evidence of the Apostolic Tradition attests to its being part of such comprehensive collections: in the Latin manuscript mentioned above, the so-called Tripartite Collection or Collectio Veronensis (Didascalia, Ecclesiastical Canons, and Apostolic Tradition); in Egyptian Christianity, the so-called Alexandrine Synod (Ecclesiastical Canons, Apostolic Tradition, and a Parallel section to Apostolic Constitutions VIII); among the rearrangements, let us mention here only the Greek Apostolic Constitutions (Didascalia, Didache, and Apostolic Constitutions VIII). Let us also observe that the phase of the arrangement in the Alexandrine Synod is just one step towards a further, centripetal gathering of textual units: we can distinguish a further phase where the Apostolic Canons are added, at the latest, in Coptic, eventually translated into Arabic and Ethiopic; and finally, in the Ethiopian Christian tradition, which is in the focus here, a more or less standardised collection emerges, probably in the early fourteenth century, the Sinodos, out of several originally distinct texts and collections, partly singularly added and partly translated or inherited from previous collections.38
 
               
              
                4 The role of the new Gǝʿǝz witness to the Apostolic Tradition
 
                As anticipated above, the discovery of a new Gǝʿǝz version of the Apostolic Tradition in the Aksumite Collection, different and independent from the previous one transmitted within the Alexandrine Synod in the Sinodos, has completely changed the state of the art. The text, published in editio princeps and translated in 2011 and subsequent studies, has unanimously convinced the specialists – at least, those who have read the text39 – that this new evidence marks a change of paradigm in the way of looking at the Apostolic Tradition. The Gǝʿǝz version is also inserted in a canonical-liturgical collection, but it is in a completely new arrangement. From the codicological point of view, it is part of a block that contains six consecutive units: (1) the Ecclesiastical Canons (acephalous, fols 1r–5r); (2) the History of the Episcopate of Alexandria with one leaf lost between fol. 5 and 6, fols 5r–13v); (3) the Epistle 70 of Cyprian of Carthage (fols 13v–16v); (4) the Apostolic Tradition (fols 16v–29v); (5) the Parallel Section to Apostolic Constitutions VIII (fols 29v–35r); (6) the treatise On Charisms (fols 35r–38v).40 We finally have a witness much closer to the Latin than all other witnesses known so far and apparently translated entirely directly from a Greek Vorlage, even though we do not have a perfect matching and a few interpolations (from the Didache and the Didascalia) and omissions have also made their way into the Gǝʿǝz version. The incipit is at the beginning, as in the Latin, and not displaced:41
 
                
                         
                        	ቀዳሚተ፡ ሥርዓት፡ ፪፡
ዘበእንተ፡ ቃልሰ፡ ርቱ<ዐ>፡ ጸሐፍነ፡ በእንተ፡ ጸጋት፡ መጠኔ፡ እግዚአ፡ ብሔር፡ በዘ፡ ዚኣሁ፡ ምክር፡ እምቅድመ፡ ወሃበ፡ ለሰብእ፡ እንዘ፡ ያቀርብ፡ ኀቤሁ፡ እንተ፡ ተስሕተት፡ አምሳል። ወይእዜሰ፡ ለፍቅር፡ ዘውስተ፡ ኵሉ፡ ቅዱሳን፡ መጺእነ፡ ውስተ፡ ርእስ፡ ለመጥዎ፡ እንተ፡ ትደሉ፡ ውስተ፡ አብያተ፡ ክርስቲያናት፡ በጸሕነ፡ ከመ፡ እለ፡ ሠና<የ>፡ ተመሀሩ፡ እንተ፡ ሃሎት፡ እስከ፡ ይእዜ፡ መጥዎ፡ ዐቂቦሙ፡ ሠሪዐነ፡ አእሚሮሙ፡ ጽኑዓነ፡ ይኩኑ፡ በእንተ፡ ተረክበ፡ ይእዜ፡ በኢያአምሮ፡ ድሕ<ፅ>፡ ወእለሰ፡ ኢያአምሩ፡ እንዘ፡ ይሁ<ብ>፡ መንፈስ፡ ቅዱስ፡ ፍጽምተ፡ ጸጋ፡ ለእለ፡ ርቱ<ዐ>፡ ይአምኑ፡ ከመ፡ ያ<እ>ምሩ፡ እፎ፡ መፍትው፡ ይመጥዉ፡ ወይዕቀቡ፡ እሌ፡ ለቤተ፡ ክርስቲያን፡ ይቀውሙ። 
                        	Prelude of the second rule
Concerning the word, we have rightly written about the charisms, of what the Lord according to his counsel beforehand granted to man, offering him the image that he had erred. And now, having come to the love that is in all the saints, we have arrived at the culminating point of the tradition that is expedient in the churches, so that those who have been instructed in the good, respecting the tradition that has been hitherto, after we have adjusted it and once they have come to know it, may become firm over the error due to ignorance that has now been found; and in order that those who do not know, granting the Holy Spirit perfect grace to those who believe righteously, may know in what manner those who oversee the church should transmit and observe. 
 
                  

                
 
                Moreover, quite a number of exclusive readings of the Latin are confirmed. Most of all, the new evidence which has emerged points to two, ex post, cases of missing evidence, or better, misinterpreted evidence.
 
                 
                  	 
                    The archaic passages found in the previously known Gǝʿǝz version had to be interpreted as evidence of remains of a partially missing late antique version based on a Greek text, which had left some apparent traces in the manuscript tradition; in fact, in comparison to the medieval Sinodos – an early fourteenth-century concoction of late antique Greek-based texts, inserted in a fresh medieval Arabic-based translation – the newly emerged Gǝʿǝz Apostolic Tradition is probably a fifth- or sixth-century direct translation from the Greek.

 
                  	 
                    Several passages of this version explicitly allude to the tradition, thus, integrating the mutilous evidence of the Latin, and making clear that this key word was present both at the beginning and the end of the text; and the expression Apostolic Tradition is definitely attested in the text itself.42

 
                  	 
                    The strict agreement of two early and distant versions, Latin and Gǝʿǝz, in lateral areas, does not only guarantee the authenticity of the transmitted text, but also has an additional meaning: it ensures that the text of the Apostolic Tradition we are dealing with is not a ‘ghost text’ or a protean piece of ‘living literature’ we are completely unable to grasp due to the unavoidable processes of change in the transmission. Both versions definitely point to a very material and concrete Greek textual phase, surprisingly attested in Italy and Egypt, much more unitary than believed before, which has simply gone lost.

 
                
 
               
              
                5 The treatise On Charisms
 
                If we can regard as accepted the hypothesis that the Aksumite Collection has provided a new, fundamental witness of the Apostolic Tradition, there is still a further consideration that requires attention. We have already seen that the association of the Apostolic Tradition with Hippolytus also supposed Hippolytus as the author of a preceding treatise On Charisms. However, the disconnection of Hippolytus from the Apostolic Tradition does not dispose of the association of the Apostolic Tradition with the treatise On Charisms, which has a quite material ground in the inscription on the statue, where the two titles come one after the other. Moreover, a treatise On Charisms, attributed to Clement of Rome, is present in the Aksumite Collection43 – and in a comparable form in the Alexandrine Synod as well, even though it does not hold there a marked section of its own, between the Apostolic Tradition and the Parallel Section to Apostolic Constitutions VIII. Actually, this treatise corresponds exactly to the initial chapters 1–2 of the eighth book of the Apostolic Constitutions (8,1–2), but it is apparently absent from the Latin collection (Collectio Veronensis). The issue related to this relationship is also connected to the question of the Apostolic Tradition and has its own peculiar history, which I will not recapitulate here.44 Let us only say that there is a common consensus that this short treatise On Charisms, despite its proximity to the Apostolic Tradition in the evidence provided by the manuscript tradition, cannot be the treatise connected to it in the titles of the statue, notwithstanding the text itself, because the incipit of the Apostolic Tradition definitely mentions a preceding text on charisms: Latin (§ 1,1): Ea quidem, quae verba fuerunt, digne posuimus de donationibus, where donatio means ‘grace, charism’; and the same in Gǝʿǝz: ‘Concerning the word, we have rightly written about the charisms’ (zabaʾǝnta qālǝssa rǝtuʿ<a> ṣaḥafna baʾǝnta ṣaggāt), where ṣaggā means ‘grace’.45
 
                According to Eduard Schwartz, the presence of this treatise in the Apostolic Constitutions 8,1–2 should be explained with the compiler’s intention to have a section that would fit with the title mentioned at the beginning of the Apostolic Tradition, which the compiler was reworking; and he would have placed this newly ad hoc composed section before the reworked Apostolic Tradition.46 So, there must certainly once have existed a treatise with this title, but this cannot have been the treatise we have. What we have, therefore, is simply a fictitious treatise, composed in order to have a section ‘on charisms’ before the reworking of the Apostolic Tradition in the Apostolic Constitutions, which mentioned this section and where it was needed.
 
                If one examines with a bit of equanimity such a convoluted reasoning, one can really wonder what the rational is beyond it. This reasoning can probably be explained as a consequence of the emergence of new evidence. Scholars were strongly influenced by the great importance of the discovery of the Latin palimpsest of the Apostolic Tradition and the extraordinary possibility of linking it directly to one of the titles of Hippolytus’s writings, while they were completely perplexed by the treatise On Charisms mentioned together with the Apostolic Tradition, since this treatise is missing from the so-called tripartite collection (Didascalia, Ecclesiastical Canons, and Apostolic Tradition) attested by the Latin palimpsest, considered to represent the earliest attainable arrangement of the Apostolic Tradition. They were so enthusiastic about the new evidence, all the more so because it was attested by such an ancient witness, that they did not consider the possibility that still further evidence was missing.47 In this respect, again, the prejudice against the late character of the Gǝʿǝz evidence deemed to be medieval – and the lack of consideration of the sound principle recentiores, non deteriores – played a decisive role.48
 
                As we have seen, the Aksumite Collection is the only collection where the treatise On Charisms circulates independently, after a Parallel Section to Apostolic Constitutions VIII (the sequence, guaranteed by codicological evidence, is: Ecclesiastical Canons, History of the Episcopate of Alexandria, Epistle 70 of Cyprian of Carthage, Apostolic Tradition, Parallel Section to Apostolic Constitutions VIII, and On Charisms). The attribution to Clement could be a hint that the section was extracted from the Apostolic Constitutions, but we cannot take this for granted.49 A sound consideration of the behaviour of titles and the mobility of units (texts) in multiple-text manuscripts should help in introducing some flexibility when reasoning on manuscript tradition and written artefacts.50 This applies both to those who stress that the treatise On Charisms does not deal exclusively with charisms in its contents51 and to those who claim that the title for the only Greek fragment extant in a florilegium from the Apostolic Tradition (Orders of the Holy Apostles, Διατάξεις τῶν ἁγίων ἀποστόλων) is decisive evidence for the identification of the title of the Apostolic Tradition; it also applies to those who observe that the sequence of texts in the Aksumite Collection is not what we would expect, based on the sequence of titles on the statue (On Charisms—Apostolic Tradition).
 
                In conclusion, without venturing into a more detailed proposal, which will be left for another paper, what can be learned from this case study is that it is wise to resist the temptation to fill all the gaps of missing evidence with the new evidence that has emerged. Putting forward hypotheses that require extremely complex passages to resolve contradictions is legitimate but not always fruitful. This attitude risks downgrading the importance of apparently clear evidence that cannot be fully integrated with the new evidence.
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              Notes

              1
                Bloch 2018, 26; English translation, Bloch 2015, 53–54: ‘For even those texts or archaeological documents which seem the clearest and the most accommodating will speak only when they are properly questioned. Before Boucher de Perthes, as in our own day, there were plenty of flint artifacts in the alluvium of the Somme. However, there was no one to ask questions, and there was therefore no prehistory. As an old medievalist, I know nothing which is better reading than a cartulary. That is because I know just about what to ask it. A collection of Roman inscriptions, on the other hand, would tell me little. I know more or less how to read them, but not how to cross-question them. In other words, every historical research supposes that the inquiry has a direction at the very first step. In the beginning, there must be the guiding spirit. Mere passive observation, even supposing such a thing were possible, has never contributed anything productive to any science’; see also the Italian edition, which makes clear the layers of the author’s reworking (Bloch 1998, 51).

              
              2
                The interest, even among the general public, in the subject of the certainty of knowledge and the role that the emergence of new evidence plays in it when it demonstrates the falsity of previous knowledge and the role of error itself in the development of new knowledge, can also be measured by the success of recent bestsellers. I will mention two recent ones from the Italian publishing scene: Carofiglio 2024, for the social sciences, and Martin 2024, for the natural sciences. In this context, in philology as textual criticism, the concept of ‘witness’ still keeps all its value of a neutral and passable term, also within a written-artefact approach; see the occurrence of the term in almost every page of the introduction by Roelli 2020.

              
              3
                Beckingham and Huntingford 1961.

              
              4
                For an overview of the processes of material and textual transmission from Late Antiquity to the Middle Ages, see Bausi 2020a. For important and reasonable considerations on the dynamics of material and textual transmission, see Erho 2025. The transcription of Gǝʿǝz (Ethiopic) texts follows the conventions of Leslau 1987.

              
              5
                Chiesa 2018, with the edition of the Latin text, Italian translation and exhaustive bibliography to date. The planisphere of Giovanni da Carignano, once preserved in the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze, was unfortunately destroyed in 1943 during World War II, when it was on exhibition in Naples. More sensational, but, all in all, less detailed, is also the first ever mention of North America (known as ‘Marckalada’) in a South-European text, in the same Cronica Universalis, see Chiesa 2021. Paolo Chiesa has further elaborated on these discoveries within the framework of a virtuous relationship between research, team-work and teaching in the fascinating best-seller Marckalada. Quando l’America aveva un altro nome (Chiesa 2023).

              
              6
                Bausi and Chiesa 2019, with the re-edition of the Latin text, English translation, and a detailed commentary aimed at highlighting any possible evidence of references and allusions to the Ethiopia of the time. I will come back again to the hypotheses and the topic in a forthcoming ­contribution.

              
              7
                Krebs 2019, an unfortunately timed publication, submitted when Chiesa’s article had just appeared, and which should have been withdrawn. Even less excusable are statements made in later publications, where the discovery of the Ystoria Ethyopie is hardly mentioned and systematically downgraded, and the issue of its reliability is briefly disposed of, in a monograph dedicated to Ethiopian-European relationship where this episode should have received a central place: Krebs 2021, 5, 15, 203, 245–246; see on this the correct comments by Chiesa 2023, 144–145. The treatment in what should have been a reliable reference work is not better: Yonatan Binyam and Krebs 2024, who simply tacitly ignore this source. For a more balanced appreciation, see Bausi and Gnisci 2024, 16.

              
              8
                Maximous el-Antony, Blid and Butts 2016. Needless to say, the radio carbon dating of the ʾAbbā Garimā manuscripts to Late Antiquity has also led to a paradigm shift in the study not only of Gǝʿǝz palaeography but also of the Gǝʿǝz language; for an agile overview of the history of research, see Bausi 2011a; for the radio carbon dating, Mercier 2000, 2021; in general, McKenzie and Watson 2017; Kim 2022; for the linguistic aspects, Bausi 2023a; Bulakh 2024.

              
              9
                Ambu 2022, 2024, who has collected the documentation, with new data and fresh re-examination of the state of the art.

              
              10
                Nosnitsin 2020.

              
              11
                Nosnitsin 2022; and for the identification of the numerals, Bausi 2021a, 20; and its attribution to the manuscript of the Computus of Gʷǝnāgʷǝnā (MS Eritrea, ʾAkkala Guzāy, Šǝmazānā, Gʷǝnāgʷǝnā, ʾƎndā Masqal ʾIyasus, photographically documented by Marilyn E. Heldman, ante 1994) Bausi 2023b, 324–325, 334.

              
              12
                Bausi 2023b, a study which is also indebted to an unpublished contribution by Nafisa Valieva, eventually refurbished in an article of more specific character, see Valieva 2023 (on the lands register MS Ethiopia, Tǝgrāy, Bǝḥerāwi Kǝllǝlāwi Mangǝśti Tǝgrāy, ʿUrā Qirqos, UM-035, once in the church of ʿUrā Masqal and currently in the nearby church of ʿUrā Qirqos, olim C3-IV-83).

              
              13
                For a systematic codicological and textual description of the manuscript (MS known as Sinodos of Qǝfrǝyā, Ethiopia, Tǝgrāy, Bǝḥerāwi Kǝllǝlāwi Mangǝśti Tǝgrāy, ʿUrā Qirqos, UM-039, once in the church of ʿUrā Masqal and currently in the nearby church of ʿUrā Qirqos, olim C3-IV-71/C3-IV-73), see Bausi et al. 2020.

              
              14
                I am not going to report once again the history of research and publication of texts from this manuscript, but all publications related to it, in a way, have revealed the existence of missing evidence that a careful analysis of this manuscript has filled; see Bausi 2002; 2006; 2015; 2020a. More details are provided below.

              
              15
                From the point of view of the Gǝʿǝz documentation, I have provided specific studies of approach to the topic of the Apostolic Tradition (CAe 6240) and also an edition with translation; see Bausi 2003; 2009; 2011b; 2020b, where further references are found. For an essential update on the specific witnesses and a partial reconstruction, see Meßner 2016–2017. The other two most important texts in the Aksumite Collection are definitely the History of the Episcopate of Alexandria (CAe 5064), see Bausi and Camplani 2013; 2016; Bausi 2024; Camplani 2024, from which further contributions and an idea of the huge general impact of this discovery can be easily gained (a further, much later and apparently worse textual witness to this historiographical text has very recently been singled out in a still unpublished communication by Ted Erho, January 2025); and the Treatise on the One Judge (CAe 6260), an obscure and linguistically extremely arduous mystagogical text, whose Vorlage, if any, has not yet been identified; see Bausi 2021b, largely used in Chase 2023, and Bausi 2023a for its peculiar linguistic features. Other texts, however, are also extremely important for the textual transmission of patristic and canon-law texts.

              
              16
                Classic presentations of the Apostolic Tradition are the works by Dix 1937; Botte 1946; 1963; 1968; Hanssens 1959; 1965; 1970; Geerlings 1991, but translations and more or less detailed presentations are available in almost all more common European languages. To give an idea of the extent, the recent translation by Bradshaw 2021a, provided with an extremely limited apparatus of annotation, takes pages 12–39 of the volume.

              
              17
                Lowe 1947, no. 507 (see <https://elmss.nuigalway.ie/catalogue/857> [accessed on 5 March 2025]). Main studies and editions of the palimpsest by Hauler 1896; 1900; Tidner 1963. The older texts (end of the fifth century) in 41 leaves of the manuscript (out of the total 99) include Fasti consulares of years 439–486, later updated to years 487–494, in one single leaf (fol. 89); and portions of three Latin texts translated from Greek (Didascalia, Ecclesiastical Canons, and Apostolic Tradition) in 40 leaves, all palimpsest except for one (fol. 99). Hauler published the underlying text still extant in the 40 leaves and numbered the leaves consecutively by pages (recto and verso of 40 leaves = 80 pages), regardless of the missing leaves and according to the sequence of the contents. He was also able to reconstruct the original structure of the palimpsest, both on the basis of internal evidence and thanks to three quire signatures (‘I’, ‘VI’, ‘X’) preserved on some leaves (10, 34, 52 = fols 88v, 93v, 90v). Therefore, though a large part of the text is lost, it is possible to determine the original extension of the Latin codex, which amounted to thirteen quaternions = 104 leaves at least. The Apostolic Tradition occupied the twelfth and thirteenth quaternions of the codex: twelfth quaternion, fols 4r–8v, and thirteenth quaternion, fols 1r–8r or 1r–8v (the end is defective) = 13 leaves. Due to the loss of the two external bifolia of the twelfth quaternion (fols 1–2 and 7–8) and of the first and third bifolia of the thirteenth quaternion (fols 1, 3, 6, 8), we have only fols 4–6 of the twelfth quaternion and fols 2, 4, 5, 7 of the thirteenth quaternion = 7 leaves. For further details, see Hauler 1896, 1–6; 1900, vi–viii; Botte 1963, xviii–xx; Steimer 1992, 106–113; the best description is in Hanssens 1965, 6–13, 17–20, 512–514. This brief presentation of the Latin witness is an adjusted version of my own description in Bausi 2009, 292, n. 8.

              
              18
                See the essential co-ordinates provided in CPG 1737, but we have to consider that all texts and versions with entries from CPG 1730 to 1743 are directly or indirectly related to the Apostolic Tradition. An essential step in the research of the last decades has been the English translation with extensive commentary of all direct and indirect witnesses by Bradshaw, Johnson and Phillips 2002, which has also established the standard chapters and verses reference.

              
              19
                Vinzent 2019, 163.

              
              20
                Guarducci 1977; 1989; 1991; Castelli 2010, with detailed references to previous works on p. 37, n. 10; Castelli thinks that the statue represents the Church (based on the Shepherd of Hermas, Vision 1, 2,2 and Vision 2, 8,1–2; see Prinzivalli and Simonetti 2015, 224–225, 234–235) and that the opposition between the hierarchical (monarchic) and charismatic views in the second-third century Roman episcopate is reflected in the opposition between the throne and the cathedra.

              
              21
                See a summary of the discussion in Scholten 1991; Markschies 1999, 21–39; Simonetti 2000, 92–93, 124–130; 2006; Cerrato 2002; more recently, see the clear presentation by Vinzent 2019.

              
              22
                The most recent translations in English, which already take into account, although from different points of view, the developments I am going to introduce, are those by Stewart 2015 (revised edition of Stewart 2001), who still sticks to the hypothesis of attribution to Hippolytus; and Bradshaw 2021a; 2023, who rejects this attribution.

              
              23
                Vinzent 2019, 163–164, also quoting Baldovin 2003, 521.

              
              24
                It is simply impossible within the limits of this contribution to provide an even indicative selection of the bibliography accumulated on the issue of the Apostolic Tradition. See this selection to get, at least, an idea: Martimort 1991a; Markschies 1999; Nicolotti 2005; Markschies 2009, 150–151; Smyth 2010; Ekenberger 2011; Weidemann 2011; Bradshaw 2014; 2017; Stewart 2017; Bradshaw 2018; Johnson 2018; Chase 2019; Reynolds 2019; Meßner 2020; Stewart 2020; Vinzent 2020; Bradshaw 2021b; 2022; Stewart 2022; also consider that the Apostolic Tradition contains one of the oldest credo formulae, for which see Kinzig 2017a, I, 156–157 (§ 89d); 2017b, 164–169, 173; 2024, 149–157; also Bausi 2025a; on the reception of Jesus, see Vinzent 2020; and one could go on on every aspect of Christian theology, liturgy, and antiquities.

              
              25
                Goltz 1906a; 1906b; Schwartz 1910 (reprinted as Schwartz 1963); Connolly 1916.

              
              26
                Horner 1904; see also Guidi 1904–1905; and, both stressing the very late character of the Gǝʿǝz version assumed to be based exclusively on an Arabic Vorlage on the ipse dixit of Guidi, Funk 1905, 476: ‘Wie der Herausgeber mitteilt, erklärt sich Professor Guidi in Rom, der für ihn die Kollation der vatikanischen Hss besorgte und ihm auch bei Übersetzung des Äthiopen Dienste leistete, mit Entschiedenheit für die Abstammung des Äthiopen aus dem Araber, nur nicht aus einer der bis jetzt bekannten arabischen Hss, sondern aus einer noch unbekannten (S. IX). Vielleicht gelingt es noch, die entsprechende arabische Quelle zu entdecken. Sollte dies aber nicht der Fall sein, so verdient die These Guidis doch in hohem Grade Beachtung. Der hervorragende Orientalist und bedächtige Gelehrte wird sein Urteil nicht ohne gute Gründe abgegeben haben, und soweit man nach den Übersetzungen urteilen kann, verhalten sich die beiden Text wirklich so zueinander, daß man unbedingt den einen aus dem anderen abzuleiten hat, den äthiopischen näherhin auf den arabischen zurückführen muß, da für diesen feststeht, daß er von dem sahidischen abstammt’ (‘As the editor reports, Professor Guidi in Rome, who did the collation of the Vatican manuscripts for him and also assisted him with the translation of Ethiopic, is decidedly in favour of the Ethiopic being descended from the Arabic, yet not from any of the Arabic manuscripts known to date, but from a still unknown one (p. IX). Perhaps it will yet be possible to discover the corresponding Arabic source. But should this not be the case, then Guidi’s thesis certainly deserves a great deal of attention. The excellent orientalist and thoughtful scholar will not have given his verdict without good reason, and as far as one can judge from the translations, the two texts really do relate to each other in such a way that one must necessarily be derived from the other, the Ethiopic more closely from the Arabic, since it is certain that the latter is derived from the Sahidic’); Schwartz 1910, 7: ‘Der arabische Text ist sicher aus dem Koptischen übersetzt; nach dem maßgebenden Zeugnis Guidis geht der äthiopische nicht direkt auf ein koptisches Original, sondern auf eine arabische Übersetzung zurück, die sich aber von der erhaltenen nicht unwesentlich unterschieden haben muß’ (‘The Arabic text was surely translated from the Coptic; according to the authoritative testimony of Guidi, the Ethiopic does not go back directly to a Coptic original, but to an Arabic translation, which, however, must have differed considerably from the one that has been preserved’). A better edition of the Gǝʿǝz version was eventually published by Duensing 1946.

              
              27
                Only two fragments were discovered in the course of time, see Richard 1963, 79 (1976a); 1966, 48 (1976b).

              
              28
                Latin text from Tidner 1963, 117–119; Gǝʿǝz from Duensing 1946, 78–80; already in Horner 1904, 29; translations from Bradshaw, Johnson, and Phillips 2002, 20, 164. The Gǝʿǝz text, transmitted in the Sinodos, is actually displaced as chapter 39, whereas the Apostolic Tradition starts at chapter 21 of the so-called 71 Statutes of the Apostles (CAe 2669).

              
              29
                Bradshaw 1993; 2001; Meßner 2007; Zanetti and Voicu 2015.

              
              30
                See the reference given above; and Martimort 1987; 1991b; 1996; Magne 1988.

              
              31
                Bausi 2009, 303–304, nn. 32–34, with reference to authors whose main target was the reconstructions, lastly attempted by Bernard Botte, who also theoretically defended his method in a number of contributions, see Botte 1955, 168; 1960, 16; 1966, 177–179; 1975, 83; see also Geerlings 1991, 155–156; and the method of Hanssens 1966, 537–538: ‘pour notre part, nous nous sommes diverti à mettre en œuvre pour la classification des trois collections et des huit manuscrits, un procédé utilisé fréquemment avec des bons résultats: celui de l’évaluation quantitative ou numérique des leçons, procédé complémentaire de leur évaluation qualitative’ (‘for our part, we have enjoyed implementing a process frequently used with good results for the classification of the three collections and eight manuscripts: that of the quantitative or numerical evaluation of the lessons, a process complementary to their qualitative evaluation’); and the criticism by Metzger 1992a, 22: ‘Alors quel avantage peut-on trouver dans un tel essai de reconstitution? Qu’apporte-t-il à l’histoire de la liturgie? Un texte fantôme, dont trop d’éléments sont incertains et dont on ne sait rien sur sa réception effective’ (‘So what advantage can be found in such an attempt at reconstruction? What does it contribute to the history of liturgy? A ghost text, of which too many elements are uncertain and of which nothing is known about its actual reception’); similarly, Metzger 1988, 244; concerning the role of the genre, see Metzger 1992b, 249; Faivre 1995, 38: ‘La “Tradition apostolique” a été très (trop?) largement travaillée. Les rétroversions proposées (par Dix et surtout par Botte) ont permis un progrès considérable. Mais on devrait essayer d’aller plus loin en proposant une édition synoptique (faisant état des différentes versions et des remaniements): ceci permettrait de ne plus voir commenté un texte hypothétique qui n’a peut-être jamais existé tel quel’ (‘The “Apostolic Tradition” has been very (too?) extensively worked on. The proposed retroversions (by Dix and especially by Botte) have enabled considerable progress. But we should try to go further by proposing a synoptic edition (taking account of the different versions and reworkings): this would make it possible to avoid commenting on a hypothetical text that may never have existed as such’); Bradshaw, Johnson and Phillips 2002, 13–14; Nicolotti 2005, 236–237.

              
              32
                This is precisely the position of Bradshaw 2001, 615–617: ‘Although in part the standard canons of the text-critical method used to determine the original reading of any ancient text can be employed here, yet the history of liturgically related texts presents special problems that demand the adoption of other criteria. While other ancient manuscripts are subject to occasional attempts by copyists to correct what they perceived to be doctrinal errors on the part of the original authors, such emendations are relatively rare and much easier to detect than in liturgical texts and liturgically related manuscripts. In these cases, in order to decide whether a particular element belong to the original version of the text or is a later accretion, one has to resort to comparative study: is the element in question consistent in vocabulary, theological content, and liturgical performance with what is said elsewhere in the document and with what we know from other sources concerning liturgical practice in the place and time period from which it is believed to originate? […] Similarly, if the Apostolic Tradition is a multi-layered work, it may well contain elements that belong to a very early period of the Christian tradition as well as elements from a much later time [...] Thus our investigation of the origin of the components of the church order must extend to examining the individual small parts of rites and not rest content to allow one element within a rite to be treated as determinate to the whole’.

              
              33
                On multilayered written artefacts, see now Maksimczuk et al. 2024.

              
              34
                Gaudemet 1985; Bradshaw 1989; 2015; Steimer 1992; Faivre 1995; Hartmann and Pennington 2012; Orlandi 2016, but a complete bibliography would be simply endless, since the study of these documents, to some extent, coincides with the history of Christianity.

              
              35
                These devices actually comprise the attribution to Jesus Christ (Testament of Our Lord, CPG 1743), the Apostles (Didascalia, CPG 1739, and several sets of canons, such as the Ecclesiastical Canons, CPG 1739, and the Apostolic Canons, CPG 1740), Clement of Rome disciple of Peter (the Apostolic Constitutions, CPG 1730, and the Pseudo-Clementine Octateuch, CPG 1733), Hippolytus (Epitome of the VIII Book of the Apostolic Constitutions, CPG 1741, and Canons of Hippolytus, CPG 1742); and one could add quite a number of cases, the Nicene fathers, and a number of patristic authors.

              
              36
                My translation; see Schwartz 1910, 2 (1963, 194): ‘Dagegen führte die unpersönliche, allgemein apostolische Autorität, unter deren Flagge die Schriften in die Welt hinausgingen, dazu, daß sie sehr bald zu Sammlungen vereinigt und lediglich als Teile solcher Sammlungen erhalten und von neuem überarbeitet sind; dabei ist durchaus festzuhalten, daß diese Sammlungen keinen offiziellen Charakter tragen, sondern private Unternehmungen sind’.

              
              37
                See the proposal by Bausi 2010a; also Brita and Karolewski 2021 for further considerations.

              
              38
                For a concise overview, see Bausi 2010b. The dynamic is similar, but not identical, to what one can observe for homiletic-hagiographical collections, for which see the large series of contributions in Gippert and Macé 2019.

              
              39
                Besides previous shorter notices (see at least Bausi 2003), Bausi 2009 provides detailed comparison tables of all passages with the Latin and the previously known Gǝʿǝz witnesses, and a demonstration of the thesis exposed here; Bausi 2011b for text and Italian translation of the new Gǝʿǝz version; an English translation was also provided, see Bausi 2025b. Positive reactions include the new English translations by Stewart 2015; Bradshaw 2021a and 2023, all considering the new Gǝʿǝz version a main witness to the text alongside the Latin; the two latter contributions make this clear by reproducing a page of the Gǝʿǝz witness on the book cover. Among the studies, see the contribution by Meßner 2016–2017. Inevitably, there are also those who refuse to see or simply do not read; see the confused statements on the new Gǝʿǝz version by Bouhot 2024, 56: ‘Cette version ne diffère pas de celle que Dom Botte a utilisée et qui provenait du Senodos éthiopien, dont les témoins les plus anciens datent du XVe siècle. Les différences entre les deux versions (place du Prologue de TA, par exemple) s’expliquent par la manière différente dont les deux rédacteurs de la Collectio aksumita et du Senodos éthiopien ont utilisé la même source’ (‘This version does not differ from the one used by Dom Botte, which came from the Ethiopic Senodos, the oldest records of which date back to the fifteenth century. The differences between the two versions (the place of the Prologue of TA, for example) can be explained by the different ways in which the two editors of the Aksumite Collection and the Ethiopic Senodos used the same source’); p. 76: ‘Cette seconde version arabe du Sinodos, traduite en éthiopien, a été insérée dans la Collectio aksumita récemment découverte dans un manuscrit « qui n’est pas postérieur au XIVe siècle », puis dans le Sénodos éthiopien au début du xve siècle’ (‘This second Arabic version of the Sinodos, translated into Ethiopic, was included in the Aksumite Collection recently discovered in a manuscript “which is not later than the fourteenth century”, then in the Ethiopic Senodos at the beginning of the fifteenth century’).

              
              40
                For further codicological details, see Bausi et al. 2020, 136–137. The texts not yet mentioned are identified as follows: Ecclesiastical Canons, CAe 6239; Epistle 70 of Cyprian of Carthage, CAe 1348; Parallel section to Apostolic Constitutions VIII, CAe 1355; the treatise On Charisms, CAe 2114.

              
              41
                Bausi 2011b, 28; English translation is mine.

              
              42
                See at the incipit (above): (§ 1,2) Latin: ad verticem traditionis; Gǝʿǝz: rǝʾǝs lamaṭṭǝwo; (§ 1,3) Latin: traditionem exponentibus nobis custodiant et agnoscentes firmiores maneant; Gǝʿǝz: maṭṭǝwo ʿaqibomu śariʿana ʾaʾmiromu ṣǝnuʿāna yǝkunu; (§ 1,5) Latin: quomodo oportet tradi; Gǝʿǝz: ʾǝfo mafǝttǝw yǝmaṭṭǝwu; and the end, the doubled, but mutilous Latin passage (§§ 38B,6 and 43,2–3, Tidner 1963, 144, 150) Universis enim audientibus apos<tolicam traditionem>... and Universis enim audientibus apostolicam tra<ditionem>..., is confirmed by the corresponding Gǝʿǝz passage (Bausi 2011b, 62–63), albeit not placed exactly at the end: ʾǝnza yǝsammǝʿu zaḥawāryāt mǝṭṭāwe: with zaḥawāryāt mǝṭṭāwe accurately translating, verbum de verbo, ἀποστολικὴ παράδοσις. Thus, the underlying word for Latin traditio was definitely παράδοσις, not διατύπωσις, as in the Apostolic Constitutions 8,3,2, as surmised by Markschies 1999, 25–26, 34–35; 2001, 590–591; see also Bausi 2009, 302.

              
              43
                See the incipit of the treatise On Charisms in the Aksumite Collection: title: ‘On charisms and ordinations and laws of the Church. Rule from Clement’ (baʾǝnta ṣaggāt waśimatāt waḥǝgaga zabeta krǝstiyān. śǝrʿat ʾǝmḫaba qalemenṭos); and incipit which corresponds verbum de verbo to the Greek text of the Apostolic Constitutions 8,1: Τοῦ Θεοῦ καὶ σωτῆρος ἡμῶν Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ τὸ μέγα τῆς εὐσεβείας ἡμῖν παραδιδόντος μυστήριον καὶ προσκαλουμένου Ἰουδαίους τε καὶ Ἕλληνας (zaʾǝgziʾa bǝḥer mad̮ḫǝnǝna ʾiyasus krǝstos zabaśannāy ʾamlǝko lana ʾǝnza yǝhub mǝsṭir wayǝṣewwǝʿ ʾayhud waʾarame), with the only omission of μέγα.
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                Bausi 2003, 47–59; 2009, 298–303, where I have already reviewed the positions of the main authors. In addition to the studies on the Apostolic Tradition, the treatise On Charisms was particularly addressed by Magne 1965; 1975; 1981; Botte 1975. Lastly a contribution by Bouhot (2024) appeared, who simply suggests identifying the treatise On Charisms with the Ecclesiastical Canons, based on the evidence of the Collectio Veronensis, with the sequence Ecclesiastical Canons – Apostolic Tradition, but, as has already been stated, the author completely ignores and/or misunderstands all recent developments in the field.
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                The detailed Gǝʿǝz manuscript and textual evidence for this treatise, for which we also have evidence of a peculiar partial rearrangement in a manuscript of the Sinodos, cannot be presented here without providing an edition and extensive quotations; see some further details in Bausi 2003, 30–34; 2009, 298; also Eshetu Abate (1988) had advanced a reassessment of the evidence with a few good points, but additionally with some exaggerations and philological approximation.
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                Schwartz 1910, 38 (1963, 270): ‘Dagegen hat der Verfasser der apostolischen Konstitutionen aus dem Titel, den er in der Einleitung der KO fand, ein Kapitel eigener Erfindung [8,1.2] herausgesponnen und vor der Überarbeitung der KO an die Spitze des Buches gestellt; die ersten Worte der Einleitung behielt er bei, um zur KO überzuleiten’ (‘In contrast to this, the author of the Apostolic Constitutions spun a chapter of his own invention [8,1.2] from the title he found in the introduction of the Church Order and placed it at the beginning of the book before the revision of the Church Order; he kept the first words of the introduction to lead over to the Church Order’). Richard Hugh Connolly simply did not realise that the section On Charisms is also contained in the Alexandrine Synod (1916, 43): ‘A.C. viii 1–2, on charismata, is not found in Eg. C.O., the principal source of bk viii; so that this passage was either composed in its entirety by the A.C. compiler himself, or based by him on some document other than Eg. C.O.’; similar statements on pp. 140, 147–148. Markschies 1999, 27, does not discuss Schwartz’s statement and accepts it tacitly (‘Schwartz belastete seine Hypothese zusätzlich durch die Annahme, daß die zwei ausführlichen Kapitel über die Charismen, die in den ‘Apostolischen Konstitutionen’ der zitierten Passage vorausgehen und in der sonstigen Traditio-Überlieferung keine Parallele haben, vom Kompilator aus “eigener Erfindung herausgesponnen” worden sind’, ‘Schwartz further burdened his hypothesis by assuming that the two extensive chapters on charisms, which precede the quoted passage in the Apostolic Constitutions and have no parallel in the other tradition of the Apostolic Tradition, were “spun out of thin air” by the compiler’).
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                One of the few exceptions, to the best of my knowledge at least, to have noted the problem was Audet 1958, 34–35, 39, n. 1, who clearly realised that the section On Charisms was present in the Alexandrine Synod and in the Gǝʿǝz version as well, and that this required an explanation. According to him (with a simplification that does not waste the sense of his explanation), the last two sections (to be attributed to Hippolytus) within a partly documented tripartite collection composed of Ecclesiastical Canons, Apostolic Tradition and On Charisms (this latter was lost in the Latin) had been transposed, i.e. the original sequence actually was: On Charisms and Apostolic Tradition.
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                See the obvious reference to Pasquali 1952, 41–108.

              
              49
                Bausi 2021b, 219–220 for more general considerations on the complex relationship of the Aksumite Collection with the Apostolic Constitutions: it is a fact that in the Aksumite Collection we find textual and conceptual units – Ecclesiastical Canons, Apostolic Tradition, Parallel Section to Apostolic Constitutions VIII, On Charisms, the 81 Apostolic Canons (CAe 2675), as well as the extraordinary mystagogical section On the One Judge – which we find also in the Apostolic Constitutions differently arranged and with various degrees of correspondence.
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                Cf. Sharpe 2003; for Gǝʿǝz titles, see the preliminary considerations by Erho 2024, 321–322, n. 13: ‘Upwards of 90 % of Ethiopic texts do not have indigenous titles as they were simply unneeded within the tradition. (Unfortunately, modern scholarship continues to manufacture ‘missing’ or insufficiently determinate ones for its own purposes)’.
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                Cf. Botte 1975; also Bouhot 2024.
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              The Old Khotanese Book of Zambasta, a poetic compendium of Mahāyāna Buddhism, was evidently very popular. In addition to one substantial manuscript, of which 212 folios are known, it is also attested by numerous fragments of other manuscripts. Although many of these fragments were discovered and published long ago, their significance has generally remained unrecognised, either because they were not identified as belonging to this text or because crucial details were misread or ignored. In this case, therefore, the ‘missing evidence’ was hidden in plain sight. The purpose of this paper is to bring this evidence to light and to show that even the smallest fragments have the potential to throw light on the text and structure of the poem.
 
            
 
             
              
                1 Introduction
 
                A substantial Buddhist literature is attested in two of the Middle Iranian languages used in eastern Central Asia during the first millennium ce: Sogdian and Khotanese. The Buddhist texts in Sogdian, important though they are to the linguist and historian, are disappointing from a literary point of view, since they consist almost entirely of translations from Chinese (or occasionally from Tocharian). There is no known Buddhist Sogdian poetry, and only one substantial prose text which may perhaps be regarded as an original composition, the Vessantara Jātaka, an expansive retelling of a well-known story of one of the Buddha’s former births. Contrariwise, the Buddhist literature in Khotanese, the Iranian language of the kingdom of Khotan, to the south of the Taklamakan desert in what is now Chinese Xinjiang, is rich in original works in addition to translations, mostly from Sanskrit.1
 
                The Book of Zambasta (or Z for short), a long poem setting out the doctrines and traditions of Mahāyāna Buddhism, sometimes in strongly polemical terms, is one of the earliest and by far the most important work of Khotanese literature which has come down to us. An original composition in Khotanese, though based on Indian sources, it is written in the earlier form of the language generally referred to as ‘Old Khotanese’, and is now thought to have been composed no later than the fifth century.2 The poem makes use of three different metres, referred to (rather unpoetically) as A, B and C, which were most likely adapted from Indian models, though Ernst Leumann, the first editor of the work, regarded them as a survival of an ancient Indo-European metrical system related to the Homeric hexameter and the metre of the Nibelungenlied.3
 
                Unfortunately, we have no complete copy of the Book of Zambasta. The best preserved manuscript, which I shall refer to as ‘MS 1’,4 was commissioned by an official named Zambasta (hence the conventional title given to the poem by Sir Harold Bailey) and copied in the seventh or eighth century. It is attested by some 212 folios, many of them complete, which contain the whole or part of twenty-three chapters varying in length from twenty-eight to 659 verses. Towards the end of the poem at least one chapter is wholly lost, so the work must originally have consisted of not less than twenty-four chapters.5 Since the verso side of the last surviving folio, fol. 440, was left blank, it is fairly sure that this was the last folio of the manuscript and thus that what we know as Chapter 24 was in fact the last chapter of the poem.6 Whether what we know as Chapter 1 was really the first chapter is less clear. From the surviving verse-numbers it can be calculated that this chapter must have begun on the verso of fol. 143 (though this folio itself is missing), so it is in principle possible that many more chapters may have been lost at the beginning of the poem. This was in fact the view of Ernst Leumann and of his son Manu, who published the poem in 1933–1936 from his father’s Nachlass.7 On the other hand, as R. E. Emmerick pointed out,8 many Khotanese manuscripts are miscellanies containing a variety of texts, so that it is quite possible in principle that the folios preceding ‘Chapter 1’ may have contained unrelated material. Emmerick himself cautiously left this question open, but Mauro Maggi has strongly favoured the view that the work began with the known Chapter 1,9 even arguing that the work may have a concentric structure with a central doctrinal core framed by Chapters 1–2 and 22–24 with their largely legendary content.10
 
                So far, this basic problem has remained unresolved for lack of a conclusive argument. However, evidence which has so far been overlooked demonstrates that the Leumanns were almost certainly right: The Book of Zambasta must have occupied the whole of the manuscript. In this case, the ‘missing evidence’ is not in fact new, as it is provided by fragments which were discovered more than a century ago and published by Bailey in 1963; but the significance of these fragments remained unrecognised, either because they were not identified as belonging to this text or because crucial details were misread or ignored.
 
                The Book of Zambasta was evidently very popular. In addition to the principal MS 1, there exist certain or likely fragments of many other manuscripts as well as a reworking of some passages in a Late Khotanese work known as the Mañjuśrī-nairātmyāvatāra-sūtra, the ‘Sūtra for Mañjuśrī on the realization of selflessness’. What I refer to here as ‘likely fragments’ are those which resemble the Book of Zambasta in language, phraseology, metre or layout, but which cannot be definitely located in the known text. The ‘certain fragments’ are those whose text overlaps with that of MS 1, usually referred to as ‘variants’. In Leumann’s edition of the poem, published in 1933–1936, three such variants are taken into account. By 1968, when Emmerick published what is now the standard edition, seventeen variants were known; since then, the number has increased to forty-five, some of which I identified myself quite recently amongst the huge collection of Khotanese fragments in the British Library.11 Admittedly, many of these ‘variants’ are very small fragments indeed. For this reason, it seems, Bailey and other scholars who have published them have not generally put much effort into identifying their contents; and even those fragments which were identified as belonging to the Book of Zambasta do not seem to have been regarded as worthy of much consideration. As I hope to show, this rather dismissive attitude is unjustified, since some of the variant fragments provide significant evidence on various matters, large and small.
 
                Before discussing this ‘missing evidence’, I must first describe the formal characteristics of the manuscripts.
 
               
              
                2 Formal characteristics of the manuscripts
 
                All known manuscripts of the Book of Zambasta are written on paper, on rectangular pothī sheets imitating Indian palm-leaf manuscripts (see Fig. 1). About a quarter of the way along from the left there is a hole for the string which was used to tie the individual folios together and keep them in order. At least in the case of MS 1, it is known that the folios were kept between two wooden covers for protection. The text is always written in formal Brahmi, running from left to right. The folios are numbered in the middle of the left margin of the recto side. Each verse is written on a single line; if there is enough room, a verse-number is added at the end of the line. Frequently the verse-numbers are abbreviated, by omitting the hundreds or even the tens: thus ‘159’ is commonly written ‘59’ or merely ‘9’. In almost all copies, the text is presented in four columns,12 the spaces between them corresponding in principle (though not always in practice) to the metrical caesurae. No other Khotanese poem is known to have been written in this way, with one verse to a line, let alone in the four-column format, so unidentified folios and fragments which show these formal characteristics are generally, and I think correctly, assumed to belong to copies of this text. The pages are not turned over from right to left as in a western codex, but on a horizontal axis, so that the bottom edge of the recto is the top edge of the verso.
 
                
                  [image: A page from the Book of Zambasta showing the typical layout imitating an Indian palm-leaf manuscript.]
                    Fig. 1: Manuscript III 178, f. 270 recto from the principal manuscript of the Book of Zambasta; photograph by Ines Buschmann © Museum für Asiatische Kunst, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin.

                 
                There are no chapter headings or titles, but each chapter begins with the auspicious word siddham ‘success’. The chapter beginnings can also be identified from the fact that the numbering of the verses restarts from 1, while the end of a chapter is typically marked by two punctuation strokes following the last verse-number. In MS 1 each page contains exactly six verse-lines, except that occasionally some lines are left empty at the end of a chapter in order to begin a new chapter on a new page. Sometimes these empty lines were filled (by the original scribe or a later user) with annotations which do not form part of the poem itself; for simplicity, I refer to such lines as ‘skipped’ lines regardless of whether they are left blank or filled with such secondary material. For example, MS 1, fol. 270v,13 contains the last four verses of Chapter 14, while the fifth line is a note by the scribe, a sort of ‘colophon’ mentioning the scribe’s patron Zambasta, and the sixth line is left blank. In this manuscript, the scribe’s rule was to start a chapter on a new page, so long as this did not require ‘skipping’ more than two lines at the bottom of the preceding page. In all other cases, the new chapter begins immediately on the next available line, presumably in order not to waste expensive paper.
 
