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Restoring the Text of Documents

ROGER S. BAGNALL

THE EDITOR or critic of ancient documents written on papyri or
ostraka (potsherds) is generally free of the tribulations that visit his
colleague who works with literary works preserved through a
manuscript tradition, such as the relationship of one witness to
another, the relative reliability of manuscripts, the value of copyists’
marginal notations, and the like. Of the vast majority of these
documents there was never more than one copy; of a few there were
two or three, of very few indeed, more. Indeed, papyrologists are so
unused to having more than one copy of a text that when two crop up
(for example, an original file copy of a petition and a copy returned
with a decision), it is a very unsettling experience. The papyrologist
sometimes publishes both copies as separate texts, so great is his
reverence for the individual document as artifact and not only as text.

But this, as I say, is rare. These documents were always intended for
a finite—even a fleeting—existence, as in the case of receipts for tax
installments, written on ostraka which were intended to be superseded
by a comprehensive papyrus receipt at the end of the year, that in turn
to be discarded when a few years had passed and it became clear that
the authorities were not going to come around asking after the taxes of
eight years ago. And the documents were mostly intended to be seen
by only one person, or two, or a few, hardly ever by more. It is obvious
that under such circumstances there can be no question of what is
generally called the ‘“transmission” of a text, though forms of
document types are transmitted through time. A similar situation
obtains in inscriptions on stone and other durable substances, with the
important exception that they were meant to be seen and read by
others—they were forms of publicity. Indeed, those who work with
documents of any period in the ancient and medieval world will no
doubt recognize in my description a situation all too familiar to them.

If this were all there is to it, there would be no novelty in this
description. But two other points lead me to go further. First, papyri
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and ostraka are very often fragmentary. This characteristic is also not
unique, but compared to inscriptions on stone, for example, papyri at
least are far more vulnerable to decay and damage. Secondly, the
literature on the craft of the editor and critic of papyri is remarkably
silent on the assumptions underlying the work of filling the lacunae in
these texts which are so badly damaged. The brilliant writings of the
late Herbert Youtie on just what it means to read a text written in
difficult handwriting in a language we cannot encounter as spoken
barely do more than allude to the process of restoring the papyri—
restoring the texts, that is, not the physical papyri. In fact, neither
“restoration” nor “lacuna” appears in the excellent indices to his
collected articles.! The closest thing to treating restoration is Youtie’s
discussion of reading damaged letters;? but in fact Youtie never really
distinguished between the acts of reading and of restoration. Such
silence is all the more puzzling when compared to the almost obsessive
zeal with which the late Louis Robert, the greatest Greek epigraphist
of our time and perhaps of any, returned to the theory and practice of
restoration of inscriptions time and again throughout his works.’ I
propose, therefore, to ask how we restore papyrus texts and what the
implications of our practices are for our understanding of our texts.

Like inscriptions and no doubt many other types of documents,
papyri are restored on the basis of two related types of evidence, as
Robert often said. First, one must analyze what does survive. Often, it
is immediately obvious, if the damage is not too great or diagnostic
phrases survive, what kind of text we are dealing with. If it is not so
clear, a rigorous analysis of the vocabulary of the surviving part will
usually allow us to discover what it is. The second stage comes in
finding parallels, examining texts of the same kind. These two aspects
may interact repeatedly. In the simplest case, where the document
type is highly standardized—a tax receipt, for example—the parallel
may be so exact that almost all of the damaged text can be restored
from it. The more we have of such documents the better we are able to
be confident from a relatively small amount of surviving text that the
remainder is restorable. In example A we have one of 250 receipts for
delivery of grain from fourth-century Karanis, fairly standardized in
form.* The original editor of the left half of the piece (R. A. Coles,
Transactions of the American Philological Association, 97 [1966]:
61-66) restored the text, on the basis of these standardized parallels,
almost completely; when the actual right half of the same papyrus
fortuitously turned up a few years ago, it confirmed every restoration
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he made, adding only one element, namely the rest of the name of the
second signer in line 25 at the end, the one thing the editor left
unrestored.’

In other instances, standardization of elements is relatively high, but
there is considerable variation in their order, extent of abbreviation,
and precise phrasing, particularly from place to place and from time to
time. This is the case in documents like leases of land, of which we
have hundreds. Here a more exacting analysis of the remains is
necessary in order to establish the syntax and flow of thought through
the document, so that more or less standardized elements can be put in
place. Such a restoration may be somewhat less complete than with a
tax receipt, but most of it is nonetheless present; even in the most
standardized texts, after all, we cannot generally restore all of the
contingent information like names and numbers.

