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Preface

When as a student I was introduced to the field of Greco‐Roman Egypt, I was fortunate 
to rely on a rarely used introduction, the Dutch Papyrologisch Handboek by Willy Peremans 
and Jozef Vergote (1942), which already fully included Egyptian (Demotic and Coptic) 
material and also focused on broader issues such as Administration and Religion, even 
though it was no longer up to date in all areas. Already at that time, I silently cherished 
the ambition to present such a manual to an international audience.

When, a few years ago, I was offered the chance to edit A Companion to Greco‐Roman 
and Late Antique Egypt, I had some doubts. The situation had completely changed. While 
more publications than ever were appearing in the field and some guidance was undoubt-
edly needed, several excellent companions were already available – companions in which I 
had taken part and which, as I am writing this introduction, are piled up on the table in 
front of me. What more could I offer? Should I accept this invitation? Over the course of 
this project, my answer has changed from a cautious to a full‐blown “yes.” I have tried to 
compose a companion that still provides basic information for students and, I hope, their 
professors, but at the same time is sufficiently different from the handbooks already in 
existence.

Egypt: from Alexander to the Copts. An Archaeological and Historical Guide (2004), 
edited by Roger S. Bagnall and Dominic W. Rathbone, was the first handbook with a 
strong archeological focus, of which a revised electronic edition is now available. The 
Oxford Handbook of Papyrology (2009b), edited by Roger S. Bagnall, obviously empha-
sizes the papyrological source material (including ostraca and wooden tablets) and focuses 
on the Greek and Latin sources, although several chapters also deal with Egyptian, 
Aramaic, Persian, and Arabic documentation and with broader issues such as Law, Religion, 
and Science. The Blackwell Companion to Ancient Egypt (2010), edited by Alan B. Lloyd, 
is a two‐volume handbook with a pharaonic and Greco‐Roman component to all its 
themes, the stated aim of which is to “recognize differences but also emphasize the con-
tinuities of Pharaonic Egyptian civilization” thus providing “valuable perspectives and 
data both to Egyptologists and Graeco‐Roman specialists” (p. xxi). The major themes that 
are addressed include State and Economic Structures, Social Order, Language and 
Literature, Visual Arts, and Reception Studies. The Oxford Handbook of Roman Egypt 
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(2012), edited by Christina Riggs, aims to exceed the disciplinary boundaries for that 
specific period. Within the major themes (Land and State; City, Town, and Chora; People, 
Religion, Texts, and Language; Images and Objects; and Borders, Trade, and Tourism), 
the editor presents chapters written by authors with a variety of disciplinary profiles. The 
archeological component is explicitly present in several parts.

It was a big challenge to present a new thematic perspective. Apart from the case of 
Egypt: from Alexander to the Copts, our chronological scope is of course different from that 
of other comparable works. Here, we cover almost 1000 years of Egyptian history, starting 
with its liberation from Persian rule by Alexander the Great in 332 BC and ending in AD 
642, when Arab rule began.

We have further pursued the following objectives. In the first place, we wanted to offer 
a comprehensive overview, which is the main objective of a companion. For this, we have 
chosen a largely sociological approach: the “Life Portraits” at the end of each part, the 
theme of “Identity in a Multicultural Environment,” and Chapter 35 on the quality of life 
of Egypt’s inhabitants are clear examples of this aim. Furthermore, we wanted to empha-
size the changes that occurred in the Greco‐Roman and Late Antique Periods, as illus-
trated in thematic titles such as “Governing a Country with a Past: Between Tradition and 
Innovation,” “Traditional Religious Life Challenged,” and “Creative Minds in Theory 
and Praxis.”

Also in this volume we have sought to exceed disciplinary boundaries, especially those 
between Greek papyrology on the one hand and Demotic and Coptic studies on the 
other; we hope that we have realized this in a reasonably systematic manner, which is new 
for this type of handbook. Thus, we opted against presenting separate chapters on, for 
example, Greek literature, Latin literature, Egyptian Demotic literature, and so on, or on 
Egyptian or Greek sciences, as these are already available in other handbooks. Here, rather, 
we have brought together specialists who discuss the multilingual sources on, for example, 
literature, in one chapter jointly presented. For this, we have put together authors from 
different backgrounds in a variety of chapters: Greek papyrologists and demotists/
Egyptologists (Chapters 21, 31, and 32); historians and archeologists (Chapter 2); schol-
ars of the Ptolemaic, Roman, and/or Late Antique Periods (Chapters 11, 12, and 18); 
and other specialisms (Chapter 24). Except in our Chapters 2, 15, and 33, the archeologi-
cal component here is less clearly present than in Egypt: from Alexander to the Copts or in 
the Oxford Handbook of Roman Egypt, which provide detailed data according to region. 
Finally, we have not included chapters on the reception of Greco‐Roman Egypt, which is 
widely discussed in the Blackwell Companion to Ancient Egypt (Part VII), but have chosen 
to emphasize the possible impact of the study of Greco‐Roman Egypt on other fields of 
research, such as Hellenistic and Roman History more generally, and New Testament 
Studies (Chapters 36–38, but see also Chapters 3–6) – an area that does not always receive 
due attention.