                Amongst the variants we know of just one manuscript with four lines to a page, attested by the Berlin folio bi 33 (variant 21 = Z13.9–16).14 This fifth- or sixth-century manuscript is also unique in many other ways, as the oldest surviving witness to any part of the Book of Zambasta,15 the only manuscript from a site to the north of the Taklamakan desert, namely Šorčuk,16 and, as mentioned above, the only known manuscript in which the text was clearly not laid out in four columns. A few manuscripts, such as variant 1, illustrated in Fig. 2 (a photo-montage showing a fragment of which part is preserved in Beijing and part in Harvard), have eight lines to a page; one manuscript may have seven lines to a page, but this is not yet certain.17 However, the great majority of manuscripts have either six lines to a page, like MS 1, or five lines to a page. In fact, as Ernst Leumann demonstrated long ago, MS 1 must have been copied from an exemplar with five lines to a page.18 This is clear from the fact that the scribe of MS 1 occasionally skipped a five-line page of his exemplar and subsequently corrected himself (mostly by deleting several words or lines, not quite perfectly, and then writing the correct text over them).19
 
                
                  [image: See main text.]
                    Fig. 2: BH3-68 + Harvard 2 (variant 1), recto and verso; montage by the author; original photographs © National Library of China, Beijing, and Harvard University, Cambridge MA.

                 
                A significant feature of the five-lined manuscripts is that they seem always to have started a new chapter on a new page, even if this necessitated ‘skipping’ up to four lines at the bottom of the preceding page. As a result, each page of such a manuscript begins with a verse whose number ends in a ‘1’ or a ‘6’. This ‘rule’ applies to all five-lined manuscripts for which we have evidence, including the putative exemplar of MS 1.20
 
               
              
                3 The ‘missing evidence’: Fragmentary manuscripts of the Book of Zambasta
 
                After these preliminaries, we are ready to consider the value as ‘missing evidence’ of the variants and the unlocated fragments of the Book of Zambasta. Of course, I cannot discuss all forty-five of the variants so far identified, let alone all of the unlocated fragments; I will just pick out a few examples to illustrate the various ways in which this material can enhance our understanding of the text.
 
                
                  3.1 Corrections to the text
 
                  As is to be expected, the variants sometimes attest a reading different from that of MS 1. Usually such differences are trivial, though even small changes in wording sometimes provide a reading which seems preferable for the sense, grammar or metre. Occasionally, however, a variant reading may make a significant difference to the meaning of the text. One example is IOL Khot 173/7 (variant 16), which offers a significant improvement to the standard text. This fragment belongs to a folio from a six-lined manuscript.21 The recto side originally contained the last four verses of Chapter 9, plus two ‘skipped’ lines, while the verso side will have contained the first six verses of Chapter 10. In general, the small amount of text preserved in this fragment (Fig. 3) does not differ significantly from that of MS 1; the only discrepancy is the very first word on the recto, which can be restored as [bi]tsāgya ‘relief, alleviation’. The text of the relevant verse in MS 1, with Emmerick’s translation, runs as follows:
 
                  
                    
                      
                                
                              	Z9.25 
                              	nirvānä trāmu paysendi 
                              	samu kho hūsandä bäysendä 
  
                              	 
                              	ttāri duva yāna biysāṃgya 
                              	kye mara stāsīndä saṃtsera 
  
                              	 
                              	‘One so recognizes Nirvāṇa as when a sleeper wakes up. Those two Vehicles are the waking up of those who become weary here in saṃsāra’. 
 
                        

                      

                    

                  
 
                  
                    [image: See main text.]
                      Fig. 3: IOL Khot. 173/7 (variant 16), recto and verso; photographs © British Library, London.

                   
                  If one reads [bi]tsāgya, with variant 16, instead of biysāṃgya with MS 1, the translation of the second hemistich will be: ‘Those two Vehicles are a relief for those who become weary here in saṃsāra’. This must in fact be the correct reading, since an equivalent form (baitsāga) is found in the Late Khotanese adaptation of this passage in the Mañjuśrī-nairātmyāvatāra-sūtra.22 Following a suggestion by Almuth Degener, one may suppose that the correct form bitsā(ṃ)gya ‘relief’ was accidentally altered to biysāṃgya ‘waking up’ in MS 1 (or its exemplar) under the influence of bäysendä ‘wakes up’ in the first hemistich.23 This tiny, apparently insignificant fragment confirms her conjecture.
 
                  IOL Khot 154/6 (variant 13) is a fragment from a six-lined manuscript containing the ends of the verses Z8.36–47. In MS 1, the second hemistich of verse 40 duplicates the second hemistich of verse 37. The variant, however, has a different text in verse 40, which is likely to be more correct as noted by Manu Leumann.24 Presumably the scribe of MS 1 copied the wrong hemistich because both begin with a form of the word aysmua- ‘mind’.
 
                 
                
                  3.2 Additions to the text
 
                  Sometimes a variant which overlaps with an incompletely preserved folio of MS 1 provides an addition to the text previously known. Even the tiny fragment IOL Khot 18/9, which was identified by Prods Oktor Skjærvø as a variant to Z18.31–37,25 attests a few characters which are missing from the parallel text of MS 1. As I have recently shown (Sims-Williams 2024a, 549–551 with montage in Figs 1–2), IOL Khot 18/9 can be joined to the much larger fragment IOL Khot 22/3. The two fragments combined (variant 26), together with the text preserved in MS 1, give us a much more nearly complete text of a sequence of twelve verses, Z18.28–39.26
 
                 
                
                  3.3 Corrections to the order of verses
 
                  The next example illustrates that a variant fragment may preserve a more correct order of the verses.
 
                  Fol. 197v of MS 1 contains verses from Chapter 4 of the Book of Zambasta. In Emmerick’s edition these verses are taken to be Z4.60–65, but in the manuscript the numbers at the end of the lines are: 60–62–63–[64?]–[6]5–[6]6. This numbering, omitting verse 61 and jumping straight from 60 to 62, is clearly faulty.27 A variant to this passage (IOL Khot 20/15 = variant 5, see Fig. 4) was already identified by Manu Leumann, who noted that it contained evidence for the missing verse 61.28 What has not been noticed so far is that the two surviving words of this verse 61 also occur in the last verse on this page of MS 1 (verse 65 in Emmerick’s edition): khuai varāśā[ñi] ‘as one is to experience it’.29 I strongly suspect that the position of this verse in the variant is more correct than that in MS 1.
 
                  
                    [image: See main text.]
                      Fig. 4: IOL Khot 20/15 (variant 5), recto and verso; photographs © British Library, London.

                   
                  The text on the verso of this fragment (here in italics, with restorations taken from MS 1 in [square brackets]) is as follows:
 
                  
                    
                      
                                
                              	4.59 
                              	[kau satva āru ttä śamadūta 
                              	pandīsīndä märāre] 
  
                              	 
                              	[pāṃnä sūjsīndi patīndä 
                              	ṣṣuṃ]dānä pārrä [byūvā’re] 
  
                              	4.60 
                              	[ttṛśśūla kāḍare hälśtä 
                              	bādāra āṇa u cakrra] 
  
                              	 
                              	[samu hiviñe saṃñe] jsa saindä 
                              	ci n[ä padīmākä ka dravyi] 
  
                              	4.65, recte 61 
                              	[mästa ggare kuṃbiye mäśtä 
                              	bajsvārra mäśtä bajsīhä 
  
                              	 
                              	[samu hävya saṃña narītä] 
                              	khvai varāśā[ñi tta daiyä] 
  
                              	4.61, recte 62 
                              	[asäpattravani kho rrustä 
                              	kho vā vara kāḍare hārsta] 
  
                              	 
                              	[kṣāranatä kaṃggate īyä 
                              	o ayo]śśaṃba[la kilste] 
 
                        

                      

                    

                  
 
                  If one puts next to one another the translations which Emmerick gives for verses 60 and 65 (recte 61), the sequence gives convincing sense. Both verses, unlike those which come between them in the text of MS 1, give a list of objects which are then attributed to saṃjñā ‘false impressions’:
 
                   
                    Z4.60 ‘Tridents, swords, spears, lances, missiles, and discuses appear only through their own saṃjñā. If they are material objects, who was their maker?’
 
                  
 
                   
                    Z4.65 ⇒ 61 ‘Great mountains, great pots, pestles, great mortars are merely one’s own saṃjñā of hell. One so sees it as one is to experience it’.
 
                  
 
                  It seems to me that the scribe of MS 1 realised that he had skipped a verse and simply added it at the bottom of the page rather than go back and delete four whole verses. He followed a similarly casual procedure in fols 211–212, where, having left the verso of fol. 211 blank by mistake, he simply filled it with text which properly belongs to the next chapter.30
 
                 
                
                  3.4 Corrections to the order of folios
 
                  While the last example shows that a sequence of a few verses may be out of order, the next one demonstrates the necessity of re-arranging a whole sequence of folios.
 
                  Chapter 19 consists of ninety-four verses, which, with two ‘skipped’ lines at the end, occupied exactly eight folios in MS 1 (fols 296–303). The position of the last three folios is sure from the surviving folio- and/or verse-numbers. The identification of the first folio is also rather sure, because verse 2 contains words typical of the beginnings of the chapters: namasämä balysa ‘I worship [you], O Buddha’. The order of the intervening four folios is quite hypothetical, however, since they are damaged at both ends and contain neither folio- nor verse-numbers. Manu Leumann’s arrangement,31 which was accepted by Emmerick, was based on the assumption that fragments showing similar damage should belong together. This argument is in principle very reasonable, but its application in this case is difficult because the first five folios of the chapter all resemble one another quite closely in shape.
 
                  Recently I was able to identify the fragment IOL Khot 161/5 = variant 28 (see Sims-Williams forthcoming, Figs. 1–2) as containing part of this chapter.32 The six lines on the recto and the first three lines on the verso correspond to verses 16–24 in Emmerick’s edition. The fragment completes the missing beginnings of these verses, its location being confirmed by the overlap of four characters. However, the last three lines on the verso of the fragment are not compatible with verses 25–27, which begin the next folio in Emmerick’s edition, but rather with Emmerick’s verses 49–51, at the top of a different folio. The accepted order of these folios in MS 1 must therefore be revised so as to make these verses consecutive.
 
                  This preliminary conclusion leaves open the question where in the sequence of fols 297–300 this pair of folios belongs. This problem can be solved with the aid of two variants which bear folio-numbers. The first is the variant just discussed, IOL Khot 161/5, which bears the folio-number 298, as correctly read by Skjærvø (though Bailey had misread it as 288).33 The second, IOL Khot 9/7 = variant 29 (see Sims-Williams forthcoming, Figs. 3–4) was identified by M. Leumann as a variant to Z19.76–87.34 Again Bailey (this time followed by Skjærvø) misread the folio-number as 202.35 The correct reading is 302, as Manu Leumann already suspected – even without having seen the manuscript. The reason for Leumann’s suspicion was the fact that fol. 302 of MS 1 contains almost exactly the same verses, but starting three verses earlier, at verse 73 rather than 76. If the variant with the folio-number 298 belongs to the same manuscript, which seems almost certain, it is easy to calculate that it should contain verses 28–39, while the folio of MS 1 which largely overlaps with it should start three verses earlier, at verse 25. As a result, M. Leumann and Emmerick’s ‘fol. 297’ must in fact be fol. 298 (containing verses 25–36) and their ‘fol. 300’ must in fact be fol. 299 (verses 37–48). That leaves just two folios of this chapter whose position remains to be determined, one of which must be fol. 297 and the other fol. 300. However, since one of the two (M. Leumann and Emmerick’s ‘fol. 298’) closely resembles fols 296 and 298 in its shape, and in showing traces of burning along the right-hand edge, it seems clear that it should be placed between them, as fol. 297 (verses 13–24), leaving the one remaining folio (M. Leumann and Emmerick’s ‘fol. 299’) to be identified as fol. 300 (verses 49–60).
 
                 
                
                  3.5 The extent of the poem: ‘Chapter 1’ is not chapter 1
 
                  The evidence of the two variants with folio-numbers 298 and 302 allows us to propose a rearrangement of the surviving folios of Chapter 19 in MS 1. They also enable us to answer the more fundamental question posed earlier: did the Book of Zambasta begin with what we now know as Chapter 1, on fol. 143v of MS 1, or was this originally preceded by other chapters which are now lost? We now see that at least two manuscripts – MS 1 and the manuscript to which these two fragments belong – have reached a virtually identical point in the poem at around fol. 300. From this it follows with near certainty that their contents were essentially identical throughout. In theory one could of course imagine that two manuscripts might both have contained the same miscellany of texts, but since texts other than the Book of Zambasta are not written with a fixed number of verse-lines on each page, the folio-numbers in two such miscellanies would almost certainly have diverged well before fol. 143, if that were the actual beginning of the poem. Thus, it is likely that both MS 1 and the manuscript to which IOL Khot 161/5 and IOL Khot 9/7 belong contained no text other than the Book of Zambasta and that this began very close to the beginning of both manuscripts.36 The discrepancy of three verses between the two manuscripts in the contents of fols 298 and 302 can be attributed to the fact that the two scribes made slightly different choices about where to begin a chapter on a new page.37 While Chapter 19 starts at the top of a new page in MS 1, one can calculate that in the variant manuscript the first three verses will have stood at the bottom of a verso page but that the preceding chapter will have started at the top of a page.38 In fact, variant 26 discussed above, which contains a copy of Z18.28–39 (recte 17.61–72), very likely belongs to this same manuscript, since it shows exactly the expected content of fol. 293.39
 
                  If the Book of Zambasta began at or shortly after fol. 1 rather than on fol. 143v of MS 1, it follows that the missing folios at the beginning of MS 1 must have contained many chapters – perhaps eleven or twelve, if we may take 148 verses as the average length of a chapter. However, since the known chapters are of wildly different lengths, the real figure could be many more or less than this.
 
                  The recognition that the supposed ‘Chapter 1’ was preceded by many more chapters has some significant corollaries. In the first place, it undermines Maggi’s otherwise attractive analysis of the structure of the work as a ‘ring composition’ comparable to the Zoroastrian Yasna, in this case with a central core surrounded by chapters with dogmatic content and framed by legendary material in the initial and final chapters.40 Secondly, it opens up the possibility that folios or fragments which appear from their language, metre and layout to belong to the Book of Zambasta but which do not show any overlap with the text known from MS 1, may belong to the missing part of the poem preceding what we know as ‘Chapter 1’.
 
                 
                
                  3.6 Text from the Chapters preceding ‘Chapter 1’
 
                  One such folio is IOL Khot 7/7, which bears the folio-number 135. Working on the assumption that the manuscript in question began with what we know as Chapter 1, Maggi recently calculated that fol. 135 of a six-lined manuscript should contain part of Chapter 15, several folios of which are missing from MS 1. On this basis, as well as a consideration of its content, he tentatively identified this folio as containing Z15.73–84, a conclusion which I also adopted.41 However, as Maggi himself admits, the content of IOL Khot 7/7 is reminiscent of various passages of Z, such as Chapters 7 and 23 as well as Chapter 15, so one can hardly exclude the possibility that it belongs elsewhere in the poem. If the Book of Zambasta in fact began on fol. 1 of MS 1, fol. 135 of a six-lined manuscript should rather belong to a chapter preceding Chapter 1 – very likely to the chapter immediately preceding Chapter 1.
 
                  A similar case is that of IOL Khot 21/4, which seems to contain parts of the final four verses of a chapter in metre B followed by parts of the first twelve verses of a chapter in metre A.42 I have argued that this fragment is likely to contain the end of Chapter 21a43 and the beginning of Chapter 22, that being the only place in the sequence of Z1–24 where such a chapter beginning and end would seem to fit plausibly, but I cautiously added the remark: ‘the only alternative is that it belongs to a hypothetical part of the Book of Zambasta preceding Z1’. In this case, since the fragment has no folio-number, both solutions remain possible.
 
                  A problem which has not been taken sufficiently seriously up to now is that a number of fragments which appear from their language, metre and layout to belong to the Book of Zambasta cannot plausibly be located anywhere in the known sequence of chapters. This applies especially to fragments containing the end or beginning of a chapter, since most of the ends and beginnings of chapters within the known sequence of Chapters 1–24 are attested. The above-mentioned case of IOL Khot 21/4, for which a possible location can be suggested, is rather exceptional in this respect. In most other cases, unplaced fragments which contain the end or beginning of a chapter are likely to belong to the early part of the poem. For example, as Skjærvø has recognized,44 IOL Khot 25/6 and IOL Khot 30/8 (Fig. 5), are two joining fragments from a six-lined manuscript containing part of the first twelve verses of a chapter in metre A. As usual the chapter begins with the auspicious word siddham ‘success’. The fragment also bears the folio-number 104, which clearly suggests a location in the early part of the poem. Another fragment for which a similar argument can be made is IOL Khot 156/7 (Fig. 6). It contains verses in metre B which are numbered 23–32 and must come from the end of a very short chapter, as is clear from the fact that two lines are ‘skipped’ at the bottom of the verso as well as from the characteristic punctuation mark (double daṇḍa) after the last verse-number. The way the text is laid out in columns makes it almost certain that the fragment belongs to the Book of Zambasta, but, as was already pointed out by Manu Leumann, there is no plausible position for such a chapter anywhere in the sequence of known chapters.45 Similarly, IOL Khot 163/10 (Fig. 7), which contains the end of a chapter and the beginning of the next, cannot be assigned a place in Z1–24 without assuming an unexpected and arbitrary change of metre.46
 
                  
                    [image: See main text.]
                      Fig. 5: IOL Khot 25/6 + IOL Khot 30/8, recto; montage by the author; original photographs © British Library, London.

                   
                  
                    [image: See main text.]
                      Fig. 6: IOL Khot 156/7, recto and verso; photographs © British Library, London.

                   
                  
                    [image: See main text.]
                      Fig. 7: IOL Khot 163/10, recto; photograph © British Library, London.

                   
                  Two particularly unusual fragments which appear to belong to the Book of Zambasta and must also be placed somewhere before Chapter 1 are IOL Khot 161/1 and IOL Khot 25/9,47 both of which contain a list of book-titles, presumably works known to the author or used by him. For those better qualified for the task than the present author, it may be interesting to compare this list with the quotations identified in various parts of the Book of Zambasta, especially in the sixty verses of Chapter 6, in which the author claims to have included ‘a verse from each sūtra’.48 The better-preserved of the two fragments is IOL Khot 161/1 (Fig. 8). This contains the ends of ten verses in metre B, here laid out in metrical form:49
 
                  
                    
                      
                                
                              	Side A 
                              	] 
                              	Sumattidhārika-pṛccha 1 
  
                              	 
                              	] || 
                              	LLL HLLˈHL || 
  
                              	 
                              	] 
                              	Suriyaggarbhä Ttṛśśatiya 2 
  
                              	 
                              	] || 
                              	LLL HLLˈLLL || 
  
                              	 
                              	...]canä 
                              	Akṣaya<ma>tä-pṛcha 3 
  
                              	 
                              	[μμμμμ μμ]LL || 
                              	H LLLLˈHL || 
  
                              	 
                              	Gga]gganaggaṃja 
                              	Vimalakīrttanirdēśä 
  
                              	 
                              	[μμL]LL HL || 
                              	LLL HLLˈHL || 
  
                              	 
                              	Śś]āli-staṃbhä 
                              	Avaiva[rtiyacakkr]ĕ 
  
                              	 
                              	[μμμ]HL HL || 
                              	LH HLLˈHL || 
  
                              	Side B 
                              	] 
                              	Ratnadhā[ri]k[a]-pṛcha 6 
  
                              	 
                              	] || 
                              	HL HLLˈHL || 
  
                              	 
                              	] 
                              	u Susthätamata-pṛcha 7 
  
                              	 
                              	] || 
                              	LH LLLLˈHL || 
  
                              	 
                              	] 
                              	Ttatvidarśanä sūträ. 8 
  
                              	 
                              	] || 
                              	HL HLLˈHL || 
  
                              	 
                              	] 
                              	Suvarṇōttama-pṛcha. 9 
  
                              	 
                              	] || 
                              	LH HLLˈHL || 
  
                              	 
                              	]rä 
                              	Māradambhara-pṛcha 70 
  
                              	 
                              	[μμμμμ μμ]L || 
                              	HL HLLˈHL 
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                      Fig. 8: IOL Khot 161/1, recto and verso; photographs © British Library, London.

                   
                 
               
              
                4 Conclusion
 
                Those of us who study the Middle Iranian texts from eastern Central Asia must often be content with small fragments or at best single folios. We can therefore consider ourselves lucky that in the case of the Book of Zambasta, we possess a manuscript of more than 200 folios, probably nearly half of the original extent of the poem. Better still, most of these folios bear folio-numbers or at least verse-numbers, so that it is generally possible to arrange the folios in the correct order. Nevertheless, in view of the linguistic, literary and religious importance of the Book of Zambasta – aspects of the text which I have not been able to discuss here – one cannot but wish to know even more. As I hope to have shown, the numerous fragments of other manuscripts, however small they may be, are potentially a valuable source of ‘missing evidence’ to fill the lacunae and clarify the structure of the principal manuscript. Even the smallest fragment deserves a careful reading and analysis; none should be regarded as too trivial.
 
               
            
 
             
               
                
                  Appendix: Table of variant fragments of the Book of Zambasta
 
                  
                                  
                          	Var-
iant
no. 
                          	contents50 
                          	fol.
no. 
                          	lines
per side 
                          	signature 
                          	Bailey1963
, p./# 
                          	Skjærvø2002
, p. 
                          	Emmerick1968
,
424–436 
                          	51 
   
                          	1 
                          	2.97–112 
                          	119 
                          	8 
                          	BH3-68 +
Harvard 2 
                          	—
292/#637 
                          	—
— 
                          	 
                          	52 
  
                          	2 
                          	3.61–72 
                          	 
                          	6? 7? 
                          	Or. 12637/1.5 
                          	— 
                          	120 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	3 
                          	3.71–80 
                          	 
                          	5? 
                          	Or. 12637/27.3 +
IOL Khot 195/11 
                          	—
— 
                          	134
134 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	4 
                          	3.117–124 
                          	 
                          	5? 
                          	Or. 12637/72.1 +
IOL Khot 192/12 
                          	279/#606
— 
                          	158
158 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	5 
                          	4.55–61 
                          	 
                          	6? 
                          	IOL Khot 20/15 
                          	380/#3 
                          	209 
                          	var. 1 
                          	 
  
                          	6 
                          	5.4–8 
                          	 
                          	6? 
                          	Or. 12637/50.653 
                          	— 
                          	138 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	7 
                          	5.11–20 
                          	 
                          	5 
                          	IOL Khot 194/16 +
IOL Khot 115/23 
                          	—
— 
                          	434
315 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	8 
                          	5.12–27 
                          	 
                          	8 
                          	IOL Khot 152/3 
                          	46/#118 
                          	340 
                          	var. 2 
                          	 
  
                          	9 
                          	5.47–50 
                          	 
                          	? 
                          	Or. 8212/1618d 
                          	— 
                          	61 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	10 
                          	5.100–105 
                          	 
                          	6? 
                          	Or. 12637/57.17 
                          	231/#510 
                          	144 
                          	var. 3 
                          	 
  
                          	11 
                          	8.12–23 
                          	 
                          	6 
                          	IOL Khot 154/7 
                          	27/#75 
                          	345 
                          	var. 4 
                          	 
  
                          	12 
                          	8.21–28 
                          	 
                          	6? 
                          	IOL Khot 22/10 +
IOL Khot 192/5 
                          	19054
— 
                          	215
215 
                          	var. 5
— 
                          	 
  
                          	13 
                          	8.36–47 
                          	 
                          	6 
                          	IOL Khot 154/6 
                          	26/#74 
                          	345 
                          	var. 6 
                          	55 
  
                          	14 
                          	8.44–50 
                          	 
                          	4? 6? 
                          	Or. 12637/70.7 
                          	— 
                          	155 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	15 
                          	9.10–19 
                          	230+ 
                          	6? 
                          	Or. 12637/40 
                          	232–33/#516 
                          	136 
                          	var. 7 
                          	 
  
                          	16 
                          	9.25–10.6 
                          	 
                          	6? 
                          	IOL Khot 173/7 
                          	121/#216 
                          	385 
                          	 
                          	56 
  
                          	17 
                          	11.13–24 
                          	324 
                          	6 
                          	IOL Khot 25/1 
                          	151/#281 
                          	223 
                          	var. 8 
                          	 
  
                          	18 
                          	11.75–12.4 
                          	 
                          	6? 
                          	Or. 12637/39 
                          	226/#493 
                          	136 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	19 
                          	12.25–36 
                          	 
                          	6 
                          	SI P 50 
                          	— 
                          	— 
                          	 
                          	57 
  
                          	20 
                          	12.67–78 
                          	 
                          	6? 
                          	IOL Khot 9/5 +
Or. 12637/13.19 
                          	18958
— 
                          	179
179 
                          	 
                          	59 
  
                          	21 
                          	13.9–16 
                          	51 
                          	4 
                          	T III S 16 = bi 33 
                          	— 
                          	— 
                          	var. 9 
                          	60 
  
                          	22 
                          	13.86–95 
                          	 
                          	5? 6? 
                          	SI M 41 
                          	— 
                          	— 
                          	 
                          	61 
  
                          	23 
                          	13.147–160 
                          	 
                          	8 
                          	SI P 62.2 
                          	— 
                          	— 
                          	 
                          	62 
  
                          	24 
                          	13.157–14.6 
                          	 
                          	6 
                          	IOL Khot 40/11 
                          	— 
                          	270 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	25 
                          	14.67–78 
                          	 
                          	6 
                          	IOL Khot 215/4 
                          	— 
                          	465 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	26 
                          	17.61–7263 
                          	 
                          	6 
                          	IOL Khot 22/3 +
IOL Khot 18/9 
                          	146/#272
18964 
                          	213
202 
                          	 
                          	65 
  
                          	27 
                          	19.1–10 
                          	 
                          	5 
                          	IOL Khot 8/8 
                          	18866 
                          	178 
                          	var. 10 
                          	 
  
                          	28 
                          	19.28–3967 
                          	298 
                          	6 
                          	IOL Khot 161/5 
                          	45/#117 
                          	361 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	29 
                          	19.76–87 
                          	302 
                          	6 
                          	IOL Khot 9/7 
                          	172/#329 
                          	180 
                          	var. 11 
                          	 
  
                          	30 
                          	19.91–94 
                          	 
                          	5? 6? 
                          	IOL Khot 158/1 
                          	35/#94 
                          	354 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	31 
                          	20.11–20 
                          	 
                          	5 
                          	IOL Khot 152/4 
                          	55–56/#135 
                          	341 
                          	var. 12 
                          	 
  
                          	32 
                          	20.25–36 
                          	 
                          	6 
                          	IOL Khot 20/10 +
IOL Khot 31/19 
                          	—
— 
                          	208
245 
                          	 
                          	68 
  
                          	33 
                          	20.30–41 
                          	 
                          	6? 
                          	IOL Khot 31/7 
                          	— 
                          	243 
                          	var. 13 
                          	69 
  
                          	34 
                          	22.100–109 
                          	40670 
                          	5 
                          	SI M 37 
                          	— 
                          	— 
                          	 
                          	71 
  
                          	35 
                          	22.108–119 
                          	 
                          	6 
                          	IOL Khot 160/2 +
IOL Khot 39/3 +
IOL Khot 192/4 
                          	41/#107
19172
— 
                          	265–266
265–266
265–266 
                          	var. 14(a)
var. 14(b)
— 
                          	73
— 
  
                          	36 
                          	22.180–191 
                          	 
                          	6? 
                          	Or. 12637/57.22 
                          	232/#513 
                          	145 
                          	var. 15 
                          	 
  
                          	37 
                          	22.228–239 
                          	 
                          	6 
                          	Or. 12637/72.3 
                          	28274 
                          	159 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	38 
                          	22.327–333 
                          	 
                          	6? 
                          	Or. 12637/72.2 
                          	28275 
                          	158–159 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	39 
                          	23.13–24 
                          	 
                          	6? 
                          	IOL Khot 202/3 
                          	— 
                          	444 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	40 
                          	23.121–132 
                          	 
                          	6? 
                          	IOL Khot 31/4 
                          	— 
                          	242 
                          	 
                          	76 
  
                          	41 
                          	23.145–156 
                          	 
                          	6 
                          	IOL Khot 112/1 
                          	— 
                          	308 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	42 
                          	24.51–58 
                          	 
                          	6? 
                          	IOL Khot 32/4 
                          	169/#323 
                          	246 
                          	var. 16 
                          	 
  
                          	43 
                          	24.161–170 
                          	496 
                          	5 
                          	Or. 12452D/11 
                          	233/#517 
                          	119 
                          	var. 17 
                          	 
  
                          	44 
                          	24.241–252 
                          	 
                          	6? 
                          	IOL Khot 22/20 
                          	— 
                          	216 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	45 
                          	24.469–480 
                          	 
                          	6? 
                          	Or. 8212/1699c 
                          	— 
                          	62 
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              Notes

              1
                For an excellent survey of Khotanese literature see Maggi 2009.

              
              2
                See Maggi 2004a.

              
              3
                On Old Khotanese metrics see now Sims-Williams 2022, with references to earlier work by Leumann, Emmerick, Hitch, Maggi and others.

              
              4
                The manuscript is often referred to as ‘Z1’ (to be distinguished from ‘Z1’, i.e. the first chapter of the poem).

              
              5
                Of the twenty-four chapters in Emmerick’s edition, ‘Z17’ and ‘Z18’ have been shown to be a single chapter (see Maggi and Martini 2014), but the number is made up to twenty-four again by the fact that at least one complete chapter (‘Z21a’) is missing after Z21 (Maggi 1998, 287–288).

              
              6
                This may be supported by the fact that the last folios are heavily damaged, as is to be expected at the end of a manuscript. According to Maggi 2004a, 186, the first person singular pronouns in the last two surviving lines refer to the author, here referring to his personal literary activity as might be appropriate for the very end of the work (though Maggi does not actually make this point).

              
              7
                Leumann 1933–1936, e.g. p. ix: ‘wie viele Kapitel auf den verlorenen 143 Blättern des Anfangs der Hs. vor Kap. I standen, läßt sich nicht schätzen’.

              
              8
                Emmerick 1968, xiv.

              
              9
                Maggi 2009, 349–351.

              
              10
                Maggi 2009, 356–357.

              
              11
                In this article I will refer to these as ‘variants 1–45’ (see the complete list in the Appendix below). The numbers naturally do not correspond with those of Emmerick’s ‘variants 1–17’.

              
              12
                There is just one certain exception, the Berlin folio bi 33 = T III S 16 (variant 21), which is unique in many ways as will be discussed below. In the case of some smaller fragments, there is no evidence for or against the layout in columns.

              
              13
                Illustrated in Maggi 2004a, 186, Plate 2.

              
              14
                See Maggi 2004a, 185, Plate 1.

              
              15
                The low folio-number ‘51’ shows that this manuscript did not contain the whole of Z as we know it. Maggi 2004a, 186 (following Leumann 1933–1936, xv) calculates that the manuscript will have begun with Z7.1. The calculation requires the assumption that each chapter began on a new page, even though this meant skipping one, two or even three lines at the end of the preceding chapter.

              
              16
                All other manuscripts, in so far as a find-spot is recorded, come from sites in the Domoko area, some sixty km east of Khotan, mostly from Khadalik (variants 3, 5, 12, 16, 17, 20, 25, 26, 27, 29, 32, 33, 35, 39, 40, 42, 44) and Balawaste (variants 2, 6, 10, 15, 18, 36, 43). One fragment (variant 41) is said to come from ‘Iledong’, possibly to be identified (cf. Maggi 2004b, referring to Gropp 1974, 24) with the site of Kuduk Köl to the south of Khadalik. See the map in Skjærvø 2002, Plate 2.

              
              17
                The manuscript in question is attested by a group of fragments including Or. 12637/1.5 (variant 2, containing Z3.61–64(?), 70–72), for which see Skjærvø 2002, 120.

              
              18
                Leumann 1933–1936, xiii.

              
              19
                In one case, the correction was made by inserting an additional folio (fol. 290) with the five missing lines on the recto side and a blank verso (the latter partially filled with later annotations). See Hitch apud Maggi and Martini 2014, 151.

              
              20
                There is one apparent exception: SI M 37 (variant 34), whose first verse corresponds to verse 100 of Chapter 22 in MS 1. In this case, it is likely that MS 1 omits a verse somewhere before verse 100, so that the (unnumbered) verse which starts the page is actually 101. Two additional facts favour this assumption: (i) MS 1 numbers Z22.120–123 as ‘1,2,3,4’, i.e. [12]1–[12]4, probably copying these numbers from the Vorlage (differently Leumann 1933–1936, xv); (ii) similarly, Or. 12637/57.22 (variant 36) evidently numbers Z22.180–191 as 181–192, which I take to be more correct than the numbers in MS 1. Leumann 1933–1936, xiv, argues that MS 1’s numbering of Z22.294 as ‘[2]99’ and Z22.336 (final verse) as ‘341’ implies the omission, somewhere before verse 294, of a complete five-line page of the exemplar. If so, this may have occurred somewhere between 22.192 and 22.294 but must have been offset by the insertion or repetition of a verse.

              
              21
                Wrongly taken as five-lined in Sims-Williams 2023, 2–3. That cannot be correct, as it requires one to assume that the new chapter began on the last line of the recto rather than the first line of the verso.

              
              22
                P 4099, line 404 (in Emmerick 1968, 450).

              
              23
                Degener 1989, 206.

              
              24
                In Leumann 1933–1936, 115–116.

              
              25
                Skjærvø 2002, 202.

              
              26
                Really Z17.61–72, since Emmerick’s Chapters 17 and 18 (XVIII and XIX in Leumann’s edition) are now known to be a single chapter: see n. 5 above.

              
              27
                The correct numbering resumes on the following page.

              
              28
                Leumann 1967, 371.

              
              29
                Leumann and Emmerick both refer to a more distant parallel in Z4.32, where the word varāśāri ‘they experience’ occurs, rather than the one on the same page.

              
              30
                Thus Leumann 1933–1936, xiii; Emmerick 1968, xv.

              
              31
                In Leumann 1933–1936, 226–227.

              
              32
                See Sims-Williams forthcoming.

              
              33
                Skjærvø 2002, 361; Bailey 1963, 45/#117.

              
              34
                Leumann 1967, 372 (ad ‘XX 76–87’).

              
              35
                Skjærvø 2002, 180; Bailey 1963, 172/#329.

              
              36
                One cannot of course exclude the possibility that a page was left blank as a protective device, or that the text might have been preceded by a title-page or some other prefatory matter.

              
              37
                Both manuscripts no doubt also contained a few mistakes such as omitted verses, which would also have affected the layout and pagination. Note that fol. 290r of MS 1 contains only five verses and that fol. 290v was originally left blank (though later partially filled with extraneous material), probably because this sheet was inserted in order to correct a scribal error, as explained by Doug Hitch apud Maggi and Martini 2014, 149–151.

              
              38
                Chapter 19, verses 1–3 + the 93 verses of the preceding Chapter 17/18 (cf. n. 5 above) = 96 verses, i.e. exactly 8 folios. Incidentally, the variants prove that there were no ‘skipped’ lines at the bottom of the missing fol. 295 of MS 1 and that Chapter 17/18 did contain the full 93 verses.

              
              39
                One can calculate that up to 1,710 verses (285 pp. × 6 vv.) will have preceded the beginning of Z1 in MS 1; the figure for the manuscript attested by variants 28 and 29 will be virtually the same. The equivalent maximum figures (all approximate) which can be estimated for some other variants with preserved folio-numbers range from 1,600 verses (variant 1: 200 pp. × 8 vv.), via 1,740 (variant 34: 348 pp. × 5 vv.) to 1,860 (variant 43: 372 pp. × 5 vv.). Variant 15, which appears to belong to a six-lined folio with a folio-number between 23[0] and 23[9] contains almost exactly the same verses as fol. 227 of MS 1, in which case the maximum number of verses preceding Z1 would be between 1,746 (291 pp. × 6 vv.) if the folio-number is ✶230 or 1,854 (309 pp. × 6 vv.) if the folio-number is ✶239. Taken together, these figures appear to indicate a quite limited range of between 1,600 and 1,860 verses for the maximum extent of the part of the poem preceding Z1, but it is not easy to know what to make of them. They are only estimates and the true figures must certainly be lower to allow for ‘skipped lines’ and the possibility that some manuscripts may have begun with blank pages or prefatory matter of some kind. – Maggi 2009, 350, has drawn attention to Kha. i.135a1 (i.e. IOL Khot 25/1, variant 17), a six-lined folio which bears the number 324 despite containing verses which appear on fols 232–233 of MS 1. Unless the folio-number 324 is a mistake for 224, this must indeed belong to a manuscript containing some substantial additional text preceding that of the Book of Zambasta.

              
              40
                See above, p. 97 with n. 10.

              
              41
                Maggi 2022 followed by Sims-Williams 2022, 219–220.

              
              42
                Sims-Williams 2024b. Unfortunately, the final cadence HLˈLLL is missing from the interlinear scansion of the last verse (hypothetically Z22.12) on p. 414.

              
              43
                As shown by Maggi (1998, 287–288), Z21 consisted of 117 verses and must have been followed by a ‘Chapter 21a’ of which there is no trace in MS 1.

              
              44
                Skjærvø 2002, 225. A colour picture of IOL Khot 25/6 recto appears on the cover of the volume Siddham. Studies in Iranian philology in honour of Mauro Maggi (Beiträge zur Iranistik, 52, ed. G. Barbera et al.), Wiesbaden: Reichert.

              
              45
                Leumann 1967, 373 (ad ‘KT 85’).

              
              46
                From the content (the sequence brū ha[ḍā] ‘in the morning’ – śuvo’ haḍā ‘at midday’ – palśārä ‘in the evening’) it seems likely that the side with siddham brū ha[ḍā] is the recto, though Bailey (1963, 54/#132) and Skjærvø (2002, 367) assume the contrary. According to both scholars the fragment bears or bore a folio-number 83, presumably on the recto page as usual, but there is no sign of this now. I suspect that this annotation stems from some slip by Bailey. The table in Leumann 1933–1936, xvii, where the fragment is referred to under ‘Hoernle nr. 104/105’, seems to indicate that there is no folio-number.

              
              47
                See Leumann 1908, 96–102 (a reference I owe to Ruixuan Chen); Leumann 1912, 146; Bailey 1963, 43f./#113; Skjærvø 2002, 360 (IOL Khot 161/1); Skjærvø 2002, 225 (IOL Khot 25/9).

              
              48
                More than half of these quotations, including several from works listed in IOL Khot 161/1, have now been identified, in particular in Chen and Loukota (Sanclemente) 2018; 2020. In addition, as I recently learned from Fan Jingjing 范晶晶, the late Prof. Duan Qing 段晴 identified Z6.54 as a quotation from the 寳女所問經 (✶Ratna-dārikā-paripṛcchā) translated by Dharmarakṣa; cf. the line numbered ‘6’ in IOL Khot 161/1 above.

              
              49
                The symbols used here are as in Sims-Williams 2022, with the addition of μ = mora. Each hemistich in metre B consists of 5 + 3 || 3 + 7 morae or 5 + 4 || 2 + 7 morae. This fragment attests parts of the second hemistich (pādas c and d) of ten verses, either 61–70 or 66–75 (or of course 161–70, 166–75, etc.), depending on which side is the recto and which is the verso. The restorations are based on Leumann 1912, 146.

              
              50
                This column shows the first and last verses attested on the manuscript; it is not implied that all the intervening verses are present.

              
              51
                Editions other than Bailey 1963; Emmerick 1968; and Skj.rvo 2002; together with some details of where the identifications were first made known.

              
              52
                The Harvard fragment was identified in Emmerick 1979, 174, while the Beijing fragment was identified and edited in Duan 2015, 35–38. The fact that the two join was first pointed out by me apud Chen 2024, 50 n. 5.

              
              53
                Referred to as Or. 12637/50.1 in Skj.rvo 2002.

              
              54
                Kha. 1.138b4.

              
              55
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              Assyriologists have access to hundreds of thousands of cuneiform clay tablets, as well as thousands of inscriptions in stone and hundreds in metal. However, these tablets are very unevenly distributed in time and space, due to chance excavations, or for political, socio-economic or geographical reasons. The written artefacts at our disposal have survived natural sorting because of not only the durability of their material, but also human sorting and recycling carried out from antiquity onwards. Some of them were created to be ephemeral, depending on the type of activity recorded; the content of libraries are not taken into account here. Assemblages of written artefacts were regularly sorted, reorganised and even moved. A group of non-literary cuneiform tablets discovered in the same room and containing texts of practice, referred to by the word ‘archive’ in Assyriology, is probably never complete. Nonetheless, we are tempted to treat it subjectively as if complete to reconstruct its owner’s identity and activities. Using various examples, this contribution considers the many reasons why we have only a small part of the cuneiform written output of the ancient Mesopotamians, the different types of written artefacts that are missing, and the possible consequences of this absence for historical reconstructions.
 
            
 
             
              
                1 Introduction
 
                Assyriologists have at their disposal between half a million and a million artefacts written in cuneiform that have been discovered at sites in the Near and Middle East since the middle of the nineteenth century.1 This mass of written sources is considerable compared with other ancient antique civilisations. However, it is important to put this number into perspective. Cuneiform writing was used for three and a half millennia by populations speaking a dozen different languages belonging to several linguistic families, and settled over a vast area stretching from the Mediterranean Sea to Iran, from the Black Sea to the Persian Gulf (Fig. 1). As a result, cuneiform sources are very unevenly distributed in time and space. The sources highlight cities, buildings or part of the society, while others remain in the shadows. The presence or absence of cuneiform sources influences the work of the historians, who tend to give more importance to better documented events. It is, therefore, important to reflect on the reasons why we do or do not have original written sources for reconstructing the history of the societies that lived in this area. Using various examples, this chapter considers the many reasons why we have only a small part of the cuneiform written output of the ancient Mesopotamians and their neighbours, the different types of written artefacts that are missing and the possible consequences of this absence for historical reconstructions.
 
                
                  [image: Map of the Middle East showing the distribution of of cuneiform tablet discoveries.]
                    Fig. 1: Discoveries of cuneiform tablets. English version of the map published by Xavier Faivre, Brigitte Lion, Cecile Michel and Martin Sauvage, in Sauvage 2020, 2.

                 
                The archaeological excavations have unwittingly contributed to this situation through the various choices made by scholars. These have been dictated by political, socio-economic or geographical reasons, and the consequences of these choices resulted in an uneven distribution of discoveries both in time and space. Concerning the written artefacts that have come down to us, they have survived natural sorting because of not only the durability of their material, but also human sorting and recycling carried out from antiquity onwards. Some documents were created to be ephemeral, depending on the type of activity recorded. Moreover, some activities were never written down, and then data escaped completely from historians. Assemblages of written artefacts were regularly sorted and moved, and, thus, excavated archives are probably never complete. Despite all these ‘missing cuneiform textual sources’, we are tempted to treat the assemblages of cuneiform tablets as if they were complete.
 
               
              
                2 Uneven distribution of cuneiform sources in time and space: Archaeological excavations
 
                
                  2.1 Archaeological choices
 
                  The landscape of Iraq, Syria, Central and Eastern Turkey, and Iran is dotted with thousands of tells. They result from the accumulation of layers of mud brick constructions, testimony of the occupation of sites on the longue durée (Fig. 2a). The archaeologists, since the middle of the nineteenth century, have chosen to excavate primarily the largest and the most impressive of these tells, considering the accessibility of the surrounding area (Fig. 2b).
 
                  
                    [image: Desert landscape with a mound in the middle.
Painting representing the excavation of a decorated arch with the top of two monumental statues.]
                      Figs 2a–b: 2a) The tell of ancient Uruk, modern Warqa, © tobeytravels 2016, Wikimedia common, <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Uruk_(3).jpg>. 2b) The pasha of Mosul visits the excavations at Khorsabad, ancient Dūr-Šarrukēn, by Félix Thomas, 1863, Musée du Louvre, <https://collections.louvre.fr/ark:/53355/cl010067586#>.

                   
                  As an example, the first Iraqi sites explored were three of the four capitals of the Assyrian first millennium empire: Kalhu, Dūr-Šarrukēn and Nineveh.2 These included huge stone palaces with monumental sculptures and reliefs, some of them with royal inscriptions. Their exploration was followed by the early Sumerian sites of Uruk, Ur and Girsu, with important temple and state archives,3 and Aššur (Fig. 3a) and Babylon, lately the capital of the first millennium Babylonian empire.4 The sites of Mari5 and Ebla,6 in Syria, were then excavated from 1933 and the 1970s onwards, respectively, both capitals of important kingdoms during the third and second millennia bce, with large royal archives. Hattuša, the capital of the Hittite kingdom in the second half of the second millennium bce, in Anatolia has been scientifically excavated since the beginning of the twentieth century and yielded large state and religious archives,7 and the sites of Persepolis and Susa in Iran were explored at about the same time; the fortification archives were found in Persepolis.8
 
                  Excavations in all these large sites have been regularly concentrated on the top of the tells, the acropolis, where, in the Mesopotamian tradition, one could find the main institutional buildings: palaces, temples and important warehouses. The reconstructed plans of these ancient cities regularly show the monumental buildings, and much less the inhabited districts. The local population rarely lived in this area, but more often in districts densely constructed on the slope or in the lower towns, areas which have been poorly excavated in many sites.9 Consequently, these state or provincial capitals have provided predominantly institutional archives,10 and the elites living in palaces and temples are mainly documented, with some hints on the organisation of slaves working in huge manufactories. We, therefore, have a very incomplete and distorted perception of the lives of these cities’ inhabitants. Kaneš, in Central Anatolia, represents one of the rare examples which yielded hardly any cuneiform tablets from its institution on the acropolis, but more than 22,000 from the lower town houses (Fig. 3b).11
 
                  
                    [image: Plan of an ancient city surrounded on two sides by a river and showing monumental buildings.
Plan of a district of ruined houses and a road crossing.]
                      Figs 3a–b: 3a) Map of Aššur acropolis with the monumental buildings by W. Andrae, from Aline Tenu and Martin Sauvage, in Sauvage 2020, 103. 3b) The merchant district in the lower town of Kaneš during the nineteenth century bce from Kulakoğlu 2010, 45.