As documents become less standard, the task becomes harder. In
petitions to the king or emperor, there are numerous standard phrases
which we find in many texts. But in each case, naturally, the petitioner
must not only flatter the king’s penchant for justice or express his own
wretchedness, he must tell the story. Many stories are similar, but no
two quite the same; and even the same story might be put quite
differently by two people, or even in different petitions from the same
person, as we occasionally can see from multiple surviving drafts of
such a petition. Here the editor’s task moves increasingly away from
the mechanical utilization of parallels and into the attempt to
understand the text on its own terms, borrowing phrases where
appropriate, seeking to figure out what parts of a construction are
missing, and in effect trying to become a member of the writer’s time
and culture.

Documents which are not at all standard can often not be restored
at all if they are damaged even moderately severely. I do not mean, of
course, that the editor or critic cannot sit down and write Greek or
Latin phrases to fill the gaps. But that, as the nineteenth-century
French scholar Letronne said, is to remake rather than to reestablish
the document.® For all that such reconstructions may display the
ingenuity and imagination of their creators, they are not restorations,
for we may have no real assurance that they represent the sense, let
alone the words, of the original.” In effect, those who cannot learn to
recognize what texts cannot be restored, at least not now, are writers
of fiction. Example B is an Alexandrian decree of the second century
B. C, as restored by F. M. Heichelheim.® This is not the place to
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criticize these restorations (which received little comment because of
their appearance in 1940), but they were described by one scholar
quite correctly as *“‘very conjectural, and often quite foreign to normal
documentary formulation.”® Heichelheim, one may say, had a tin ear
for the Greek of civic decrees. But even a good scholar could not
restore those parts of this that are not formulaic at all. Perhaps a third
to a half of it can be restored with something approaching certainty,
but, as the same scholar (Fraser) said, ‘“restoration is mostly
impossible.”

All of this would come as no revelation to any reader of Robert, nor
even to any thoughtful editor of documents. But not even Robert, for
all his concern for method, nor any papyrologist I have seen, appears
to have written about a central problem: why do we restore texts at
all? What precise standing does a restored text have? What exactly is
the contribution of the restorer of such texts? It is to some tentative
thoughts about this problem that I will devote the remainder of my
essay.

There is, after all, a fundamental problem of circularity. We can
restore in a document with confidence only what we already know.
This was clear in Example A: the one thing not restored by the
original editor was a name—the only new information gained from the
discovery of the missing part. In a lease of land, we can restore
provisions because some part of them survives and they are paralleled
in other texts. Let us suppose that a few letters in a lease allow us to
restore a provision that the lessee must return the land free of reeds.
We can restore it because we have other leases in which the same
obligation is laid on the lessee. So restoring it does not increase our
repertory of lessee’s obligations. And we can restore it because some
bit of it survives to tell us it was there. So restoring it does not really
increase our knowledge of what clauses were in the lease—that comes
from the remains. The same is true of simple supplements demanded
by grammar or sense. And what we cannot restore is precisely what
was unique and not preserved in the remaining scrap—the number of
artabas of wheat to be paid in rent each year, for example, or the
names of the parties, or the location of the land. If enough of these
items are preserved to allow us to restore the remainder of the words
that embodied them, we have again gained nothing in evidence; we
have merely fleshed out the expression of what we already had, i.e.
completed the process of reading and understanding. It is a reading
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with comprehension, an understanding of what kind of text was
written, that is the editor’s contribution.

This is not frivolous hairsplitting, obvious though it may seem.
What [ said earlier about the impossibility of restoring nonformulaic
texts also seems obvious, and yet the history of papyrology and of
epigraphy is full of the bleaching bones of the “exempli gratia”
restorations offered by those who could not tolerate emptiness, not to
speak of the historical theories founded on their “texts.” Anything put
on the page as a restoration—between square brackets according to
the Leiden convention which papyrologists use—is almost certain to
wind up being used by some later scholar or, just as bad, the presence
of restoration will lead to the entire text’s being discounted. It is easy
enough to blame the secondary user for this incaution, but the
apparent solidity of printed Greek is seductive to all but those most
firmly lashed to the mast. And, after all, if we do not mean such texts
to be used as evidence, why do we print them at all?