All these ambitious goals are hopefully realized. The main themes are preceded by an 
introductory section: I. Greco‐Roman Egypt Explored, focusing on the sources in their 
physical context and presenting the research fields in a digital and multidisciplinary con-
text. The following main themes of this volume are: II. Egypt as Part of a Globalizing 
World, that is the Hellenistic, Roman, and, finally, Byzantine worlds; III. Governing a 
Country with a Past, focusing on traditions and innovations in the administration, policy 
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fields, fiscal system, army and police, and private law; IV. Developing the Economic 
Strength of the Nile Country, presenting chapters on monetization, stimuli for irrigation, 
agriculture and quarrying, and the economic growth and exploitation of land; V. Identity 
in a Multicultural Environment, including social, class, and ethnic identity, familial and 
gender identity, and cultural identity; VI. Traditional Religious Life Challenged, discuss-
ing religion in a multicultural context, the ruler and imperial cults, new deities and new 
cults, and Egypt’s role in the rise of Christianity, monasticism, and regional schisms; and 
VII. Creative Minds in Theory and Praxis, a theme in search of new developments in 
language and literature, science, architectural practices, urbanism, and the visual arts.

The Epilogue presents chapters on sociologically inspired thoughts concerning the 
quality of life in Greco‐Roman Egypt, the research impact of work on Greco‐Roman 
Egypt on other domains, and a discussion of the future of our studies. The detailed 
Chronological Outline is complementary to that of the Blackwell Companion to Ancient 
Egypt, which has a strong focus on Pharaonic Egypt. The Bibliography is inevitably pre-
ceded by a long list of digital resources, referred to throughout the volume. For the pho-
tographs, we have preferred illustrations of less well‐known texts, objects, and structures.

We have tried to be innovative by introducing at the end of each theme a chapter on 
“Life Portraits,” which takes advantage of archival material and shows how individuals 
responded to the various aspects presented in the preceding chapters. These include por-
traits of both royals and more ordinary people in a globalizing world, of individuals and 
their everyday papers in a bureaucratic society, of people at work, of people of a multicul-
tural generation, and of people in worship. The Life Portraits have been written by mem-
bers or former members of the KU Leuven research unit of Ancient History. Some topics 
are highlighted in “Information Boxes.” Among such boxed topics, one can find, for 
example, “‘Wandering’ Orators and Poets in Late Antique Egypt,” “Textiles and Textile 
Archeology,” and “‘I Will Tattoo on Your Head …’: New Ancient Books.” More complex 
or detailed information is made available in a series of tables.

For common personal and place names, we have used the Latinized or English form 
(the god Horus, Ptolemy, Homer), while non‐common names are simply transliterated 
(an otherwise unknown individual is called Horos or Paniskos). For the titles of the works 
of classical authors, we have largely relied on the Oxford Classical Dictionary, although we 
have not abbreviated them in this volume. Egyptian Hieroglyphic/Hieratic, Demotic, and 
Coptic words are presented in transliteration formats typical of the respective fields of 
research.

It has really been a pleasure and an honor to cooperate with so many excellent colleagues 
and scholars. I hope the reader will enjoy reading or consulting this companion.

Katelijn Vandorpe
Heverlee, May 2017
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American Society of Papyrologists, Supplement 9. Oakville and Oxford 2001, regu-
larly updated in the online version: http://www.papyri.info/docs/checklist

•	 For abbreviations of inscriptional sources (I., CIL, etc.), see http://www.antiquite.
ens.fr/IMG/file/pdf_guide_epi/abreviations_guide.pdf

•	 For abbreviations of both papyrological and inscriptional sources, see additionally 
http://www.trismegistos.org/tm/search.php

AE L’Année épigraphique, since 1888
ANRW Aufstieg und Niedergang der römischen Welt. Geschichte und Kultur Roms 

im Spiegel der neueren Forschung, since 1970
BL Berichtigungsliste der griechischen Papyrusurkunden aus Ägypten, since 1922
BullÉp Bulletin épigraphique, in Revue des études grecques, since 1888
DDbDP The Duke Databank of Documentary Papyri, available via papyri.info
DNP Der Neue Pauly. Enzyklopädie der Antike. 16 vols. Stuttgart‐Weimar 

1996–2003
FGrHist Die Fragmente der griechischen Historiker, Parts I–III, edited by Felix 

Jacoby, Berlin 1923–1930, Leiden 1940–1958; Die Fragmente der 
griechischen Historiker continued, Part IV, edited by Guido Schepens, 
Leiden 1999‐2008, by Stefan Schorn, Leiden since 2009, accessible online 
at www.brillonline.com

LDAB Leuven Database of Ancient Books. http://www.trismegistos.org/ldab/
Pros. Ptol. Prosopographia Ptolemaica, 10 vols. Leuven 1977–2002

http://www.papyri.info/docs/checklist
http://www.antiquite.ens.fr/IMG/file/pdf_guide_epi/abreviations_guide.pdf
http://www.antiquite.ens.fr/IMG/file/pdf_guide_epi/abreviations_guide.pdf
http://www.trismegistos.org/tm/search.php
http://www.brillonline.com
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SEG Supplementum Epigraphicum Graecum, since 1923
Suppl. Hell Supplementum Hellenisticum, edited by Hugh Lloyd‐Jones and Peter 

Parsons. Berlin‐New York 1983
TM Trismegistos: an Interdisciplinary Portal of Papyrological and Epigraphical 

Resources. http://www.trismegistos.org/
TM Arch TM arch (followed by identification number of the archive). Database and 

descriptions of Papyrus Archives in Greco‐Roman Egypt. http://www.
trismegistos.org/arch/index.php

TM Geo TM geo (followed by identification number of the place name). Database 
and descriptions of Papyrus Archives in Greco‐Roman Egypt. http://www.
trismegistos.org/arch/index.php

See also the digital resources at the end of the volume.
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