                   
                  By contrast, some of the more modest size sites from the Bronze and Iron Age periods have received poor attention and our knowledge about rural communities remains very scant. However, a few of these sites have been excavated in special circumstances, but the publication of their material, often poor in cuneiform sources, was regularly delayed. Commenting on a book on village communities in the mid-1990s, Jean-Louis Huot wrote:12
 
                   
                    L’étude de l’apport du monde rural aux premières sociétés complexes demeure dans l’enfance. Si l’archéologie du néolithique, par définition, ne s’intéresse qu’aux villages, ceux-ci, passé le quatrième millénaire, disparaissent comme par enchantement de la bibliographie. Qui a publié la fouille d’un hameau agricole du troisième, du second ou du premier millénaire, par exemple en Mésopotamie, depuis le courageux essai de H. Wright à Sakheri Sughir en 1965–66? La situation commence à changer en raison de la fréquence des missions de sauvetage. Dans l’urgence et devant la brièveté des délais impartis ou la modicité des crédits alloués, la fouille d’un petit site – donc d’un village – peut s’avérer utile. C’est le cas, par exemple, en Anatolie du sud-est (bassin de Karababa) ou en Syrie du nord (barrage du Khabour).
 
                  
 
                  Assyriologists have at their disposal hundreds of thousands of cuneiform tablets, however, this represents only a small fraction of what has been produced in antiquity. Many sites have not been excavated extensively, moreover, only a small fraction of the ancient sites has been explored. The 22,000 cuneiform tablets discovered in the lower town of Kültepe, for example, date from a period covering some sixty years between the very end of the twentieth century and the first half of the nineteenth century bce. More than 500 geographical names of towns and villages are mentioned in these texts, the vast majority of them in Central Anatolia.13 To date, however, only four of them have been identified with certainty and have produced cuneiform tablets, three of them in quite small numbers.14
 
                 
                
                  2.2 Choices dictated by geographical and political reasons
 
                  Dams and geographical conditions have also had a major impact on the choices made by archaeologists. Mesopotamia is a Greek word which, stricto sensu, refers to the region between the Tigris and Euphrates, two rivers whose waters are disputed by the countries through which they flow. Dams built in Turkey, Syria and Iraq have flooded areas that are important for archaeology (Fig. 4a). While some sites have been the subject of partial salvage excavations, for example, Emar (Syria), others could not be explored in time and their remains are irretrievably lost.15
 
                  In other places, parts of important sites were not reachable. There are several reasons for this. Sometimes a new town was built over the ancient ruins, with its cemetery, both still occupied, for example Aleppo (Syria), Erbil or Kirkuk (Iraq). In other places, a river has cut into the tell and destroyed part of it, such as Terqa on the Euphrates (Fig. 4b).16 Elsewhere, some early period levels were not explored because they lie under important ruins, such as in Aššur,17 or because they are below the water table. This was the case, for example, in Babylon. While it has been possible to accurately reconstruct the plans of the city for the first millennium bce, the levels corresponding to the reign of Hammurabi, early second millennium, have only been explored very occasionally, when the water table was very low in times of drought.18 Thus, the long reign of this king is known mainly from external sources.
 
                  
                    [image: Map of Iraq, Syria and Eastern Turkey, showing dams on the Euphrates and Tigris.
Areal view of archaeological remains of buildings being unearthed.]
                      Figs 4a–b: 4a) Dams on the Tigris and Euphrates from Salameh and al-Ansari 2021, 161, fig. 2. 4b) Terqa aerial view. The site is partially occupied by the modern town of Ashara and partially destroyed by the Euphrates: about one-third of the territory is available for excavation. © The Joint American Expedition – 1976–1986 (Giorgio Buccellati), from <https://www.terqa.org/pages/30c-aerials.html>.

                   
                  Additionally, during the last few years’ heatwaves, as the earth is cracking and rivers are at their lowest, archaeologists have made some unexpected discoveries. The significant drop in the water level in the reservoir lake of the Mosul dam has revealed ruins at Kemune on the eastern bank of the Tigris, in the province of Dahuk (Iraqi Kurdistan). The site has been identified as the ancient city of Zakhiku, part of the Mittani empire, thanks to the cuneiform tablets discovered there.19
 
                  These geographical reasons are compounded by political ones. The regions explored by archaeologists over the last fifty years have evolved in response to the wars and conflicts that have shaken the region. Four years after the civil war in Lebanon that broke out in 1975, the Iranian revolution banned researchers from the country. In 1991, the Gulf War in Iraq marked the end of many archaeological campaigns, and the collections of cuneiform tablets in the country’s museums became inaccessible to philologists. Many sites in the south of the country were looted, written artefacts being subsequently sold on the antiquities market. This ransacking of archaeological sites took a new dimension in 2003 with the American invasion of Iraq and the looting of the National Museum of Iraq in Baghdad. When civil war broke out in Syria in March 2011, archaeologists were forced to leave the country. Then, in July 2014, Daesh took over the regions of Raqqa, Deir ez-Zor and Mosul, looting and destroying ancient sites, monuments and artefacts.20
 
                  When scholars from all over the world saw that their archaeological sites had become inaccessible, they had to adapt to the situation and, depending on political events, moved to new sites in countries that were still open: Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan and Iraqi Kurdistan. The situation in that latter is special, because it was a terra incognita inaccessible to archaeologists before 2000. Many teams from all over the world have come to work there in the last twenty years and unearthed cuneiform tablets, revealing the history of the region.21 Thus, the accessibility to ancient sources is strongly impacted by today’s politics.
 
                  Archaeological teams have been back in southern Iraq for more than a decade, but there are still many unprovenanced cuneiform written artefacts on the market and in private collections. Some collections of several thousands of tablets have ended up in private collections; it is possible to determine the names of the ancient cities they come from, but it is rather difficult to place these sites on the map, for example, Garšana and Irisagrig. Such groups of tablets torn away from their archaeological context have lost half of their information.22
 
                  These various observations explain the random distribution of written cuneiform artefacts over time and space. Some periods or geographical areas are particularly well-documented, while others represent obscure periods or areas.
 
                 
                
                  2.3 Mesopotamian dark ages and lost kingdom
 
                  The selection of archaeological sites excavated has resulted in an uneven distribution of cuneiform written sources. However, other reasons can explain the existence of dark ages in the ancient history of the Middle East besides very well-documented areas and periods.
 
                  The first millennium chronology is absolute, thanks to lists of kings and eponyms, astronomical diaries, well-preserved chronicles and synchronisms with the chronology of classic antiquity. Historians have a relatively good idea of the chronology of the historical events from the fourteenth to the ninth centuries bce. The history of Mesopotamia between the beginning of the third dynasty of Ur, founded by Ur-Nammu (c. 2112–2095), and the end of the first dynasty of Babylon (c. 1595) has been reconstructed as a whole based on a relative chronology.23 Between this floating sequence of five centuries and the next, anchored in a more or less absolute chronology, lies what historians have called the Mesopotamian Dark Age, a period which would have lasted between fifty and one hundred and fifty years, according to the respective hypothesis.
 
                  Assyriologists have tried to understand the disappearance of cuneiform texts at the end of the Old Babylonian period during the second half of the eighteenth and the seventeenth centuries bce for the last few decades (Fig. 5). This phenomenon seems to have taken place in several stages linked to military events, and political and economic crises.24 It led to a massive exodus of people to the north of Mesopotamia. The cities of the south were deserted and the archives stopped progressively in the cities of Ur, Uruk and Larsa. Some refugees took their Sumerian literary manuscripts with them, thus, preserving the cultural heritage of the south. Some five hundred cuneiform tablets from the antiquities market document the First Sealand Dynasty which settled in the south near Ur, where a hundred more tablets were excavated at Tell Khaiber.25
 
                  
                    [image: Map showing limits of the political powers of what is today Iraq in the second millennium BCE.]
                      Fig. 5: The disappearance of texts in Mesopotamia before the middle of the second millennium bce, from Cécile Michel and Martin Sauvage, in Sauvage 2020, 89.

                   
                  Cuneiform texts also stop in Isin, Adab and Nippur around 1720 bce, however, texts from the antiquities market and originating from Dūr-Abisešuh26 show that Nippur, the cultural and religious city, is not deserted, part of the clergy is still there. Babylonians have forts in the north and survive for almost a century before ceding around 1595 bce, after facing attacks by Elamites, Kassites, people from Hanigalbat and lastly the Hittites. After the fall of Babylon, there is an obscure period with poor evidence called the Dark Age by the historians.27
 
                  The Kingdom of Mittani, inhabited by Hurrians, became very powerful in the north of Mesopotamia, controlling important kingdoms such as Aleppo, Karkemiš and Qaṭna in Syria, between the seventeenth and the thirteenth centuries bce, a period including the Mesopotamian Dark Age. It is mainly documented by provincial (e.g. Nuzi, Alalah, Qaṭna) and external sources because its main capital, Waššukanni, has not yet been located with any certainty.
 
                 
               
              
                3 Perishable or reused writing materials
 
                Besides archaeological, geographical and political events, the durability of the writing medium explains the presence or absence of written sources. There are still many questions surrounding the first writing supports used in fourth millennium Mesopotamia. In fact, at the beginning, signs were not yet cuneiform – with an angular shape made from a combination of wedges – but pictographic, and curves were not always easy to trace in fresh clay. The oldest written artefacts discovered are made of clay and stone; it is probable that other writing media were used but did not survive time, such as wood, on which curved signs could be easily carved. If such a hypothesis proves to be correct, a significant number of written artefacts dating from the beginnings of writing are lost forever. Indeed, contrary to unbaked clay tablets which preserve relatively well, except in water, and were sometimes baked unexpectedly in the fires that destroyed some buildings, organic materials such as wood did not survive in Mesopotamian soil.
 
                According to textual data provided by cuneiform texts written on clay tablets, from 2200 bce onwards, wooden tablets coated with a mixture of wax, yellow ochre and other products were used, and reused. Such a writing medium was referred to as ĝešda, literally ‘wooden board’ in Sumerian, as well as le-um from the mid-second millennium on, a term borrowed from the Akkadian lē’û. It could also be referring to the wax covering the wooden tablet, as in the expression ṭuppum ša iskurim, ‘a tablet with wax’ in Akkadian. The same writing technique was applied to clay and wax.28 Less than ten of these tablets or fragments have been discovered to date because they did not survive time.
 
                What kind of texts were written on such surfaces that are missing today? It has been suggested that the introduction of this medium during the Third Dynasty of Ur would have been the response to an intensified bureaucracy: Writing on wax would have facilitated the updating of accounts by adding, removing and replacing some data; this medium was also much lighter than clay.29 In the early times, the use of wax wooden boards could have been limited because the wax, produced by bees not yet domesticated, would have been an expensive material compared to clay, but note that wax, like clay, could be reused.
 
                Wax-wooden tablets are regularly mentioned in texts written on clay tablets from the mid-second millennium on: they were used for both administrative purposes and scholarly texts. Very few writing boards survived, the most complete is a luxury ivory example found at Nimrud, ancient Kalhu, dating to the eight century bce. This concertina consisted of sixteen leaf-boards containing an edition of the astrological series Enūma Anu Enlil.30 During the first millennium bce, many records on clay tablets refer to wax-wooden tablets, suggesting that the latter were widely used for a great variety of texts. At least one-third of Aššurbanipal’s scholarly library in Nineveh during the seventh century bce probably consisted of such board-books.31 Many of the texts were preserved in several copies written on clay and wax-wooden boards, with no specific preference for one or the other medium. Writing boards were widely used in Babylonia during the sixth century bce for administration and accounting purposes as well as for scholarly texts, and kept both in private and temple archives.32 A clay tablet gives the inventory of more than twenty categories of administrative writing boards – some made of multiple boards – that were stored in reed boxes in the archive of the Eanna temple at Uruk under the reign of Nebuchadnezzar (604–562 bce).33
 
                First millennium bce iconography attests the use of not only these wax wooden tablets, but also flexible medium for writing other scripts, such as Aramaic. Several Neo-Assyrian palace relief sculptures or frescos represent pairs of scribes (Fig. 6). One scribe is writing in cuneiform and uses either a clay tablet34 or a diptych made of wooden boards covered with wax, while the other scribe is writing with ink on a flexible medium – papyrus or leather – using the Aramaic alphabet.35 An Aramaic population arrived in Mesopotamia from 1000 bce on. Both languages were used at the same time, although over time, Aramaic supplanted Akkadian as the lingua franca of the Near East. People went on writing Akkadian with cuneiform signs on clay, but the use of the Aramaic alphabet written with ink on leather and papyri became increasingly important.36 These written artefacts, usually rolled and kept on shelves or in niches, have completely disappeared, only some of their clay labels remain indicating their contents with a few cuneiform signs. Some texts were copied on both media, as indicated by a Seleucid contract which reads as follows: ‘(It is) Ubar and his group who are enrolled so that there are no changes. These written documents (are) copies of a leather text which was written in the month of Aiaru of the present year.’37
 
                
                  [image: Relief carved on a slab stone showing two persons writing and counting a great variety of objects.]
                    Fig. 6: Assyrian scribes count booty; the front scribe writes in cuneiform on a wax wooden board while the second scribe writes with ink and Aramaic alphabet on a flexible medium, presumably papyrus or leather. From the South-West Palace at Nineveh, 7th century, British Museum, photo: Omsama Shukir Muhammed Amin, <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Detail._Assyrian_military_campaign_in_southern_Iraq,_slabs_made_640-620_BCE._British_Museum,_London.jpg>.

                 
                Another medium used for cuneiform writing, especially votive and dedicatory inscriptions, was metal, because of its value. The kinds of metal and alloy used as writing media were gold, silver, different copper alloys and lead.38 The choice of the metal was significant, for the more valuable and symbolic the metal was, the more powerful the message written on it. Unfortunately, archaeologists found only a few hundred cuneiform written artefacts made of metal, either because the metal has corroded or simply because, as metal was a rare material in Mesopotamia, it has been regularly recycled.
 
                Historians, therefore, lack a large quantity of cuneiform written sources, as well as sources written with other scripts, such as Aramaic, produced by the ancient Mesopotamians and their neighbours on non-permanent media, such as wood, papyrus, leather or even metal.
 
               
              
                4 Ephemeral documents
 
                While some writing media have not survived the test of time, other written artefacts were not intended to be preserved: these are all cuneiform sources and data that historians lack today. Not all written artefacts produced in antiquity were intended to be kept and archived. Moreover, cuneiform clay tablets could be easily erased after moistening the surface.39 Data and results in financial accounts, for instance, are provided but not the intermediate computation steps: the scribe used the fresh surface of the tablet as a scratch pad, erasing draft calculations.40 Regarding certain school exercises, the apprentice scribe had to copy a text written on one side of the tablet or on a left column by the master. Once the copy was checked by the master, it was erased, keeping the master text so that the student could copy it again.41
 
                Tablets could be recycled because they were usually not baked. School exercises were not intended for archiving; once an exercise was finished and corrected by the master, the clay of the tablet could be put into a jar with some water, moistened and shaped again into a new tablet.42 It is not impossible that some administrative drafts underwent the same treatment. Such ephemeral tablets could also be recycled as building material: Exemplarily, archaeologists have, thus, unearthed thousands of school tablets in Nippur inserted into mud brick walls, in the floor of some rooms and used as bricks to build a clay chest in a courtyard.43 In such instances, these sources are no longer missing to the historian.
 
                Other documents were archived but for a limited period. This was the case, for instance, of daily accounts in palaces, large estates and temples. The administration used to note down some expenses daily, but also receipts, and each month larger tablets were drafted summarising the daily tablets. The daily tablets were then discarded or recycled. After a full year, the monthly accounts were, in turn, summarised on an annual account tablet and could themselves be discarded.44
 
                Loan contracts most often had an ephemeral life. They were kept in the creditor’s archive until the debt was repaid. In exchange for the payment, the creditor had to give back the loan contract to the debtor who would then cancel it, often simply destroying it, i.e. ‘to kill’ it according to the Old Assyrian expression.45 In some instances, the creditor copied the content of such loan tablets in long memoranda, in order to keep track of all his outstanding claims.
 
                These various cuneiform artefacts, which were not systematically preserved in antiquity, form part of the missing evidence.
 
               
              
                5 Oral and written
 
                Furthermore, although we are dealing with a civilisation relying on writing, it appears that the ancient Mesopotamians were selective in what they wrote down.46 One of the most striking examples concerns family contracts, and more specifically marriage contracts. For a long time, Assyriologists have been puzzled by the fact that marriage contracts from the early second millennium systematically contained atypical clauses, as noted by Greengus:47 ‘These records depict abnormal family situations’. These specific situations are, for example, linked to the exchange of gifts, or a combination of marriage and adoption in the Old Babylonian contracts, while they deal with a possible divorce, or a second marriage in Old Assyrian contracts.48 The hypothesis generally accepted to explain this phenomenon is that marriages did not systematically gave rise to a written contract; the agreement for a standard marriage was presumably oral and made in the presence of witnesses.
 
                A Latin proverb, attributed to the Roman Senator Caius Titus, ‘verba volant, scripta manent’ (‘words fly, writings remains’), seems to mean that a written contract or agreement is better than a verbal one.49 However, in ancient Mesopotamia, the role of witnesses seems to have taken precedence over the written document, just like in the Middle Ages in the Latin West and in Islamic law. In the event of a dispute, witnesses were called upon to confirm to testify orally and under oath to the deed concluded before them, whether they themselves had kept a written record or only an oral memory.50
 
               
              
                6 Archival practices
 
                The example of marriage contracts shows the importance of considering the completeness of the cuneiform archival sources. The notion of completeness or integrity also arises for the assemblages of tablets found in the building ruins,51 especially ‘archives’, i.e. a group of non-literary cuneiform tablets discovered in the same room and containing texts of practice.52 Are the written artefacts found in an archive sufficient to reconstruct as complete a history as possible of the archive’s ‘owners’? From an emic point of view, what do we know about the composition of these collections of cuneiform tablets, and why have some of them been preserved for decades? Why are some texts present in the form of copies? And why is there no trace of other texts that should be there?
 
                Cuneiform archives kept growing until the moment they stopped, when the house was abandoned or it collapsed. In private houses, each archival group gathered all the tablets accumulated during the life of one or several members of a family. Note that the great majority of tablet assemblages discovered are referred to by Assyriologists as archives by default.53 These archives were used and served practical purposes, they were made of practical texts: for example, administrative texts, letters, legal texts and list (Figs 7a–b).
 
                
                  [image: Photo of excavations: groups of square and rectangular clay tablets on the ground.
Photo of excavations: a broken pot on the ground, containing and surrounded by cuneiform clay tablets.]
                    Figs 7a–b: 7a) Excavation of the archives of Ebla Palace G (Syria), photo: Moshe Marlin Levin, Wikimedia commons, <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ebla_(997008872889205171.jpg>. 7b) Excavations of a private archive at Kültepe (Turkey), © Kültepe Archaeological Archives.

                 
                
                  6.1 Preserving and sorting
 
                  The conservation of tablets within an archive depended on the type of activities carried out by its owner. We need to ask ourselves regarding each document why it was kept, and why it was found in that particular archive?
 
                  In addition to the natural sorting associated with the conservation of written artefacts on excavated sites, there is also human sorting, generally carried out by the owner of the archive or his or her successors. In some cases, for example, the marriage contract was kept in the bride’s family, while in others, it was kept by the groom; this distribution depended on the clauses included in the contract involving one or other of the protagonists. Some choices are not clear for Assyriologists. Why were letters of the ancestors sometimes kept by the descendants in the merchant houses of Kaneš; what kind of value was given to these old letters?54
 
                  The sorting of archives may be analysed from another angle. Michel Tanret has analysed the two thousand texts forming the archive of Ur-Utu, a priest at Sippar Amnānum (Tell ed-Dēr). This house also included 70 recycled school exercises which might have been written by Ur-Utu himself when he was young. Among the many scribes who signed the contracts, the most prolific was called Šumum-liṣi.55 He wrote 151 tablets discovered in this house, plus 23 found elsewhere, and these tablets are dated over a period of 18 years during the second half of the seventeenth century bce, thus, not even one text per month. Some texts without a date have to be included in this computation, however, the numbers remain very low for a professional scribe.
 
                 
                
                  6.2 Letters as one-sided sources
 
                  As far as letters are concerned, we are faced with a number of questions relating to the information they provide and the reasons for archiving them. Letters appear in the archives during the second half of the third millennium bce and represent one of the main text genres at the beginning of the second millennium. A letter is a written message establishing a deferred communication between individuals.56 The letter represents part of a conversation between people physically separated; it consists of a kind of monologue of the sender. Consequently, the information provided by letters found on a site is one-sided, and represents only fragments of a conversation.
 
                  Letters are usually undated and do not contain any information about the place they were written. When a letter has been unearthed in a house or in a palace, it is because it has been received and archived by its addressee. We do not know the content of the recipient’s reply; the tablet containing the answer is to be found in another town that has not necessarily been explored. We only have a fraction of the exchange and we do not always understand the topics covered. Some of the letters, which are particularly terse, can be difficult to understand.
 
                  As has already been mentioned above (section 2.2), the palace of Hammurabi of Babylon (1792–1750 bce) could not be excavated and we lack the king’s archive. His reign was partly reconstructed from documents found elsewhere, including some of his letters addressed to Šamaš-hazir, steward of the royal estate in Larsa, and the governor of Larsa, Sîn-iddinam.57 The answers of these two high officials received by the king have not been uncovered.
 
                  Among the hundreds of thousands of cuneiform tablets unearthed, it is exceptional to have a letter and its response. This is, however, possible in particular circumstances. The most important discoveries from the early second millennium bce, in terms of the number of letters, are the private archives of the Assyrian merchants unearthed at Kültepe, ancient Kaneš in Central Anatolia (mainly nineteenth century bce), and the Royal Archives of Mari, on the middle Euphrates in Syria (eighteenth century bce), which consist mostly of letters belonging to the king, his family and high officials.
 
                  The Assyrian merchants settled at Kaneš occasionally kept copies of the letters they sent to Aššur or to other Anatolian cities in their archives. The sender considered the information he was sending important enough to keep a duplicate. This is the case of Imdi-ilum, who wrote back to a colleague and denied having sent him an unpleasant letter:58
 
                   
                    What letter with heated words would I have sent you that you are keeping? Seal it and send it here to your representatives so that they can show it to me and shame me, or show it to my representatives over there so that they can shame me. I keep copies of all the letters I send you. I keep you informed letter by letter.
 
                  
 
                  A second example of a letter and its answer both preserved in the same archive comes from the palace of Mari. When the king was travelling away from his capital he was writing letters to members of his family and his high officials, and he was receiving their answers wherever he was. Later on, returning to Mari, he would bring these letters back with him and archive them in his palace.59
 
                  These two examples suggest that letters were regularly archived and could still be moved elsewhere after reaching their destination.
 
                 
                
                  6.3 Moving parts of archives
 
                  The mobility of tablets also concerns other text genres, such as the loan contracts mentioned above (section 4.1), kept first by the creditor and given back to the debtor on the repayment of the debt. The private archives of Kaneš and the royal archives of Mari provide numerous examples of the mobility of archival tablets or groups of tablets, which sometimes result in ‘missing sources’ for today’s historian.
 
                  About a hundred houses contained tablets amounting to a total of 22,000 in the lower town of Kaneš where merchants originating from Aššur (North of Iraq) settled. These cuneiform clay tablets were kept in containers whose contents were identified by labels. According to the texts, such containers were used for both storing and transporting the tablets, and were sometimes moved to different houses or towns. As an example, let us focus on the house excavated in 1993 in the lower town of Kaneš; it contained an archive of a thousand tablets and fragments belonging to several members of an Assyrian family: the father Ali-ahum (whose brother Elamma was living opposite to the street), his son Aššur-taklāku and his daughter Tariša. The archive also included letters received by the grandfather Iddin-Suen which were kept by the descendants.60 As a merchant involved in the international trade, Ali-ahum was travelling a lot and owned houses not only in Kaneš, but also in Burušhattum, west of central Anatolia, and in Aššur. His archives were split between his three houses and only those preserved in Kaneš were discovered. His son Aššur-taklāku was also often on the road, and, as a result, the family house in Kaneš yielded as many letters received by Aššur-taklāku as he sent: he is the addressee of 70 letters found and the sender of 70, several of them addressed to his sister Tariša (Figs 8a–b). She lived firstly in Aššur, and then joined the family house in Kaneš; almost all the letters she received were sent by her brother and concern affairs following their father’s death.61 Thus, with a thousand tablets covering some thirty years and dealing mainly with three protagonists, we still lack at least twice this number of tablets or more that might have been kept by these three people in other houses and towns. However, in the case of the father and the son, the content of the collection of tablets is sufficient to give a coherent picture of their activities.
 
                  
                    [image: One side of a cuneiform clay tablet.
One side of a cuneiform clay tablet.]
                      Figs 8a–b: 8a) A letter sent to Aššur-taklāku by his sister Tariša (Kt 93/k 198), found in the house excavated in 1993. Photo: C. Michel, © Kültepe Archaeological Mission. 8b) A letter sent by Aššur-taklāku to his sister Tariša (Kt 93/k 527), found in the same house. Photo: C. Michel, © Kültepe Archaeological Mission.

                   
                  The royal archives of Mari (Syria) were preserved in several areas and rooms of the palace according to their contents. When Hammurabi of Babylon conquered the city, his scribes opened the tablets containers and took away the diplomatic letters exchanged by Mari kings with the main kingdoms of that time, including Babylon. They left the administrative texts and other letters of less importance for them.62 They reorganised the tablets classifying them by Mari kings. Thus, part of the palace archive was missing when the building was excavated by the French archaeologists from the 1930s on, and scholars had to deal with a classification of the remaining tablets made partly a posteriori by the Babylonian conquerors.
 
                 
               
              
                7 Conclusion
 
                There are many other topics to be addressed concerning missing evidence in the cuneiform world and the way we reconstruct ancient history. Written artefacts document only part of the population, depending on the spread of literacy, and the information they provide is uneven according to the social class or gender.63 The elites are generally better documented than ordinary people, and men better than women.
 
                When reconstructing history on a large number of texts, it is important to bear in mind that these are the result of a sorting process in antiquity and a selection resulting from archaeological excavations; they, therefore, never constitute a complete corpus.64 A high concentration of cuneiform tablets on one site, or covering a short period of time, can give an idea of completeness, and consequently result in a biased picture of history. It is important to approach any new discovery with a critical mind.
 
                The history of Mesopotamia at the beginning of the second millennium bce, initially shaped by the uncovering and an immediate publication of the Codex of Hammurabi in 1902, was Babylon-centric. With the discovery in 1933 of Mari, in Syria, on the Middle Euphrates and the publication of the palace archives during the twentieth century, historians reconstructed a strong new political centre at Mari, showing the existence of several important kingdoms during this period. In 1974, with the discovery of Ebla, in the north of Syria, a new story emerged of a Semitic population already present in the region during the second half of the third millennium bce. The abundance of cuneiform sources, as well as their absence, gives a skewed picture of history.
 
                Mesopotamian history is not one, but many; each period, each site has its own history, documented by more or less important written artefacts, and, in each case, it is necessary to contextualise the archaeological and historical evidence available. We are dependent on discoveries, and between highlights of cuneiform sources there are dark ages and dark areas: History is discontinuous. The availability or non-availability of evidence must not affect our historical understanding of ancient cultures.
 
                Acknowledgements: I would like to thank Brigitte Lion and Michele Cammarosano for their stimulating comments on this contribution.
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              Abstract
 
              Administrative documentation from the Egyptian Old Kingdom remains very limited – the choice made very early to use papyrus, an eminently perishable material, has certainly deprived researchers of particularly interesting sources for studying the internal organisation of the Egyptian state at the time of its formation. However, a few batches of papyrus from this period have survived; the most important series being those from the port of Wadi el-Jarf on the Red Sea and the royal temples of Abusir in the Memphite area. But even here, a series of extrapolations highlights the enormous loss of sources: the data recording system shows that hundreds of thousands of documents must have originally existed, of which only a few dozen have been found to date.
 
            
 
             
              
                1 Introduction
 
                The administrative records that have come down to us concerning the Egyptian Old Kingdom (c. 2700–2300 bce) remain very limited. The Pharaonic administration chose, probably as early as the First Dynasty, to keep its records on papyrus rather than clay tablets, as was the case throughout the Eastern Mediterranean.1 This initial choice of an eminently perishable material has certainly deprived researchers working on the Pharaonic civilisation of most interesting sources concerning the administration and daily life of the country, especially in the earliest periods of its history. This gap is highlighted by the survival of a small number of documents, which may not even be representative of the whole of what has disappeared. In addition to the discoveries made at the site of Wadi el-Jarf, which will be discussed below, we organised a conference in 2015 aimed at taking stock of all the admin­istrative sources available for the Old Kingdom, a period of more than three centuries that saw the establishment of the Pharaonic state and the completion of the greatest monumental projects in Egyptian history.2 It was clear from the outset that only three major groups of papyri from this period were known at the time, apart from the documentation unearthed more recently in the complex of storage galleries at the Red Sea port: those of Abusir, Gebelein and Elephantine, to be completed by much more occasional discoveries of documents, notably in certain parts of the Saqqara necropolis3 and at Sharuna in Middle Egypt (Fig. 1).4 We will look here only at the examples of Abusir and Wadi el-Jarf, which are undoubtedly the most significant in terms of both their numerical importance and internal coherence.
 
                
                  [image: A map of Egypt showing the locations of Abusir, Saqqara, Wadi el-Jarf, Sharuna, Balat, Gebelein and Elephantine.]
                    Fig. 1: Map showing the archaeological sites where administrative records of the Old Kingdom were found; © D. Laisney / Ifao.

                 
               
              
                2 The Abusir archives
 
                The Abusir archives are by far the most abundant. They consist of several hundred fragmentary documents that were found in two of the funerary complexes of the Fifth Dynasty: that of King Neferirkare-Kakai (third of this line, c. 2450 bce)5 and that of his short-lived successor, King Neferefre, who probably reigned for only two years.6 These two groups of documents, which are very similar in their composition, provide vital information about the life of the institutions with which they are associated. Three main categories of documents are represented:
 
                 
                  	 
                    duty rosters assigning a series of tasks to be carried out as part of the cult’s operations;

 
                  	 
                    systematic records of the supplies provided to the cult (foodstuffs, butchers’ pieces, fabrics), often with an indication of their provenance; and

 
                  	 
                    inventories of the ritual equipment kept in the temples, with an indication of its state of preservation.

 
                
 
                This latter type of document was made necessary by the fact that the teams responsible for running the temples alternated during the year, so that they reviewed the situation when they took up their duties. Egyptologists’ interest in this type of material came late, but the publication and systematic commentary of documents from the Neferirkare Kakai complex by Paule Posener-Kriéger in 1976 marked an essential stage in our understanding of the economy under the Old Kingdom.7 It shed light on not only the internal organisation of the teams responsible for running, supplying and maintaining these major institutions for the Egyptian state, but also the existence of relatively complex economic circuits that were closely controlled by the Royal Residence, itself heavily involved in collecting and distributing the goods destined for these temples. These studies were then supplemented by the more recent publication of the second group of archives, those from the temple of Neferefre, by the Czech team that excavated this monument.8 This documentation was also used to study a very rich vocabulary, some of which was previously unknown (names of products, certain institutions, accounting terminology).
 
                However, it is important to bear in mind that, in addition to this documentation specific to the funerary institutions, there must have been an even greater amount of paperwork produced by the central administration which was responsible for all these cults, and of which nothing has survived. Even in the case of the archives of these funerary temples, it is certain that the documentation that was preserved is extremely partial and constitutes only a tiny fraction of the writings produced over several centuries in the two institutions – and the only two – in which they were found. Indeed, the two other royal funerary complexes of the Abusir site, which correspond to some of the longest reigns of the fifth dynasty (those of Sahure and Niuserre), have not preserved any papyrological documentation.
 
                This fact is in itself enlightening: The two complexes which have not yielded any papyrological material are precisely the ones which were built to completion, and which included, in addition to the cultic temple adjoining the pyramid, an ascending causeway and a ‘valley temple’ acting as a real gateway to the complex as a whole, below the desert plateau, in connection with the waterway. The valley temple is hardly favourable for the long-term preservation of perishable archaeological material such as papyrus because of its location in a humid environment. And it was certainly in this location that the archives were meant to be preserved, except in cases where the incompleteness of the royal funerary complex had forced the temple staff to use areas of the cult temple, built in a drier environment, which was the case for the cult complexes of Neferirkare and Neferefre, both of which were unfinished. The paradox is, therefore, that the most complete funerary complexes are also those in which the documentation that sheds light on their functioning is the least likely to have been preserved (Fig. 2).
 
                
                  [image: See caption.]
                    Fig. 2: Map of the Abusir Necropolis showing the funerary complexes of Sahure, Neferirkare, Neferefre and Niuserre; © Ifao.

                 
                The other known sets of administrative archives shed an equally limited and partial light on the economy of Egypt’s provinces. The Gebelein papyri – eleven complete scrolls discovered in a tomb at this Upper Egyptian site – are essentially registers of personnel working in a provincial domain of the monarchy, particularly in weaving workshops, during the fourth dynasty (c. 2600 bce).9 The abundant documentation from Elephantine – which is much later, dating from the sixth dynasty to the First Intermediate Period – also comes from funerary contexts. It includes both private archives and documents that probably came from a local chancellery.10 Lastly, the archives from the palace of the governors of Dakhla, at Balat Ayn Asil (sixth dynasty), stand out for the fact that they were kept on clay tablets, no doubt because papyrus was more difficult to obtain in such a remote area of Egypt. In the latter case, the relatively large number of documents uncovered (over 500) ensures that the sample is more representative, including letters related to the management of agricultural property by the palace chancellery, staff lists, work reports and accounting documents.11 In this case too, the discovery of the archives of this local administration gives an idea of what may have existed, at the same period, in all the provinces of the Nile valley, and of which almost nothing has survived.
 
               
              
                3 The Wadi el-Jarf papyri
 
                Against this backdrop, the discovery in 2013 of a batch of archives at the port site of Wadi el-Jarf – used during the reign of Khufu to navigate the Red Sea and reach the Sinai coast – has undoubtedly shed new light on the workings of the Egyptian state at the beginning of the fourth dynasty, at the time when the Great Pyramid of Giza was being built. Most of them were identified in an empty space between two limestone blocks in the closing system of one of the site’s storage galleries, where they had probably been discarded at the time of its final closure.12 We have named it the ‘large deposit’ because it contains a coherent batch of documents that together make up more than 80 % of the papyrological documentation discovered on the site.
 
                Some of this documentation consists of logbooks, in which teams of workers report on their work for the state day after day, and accounts recording in detail all the food and equipment regularly entrusted to them. A great deal of information is, therefore, available about the administration and the workforce that contributed particularly to the construction of the royal pyramid, data that is far more accurate than that appearing in the official biographies of officials and tallies well with the archaeological data obtained, for example, from the archaeological excavation of the Giza site itself.13 However, from several points of view, this documentation also allows us to make a series of extrapolations that point to the enormous loss of sources, and the data recording system shows that hundreds of thousands of docu­ments must have originally existed, of which very few have been found to date, as we will show now. There are also indications that this documentation was very varied and entire categories of documents may have disappeared.
 
                
                  3.1 Logbooks
 
                  The logbooks make up around a third of the documentation found on the site – six of them are sufficiently well-preserved to allow the missions they record to be clearly identifiable, and analysis of the documentation collected as a whole suggests that at least ten of them were originally left in the ‘large deposit’.14 These documents were completed day after day – as can be seen from the precise inking of each of the entries – by the working group that kept these archives, probably a team of boatmen known as ‘the Uraeus of Khufu is its prow’, whose name appears on one of the accounts discovered in the same lot.15 Their presentation varies in detail, but, on the whole, they are organised in the same way: a horizontal line at the top of the papyrus sheet indicates the month of activity covered by the report; another line below it is subdivided into boxes corresponding to the thirty days of the month (Fig. 3).
 
                  
                    [image: A torn papyrus sheet.]
                      Fig. 3: Merer logbooks: Papyrus A; © Ifao.

                   
                  Below this, the daily report is written in hieratic script in two vertical columns (in some cases, only one column is available). In their original state, these papyri were up to 180 cm long, and probably recorded two months of activity. The most complete documents involve a lower official called Merer – a naval officer, an ‘inspector’ of the boat – who was in charge of one of the four canonical subdivisions of a team, a so-called phyle that probably numbered forty people. In his report, he systematically indicated what he had done that day (e.g. hauling stones, loading boats, sailing), and then specified where he had spent the night. The accuracy of this information certainly enabled the administration to check afterwards that the team had actually been engaged and working for the state. Logically, therefore, at the end of a given period of work, the papyri in question should have been sent to the central administration (probably located near the temple of the valley of Khufu at Giza, now buried under the modern town) to be checked and archived,16 and we do not know why they were abandoned on the remote site of Wadi el-Jarf after the team’s final mission. By cross-checking the available information, it is possible to reconstruct fourteen to sixteen months of activity by this working group, between its work in the Tura quarries, on the Giza site itself, in a construction project in the Delta and, finally, on the Red Sea coast (see Table 1).
 
                  
                    
                      Table 1:Chronology of the team’s missions.

                    

                             
                          	Document 
                          	Mission 
                          	Duration 
                          	Month of the year 
   
                          	Papyrus D 
                          	Work at the Portal of Ankhu-Khufu (probably Khufu’s valley temple) 
                          	2 months 
                          	Shemu IV (year of the 13th census) – Akhet I (year after the 13th census (June – August) 
  
                          	Papyrus A 
                          	Transport of workforce, opening of seasonal channels 
                          	2 months 
                          	Akhet I–Akhet II
(July – August; date Akhet I on the document 
  
                          	Papyrus B 
                          	Transport of limestone blocks from Tura to Giza 
                          	3 months? 
                          	Akhet III–Peret I
(September – November) 
  
                          	Papyrus C 
                          	Construction of a harbour in the Delta (XIIth nome of Lower Egypt) 
                          	At least 1 month 
                          	End of Peret I–Peret II
(November – December); date of the mission probably given by papyrus G. 
  
                          	Papyrus Ea and Eb 
                          	Work on the Red Sea shore 
                          	2 months each? 
                          	Between Shemu II (year after the 13th census) and Akhet IV (year of the 14th census)
(April – October) 
 
                    

                  
 
                  Based on the documentation that has come down to us, it seems likely that a phyle such as Merer’s would have produced a minimum of six papyrus scrolls a year (assuming that each one involved two months’ work) to record all its activity. The number of documents that the team could produce in a year would, therefore, theoretically be twenty-four, with a complete division of labour comprising four of these phylai: ‘the Big one’, ‘the Asiatic one’, ‘the Green one’ and ‘the Small one’, each producing its own records. In addition, the records are also taken at a higher level: A scribe called Dedi appears to be responsible for summarising the activities of the four groups in a fifth series of reports – in which inspector Merer reappears several times, this time as a secondary character. We reproduce here the table summarising the organisation and chronology of the team’s work that we already proposed in the conclusion to our presentation of these logbooks (Table 2).
 
                  
                    
                      Table 2:Organisation and chronology of work of Dedi’s team.

                    

                               
                          	Team 
                          	
Scribe Dedi
(Overall supervision) 
                          	Team ‘The escort of “The uraeus of Khufu is its prow”’ 
  
                          	Section
(phyle) 
                          	The Great
(1) 
                          	The Asian
(2) 
                          	The Prosperous
(3) 
                          	The Small
(4) 
  
                          	Managment 
                          	Inspector Merer 
                          	— Inspector Mesu
— Inspector Sekher[...]
— [...] [Ny]kaunesut(?) 
  
                          	IV shemu (June) 
                          	Papyrus D
1 (7×), 2 (1×),
3 (1×) 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	I Akhet
(July) 
                          	Papyrus D
1 (4×), 2 (4×),
4 (2×) 
                          	Papyrus A 
                          	 
                          	Fragment X2
Fragment X125
Two of the other phylai?
Unknown tasks 
  
                          	II Akhet
(August) 
                          	Papyrus F? 
                          	Papyrus A or B 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	III Akhet
(September) 
                          	 
                          	Papyrus B 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	IV Akhet
(October) 
                          	 
                          	Papyrus B 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	I Peret
(November) 
                          	 
                          	Papyrus B 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	II Peret
(December) 
                          	 
                          	Papyrus C 
                          	 
  
                          	III Peret
(January) 
                          	Period of inactivity, or large gap in the sources 
                          	 
  
                          	IV Peret
(February) 
  
                          	I Shemu
(March) 
  
                          	II Shemu
(April) 
                          	Papyrus Ea 
                          	 
  
                          	III Shemu
(May) and later 
                          	 
                          	Papyrus Eb – probably the report of a phyle
Attribution to Merer’s phyle not sure 
 
                    

                  
 
                  A team of workers of the type that abandoned part of its archives on the site of Wadi el-Jarf would, therefore, have produced a minimum of thirty documents of that kind in one year’s work, and probably more than 800 during the twenty-seven years that Khufu’s reign lasted. If we consider that the pyramid’s construction site probably mobilized a minimum of 10,000 workers17 over the same period of time (i.e. more than sixty work teams organised along the same lines as Dedi and Merer), simply extrapolating the data could suggest that more than 50,000 equivalent documents were produced during this sole reign – a figure that is all the more impressive given that fewer than ten have come down to us. However, it is not certain that all teams, or even all the phylai in the same team, were asked to write these reports, depending on the tasks assigned to them.18
 
                 
                
                  3.2 Accounts
 
                  The accounts make up the other major group of papyri from Wadi el-Jarf. These documents record the various foodstuffs and equipment (tools, fabrics) that could be allocated to workers by the state administration. Unlike the logbooks, which may have been produced over a period of more than a year, most of the accounts in the ‘large deposit’ seem to correspond to the final campaign by Khufu’s teams on the Wadi el-Jarf site before it was abandoned. At least twenty of these documents were originally found in the ‘large deposit’, but only thirteen of them are sufficiently well-preserved to allow a relatively good understanding of the way they functioned.19
 
                  What may be surprising at first glance is the great diversity of this documentation. The products accounted for are very varied: raw cereals (papyrus H), joint deliveries of bread and beer (papyri O and P), fish (papyrus N), deliveries of equipment (papyri R and T), or a global supply combining food with tools and raw materials (papyri J and K). The types of accounting are also very diverse – in some documents, we already find the accounting system that is recurrent in the later Abusir papyri (a spreadsheet that indicates a theoretical amount, a delivered amount and a remainder still to be given for each product – cf. papyrus H); but other documents (papyrus I or papyrus L) follow a logic that is clearly unknown elsewhere, and which we find more difficult to interpret. The same heterogeneity can be observed in the periodicity of the records: some documents – the most meticulous – summarise deliveries made over a period of four to five months (papyri H and S), while others detail a single delivery made either in the middle of the month or at the end of a decade (papyri K, L, M), and others still record deliveries of finished products on a daily basis, but over a limited period (Table 3).
 
                  
                    
                      Table 3:Frequency of the deliveries in accounting documents.

                    

                                
                          	Frequency of deliveries 
                          	Summary several monthes 
                          	Summary one month 
                          	Summary ½ month or decade 
                          	Daily deliveries 
                          	Irregular deliveries 
                          	Notes of punctal delivery 
   
                          	Pap. G (various foodstuff) 
                          	 
                          	× 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	Pap. H (various
cereals) 
                          	× 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	Pap. I (undetermined food) 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	× 
                          	 
  
                          	Pap. J (food and material) 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	× 
  
                          	Pap. K (food and material) 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	× 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	Pap. L (bread and beer) 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	× 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	Pap. M (cereals) 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	× 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	Pap. N (fishes) 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	× 
                          	 
  
                          	Pap. O (bread and beer) 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	× 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	Pap. P (bread and beer) 
                          	 
                          	× 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	Pap. R (boxes and jars) 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	× 
  
                          	Pap. S (bread, beer and cereals) 
                          	× 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	Pap. T (tissues) 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	× 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	Total 
                          	2 
                          	2 
                          	3 
                          	2 
                          	2 
                          	2 
 
                    

                  
 
                  It is this diversity that indirectly gives an idea of the extreme loss of documentation at play, as it is clear that each of these categories must originally have been represented by dozens of papyri. Here, we are at the heart of an obviously prolific scribal activity, where everything is recorded – papyrus R, for example, probably represents a kind of slip, or strictly speaking a ‘label’, accompanying a punctual delivery of chests and containers. In these conditions, the most synthetic documents must themselves be the product of the compilation of dozens of intermediate writings that have not been preserved, as is clearly demonstrated by papyrus H, one heading of which states that it reproduces ‘the accounting of this by Irtysen’ (ḥsb=f jm Jrty=sn), the writer probably quoting a colleague who had previously worked on the inventory it presents.20
 
                  Not only were the documents varied in their types, they were also varied in terms of the beneficiaries of these deliveries, who may be, depending on the case, the entire team, any number of the four phylai that make up the team, a single phyle (this is the case in papyrus G, which concerns only phyle ‘the Big’), or even more modest groups of workers – probably only around twenty men for the two most elaborate syntheses (papyri H and S), and only a few individuals for one of the most complete delivery notes (papyrus K), which probably corresponds to the supply of a camp by the sea (Table 4).
 
                  
                    
                      Table 4:The beneficiaries of the accounts.

                    

                                
                          	Beneficiaries 
                          	Full team = 4 phylai (160 men) 
                          	Incomplete number of phylai 
                          	One phyle
(40 men) 
                          	Half a phyle
= 2 sections (20 men) 
                          	1 section or less (< 10 men) 
                          	Unknown 
   
                          	Pap. G (various foodstuff) 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	× 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	Pap. H (various
cereals) 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	× 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	Pap. I (undetermined food) 
                          	× 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	Pap. J (food and material) 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	× 
  
                          	Pap. K (food and material) 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	× 
                          	 
  
                          	Pap. L (bread and beer) 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	× 
  
                          	Pap. M (cereals) 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	× 
  
                          	Pap. N (fishes) 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	× 
  
                          	Pap. O (bread and beer) 
                          	× 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	Pap. P (bread and beer) 
                          	 
                          	× 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	Pap. R (boxes and jars) 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	× 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	Pap. S (bread, beer and cereals) 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	 
                          	× 
                          	 
                          	 
  
                          	Pap. T (tissues) 
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                          	Total 
                          	2 
                          	1 
                          	2 
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                          	5 
 
                    

                  
 
                 
               
              
                4 Conclusion
 
                Even if the documents in the ‘large deposit’ only concern a single royal team of 160 men who would have stayed for a single season in the port of Wadi el-Jarf (i.e. at the time of the year when the port was in operation, between April and September), those that were uncovered are very few compared with the thousands of accounting papyri that must have been generated for them on this occasion: notes taken daily for the delivery of finished products (bread, beer) or every ten days for the general supply of food, with a distribution between groups of workers of very different sizes, again resulting in the multiplication of delivery notes, all of which were ultimately the subject of summaries that could be archived for at least some time to be controlled by the central administration. In this case, even more than in the case of the accounting papyri, the extrapolation of the data is dizzying: How many hundreds of thousands of papyri had to be used to record every season, every month and every day the food and equipment needed by the 10,000 or so people working for Khufu’s pyramid? The few documents that have emerged from the sands at Wadi el-Jarf, an unexpected location, bear witness to the Egyptian administration and give us an even greater sense of the immensity of what has disappeared.
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              Since the 1970s, large numbers of ancient manuscripts (5th c. bce–3rd c. ce) have been unearthed on the territory of what today is China. These finds have stimulated the emergence of a completely new academic field that has achieved enormous progress over the decades. Scholars have started re-writing the history of ancient law and administration as well as that of philosophy and literature. However, the peculiar nature of these written artefacts requires a comprehensive approach, combining archaeological, codicological, palaeographic and philological methods. The chapter first presents a survey of the discoveries and then discusses hoard finds of various types of documents, and legal and literary manuscripts found in tombs. Case studies highlight the methodological problems involved in the study of these written artefacts, suggesting a more cautious approach.
 