So also with the problem of circularity: we must think, before
printing texts with restorations, what we mean by them and what gain
is expected to offset the potential for harm. Example C is pertinent
here. Youtie restored a papyrus'® with what he called “purely
illustrative supplements, which make no claim to being the ipsissima
verba of the writer.” Fair enough, although such things soon turn into
texts used by others for purposes beyond illustrating what Youtie
thought was happening in the papyrus, which was all he had in mind.
But he goes on to say, “I offer them only for what they may do to
confirm the suggestion that the petition is directed against Elias, the
son-in-law of Melas.” And that is precisely what they cannot do. They
can provide a Greek text that embodies Youtie’s interpretation, but
they cannot confirm that interpretation, except to the limited extent
that the restorations show that the interpretation is possible within the
space and remains available. The interpretation, rather, grows out of
what is preserved. If it needs the restorations to be confirmed, it is not
capable of confirmation. In fact, I think this particular interpretation
imposes itself; in writing this paper I found that I had in taking notes
on this papyrus some while back arrived at exactly the same view of
what was happening in ignorance of Youtie’s note on it. If Youtie
could make a statement which so fundamentally misdescribes what a
restoration does, we must indeed be on our guard.

Two possible answers suggest themselves to me. First, the very
danger posed by the restored text is part of its value. That is, the
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restoration makes the text more or less continuous and comprehensi-
ble to the nonspecialist, and at the same time illustrates a particular
interpretation. For specialists, the same thing can be accomplished by
writing notes to each line, explaining what the tattered remains signify
and what the parallels to them show must have been at stake here. One
needs these notes in any case, to justify these restorations. But the
reader from a related discipline, or the nonscholar, will find an
unrestored text simply unreadable. No amount of line notes will help.
A continuous text, preferably accompanied by a translation liberally
seasoned with brackets, is accessible.

Secondly, there is often a kind of negative gain from restorations. If
we can be certain that some phraseology stood there, and that it would
have occupied all of the available space, we know that something else
did not stand there. In other words, a well-grounded restoration will
help to define what is and is not possible in the remainder of the
lacuna. Particularly where highly standardized language exists side by
side with more free-form parts of a document, the standardized parts,
when restored, will tell us just what is left for the rest. By that fact,
some possibilities can be eliminated, some others confirmed. In short,
second-order consequences of restorations may be extremely valuable.
I offer one small example (Example D)." This Berlin papyrus opens
with an invocation of Christ and a regnal formula of Heraclius, the
last Byzantine emperor to rule Egypt. The restoration of line 4 is far
too long. How do we know? Because those of lines 1-3 and 5 are as
certain as anything can be, and they range from 12 to 18 letters. Thirty
letters is definitely impossible. We can thus show that Heraclius Jr.
cannot have been mentioned, for want of space: a scribal error
perhaps, but something worth knowing. It is difficult to describe
exactly the limits of the gains possible through narrowing of the
possibilities through restoration. It must be remembered, though, that
these are attainable through argument and exemplary restoration in
notes; printing restorations in the text does not in itself advance the
argument.

These are more modest claims for restoration from parallels than an
unreflective editor might think—and some have thought—justified.
But they are real, not hypothetical, gains, both for presentation and for
substance. All the same, the editor of documents who engages in this
splendid exercise in circularity needs as far as possible to educate
readers and students to recognize restorations for what they are, rather




RESTORING THE TEXT OF DOCUMENTS 115

than looking at them as simply another form of primary evidence
messed up with some funny brackets.

10.
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NOTES

. Scriptiunculae, 3 vols. (Amsterdam, 1973-1975); Scriptiunculae Posteriores, 2

vols. (Bonn, 1981-1982).
Scriptiunculae, 1: 25-33 = GRBS, 7 (1966): 251-58.

For example, see the references in Index du Bulletin épigraphique de J. et L.
Robert (Paris, 1975) 3: 5, s.v. “Méthode: restitutions.”

For a list, see Columbia Papyri, 7 (1980): 75-91.
See Chronique d’Egypte, 59 (1984): 310-11.

Karl Popper remarked that textual restorations can often be tested in a manner
similar to the testing of scientific hypotheses: Objective Knowledge: an Evolution-
ary Approach (Oxford, 1972), pp. 185-86, n. 36. One might well add that a
restoration that cannot be tested in one of the manners described above has no
standing at all as evidence.

From the point of view taken here, restorations which later turn out to give the
sense but not exact wording have the same standing as those which get the
wording, for both are elucidations of an interpretation, not evidence in their own
right.

Journal of Egyptian Archaeology, 26 (1940): 154-56 = SB '8993.
Fraser, Prolemaic Alexandria (Oxford, 1972) 2: 174, n. 5, cf. also 164, n. 318.
P. Ryl, 4, 706; Scriptiunculae Posteriores, p. 314.

Bulletin of the American Society of-Papyrologists, 17 (1980): 105.
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Example A. Receipt for delivery of grain from fourth-century Karanis.