            
 
             
              
                1 Introduction
 
                No manuscripts from early China have been transmitted. Written on perishable supports such as wood or bamboo, manuscripts were most probably already being produced during the late second millennium bce,1 and epigraphical evidence clearly testifies to their existence in the ninth century bce.2 In 1901, European ‘explorers’ discovered the first specimens of ancient manuscripts bearing Chinese writing in the north-western border areas of the Qing empire.
 
                Since the 1970s, large numbers of ancient manuscripts (5th c. bce–3rd c. ce) have been unearthed. These were mainly found in tombs (in addition to documents pertaining to the funeral or the tomb owner, mostly containing legal and other practical texts as well as various types of literary texts), and in wells and storage pits (mostly administrative documents and official correspondence, probably discarded by the officials processing them). These documents have been used to reconstruct the workings of local administration in some detail, while the non-documentary manuscripts were welcomed as first-hand evidence for fields of knowledge either lost in transmission or heavily shaped by later compilers and editors.3
 
                In order to understand the excitement these discoveries caused, certain peculiarities of the transmission of ancient Chinese literature must first be recalled. Many of the approximately fifty texts of ‘classical’ Chinese literature (5th–3rd c. bce) are known to have been assembled in a collation project at the imperial court of the Former Han (202 bce–9 ce) from 26 bce through 7 ce. The project was meant to survey the manuscripts in the inner court – that had either been recently collected or submitted previously, and were piling up at a storage facility – in order to produce readable editions of texts for the emperor. Extant editorial reports show how difficult the task was: the bindings of the wood or bamboo-slip rolls had deteriorated, and many ‘chapters’ (pian 篇) were found more than once. The ‘chapters’ were often independent textual units assembled by the editors into ‘books’ according to criteria such as genre, author or patron.4 Many of the transmitted ‘books’ of classical Chinese literature probably did not exist before the collation project, and even long after it was finished, some ‘chapters’ continued to circulate independently, as they had done before. One telling example is the report on the Zhan guo ce 戰國策, compiled by Liu Xiang 劉向 (79/78–8 bce), who was in charge of the project:
 
                 
                  Messenger Protecting the Director of the Eastern Waters and Imperial Court Grandee, your subject [Liu] Xiang, reports on the writings about the Stratagems of the Warring States from the inner [palace] which he has collated: The more than [?] rolls of writings from the inner [palace] were in disorder and had been mixed up. In bamboo baskets there furthermore were eight chapters divided per states, not enough to [order all paragraphs?]. Your subject Xiang relied on those divided per states and roughly ordered them according to time; he divided those that had not been in this order [into paragraphs?] and supplemented the former; he discarded duplicate [chapters] and [in the end] obtained 33 chapters. The original characters were often mistakenly written only halfway: xiāo (‘disappear’) for Zhào (name of a state) or lì (‘to stand’) for Qí (name of a state) there were many such characters. The original titles of the writings from the inner [palace] were: Stratagems of the States, Affairs of the States, Advantages and Shortcomings, Topical Discourses, Writings on Advantages (?) and Writings on Refinement (?).
 
                    Your subject Xiang is of the opinion that at the time of the Warring States the roaming knights assisted the states that employed them and devised plots and plans for them, and thus it is suitable to call it Stratagems of the Warring States. Its events follow on the Spring and Autumn period and continue until the rise of Chu and Han, events covering 245 years. All has been fixed on dried bamboo so that this writing can be neatly copied.5
 
                
 
                The assumption that all extant literary texts from pre-imperial and early imperial times were the result of this collation project has led one scholar to describe its impact as that of a ‘filter’.6 As a matter of fact, the project was only concerned with manuscripts in the imperial collection, and there is no evidence that this collection was ever perceived or supposed to include all the literature available at that time.7 Furthermore, the editorial interventions did not stop there. The transmitted version of the famous ‘Daoist’ compilation Zhuang zi 莊子, for example, dates back only to the third century ce and is much shorter than Liu’s lost version.8 The catalogue resulting from the project was continued and completed by Liu Xiang’s son Liu Xin 劉歆 (c. 50 bce–23 ce) after his father’s death. A slightly augmented version includes 596 works.9 With the exception of just two medical texts, all 202 works of technical literature are lost. The ratio of survival is much better for the ‘literary’ categories, but it is not always clear whether an extant text bearing a title that is also found in the catalogue is identical to the one referred to by the latter. For some of the texts listed in the catalogue, we have only fragments quoted in later commentaries and encyclopaedias.
 
                Major discoveries since the 1970s have radically changed this dearth of evidence for late pre-imperial and early imperial literature.10 In 1972, tomb Yinqueshan 銀雀山 1 (second half of 2nd c. bce; Linyi 臨沂, Shandong) yielded military and divinatory texts written on bamboo slips; in 1973, more than thirty silk manuscripts containing literary and technical texts, including two maps, were found in tomb Mawangdui 馬王堆 3 (168 bce; Changsha 長沙, Hunan), and from tomb Bajiaolang 八角廊 40 (55 bce, disturbed; Dingzhou 定州, Baoding, Hebei), bamboo manuscripts containing Confucian texts were recovered. Many spectacular finds were to follow: among the more recent ones, in 2013, was Laoguanshan 老官山 tomb 3 (first half of 2nd c. bce, disturbed; Tianhui 天回, Chengdu, Sichuan; medical texts).11 The tomb of the Marquis of Haihun (Haihun hou 海昏侯), a deposed short-term emperor (59 bce; Xinjian 新建, Nanchang, Jiangxi), was excavated in 2015. Following the deceased into the tomb were a large number of manuscripts, again bamboo-slip rolls, mainly containing Confucian texts.12
 
                The catalogue from the Former Han does not include legal texts. The earliest literary sources for the history of law are treatises in the dynastic histories of the Former Han, the Jin (265–420 ce) and the Sui (589–618), all of which only briefly deal with pre-imperial and early imperial law.13 Literary sources occasionally mention individual laws and legal cases, or the ever-increasing production of stipulations.14 For the beginning of the reign of Emperor Wu (r. 141–87 bce), it is reported:
 
                 
                  The Statutes and Ordinances [contained] in all 359 sections: for the death penalty 409 articles [covering] 1,882 cases, and 13,472 cases of judicial precedents for crimes [deserving] death. Writings and documents filled tables and cupboards and the officials in charge were unable to look at them all.15
 
                
 
                These figures only pertain to offenses charged with capital punishment. There were of course many more below this threshold. A source from the first century bce states:
 
                 
                  The statutes and ordinances lie in stacks gathering dust and get eaten by worms, [so many that] officials are unable to look at them all. How much less able would untaught people be!16
 
                
 
                With the exception of some quotes and fragments, none of these numerous stipulations, cases or precedents had been transmitted. The manuscripts unearthed from Shuihudi 睡虎地 11 in 1975 (217 bce; Yunmeng 雲夢, Xiaogan 孝感, Hubei) yielded law texts (lü 律, ‘statutes’, and some ling 令, ‘ordinances’) and legal manuals for the first time.17 Just as for literary manuscripts, more discoveries were to follow, the richest ones being the tombs Zhangjiashan 張家山 247, excavated in 1983 (186 bce; Jiangling 江陵, Jingzhou 荊州, Hubei); Zhangjiashan 336, excavated in 1988 (173 bce); Shuihudi 77, excavated in 2006 (157 bce); and Hujia caochang 胡家草場 12, excavated in 2018 (disturbed; 163 bce or later, Jingzhou).
 
                Similar to statutes and ordinances, the only sources for the early imperial administration were the dynastic histories and some literary works until the twentieth century,18 when documents dating to the latter Western Han and early Eastern Han (1st c. bce –1st c. ce) were excavated at sites in the North-West, in Gansu (Dunhuang 敦煌 oasis, middle and lower reaches of the Shule 疏勒 river), Xinjiang (Loulan 樓蘭 oasis, corridor of Niya 尼雅 river) and Inner Mongolia (Juyan 居延 lake basin). Save for a few exceptions from Dunhuang, they originated from watchtowers and rampart sites in border regions, and were so heavily damaged that only a few documents could be fully reconstructed.19
 
                Shortly before the turn of the millennium, the first southern hoard to contain discarded documents was discovered.20 Just like those unearthed later, it was located in Hunan province. With the exception of two sites, all of the major find-spots are located in the south of Wuyi Square (Wuyi guangchang 五一廣場), in today’s Changsha, which had been a government seat of the Former Han: Zoumalou 走馬樓 hoard 22, excavated in 1996 (state of Wu, c. 196–237 ce; c. 100,000 pieces);21 Zoumalou hoard 8, excavated in 2002 (late second century bce; more than 10,000 pieces, including many writing exercises); Dongpailou 東牌樓 hoard 7, excavated in 2004 (c. 183–186 ce; 205 bamboo slips, including contracts, personal letters, visiting cards and writing exercises); Wuyi guangchang hoard 1, excavated in 2010 (c. 90–112 ce; c. 7,000 pieces); and Shangde Street 尚德街, with nine hoards excavated in 2011 (second half of 2nd c.–first half of 3rd c.; 171 wooden pieces, including recipes and personal letters). The sites in other parts of Hunan were Liye 里耶 hoard 1, excavated in 2002 (222–208 bce; c. 36,000 pieces) from Longshan 龍山, North-West Hunan, c. 485 km from Changsha;22 and Tuzishan 兔子山 hoard 7, excavated in 2013 (c. 195–188 bce; c. 2,600 pieces, containing many writing exercises alongside administrative texts) from Yiyang 益陽, c. 80 km north-west of Changsha, one of eleven hoards containing manuscripts (Chu, Qin, Former Han, Later Han; c. 15,000 pieces).23 Many of the items were broken, while others did not contain writing, therefore the initial reports usually just list the number of ‘pieces’, which is typically reduced in the course of study. For the first time, these new finds opened a window into civil administration at the prefecture (xian 縣, also ‘county’; above xiang 鄉 ‘district’ and below jun 郡 ‘province’, also ‘commandery’) level, and their sheer number has led to an unprecedented upsurge in scholarship studying local administration.
 
                Finally, corpora of unprovenanced manuscripts must be mentioned. Acquired by various state institutions between the 1990s and 2015, most of these contain literary manuscripts from the ancient state of Chu (conquered by Qin in 223 bce), dating from the fourth and third centuries bce. One of these corpora includes artefacts from the Former Han; another one contains numerous ordinances (ling 令) from the Qin that, for the first time, provided comprehensive evidence for this second, lower-status genre of legal stipulations. All of them were illegally unearthed from tombs in South China and bought on the antiquities market in Hong Kong. The complete absence of archaeological data severely limits any attempt at contextualising these manuscripts. Suspicions of forgery and ethical concerns have accompanied their study almost from the start.24
 
                Following these discoveries, research has made enormous progress. Besides publishing images and editing the new materials, philologists and historians, mainly from China and Japan, have started working on all aspects of the new sources. The palaeography and codicology of these ancient manuscripts had to be developed, and a balance between transmitted literature and new archaeological evidence had to be found.25 Intellectual and literary historians have interpreted texts and speculated on their genesis and Sitz im Leben; manuscriptologists and historians of the book have reconstructed scribal practices and tried to explain how the manuscripts were produced and used. Students of legal and administrative history have been reconstructing procedures from the imperial court down to the local level in order to try to understand the rationale behind them. The new discoveries have allowed for the first glimpses into ancient divination and other occult sciences, while recipes and texts on topics such as moxibustion or acupuncture provide insight into medical practice.
 
                In spite of this amazing development, there remain issues that are well known in principle, but are sometimes overlooked or only mentioned in passing and thus deserve closer attention. Some of these will be addressed in what follows.
 
               
              
                2 Sources
 
                According to schoolbook wisdom, historical sources comprise two types. While sources of tradition are intentionally created as witnesses for communicating knowledge to contemporaries, later generations or both, remains are produced for pragmatic reasons, such as business, legal, political, economic and private documentation; their purpose is linked to the present or to eternity, as in some contracts.26 Archaeological finds, in principle, belong to the second type, and written artefacts from ancient times are no exception;27 ancient manuscripts thus are written artefacts first and foremost. They were produced and used for certain purposes that must be understood in order to adequately contextualise their content.
 
                Archaeological evidence is, to varying degrees, accidental. With the exception of well-planned research excavations systematically covering one known find-spot, it is usually other factors that lead to the discovery of ancient sites. Just as elsewhere, construction projects in China often hit upon remains of human activity from the past. Archaeologists are then given limited time for rescue excavations in order to salvage all they can.28 Before the turn of the millennium, this often resulted in incomplete or even contradictory documentation,29 while insufficient resources and the ambition to bring out not only the excavation report and facsimiles of the manuscripts but also the edition of their contents delayed publication by years, in some cases by decades.30 On the other hand, due to the introduction of short-term funding with great pressure to produce results at the end of each project, reconstructions of codicological units and the texts contained therein are usually conducted with considerable caveats and, after publication, are continuously improved in journal articles. A luxurious edition of the manuscripts discovered in tomb Mawangdui 3 in 1973, for example, was done so hastily that the need for a revised edition was already announced in the same edition.31 If taken seriously, the problems openly addressed in such editions should foster an extremely cautious approach to the texts, yet they are commonly accepted by textual scholars without further question and taken as a given for further enquiry. Fragments that were at first overlooked may provide important insights once reunited with their original codicological unit,32 and each new discovery of a manuscript has the potential to radically change the present state of the art.33 The fact that some tombs were disturbed before excavation is rarely taken into account.
 
                The distribution of find-spots in space and time is extremely uneven. For the first centuries of the period under discussion, we have only a few from the Central Plains, most of them located either in the North-West or in the South – that is, mainly in the border areas of the early empires.34 Only with the reign of Emperor Wu of Han does the distribution become more even, albeit for unknown reasons.35 In addition, the absolute number of find-spots is marginal both in relation to the overall number of excavated sites and, concerning the documents, to what we know about the number of offices and officials.36
 
                In what follows, three types of sources will be briefly presented together with some of the open questions regarding them. The study of ancient Chinese manuscripts has expanded into a field in its own right, with doctoral programmes and all the insignia of academic dignity; therefore, neither the following survey nor the problems it addresses can be comprehensive or even merely representative. Instead, selected cases and topics will hopefully demonstrate that we know much less than we usually acknowledge.
 
               
              
                3 Documents from wells and storage pits in the South
 
                The documents found in the North-West in the first decades of the twentieth century were praised as possessing an ‘almost unique nature as a source of information regarding the workings of the Han administration’. At the same time, it was conceded that ‘for a number of reasons the value of the pieces is somewhat limited’, and ‘they may in general not be concerned with the normal conditions of central China’. In addition, the Western authority on these documents noted in 1967 that the ‘fragmentary nature of the material is sometimes highly frustrating’.37 The question of what these witnesses from the borders are concerned with – in contrast to the ‘normal conditions’ – and how representative they are, even for the margins of the empire, needs to be raised for the documents unearthed in the South as well.
 
                One conceptual assumption often made for these artefacts is problematic. Scholars have been addressing these finds as ‘official archives’ or parts of such archives.38 In fact, the opposite is true. They were the result of ‘counter-archival’ practices aiming at their disposal, or simply put: rubbish.39 Although no stipulation concerning the regular emptying of the baskets or other storage facilities for the products of scribal activity has yet been found, it is more than probable that there existed pertinent rules already under the Qin.40 One method would have been burning them, perhaps with the added benefit of providing warmth on cold days.41 However, fire was dangerous and forbidden in archival storage facilities.42 The alternative was apparently to bury them in abandoned wells or storage pits on the premises of the local government. Most of the hoard finds published so far include pieces with burn marks, leaving open the possibility that they are the leftovers of large-scale combustion of documents.43 In such a case, the surviving pieces would be a more or less accidental fraction of the original documents to be discarded.
 
                As a rule, documents of a single archaeological layer lack a discernible order, and include various formats in addition to rolls made of wooden or bamboo slips: these include wooden ‘double-liners’ (liang hang 兩行, with two columns of writing) and tablets (du 牘, officially three to five columns, often containing more); pieces with a bottom portion in the shape of an arrow, probably dockets to be inserted into files; and envelopes with broken seals. The tablets are usually better preserved than the slips; most of the slips recovered from Tuzishan 7 are small fragments, as if they were intentionally broken.44 In some cases, complete files and operations or the career of an official can be reconstructed, but these are rare exceptions. It is often unclear what these documents were – copies, drafts, excerpts, parts of files, reference files or something else – and why they were discarded.45 Since personal documents, letters, visiting cards and writing exercises were also found in most hoards, some of the seemingly official documents may actually have been personal copies or excerpts. Even if the letters were informal communications not to be included in the official files,46 their co-presence with, for example, writing exercises rather suggests that these hoards did not only contain official documents but also personal writings,47 perhaps coming from the waste-baskets of duty rooms. However, a personal reference file is not an official document.
 
                Although the number of unearthed complete pieces and fragments is impressive, they certainly comprise only a tiny fraction of all that must have been produced by the imperial administration, probably even compared solely to the overall output of the locality from which they came. A prefecture may have had more than twenty bureaus and offices, each staffed with scribes and other officials.48 According to the census of 2 ce, the administration below the court and central institutions comprised 13 provinces, 103 commanderies, some small fiefs and more than 1,500 prefectures, not counting the districts below the level of prefecture. The registered population of almost 60 million belonged to more than 12 million households and was governed by more than 120,000 officials.49
 
                The documents found in Liye 1 may serve as an example. Their publication began already in 2012, and therefore much more research on this hoard is available than for more recent finds.50 In more than twenty layers, manuscripts were found ‘intermingled with plant residue, potsherds, household garbage, weapons, etc.’ Rather unexpectedly, the earliest manuscripts were found in the uppermost layer, which is not the only unusual feature of this hoard.51 The recorded dates on the c. 18,000 ‘pieces’ containing writing, many of them fragments, cover the whole period of Qin rule over the prefecture of Qianling 遷陵縣 in a mountainous part of north-western Hunan (222–208 bce).52
 
                 
                  From the outset, it should be born in mind that Qianling was by no means a ‘typical’ Qin county. In terms of the composition of its population, it should probably be described as a combination of a military base and a labor camp. The permanent farmer population of the area was tiny, unlikely to have ever exceeded 200 households. At the same time, the garrison stationed at the county consisted of at least 626 frontier servicemen (shu 戍), probably far in excess of the adult male population of Qianling. The county also managed an unfree labor force measured in hundreds of convicts. [...] Additionally, a certain number of indigenous households may have been registered separately. It was speculated that the total number of households in Qianling could have been as high as 400 with more than 2,500 individuals.53 [Emphasis by MF]
 
                
 
                As the quote shows, in many cases the fragmentary nature of the evidence does not allow for precise statements. We have figures for some years, not for others; we know from other sources and indirect evidence that there were indigenous households; and so forth. A closer look at the prefecture’s administrative apparatus may further elucidate the inherent problems of the documents.
 
                According to the list of positions on an undated wooden board, the number of officials was 103, but only 51 of these positions were filled, because the Qin apparently had difficulties recruiting sufficient personnel for their rapidly growing administrative apparatus; in addition, 35 were performing labour services, leaving 16 on the job.54 These officials and some bondservants worked in at least four bureaus (cao 曹, ‘departments’ or ‘ministries’) of the prefecture government and seven more independent offices (guan 官, ‘agencies’), and included, according to the list, 28 scribe directors (ling shi 令史).55 Whether the officials, among them lower-ranking scribes and scribe directors, of the three districts of Qianling prefecture were included is not known. There may have been more bureaus and offices and their number may have changed over the years, just as the number of households did.56 The ratio of officials to households seems unusually high and can perhaps be explained by the atypical composition of the populace, or by plans to increase the number of normal households in the future.57 In most cases, we do not know where the documents originated: were they collected from all sections of the local government, or only from some or even just one of them? Since most of the published ones are registers of convict labourers and records of grain rations issued to soldiers, convicts and functionaries,58 it is clear that they are remains mainly from bureaus concerned with those tasks, or with processing the documents related to them; there may have been others involved as well.59
 
                The civil administration was apparently involved in logistics for the military. We know next to nothing about military administration and military law, although both must have played an important role during and immediately after the occupation of Qianling. One of the few scholars studying military history has utilised the little evidence we have and reconstructed a period of occupation that ended with the withdrawal of regular troops and takeover by civil administration. The continued military presence in the prefecture can only be deduced from the documents mentioned above.60 Similarly shadowy is the position of Commandant (wei 尉). After the prefect and his deputy, he was the third-most important official, with a bureau and an office in the civil administration named after him.61 He was involved in supervising the ‘military economy’ and controlled the movement of individuals;62 as his title signifies, however, this position may have originated from the military, and in peaceful times was probably akin to that of a chief of police.63 Some statutes refer to his staff, and he is mentioned as taking part in judicial deliberations. The position of Commandant is also found at the levels of province and imperial court, the Commandant of the Court (ting wei 廷尉) being the highest legal official responsible for deciding the cases that were forwarded by the provinces and prefectures (see below).
 
                The same author who had lamented the fragmented state of the finds from Juyan, and noted that the practices in the North-West probably differed from those at the centre of the empire to a considerable degree, consoled himself with the following:
 
                 
                  However, it can perhaps be safely assumed that a number of features of routine administration that are exemplified at Chü-yen [Juyan] were modelled directly on the more intensive methods of control that were exercised, for example, in the metropolitan area.64
 
                
 
                For distinguishing those ‘features of routine administration’ in the border areas, the new sources provide a wealth of new data. However, this new evidence at the same time poses new problems. Since we apparently have only a fraction of the documents that must have been produced in that remote frontier post of imperial rule, it is difficult to assess their place in the complete record, now lost. There is no clear-cut criterion for distinguishing routine administration from the ad hoc measures necessary due to the frontier situation, if there is no extant parallel with legal stipulations. If there are discrepancies between statutes and actual practice, we still do not know whether they were generally accepted or merely tolerated in the border regions. The food rations provided to convicts and bondservants, for example, were often less than what the statutes prescribed,65 and scribes did not always adhere to the very strict formal standards implemented for official documents by imperial stipulations.66 It may even be premature to consider Liye 1 as being representative of the frontier prefectures in the South, because geographic, ethnographic, economic and other features differed and thus demanded different solutions.
 
                Scholars studying these documents are aware of all this, of course, not least signalled by their frequent use of linguistic means to express various degrees of uncertainty. In order to arrive at conclusions from the fragmentary evidence at all, they have to fill in gaps, connect various types of sources and generalise their findings, a method that necessarily requires conjecture and educated guesswork. Other than in familiar work with transmitted historical and literary sources, however, the relationship between the little evidence we have and the huge amount that we miss – and the implications thereof – is sometimes neglected when aiming at results. In the long run, additional evidence still awaiting publication (or excavation) will help to refine our understanding, but at present, the task may be compared to putting together a puzzle knowing that most of its parts are missing, yet not knowing whether all the available pieces belong to it.
 
               
              
                4 Manuscripts from tombs
 
                Except for those excavated from wells or storage pits, all manuscripts from ancient China originate from tombs. Two basic types of pre-imperial tombs containing manuscripts may be distinguished: those belonging to members of the elite of the state of Chu in the South, conquered by Qin in 223 bce, and those of scribes from the victorious Qin in the North-West and in the South. In both types, documents relating to the funeral or to the tomb owner (funerary manuscripts) were placed in different locations than the other manuscripts (non-funerary manuscripts).67 With one possible exception, Qin tombs, whether late pre-imperial or imperial, have yielded no literary texts so far,68 but only various types of documents and legal stipulations, as well as manuals covering the technical knowledge required to perform the duties of a scribe, such as law, divination, mathematics or medicine. In more than half of them, writing implements have been found.69 Literary manuscripts have been found exclusively in Chu tombs.
 
                Among the ten thousand pre-imperial tombs excavated by archaeologists, there are just a few from the kingdom of Chu that contain manuscripts.70 Some of them may have been sealed in the early fourth century bce; the majority probably date from the latter half of the fourth century and the third century bce. Many of them were found in and around Jinan 紀南 (Jingzhou, Hubei province), where the former capital Ying 郢 of Chu was located. In 278 bce, Qin had conquered this region and established a province there; thus it cannot be excluded that some Chu-type tombs are actually from Qin times.71 Many of them contained only inventories of grave goods; some additionally contained divinatory and sacrificial reports or other documents pertaining to the tomb owner, but only a handful yielded non-documentary texts. As of late 2024, more than thirty sites were known, but half of them had not yet been published. Some contained only a handful of bamboo slips; others, hundreds or even thousands of them, albeit often broken or illegible. Due to the deterioration of the binding strings, in many cases it is no longer possible to determine the order of the slips. Therefore, the reconstruction is often tentative not only for the texts or codicological units, but even for the height of the slips; in a few cases, the slips bear numbers or lines on the verso allowing for their sequence to be reconstructed.72
 
                In 2003, a study of Chu cemeteries containing tombs that yielded manuscripts did not distinguish between various types of manuscripts, but observed ‘a clear tendency for manuscripts to occur in connection with individuals of relatively high status’, although members of the ‘murky sub-élite stratum’ or even commoners were in possession of manuscripts as well.73 Questioning the idea that the manuscripts had ‘anything to do with the generation and transmission of textual knowledge’ and suggesting that they be considered as luxury items similar to bronze vessels, the author concluded:
 
                 
                  Rather than assuming that anyone who was buried with a manuscript was involved in its production, one should regard such individuals primarily as consumers of manuscripts. The manuscripts found in Guodian tomb no. 1, containing a significant corpus of literary and philosophical writings [...], may be typical for made-to-order compilations of texts that could reflect – among other possible factors – the skills, circumstances, means, values and intellectual proclivities of the patron. In significant respects, these idio-syncratic personal corpora [...] reflect […] cultural production for, not by, their patrons. Whether these patrons necessarily consulted them themselves is quite secondary; we cannot even be sure that they were actually able to read them. [...] The relative paucity of manuscripts in Chu lineage cemeteries may additionally signalize that, aside from imperfect preservation conditions, transmission of knowledge in lineages of intellectuals such as the proverbial Hundred Schools still mainly relied on memorization, rather than on writing. Some of the excavated manuscripts from Chu tombs undoubtedly testify to relatively early stages in the attempt to systematize diverse kinds of such knowledge in the form of written books.74
 
                
 
                In addition, a comprehensive analysis of selected Chu tombs containing manuscripts has further corroborated that, unlike manuscripts pertaining to the tomb owner and the funeral, literary manuscripts were placed together with ritual implements, and may have had a similar function; these tombs never contained writing implements.75 While the observation that manuscripts were mainly found ‘in connection with individuals of relatively high status’ received little attention, the conclusion concerning the mainly oral transmission of knowledge in ‘intellectual lineages’ has contributed to an ongoing discussion (see below).
 
                The seemingly clear-cut division between Chu elite tombs and Qin scribe tombs will perhaps be blurred by new finds. In 2023, the site Qinjiazui 秦家嘴 1093, again in Jingzhou, was excavated. The small tomb is dated to the fourth century bce and presumably belonged to a commoner; it contained 3,910 pieces with a broad range of texts, including manuals, literature and history.76
 
                Why were manuscripts buried together with the tomb owner? They were apparently part of an increasing tendency to individualise tomb ensembles.77 Funerals, especially those of nobles and higher officials, were public events. Lists of grave goods were drawn up, checked and perhaps read out publicly, and the grave goods were displayed before being carried in a procession to the burial ground outside of the habitat of the living to be interred together with the deceased.
 
                Among the possible reasons for entombing manuscripts, four are relevant to those containing non-funerary texts:
 
                 
                  	 
                    ‘Benefiting the deceased directly and personally’ ‘in some kind of netherworld’: ‘not only literature in the narrow sense for enjoyment or moral support, but also “how-to”-literature like legal casebooks, military manuals, divinatory handbooks, medical and cooking recipes, primers for practicing reading and writing, calendrical tables, maps or cosmic descriptions for orientation of the wandering soul, etc.’;

 
                  	 
                    ‘Addressing others in the netherworld either to enlist their help and protection or to ward off their evil influences, thus indirectly benefiting the deceased’: ‘formal letters addressed to the netherworld authorities recording the status and possessions of the newly arriving dead’, ‘real or fake contracts of land-sale (diquan 地券), probably proving that the deceased rightfully owns the land he or she is buried in’, ‘lists of funerary items, which are nothing else than lists of rightfully possessed personal belongings’, and ‘harm-repelling texts of a purely talismanic function’;

 
                  	 
                    ‘Demonstrating an attitude, a status, an achievement, a will, etc., to the living including future generations, hoping for their reverence, praise, compliance, or eventual emulation’: according to the deceased’s last will, ‘documents granting the deceased a fief or status’;

 
                  	 
                    ‘Storing away or hiding texts that should no longer circulate among the living but that were also cherished enough not to be destroyed altogether’: ‘politically sensitive [...] texts’ and ‘father’s books’ due to taboo beliefs, according to the deceased’s last will.78

 
                
 
                Just as the legal and administrative system of the Qin was initially continued by the Han, the earlier distribution of scribal and noble tombs does not seem to change much until the reign of Emperor Wu of Han, when literary manuscripts more often also appear in tombs belonging to officials.79 No manuscripts have been found in tombs from the Later Han (25–220 ce), except for lists of burial goods dating from its end. Burial customs had changed, probably along with religious beliefs, and the new brick-built structures may have been less favourable to the survival of manuscripts than the old shaft tombs.80 It cannot be excluded, however, that the use of manuscripts as grave goods, being marginal in the first place, was further marginalised by the new developments.81
 
                The manuscripts buried together with a tomb owner are remains in the sense outlined above. Depending on where and why they were written, however, they may be considered tradition at the same time: for example, when the copy of a literary text the deceased owned or liked was buried together with him. If, on the other hand, manuscripts were produced for following the tomb owner into the netherworld, they would have to be viewed as remains so long as their purpose is unclear, even if they contain literary texts. Unfortunately, in most cases this is difficult to decide. In principle, scholars do opt for the former alternative and study non-funerary manuscripts just like ‘real’ ones, but this is only a hypothesis that would have to be proven in each case. Therefore, the archaeological context is essential for studying these manuscripts. Just consider the following example: in tomb Longgang 龍崗 6, excavated in 1989 (last years of imperial Qin; Yunmeng, Hubei), the tomb owner lacked his feet; in their place, bamboo slips containing legal texts were found. A single wooden tablet was placed at the deceased’s waist; it contained a summary of a successful retrial resulting in the exoneration of the convict and moving him to a ‘hidden residence’ established for victims of the system. Circumstantial evidence shows that the tomb owner must have been an official himself, and most probably was the person mentioned on the wooden tablet. The tablet was not an official document and was probably put in the tomb by one of his descendants.82
 
                Without taking the whole ensemble and all of its manuscripts into account, it is easy to miss important clues. Studying only one manuscript of a collection, or in case of multiple-text manuscripts, only one text of such a manuscript, may lead to attributions of certain features to a single manuscript or an individual text, when they actually belong to the tomb ensemble or the multiple-text manuscript. Each site is individual and should be treated accordingly. Only one point seems undisputed, namely the relationship of the manuscripts to the tomb owner. For each written artefact in one ensemble, various origins must be considered, ranging from manuscripts the deceased had used himself to those produced for the tomb by his family or by colleagues, and others who were supposed or obliged to contribute to the funeral.
 
                
                  4.1 Legal manuscripts
 
                  The scribes buried with legal manuscripts were identified as such by so-called annals and various types of calendars, including personal ‘event calendars’ (zhi ri 質日) specifying official tasks beyond routine business.83 Zhangjiashan 247 may serve as an example.84 According to the calendar that was placed topmost in the bamboo basket containing the manuscripts, the tomb owner probably died in 186 bce. Dove staffs like the one found among the grave goods were conferred at an age of at least seventy, so he must have been born between 260 and 255 bce (according to Chinese reckoning, human beings are already one year old when they are born). In 202 bce, he had surrendered to the Han while in his fifties, when their first emperor ascended to the imperial throne, and served them until retirement due to illness in 194 bce.
 
                  Two multiple-text manuscripts found in his tomb deserve special attention. The Statutes and Ordinances of the Second Year (Er nian lü ling 二年律令) contains 27 categories of statutes and one set of ‘Ordinances on Fords and Passes’. The ‘second year’ refers to 186 bce, the same year in which the tomb owner died, eight years after his retirement. Some of these stipulations mention events after his retirement; therefore the manuscript cannot have been used by him while still in office. The roll consisted of 526 bamboo slips and, according to one of the very few scientific studies of codicological features of ancient Chinese manuscripts, weighed approximately 1.5 kg; its diameter must have been more than 20 cm. These physical features would have made it extremely inconvenient to use the roll; therefore it is assumed that this roll, just like all the others consisting of many more than 100 slips, were grave goods, intended to accompany the deceased into their tombs.85 It was apparently produced in haste by more than one hand; it contains corrections and obvious mistakes.86 It has been proposed that it was acquired on the market:
 
                   
                    We would suggest that the Zhangjiashan legal texts, and most of the other medical and mathematical texts from the tomb, either were produced in a scriptorium as practice texts and later sold as funerary products for burial or were copied in a funerary workshop specifically for inclusion in a burial.87
 
                  
 
                  At the present state of our knowledge, nothing should be excluded, yet there is no evidence for either scriptoria (as opposed to chancelleries) or ‘funeral workshops’. However, at that time, the scribal profession was still hereditary in principle, and the funeral should have been conducted by the eldest son, who would have followed in his father’s footsteps. He and perhaps other male members of his family, perhaps even including a grandson, would have written the Er nian lü ling roll to demonstrate the family’s achievements to the public and to the next world, at the same time updating the record by including stipulations from the years after the deceased’s retirement and, indirectly, addressing the rule of Empress Lü, who had taken full power after the second emperor of Han died in 188 bce. The roll contains selections of statutes and ordinances, which cover only a minor part of the corpus, as new discoveries of similar collections have shown; a table of contents lists 47 categories of statutes as compared to the 27 in the roll.88 No principle of selection has been suggested so far.
 
                  The second multiple-text manuscript is titled Submissions of Doubtful Cases (Zou yan shu 奏讞書) and contains records of twenty-two complicated cases – most of them forwarded to higher authorities for decision – from Qin and Han times, including two anecdotes about events that supposedly happened almost half a millennium earlier. Only thirteen cases belong to the category ‘doubtful cases’; the others concern extraordinary cases and two retrials. Most of these files are clearly incomplete; eight consist of summaries only (cases 8–13), and two of them use placeholders instead of names (cases 16, 21). Some cases, such as the one involving a widow fornicating in a room adjacent to the one where the coffin of her husband was placed (case 21), have led scholars to assume that, in addition to its didactic purpose, this collection contains early specimens of much later ‘legal-case fiction’ (gongan xiaoshuo 公案小説) and was meant for entertainment as well.89 The main reason for this assumption is the fact that the misdeeds were always uncovered by shrewd officials, but who else could have done this in the first place? Others have proposed that most of the cases were authentic documents providing models for the correct performance of duties and warnings against transgression of the law.90 However, in particular the eight summaries are much too short to serve as models, nor can they be considered cautionary examples or good entertainment91 – and why would such a ‘handbook’ have been entombed with a septuagenarian? Both assumptions agree in presupposing a complicated selection and editorial process; one team of scholars concludes:
 
                   
                    The date of the final composition of the text would then be sometime between the date in the youngest record (September 196 bce) and the supposed burial in the tomb (ca. 186 bce, or slightly later). The final copying of this particular edition probably occurred shortly before the burial.92
 
                  
 
                  The translators assume that someone ‘composed’ a ‘particular edition’, and that someone else produced a ‘final copy’ for interring in the tomb. It is difficult to imagine this in concrete terms, and in the light of what has been said above, this roll could also have been written by a family member. Together with the Statutes and Ordinances, the Doubtful Cases were placed second-last in the basket containing all seven manuscripts, with only the calendar above them. The latter served to identify the tomb owner, while the others may have been produced to illustrate his professional work.
 
                  Since the ‘historical’ cases all deal with the misconduct of officials, scholars have concluded that ‘Qin and Han officials appear to have been a corrupt and unruly bunch’.93 Statistically, we have sixteen Han cases from six years against four Qin cases from almost thirty years, and two anecdotes from the sixth and seventh centuries bce. This would rather point to an exponential increase in the malfeasance of officials under the Han. On the other hand, even sixteen cases cannot tell us much about the behaviour of tens of thousands of government officials, although they certainly convey this message, and may even have been compiled precisely in order to create this impression. Similar cases contained in unprovenanced manuscripts, probably also from a scribe’s tomb,94 suggest that the Doubtful Cases is not unique. Unfortunately, we know nothing of the traditions of scribal families, except for some anecdotes about their upholding principles even at the risk of death.95
 
                  Some peculiarities were already noticed by the first scholars studying the Doubtful Cases and are duly mentioned in later publications, but then passed over. Just as in the other roll, the title was written on the back of the first slip on its exterior, but in contrast to the former, it was rolled up in the reverse direction; therefore, readers would have had to unroll it first if they wanted to start from the beginning. The text consists of two parts: the first one covers almost exactly the period of the tomb owner’s service to the Han, although in reverse chronology, while, with the exception of the two anecdotes,96 the four cases of the second part occurred or were supposed to have occurred earlier in his lifetime (see Table 1). The first part was probably written by one hand, while another hand may have been involved in the second part, but the question of how many hands contributed to producing the manuscripts has only been dealt with in a preliminary manner.97
 
                  
                    
                      Table 1:Dates (all bce) of the cases contained in the Zou yan shu; dates of tomb owner and rulers in square brackets.98

                    

                            
                          	– 
                          	 
                          	[194: retirement of tomb owner] 
  
                          	– 
                          	1–2: 
                          	196 [first emperor of Han dies] 
  
                          	– 
                          	3–5: 
                          	197 
  
                          	– 
                          	6–13: 
                          	probably 199–197 
  
                          	– 
                          	14: 
                          	199 
  
                          	– 
                          	15: 
                          	200 
  
                          	– 
                          	16: 
                          	201 [second year of first Han emperor] 
  
                          	– 
                          	 
                          	[202: tomb owner’s surrender to Han] 
  
                          	– 
                          	 
                          	[260–255: birth of tomb owner] 
  
                          	– 
                          	17: 
                          	246 [first year of King Zheng of Qin, who in 221 became First Emperor] 
  
                          	– 
                          	18: 
                          	220–219 [twenty-seventh through twenty-eighth year of King Zheng] 
  
                          	– 
                          	19: 
                          	6th c. 
  
                          	– 
                          	20: 
                          	7th c. 
  
                          	– 
                          	21: 
                          	probably 221–207 
  
                          	– 
                          	22: 
                          	241 
  
                          	– 
                          	 
                          	[244–239: tomb owner 16 or 18 years old] 
 
                    

                  
 
                  The sequence of cases in the first part is hardly accidental, nor is the fact that the cases of both parts cover the two regimes the tomb owner had experienced in his lifetime; there is nothing about the civil war in between. The roll obviously invites a backward reading:
 
                  
                    	 
                      22	After a team of Judiciary Scribes is unable to solve a murder case, another Judiciary Scribe is appointed, who finally convicts the culprit and is recommended for promotion due to his ability ‘to solve an obscure and difficult legal case’.99


                    	 
                      21	A scribe of the Commandant of the Court (ting wei 廷尉), the highest legal official at the imperial court, overturns a decision of his superior and his closest officials via argument after having come back from service elsewhere.


                    	 
                      20	A famous judge proposes a sentence that his lord finds too harsh, but finally convinces the latter that the judgement is adequate.


                    	 
                      19	A scribe convinces his lord by extensive taking of evidence that the harsh sentence demanded by the latter is based on wrong judgement. The scribe is famous for recommending a capable man to his ruler, who instead appoints another one; approaching his end, the scribe advises his son to place his dead body under the window of their ruler to remind him of his wrong decision, which is revoked after the son fulfils his father’s last wish.100


                    	 
                      18	In an extremely complicated case related to a rebellion and involving many officials, a newly appointed prefect dares to directly address the First Emperor and ask for mercy for some of the involved, resulting in harsh punishment.


                    	 
                      17	A state musician who had been falsely accused and punished by mutilation successfully appeals to the Commandant of the Court for a retrial and is returned to his former status. Due to unknown motives, the Assistant Prefect and his Judiciary Scribe had completely failed to solve the case.


                  
 
                  Since there is no temporal logic discernible here, other principles of composition must apply. The last (or first) two cases involve Judiciary Scribes who, thanks to their unusual talents, solve cases other officials had not. The following pair, i.e. the historical anecdotes, depict a judge and a scribe correcting their lords’ assessments, while the final pair deals with appeals to the highest authorities. The first one failed, in spite of its humane concerns, due to transgressing the rule that lower officials were not allowed to directly address the court, while the second, following the prescribed procedure, was successful. The first two pairs clearly convey the message that scribes are fearless harbingers of justice; the last pair demonstrates that in the present system of Qin, the ruler is no longer to be addressed directly, for which there is now an orderly procedure. The last (or first) case may well date to the year in which the tomb owner enrolled in a government school or started his official career after having passed his exams, thereby connecting the content of the roll with his biography. The Statutes on Scribes (Shi lü 史律) contained in the Statutes and Ordinances prescribe the prospective scribes to have reached the age of sixteen and completed three years of study at school, leading to service after having finished apprenticeship with their fathers;101 the owner of tomb Shuihudi 11 was enrolled at exactly that age, and two years later received his first position.102 Two unprovenanced multiple-text manuscripts contain ‘doubtful cases’ that are also arranged in reverse chronological order.103 There may have circulated ‘real’ collections of doubtful or extraordinary cases from which the content of the entombed manuscripts was drawn, but without any further evidence, it is impossible to draw far-reaching conclusions based on this hypothesis.104 We lack the background knowledge that the scribes and their audience possessed, including the details of the tomb owner’s biography that would help us to understand his relation to the Doubtful Cases, such as his activities before the Han, and where and in which capacity he surrendered – probably on the occasion of an edict by the first emperor of Han issued in 202 bce, pardoning all absconders who returned to the prefecture where they originally were registered in not more than thirty days.105
 
                  Whether or not the above suggestions will stand the test of time is of secondary importance here. Their main purpose is to direct attention toward the written artefacts in their respective archaeological contexts, before interpreting texts contained in grave goods as copies of pre-existing exemplars. The texts contained in such manuscripts may have been selected or composed just for the occasion of the funeral. While collections of statutes have already been unearthed from three scientifically excavated scribes’ tombs, we only have the Doubtful Cases from Zhangjiashan 247 allowing for tentative reconstruction of its context. This text explicitly refers to the fearlessness of ancient scribes and their highly refined methods of argument and investigation; one should therefore not underestimate their late successors’ talents. If these texts were not assembled as handbooks of templates and models but for conveying a completely different message related to the tomb owner, their value as sources for legal procedure may be more limited than previously thought. This is not to say, of course, that they do not reflect actual practice, but the degree to which they do so is uncertain.
 
                  Taken together with the documents discussed in the previous sub-chapter, there are some consequences to be discussed. Scholars agree that, in principle, the legal and administrative apparatus of Qin and Han was a rational one:
 
                   
                    The Qin and Han governments desired to establish a fully rationalized bureaucracy, in which the duties and jurisdiction of each office and each official were carefully delineated. They also wished to establish standard administrative procedures that all offices throughout the newly conquered territories would adhere to.106
 
                  
 
                  This sounds astonishingly similar to definitions of the modern state, just like the ascription of predictability to the system.107 A tripartite division of ‘legislation’ (directly by the emperor; by petition of the highest court officials, either directly or by forwarding the petitions of lower officials; or by the emperor requesting a draft proposal for a certain matter) has been widely accepted,108 again suggesting closeness to modern Western ideas. Even considering the late arrival of professional officialdom in early modern Europe and its possible stimulation by Chinese models, this striking resemblance is too perfect not to be questioned. How modern were the early Chinese dynasties? Leaving aside questions pertaining to the nature and function of early imperial Chinese law in general,109 there may be limitations to this analogy. Since it is derived from reconstructions built on fragmentary evidence, some of the results may have already been infused in the reconstructions themselves. Furthermore, as a recent study on the regulations for food rations handed out to convicts has suggested:
 
                   
                    Considering that it was legally acceptable to give less, it is reasonable to say that the highly detailed articles on the quantity of food issued to convict labors [!] were designed not to guarantee that a certain ration be issued to the convicts but to suggest the maximum quantity that the administration was allowed to issue to them. This can be understood in the same context as the state’s efforts to prevent the abuse of government property by enforcing the laws for managing the government granaries and the rations at the conveyance stations.110
 
                  
 
                  If this interpretation is correct, it would mean that the provisions aim neither at guaranteeing a right to convicts nor a norm officials should adhere to, but at setting a limit to what the latter were allowed to provide.111 In the same vein, the reconstructed ‘code of procedure’ for retrials and ‘doubtful cases’ may have constituted the last resort for lower-level administrators, rather than regular practice with ‘successive stages of appeal’ or even a personal ‘right’ on retrial.112 The complete absence of legal defence and the privileges granted to holders of one of the merit ranks should caution against stretching the analogy to modern ideas of rational practices too far. In addition, the ever-growing body of ordinances, responding to very particular situations – such as permission to permanently keep ten horses at the postal station in the Kingdom of Changsha113 – points to an attempt to manage the huge diversity of the new empire without losing control, rather than just to extend the pre-imperial order without adaptation. The new evidence has been interpreted as demonstrating ‘that the Qin did not appear to compose general laws for fear that ambiguity would lead to increased instances of varying interpretations.’114
 
                  With few exceptions, the legal norms known to us were implemented in the decades immediately preceding and following unification. They may be true to the dictum of Li Si 李斯 (d. 208 bce), the famous chancellor of the First Emperor, that now, eight years after unification, ‘laws and ordinances originate from one and the same source’,115 but the necessity of ad hoc decisions may have rendered futile the wish ‘to establish standard administrative procedures that all offices throughout the newly conquered territories would adhere to’.
 
                 
                
                  4.2 Literary manuscripts
 
                  Much of what has been said above also applies to literary manuscripts and does not need to be repeated here. The epithet ‘literary’ is, of course, a modern category and may classify texts according to anachronistic criteria. Texts often subsumed under the label of ‘political philosophy’, for example, may well have been perceived as didactic texts or even propaganda rather than exercises in wisdom-loving.116 Applying the taxonomy of the Han catalogue of the imperial collection is no antidote. Since it was most probably drawn up for the occasion, the catalogue’s classification of ‘literary’ texts with canonical books such as the Songs or Documents on top of the hierarchy would still be anachronistic for texts contained in manuscripts produced earlier.117 A few examples must suffice to demonstrate some of the pitfalls that may be encountered when navigating the severe limitations of the available evidence. Again, attention will be drawn to possible alternative interpretations in order to encourage grounding of textual study in the archaeological evidence.
 
                  In tomb Yinwan 尹灣 6, from the end of the Former Han (after 11 bce), two persons, probably a couple, were buried. Among other manuscripts, one containing a Rhapsody on the Divine Crows (Shen wu fu 神烏賦) was found. The text has some lacunae, but the plot is clear. A couple of crows build their nest in a prefecture ruled by a man known for his virtue. When the couple go out to collect firewood and brushwood, the woman tries to stop a robber, who fatally hurts her. After imparting some advice to her husband, she dies, and the husband leaves with a broken heart. Taking all the available data into consideration, a subtle analysis has shown how this poem describes the situation of the tomb owner, while at the same time criticising the prefect. Unfortunately, the colophon is incomplete; it probably contained the name of the scribe.118 In contrast to transmitted rhapsodies, the Yinwan 6 text had been classified as ‘popular’ and assigned a place in that rubric of literary history together with other rhapsodies contained in medieval manuscripts from Dunhuang. However, the text is apparently neither ‘popular’, nor can it be excluded that it was, at least partially, composed or altered for the tomb.
 
                  We also find copies of identical texts that directly depend on each other. Five pairs of duplicates are known by now, some of them resembling each other almost as closely as facsimiles. Four of them were written by different hands, apparently striving to reproduce the appearance of the Vorlage as precisely as possible – in at least one case, correcting mistakes as in a fair copy.119 Both manuscripts of the fifth pair were written by the same hand, with only minor variants concerning the presence and position of determinatives.120 Up to now, no explanation of this extraordinary phenomenon has been offered: a rare exception in a field prone to hypothesising. It must not go unnoticed, however, that all of these pairs belong to unprovenanced corpora.
 
                  Another case is pairs of multiple-text manuscripts containing the same text or texts, but with noteworthy variations. An often-cited example is the two almanacs (ri shu 日書; ‘daybooks’)121 found in Shuihudi 11: one was placed on the right side of the tomb owner’s skull and provided both the Qin names of the months and their Chu names, while the other, placed at his feet, contained only their Qin names. Scholars tend to assume that the head is a nobler location than the feet, the different positions of the manuscripts thereby signalling a difference in status; since the tomb also contained an admonition of the governor to educate the population and erase old (Chu?) customs, this co-occurrence has been understood as a personal statement of resistance.122
 
                  In Mawangdui 3, two multiple-text manuscripts with a highly sophisticated layout were found. Written by one hand each, they contain, with some variants, the same divinatory texts and diagrams, but in mirror-inverted fashion. In a similar vein, two multiple-text manuscripts, again each written by one hand, include versions of the transmitted Daoist text Lao zi 老子, again with variants. In one of the silk rolls, conveniently titled Lao zi A, the Lao zi appears as the first text; in the other, Lao zi B, as the last.123 Considering the high probability that the selection of texts written on expensive silk does have a common denominator or underlying principle, the following suggestion has been made: the additional four texts on each roll belong to different ideological stances, Lao zi B propagating the newly founded Han empire, Lao zi A defending the independence of the traditional state and lamenting its present condition. The manuscripts not only differ in content and type of script, but also in size: while Lao zi B has a height of c. 46 cm (2 feet), Lao zi A is c. 23 cm (1 foot) high. The former was perhaps a representative gift from the imperial court, while the latter may have been produced in response to it for the tomb of its noble owner.124 Remarkably enough, with very few exceptions, scholarship divorces the Lao zi texts from the ones accompanying them, thereby disregarding evidence not only for the production of both manuscripts, but also for the selection of their contents and thus possible reasons for including them among the grave goods.125
 
                  Following the publication of the first manuscript texts with parallels in transmitted literature, there arose a controversy over the relation between orality and literacy in ancient China. It commenced with an assessment of the great number of variants observed in texts containing songs or quotes from verses and stanzas transmitted in the Book of Songs (Shi jing 詩經). Since most of these variants are graphic variants of the same word,126 it was suggested in an influential article published in 2002, and again in a follow-up from 2005, that the Songs, and actually all literary texts, were transmitted orally, and there did not exist a standard written version of the Songs in pre-imperial times. The author situates ‘textual learning’ in the ‘teacher-disciple lineages’ of ‘direct instruction’: ‘The evidence from the manuscripts may [...] illustrate both: the existence of written texts and their integration into practices of oral instruction.’127 In a nutshell, the author believes that the great number of graphic variants cannot be explained by copying from written models, but must result from either taking dictation or writing down a text from memory.128 These three ‘scenarios’ were apparently not conceived as phenomena of producing written versions of texts to be transmitted, but as a tool for proving the author’s orality hypothesis – why should so many scribes write down texts they had memorised? Another scenario may be at least as plausible: since reading in ancient China meant reading aloud,129 a scribe would have read out his Vorlage and copied what he heard himself saying, according to ‘local conventions and [his] individual experience and predilections’.130 In later times, internal recitation could lead to similar results. In the end, the high number of graphic variants does not prove anything, nor can it be attributed solely to features of the Chinese writing system.131 Like the initial proposal of the orality hypothesis, speculations about the ‘performance of texts’, ‘textual communities’ or the ‘fluidity’ of ancient Chinese literary texts mention neither the limited number of manuscripts about whose Sitz im Leben we know very little, nor the possibility that they might not fully represent those in use above the ground.132
 
                  The main opponent of the orality hypothesis published a refutation in 2015 and another article on the same topic one year later, concluding that ‘visual copying should now be the default assumption for textual reproduction in ancient China.’133 He dismisses the graphic variants as ‘plausibly caused by changes in the script or in the idiom of usage over the course of the centuries before the Common Era’134 and adduces the ‘facsimile’ pairs presented above as hard evidence for ‘visual copying’. However, exactly reproducing all features of an exemplar, even its visual organisation, is certainly not the common technique for copying texts, and as long as we do not know why these manuscripts were produced, it may be wise to abstain from using them in a general argument for or against orality in textual transmission. Much more convincing is his philological evidence from the transmitted text of the Book of Songs, the Mao recension. More than once, archaic characters for some words were apparently faithfully reproduced, but no longer understood due to changes in the ways these words were written in the last pre-imperial centuries.135 Together with circumstantial evidence from Western Zhou inscriptions, there is a high degree of plausibility for the Court Hymns (Da ya 大雅) having been transmitted in writing.136 But does this imply that ‘visual copying’ should be considered ‘the default assumption for textual reproduction in ancient China’?
 
                  Regardless of their background – in literary studies or in epigraphy and history – both proponents share a similar approach to the manuscript evidence. They both ignore their questionable status and select the content that seems to tally with their hypotheses. The graphic variants may have other reasons than oral transmission, and the ‘facsimile’ pairs are so peculiar that they are best not invoked as witnesses for the primacy of written transmission. The dogmatic question of primacy may be misleading in the first place. At a given time, the relative importance of either oral or written preservation may depend on the genre.137 Poetry can certainly be not only ‘performed’ but also transmitted orally, while for prose texts without linguistic aids for memorisation, writing may be preferred. Just as in Egypt or Rome, reading aloud for someone else as well as taking dictation must have played a role in ancient China as well.138 We know that from the third century BCE, pragmatic literacy was rather widespread,139 but with the exception of the slowly growing corpus of manuscripts from the previous century, there is little evidence available for the written transmission of literary texts. This absence of evidence does not prove, of course, that it did not exist – as has indeed been shown for one genre, albeit not based on contemporary manuscripts.
 
                 
               
              
                5 Concluding remarks
 
                With the growing number of published hoards, our understanding of local administrative practices will certainly improve. The manuscripts retrieved from tombs, however, pose a different problem. As long as we are not sure if an artefact was used by the tomb owner during his lifetime, produced by his descendants for the tomb, presented as a gift required by propriety or ended up in the tomb for yet another reason, caution is in place. For legal manuscripts unearthed from tombs of scribes, there is some chance that the relation may be clarified with some degree of plausibility. For the literary manuscripts found among the grave goods mainly of nobles, educated guesswork often remains the only solution. This may change with new finds, but at present, the only clue is the high probability that the manuscripts’ contents are in some way related to the tomb owner. Finally, it must not be forgotten that the number of tombs yielding manuscripts is extremely small. Interring them was a rare exception, the reasons for which may have been personal decisions, whether of the tomb owners or their heirs.
 
                The natural desire to understand and interpret the new evidence provided by ancient manuscripts has tempted scholars to disregard the other phenomena it points to, namely the lack of coherence and continuity, and even more missing evidence. The classical counter-argument against caveats like the ones put forth above is the statement that we do not have anything else and therefore need to build on the available evidence in order to arrive at conclusions. This is certainly true, but the evidence itself, if taken seriously, points to its own limitations, often not allowing more than glimpses into a distant past.
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              Notes

              1
                 See von Falkenhausen 2003, 484; Unger 2008, 193; Smith 2011, 204. For arguments that literacy ‘remained a distinctive art of the professional groups of the scribes that worked in association with diviners in the various workshops both royal and non-royal in Anyang’ and should be described as ‘scribal literacy’, see Li Feng 2018, 24.

              
              2
                 See Li Feng 2011 and Li Feng 2018 for Western Zhou (c. 1045–771 bce) ‘elite literacy’, and Škrabal 2022, 147–153 for an example. On the use of manuscripts in the production of bronze inscriptions, see Škrabal 2019.

              
              3
                 For summaries of the findings, see Pian Yuqian 2015 and Li Junming et al. (eds) 2019; for an inventory of all literary manuscript texts published until the end of 2023, see Yu Fu 2024; for editorial practices, see Li Ling 2024, 175–185. See Shaughnessy 2019, 256–404 for an overview on Western scholarship; for a summary of recent Western scholarship, see Venture and Kalinowski 2020; for a continuously updated bibliography of Western scholarship on the ancient manuscripts, see Goldin 2025. Since 2018, the journal Bamboo and Silk provides original contributions, translations of Chinese articles and review articles; for news and articles in Chinese, see <http://m.bsm.org.cn>.

              
              4
                 For the first comprehensive study of the Guan zi 管子, one of these texts, see van der Loon 1952.

              
              5
                 Fölster 2016, 206; the manuscript from tomb Mawangdui 3 (before 168 bce), with a text titled Zong heng jia shu 縱橫家書 by its editors, contains similar anecdotes as well as abbreviated forms for writing the names of states. Compilation efforts had already been undertaken a century earlier by local rulers and representatives of schools, of which the best known are the efforts of King Xian of Hejian 河間獻王 (d. 130 bce).

              
              6
                 Kern 2004, 46. In the revised and expanded English version, this statement no longer appears; see Kern 2010. The imperial collection had previously been addressed as a ‘universal library’; see Lewis 1999, 325–332.

              
              7
                 The collation project was initiated at the same time as a call for ‘presenting writings’ (xian shu 獻書) to the court – initiated in the same year, 26 bce – about which we know nothing, but it is probable that in addition to enlarging the collection, it was meant, perhaps like an earlier one, to solicit advice for massive contemporary problems. See Fölster 2016, 113–126 on the possible motives behind both enterprises.

              
              8
                 See Klein 2010.

              
              9
                 See Fölster 2016, 400, and 402–403 for discrepancies in Han shu 漢書 30: Yi wen zhi 藝文志.

              
              10
                 The manuscripts containing chapters of the transmitted Yi li 儀禮 that were found in tomb Mozuizi 磨嘴子/磨咀子 6 (late Former Han, disturbed; Wuwei 武威, Gansu) in 1959, and partially transcribed in 1964, did not receive the scholarly attention they deserved until very recently, perhaps because of their ‘reactionary’ content pertaining to ‘feudal’ ceremonies; for a study of their visual organisation, see Tian Tian 2025. The data provided below were collected from the most recent official publications of manuscripts or, if these were not available, from preliminary reports; to avoid unnecessary pedantry, these sources are not included in the references, but see the references provided in n. 3. Unfortunately, Enno Giele’s Database of Early Chinese Manuscripts is apparently no longer available.

              
              11
                 See the articles in Lo, Ochs and Yang (eds) 2023.

              
              12
                 Not yet published, but see Zhu Fenghan and Ke Zhonghua (eds) 2021.

              
              13
                 The Xing fa zhi 刑法志 in Han shu 23, tr. in Hulsewé 1955, Jin shu 晉書 30, tr. in Heuser 1987, and in Sui shu 隋書 25, tr. in Balazs 1954; the first extant ‘code’ dates to the Tang (618–906), tr. in Johnson 1979–1997.

              
              14
                 For a synthesis of all these fragments, written before the discoveries, see Hulsewé 1955.

              
              15
                 Fölster 2018, 210; the source is Han shu 23: 1101.

              
              16
                 Fölster 2018, 210; the source is Yan tie lun 鹽鐵論 55: Xing de 刑德.

              
              17
                 See Hulsewé 1985 for translations.

              
              18
                 For a synthesis of these sources, see Bielenstein 1980.

              
              19
                 For Juyan, see Loewe 1967, as well as Loewe 1986 and 1997; for a history of the reconstruction of rolls, see Staack 2016.

              
              20
                 Archaeologists continue to excavate manuscripts in the North-West; on the postal station site of Xuanquan 懸泉 (Dunhuang), see Giele 2010, 125 and Yang 2015.

              
              21
                 See Lander, Ling and Wen 2024, 1–9 for an introduction.

              
              22
                 See Yates 2012–2013 for an introduction.

              
              23
                 The figures have been taken from the official publications of the finds where available, and from the first excavation reports if not mentioned otherwise.

              
              24
                 See Friedrich 2020, 308–330 for a brief summary; recently, this debate was rekindled by a critical assessment of one of the Tsinghua University collection texts, titled Xi nian 繫年 (‘Annals’) by the editors; see van Ess 2023, Shaughnessy 2024, and van Ess 2024.

              
              25
                 See Selbitschka 2011 and 2015.

              
              26
                 Von Brandt 2012, 48–64. This distinction is functional and has to be adapted to one’s approach; see below.

              
              27
                 On inscriptions not merely being ‘documents’ but ‘monuments’, see Cooley 2012, 125–126; on manuscripts ‘belonging to archaeology’, see Clark 1951.

              
              28
                 See also the chapter of Cécile Michel in the present volume.

              
              29
                 See, for example, van Ess 2003, 606 n. 5 on tomb Yinwan 6.

              
              30
                 Other reasons have also played a role: for example, on the 1976 Tangshan earthquake and lack of resources in the case of the finds from tomb Bajiaolang 40, see Jia Lianxiang 2023; on the ‘work-group’ system, see Barbieri-Low and Yates 2015, 13 n. 18.

              
              31
                 The manuscript titled Yin yang wu xing A 陰陽五行甲篇 by the editors was so heavily damaged that various reconstructions had been suggested, until a text from an unprovenanced manuscript in the Peking University collection gave clues to the correct order of the fragments, not only of this but also of other manuscripts with related content – but it was too late to integrate this new evidence into the edition due to the tight publication schedule; see Qiu Xigui et al. 2014, vol. 5, 67. A new edition came out ten years later; see Qiu Xigui et al. 2024.

              
              32
                 See He 2021, 86–88 for an example concerning manuscripts from the Yuelu Academy collection containing ordinances; see He Youzu 2024 for more than one hundred cases of reassembled slip fragments and slips belonging to one roll from the same collection.

              
              33
                 Concerning a ‘rediscovery’, see Li Ling 2025 on the first known multiple-text manuscript combining almanacs and literary texts from the Shanghai Museum collection; it was never officially published. The Zoumalou 8 finds have led to the discomforting insight that different calendars were used not only at the centre and in the regions, but also by officials and ordinary people; see Li Hongcai 2024.

              
              34
                 See the map in Thote 2019, 15.

              
              35
                 Preservation was facilitated by opposite geographical features: aridity in the North-West and a high groundwater level in the South. Political factors may also have played a role: Changsha, capital of Hunan province, with much construction activity, is still located in the same area as the ancient prefecture seat, while in other places, prefecture seats were given up or moved away dozens of kilometres, so that the original location has become farmland. Finally, the establishment of the Imperial University during Emperor Wu’s reign and the ascendance of Confucianism may have had some impact on the apparent change, if not just random.

              
              36
                 See also the chapter of Pierre Tallet in the present volume.

              
              37
                 Loewe 1967, vol. 1, 9, addressing the Juyan sites. The same holds true for wood and bamboo-slip rolls from the other sites; wooden tablets, however, are usually better preserved.

              
              38
                 On the ones found at Liye, see Yates 2012–2013, passim; Ma 2017, 300; and Korolkov 2020, 41 et passim. This terminological usage seems to be widespread in the study of ancient civilizations; see Michel 2018, 45 for Assyriology.

              
              39
                 On this concept, see Hirschler 2016, 3–4. The situation appears to be similar for parts of the Egyptian record; see Hagen and Soliman 2018, 89 and 99.

              
              40
                 The Qin attempted to control and regulate administrative procedure in every detail, not always with success; on the format of the documents and the number of characters to be written on them, see Staack 2018, 267–275; on the layout, see Staack 2023, 161–169.

              
              41
                 See Ma Tsang Wing 2023, 17–21; the infamous Qin edict of 213 bce, ordering the destruction of books containing certain types of content, also suggests that burning may have been the first choice.

              
              42
                 See He 2021, 3.

              
              43
                 Pieces with burn marks have been found in the hoards of Liye, Dongpailou and Wuyi guangchang, among others. There have been speculations that rebels or locals who wanted to eliminate their debt documents had looted the prefecture seat at the end of the Qin; see for example Yates 2012–2013, 329.

              
              44
                 Breaking the thin slips may have been the equivalent of tearing up a piece of paper.

              
              45
                 Based on the evidence from Juyan and Dunhuang, Hsing I-tien has addressed these issues, conceding that there are still many unsolved problems, among them the representativeness of the finds from border areas; see Hsing I-tien 2011b.

              
              46
                 In 2015, Takamura Takeyuki 髙村武幸 ‘argued that these “official document-like letters” were complementary to the official documents in the administration, as they could express and convey private thoughts which could not be included in the official documents’. See Ma 2017, 300, n. 10.

              
              47
                 This is not an exception: for ancient Mesopotamia, see Michel 2018, 46–47. The editors of the Tuzishan 7 documents emphasise the fact that the letters were exchanged between friends; see Hunansheng kaogu yanjiusuo, Yiyangshi wenwukaogu yanjiuyuan and Zhongguo Renmin daxue lishixi, vol. 2, 410.

              
              48
                 According to a fragment from the lost Hong fan wu xing zhuan 洪範五行傳, dated to the middle or later period of the Former Han; see Sun Wenbo 2018, 74–79 for this list and problems related to it. It was originally probably a didactic poem that enumerated 10 bureaus and 12 offices according to the Heavenly Stems and the Earthly Branches of the sexagenary cycle.

              
              49
                 These figures are based on those in Han shu 28A–B. Bielenstein has corrected the number of officials from 120,285 to 130,285; see Bielenstein 1980, 156, 205–206, n. 1.

              
              50
                 For an introduction to the site, see Yates 2012–2013.

              
              51
                 Giele 2010, 118. Except when quoting the numbers of items which include the layer, scholars rarely refer to the layers, although they would be the obvious choice for grouping the documents. In some cases, it was suggested that fragments of slips or slips from two different layers be joined as belonging to one and the same roll; see Shen Gang 2019, 218 and He Youzu 2024, 148–150. If these assumptions are correct, the content of these layers must have been dumped in the well at about the same time, again suggesting special circumstances for the creation of the hoard; see also n. 43.

              
              52
                 For the geography, prehistory and possible reasons for the Qin to deploy troops and establish a prefecture seat here, see Korolkov 2020, 229–254.

              
              53
                 Korolkov 2020, 229–230, 386.

              
              54
                 See Liye Qin jiandu jiaoshi xiaozu 2015, 178; see also Ma 2017.

              
              55
                 See Sun Wenbo 2018, 96 and 111–113, with a comparison to the figures retrieved from tomb Yinwan 6, dated to 11 bce.

              
              56
                 See Yates 2022, 38–46 for a fifth bureau in Qianling, the Inquiry Bureau (juan cao 讂曹).

              
              57
                 See Sun Wenbo 2018, 113.

              
              58
                 Korolkov 2020, 230–231.

              
              59
                 Building on earlier scholarship and trying to prove that the majority of the Liye manuscripts were real documents that had been archived, Shen Gang 2019 has successfully restored some files and shown that a certain type of tag was attached to baskets for storing documents belonging to specific bureaus, a method not dissimilar to the one used for storing ordinances. See He 2021, 47–56.

              
              60
                 See Miyake 2018 and 2022.

              
              61
                 Ses Sun Wenbo 2018, 84–85.

              
              62
                 See Korolkov 2020, 289–291, 338 n. 82, 445; the latter two references concern statutes, not Liye 1documents.

              
              63
                 See Miyake 2022, 79–82.

              
              64
                 Loewe 1967, vol. 1, 9.

              
              65
                 See Kim 2016; see also Korolkov 2020, 356.

              
              66
                 See Staack 2023, 169–170. According to Tsang Wing Ma, scribes ‘enjoyed a certain degree of freedom in choosing to write or to seal in early Chinese administration’; see Ma 2024, 93, as well as Tong 2024, 149 on Later Han documents.

              
              67
                 For the classification of content, see Giele 2003, 435–438 and Wang 2020, 3 for the division into funerary and non-funerary texts.

              
              68
                 The resurrection story contained on seven bamboo slips from tomb Fangmatan 放馬灘 1 (c. 216–214 bce; Tianshui, Gansu), has been considered a literary work; see Li Xueqin 1990. See Li Ling 2012 for a similar text in the Peking University collection and an attempt to understand both in the funeral and netherworld context, on which see also Sun Zhanyu 2013, 310 and Bujard 2023.

              
              69
                 Only eight are known at present, with the exception of two from today’s Gansu and Sichuan provinces, all are from the territory of former Chu, none from the heartland of Qin in today’s Shaanxi. For a study of the profession of the scribe in early China times based mainly on archaeological evidence, see Selbitschka 2018, here: 468, nos 6–10 for the five Qin tombs containing writing implements; Yates 2011, 345–360, and Ma 2017; see also Pian Yuqian 2015, 450–454; for the results of an archaeological analysis of Qin tombs containing manuscripts, see Wang 2020, 131–132, 254. For a recent survey including codicological and palaeographical information on the six Qin and thirty-five Han tombs excavated in Hubei, see Li Tianhong 2023.

              
              70
                 For the overall figure, see von Falkenhausen (2006), 371–372; for the tombs containing manuscripts, see Pian Yuqian 2015, 442–450. See also Venture 2021, 526–528 for seven more, one dated 344 bce or a few years later; three of these were published in Li Tianhong 2024. Tomb Leigudun 擂鼓墩 1 (Suizhou 隨州, Hubei) was sealed c. 433 bce and is thus the earliest dated tomb containing manuscripts known today. It belonged to Marquis Yi of Zeng (Zeng hou Yi 曾侯乙) and did not contain literary manuscripts; see Wang 2020, 72–80. For a study of its funerary manuscripts, see Sun 2019.

              
              71
                 In Qin tomb Shuihudi 11, dated to 217 bce or shortly later, a letter of the governor of that province was found complaining about the local people still adhering to ‘old customs’ – sixty years after the conquest; see Chen Wei et al. (eds) 2016b, vol. 1, 28–38. The manuscripts from Chu tomb Jiudian 九店 56 contain types of texts similar to those from Qin tombs; see Chen Wei et al. (eds) 2016a, vol. 2, 382–421. It is clearly a scribe’s tomb; see von Falkenhausen 2003, 485 and Wang 2020, 17. Lai 2015, 157 assigns it to a ritualist specialist.

              
              72
                 See Staack 2023, and Staack 2015 for the verso lines.

              
              73
                 Von Falkenhausen 2003, 495.

              
              74
                 Von Falkenhausen 2003, 495, 496.

              
              75
                 See Wang 2020, 253–254.

              
              76
                 See Jingzhou bowuguan 2024 and Zhao Xiaobin: Jingzhou jinnian chutu jianbo zatan 2024; for some samples of the Qinjiazui 1093 texts, see Jingzhou bowuguan Qinjiazui Chujian zhengli xiaozu 2023.

              
              77
                 See Thote 2019, 31–33.

              
              78
                 Giele 2003, 428–431; see Thote 2019, 28 for a slightly different classification.

              
              79
                 See Wang 2020, 259; exceptions seem to be the military text He Lü 蓋廬/闔閭 from Zhangjiashan 247, related to the former state of Wu (see Milburn 2011–2012), and the text about Robber Zhi (Dao Zhi 盜趾) in Zhangjiashan 336 that is close to the first half of the eponymous chapter in the Zhuang zi. Their function in the tomb ensemble is not clear.

              
              80
                 See Giele 2010, 133; Thote 2019, 16; Lai 2015, 90–97.

              
              81
                 During the same period, contracts documenting acquisition of the land housing the tomb and cinnabar inscriptions on vases dealing with various deities appear among the grave goods.

              
              82
                 See Hu Pingsheng 2001; for a similar case, see Lai 2015, 152–153.

              
              83
                 For ‘annals’, see, for example, Wang 2020, 96 and 125 for Shuihudi 11 (translation in Shaughnessy 2023, 312–317); Hu and Porter 1989 for Shuanggudui 雙古堆 1 (165 bce; Fuyang 阜陽, Anhui); and Shi Da 2023 for the unprovenanced corpus held by the Yuelu Academy. The so-called Bamboo Annals (Zhu shu ji nan 竹書紀年), secured from tomb robbers in 280 ce, and the Xi nian mentioned above in n. 24 may have served similar purposes; for the genre of the ‘event calendar’, see Chen Wei 2018.

              
              84
                 See Barbieri-Low and Yates 2015, vol. 1 for a comprehensive introduction to the tomb and the legal manuscripts it contained.

              
              85
                 See Hsing I-tien 2011a, 22 and 12 for the calculations on the weight of bamboo manuscripts.

              
              86
                 See Li Jingrong 2014, 71–82 and Li Jingrong 2019, 153–155.

              
              87
                 Barbieri-Low and Yates 2015, vol. 1, 107.

              
              88
                 Further collections of statutes are from Zhangjiashan 336 and Hujia caochang 12. The table of contents is from Tuzishan; see Zhang Zhongwei and Zhang Chunlong 2020.

              
              89
                 For a discussion of the text, see Barbieri-Low and Yates 2015, vol. 1, 98–109.

              
              90
                 See Lau and Lüdke 2012, 26–27, 36–39.

              
              91
                 If one would like to analyse the composition and the sources of the text, these eight cases that are formally very similar should be considered as one block originating from a common source.

              
              92
                 Barbieri-Low and Yates 2015, 97.

              
              93
                 Barbieri-Low and Yates 2015, vol. 1, 217.

              
              94
                 See Lau and Staack 2016 for translations and commentaries.

              
              95
                 The story of three brothers of a scribal family, accepting death one after the other for recording a regicide in their state of Qi in 548 bce, has become a topos; see Durrant, Li and Schaberg, ­lxxiii–lxxiv.

              
              96
                 Barbieri-Low and Yates 2015, vol. 1, 96 argue that these two cases were composed during Qin times and thus do not interrupt the chronology, but ultimately concede that they have no explanation; see Barbieri-Low and Yates 2015, vol. 2, 1360.

              
              97
                 Barbieri-Low 2019 provides some general observations, but is mainly interested in the transmission of the content of the two manuscripts and in adducing additional evidence for some of the hypotheses proposed in Barbieri-Low and Yates 2015; whether ‘ink-dip analysis’ adapted from Egyptology (see Barbieri-Low 2019, 41–43) will become part of the palaeographical trade in Sinology remains to be seen. Daniel Patrick Morgan has presented much more fine-grained attempts of distinguishing hands, but these were clearly works in progress that have apparently been abandoned; see Morgan 2015 and 2016.

              
              98
                 These dates are taken from the table in Barbieri-Low 2015, vol. 1, 95–96, but see also Lau and Lüdke 2012, 19.

              
              99
                 See Barbieri-Low and Yates 2015, vol. 2, 1407.

              
              100
                 On Scribe Qiu (shi Qiu 史鰌), see Lau and Lüdke 2012, 269, n. 1352.

              
              101
                 See Barbieri-Low and Yates 2015, vol 2, 1084–1089.

              
              102
                 See Ma 2017, 307–309.

              
              103
                 See Lau and Staack 2016 on the cases titled Wei yu deng zhuang si zhong 為獄等状四種 by the editors. Roll 1 first presents two cases dated to 222 bce, followed by one from 224 bce; after three undated ones, the last case is from 229 bce. In roll 2, the first two cases are undated; the remaining two are from 242 bce and 246 bce.

              
              104
                 See for example Barbieri-Low and Yates 2012, vol. 2, 1306: ‘[...] since the case [case 17] appears to have been so well known and popular to the extent that it was copied and recopied over the sixty years from the time when it was said to have taken place to its deposition in Zhangjiashan tomb no. 247, it is possible that the case itself might have had an influence on Qin legal procedure.’

              
              105
                 See Barbieri-Low and Yates 2015, vol. 2, 1184.

              
              106
                 Barbieri-Low and Yates 2015, vol. 1, 212.

              
              107
                 See Caldwell 2018, 14.

              
              108
                 It was first proposed by Ōba Osamu 大庭脩 (1927–2002); see He 2021, 111–112.

              
              109
                 See Caldwell 2018 for a socio-political approach, and Korolkov 2020 for economic aspects.

              
              110
                 Kim 2016, 587.

              
              111
                 More common explanations for such discrepancies are ‘political necessity or ideological obligations’ (Barbieri-Low and Yates 2015, vol. 1, 218–219) or ‘the central government’ fixing ‘general rules [...] that were deemed “ideal”, without necessarily considering what an implementation of these requirements, if taken seriously, would mean for actual administrative practice’ (Staack 2023, 170). The situation seems to differ from the one in ancient Mesopotamia: while in royal inscriptions the kings here appear as paying high wages to their workers, administrative texts and collections of laws have similar but lower amounts; see Michel, Middeke-Conlin and Proust 2020.

              
              112
                 See Lau 2002, 391–395.

              
              113
                 See Barbieri-Low and Yates 2015, vol. 2, 1141.

              
              114
                 Caldwell 2018, 184.

              
              115
                 Shi ji 史記 6: 255.

              
              116
                 In his taxonomy of the contents of ancient Chinese manuscripts, Giele 2003, 438 adds ‘for enjoyment, edification, moral support, etc.’ after the rubric ‘literature’, which he divides into three: ‘Canonical and other political or philosophical literature’, ‘Lyrical literature’ (Songs and the rhapsody discussed below) and ‘Folk tales’ (one specimen). Richter 2013, 187 cautiously recommends a ‘less philosophically loaded interpretation of texts’.

              
              117
                 In an influential work, Li Ling has classified the manuscript texts according to the catalogue; see Li Ling 2008. The inventory in Yu Fu 2024 follows, with modifications, the classification of the eighteenth-century imperial Si ku quan shu 四庫全書 project.

              
              118
                 See van Ess 2003, 618.

              
              119
                 See Richter 2009, 905.

              
              120
                 See Shaughnessy 2016.

              
              121
                 For studies of these hemerological texts, see Kalinowski and Harper (eds) 2017.

              
              122
                 See Loewe 1988, 4 and Harkness 2019, 556–566.

              
              123
                 See Kalinowski 2005 for both pairs.

              
              124
                 See Friedrich 1996. See also Richter 2011, 234–236 for hypotheses on the function of the two Lao zi rolls, and 213–218 for cautionary remarks on the common division into five texts, especially concerning Lao zi A; for similar remarks on the four additional texts on Laozi B see Richter 2011, 218–220. The author does not consider the fact that they were part of a multiple-text manuscript.

              
              125
                 See, for example, Richter 2005; for the authoritative publication of the Mawangdui 3 manuscripts that provides comprehensive codicological observations, the edition of the texts of the two rolls was split up: both Lao tzu texts were given to one scholar, while the remaining four on Laozi B were assigned to another scholar and the remaining four on Laozi A to yet another three scholars according to content; see Changsha Mawangdui Hanmu jianbo jicheng bianzuan xiaozu 2014, 3.

              
              126
                 For features of the Chinese writing system pertinent to textual criticism, see Boltz 2021, 855–861.

              
              127
                 Kern 2005, 180, 181. This is not the place to deal with hypotheses on the social group or groups producing and using literary manuscripts; the evidence from Chu tombs as quoted above does not support the traditional assumption that the ‘Hundred Schools’ or ‘intellectual lineages’ were composed of ‘servicemen’ (shi 士), fully literate members of the lowest nobility assuming new roles after being declassed by the transition from clan-centred rule to more hierarchical rulership (see Kern 2010, 56–60), nor that this ‘new class’ would develop into the caste of imperial administrators (see Thote 2019, 39). ‘Hundred Schools’ (bai jia 百家) is a term not found before the Latter Han and certainly does not refer to earlier ‘schools’; the only pre-imperial schools we know of are the Confucians and the Mohists; see Petersen 1995.

              
              128
                 Kern 2002, 167–168; briefly mentioned already in Kern 2000, 69–71. The additional distinction between dictating from a Vorlage (‘second scenario’) or from memory (‘third scenario’) is more or less revoked in Kern 2005, 179. Kern seems to have revised his earlier stance in a publication from 2022; see Shaughnessy 2023, 320–321, n. 12. The success of the orality hypothesis as proposed in Kern 2002 may, charitably speaking, be attributed to the state of infancy Sinological manuscript studies were in at the time.

              
              129
                 See Chen 2009, 63–65.

              
              130
                 Kern 2002, 167.

              
              131
                 The claim that distinguishing ‘graphical’ (meaningless, insignificant; comparable to spelling variants in alphabetical scripts) and ‘lexical’ (meaningful, significant) variants was sometimes difficult even for a native speaker of Old Chinese mostly rests on the assumption that there is a considerable number of such cases in transmitted literature. Boltz 2021 cites only one example; I do not know of a complete list of such cases. In the field of New Testament studies, see Gurry 2016, 106 for a definition of ‘textual variant’: ‘a word or concatenation of words in any manuscript that differs from any other manuscript within a comparable segment of text, excluding only spelling differences and different ways of abbreviating nomina sacra’; Gurry’s estimate of the number of textual variants only in Greek manuscripts of the New Testament is c. 500,000. A similar case is the abbreviations in Latin medieval manuscripts: a continuously updated database comprises over 70,000 entries containing a total of 80,098 references to manuscripts; see <https://abbreviationes.net/>, 31 May 2025. This situation has been characterised by the following dictum: ‘Take a foreign language, write it in an unfamiliar script, abbreviating every third word, and you have the compound puzzle that is the medieval Latin manuscript’; see Heimann and Kay in Cappelli 1982, ‘Preface’, i.

              
              132
                 Comparing the three Guodian 1 manuscript texts containing parts of the transmitted Lao zi with the full text contained in the two Mawangdui 3 manuscripts discussed above, Kern 2002, 146 states: ‘[...] the Guodian manuscripts include both more and less material than the Mawangdui Laozi and thus testify to a still ongoing textual formation, to a text not yet closed’, and does not even consider the possibility that the Guodian texts may be excerpts. For a theoretical critique of the orality hypothesis as proposed by Kern and others, see Weingarten 2019, 202–206.

              
              133
                 Shaughnessy 2016, 71. The author has taken up this topic again and again; see Shaughnessy 2023, passim.

              
              134
                 Shaughnessy 2015, 374.

              
              135
                 Shaughnessy 2015, 355–359; one would like to see an in-depth study of all these cases.

              
              136
                 Guo yu 國語 (Lu yu xia 魯語下) 5.20 mentions one of Confucius’ ancestors travelling from his state of Song to the Zhou court to collate the text of the Song temple hymns; see Unger 2009, 105.
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                 See Pöhlmann 1994, 10–17 for ancient Greek literature.

              
              138
                 For Egypt see Baines 2007, 152–156.
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                 See Yates 2011 and Barbieri-Low 2011.
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              Ever since Emil Forrer’s 1924 identification of Greek names in Hittite texts, scholars have clashed over the identification of Hittite ‘Ahhiyawa’ as Greek ‘Achaea’ – Greece. It is now generally agreed that the term somehow relates to the Mycenaean Greek world, but where precisely it should be sought, and if it referred to a specific region in the first place remains contested. Much of this debate is fuelled by the reference to a LUGAL.GAL, ‘Great King’ of Ahhiyawa in two of these texts, and another three texts where the Ahhiyawan king is addressed as ‘brother’ (a sign of parity and amiable relations between the correspondents). The term ‘Great King’ was otherwise exclusively used to refer to the kings of Egypt, Assyria, Babylon and the Hittites themselves; all of whom ruled extensive territories, comprised of several (previously independent) smaller polities.1 The notion that a Mycenaean king controlled an extensive territory, however, is incompatible with the archaeological paradigm of several culturally similar, yet politically independent Mycenaean palace-states. As a result, archaeologists and Hittitologists have sought to dismiss the references to a Mycenaean Great King as Hittite misunderstandings of Mycenaean political reality, or merely as a result of political flattery, whereas the apparent absence of archaeological evidence for political unity was taken as conclusive evidence for the absence of a single Great King. Strangely, few have considered the possibility that the archaeological paradigm itself may be flawed, and that the Hittite texts present a largely correct picture of the Mycenaean world. This paper will not only highlight some of the problematic assumptions that lie at the root of the paradigm, but also how groupthink and disciplinary divides have hampered our understanding of Aegean prehistory as a whole.
 
            
 
             
              
                1 The shaping of a paradigm
 
                From its earliest days as a discipline, the field of Mycenaean Studies has been shaped by two opposing dogmas. One holds that the Homeric epics are essentially ‘true’ (or at least contain a significant kernel of Bronze Age reality); whereas the other holds exactly the opposite, that Agamemnon and his lieutenants are essentially fictitious, and that there never was, nor could have been, a united Mycenaean expedition to Troy.2 Over the years, the debate has become more refined, but in essence, these two schools of thought still dominate the field.3 Though the Iliad and Odyssey may not figure explicitly in many modern analyses of the Mycenaean world, the underlying lines of thought are, more often than not, shaped by their respective author’s stand towards the epics. It is safe to say that those who ‘believed’ (for it was that) in the essential historicity of the Iliad, were (following Schliemann’s and Dörpfeld’s discoveries) a vocal majority in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (ce). Evans’ discoveries at Knossos, however, convinced many academics that Mycenae had only been a poor subsidiary or derivative of the Minoan world of Crete, and that Homer’s ‘Golden Mycenae’ as the centre of the Aegean world was flawed.4 This view persisted, even after Evans had been shown to be wrong. The decipherment of Linear B in 1952 showed that the Greeks had, in fact, ruled Crete, the majority of scholars still dismissed the possibility of a single Mycenaean expedition – let alone a single Mycenaean state.5 There are various reasons for this paradigm shift, but the most notable must be that the picture from the Linear B ‘archives’6 – that of an organised, bureaucratic society – seemed completely at odds with the world of Homer’s sackers of cities. Indeed, there is no unequivocal reference in Homer to any writing whatsoever (although it does mention Bellerophon’s ‘baneful signs’) and this, amongst others, has been taken as evidence that Homer cannot have been right. Of course, I am oversimplifying the scholarly discourse here, but, by and large, one could argue that the absence of evidence (in this case, for writing and bureaucracy in Homer) has been taken as evidence of absence.7 Regardless of whether the conclusion is correct or not, there are obvious methodological problems with this approach, yet, the same line of reasoning is still used remarkably often in the wider field of archaeology. Thus, one finds, for example, a recent study (published in the prestigious journal PNAS in 2015) that argues that ‘the arrival date of chickens in Greece likely postdates Homer (around the eight century bce), because the Greek poet does not mention the bird’.8 Similar to the need for writing, one wonders why Homer (even if he had known chickens) would have felt the need to include a reference to this particular bird amidst the fighting before Troy.
 
                Despite the obvious flaws of such arguments, some have stuck. One example is the scholarly insistence of equating the administrative purview of an ‘archive’ with political boundaries.9 This approach has resulted in a number of factoids in Mycenaean studies. Whilst there are indications that the Mycenaeans mostly wrote on perishable materials (the morphology of their so-called Linear B script, as has already been noted by Chadwick, presupposes the use of ink),10 virtually all written records from the Mycenaean world that have survived the ravages of time are on clay tablets. Relatively large collections of such clay tablets were found at Knossos on Crete and Pylos in Messenia, whereas smaller assemblages were recovered from Mycenae, Tiryns, Thebes and – very recently – Ayios Vassileos in Laconia.11 These collections are generally referred to as ‘archives’, even though they were probably only used for short-term administration, keeping track of the distribution of labour and resources (virtually all tablets stem from the last year, or even months, of their respective palaces).12 Because these ‘archives’ appear to have been very much alike (not only the size and shape of the tablets, the script itself, but also the way of accounting and the terminology that is employed), insights from the larger archives of Knossos and Pylos are often used to supplement our understanding of other regions where fewer (or no) tablets have been found.13 But even these larger ‘archives’ have clear limitations, for, unlike in the Near East, no literary, religious or diplomatic texts have been found. However, because the Linear B tablets are all we have, they are (or have become) central to our understanding of the Mycenaean world.
 
                All of this is fair enough, but highlights the need to treat any conclusions drawn from the extant evidence with caution. This is, in fact, exactly what Michael Ventris – the decipherer of Linear B – said.14 Yet, his warning has largely been ignored, and, thus, we find reconstructions of entire states that are based on nothing more than toponyms from taxation or distribution lists that are plotted onto an archaeological map of a given area around a Mycenaean palace. Thus, both textbooks and specialised studies refer to the ‘Kingdom of Pylos’ (which supposedly encompasses much of the modern province of Messenia, even though only one centre – Pylos itself – can be identified with certainty), or the Kingdom of Thebes (which is thought to have controlled south-eastern Boeotia and chunks or all of Euboea).15 The latter is a particularly illuminating case, for the inclusion of Euboea is based entirely on a couple of texts that mention the shipment of cattle from the Euboean centres of Karystos and Amarynthos for a religious festival that is held at Thebes.16 Yet, even when one were to equate territorial (political) boundaries with the purview of a particular archive, one is forced to make exceptions. In the Argolid, the heartland of Mycenaean palace culture, we are dealing with at least three (Mycenae, Tiryns and Midea), and quite possibly even five (plus Argos and Nauplion) palatial centres. There is no way that all of these controlled their own territories and remained politically independent within a single, fairly small, plain – their sheer proximity to each other precludes any scenario other than one of a unified state, with several palace centres.17
 
               
              
                2 How to explain (or dismiss) the Mycenaean koine?
 
                There can be no doubt that the Argolid was, indeed, different from other regions of Mycenaean Greece. Much of what we have come to view as Mycenaean ‘palace culture’ seems to have originated from or reached its iconic style in this particular region. It may well have been the place where constructing walls in so-called Cyclopean style first developed – at the very least it was perfected there, as can still be gauged from the magnificent remains of the citadel of Tiryns or indeed Mycenae itself.18 But even when it comes to more mundane culture, the Argive plain made a huge impact on other regions in Greece. The pottery styles that were developed in this area, for example, quickly spread across the entirety of the Mycenaean world – and are now an archaeological marker for ‘Mycenaean culture’.19 Economically too, the Argolid must have been something special, for a disproportionately large chunk of Mycenaean pottery that was found ‘abroad’ (e.g. in the Levant, western Anatolia and even Egypt) came from this region (the centre of Berbati, close to Mycenae, seems to have been a major production centre).20 Given its size, the early demonstration of exceptional wealth (as attested by the sixteenth century bce shaft graves), the monumentality of its walls (including the famous Lion Gate), the monumentality and sheer number of its tholos tombs, and the presence of the so-called ‘Cult Centre’ (a unique series of temple-like structures), it is very likely that Mycenae was the main centre of this region, with Tiryns as its most important harbour. Given the absence of any major (palatial) centre in the area around later Corinth, to the north of Mycenae, it is often proposed that that area may also have fallen under the sway of Mycenae.21
 
                I largely agree with this picture of Mycenae as a capital of the Argolid and the Corinthia – but I object against the certainty by which many statements of territorial extent and palatial purview are made. As noted, most archaeologists are quite happy with this picture of Mycenae lording it over a number of nearby and fortified citadels, whereas elsewhere in Greece, they insist on a model that effectively equates one palace with one, single, state. Based on archaeology and Linear B evidence alone, such a notion may be possible, perhaps even plausible, but it is certainly not proven. In fact, the Linear B evidence itself already sheds some doubt about the viability of this model. The very fact that we are dealing with an administration throughout the Mycenaean palatial world that seems, by and large, remarkably uniform, should make one pause, for elsewhere in the ancient world, such uniformity always signifies political unity. I am not the first to note this: Nicholas Postgate, a specialist in Near Eastern archaeology, already pointed this out at a conference for Aegeanists in 2001. His remark was noted and even published in the conference proceedings – but has not been really addressed since.22
 
                Yet, if we were to look at the Linear B evidence through the spectre of a Near Eastern archaeologist, and not with the preconceived notion that each palace must equate with a single, independent state, a wholly different picture emerges. Instead of being independent palace states, the various different palaces may now be viewed as provincial capitals. Even references to what clearly must have been the most important people in the Mycenaean world, the wanax and lawagetas, may now be better understood. Traditionally referred to as a ‘king’ and a ’crown prince’ or perhaps the ‘leader of the army’, we would now not have to struggle and explain why two very similar officials were active in each palace state: instead, we may think of the wanax as the ‘Great King’ and the lawagetas as his vassal king.23 This model would not only align the Mycenaean world to the contemporary Near East, but explain a number of otherwise inexplicable features, such as the presence of multiple throne rooms in the Mycenaean palaces, or the extraordinary investment the Mycenaeans made in constructing roads. The larger throne room would have been the place where the wanax, whenever he visited a given palace, would have conducted his affairs, whereas the smaller throne room would have been for his local vassal; the lawagetas. Interestingly, at the recent International Conference for Hittitologists at Istanbul, exactly such a scenario – of a travelling court – was proposed for the contemporary Hittite empire.24
 
                What we have, then, is a dogma that was built exclusively on a misinterpretation of Linear B evidence – namely, that the organised bureaucracy of the Mycenaeans could not be reconciled with the world of Homer’s sackers of cities. Homer was, of course, first and foremost a poet –not a historian – and we cannot take his epics at face value as evidence for a Bronze Age reality. However, many features in the Iliad – the swords inlaid with precious metals, the bronze cuirasses, the tower shield of Ajax, and the boar’s tusk helmet given by Meriones to Odysseus – are manifestly Mycenaean. There is no reason whatsoever to dismiss his Agamemnon as a Mycenaean overlord of various smaller, regional kings, merely because he failed to mention Agamemnon’s scribes and the bureaucracy that supported his court.
 