(1 H.) ’Encip xy. nagrveyxev Iaid[vog Odalegiov
dnép toitng ivdixtioveg xjwuntdv Iro-
Aepaidog Kapavidos nvgoi x/abagod dord-
Bags &bo fjutav toitov dwdéxar(ov]/ (dot.) BLy 0 udvas.
(B H.) ‘Howdne oe(onueiwuatr). (2 H)) ©edfdor(o]s
o(nueiopat).
(1 H.) xai 15 xe duoiwg ¢ adros Iaidr/og Odalepiov
dmép ToiTng vdixtiovog xwu/nrav Kaga-
vidog mvpov xabagov dprdfag t/pcis, (Got.) ¥ udrvas.
(4 H.)(dot.) y (2 H.) Bed[doros oea(nueiowpar).

(@v) Odpoids *Ela (dot.) y.
T adti] fjuéea duoiwg 6 adrig Sinée Tis adris
vdixtiovos xwuntav ITtole(ul/aidog Kapavidog
nvgo? xabapos dorafas teeif]./ (dot.) y ,uo';'ag.
(2 H.) Oeddo/tog aea(nueiwpar).
(5 H.) ®e/Aéag éon(uciwaduny).

TEXT

age-
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Example. B. Alexandrian decree of the second century B.C.

H- s s s e s e e e e Amvhutow \nxouw.tnv hc&WSﬂinu * \nObﬁlO _ udmchwh& WN
[l 3@ 8[>=0p (¢ )1v3g 10dipu0dVy woopyrong | 1]l $3[¥ | 3¢ 100]
-ag “9map@320 1m{oadX 1o¥ | ao2]nv 3¢ 1D[omangaLo | (¢ ymroryHoLmdy ana]
D2 ladg: av2p “wdorlirio]yagp | 1m]s@ rmoria[yoLry | 19viong 1ms soril 1ox]
3 100G “B[rhrioa DL DaoN UyadX | dlsupgoN ¢| [m13r0L (¢ )aoTiorkoy slaprng]
Sli aps B[ 102320001 S amysL | alms sla[m| mrll amianomozDy ami] oF
[>)p slonox[bgox sl x3 piape | Sjowoghoy | [(; Jamrll sproyagodavolig snol]
29 [0]eno D2 p2D[yy “aoalrian 61 | [an)i ozaos | [pTiyDAD 02 Smavrong ddavoly )

saj3[yJroog oriydAp d[noo)adX d[1rik] | i0gXoes[g | ‘0100UdXs 1030403 1D 34]
13039179 10109y DoD [amrT]li sDLAD[L S13 7D% I3mQdDL A13104] T
soarrioyaog pyyor proldXdis sp{Layole 1dsu [Lyps xizorimo v aril 10x]
DYYD ‘Saoumdgap SoLapu 1ox AB[3309Jan3v[ |, ammll myou alir 30li3Adlns)
aoaorl po dmolirioyap So3@ SojvTiavoL Sas\10D[g 0 ana 3¢ ug, “Siomioa)
S102 SmEnoyoxND ADoMYPo3pndAons amricando[Ap ami 1up aoThiius]
o1 13you 1liL 10431i000D2 “1DHO3¢DIACLD 1D LHDLILOOOL SM amiDTIMS] O]
ams skgoddoup sk 3¢ Sssavoldssor ['Snorioa snos DiDN DLDTIMO]
(ama3) 37 ouD 3¢ DL “Drioag Sodslr! ske o[+ 7D% SDAONI SDL SDLA3GIL]
-00ds ‘31 (L3) $i> brl D2 ‘¥ s1odpril a3 [1Dp03¢pdA0rD (;)amrioandodr]
a2 13 proTi[m]o lasdoxio 30400 DiaoXd[pun DL Diapz SD3IQADIIVE ]
SnoL 1ox 39 SmI07l() | ADMQOLD SVAONI SDL Sthiwo *(;)amTioavdodp ams 1u3] ¢
502404p “102ladd (Li3) # apuy ‘albgodlonp [alie S35 amygron amz o]
~0ag So0zlrl Slis os 10X SpLApgrLOOdL ‘3[1 (aDL3) AOLODNP SoLDTIMO aonyle]
ali ..E.wi ‘snoapriooovs @mri ‘aotioa D2 d.twwwb\.nu L D207IMO DL]
10go3¢pdAonp SoLagoxosvx 10d[mX 1L [43 Saor sppdean3syr, Snol ()¥ s1oddril Az




TEXT

118

Example B. Translation.
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Example C. Papyrus restored by Youtie with “purely illustrative supplements.”

Example D. Berlin papyrus with a regnal formula of Heralius.
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