                In sum, I hope to have demonstrated that there is no evidence in favour of the old paradigm, and that a number of archaeological and Linear B features are, in fact, more easily explained in the context of a single unified Mycenaean state. The question is, of course, whether there is any hard evidence to support this model, and if so, whether we can pinpoint when this unification may have happened and how. The answer to the first question is affirmative. A growing body of scholars has come to realise in recent years that ‘Ahhiyawa’ in Hittite texts must, as Forrer already suggested in 1924, refer to the Mycenaean world. The identification is not absolutely secure (how could it be?), but given that the texts indicate Ahiyyawa’s control over Millawanda (clearly the Hittite rendering of Greek Miletus), and the general similarity to Greek Achaea (though there are minor, certainly not unsurmountable, linguistic issues with the equation of Hittite Ahhiyawa-Greek Achaea), it cannot be realistically doubted.25
 
               
              
                3 The reliability of the Hittite Texts
 
                Ahhiyawa is mentioned in some 28 texts, and although a number of these are so fragmentarily preserved that little can be made out of them, the overwhelming impression is that, from c. 1400 bce, the Hittites regularly encountered people from Ahhiyawa in the coastal zone of western Anatolia.26 The first of these encounters (AhT 3; CTH 147), with a certain Attarissiya – the ‘man from Ahhiya’ (LÚ URU A-ah-hi-ya-a) – was clearly an unpleasant one from the Hittite perspective, for Attarissiya was apparently raiding the area, uprooting a Hittite vassal whilst fighting off a Hittite expeditionary force that was sent to reinstate the vassal. Whilst the Hittites at this time may not quite have known what hit them,27 they evidently developed a very good understanding of Ahhiyawa in later years. This is particularly clear from the so-called Tawagalawa Letter (AhT 4; CTH 181). This text was probably composed during the reign of Hattusili III (mid-thirteenth century bce). It describes various recent diplomatic and military events between Ahhiyawa and the Hittites and is important not only because the king of Ahhiyawa is addressed as ‘my brother’ and as LUGAL.GAL (‘Great King’), but also because it specifies personal contacts between Ahhiyawan and Hittite nobility: the brother of the King of Ahhiyawa is said to have ridden with the personal charioteer of the Hittite king. Nor was this a one-off occurrence: the texts indicate sustained and intense contacts between the Hittite and Ahhiyawan world throughout the latter fourteenth and thirteenth centuries bce. Letters and messengers were sent across the Aegean, statues of deities were sent to the Hittite court when the king fell ill (which prompted some Hittite priests to wonder whether they should worship the foreign deity in the Hittite – or Ahhiyawan – way),28 whereas one text suggests that the Hittites even banished a disgraced Queen to Ahhiyawa.29 It would be remarkable indeed if the Hittites, despite the clear personal relations with Ahhiyawan nobles and their apparent grasp of Ahhiyawan religion, and despite feeling confident in banishing a Queen to Ahhiyawa, had failed to understand the political reality on the other side of the Aegean.
 
                It is important to stress that, though by far the most extensive text concerning Hittite interactions with Ahhiyawa, the Tawagalawa Letter is not the only text that assigns parity to the King of Ahhiyawa.30 Indeed, the King of Ahhiyawa was initially included in a list of other ‘Great Kings’ in the so-called Šaušgamuwa Treaty, a generation or so after the Tawagalawa Letter was written. That the scribe who wrote the Treaty subsequently erased the Ahhiyawan king from the list is sometimes presented as evidence of the latter’s modest status, yet the very fact that he was included in the first place surely argues for the opposite. Importantly, the King of Ahhiyawa is also addressed as ‘my brother’ (a family metaphor that signified parity) in several other texts (AhT 9/ CTH 209.16; probably AhT 15 / CTH 214.12.D; though the text is too fragmentary to be absolutely sure) or (if AhT 6 / CTH 183 is indeed written by the Ahhiyawan king himself) addressed the Hittite ruler (Muwatalli II?) as such. Clearly, there was no mistaking the status of the King of Ahhiyawa, as far as the Hittites were concerned, at least not during the late fourteenth and thirteenth centuries bce (when the relevant texts were likely written). The general historical picture that can be distilled from the corpus of ‘Ahhiyawa Texts’, moreover, corroborates the notion of Ahhiyawan power: this was a state that could successfully pursue its interests in western Anatolia, even when faced with Hittite competition, over the course of nearly two centuries. Given all this, it is difficult to understand how one can dismiss the overall veracity of these texts by suggesting that they merely reflected the Hittites’ misconception of the Mycenaean world.
 
                The question arises as to whether such apparent parity in diplomatic correspondence is conceivable, especially over an extended period of time, if it did not pertain to reality. The answer to this must be negative. In fact, we have very clear evidence that parity, even if it was steeped in reality, was not always readily acknowledged: we have a letter from Hattusili’s predecessor, Mursili III (Urhi-Teshub), who, whilst accepting that the Assyrian ruler Adad-Nirari may now be a Great King, rebukes him for addressing him as a brother – even though the latter had just defeated the Hittites and annexed one of their provinces (or perhaps precisely because of that!).31 Great Kingship could be won (and challenged), but brotherhood was something that could only bestowed by equals who were on speaking terms! The fact that the Hittites used and accepted the title Great King and ‘brother’ when describing their Ahhiyawan counterpart, in sum, must, thus, reflect the reality of Ahhiyawan power structures, and presupposes a Hittite understanding of Ahhiyawan political structures. It must mean that Ahhiyawa was an independent state of significant territory – similar to Egypt, Babylon, Assyria or the Hittite realm itself. It also means that the king of Ahhiyawa ruled over various smaller, local kings. As I have argued here, and in various previous publications, all of this is really a perfect fit with the Mycenaean palace world, where one would have a single travelling wanax as overlord over local kings, the lawagetas known from the Linear B texts.32 Given the prominence of Mycenae in terms of size, monumentality, the presence of unique features, such as the Cult Centre, and the number of orientalia found there, it is likely that this centre served as the ideological focal point of the state – as its capital.33
 
               
              
                4 In search of missing evidence
 
                There are now a number of interesting other lines of research that require our attention. For example, how did this Mycenaean Great Kingdom emerge, and how did it collapse? Such questions are bound to remain difficult to answer, and we are again confronted with missing evidence, or the seemingly random way in which archaeological data that we do possess is interpreted. The palace of Pylos, for example, originally appears to have had a fortification wall, yet, this wall was dismantled at some point in the fourteenth century.34 Any Near Eastern archaeologist would immediately suspect that this was due to enemy action – there are numerous references in the Near East and, indeed, in early China, to overlords dismantling the defensive systems of captured or potentially rebellious cities.35 But in the case of Pylos, things were apparently different, and, thus, we may read that: ‘Presumably, the king of Messenia was confident of his ability to protect his capital by keeping his enemies, whether Mycenaean or non-Mycenaean, far from Pylos itself [...]’.36 Strangely, when the cyclopean terrace walls (and the buildings associated with it) of the nearby centre of Iklaina were destroyed, enemy action is very much considered a plausible cause, in this case, the conquest of that site by the ruler of Pylos.37
 
                Pylos is, I think, a good place to start looking for answers as to how a Mycenaean Great Kingdom may have emerged. Excavations at the site have, in recent years, yielded fantastic new finds; most notably the undisturbed tomb of a wealthy early Mycenaean warrior – perhaps an early ruler of the site, who is now known to us as the Griffin Warrior (after a beautiful ivory plaque, decorated with a griffin, that was found in his tomb). The fact that this tomb remained undisturbed may well give us a hint as to what happened at Pylos at some point in the fourteenth century bce: not only were its walls destroyed, but the memory of some of the graves – especially those that could not easily be seen – of its previous elites was forgotten.
 
                This is most obviously the case with an early Mycenaean grave under the northeast building, which was probably found (and subsequently looted) when that building was erected. Such a ‘memory gap’ and apparent disinterest in the tombs of those who occupied the citadel in earlier times may, in my view, best be explained by dynastic change – by the conquest of a centre by newcomers (Mycenae, which was in the ascendancy in the fourteenth century BCE, would seem to be a logical candidate).38 With some more digging, then, and an open mind regarding the data available, we may yet find the evidence that was thus far missing and recognise the evidence that was dismissed.
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              Notes

              1
                 The title gained currency in the Amarna period (mid-fourteenth century bce). Sporadically attested in earier times, its precise connotations are more difficult to gauge before Amarna, though it is clear that the title from its earliest use onwards signified unusual political and military clout. For a discussion of the title, its use and origins, see Weeden 2018.

              
              2
                 I should note here that even Homer has been, and indeed still is, interpreted and used as evi­dence in widely different ways. In the latest edition of the standard-work ‘Documents in Mycenaean Greek’ (Killen 2024), for example, one reads how a ‘picture suggested by the Homeric and Hesiodic poetry of multiple, small-scale polities’ may reflect the Iron Age world in which Homer is thought to have lived (Bennet 2024, 24). Indeed, the concept of such small-scale polities seems to derive primarily from features such as the numerous ‘baileus’ on even a small island such as Ithaca, the presence of various advisory organs (e.g., the Councils of Elders and an Assembly), the fact that the various Greek commanders discuss their plans and ideas with Agamemnon, and that Achilles is able to withdraw from battle (see for discussions, e.g., Carlier 2006, esp. 106–107). Yet, at the same time, even Achilles explicitly acknowledges Agamemnon’s status as leader of the Greeks and his right to (re)distribute war booty. In fact, the few references to hierarchical relations in Homer, including Achilles’ withdrawal from battle, are entirely compatible with what we know of relations of contemporary (Late Bronze Age) Great Kings and their vassal lords.

              
              3
                 See, e.g., Hope Simpson 2018 (esp. chapter 5, on parallels between the Catalogue of Ships and the Late Bronze Age world); Whitley 2002, 217 (‘to ignore Homer is to ignore the driving force behind the creation of Aegean archaeology’; although his argument on the whole calls for a separation of archaeology and the Homeric tradition), Nagy 2010 argues for elements that hark back to the Mycenaean era, with later additions and modifications until the Peisistratid period.

              
              4
                 Thus, for example, Glotz (1923, 65): ‘la civilisation mycénienne [...] donne l’impression d’un recul quand on la compare en qualité à celle qui l’avait précédé’. Although Glotz did note a remarkable pervasive ‘Mycenaean’ koine throughout the Aegean (and, indeed, beyond).

              
              5
                 Desborough (1964) was the last to characterise the Mycenaean world as an ‘Empire’, though Michael Wood in his seminal 1985 book (and TV series) argued for a kind of confederacy that might be compared to Near Eastern Great Kingdoms. Since then, the wealth of economic data from the Linear B tablets has taken centre stage in academic debate. Mycenaean polities were increasingly characterised as redistributive systems, with ‘states’ that centred on a single palace (e.g., Finley 1957, 135). Though the validity of this model has since been questioned (e.g. Nakassis, Parkinson and Galaty 2011), the notion of a Mycenaean world with several small and independent palace-states has become so embedded in scholarly debate that it could, until recently, best be described as a dogma. This dogma was attractive for various reasons: not only because numerous careers had been built on it, but also because it seemed to fit well (even if it does not) with the later Classical World of various small, independent ‘poleis’. In addition, as observed by Van Wijngaarden (2022, 18), the ‘small state’ model relates well to Greece’s fragmentary landscape and the prominence of regional (or even local) field surveys in Aegean Prehistory.

              
              6
                 The term ‘archives’ is used by convention, but does not reflect the actual content and likely purpose of the collections of tablets that have been found in Mycenaean centres. Typically, chronological indications in the tablets are rare (and when they appear seem to reflect only a snippet of an originally larger, annual, administrative cycle), suggesting they were not meant to be kept for more than a few months (Palaima 2003, 169: Bennet 2001). The records are concerned with the distribution of people and goods, as well as taxation. Unlike in the Near East, no Mycenaean religious or historical texts, treaties or other diplomatic missives are known. It is likely that annual records were recorded on different, and perishable, materials (such as parchment or papyrus), and conceivable that other types of texts (such as those known from the Near East and listed above), were also written on such media (Kelder 2024). As one of this paper’s reviewers (referring to Palaima 2011a) rightly noted, ‘the cursive-like ductus of Linear B writing (and curving lines of some of its most elaborate signs) [...] may suggest it was first developed to be written with ink on perishable materials’. For a discussion of the methodological problems associated with ‘archival bias’ and our reconstructions of ancient societies, see Eidem and Michel 2024, esp. 44–45.

              
              7
                 Waal 2021; for a general assessment of the (ab)use of inference from absence, see Wallach 2019.

              
              8
                 Perry-Gal et al. 2015, 9850.

              
              9
                 As has already been observed by Palaima 2011b. For examples of territorial reconstructions of such purported kingdoms, see below, especially note 14.

              
              10
                 Chadwick 1958, 130.

              
              11
                 Ayios Vassileios: Aravantinos and Vasilogamvrou 2012; Karadimas 2016. Thebes: Aravantinos, Godart and Sacconi 2001, 2002, 2005; though some of the interpretations (especially that the text refers to religious activity) have been called into question by Palaima (2004). Chania: Hallager, Vlasakis and Hallager 1990. Tablets from Mycenae, Knossos, Pylos and Tiryns have been discussed in various compilations, most notably Ventris and Chadwick (1973; of which a new, and updated version has now been edited by Killen 2024). The tablet from Iklaina has been published by Shelmerdine 2012. All tablets published, as well as nodules, pottery and other media bearing Linear B signs, can be accessed online via either the Liber (<https://liber.cnr.it>) or Damos website: <https://damos.hf.uio.no/1> (accessed on 11 March 2025), which offers transcriptions, references and, generally, photos.

              
              12
                 Palaima 2003, 169.

              
              13
                 See Bennet 2024 for the latest overview. Both Bennet and I note that archaeological biases (e.g., in deposition, taphonomy and recovery) may well have impacted on our perception of Mycenaean scribal practices, see Bennet 2024, 10, and Kelder 2024, esp. 52–53.

              
              14
                 ‘I feel these chaps [referring to fellow philologists] may not realise what comparatively sterile and limited documents we’ve got’. From a letter to Chadwick, quoted in Robinson 2014, 12.

              
              15
                 See for the latest reconstruction of the ‘Kingdom of Pylos’, and the problems associated with identifying specific localities: Hope Simpson 2014; for Thebes controlling eastern Boeotia and Euboea, see Aravantinos, Godart and Sacconi 2001, 355–358.

              
              16
                 But see Palaima 2011b for criticism.

              
              17
                 Crouwel 2008; Maran 2015, 279.

              
              18
                 Loader 1998, 159–160; Alušik 2024, 72–73.

              
              19
                 Van Wijngaarden 2012, 2.

              
              20
                 For an overview, see Van Wijngaarden 2012; An excavated kiln at Mastas, Berbati Valley, dates to LH II-IIIA early, but may have been functioning till LH IIIB. This particular workshop seems to have focused on pictorial ware, often of open shape. The pilgrim flasks and stirrup jars must have come from another workshop nearby, given that the chemical composition of the clay is identical (and named after the Berbati valley); see Schallin 2002 on the kiln; Mommsen et al. 1992 on chemical analysis of exported Mycenaean pottery.

              
              21
                 See Hope Simpson 2018, who suggests that the remains of a wall at the Isthmus may have been a Mycenaean boundary marker.

              
              22
                 Postgate 2001, 160. An important exception to this is Guiseppe Mariotta (2003, esp. 19–24), who proposed that certain fiscal practices in in the Linear B texts, including a dual system of taxation, seem to imply the presence of an overarching ‘Grand Re’ alongside a local ruler. Mariotta compared this Great King and his possible local vassal at Pylos and Knossos to the later Persian Great Kings and their regional satraps. I am very grateful to one of the anonymous reviewers for this reference.

              
              23
                 Kelder 2008; now followed by Eder and Jung (2015).

              
              24
                 In a paper (at the time of writing unpublished) at the 12th International Congress of Hittitology, held in 2023 in Istanbul, Jürgen Seeher proposed a Hittite itinerant kingship, comparable to that of Medieval Europe (and to my model of an itinerant Mycenaean king; see Seeher forthcoming).

              
              25
                 That some scholars, most notably Gerd Steiner (2007) and Diether Schürr (2020), still choose to do so is laudable – if only because it keeps, or ought to keep, the majority of scholars alert for mistakes and groupthink. Yet, Schürr’s argument that the land cannot be securely identified and must have lain somewhere in (western) Anatolia simply does not square with the data available. Not only do the Hittite sources themselves indicate that Ahhiyawans (or their allies) operate from ‘across the sea’ (which can only realistically designate the Mycenaean world), but following Hawkins’ (1998) important study on the rock-relief of Tarkasnawa of Mira and its implications for Anatolian geography, there simply is not any space for Ahhiyawa on the Anatolian mainland – certainly not for a major territorial state, as implied by the texts. I should note here that Steiner’s argument that ‘es mag sich bei diesem [Ahhiya] um ein kleines Gebiet oder sogar nur um eine Stadt handeln’ (2007, 596) really does not take into account the apparent military prowess of Attarissiya, the ‘Man from Ahhiya’ known from Hittite texts – which exceeds the military capacities of most Mycenaean palaces (see Kelder 2004–5), nor does it explain how an apparently minor polity could have withstood Hittite pressure on its Anatolian dependencies (most notably Miletus) over the course of nearly two centuries. This latter point is also pertinent to persisting suggestions that the centre of Ahhiaywa should be sought on Rhodes (where no major settlement has even been discovered), or indeed, the recent proposition (Egetmeyer 2022) that Ahhiya may relate to Chios, a rather small island close to the Anatolian coast. Though the settlement of Emporiko was certainly of some importance during the Late Bronze Age, it can hardly be considered to be the core of what the Hittites rightly perceived as a major power. Indeed, the nearby smaller site (Psara) on the nearby islet of Archontiki was characterised by the archaeologists that excavated it as ‘an outpost on the periphery of the Mycenaean world’ (Archontidou-Argyri 2006).

              
              26
                 All of these texts are now transcribed, translated, annotated and discussed by Beckman, Bryce and Cline (2011). Hittite texts are normally assigned a CTH (Catalogue des textes hittites) number. The specific (sub-) corpus of Ahhiyawa Texts, moreover, has also been assigned its own sequence, designated as AhT.

              
              27
                 Much has been made out of the fact that they only used LÚ, ‘man’, to designate Attarissiya, and not the customary LUGAL, ‘king’ – although we see the same in early Hittite texts pertaining to Purushanda (Dercksen 2010). That Attarissiya is referred to as LÚ, therefore, does not necessarily suggest that, as some scholars have argued, he was not considered a real king (but rather a warlord of sorts; see Beckman, Bryce and Cline 2011, 97). Nor is there any reason to suppose that most of his forces ‘were largely of Anatolian origin’. Whilst both in this text and in various later texts, Ahhiyawa is situated ‘across the sea’, it is quite clear that the Mycenaeans were able to transport chariots and horses by boats – indeed, a famous Minoan sealing from Knossos shows a horse standing in a boat. There is, thus, no reason to suppose that Attarissiya was just some minor figure, operating on the edges of the Hittite empire. Instead, the size of his army, the bulk of which probably originated from the Mycenaean world, rather suggests that we are dealing with someone of significant importance. Comparisons to the ‘sea kings’ from the Viking world, who were, on various occasions, able to conquer states and establish their own dynasty, spring to mind (see Price 2020).

              
              28
                 CTH 570.1 / AhT 20, see Beckman, Bryce and Cline 2011, 183–209. Hittite texts are normally assigned a specific number in the Catalogue des Textes Hittites (CTH); Beckman, Bryce and Cline assigned an additional number (AhT = Ahhiyawa Text) to those texts that refer to Ahhiyawa.

              
              29
                 CTH 214.12.A / AhT 12; Beckman, Bryce and Cline 2011, 158–161; the date of this text is unclear, as the relevant queen may either be Henti (the wife of Suppiluliuma I), Tawananna, the Babylonian princess who supplanted her, or Danuhepa, the second wife of Mursili and stepmother of Muwatalli II. See now also Bryce 2024.

              
              30
                 See Waal 2019 for an overview of the texts available and the practicalities (such as gift-exchange, or the lack thereof) of Ahhiyawan-Hittite diplomacy; for the latter, see also Kelder 2012; Blackwell 2021.

              
              31
                 Waal 2019, 12. Interestingly, Tugendhaft (2012) argued that identical terminology may have been used to describe the power relations between the various Near Eastern gods: thus, Ba’al solidifies his position in the Ugaritic pantheon after being given a palace like his ‘brothers’ (referring to various well-established deities with a different genealogy).

              
              32
                 Kelder 2008.

              
              33
                 Kelder 2010, 95; Maran 2015; Zeman and Dudlik 2023, 145. I agree with one of the anonymous reviewers of this paper that Thebes cannot be dismissed as a possible alternative (as was indeed suggested by, e.g., Joachim Latacz), but would argue that precisely later traditions do emphatically not suggest some sort of Theban hegemony (even if one were to take these traditions as an argument, it is surely no coincidence that Polyneikes, a claimant to the Theban throne, appeals to Argive arbitration/support).

              
              34
                 Cosmopoulos 2019, 367; Davis 2022, 55. Various colleagues expressed some scepticism about the notion that early Pylos was fortified, and suggested that the presence of this wall is largely assumed (rather than attested) because of the (attested) presence of a monumental gateway. Blegen et al. (1973, 6) did, however, trace part of a wall running for some 4 metres to the northwest of the gateway, after which the wall bent westwards and could be followed for another 6 metres or so. To the southwest, moreover, Pedley uncovered what he identified as the remains of an early Mycenaean fortification wall, perhaps incorporating so-called ‘building X’. Heavy erosion and later building activity made it difficult to trace the wall (Blegen et al. 1973, 11–13).

              
              35
                 I thank Michael Friedrich for the parallel with China during the so-called Autumn and Spring Period, about 750 through 450 bce.

              
              36
                 Lesson 21, on the Dartmouth ‘Aegean Prehistoric Archaeology’ website; <https://sites.­dartmouth.edu/aegean-prehistory/lessons/lesson-21-narrative/> (accessed on 17 December 2024).

              
              37
                 Cosmopoulos (2021, 280) has suggested two models, one holding that monumental structures at Iklaina were erected under Pylian suzerainty, and the other (which he clearly favours) that these buildings were destroyed as part of a Pylian takeover in the mid-thirteenth century bce. One scenario that is not entertained, is that Pylos, and the larger polity (including Iklaina) around it, had already been annexed by Mycenae in LHIIIA – in which case, one could take the reorganisation of the ‘Palace of Nestor’, with the erection of the megaron complex, as the marker of Argive overlordship. In that scenario, the destruction of Iklaina in the mid-thirteenth century bce could be seen as a response to wider (supra-regional) unrest, coinciding as it does with, as Cosmopoulos (2019, 373) notes, ‘architectural re-modelling and expansion, [that could be] seen as signs of an effort by the palace to increase its storage and manufacturing spaces and/or its administrative capacity’. I note that similar unrest may be deduced elsewhere at the same time, for example, in Laconia (where Ayios Vassileios is destroyed c. 1250 bce; cf. Vasilogamvrou, Kardamaki and Karadimas 2022) and Boeotia (with destructions at Thebes, although the exact date of the destruction of the ‘House of Kadmos’ remains disputed), and where the major centre of Gla seems to have been destroyed in advanced, but not late LH IIIB or ‘advanced LH IIIB2’, shortly before 1200 bce (as per Iakovidis 2001, 145, 156) or perhaps even slightly earlier, in early LH IIIB2 (Vitale 2018, 155).

              
              38
                 The exact date of the building phases and destructions at Pylos remains a matter of some debate, but a recent, highly detailed study (based, in part, on previously unpublished material and newly discovered pottery both from and below the acropolis) suggest that the palace was first destroyed soon after the inception of LH IIIA2, i.e. the first half of the fourteenth century bce); see Vitale, Stocker and Davis 2022, 127.
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              The Etruscans are known to us through both direct and indirect sources: the data provided by archaeology, particularly epigraphy, and those transmitted by Greek and Latin literature. All of them are limited: Greek and Latin authors are only interested in what concerns their relations with the Etruscans, and, having been their enemies, often distort the reality of the facts. The Etruscan sources are dependent on what has come down to us: the vast majority of inscriptions being funerary and almost always limited to the names of the deceased, with an almost total absence of public epigraphy, they do not really allow us to grasp the historical and political facts, all the more so as the persistent obscurity of the language constitutes an almost insurmountable obstacle as soon as we are dealing with long texts. It is very rare that the two types of sources overlap and that together, they allow the construction of a historical discourse. There are, however, some privileged cases where what we learn from Greek or Latin texts is corroborated by Etruscan data or even, conversely, that the rare Etruscan information we have allows us to better understand events related by Greek and Latin historiography.
 
            
 
             
              
                1 Extant information about Etruscans
 
                The Etruscans were unquestionably the leading people of central Italy in the first half of the first millennium bce. For the Greeks and the Phoenicians (then the Carthaginians), they were privileged trading partners, who controlled the metal resources of the Tuscan subsoil; mainly the rich iron deposits around the island of Elba and the opposite coast.1 The unparalleled quantity and richness of the imported materials which have been discovered in the tombs of the Etruscan aristocracy testifies to the Etruscans’ importance. Compared to the other indigenous peoples of the region, they had developed, precisely because of their contacts with the civilisations which had taken off in the eastern Mediterranean, a culture which responded to the model of the Greek polis and was considered by the Ancients, and subsequently by many Moderns, to be a much more advanced one. It is easy to gauge how advanced Etruscan society really was by comparing its cities to Iron Age Rome – the city that would eventually eclipse all others on and beyond the Italian peninsula. Rome was, at most, a protourban state at the beginning of the first millennium bce, made up of a group of villages with a common organisation reduced to links of the kind preserved in the tradition of the Septimontium,2 while Etruscan towns, such as Tarquinia, Cerveteri or Veii, already constituted unitary cities, with public buildings, fortifications and paved streets. It has been often argued that the development of the Vrbs from mere villages to a truly urban stage, with the construction of the first monumental buildings such as the Capitoline temple or the sacred area of Sant’Omobono, required the presence of Etruscan sovereigns, and indeed, Rome seems to have had precisely this when it first rose to prominence: the historiographical tradition presents to us three Etruscan kings: Tarquin the Elder, Servius Tullius and Tarquin Superbus having ruled over Rome in that period, after the Roman and Sabine ones.3
 
                For this reason, the name of the Etruscans is familiar to those interested in Iron Age Italy, and no one will doubt the importance they had at a time when Rome was just beginning to assert its power. Yet, despite their clear importance, our know­ledge of this people, their history and culture is still limited: Many of the essential questions that we can ask ourselves about them are destined to remain unanswered – even if labelling our limitations as the ‘Etruscan mystery’ seems widely off the mark.4
 
                The written evidence that we have to reconstruct Etruscan society and history comes in two types of different nature. On the one hand, we have what the classical authors gave us. These are especially the historians of Rome, who wrote in Greek and Latin and whose testimonies are biased to various degrees, seeing that they depict a society that is essentially alien to them. On the other hand, we have the direct testimonies that have come down to us. The Etruscan epigraphic corpus is not negligible, but poses major problems of use given our persistent ignorance of essential points of the language. Moreover, whatever one can infer from it remains limited due to the intrinsic character of this corpus. I shall therefore successively examine these two types of sources and the limits of what can be drawn from them for our knowledge of this people. We will briefly review the problematic relation between these two sources of written evidence, and the contradicting views they seemingly present, in the lines below.
 
                My presentation will, therefore, be divided into two parts. In the first (2–8), I shall consider what can be learnt about the Etruscans and their history from Greek and Latin sources. After recalling the existence of Etruscan literature, which has now disappeared, but of which Greek and Latin authors, as well as some Latin inscriptions, have preserved scant traces (2), I shall recall the general lack of interest shown by the Greeks and Romans in Etruscan culture (3) and the fact that their historians were almost always led to speak of the Etruscans in situations of conflict, where the latter’s image could only be negative (4). I shall then focus on specific points on which Greek and Latin sources can shed some light: the transition in Etruscan cities from a monarchical to a republican regime (5), the existence of a federal organisation of the nomen Etruscum (6) and the social tensions that seem to have affected many of their cities around the time of the Roman conquest (7). My second part, before a brief conclusion (13), will deal with the contribution of Etruscan sources and, hence, epigraphy (8–12). There are very few long epigraphic documents (8) and the vast majority of Etruscan inscriptions are funerary in nature; they offer abundant onomastic material, but their lexical content remains limited (9), and documents such as the rich cursus honorum, tracing the careers of Roman magistrates, have seldom been found in Etruria (10). It is rare for the inscriptions to correspond to characters known from Greek and Latin literary sources (11). On the other hand, the wealth of onomastic material makes it possible, despite the difficulty we have in drawing firm conclusions about the analysis of the data it provides, at least to put forward hypotheses about the structure of Etruscan society (12).
 
               
              
                2 Testimonies in Greek and Roman literature
 
                The Etruscans are often mentioned in ancient literature, that is to say in Greek and Latin texts.5 But as such, the Etruscans left us no direct testimony. There had been an Etruscan literature, particularly dealing with the history of this people,6 but we only have external echoes of its existence. As an example, elogia, written in Latin and erected in the first century ce on the forum of Tarquinia celebrated the high deeds of two members of the great local family of Spurinna, who had lived centuries before: Velthur son of Larth and Aulus Velthur’s son (Fig. 1).7
 
                
                  [image: Statues of members of the Vibenna family erected on the forum of Tarquinia (1st century CE).]
                    Fig. 1: Elogia Tarquiniensia, from Torelli 1975, plate V.

                 
                These documents reveal facts that are not reported by any other source: The memory of the past of these Etruscan nobles must have been maintained locally and recorded in a literature kept in a family setting, one of these linen books (libri lintei),8 of which we see a reproduction in stucco in the tomb of the reliefs of Cerveteri, ostensibly placed in front of the funerary niche of the head of the family, and in which the history of the line was relayed (Fig. 2).
 
                
                  [image: Inner chamber of the Tomba dei Rilievi, Cerveteri (4th century BCE) with stucco decoration.]
                    Fig. 2: Tomba dei Rilievi, Cerveteri (with a reproduction of a liber linteus in front of the main funerary bed in the tomb), from Martha 1889, plate II.

                 
                The elogium of Aulus son of Velthur, as Mario Torelli has brilliantly shown,9 recounted events which had taken place during the great war in 358–351 bce involving Rome and a number of Etruscan cities (mainly Tarquinia). As far as we can reconstruct the original elogium, it seems to have presented events that have nothing to do with the stories preserved by Diodorus of Sicily and Livy.10 It celebrates the victory of the Etruscans in this conflict, while obviously these were minimised in Roman historiography, whose point of view Diodorus and Livy have transmitted.11
 
                One point that is particularly revealing of the biased view that the Roman sources could cast on these events concerns religious ceremonies. Livy reports that at one point during the war (in 356 bce), the Romans saw priests throwing themselves against each other, within the Tarquinian army, brandishing torches and serpents: Roman soldiers laughed at it, seeing in it only a vain device, ridiculous gesticulations worthy of children (Livy, 7, 17, 3–10: puerorum ritu uana miracula inridebant).12 They were faced with a religious procedure, explainable by Etruscan demonology: Etruscan priests had doomed their enemies to the forces of death by brandishing the attributes of Etruscan funerary iconography.13 The behaviour of the Etruscans was explained by religious motivations, which did not correspond to the Romans’ idea of religion and in which the latter could only see uanae superstitiones, unfounded superstitions. Thus, they transmitted a skewed version of it that eventually made it into Livy’s account.
 
                The same inability to admit or even understand Etruscan realities is apparent in another episode during this war, a little earlier, although, in this instance, the incomprehension of the Romans was less surprising. In 358 bce, following a defeat of the legions commanded by the consul Caius Fabius Ambustus, the Tarquinians sacrificed 357 Romans whom they had captured. This could only be an abomination in the eyes of their compatriots, and when luck had turned in 345 bce and Roman forces took Tarquinian prisoners, 358 of these were put to death on the Forum, being beaten with rods and decapitated with an axe.14 Here again we see the heterogeneity of Etruscan data in relation to Roman usage; for the Romans, a human sacrifice, described as minime Romano sacro, a very un-Roman ceremony, by Livy (in 22, 57, 6), could only be the act of cruel barbarians (even though the Romans had sometimes practiced it themselves).15 But, from an Etruscan point of view, the fact can be explained according to the religious conceptions of this people, who believed that it was possible to assure their own deceased – the combatants who fell in battle – an enviable fate in the afterlife, since the blood of the victims who had been put to death, assimilated to their souls, anima, had the power to transform their own souls into gods, the dii animales, so-named because they were issued from their anima.16
 
               
              
                3 Lack of interest in Etruscan culture
 
                Such glimpses of Etruscan practices (often reflections of their beliefs), though often misunderstood and, thus, misrepresented in Classical literature, can be reconstructed through careful analysis of all available data (including Etruscan texts and iconography). But these cases remain exceptional and what we usually find in Greek and Roman authors is a partial and biased vision of Etruscan customs: a mixture of disinterest and bias. It is striking that, in the case of a people with whom the Greeks and Romans had been in close contact since ancient times and who, as far as the Romans are concerned, played a not insignificant role in the development of their civilisation, the classical authors showed such poor interest and had trouble understanding. Indeed, Livy notes with astonishment that young Romans were staying in Etruscan cities to be educated there in Etruscan letters during the fourth century bce; as they did in his time in Greece to be educated in Greek letters.17 Such a cultural superiority of their neighbours to the north seemed inconceivable to Livy and his contemporaries, as only the Greek culture was worthy enough to be emulated. Though an abundance of Greco-Latin literature survived the ages, not a single work of these was devoted specifically to the Etruscans. And although we have echoes of certain rare works which would have dealt with the Res Etruscae,18 the very fact that these were not preserved suggests that these works were not considered essential and worthy of passing on to posterity. The only synthetic insights into the Etruscans left to us in ancient literature are references found in authors such as Diodorus, whose presentation in his Historical Library proceeds from the observations, above all of an ethnographical nature, made by Poseidonos of Apamea,19 and the geographer Strabo, in whose work Etruria is described as just one of the many other regions of the oikoumenè. But these are always brief descriptions, which necessarily give us very little information. It should be noted in particular – which modern Etruscologists can obviously only regret – that these authors, for whom the only languages worthy of attention were Greek and Latin, never bothered to give us information on the Etruscan language, even though it continued to be spoken until the beginning of our era and was maintained, in writing, long afterwards in the writings of the so-called Etrusca disciplina, the Tyrrhenian religious science.20 The only indications that can be found in all the classical literature are limited to about sixty glosses,21 which are translations into Greek or Latin of Etruscan words, not always reliable, moreover, and recorded without the slightest concern for systematic investigation.
 
                They are sometimes due to pure chance, for example, when Suetonius (Life of Augustus, 97, 2) teaches us that god was called aesar in Etruscan (which the epigraphic data have confirmed): shortly before Augustus’ death, lightning had struck an inscription bearing his name Caesar, removing the first letter and reducing it to aesar; the Etruscan haruspices, consulted after such a dazzling prodigy which was within their province, said that he would soon leave this world and be raised to the rank of the gods, for such was the meaning of the word in their language.
 
               
              
                4 Information mostly related to conflict situations
 
                When the Greek and Latin authors wrote about the Etruscans, it was, above all, on the occasion of the recurrent conflicts with their own peoples. The history of Rome has been punctuated by the wars that the Vrbs waged against its neighbours to the north. It could even be argued that the initial phase of the city’s history in a cyclical vision of time had been constituted by a Great Year (i.e. a period of 365 years) during which Rome and its immediate Etruscan neighbour, Veii, had ceased to oppose each other, before, finally, Camillus seized the former rival of the Vrbs, at the end of a ten-year war (which, according to the tradition, lasted from 405 to 396 bce), that the Romans regarded as their own Trojan war.22
 
                The fall of Veii was only the first step in a slow conquest of Etruria. We have mentioned the long conflict between Rome and the Etruscan cities which took place between 358 and 351 bce. Later on, as the Vrbs increasingly extended its domination over southern Italy during the Samnite wars, which began with the deditio of Capua in 343 bce, they also imposed themselves on the Tuscan cities involved in the hostilities from 311 bce onwards; all were gradually subjugated by Rome, the last to fall into their power being Volsinii, which the Roman army took control of in 264 bce.23
 
                During this period, historians had a lot to say about the Etruscans. But it was only on the occasion of these conflicts, which their works recount in detail and without ever providing much information about the Tyrrhenian country itself, that they inform us about Etruscans. This was not what interested them, they were still within the framework of what has been called the ‘battle-history’ and only retained from these enemies that which was linked to military operations. Roman historians never documented the functioning of the Etruscan cities: only the adventures of the conflicts sometimes led them to slip in some information. However, this information always remains succinct, and is never replaced in an overall perspective history of Etruria; it is a reconstruction from scattered data, which inevitably retains a large part of hypothesis. A lot of our understanding of Etruscan history and society, thus, remains provisional, and is often conjecture.
 
               
              
                5 Transition from monarchy to republican regime
 
                We can, therefore, estimate that the Etruscan cities, such as Rome, firstly, experienced a monarchical regime, before moving on to republican regimes, which, as in Rome, left the effective direction of political affairs to an aristocracy. But nowhere is it clearly stated, and the analogy of Roman facts plays a big role in this vision. The sources mention kings for the ancient period. Porsenna, who comes to try to restore the Tarquins to the throne of Rome after they were driven out by their subjects, is king of Chiusi.24 Horatius Cocles, single-handedly barring the path to the Etruscan army that wanted to enter the city by the Sublicius bridge, castigated his opponents, treating them as slaves of their tyrants, while Rome, driving out the last of its kings, came to give oneself the freedom.25 But regarding a more recent period, we are no longer told of kings, but, without emphasising the fact, the authors mention senates for the Etruscan cities. The transition to republican (or rather, in fact, oligarchic) regimes must have happened as in Rome. But no author tells us that. The only text which gives us any indications on this topic – and is for this reason precious – is a passage from Livy about the last war between Rome and Veii, which was to lead to the fall of the Etruscan city.26 The Paduan recounts how, fed up with the troubles caused by the annual elections, Veii wanted to install a king at its head, thus, taking an institutional step backwards and arousing the ire of the other Tuscan cities, which had set up republican regimes with magistrates elected annually. However, this is the only text that evokes somewhat precisely the political history of Etruscan cities. And it appears only because these details concern the conflict between Veii and Rome.
 
               
              
                6 Information about the Etruscan league
 
                This same passage is significant for it provides a glimpse of another important point of Etruscan institutions on which classical sources give insufficient information: the question of the federal organisation of this people. The authors often allude to its organisation into twelve peoples (duodecim populi) or, according to Greek terminology, into a dodecapolis of twelve cities.27 But they give little information, never mentioning the federation’s governing bodies, nor even listing the twelve cities of which it consisted.
 
                This league had regular meetings, no doubt annual, where the delegations of its twelve components came from their cities; these meetings were held at the fanum Voltumnae, i.e. the cult-place of god Voltumna, the federal sanctuary of the twelve Etruscan cities (whose location near Orvieto, in the territory of Volsinii, was never indicated and could not even be inferred by the Moderns).28
 
                These assemblies are only known by short allusions in Livy, for the years 434, 433, 405, 397 and 389; he mentions them only because of the war between Rome and Veii, explaining that the delegates of the other cities had discussed whether they should support the Veians in their war against the Vrbs.29 And we cannot say that he gives many details. Although it is the politico-military implications of these meetings in relation to Rome that interest him, at least the passage at the beginning of Book V reveals a bit of how they functioned: they led to the election of a sacerdos, a federal priest, who presided over ludi, games, comparable to those which happened in Greece during the meetings of the great Panhellenic sanctuaries. But we learn this only because the king of Veii, against whom Rome was then at war, had claimed to be elected to this office and that the other delegations had refused. Essential points concerning the functioning of this league remain unknown: we do not know if, alongside the sacerdos who had a religious role, there existed political, and possibly military leaders, analogous to the praetores Etruriae XV populorum that reveal inscriptions from the imperial era, at a time when the cities of the league had increased to fifteen.30 In fact, above all, the analogy with what was happening then in Latium, where the Latin peoples, thirty in number (the triginta populi Latini), met annually at the sanctuary of Jupiter (significantly called Latiaris, which is the equivalent of Latinus, Latin) to celebrate there in common festivals called Feriae Latinae, i.e. ‘Latin Festival’, in meetings which, beyond their religious aspect, had taken on the character of political and military meetings and where a magistrate was elected federally, dictator Latinus, Latin dictator.31
 
               
              
                7 Social tensions in Etruscan cities
 
                Another essential point of Etruscan history can hardly be guessed from the texts of classical authors. The Tuscan cities seem to have been, even more than Rome, dominated by an aristocracy which arrogated all powers to itself, and held the representatives of the lower strata under strict subjection.
 
                Jacques Heurgon had drawn attention in an article of 1959 to the Greek term ‘penestes’ that Dionysius of Halicarnassus had used to designate the troops of peasants that the Etruscan leaders, those who constituted the aristocracy of the principes, had assembled to oppose the Romans. He had judiciously proposed to see there individuals kept in a state of dependence by the Etruscan landowners of large estates, following the example of those who, in Thessaly, were designated by the term ‘penestes’, comparing them to medieval serfs.32 The exceptional use of this term, together with the fact that the sources indiscriminately use serui or douloi, i.e. slaves, but also plebs in connection with the members of the lowest categories of the population, suggests a structure of the Etruscan society in which, below the nobles exercising power in their cities, the other individuals, even if they were of free status, would have been maintained in a state that can be described as semi-liberty.33 This inevitably led to social tension generating unrest, especially popular unrest, sometimes culminating in a revolt against the aristocracy holding the reins of power, in whose favour Rome, led by an equivalent aristocracy, the senatorial nobility, was quick to intervene and restore order. Around the time when the Vrbs was extending its rule over the whole of Italy in the fourth and third centuries bce, Etruria certainly experienced a period of serious social unrest. But, once again, sources are almost silent on this crisis – which did not affect Rome, since it had been able to overcome the tensions which had torn it apart for a long time, when patricians and plebeians had been able to put an end to the Licinio-Sextian laws of 367 bce and to the centuries-old conflict of the orders. We can only guess it through certain episodes of the story. More than the troubles which affected Volsinii, for which the loss of this part of Livy’s History deprives us of a sufficiently detailed account,34 it is what happened in Arezzo in 302 bce which makes us aware of the existence of a serious social crisis. Livy’s account (10, 3, 2) of these events, which is our only source, is brief:
 
                 
                  That same year, it was announced that Etruria was in revolt, in a movement provoked by the seditions; in Arezzo, where the family of the Cilnii, who were very powerful, had aroused envy by its wealth, efforts were made by the plebeian part of the city to drive them out by arms.
 
                
 
                The Roman army then intervened and the historian reports that ‘Etruria was pacified, restoring peace after the Arezzo seditions and bringing the Cilnii family back into favor with the plebs’.35 We understand what happened: A local aristocratic family, the Cilnii, exercised unchallenged authority over this Etruscan city. This should not surprise us, because centuries later, Horace sang the praises of one of their descendants, his patron Maecenas, recalling that he was of royal descent and that his ancestors had ruled Arezzo, the city of his ancestors.36 But the Livian text shows that this family had, thus, attracted the hostility of the popular elements designated here by the term plebs; a revolt had occurred, in which the Roman senators, bringing into play an immediate class solidarity between aristocrats, had intervened, restoring things as they were – and the Cilnii in their dominant ­position.
 
                Livy tells us nothing more about it, and reading it, one might think of an episode in local history without much importance. However, if we appeal to other sources of information than these few words that classic literature gives us, we understand that what happened in Arezzo in 302 bce is only the sign of a generalised crisis, which played an important role in the situation of central Italy at that time, and for the relations between the Etruscan city-states and Rome at a time when the Vrbs was establishing its domination over them. Because what happened in Arezzo in 302 bce had a precedent a few decades earlier, on which the classical authors give no information, but on which Etruscan sources provide some hints. The elogium of Aulus Spurinna son of Velthur, erected on the forum of Tarquinia in the first century ce, written in Latin but taking up an ancient Etruscan tradition, mentions, among the high deeds of the character, in addition to the successes which he had won during the Roman-Etruscan war of 358–351 bce, his intervention in a bellum seruile, a ‘servile war’, which then affected Arezzo.
 
                It is even possible to quote a long Etruscan funerary inscription from the region of Tarquinia – of course, only very partially comprehensible given our persistent ignorance of the language – which we can attribute to the fourth century bce, seems to retain, in a passage whose meaning is more or less understandable, a memory of this ‘slave war’ and of the troubles which then struck Arezzo.37 The deceased was a Larthi Cilnei, in other words, a member of the Cilnii family of Arezzo and certainly from this city; but she moved, since her tomb was in Tarquinia. She had indeed travelled from Arezzo to Tarquinia to marry her husband, Arnth Spurinna, who, the elogia of members of that family erected on the forum of the city proving it, occupied a dominant place in Tarquinia at the time. In other words, this represents a matrimonial alliance between two lineages of the Etruscan aristocracy belonging to two different cities. The phenomenon, in itself, is banal. But here, it takes on a much greater historical significance because Arnth Spurinna was a member of the family whose eminent representative, Aulus son of Velthur, had led the army restoring order to Arezzo – and certainly enabled the Cilnii, whose dominant position must have already been called into question as it was in 302 bce, to regain their prominent place in the city. The matrimonial union between this Larthi Cilnei and this Arnth Spurinna must have been concluded in these troubled circumstances. It is even possible that a passage from the inscription of Tarquinia should be understood as ‘she left Arezzo in her youth’, which would refer even more precisely to the bellum seruile mentioned on the elogium of Aulus Spurinna, and would imply that the Cilnii were, for a moment, driven out of Arezzo by their rebellious compatriots, before Tarquinia restored them there by force of arms. Be that as it may, this point, which cannot be taken for granted given the persistent difficulty we have in understanding the text, illustrates that, even before 302 bce, the city of Arezzo had been the object of serious social and political tensions, and that the dominant place held there by the families of the aristocracy – and, in this case, the Cilnia gens – had been called into question by revolt movements of the lower strata of the population. In the epigraphic elogium, the stonecutter used the term bellum seruile, in other words mentioned serui, slaves. Livy, for 302, spoke of plebs. But, as we have pointed out, these terms do not cover different social realities: in any case, we were dealing with individuals of a lower social status, who, from the point of view of Greek or Roman observers, had so little freedom that they could be considered douloi or serui, slaves.
 
                These testimonies give their true meaning to the few words of Livy. In the course of the fourth century bce, Etruria was the object of serious social tensions and the agitation of the lower strata of society, which was sometimes tempted to shake off the yoke of the aristocracy, even, as we foresee in the case of Volsinii at the beginning of the following century, to take power at its expense. This situation is certainly one of the factors that best explains why the Etruscan cities, plagued by their internal difficulties, offered so little resistance to the Roman advance. And all the more so since, in this state of discord, the nobles seem to have decided to ally with Rome and rely on the rising force of the Vrbs to preserve their power. It is remarkable in the middle of the fourth century bce that the Cilnii of Arezzo appealed to their compatriots of Tarquinia; but, around 302 bce, it was towards Rome that they turned. They understood that the dominant power in the peninsula was now the city on the banks of the Tiber.
 
                We can see, therefore, that these few words of Livy throw light on a crucial development in the history of Italy at this time. However, it does not allow us to fully understand it. It is necessary to appeal to other sources, however fragmentary they may be, to grasp it in all its meaning.
 
               
              
                8 What can be found in Etruscan epigraphical sources?
 
                If we now turn to direct Etruscan sources, i.e. to what the surviving epigraphic corpus reveals, we observe that they come up against other types of limitations, different but equally important. The case of the Larthi Cilnei inscription cited above, which may shed light on a passage in Titus Livius, is exceptional and in no way representative of the information provided by the Etruscan epigraphic corpus. It is not that this corpus is unimportant, at least, if we compare it to what is offered for the same period by the corpuses of neighbouring populations, including the Latins. Indeed, there are around 12,000 Etruscan inscriptions remaining; this is not nothing, and is much higher than what we have for Latin at the same time: There are only about 4,000 contemporary Latin inscriptions, those from the time of the kings of the Republic, thus, three times fewer. In other words, if the Latin documentation were reduced to the epigraphic corpus, we would not be so much informed. But, of course, in addition to the question of the language, which obviously does not pose the same problems, we can rely on the enormous corpus of Latin literature. If this had not come down to us, transmitted by generations of copyists, the knowledge that we can draw from the inscriptions alone, especially for this period, would not tell us much about what Rome was then.
 
                Nevertheless, this Etruscan epigraphic corpus, relatively abundant as it is, comes up against obvious limitations.38 We have very few long documents. If we count the inscriptions of more than 100 words, there are only five: the linen book of Zagreb (1,200 words), the tile of Capua (600 legible words), the table of Cortona (206 words), the cippus of Perugia (126 words) and the sarcophagus of Laris Pulenas in Tarquinia (124 words),39 and the information that can be drawn from it is limited. As far long texts are concerned, our sparse knowledge of the language means that we can only understand them in a very partial way.
 
                The nature of these long texts means that they are only likely to provide us with information in particular areas. Two of them, the linen book of Zagreb and the tile of Capua, are ritual calendars, which indicate the type of offerings to be made to different gods on different dates of the year – since we know the numbers, the names of the months (with glosses), the theonyms and can interpret certain words, such as the verb thezeri which must mean ‘we must offer’ (but we do not know whether what was offered consisted of sacrificial cakes or animal victims!). The table of Cortona and the cippus of Perugia are legal documents, the first corresponding to a sale of land near Lake Trasimeno (tarsminas in Etruscan) between Petru Sceva and a family of Cortona, the Cutu, land divided into lots assigned to tenants whose long list is given; the second to a delimitation of land (with the word tular, which means ‘limit’) between two great families of Perugia, known epigraphically elsewhere, the Afuna and the Velthina. These are interesting indications but necessarily limited.
 
               
              
                9 Restricted nature of our epigraphical documents
 
                Beyond these extremely rare examples of long inscriptions, we come across brief documents, and almost always of clear semantic content and falling into stereotyped categories. Three-quarters of these are funerary inscriptions, carried on sarcophagi or cinerary urns, cippus placed at the entrance of a tomb, engraved on the facade outside of it or painted inside on walls. The wording is almost always limited to the name of the deceased, to which are added, where appropriate, indications of his position in the family (so that we know perfectly how to say son, which is clan, daughter, which is seχ, wife, which is puia), certain details given frequently (such as the age of death of the deceased: thus lupu X avils means ‘he died at X years old’), or formal elements, such as eca suθi, ‘this (is) the grave’ or θui cesu, ‘here lies’. Another well-represented category of inscriptions is that of votive inscriptions on objects placed as offerings in sanctuaries; here again, the essential indication is of an onomastic order, with the name of the donor, which is inserted in a formula of the type ‘So and so gave me’, mini X muluvanice or mini X turuce.40
 
                The result is that we have a large number of Etruscan inscriptions, but mainly of onomastic content. We, therefore, know the Etruscan personal names quite well. A city such as Chiusi, for example, where between 200 and 50 bce, the ashes of the deceased were deposited after cremation in small earthen urns provided with a decoration printed by a matrix on the still soft face at the time of manufacture, and bearing their name, painted or engraved, on the object, delivered about 3,000 funerary inscriptions.41 Thus, during this period, we know the population of this city of Tuscany – a few thousand inhabitants – better than that of Rome or Athens. But the historical benefit of this epigraphic manna remains limited.
 
               
              
                10 Scarcity of Etruscan cursus honorum
 
                Thus, the Etruscan material leaves us unsatisfied regarding questions on which the Roman funerary epigraphy provides rich indications. The Roman epitaphs give many cursus honorum, in which the deceased liked to spread out his or her career. Such inscriptions are very rare in the Etruscan world, and almost confined to Tarquinia and its region.42 Additionally, as we have said, the Greek and Latin texts only provide very insufficient information on a question like that of the political organisation of the Etruscan cities, and epigraphy cannot compensate for these deficiencies. The inscriptions show several titles of magistrates, such as camθ, purθ, zilaθ, maru.43 The latter term must have given Virgil his cognomen, Maro. This suggests that his family – proud of its Etruscan origins – in his native town of Mantua may have held this title or role when Mantua was still Etruscan.
 
                However, we are unable to specify to what these different titles corresponded, or how they were organised in a career, the only clear point being that of the different zilaθ who bore, as their full title, zilaθ meχl rasnal, a title that can be understood as the Latin equivalent of praetor rei publicae, played the role of eponym, similar to the Roman consuls, without it being possible to say whether this was a collegiate or sole magistracy, as in Rome, since we also find formulas ‘under the zilacate of’ (zilci) with a single name or with two.
 
                Another historically essential question that arises regarding these titles, and for which the Etruscan epigraphic corpus no more give an answer than the Greek and Latin texts: How did the Etruscan political system evolve? How did it go from a monarchy to a republican system? Consideration of the inscriptions shows that lucumo was never really the king’s name in Etruscan, but was a purely onomastic element (which appears especially in the form Lauχmes), which had been that of the future king of Rome Tarquin the Elder, from which the Roman scholars will have forged this alleged Etruscan name of the king,44 it does not allow us to grasp the transition from one regime to another. All that can be noted is that a zilaθ is mentioned in a monumental cippus in a very old Etruscan inscription of very rich craftsmanship found at Rubiera in Emilia and which dates from around 600 bce.45
 
                One does not expect to recognise a magistrate of the republican type in this zilaθ at such a high time. It is, therefore, not impossible that we find ourselves in the presence of a king, and that the term zilaθ, after having been used to designate the holder of power of the royal type, then passed to designate a normal magistrate of the city, subject to annual renewal. This is what happened in the case of the archon king in Athens: it is possible that it was the same with the Etruscans. But we see how hypothetical this conclusion remains.
 
               
              
                11 Rare cases of people known by literary sources
 
                What is more generally striking when considering this Etruscan epigraphic documentation is that it offers very few meeting points with what we know from literary sources. We have underlined the abundance of onomastic material that it provides. However, it is quite exceptional that these names correspond to those found in the Greco-Latin literature. In fact, there is only one inscription that can be directly related to a known historical figure, one of the Vibenna brothers, the Vulcian Aulus Vibenna, who, with his brother Caeles, played a role, which we guess more than really understand through some allusions from classical texts and Etruscan documents, in the circumstances of the ascent to the throne of the King of Rome Servius Tullius. Roman antiquarians linked the name of the two brothers with those of two hills in Rome, Caeles with that of Caelius and Aulus with that of the Capitol (whose name would have been formed on caput Auli, that is to say ‘Head of Aulus’ Vibenna). Etruscan documents attest to their importance and historical role, particularly a painting of the François tomb where we see them (under their Etruscan names, Avle and Caile Vipinas), with their companion Macstarna, whose name, as we learn from Emperor Claudius, in a speech preserved on the Claudian Tables of Lyon, is the Etruscan one that Servius Tullius originally wore, facing a group of enemies including a Gnaeus Tarquin of Rome (Fig. 3).46
 
                
                  [image: Fresco of the François Tomb in Vulci, depicting the Vulcian heroes Aulus and Caeles Vibenna fighting a group of ennemies, among them a Tarquinius of Rome.]
                    Fig. 3: Etruscan painting with Aulus and Caeles Vibenna from the François Tomb, Vulci, 320 bce, reproduction made by Carlo Ruspi 1862, from Buranelli 1987, 180.

                 
                However, there is, an exceptional occurrence for Etruscan epigraphy, a document from around 600 bce, i.e. the very time of the two brothers, an inscription on which the name of Aulus Vibenna appears: a vase in bucchero, the black ceramic characteristic of the Etruscans, which had been deposited as an ex-voto in the temple of Portonaccio in Veii and on which we read the formula mine muluv[an]ece avile vipiiennas, ‘Aulus Vibenna gave me’.47
 
                This object belongs to a series of similar ex-votos deposited in this place by characters in which we recognise important figures of the aristocracy of the time. The same sanctuary delivered two dedications in the name of two representatives of the Tolumnii, a great Veian family to which we shall return, one from a ­Teithurna, who belonged to the aristocracy of Caere, one from an Acvilnas, a family known on the site of Ischia di Castro and one of whose members, who went to Rome, became consul there under the Latinised name of Aquilius, a Curtunie, whose name indicates that he came from Cortona, and a Fulve, who bore a Latin name, Fulvus, which means ‘blond’.
 
                Thus, this document gives us direct testimony about Aulus Vibenna: He was among the aristocrats from different Etruscan cities who had visited the sanctuary and left an offering there.48
 
                We can add two more to this unique example that respond to a different scenario: these are people who bear the family name of two of the rarely known by name but unidentified Etruscan kings. These attestations testify, at least, to the existence of families bearing these names in the cities considered. This is the case of two ex-votos from the temple of Portonaccio, whose dedicators were a Velthur and a Karcuna Tulumnes. This name is that of a king of Veii, Lars Tolumnius, who was killed in single combat by the Roman Cornelius Cossus in 438 or 428 bce, who thus won the second of the three opime spoils which punctuated the history of the Vrbs. With these inscriptions, we are a century and a half earlier: but this shows that a family of Tolumnii already existed at the time, in the dominant stratum of the city. This was to be perpetuated even after the Roman conquest (and to be part of the Veians of whom Livy tells us that they had sided with Rome and received Roman citizenship), since a Tolonios, an ancient Latin form of the same gentile name, had deposited two offerings in temples of the city now integrated into the ager Romanus.49
 
                A similar example exists for Caere: One of the adversaries that the Trojan hero Aeneas was said to have faced when he arrived on Italian soil was King Mezentius, who reigned over this Etruscan city. We are dealing with a legend, and the chronology theoretically refers to the time of the Trojan War, therefore, to the twelfth century bce. But behind this legend can be seen what seems to have been a reality from the beginning of the seventh century bce: What has been identified as the heroon of Aeneas, on the site of Pratica di Mare, the ancient Lavinium, is, in fact, a monumental tomb of this period, which has been the subject of a cult from the following century.50 Everything suggests that the basis for the development of the tradition regarding the Trojan hero was the memory of a local chief who had accomplished particularly resounding exploits around 700 bce. But a vase from the Louvre also dating back to the beginning of the seventh century bce, coming from the excavations of the Marquis Campana on the site of Cerveteri, which had belonged to the museum’s collections since 1862 but whose inscription had never been correctly interpreted, bears the name of owner Laucie Mezentie, that is to say Lucius Mezentius (Fig. 4).
 
                
                  [image: Vase from the Campana collection, now in the Louvre Museum, Paris.]
                    Fig. 4: Vase with the name of a Lucius Mezentius (Caere, first quarter of seventh century bce), from Briquel 2016, 175.

                 
                This inscription offers a complement to the Etruscan side of the discovery of the heroon of Pratica di Mare: the character of Mezentius, king of Caere, of the tradition of Aeneas covers the reality of a ruler – probably king – of the Etruscan city at the time, and the tradition of his confrontation and defeat before the Trojan hero can be interpreted, as has been proposed, as an attempt – abortive – of the coastal Etruscan city to extend its influence over the Latin region which extended its territory beyond the Tiber. The inscription, today in the Louvre, opens perspectives on the history of this period, and the factual foundation upon which Virgil composed his epic.51
 
               
              
                12 What does the abundance of onomastic documentation reveal? Social perspectives
 
                Apart from these cases of reconciliation between textual data drawn from the Greco-Latin tradition and the Etruscan epigraphic corpus, we do not encounter any others. This shows how the direct superposition of the two types of documentation remains limited. Nevertheless, the approach afforded by epigraphic record sometimes makes it possible to give full scope to questions that the scantiness of the textual record does not allow to be tackled as they deserve.
 
                Therefore, we would like to treat, as a last example of the interplay between what is found in classical literature and in Etruscan inscriptions, the problem of the structuring of Etruscan society around the time when Rome tended to absorb the ancient Tuscan country and the social tensions that existed there – a crucial point, but on which we have seen that the information that we can gather from Greek and Latin authors is particularly deficient. But the epigraphic data, and especially those relating to onomastics, the importance of which we have underlined, allow an apprehension of the phenomenon in a much more global way than that which we can have from the few literary texts that we have mentioned.52
 
                It should be remembered that the naming of individuals among the Etruscans was based on the existence of a family name, transmitted without change from generation to generation, this family name being completed by a first name, which made it possible to specify who this individual was within the family group, and if necessary by a cognomen, which remained optional. We already had among them what will be the Roman tria nomina system, praenomen (first name) + nomen gentilicium (surname) + cognomen, and an onomastic system different from that of the Greeks and many other peoples, where an individual was designated by an individual name, specified by his father’s name – being, therefore, named as So and so son of So and so and not So and so of the family X.53
 
                The German linguist Helmut Rix drew attention in a 1963 work on the Etruscan cognomen to a peculiarity of Etruscan onomastics as it appears in the corpus of funerary inscriptions from northern Tuscany, mainly Chiusi (nearly 3000 inscriptions) and, to a lesser extent, in Perugia (around 1500 inscriptions). Alongside the ‘classical’ gentiles in -na, we find many to which he had given the name Vornamengentilizia, an appellation that mixes German and Latin.54 These family names were, in fact, old first names, often, moreover, Italic first names, such as Cai, corresponding to the Latin Gaius, while the onomastic formula of these individuals was completed by a cognomen which was identical to an Etruscan gentile, and sometimes attested for important local families. Rix proposed identifying in these individuals former dependents (whether they are considered as former slaves or ‘penestes’ according to the expression used by Dionysius of Halicarnassus), who, as is normal for people who were not integrated into the civic body, would have initially had a single name – according to a system which is, for example, that of slaves in Rome. This single name would often have been in the form of a first name, but, when these single name bearers were manumitted and received a full place in the social body, this first name would have become their gentile, hence this name of Vornamengentilizia, while their cognomen would have been the gentile of their former master. Rix saw the result of a social crisis in the emergence of these names in late Etruria, and of the pressure exerted by the dependents placed at the bottom of the social ladder on the rulers of their cities, which would have carried out massive integrations, of which these Vornamengentilizia would be the sign. The hypothesis was criticised, and violently rejected by Enrico Benelli, who saw no difference between these gentiles and the others and refused to grant them a particular social significance. But the balanced study carried out by Clara Berrendonner seems to conclude that these names are indeed those of ancient individuals of lower status, probably descendants of those who were designated in Etruscan by the term lautni, and corresponded to the Latin freedmen, liberti (although the gentiles given to them were their former dependent names, and not those of their former masters who had become their patrons, as was the case with the Roman freedmen); their remains were generally deposited in modest graves and, significantly, there is, in their case, an absence of matrimonial alliances with the upper strata of the population.55
 
                Should we, therefore, assume, as Rix proposed, that the abundant presence of these names results from tensions and oppositions of the same order as those which may have occurred in Arezzo or Volsinies, or, above all that, in the face of the crisis, the Etruscan cities passed to a slave system comparable to that of Roman society?56 It would no doubt be risky to go so far in the interpretation of epigraphic data. But at least these bear witness to the fact that Etruscan cities such as Chiusi and Perugia must have, at that time, granted a more important place to people who had until then been kept in a marginal position. The violent events which took place in Arezzo and Volsinii may not have had their equivalent elsewhere, but the social evolution, and the difficulties which it did not fail to cause to the aristocracy which ruled the Etruscan towns, lets us apprehend on concrete bases starting from what one detects in the corpus of the Etruscan inscriptions.
 
               
              
                13 Conclusion
 
                We sought to study what could be inferred from the two different types of documentation on which we can base our knowledge of the Etruscans: on the one hand, the information provided by the Greek and Latin written sources, on the other hand, on the Etruscan sources, with a focus on epigraphic data. In both cases, the documentation remains meagre and, when it comes to a civilisation that is not so far removed in time, and with which the Greeks and Romans had numerous and important contacts, it can be said that our ignorance remains enormous – for example, we would be unable to say anything precise about the internal history of the Etruscan cities. In addition, the two types of sources we are discussing are characterised by their heterogeneity, which means that the information we draw from them hardly overlaps. The fact remains that it is on the basis of these fragmentary and hardly reconcilable data that we must attempt to apprehend what the past of this people has been. Sometimes their combination makes it possible, if not to arrive at assured conclusions, at least, by their reciprocal lighting, to know a little more about this people who, beyond the complacent and hackneyed use of the term that has been made for them, remain largely mysterious.
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              Notes

              1
                 I have studied the data concerning the Etruscan civilisation and its development in Briquel 1999, esp. 105–118.

              
              2
                 For a vision of the Rome of the Septimontium, with the hypothesis of the earlier phases of a ‘Trimontium’ and a ‘Quinquemontium’, see the reconstruction proposed in Carandini 1997, 267–394.

              
              3
                 On the birth of Rome and its development as a city, see Heurgon 1969 (1993), 79–92; Cornell 1995, 48–80; my contribution in Hinard 2000, 47–83. For a more recent view of Latium in the earliest times and the formation of Rome, see Cifani 2021.

              
              4
                 I shall not deal with this question here, which is based on two observations. One, that the Etruscan language remains isolated and, as Dionysius of Halicarnassus noted (Roman Antiquities, 1, 30, 2), does not resemble any known language, the other that, from antiquity, a debate existed on the origin of the Etruscans. Concerning the language, it is enough to take note of the fact that the Etruscan language refers to a stage when those of the Indo-European family had not yet spread in Europe. Etruscan corresponds to one of the dialects in use previously, but the diffusion of Indo-European languages led to the disappearance of possible related languages, depriving us of any point of comparison. As for the second point, the problem of origins, it had no scientific validity: This had been, for the Greeks, a way of taking a position in relation to this people. Therefore, either they brought them closer to themselves by giving them a positive image (Pelasgic and Lydian theses); or they made them pure Italian barbarians and denied them any connection with Hellenism (autochthony). On the question, see Pallottino 1947 and Briquel 1984, 1991a, 1993 (grouped in Briquel 2019b). For a general presentation of the question of origins as it is seen today, Bellelli 2012.

              
              5
                 The collection of ancient sources on the Etruscans (unfortunately given only in Italian translation) made in Buonamici 1939 has not really been replaced.

              
              6
                 On the question Heurgon 1961, 305–318; Harris 1971, 10–14; Cornell 1976.

              
              7
                 On these documents, see Torelli 1975, 25–92, and Torelli 2019, 93–124.

              
              8
                 On the Etruscan libri lintei, including a specimen, now kept in the museum of Zagreb in Croatia, miraculously preserved because it had been brought to Egypt, where the dryness of the climate had allowed it to survive, see Roncalli 1978–1980, Roncalli 1980 and Roncalli 1985, 17–25.

              
              9
                 Torelli 1975.

              
              10
                 Diodorus, 16, 36, 4; 16, 45, 8; Livy, 7, 12, 6–7; 7, 15, 10; 7, 16, 2; 7, 17, 3–10; 7, 18, 2; 7, 19, 2–3, 6–10; 7, 20, 1–9; 7, 21, 9; 7, 22, 3–5. On this conflict, Heurgon 1966 (and Heurgon 1993), 293–297; Cornell 1995, 318–324; Hinard 2000, 243.

              
              11
                 See Torelli 1975, 67–92, and Torelli 2019, 113–124. Another document transmits the Etruscan point of view on these events: the paintings of the François Tomb of Vulci, whose decoration is ordered, according to the convincing demonstration of Filippo Coarelli, around successes that the Vulcian leader Vel Saties, buried in that tomb, had won against the Romans during this war at the head of the contingent sent by his city. See Coarelli 1983 and Coarelli 1996, 138–178.

              
              12
                 Livy, 7, 17, 3–10. Similar behaviour of Etruscan soldiers on the battlefield had already occurred in 426 bce (Livy, 4, 33, 1–6), but without any mention of snakes or the presence of priests. On the meaning of these episodes, see Pfiffig 1975, 325–327; Camporeale 2017.

              
              13
                 On the Etruscan demons, see especially Krauskopf 1987; also Pfiffig 1975, 323–336; Jannot 2000, 79–82; Thomson de Grumond 2006, 213–229.

              
              14
                 Livy, 7, 19, 2–3. Diodorus reports the facts in 16, 45, 8, but limiting the number of Tarquinians executed to 260.

              
              15
                 On this question, which I cannot deal with here, see the data conveniently compiled in Van Haeperen 2004.

              
              16
                 See the analysis of the facts in Briquel 1992. The choice of the representation on one of the walls of the François tomb of the sacrifice by Achilles of the Trojan prisoners during the burial of ­Patroclus, as well seen by Filippo Coarelli in his analysis of the monument (Coarelli 1983, 59 = Coarelli 1996, 159), can be understood in connection with what happened on the forum of Tarquinia, during this war where Vel Saties, who had been buried in that tomb, distinguished himself. On the doctrine of the dii animales, see Pfiffig 1975, 178–181; Briquel 1997, 128–137; Jannot 2000, 69–70.

              
              17
                 Livy, 9, 36, 3, with the correct remarks of Heurgon 1961, 294–296 (despite the reservations expressed by in Harris 1971, 9–10, and Oakley 2005, 470–471); see also Hadas-Lebel 2004, 8–13.

              
              18
                 The Augustan scholar Verrius Flaccus composed a treatise on the Res Etruscae, of which we know only from two fragments (preserved in scholia Veronensia in Verg., Aeneis, 10, 183 on Caere, 10, 198 on Mantua). According to Suetonius (Claudius Life, 42, 2), Emperor Claudius, whose interest in the Etruscans Heurgon (1953) underlined, an interest linked to the influence of his first wife, Urgulanilla, had written 20 volumes of Tyrrhenika: nothing has survived (see Briquel 1988). The end of Claudius’ excursus on the origin of the Etruscans can be read in the Roman Antiquities, 1, 30, 4. This excursus was introduced in connection with Rome, since the object of the author was to distinguish the Romans from the Etruscans, refuting the thesis, received by many of his compatriots, that Rome was an Etruscan city, polis Tyrrhenis, and not a Greek city, polis Hellènis, which Claudius wanted to prove; on the meaning of the author’s approach, see Musti 1970, esp. 7–20. Dionysius of Halicarnassus suggests that he would write a work on the Etruscans, but there is no evidence that he ever did.

              
              19
                 Diodorus, 5, 40. See Heurgon 1962.

              
              20
                 On maintaining a certain knowledge of Etruscan through Tyrrhenian religious science by the haruspices, see Torelli 1976; Briquel 1997, 197–200.

              
              21
                 On this question, see Briquel 2006.

              
              22
                 See Hubaux 1958; Sordi 1972 and Sordi 1989; Briquel 2021. Some authors considered that the opposition of the two cities had already begun at the time of the foundation of Rome, as ­Romulus had won a first triumph over Veii, the third of those with which the career of the founder was marked. It lasted till the capture of the Etruscan city: according to the annalistic tradition, its capture occurred at the end of a Great Year, and was achieved by Camillus, considered as a new Romulus and for whom this was the first of his three triumphs.

              
              23
                 For the details of the facts, see Harris 1971.

              
              24
                 For the alleged name ‘lucumo’ for king in Etruscan, see later, with note 44.

              
              25
                 Livy 2, 10, 3: ‘He reproached them for being the slaves of proud tyrants, and for forgetting the concern for their own freedom to come and attack the freedom of others’.

              
              26
                 Livy, 5, 1, 3–7, for the year 403.

              
              27
                 The data was collected in Briquel 2001.

              
              28
                 Recent excavations show that its location was most probably the site of Campo della Fiera, near Orvieto, which was the ancient Volsinii (Stopponi 2009, 2013, 2018; Giacobbi and Stopponi 2017; Cruciani and Stopponi 2024).

              
              29
                 Respectively Livy, 4, 24, 2; 4, 25, 7–8; 4, 61, 2; 5, 17, 6–9; 6, 2, 1 (the latter meeting having taken place after the capture of Veii). In Livy, 5, 1, 3–7, the location of the assembly where the other cities oppose the king of Veii is not specified in the text; but it is certainly also the fanum Voltumnae. These Livian passages are studied in Briquel 1994.

              
              30
                 See Liou 1969. It was thought for a long time that the title of magistrate zilaθ meχl rasnal which appears in several Etruscan inscriptions could be understood as praetor populi Etrusci found in several Latin inscriptions of Imperial times, thus, seeing in it a federal magistrate, before it was instead recognised as the equivalent of praetor res publicae, which makes him a magistrate of the city and not of the federation; see Rix 1984; De Simone 1985.

              
              31
                 On the functioning of the Latin league, we will refer mainly to the fundamental study: Alföldi 1965. Concerning the Etruscan league, see Briquel 2013.

              
              32
                 Heurgon 1959 (but contra Benelli 1996); Torelli 2015.

              
              33
                 On Etruscan society, see in particular Heurgon 1957; Frankfort 1959; Mazzarino 1957; Torelli 1974–1975, and Torelli 1981, 199–214, 251–255; Cristofani 1981, 179–182; Massa-Pairault 1996.

              
              34
                 The data is conveniently gathered in Gros 1981; see also Harris 1971, 83–84.

              
              35
                 Livy, 10, 3, 2, 5, 13.

              
              36
                 We recall the famous Maecenas atauis edite regibus with which Horace begins the collection of his Odes (1, 1).

              
              37
                 Inscription ET², Ta 1.263. See Campana 1989; Maggiani 1989; Steinbauer 1998; Agostiniani and Giannechini 2002; Adiego 2009; Torelli 2019, 119–122; Gaucci 2024, 40–41.

              
              38
                 On Etruscan inscriptions and their different categories, see the practical presentation given in Benelli 2007 (= Benelli 2015).

              
              39
                 On these documents, one can refer respectively to Belfiore 2010; Cristofani 1995; Agostiniani and Nicosia 2000; Roncalli 1985. The first is a ‘linen book’, i.e. a text written on a linen cloth, an ancient writing medium in use in Italy, which owed its preservation to an astonishing chance: taken to Egypt by an Etruscan haruspice, it was then cut into strips, which were used to wrap a mummy, which, bought by a Croatian traveler in the middle of the nineteenth century, was deposited in the museum of Zagreb where it is kept today. The second is a text engraved on a kind of tile, found in Capua and belongs to the Antikensammlung in Berlin. The third, discovered more recently, appears as a bronze plaque, written on both sides; it was found during municipal works on the site of the Etruscan city of Cortona. The last is a cippus of boundary, as we know a series (see Lambrechts 1970), but with very short texts, including the word tular, which means ‘limit’, and was discovered near Perugia; it is now in the museum of this city.

              
              40
                 These votive inscriptions correspond to the type of ‘speaking inscriptions’, where the object is supposed to express itself in the first person, according to an epigraphic habit present in Etruscan but also in Greek or Latin (Agostiniani 1982).

              
              41
                 On this type of material, see Sclafani 2010.

              
              42
                 Etruscan example of cursus honorum from Musarna, CIE 5816: aleθnas v. v. θelu zilaθ parχis zilaθ eterav clenar ci acnasasa elśi zilaχnu θelusa ril XXIX papalser acnanasa VI manim arce ril LX­VI,‘Vel Aleθna son of Vel (who was) θelu, zilaθ parχis, zilaθ eterav, had three sons, was twice zilaθ and θelu at the age of 29, had 6 grandsons, erected this monument. He died at the age of 66’.

              
              43
                 On this question, see Maggiani 1996.

              
              44
                 The Latin authors believed that the name of the king in Etruscan would have been ‘lucumo’. But there is a tendency today to question this assertion and to see it as an extrapolation from the fact that Tarquin the Elder, before becoming king in Rome (and receiving there the name of Tarquin, which means ‘the Tarquinian’ and refers to the Etruscan city from whence he came), bore the Etruscan name of Lucumo. See Cristofani 1991 and our remarks in Briquel 2019a (and now Hadas-Lebel 2014, with a new proposal for the meaning of the Etruscan word meχ).

              
              45
                 On this important document (ET Pa 1.2), one of the two cippus discovered at the same time, see, for example, Amann 2008. For the possibility that the term zilaθ could have been applied here to a king, see Briquel 2019a, and for a general discussion, most recently Maggiani 2024.

              
              46
                 On François tomb, see above note 11. On the circumstances of the ascension to the throne of Servius Tullius, see Heurgon 1966 and Heurgon 1993, 244–247; Cornell 1995, 130–141; Hinard 2000, 100–105.

              
              47
                 Inscription CIE 6456 = ET Ve 3.11. The name is also attested epigraphically on three other artefacts: a vase from Vulci, from the beginning of the fourth century bce, a painting from the Francois tomb, which dates from around 320 bce, and a mirror found at Bolsena, from around 310 bce (ET Vc 3.9, CIE 5266, 5273 = ET 7, 24, 31, CIE 10854 = ET Vs S.4, respectively). But these attestations do not have the same meaning: dating from a period significantly later than that in which the Vibenna brothers lived, and carried as stage directions alongside illustrations of their exploits, they testify to the importance of the memory they had left in Tuscany.

              
              48
                 On this series of documents, see Briquel 2009.

              
              49
                 For the two Etruscan inscriptions, CIE 6419, 6454 = ET Ve 3.2, 6; for the two Latin inscriptions, CIL I2 2908, 2909. On the history of this Veian family, see Briquel 1991b.

              
              50
                 For the data, see Sommella 1971–1972. This heroon was initially a tomb of a Latin leader of the beginnings of the seventh century bce, which gave rise to a cult already in the sixth century; the monument was reconstructed as a heroon in the fourth century bce. Before excavations allowed the monument to be found, it was known from the description that Dionysius of Halicarnassus gave it in his Roman Antiquities, 1, 64, 4–5.

              
              51
                 Inscription ET2, Cr 2.149; see Gaultier and Briquel 1989a, 1989b, Briquel 2016, cat. 70, 174–179. For the interpretation of the name of Mezentius as the designation of an Italic magistrate, see De Simone 1991.

              
              52
                 On the specific case of the Larthi Cilnei inscription, see above pp. 234–235.

              
              53
                 This description is valid, for Etruria as for Rome, at the level of our documentation, and corresponds to what we have from the oldest inscriptions, in the seventh century bce. However, at an earlier stage, the Etruscans, similar to the Romans, knew an onomastic system of the type individual name + patronymic. This is proved in Latin by the fact that surnames (or gentiles) were formed by the addition of a suffix -ius (originally -ios) to an element which often had the form of a praenomen, but which was to be considered as an individual name, and was that of his father. Thus, the name of Cicero, Marcus Tullius Cicero, which means Marcus of the Tullii family, with Cicero as a cognomen, would have originally had the meaning of Marcus son of Tullus (the name of the king of Rome Tullus Hostilius, where the rare praenomen Tullus can be considered as an ancient individual name, applied to a Tullus whose father had been a Hostilus or Hostus). It was the same with the Etruscans, where family names are often characterised by a suffix in -na (thus, Spurinna or Vibenna), analogous to the suffix -ius of the Latin gentiles (on suffixes in Etruscan, see Belfiore 2014); here too the original meaning of this denomination was not ‘of the family Spurinna’ or ‘of the family Vibenna’, but ‘son of Spurie’ and ‘son of Vibe’, Spurie and Vibe being common as first names in classical times, but used previously as individual names. On these questions, see Rix 1972; Cristofani 1976; Colonna 1977.

              
              54
                 Rix 1963, 342–356; see also Rix 1977.

              
              55
                 See Benelli 1996, 2009; Berrendonner 2001–2002, 2009; on the Etruscan lautni, see the synthesis by Rix in Rix 1994.

              
              56
                 For the German scholar, the integration of the carriers of Vornamengentilizia would have been completed by the concomitant development of a classic slave economy, identical to that known in the Roman world, making up for the disappearance of the old system of ‘penestes’. But nothing can guarantee the validity of such an assumption.
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              The article tries to point out, enumerate and classify areas for which the existence of sources is taken for granted in the western ancient world, while they are missing in ancient India in pre-Muslim times (before c. 1200 ce). The most salient gap is the absence of script before c. 250 bce. In addition, earlier texts composed since c. 1500 bce and orally transmitted are mostly of religious content. Consequently, important sources for the history and culture of the early period of the Indian subcontinent are not available. From the third century bce onwards, inscriptions preceded manuscripts as written documents. During the first century, the manuscript tradition slowly began, but hardly any ancient library and no archive from pre-Muslim times survive. The emergence of evidence in the form of mostly fragmentary manuscripts or copperplate grants recovered from excavations as well as evidence hidden in and slowly retrieved from modern libraries or museums is also briefly treated. Emphasis is laid on Buddhist material.
 
            
 
             
              
                1 Introduction
 
                
                  1.1 Definition of the Indian cultural area
 
                  The cultural world of India, even that of ancient India, is too large and too complex by far in terms of time and space to be discussed in every detail or its entirety, particularly if the vast areas influenced by Indian culture in Central as well as South East Asia and beyond are also taken into consideration. The first priority is, therefore, to define and delimit the Indian cultural field in space.
 
                  In the following, ‘India’ is used to designate the cultural area comprising the following present-day states on the Indian subcontinent, where Indian culture once prevailed or still prevails irrespective of political borders: The Indian Union, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, Ceylon and even Afghanistan.
 
                  While the geographical limits of the Indian cultural area are easily determined, it is difficult to find an appropriate time frame for the following deliberations. Neither beginning nor end can be marked clearly. An obvious end is the upheaval following the Muslim rule. The period since 1190 ce and later will not be taken into consideration.
 
                  On the other end of the time scale, the Indus (or Harappa) Culture will be excluded, although it flourished after very early beginnings roughly between 2600 and 1900 bce within the area just defined.1 It is a culture of its own, with obscure and much debated relations with subsequent Indian history that does not concern us here.
 
                  This would leave, by exclusion, a time span from about 1500 until about 1200 ce, which is still too large and must be narrowed. Firstly, a rough subdivision of these 2700 years is useful. The following periods are usually distinguished: The oldest periods of Indian history are defined by the prevailing religious currents: Vedic India from about 1500 to 400 bce, followed by the somehow open-ended Buddhist period. A periodisation of Indian history can be based on various empires and kingdoms, such as the Kuṣāṇa (first to third centuries ce) or Gupta Empires (320–500 ce) and so on, only from the Mauryan Empire (320–180 bce) onwards until the beginning of the Muslim period. This politically defined periodisation overlaps with the socio-religiously determined Buddhist period, that is, the time during which Buddhism was widespread as a powerful religion, side by side with an emerging Hinduism that slowly absorbed and superseded the Vedic religion. Eventually, Hinduism succeeded in gradually pushing back and finally replacing Buddhism to become the dominant religion in India that it is today.
 
                  The following discussion concentrates on the early Buddhist period stretching from the Nirvāṇa of the Buddha in about 380 bce2 until the beginning of the Gupta Empire in 320 ce, with no strict limitations on either side. The reason is that evidence from this period can be conveniently used in an exemplary way to point out various forms of lacking evidence that also plagues other periods of Indian history in one way or the other. Of course, no claim is made that data presented in the subsequent deliberations are new or recent discoveries. The sole purpose is to present, in a more or less systematic way, an overview of the problems incurred when dealing with ancient Indian history and culture aiming particularly at readers little familiar with ancient India.3
 
                 
                
                  1.2 Categories of evidence missing in ancient India
 
                  Because the focus will be laid on events happening within the Indian cultural area during the Buddhist period, we are necessarily and voluntarily looking at history, culture and religion through slightly Buddhist-tinted glasses without, however, losing sight of the events during Vedic times, which form the background to the world of Buddhism.
 
                  A peculiarity should immediately catch eyes or thoughts when considering this fairly superficial reflection on a possible periodisation of early Indian history. The earliest periods, Vedic and Buddhist, are, as should be emphasised again, named after and defined by prevailing religions, not after rulers or dynasties as is the case in any decent historical chronology elsewhere and later in India as well. By contrast, the early periodisation used by modern historians is based on the religious, not political history. The immediate question is: Why is that so?
 
                  The answer is simple: missing evidence, an extreme dearth of sources on the history of the Vedic period. However, before having a closer look at what this absent evidence is, it may be useful to distinguish four categories by which lacking or un­­available sources can be classified. The following four points may partly be typical for India, but should also mostly apply to other ancient cultures in one way or the other:
 
                   
                    	 
                      Lacking evidence, that is, sources that never existed.

 
                    	 
                      Evidence that is known to have existed once, but is irretrievably lost, because the sources partly or entirely vanished.
 
                      And, with a little more optimistic undertone, there are not only sources and evidence so sadly lost but also:

 
                    	 
                      Sources to be discovered in the future or those not yet accessible, although their existence can be inferred or considered as certain.

 
                    	 
                      Forgotten evidence, that is, evidence which we have but which slumbers unnoticed in archives or museums, only to surface from time to time as pleasant surprises to researchers.

 
                  
 
                 
               
              
                2 Missing evidence
 
                
                  2.1 Orality and the absence of script in Vedic and early Buddhist India
 
                  
                    2.1.1 Orality
 
                    The most glaring gap in evidence from ancient India is caused by the missing script. This absence is one of the most salient features of ancient Indian culture, a long period without any written document being known, which lasts until the rule of the third king of the Maurya Dynasty, Aśoka (ruled approximately 270–235 bce). Consequently, the Vedic and early Buddhist periods ought to be considered as ‘prehistory’. Strangely enough, they are not. Again: Why?
 
                    Before answering this question, a second one requires our attention: How do we know that there was no script during the early Vedic and Buddhist periods, in spite of the fact that masses of texts survive from this very ‘un-literate’ period? At first this question might seem to be a little foolish with a simple and straightforward answer: Because we do not have any written document dating back to the time before about 250 bce.4 However, as usual, the answer is not that simple, because, in spite of the absence of script before Aśoka, a really huge mass of texts was created in India, a literature sine litteris. Even after considerable losses, the surviving Vedic texts and the most ancient texts of Buddhism or Jainism form an impressive oral literature in terms of both extent and content.5 It may suffice to recall that among the texts created and transmitted orally is Pāṇini’s highly sophisticated grammar, the Aṣṭādhyāyī, which describes the late Vedic language in about 4000 brief rules (sūtras).6 Pāṇini’s rules were meant to be (and still are) learned by heart and needed to be accompanied by oral instruction (or later by a written commentary) to be fully comprehensible.7
 
                    Composing and transmitting texts orally was possible only because of very elaborate mnemonics. It is difficult for us today to imagine that it is possible to compose and hand down texts comprising hundreds of printed pages virtually without variants since Vedic times right into our century. Orality never ended in India and, even after script was available, the sacred Vedic texts continued to be handed down orally beside a written tradition.8
 
                    Similar to Vedic texts, the earliest Buddhist texts composed at the time of the Buddha or, more likely, shortly after his Nirvāṇa, had to be conceived without the written word,9 and not only a few learned Buddhist monks knew their texts by heart. Even though the Buddhists seem to have been very eager to adopt script as soon as it was available, orality did not disappear from the Buddhist text tradition either. Long after the Nirvāṇa, when Buddhism travelled via Central Asia to China, the medium of transmitting texts was very often orality. Thus, it could and did happen that the translation of a text from an Indian Buddhist language into Chinese was suddenly interrupted because the Indian monk, who recited the text, had to confess that he had forgotten a certain part of a book. So, the translation was delayed and the translation team had to wait patiently until another monk passed by with a better memory which allowed the work to be completed.
 
                    Quite a few Chinese, who were, of course, accustomed to a literate culture, were unwilling or unable to believe that the Indian monks really knew their texts by heart and suspected that they were impostors and just invented the wording as they liked. As the story goes, the sceptical Chinese Emperor Yao Xing (366–416) of the later Qin Dynasty wanted to overcome his doubts and conducted an experi­ment. He asked the translator of the oral version of the Dharmaguptaka Vinaya and the teacher of the famous monk-translator Kumārajīva (344–413), the Indian monk Buddhayaśas, to learn a dry, but long list of medical herbs and prescriptions of approximately 50,000 Chinese characters by heart. Buddhayaśas, who had lived in Kuča and knew Chinese well, complied, and after three days, he came back and recited the list without any error, very much to the surprise and admiration of the Chinese emperor and his entourage.10
 
                    This astonishing ability is still alive in India. Albrecht Wezler (1938–2023), who was professor of Indology at Hamburg University 1973–2003, was one of the first German students in the Soviet Union in Moscow after the Second World War during the late fifties. He used to recall that he met an Indian student who had travelled to Russia in order to photograph a Sanskrit manuscript which he needed for his critical edition. The manuscript was preserved in a library in Moscow. Of course, he was not allowed to do that, because photography was strictly forbidden, above all to foreigners, but he was permitted to see it. So, he learned it by heart on the spot and happily travelled back to India.
 
                    A couple of years later, I experienced a similar extreme secretiveness in Soviet times during a visit to St. Petersburg (at the time, still Leningrad) in the late seventies together with Ronald Emmerick (1937–2001), who was professor of Iranian studies at Hamburg University 1971–2001. It is a vivid memory how we finally stood in the Institute of Oriental Studies in front of the cupboard that contained the Khotanese manuscripts for which we were searching, when our always extremely helpful and cooperative Russian colleagues said with sincere regret: ‘Sorry, of course, we are not allowed to open the cupboard for you.’ This is a sad example of evidence not missing but denied.
 
                    These remarks on orality are perhaps necessary, because for a long time, European scholars dealing with ancient India, similar to the Chinese in earlier times, did not and could not believe in pure orality, in the missing script, given the existence of a huge amount of texts. In disbelief, they used to say (and perhaps a few still do so): ‘Of course there was script, but the documents are simply lost.’
 
                   
                  
                    2.1.2 Evidence for missing script
 
                    
                      Greek evidence
 
                      Now, it is certainly not that easy to prove or only demonstrate the likelihood that something does not exist, such as missing script, in spite of a huge number of transmitted texts. Pointing out that script is mentioned nowhere in Vedic literature can serve as an argument, but not a very strong one. This could be accidental. The same is still true if attention is drawn to the fact that in contrast to earlier literature in post-Aśoka Buddhist texts, hints at the use of script emerge and are suddenly fairly numerous.
 
                      Luckily, however, there is even a source that tells us that there really was no script in India. A fragment surviving from the lost book on India by the Greek ambassador Megasthenes, who stayed at the court of Candragupta Maurya (320–295 bce) in Pāṭaliputra (today Paṭnā) as an envoy of Seleukos I Nikator (358–281 bce), one of the successors of Alexander the Great (356–323 bce), is of prime importance. Megasthenes explicitly states that the Indians did not know script: ἀγράφοις καὶ ταῦτα νόμοις χρωμένοις. οὐδὲ γὰρ γράμματα εἰδέναι αὐτοὺς, ἀλλ᾿ ἀπὸ μνήμης ἕκαστα διοικεῖσθαι, ‘and they use unwritten laws for that. For they do not know script, but administer everything from memory’.11 Taking all the evidence available together, it is reasonably safe to say that there was no script in India before Aśoka.12
 
                     
                    
                      Buddhist evidence
 
                      As long as there was no script, Buddhist monks had to learn their texts by heart. This was not always easy, because, in contrast to Brahmins who started learning the Vedic texts as small children, for a long time without having any idea about the meaning of what they learnt, Buddhist monks could begin memorising only after they were ordained, at the earliest at the age of twenty. The precious time of childhood and early youth, when memory is best, was, thus, lost. Therefore, it is not surprising that texts preserve complaints by monks, who were ordained only at an advanced age as old men, and often felt unable to remember even the most basic rules which they had to recite by heart. These monks sometimes bitterly lamented their difficulties, although the average monk had to learn no more than the 227 rules of the Pātimokkha,13 which regulates the life of the monks, together with comparatively few additional texts.14
 
                      All these are, again, clear indicators and echoes of an oral period and persisting orality.
 
                     
                   
                  
                    2.1.3 Content of orally transmitted texts
 
                    Because the content of the texts transmitted orally was mostly religious, they contain little or no information on political history. No text entirely devoted to historiography is extant, nor are such texts known to have ever existed during the Vedic period. Luckily, however, even the religious texts, particularly those of the Buddhists, contain a wealth of random remarks on political history, when the Buddha debates with kings, or rulers seek his advice. Moreover, many random remarks on cultural history are contained particularly in the rules guiding the life of Buddhist monks, such as the regulations for the construction of monasteries and the like. Therefore, a considerable amount of information other than religious can be extracted from the extant texts. This indirect evidence compensates for missing sources to a certain extent, but the description of dynasties, governance, administration and the like necessarily remains very sketchy when texts are consulted which were never meant to convey the information that is badly needed to write a coherent history of any period.
 
                   
                 
                
                  2.2 Beginning of script
 
                  
                    2.2.1 The beginning of epigraphy
 
                    Another important source missing during a period without script is, of course, epi­graphy. This is another setback for the historian of the Vedic world, because inscriptions are, in the absence of historiography, an important, often the only source in later times for reconstructing Indian history and culture up to the Muslim period.
 
                    Epigraphy starts late and simultaneously with the use of script only in the third century bce out of nothing, almost like some sort of Big Bang (Urknall). The first epigraphs are the Aśokan inscriptions, which are outstanding in many respects. No later ruler left inscriptions engraved at so many places all over India. However, beside the geographic dimension, the content is also unique. No other king after Aśoka admonishes his subjects in a similar way and urges them to lead a life in accordance with his views on ethics and religion. Lastly, the inscriptions are composed in three varieties of Middle Indic languages depending on their location. They are, consequently, at the same time, an invaluable source for the early linguistic geography in third-century India.15 Aśoka even had his messages translated into Greek and Aramaic (see note 7 above) in the far north-west.16 This epigraphic corpus remains unique in India in many ways.17
 
                    
                      Models for monumental epigraphy
 
                      Coming back to missing sources, it is important to note that the first inscriptions are engraved on rocks, pillars and slabs.18 The Rock Edicts immediately recall the Old Persian inscriptions of the Achaemenid Empire. The pillars are still more interesting, for they immediately point at another gap in evidence. Except for these impressive columns created after Persian models, there is no monumental stone architecture, which is so characteristic of the ancient cultures in the Middle East and even existed in India during the time of the Indus culture. Huge cities with large buildings and an impressive infrastructure in the form of roads or extensive sewerage systems bear ample witness to a very advanced urban civilisation when this culture flourished. Numerous seals engraved with an undeciphered script survive, but hardly any sculptures. All this completely disappeared with the collapse of the Indus culture and it took centuries before a new, second urbanisation suddenly burst forth and spread with an almost incredible impetus during the time of early Buddhism.19
 
                     
                    
                      Absence of monumental stone architecture
 
                      In the same way as the idea of inscribing rocks, the production of stone pillars was obviously inspired by ancient Iranian models. Using them to proclaim Aśoka’s religious and moral politics may be an Indian idea. It is, however, astonishing that, in spite of the technical abilities to produce, transport and inscribe these perfectly polished columns, there is no monumental stone architecture from Mauryan times, although the technical abilities were obviously there.20 Houses, even the palace of Aśoka, were built in wood, decayed in the course of time and are lost, in spite of their sometimes long life. The Chinese Buddhist pilgrim Xuan Zang (d. 664) claims to have seen Aśoka’s palace still standing in the seventh century. If this is correct, this wooden structure would have survived for almost a millennium.
 
                      Of course people lived in houses, however, only since the later Vedic period, because the Indo-Aryans migrating to India from Central Asia were nomads who only gradually settled down living in buildings, constructed by using wood and mud. Both building materials leave hardly any recognisable traces for archaeologists to discover.
 
                      Houses built in stone did exist, but were extremely rare, it seems.21 This, however, is a different problem concerning extant rather than lost evidence and the difficulty of making textual and archaeological evidence match. Connecting different branches of evidence is obviously another topic.
 
                      Even if archaeological evidence of building activities is meagre during the Vedic and early Buddhist periods, we know from reliefs on Buddhist Stūpas what spectacular wooden or brick architecture looked like. Of course, the Stūpas themselves are impressive monuments of stone architecture, beginning with the oldest surviving Stūpas at Bhārhut or Sāñcī dating from the second century bce onwards. They cover perhaps even earlier buildings, because it was quite usual to enlarge and overbuild older structures.22 These memorial buildings, sometimes enclosing relics of Buddhist saints, are a very typical form of comparatively early Indian monumental architecture without any comparable secular edifices at their side.
 
                      The missing evidence in the areas of epigraphy and monumental architecture was gradually overcome in the time of the Maurya Dynasty and later. It is amazing, however, that it took more than a century after the spectacular start with the inscriptions of Aśoka before the official inscriptions beside earlier short dedicatory inscriptions or label inscriptions explaining, for example, reliefs began to be preserved from the middle of the first century ce onwards. After the isolated Khāravela inscription in eastern India (first century bce) and Kharoṣṭhī inscriptions in north-western India, the first Sanskrit inscription engraved in 150 ce by the Kṣatrapa ruler Rudradāman (130–160) on the same rock and in the immediate vicinity of the western version of the Aśokan inscriptions at Girnar marks the beginning of ‘official’ epigraphy (see also below).23
 
                     
                   
                 
                
                  2.3 Manuscripts and libraries
 
                  
                    2.3.1 Beginning of a manuscript culture
 
                    After script became available, the production of manuscripts began with particular enthusiasm among the Buddhists. The writing material was palm leaf, and in the north-west only, birch bark. Both materials do not have a long life in the adverse climate conditions in most parts of India, and, consequently, continuous recopying is required. For this reason, copying manuscripts is very frequently mentioned in Buddhist texts as one of the most meritorious deeds. However, Buddhism disappeared from India and thousands and thousands of manuscripts vanished with it, because there were no longer donors and scribes to perpetuate the manuscript tradition. Ancient Buddhist Sanskrit manuscripts were preserved only in Nepal, which makes good for the losses in India to only a minute extent given the enormous wealth of manuscripts and libraries that once existed. Of course, even the oldest Nepalese manuscripts are, with a very few and rare exceptions, later than the period under consideration.24
 
                    
                      Manuscripts lost 
 
                      Even in Nepal, where Buddhism survives, manuscripts have not always been treated very carefully, which largely explains the loss of this precious evidence. An instructive example from modern times is mentioned by Cecil Bendall (1856–1906) in his famous catalogue of the Buddhist Sanskrit Manuscripts describing the rich holdings of manuscripts from Nepal at the University Library at Cambridge.25 Bendall recalls a fairly sombre event in the history of manuscript preservation or, rather, destruction in Kathmandu in the late nineteenth century. When an ancient, dilapidated Buddhist monastery was restored, all the manuscripts of the monastic library were heaped up in the courtyard to rot. The British resident physician Daniel Wright, MD, noticed that and managed to save a bit of this precious cultural heritage, but was forbidden by Brahmins to do so on a large scale. Among the very few folios Dr. Wright was allowed to collect at random was a very old manuscript dated most likely to 859 ce, one of the oldest manu­scripts surviving from Nepal. One hates to imagine how many invaluable Buddhist manuscripts and possibly even texts perished on that occasion because of Brahmanical hostility and narrow mindedness, or as Bendall puts it: ‘jealous Brahmans’. Although this is a recent episode from the late nineteenth century, there is no reason to doubt that events like this were frequent in the past when Buddhism declined. This way of handling cultural heritage probably helps us to understand the loss of Buddhist manuscripts over the centuries and the original of many texts together with them.
 
                      Fortunately, however, Buddhist culture spread to Central Asia along the Silk Road, where many fragmentary manuscripts have survived in the dry desert climate, sometimes under particularly lucky circumstances even almost complete Buddhist Sanskrit manuscripts such as the famous Khotan (ex Kashgar) manuscript of the Lotus Sūtra.26 Moreover, during the past three decades, an ever growing number of fragments of Buddhist texts in the Middle Indic language Gāndhārī have surfaced, which are partly up to 2000 years old.27 This shows that evidence lost at one place can be replaced by finds in another geographic region.
 
                     
                    
                      A Buddhist library preserved
 
                      By lucky coincidence again, beside fragments of manuscripts, a Buddhist library survives rather less than more intact. The library was created at Naupur near Gilgit during the times of the Palola Ṣāhis, a local dynasty ruling in the Gilgit area (today Gilgit-Balistan in north Pakistan) during the seventh and eighth centuries. The Gilgit Manuscripts preserved in that library not only preserve some texts otherwise lost in their original Sanskrit version, but, in addition, provide an invaluable insight into the content of a Buddhist library,28 although it is, of course, extremely small compared to the huge holdings of monastic libraries which once existed in the great Buddhist monasteries at Nālandā and elsewhere.29
 
                      The losses of manuscripts and their libraries are beyond imagination. The finds of manuscripts in north-western India or Central Asia are no more than sad witnesses of a flourishing Buddhist book culture that perished almost completely in India.30
 
                      In contrast to this irretrievable loss, the gap caused by missing epigraphy during the Vedic and early Buddhist periods has gradually been closed as time progressed.
 
                     
                   
                 
                
                  2.4 Documents
 
                  
                    2.4.1 Archives in ancient India
 
                    A third and most important source is also irretrievably lost. Ample evidence points to the existence of archives, which were indispensable for any orderly administration. The Arthaśāstra of Kauṭalya (100 ce and earlier) already mentions a records office (akṣapaṭala) and a keeper of records (akṣapaṭalika) (AS 2.7.1,2), who was responsible for the nibandhapustaka ‘account ledger’. This book was used to register income and expenditure, the production of goods and so on. Not one of all these thousands and thousands of documents written on palm leaf or birch bark have survived from the Buddhist period in India. It is only much later that palm leaf documents are extant again from medieval Nepal.31
 
                   
                  
                    2.4.2 Copperplate grants
 
                    There is, however, one particular type of document that survives because it was not written on an easily perishable material but on copper. Although many documents were lost (or are still buried in the ground waiting to be found), there are also most likely thousands of copper plates recording land grants that survive. Exact figures are not available, and a comprehensive survey of extant copper plate grants is one of many urgent desiderata. According to preliminary statistics, there were in 1993, about 1750 copperplate grants that were published in various corpora, such as the Corpus Inscriptionum Indicarum or South Indian Inscriptions, without taking into account the substantial number edited in journals.32 These copper plates were distributed as proof of the transfer of ownership to a new proprietor – private individuals, groups of Brahmins, temples or monasteries received these donations. A document could comprise a single copper plate. By contrast, major royal donations are sometimes very voluminous documents, such as the so-called Larger Leiden Grant with 21 copper plates or the Karandai grant with 57 copper plates weighing almost 100 kg, and now, the recently (2010) found Tiruvintaḷur grant with even 85 copper plates and weighing 150 kg.33 These grants date from Coḷa times (tenth and eleventh centuries) and are much later than the period under consideration. They vividly describe how exceptional royal donations were executed. It is mentioned in the text of the donation that they were drafted on palm leaves and that these originals were kept in the royal archives.34 Thus, comparatively late evidence can help to trace and to document losses in earlier times.
 
                    
                      Registers of copperplate grants
 
                      Record keeping of the land granted was also, of course, imperative during earlier periods in order to keep a land register up to date. An early, perhaps the first surviving reference to these registers appears in the four Pātagaṇḍigūḍeṃ plates, which record a grant made by Ehavala Cāntamūla (270–294), a ruler of the South Indian Ikṣvāku dynasty.35 Moreover, hints of record keeping can be found everywhere in old Indian, particularly Buddhist literature. The Ceylonese chronicle Mahāvaṃsa explains that when King Duṭṭhagāmaṇī was about to die, he asked one of his ser­vants to fetch the puññapotthaka ‘the book of merits’ where he registered all his deeds, such as spending money for the construction of Buddhist Stūpas or monasteries. The king had his good deeds read out aloud for his comfort in the hour of his death, but, at the same time, ordered the reader to skip all those passages which did not throw a favourable light on his actions.36
 
                      The existence of this kind of register has been confirmed only recently by a fragment of a Kharoṣṭhī manuscript edited by Mark Allon.37 This manuscript records all sorts of gifts made during the time of the Kuṣāṇa King Vīma Kadphises. The fragments are obviously the remains of such a ‘book of merit’ kept by the king – a welcome northern confirmation of the evidence from Ceylon.
 
                     
                    
                      Heavenly registers and the census of population
 
                      These books were not only kept in the northwest in the Kuṣāṇa Empire in about 100 ce or in the far south in Ceylon. Even in heaven, the gods had a keen eye on what people were doing on earth and carefully recorded their deeds – good or wicked. The god Indra regularly sent his envoys down to earth to write down the deeds of men and note their names and families on golden plates.38 At the same time, the number of people living on earth was counted.39 Obviously, the idea of a census was not totally unknown in ancient India. This is an instructive example of how valuable otherwise lost information is preserved in casual remarks. A census by worldly authorities substantiating this mythical account is mentioned in another Buddhist text where a king is said to have ordered his accountants and scribes to travel all over Jambudvīpa (India) to count people in order to equally distribute food during a famine.40 A regular census was introduced in India only by the British, beginning in 1881, and continues until today in every first year of a decade.
 
                      Wherever we look, there are bureaucrats at work in ancient India on earth and in heaven – a situation which persists on earth if we look at administration today in India and elsewhere; in heaven, we do not know for certain. Moreover, there is ample evidence of the existence of record offices in ancient India, where mountains of files must have been carefully compiled and piled up during more than a millennium roughly before 1000 ce. They are gone for ever. In this case, however, lost evidence may also be considered rather as a boon, because it shows that there is hope that the same might also eventually happen to today’s rampant bureaucracy.
 
                     
                   
                 
               
              
                3 Lost evidence
 
                
                  3.1 Royal annals and historical memory
 
                  However, not only administrative records were lost. Royal land grants drafted by the officials of a king are usually introduced by a description of his dynasty, by naming the predecessors of the ruler who made the donation. This presupposes the existence of some sort of annals at royal courts to record the history of a dynasty.
 
                  An example is the first official inscription composed in Sanskrit by Rudradāman mentioned above which records the restoration of the Sudarśana tank in Girnār (Gujarat). Rudradāman still recalls that this tank was originally constructed in the fourth century bce by Candragupta Maurya and restored by Aśoka’s governor in the third century bce.41 This knowledge again presupposes some historical record keeping. However, even indirect evidence like this is extremely rare.
 
                  How these records may have looked can be inferred from two chronicles surviving in Ceylon. The third-century Dīpavaṃsa ‘Chronicle of the Island’ and its later revision, the fifth-century Mahāvaṃsa ‘Great Chronicle’, both mentioned earlier, record the religious and political history of Buddhism. As E. Frauwallner has demonstrated, the earliest information preserved in these chronicles can be traced back to India and a time even before Buddhist missionaries arrived in Ceylon at the time of Aśoka.42 This, however, is exceptional. Extant historiographical literature otherwise begins with Kalhaṇa’s Rājataraṅgiṇī, composed in Kashmir between 1147 and 1149 and concentrating on the history of Kashmir.
 
                  Although there are again many hints to once existing annals, no historiographic literature developed, with obvious disastrous consequences for modern historians of India, who have to struggle when reconstructing Indian history from scraps, inscriptions, copper plate grants and numismatics – an often frustrating task.
 
                 
                
                  3.2 Letters
 
                  Lastly, there are two minor losses. Ancient Indian literature, particularly dramas and narratives, attest that it was unsurprisingly quite common to write letters to private individuals or officials. It is not unlikely, for instance, that Aśoka exchanged letters with Hellenistic Kings, even if no such letter survives.43 On the other hand, some letters of religious content survive written by famous Buddhist teachers in order to admonish laymen. These, however, are literary letters.44 Outside India itself, but within the limits of the Indian cultural area, the situation is different. In Central Asia, quite a few letters written in Gāndhārī were found at Niya on the Southern branch of the Silk Road.45
 
                 
                
                  3.3 Greek sources on Indian history
 
                  Given the unfortunate situation of a missing historiography, reports on India written by early travellers or diplomats gain an unusual importance. Megasthenes and his book on India have already been mentioned. Only fragments quoted by later Greeks authors survive. The same is unfortunately true for the extensive, but almost completely lost writings by Alexander’s historians, whose works on fourth century India are of the greatest importance. Later travelogues by pious Buddhist Chinese pilgrims fared better and are preserved, but they describe Buddhist India only from Gupta times (fourth century ce and later).
 
                 
               
              
                4 Hidden evidence retrieved bit by bit
 
                
                  4.1 Evidence retrieved by archaeology
 
                  After all these pessimistic, if not gloomy descriptions of things lost or missing altogether, it may be appropriate to end on a brighter note regarding missing evidence which may surface in the future. This is almost certain as far as archaeology is concerned. The enigmatic sculptures from Gupta times found at Tala and Mandhal in Central India may be singled out as an example. Their surprising iconography is so different from all that is known otherwise from ancient India that they remain largely incomprehensible.46 Copperplate grants have already been mentioned above under 2.4.2.
 
                 
                
                  4.2 Evidence retrieved from museums, archives and libraries
 
                  Finally, evidence slumbering undiscovered or forgotten in museums or archives should be mentioned. When Cecil Bendall visited Nepal at the end of the nineteenth century, he assembled particularly old and valuable manuscripts, which were wrapped up in a bundle that is called today ‘Bendall’s puka’ or ‘Bendall’s book’. It was only the Japanese scholar Katsunobu Matsuda who, during the 1990s, noticed that this bundle contained the oldest manuscript of the Daśabhūmikasūtra by far, which was never used for any critical edition although it turned out that there were even photographs of at least part of this late Gupta manuscript available in Europe – an interesting case of evidence simply overlooked.47
 
                  A very recent and most surprising find is a substantial fragment of an illuminated manuscript of the canonical scriptures of the Saṃmitīya school. The literature of this Buddhist school was considered to be completely lost for a long time. After some earlier minor finds, these 78 folios of the Dīrghāgama “Collection of Long Discourses” preserved in Tibet were introduced for the first time by Tournier and Sferra in 2024.48 More texts from this school are expected to be edited soon.49 Although a huge number of Buddhist texts must be considered as irretrievably lost for ever, it is a great comfort that Buddhist literature in its original language continues to re-emerge here and there in most unexpected ways.
 
                 
               
              
                5 Conclusion
 
                This may suffice as an attempt to present a survey of lacking evidence together with the connected problems in ancient India by meandering through missing evidence, non-existent evidence, but sometimes slowly emerging in the course of time, evidence lost irretrievably or recovered, or denied and often slumbering in godowns without being identified as precious material that may provide new insights.50 These keywords that describe the peculiarities of ancient India in broad lines underscore, at the same time, that important sources which are presupposed to exist as a matter of course in ancient cultures, particularly when classical European Antiquity is compared – first of all, script and a fully developed historiography – that these sources are alien to the earlier periods of Indian history.
 
                In concluding, it should be emphasised again that script missing over a long period in spite of an extensive and very well preserved oral text tradition is a salient feature of ancient Indian culture, which shows that cultures can follow a pattern quite different from what we are used to, being deeply influenced by our own European perspective and our own ancient world.
 
                
                  [image: Stone statue of a fierce deity with intricate carvings and offerings at the base.]
                    Fig. 1: Gaṇa (?) from Tala, Vākāṭaka; photo: Ms Sarah Welch, CC0, via Wikimedia Commons, <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:0010822_6th_century_Tala_Enigmatic_statue,_Devrani_Jethani_temple_Chattisgarh_009.jpg> (accessed on 25 September 2025).

                 
                
                  [image: Intricate stone carving of deities and figures, rich in detail.]
                    Fig. 2: Naranārāyaṇa relief from Deogaṛh, Gupta; photo: ArnoldBetten, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons, <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Deogarh,_Dasavatara-Tempel_Nara-Narayana_(1999).JPG> (accessed on 25 September 2025).

                 
                
                  [image: A standing Buddha statue with detailed robe and ornate circular halo behind the head.]
                    Fig. 3: Buddha, Mathura art, Gupta; c 2017 The Presidents Secretariat, Rashtrapati Bhavan, GODLIndia, via Wikimedia Commons, <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Rashtrapati_Bhavan_Buddha,_Mathura,_5th_century_(black_background).jpg> (accessed on 25 September 2025).
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              Notes

              1
                 Dates according to Witzel 2010, 19.

              
              2
                 The present state of the discussion of the date of the Buddha is summed up in Bechert (ed.) 1991–1997. For new evidence supporting a date by 380 bce for the Nirvāṇa see von Hinüber and Skilling 2013. Pinte 2013 investigates the evidence of the Dīpavaṃsa without new insights concerning the date of the Nirvāṇa. Only limited benefit can be derived from Dissanayake 2010. Narain (ed.) 2003 and Pradhan 2019 are inaccessible to me.

              
              3
                 The original form of the lecture presented at the CSMC on 20 October 2023 has been changed only slightly.

              
              4
                 The undeciphered Indus script is not taken into account.

              
              5
                 This outstanding feature of ancient Indian culture is shared with ancient Iran: Hoffmann and Narten 1989; see also Skjærvø 2012; and on orality in Iran in general: Nourzaei, Jahani and ­Korn (eds) 2020.

              
              6
                 On the number of rules, see Cardona 1976, 142 with note 10, and on the much-debated date of Pāṇini, see Cardona 2013, 147–171: ‘it is appropriate to say that Pāṇini lived no later than the mid fourth century. In view of the state of the language that Pāṇini describes, moreover, it is reasonable to consider that he may well have thrived as early as 500 BC’; see also von Hinüber 1990, 37.

              
              7
                 The use of script by Pāṇini is a controversial issue that has been taken up again very recently by Bronkhorst 2023–2024. In answering to an article by V. Vergiani published in 2019, Bronkhorst argued strongly in favour of the use of script by Pāṇini. This remains problematic. It seems to be universally accepted that Pāṇini who lived in Śalātura (today Lāhur) in northwestern India (today Pakistan) knew script, most likely Aramaic script used in the Achaemenid Empire. It is also beyond any doubt that in the Northwestern Indian cultural area (Greater Gandhāra as R. Salomon calls it) only Kharoṣṭhī script derived from Aramaic script was in use for Middle Indic Gāndhārī, although later than Pāṇini, however dated. Even the inventory of Kharoṣṭhī characters does not cover essential features of Indian languages, much less so Aramaic. The characters for ai, au, ṛ, ḷ are missing; long and short vowels cannot be distinguished: ‘he [Pāṇini] will have found ways to deal with its [the script’s] shortcomings’ (Bronkhorst 2023–2024, 196). He must have indeed, because these features are essential for his text. Nothing indicates that Kharoṣṭhī existed at Pāṇini’s time. The shortcomings when using Aramaic script for Indian languages are considerable as later frightening examples from the Aśokan inscriptions in Aramaic script demonstrate: M’T’PTSSSS’Y’ for mātāpitusu sususāyā (von Hinüber 1990, 56). Using such a script may be much more difficult to handle than working orally. Moreover, there is no trace of the use of script before the Aśokan inscriptions (third century bce) (see below 2.3.1). Therefore, Pāṇini would become a lonely Indian author using script in an otherwise completely oral environment. Lastly, it is known that Pāṇini had predecessors. His grammar was not a creatio e nihilo. Why revising or putting together this available material orally should be impossible, as claimed by Bronkhorst (2023–2024), is unclear, particularly when creative present day handling of the Aṣṭādhāyī by Paṇḍits is considered. ­Bronkhorst quotes (and rejects) a plausible model developed by F. Staal of how Pānini might have worked (2023–2024, 194). Lastly, Pānini’s grammar is obviously conceived for oral use from the very beginning: The very last sūtra ‘a a’ makes sense only when pronounced ‘a (open vowel) ǝ (closed vowel)’ ‘(The phonetic value of) a (used in the grammar for phonological reasons, e.g. as the bases of the graduation of vowels [ø : a (open) : ā (open)]) is (pronounced when speaking Sanskrit as) ǝ’. Furthermore, oral texts are usually written down at some point, but written texts are rarely (or never?) the starting point for an almost exclusively oral tradition. In the end, the arguments for an orally composed grammar by Pāṇini are not that weak, as Bronkhorst (2023–2024) is inclined to think. Given our sources, it remains doubtful that the issue can ever be solved in a satisfactory way convincing everybody. However this may be, Pāṇini’s Aṣṭādhyāyī remains a unique and intellectually awe-inspiring achievement of human intellect.

              
              8
                 The use of books was considered as an obstacle rather than useful when studying the Veda, cf. von Hinüber 1990, 67.

              
              9
                 On early Buddhist ‘scriptures’ (of course sine litteris), see von Hinüber 2024.

              
              10
                 The relevant material has been collected and discussed by Demiéville 1950, particularly 245, note 1.

              
              11
                 Jacoby 1958, 715.32.27, translation and emphasis OvH.

              
              12
                 The relevant problems are discussed in von Hinüber 1990, and again in great detail in Falk 1993, summing up the results achieved within the scope of the research project ‘Übergänge und Spannungsfelder zwischen Mündlichkeit und Schriftlichkeit’ (Sonderforschungsbereich 321), which was active at the Albert-Ludwigs-Universität at Freiburg between 1 July 1985 and 30 June 1997, see Raible 1998.

              
              13
                 von Hinüber 1997.

              
              14
                 The volume of texts that a monk had to master if he wished to reach the highest degree of scholarship is described in the commentary to the Theravāda Vinayapiṭaka (Samantapāsādikā 788,26–790,9), see von Hinüber, 1990, 68–69.

              
              15
                 von Hinüber 2001a, 467, § 14–21, see also von Hinüber 2012, 195–203. In the meantime, one more copy of the first Minor Rock Edict (MRE I) that has been discovered at Ratanpurwa (District Bhabua/Bihar) was published by Thaplyal 2009; see also Gail 2009. Gail (as Thaplyal does) comes back to the much-debated phrase in MRE I amisaṃdevā munisā misaṃdevā kaṭā ‘men unmingled with the gods were made mingled with the gods’. This is mostly taken as an indication that the efforts of Aśoka (palakamasa iyaṃ phale) introduced some sort of golden age (thus, according to Gail, e.g. D. R. Bhandarkar, R. Thapar). Perhaps an overlooked parallel in Quintus Horatius Flaccus (65–8 bce), Carmen I.1 contains a clue to a much simpler meaning: me doctarum heredae praemia frontium / dis miscent superis ‘the reward for learned minds, a wreath of ivy, mingles me with the gods above’. This might well be an (even Indo-European?) idiom meaning ‘feeling good, achieving the highest satisfaction’, see an earlier line in the same poem quos [...] palmaque nobilis / terrarum dominos evehit ad deos.

              
              16
                 von Hinüber 2016.

              
              17
                 The idea presented by Tieken 2002 that the inscriptions of Aśoka were engraved after the death of the ruler are untenable and rejected in von Hinüber 2010b. Tieken 2022 is not accessible to me.

              
              18
                 A Rock Edict engraved on a slab was discovered at Sannati/Kanaganahalli (Karnataka), see von Hinüber 2016.

              
              19
                 An overview of early Buddhist cities is given by Härtel 1991.

              
              20
                 The columns and their sites are described in Falk 2006.

              
              21
                 An example is the giñjakāvasatha at Nādika / Ñātika in Magadha, where the Buddha stayed during his last wandering (Mahāparinibbānasuttanta, Dīghanikāya II 91,21 = 94,15). On giñjaka see von Hinüber and Skilling 2013, 21–22.

              
              22
                 For images of large houses see Poonacha 2011 [2013], and for an example of an overbuilt Stūpa, ibidem plate XXIIA.

              
              23
                 Salomon 1998, 89.

              
              24
                 See below and von Hinüber 1991.

              
              25
                 Bendall 1883, XXXIX.

              
              26
                 Facsimile edition: Lokesh Chandra (ed.) 1977.

              
              27
                 For a survey see Salomon 2018 and 2024.

              
              28
                 von Hinüber 2014. The latest update of the evidence of the Palola Ṣāhis is given by Luo Wenhua and von Hinüber 2023.

              
              29
                 Material on ancient Indian libraries is moreover collected in von Hinüber 2001b. A useful survey on libraries in India after the Muslim conquest of India is given by Wujastyk 2014, particularly 167–169; see also Colas 2023.

              
              30
                 von Hinüber 2015a.

              
              31
                 Cf. the pioneering work by Kölver and Śākya (eds) 1985. Documents from Nepal are edited on a large scale within a project of the Akademie der Wissenschaften in Heidelberg ‘Religions- und rechts­geschichtliche Quellen des vormodernen Nepal’ led by Axel Michaels and Manik Bajracharya.

              
              32
                 Garbini 1993.

              
              33
                 Subrahmanya Aiyer 1933–1934 (Leiden Grant); Krishnan 1984 (Karandai Grant) and Brocquet 2023 [2025] (Tiruvintaḷur).

              
              34
                 von Hinüber 2015b, particularly 189, note 15.

              
              35
                 At the end of the text there is a puzzling sequence of syllables ni-po-li. The editor of the copper plates, Falk 1999–2000, 279, guessed that this must be an abbreviation. After an improved reading recently suggested by Tournier 2021–2022, particularly 4, note 7, the sequence of the syllables ni-po-li is understood as an abbreviation for nibandha-potthake likhitavvaṃ ‘it must be entered into the ledger’.

              
              36
                 von Hinüber 2015b, 189.

              
              37
                 Allon 2019.

              
              38
                 nāmagottāni, in Manorathapūraṇi (commentary on the Aṅguttaranikāya) II 234, 2.

              
              39
                 imasmiṃ kāle manussā appakā, imasmiṃ bahukā, in Manorathapūraṇi II 234,4, see also von Hinüber 1983, 190–191 [4].

              
              40
                 Divyāvadāna, ed. Cowell and Neil 1886, 293.

              
              41
                 Idaṃ taḍākaṃ Sudarśanaṃ [...] mauryasya rājñaḥ Candraguptasya rāṣṭriyeṇa Vaiśyena Puṣyaguptena kāritaṃ Aśokasya Mauryasya [kṛ]te Yavanarājena Tuṣāsphenādhiṣṭhāya praṇālibhir alaṃkṛtaṃ, Kielhorn 1905–1906, especially 43, 8: ‘This Sudarśana Tank was constructed by King Candragupta Maurya’s governor the Vaiśya Puṣyagupta and adorned on behalf of Aśoka Maurya with gargoyles under the supervision of Yavana noble Tuṣāspha.’

              
              42
                 Frauwallner 1984.

              
              43
                 von Hinüber 2010a.

              
              44
                 Dietz 2015.

              
              45
                 Boyer, Rapson and Senart 1920–1929; Burrow 1940.

              
              46
                 See figures 1–3: Gaṇa (? attendant of the God Śiva; cf. Bakker 1997, 105–107) from Tala as an example of Vākāṭaka art; Naranārāyaṇa from the temple at Deogaṛh and Buddha (Mathura art), both examples of the ‘mainstream’ Gupta art. An interpretation of the Vākāṭaka art is attempted by Bakker 1997, where more images of these sculptures are published.

              
              47
                 Matsuda (ed.) 1996. On the date of this manuscript, see Harimoto 2011, 95: ‘written in the 6th century at the latest’.

              
              48
                 Earlier evidence has been collected in Dimitrov 2020.

              
              49
                 Tournier and Sferra 2024, 314, note 32.

              
              50
                 A recent example from a period slightly later than the one dealt with are brass images edited and described by von Hinüber, Luo and Ruan 2023.
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          Indices

          
            	
              Geographical names (ancient/modern)

              
                	Abusir

                	Achaea

                	Adab

                	Ahhiyawa

                	Alalah

                	Aleppo

                	Amkuwa/Alişar

                	Archontiki

                	Arezzo

                	Argolid

                	Aššur

                	Ayios Vassileios

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Babylon

                	Baghdad

                	Bajiaolang

                	Baking Pot

                	Balat - Ayn Asil

                	Balawaste

                	Belize

                	Bhārhut

                	Buenavista del Cayo

                	Burušhattum (Purushanda)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Caelius hill (Rome)

                	Caere (Cerveteri)

                	Cahal Pech

                	Calakmul

                	Capitolian hill (Rome)

                	Capua

                	Caracol

                	Carthaginians

                	Chiusi

                	Corinthia

                	Cortona

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Dakhla

                	Deir ez-Zor

                	Domoko

                	Dongpailou

                	Dos Pilas

                	Dunhuang

                	Dūr-Abisešuh

                	Dūr-Šarrukēn

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Ebla

                	Ek Balam

                	Elephantine

                	El Mirador

                	El Resbalón

                	El Zotz

                	Emar

                	Erbil

                	Etruria

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Fangmatan

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Gebelein

                	Girnār

                	Girsu

                	Giza

                	Gla

                	Guodian

                	Gʷǝnāgʷǝnā, Eritrea

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Hattuš(a)/Boğazkale

                	Herculaneum

                	Hujia caochang

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Iklaina

                	Iledong

                	Isin

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Jinan

                	Jingzhou

                	Jiudian

                	Juyan

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Kabah

                	Kalhu/Nimrud

                	Kaneš/Kültepe

                	Karkemiš

                	Khadalik

                	Khotan

                	Khufu

                	Kirkuk

                	Knossos

                	Komkom

                	Kuča

                	Kuduk Köl

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Laoguanshan

                	Larsa

                	Lavinium (Pratica di Mare)

                	Leigudun

                	Liye

                	Longgang

                	Lyons

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Mandhal

                	Maní

                	Mantua

                	Marckalada

                	Mari

                	Mawangdui

                	Messenia

                	Mexico

                	Midea

                	Mirador region

                	Mosul

                	Mozuizi

                	Mycenae

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Nālandā

                	Naranjo

                	Naupur

                	Nineveh

                	Nippur

                	Niya

                	Nuzi

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Orvieto

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Pāṭaliputra/Paṭnā

                	Persepolis

                	Perugia

                	Portonaccio temple (Veii)

                	Psara

                	Pusilha

                	Pylos

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Qaṭna

                	Qianling

                	Qinjiazui

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Raqqa

                	Ratanpurwa

                	Red Sea Monastery, Egypt Rome

                	Rubiera (town in Emilia)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Sakheri Sughir

                	Sak Xok Naah

                	Saqqara

                	Septimontium (ancient name of the hills of Rome)

                	Shangde

                	Sharuna

                	Shuanggudui

                	Shuihudi

                	Sinai

                	Sippar Amnānum/Tell ed-Dēr

                	Sublicius bridge (Rome)

                	Susa

                	Šamuha/Kayalıpınar

                	Šorčuk

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Tala

                	Tarquinia

                	Tell Khaiber

                	Terqa

                	Thebes

                	Tikal

                	Tiryns

                	Trasimeno lake

                	Tura

                	Tuzishan

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Uaxactun

                	Uluburun

                	Ur

                	ʿUrā Masqal, Tǝgrāy, Ethiopia

                	ʿUrā Qirqos, Tǝgrāy, Ethiopia

                	Uruk

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Veii

                	Vindolanda

                	Volsinii

                	Vulci

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Wadi el-Jarf

                	Waššukanni

                	Wuyi guangchang

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Xinjiang

                	Xuanquan

                	Xultun

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Yaxchilan

                	Ying

                	Yinqueshan

                	Yinwan

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Zagreb

                	Zakhiku/Kemune

                	Zhangjiashan

                	Zoumalou

              


          

          
            	
              Ancient anthroponyms

              
                	Acvilnas/Aquilii (Etruscan gens)

                	Aeneas (Trojan hero who fled to Italy)

                	Agamemnon

                	Ajax

                	Alexander the Great (Emperor, 356–323 bce)

                	Ali-ahum (Assyrian merchant)

                	Alvares, Francisco

                	Aristotle

                	Aśoka (third king of the Maurya Dynasty, 270–235 bce)

                	Aššurbanipal (Assyrian king)

                	Aššur-taklāku (Assyrian merchant)

                	Attarissiya

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Bellerophon

                	Buddha (sixth-fifth century bce)

                	Buddhayaśas (Indian monk)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Caius Titus

                	Camillus (Roman general)

                	Candragupta Maurya (ruler, 320–295 bce)

                	Ch’ok Wayis (lord of Mutu’l)

                	Cilnii (Etruscan gens, Arezzo)

                	Claudius (Emperor)

                	Clement of Rome, successor of Peter, writer

                	Cutu (Etruscan gens, Cortona)

                	Cyprian of Carthage

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Danuhepa

                	Dedi (scribe)

                	Dharmarakṣa (Chinese translator)

                	Diodorus of Sicily (Greek historian)

                	Dionysius of Halicarnassus (Greek historian)

                	Duṭṭhagāmṇī (King)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Ehavala Cāntamūla (ruler of the South Indian, 270–294)

                	Elamma (Assyrian merchant)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Fabius Ambustus (Caius) (Roman consul 358 BCE)

                	Foresti, Filippo Giacomo Galvaneus Flamma

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Giovanni da Carignano

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Hammurabi (Babylonian king)

                	Hattusili III (Hittite king)

                	Henti

                	Hippolytus of Rome, writer

                	Homer (Greek historian)

                	Horace (Roman poet)

                	Horatius Cocles (legendary Roman hero)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Iddin-Suen (Assyrian merchant)

                	Imdi-ilum (Assyrian merchant)

                	Isidore of Seville

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Jasaw Chan K’awiil I (monarch of Tikal)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Kadmos

                	Kalhaṇa (author)

                	Kauṭalya

                	Khufu (Egyptian king, IVth dynasty)

                	Komkom king (possibly Kamal Xok, owner of Komkom Vase)

                	Kumārajīva (monk-translator, 344–413)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Li Si (chancellor of the First Emperor of Qin)

                	Liu Xiang (cataloguer of the imperial collection of the Han)

                	Liu Xin (son of Liu Xiang and successor to his father)

                	Livy (Roman historian)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Maecenas (protector of Virgil and Horace)

                	Megasthenes (Greek ambassador and author)

                	Merer (inspector of the boat)

                	Meriones

                	Mezentius (legendary king of Caere)

                	Millawanda

                	Mursili III (Hittite king)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Nebuchadnezzar (Babylonian king)

                	Neferefre (Egyptian king, Vth dynasty)

                	Neferirkare Kakai (Egyptian king, Vth dynasty)

                	Nestor

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Pāṇini (Indian grammarian)

                	Patroclus

                	Petru Sceva (Etruscan from Cortona, known from the Table of Cortona)

                	Polyneikes

                	Porsenna (Etruscan king of Chiusi)

                	Poseidonos

                	Poseidonos of Apamea (Greek philosopher)

                	Pulenas (Laris) (Etruscan from Tarquinia, known by his epitaph)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Quintus Horatius Flaccus (65–8 bce)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Romulus (founder of Rome)

                	Rudradāman (ruler, 130–160)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Seleukos I Nikator (358–281 bce)

                	Servius Tullius (king of Rome)

                	Sîn-iddinam (Assyrian merchant)

                	Spurinna (Etruscan gens, Tarquinia)

                	Strabo (Greek geographer)

                	Suetonius (Roman historian)

                	Suppiluliuma I (Hittite king)

                	Šamaš-hazir (high official)

                	Šumum-liṣi

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Tariša (Assyrian women)

                	Tarquinius Superbus/Tarquin Superbus (king of Rome)

                	Tarquinus Priscus/Tarquin the Elder (king of Rome)

                	Tawananna

                	Tiglath-pileser III (Assyrian king)

                	Tolumnii (Etruscan gens, Veii)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Ubar

                	Ur-Nammu (Sumerian king)

                	Ur-Utu (Babylonian priest)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Velthina (Etruscan gens, Perugia)

                	Verrius Flaccus (Roman antiquarian)

                	Vibenna brothers (Aulus and Caeles) (Etruscan heroes from Vulci)

                	Vīma Kadphises (Kuṣāṇa King)

                	Virgil (Roman poet)

                	Voltumna (Etruscan god)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Xuan Zang (Chinese Buddhist pilgrim, d. 664)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Yao Xing (Emperor, Qin Dynasty, 366–416)

                	Yich’aak K’ahk’ (monarch of Calakmul)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Zambasta (Khotanese official)

              


          

          
            	
              Languages and scripts

              
                	Akkadian

                	Arabic

                	Aramaic

                	Aramaic alphabet/script

                	Aztec (Mesoamerican writing system)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Brahmi

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Chinese

                	Ch’olan (Mayan language)

                	Ch’orti’ (Mayan language) Coptic

                	Cotzumalhuapa (Mesoamerican writing system)

                	cuneiform

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Egyptian

                	Egyptian hieroglyphs

                	Epiclassic

                	Etruscan

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Gāndhārī

                	Gǝʿǝz (Ethiopic)

                	Greek

                	Gulf Coast (Mesoamerican writing system)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Hieratic writing

                	Hieroglyphic writing

                	Hittite

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Isthmian (Mesoamerican writing system)

                	Itza’ (Mayan language)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Kharoṣṭhī script

                	Khotanese

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Latin

                	Linear B

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Maya hieroglyphs/Maya writing system

                	Middle Indic languages

                	Mixtec (Mesoamerican writing system)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Ñuiñe (Mesoamerican writing system)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Old Persian

                	Olmec (Mesoamerican writing system)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Proto-Ch’olan (Mayan language)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Sanskrit

                	Sogdian

                	Sumerian

                	Syriac

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Teotihuacan (Mesoamerican writing system)

                	Tocharian

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Yucatec (Mayan language)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Zapotec (Mesoamerican writing system)

              


          

          
            	
              Written artefacts: materials, production, storage

              
                	amate

              


          

          
            	
              
                	bamboo
                  
                    	– bamboo-slips

                    	– bamboo-slip rolls

                    	– dried bamboo

                  


                	bark
                  
                    	– bark beaters

                    	– bark-paper

                    	– bronze

                  


                	birch bark

                	board-books

              


          

          
            	
              
                	ceramic skeuomorphs

                	clay
                  
                    	– clay tablets

                    	– fresh clay

                    	– unbaked clay

                  


                	codices

                	concertina

                	copies/copying

                	copperplate

              


          

          
            	
              
                	diptych

              


          

          
            	
              
                	epigraphy

              


          

          
            	
              
                	facsimiles

                	four-column format

                	fragments

              


          

          
            	
              
                	gesso

                	golden plates

                	graffiti

              


          

          
            	
              
                	ink

                	inscriptions

                	ivory

              


          

          
            	
              
                	jaguar-hide book covers label

              


          

          
            	
              
                	leather

                	leaves

                	linen books (libri lintei)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	marine shells

                	metal
                  
                    	– alloy

                    	– copper

                    	– gold

                    	– silver

                  


                	multiple-text manuscript

              


          

          
            	
              
                	ox scapulae

              


          

          
            	
              
                	palimpsest

                	palm-leaf manuscripts

                	papyrus/ papyri

                	pigments

                	pillars

                	pothī sheets

              


          

          
            	
              
                	rocks

              


          

          
            	
              
                	scratch pad

                	scribes

                	slabs (stone)

                	stone

                	stucco

              


          

          
            	
              
                	tree bark

                	turtle plastrons

              


          

          
            	
              
                	wood
                  
                    	– wax-wooden tablets

                    	– whitened tablets

                    	– wooden boards

                    	– wooden tablets (coated) with wax)

                    	– writing boards

                  


              


          

          
            	
              Specific items and corpora of written artefacts

              
                	accounting documents/accounts

                	Administrative documentation
                  
                    	– Local administration

                  


                	Aksumite Collection

                	Alexandrine Synod

                	Apostolic Tradition

                	archive(s)

                	Arthaśāstra of Kauṭalya (100 ce and earlier)

                	Aśokan inscriptions

                	Assemblages

                	Aṣṭhādhyāyī (grammar of Pāṇini)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Bamboo baskets

                	Bendall’s puka

                	Bible

                	Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Vatican City Biblioteca Capitolare, Verona

                	Book of Zambasta

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Cairo Genizah

                	Canonico-liturgical collections

                	Canon law

                	Cippus of Perugia

                	Codex of Hammurabi

                	Cronica universalis

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Daśabhūmikasūtra

                	Dead Sea scrolls

                	Dīpavaṃsa

                	Duty roasters

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Elogia of members of the Spurinna family (forum of Tarquina)

                	Elogium of Laris Pulenas (sarcopahagus, Tarquina)

                	Enūma Anu Enlil

              


          

          
            	
              
                	François Tomb, Vulci

                	Funerary inscriptions (mostly on cinerary urns)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Gilgit Manuscripts

              


          

          
            	
              
                	History of the Episcopate of Alexandria

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Iliad

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Karandai copperplate grant

                	Kashgar (Khotan) manuscript of the Lotus Sūtra

                	Khāravela inscription

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Larger Leiden Grant

                	library/libraries

                	Linen book (liber linteus) Museum of Zagreb

                	Logbooks

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Mahāvaṃsa

                	Mahāyāna Buddhism texts

                	Mañjuśrī-nairātmyāvatāra-sūtra

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Nibelungenlied

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Odyssey

                	Oxyrhynchus papyri

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Pātagaṇḍigūḍeṃ copperplates plates

                	possession marks (often on vases)

                	pseudo-Apostolic literature

                	puññapotthaka (book of merits)

                	Pyrrhonic library

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Ratna-dārikā-paripṛcchā

                	Rock Edicts (Aśoka)

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Šaušgamuwa Treaty

                	Sinodos

                	storage pits

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Table of Cortona

                	Tarkasnawa of Mira

                	Tawagalawa Letter

                	Tile of Capua

                	Tiruvintaḷur copperplate grant

                	Tomba dei Rilievi, Cerveteri

                	Tombs

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Vessantara Jātaka

                	Villa of Papyri

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Wadi el-Jarf papyri

                	wells

              


          

          
            	
              
                	Yasna

                	Ystoria Ethyopie

              


          

          
            	
              Notions linked to the topic of the book

              
                	Absence

                	absence of archaeological evidence

                	absence of evidence

                	access

                	archaeological choices

                	archaeological paradigm

                	available/availability

              


          

          
            	
              
                	collection

                	completeness/incompleteness

                	conclusive evidence

                	containers

                	contradictory evidence

                	corpus organiser

              


          

          
            	
              
                	destruction of books

              


          

          
            	
              
                	ephemeral

                	evidence

                	evidence denied

                	evidence lacking classified

                	evidence of absence

                	excavations
                  
                    	– emergency

                    	– rescue

                  


              


          

          
            	
              
                	hidden evidence

                	human sorting

              


          

          
            	
              
                	inference from absence

                	integrity

              


          

          
            	
              
                	literacy

                	lost

              


          

          
            	
              
                	manuscripts, destruction of Buddhist

                	manuscript studies

                	memory gap

                	missing

                	missing evidence

                	mobility

              


          

          
            	
              
                	natural sorting

                	neglected evidence

                	non-permanent media

              


          

          
            	
              
                	oral/orality

              


          

          
            	
              
                	perishable manuscripts

                	philology

                	preservation

              


          

          
            	
              
                	record keeping

                	recycling/recycled

              


          

          
            	
              
                	sampling bias

                	script, absence of in India

                	secondary evidence

                	sorting process

                	sources

              


          

          
            	
              
                	textual criticism

                	Transmission/transmitted

              


          

          
            	
              
                	unevenly distributed/uneven distribution

                	unprovenanced

              


          

         
      OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-002_fig_012.jpg






OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-005_fig_007.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-005_fig_003.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-004_fig_001.jpg
A5y mrdy  «ThsgEisep
’@!‘w*_u.g 3 ;@g”"ﬂ;
$etsgwad

sudhedigd






OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-009_fig_004.jpg






OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-002_fig_006.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-002_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-004_fig_005.jpg
siddham (&






OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-010_fig_003.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-005_fig_008.jpg






OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-005_fig_004.jpg
X~ River
Lake

Swamp






OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-009_fig_003.jpg





OEBPS/de-gruyter.png





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-002_fig_007.jpg
Ek Balam A

Mani
Kabah A Qntans

Resbalén A

codex-style
production area

Tortuguero A

Alvardo Obregén A A Polbilche

Baking Pot

A Caracol

A Seibal
Aguateca i Dos Pilas

200 km






OEBPS/9783119144988.jpg
DE GRUYTER

MISSING EVIDENCE
IN THE STUDY OF
ANCIENT CULTURES

METHODOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS AND
CASE STUDIES ON FRAGMENTARY SOURCES

Edited by Cécile Michel, Michael Friedrich
and Jorrit Kelder

STUDIES IN
MANUSCRIPT CULTURES





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-010_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-004_fig_008.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-004_fig_004.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-002_fig_003.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-006_fig_001.jpg
| Balat (Dakhia Oasis)

e .






OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-005_fig_005.jpg
0
o o _t0 o

Dernicrs textes datés cntre 1780 ct 1739 av. .-C.
Dernicrs textes datés entre 1738 et 1630 av. J.-C.
‘Demniers textes datés entre 1629 ¢t 1599 av. J.-C.
‘Demiers textes plus récents que 1599 av. J-C.

‘Atlas historique du Proche-Orient ancicn

La disparition des textes en Mésopotamie i Ia fin de Ia période paléo-babylonienne

© Céile Michel et Martin Sauvage

7=y

73

3






OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-005_fig_001.jpg
1
]
s
4
E

and 1,

<
ey

3
=Y
CASPIAN SEA
=
NN
YN Y
L % /.

ween 1,000 and 10,000 tablets

sveei 4
AN

3 i






OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-002_fig_010.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-002_fig_004.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-009_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-004_fig_007.jpg
siddham





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-006_fig_002.jpg
(I) 590 m
pyramide de
pyramide de Neferirkaré
Réneferef
Lepsius XXIV T

pyramide inachevée
de Chepseskaré

pyramide

de Niouserré

temple solaire d’Ouserkaf

\

I
'
i
o

Lepsius XXV\% = U

temple solaire
de Niouserré

yramide
de Sahouré





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-010_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-002_fig_008.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-004_fig_003.jpg






OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-002_fig_011.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-005_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-005_fig_006.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-002_fig_005.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-009_fig_001.jpg
PELTHYRSPVRINNA

PRI RVM
/AAHAR e
IR
NE
COVFROETCORONA.

QB KTV TEMDONATNGEST






OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-006_fig_003.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-004_fig_006.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-002_fig_009.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-002_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/graphic/converted/b_9783112215692-004_fig_002.jpg





