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BETWEEN LITERARY TRADITION AND

CULTURAL CHANGE

THE POETIC AND DOCUMENTARY PRODUCTION OF
DIOSCORUS OF APHRODITE

Jean-L.uc Fournet

Dioscorus of Aphrodite is a well-known figure in the field of papyrological
studies, but at the same time he is hardly ever mentioned in histories of
Greek literature and culture. Dioscorus became a familiar name among
scholars of papyri from the discovery of a jar filled with papyri in the vil-
lage of Kiim Ishgdw, ancient Aphrodite, Middle Egypt, in 1905. This jar
contained classic literary works by Homer and Menander, documentary
material and, even more remarkably, occasional poems contemporary with
this documentary archive. Papyrologists soon realised that the key figure to
this collection was a certain Dioscorus, the writer of part of the documen-
tary texts, the owner and reader of the books, and the author of the occa-
sional poems. The study of this archive provides us with the opportunity to
reconstruct the family of Dioscorus, his career and his background. Born c.
525 into a Coptic family which was so influential in Aphrodite that it prac-
tically held a monopoly over the village, Dioscorus conducted his affairs as
a landowner as well as those of his village. Therefore, the papyri of this ar-
chive shed a most brillant light upon sixth-century Egypt in all its different
as.l:rr.:cts.I

Papyrologists have generally recognised the great value of the docu-
mentary texts of Dioscorus’s archive as a source for their historical knowl-
edge. However, these scholars are more reserved, and even sceptical, in
their evaluation of his poetic production. This poetic ceuvre encompasses
fifty-one compositions at present,” the majority of which are written in
dactylic hexameter, while some are in iambic trimeter. With the exception
of some poems on mythological subjects, these poetical writings primarily

" For further details on Dioscorus and his background, see the excellent studies by
Maspero, “Un dernier poéte grec’ and by Bell, *An Egyptian Village'. The most
recent synthesis is by MacCoull, Dioscorus of Aphrodito.

£ See Fournet. Hellénisme (=P. Aphrod Lit. IV).
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belong to the genre of the enkémion, or eulogy: the poems are addressed to
prominent persons on the occasion of, for instance, their installation in a
public function or their birthdays; some of these writings are epithalamia.
The poems have only survived in the form of rough copies in the poet’s
handwriting on sheets of papyrus which had often been re-used. Since their
discovery and their partial publication by Jean Maspero, these poems have
been subject to the mockery of the academic world. It was not until the
1980s that they began to be judged less negatively and even became re-
garded as objects of interest. Nevertheless, Dioscorus has remained merely
a footnote in histories of literature, and he has most often been ignored by
Hellenists not concerned with the study of papyri.

| believe, however, that Dioscorus’s papyri may well illustrate the is-
sues of knowledge, learning and cultural change that are central to this vol-
ume. In the first place, Dioscorus’s work signifies a perfect paradigm of a
rural elite culture in a hellenised province of the Late Roman empire; a
culture which can be understood and reconstructed in a quasi-archeological
way thanks to this papyrological find. Furthermore, the scope and variety of
this ensemble make it possible to understand the processes of acquiring
knowledge and learning: the books of Dioscorus’s library shed light on the
development of the pupil or the reader; the drafts of the poems very con-
cretely show how this acquired culture was subsequently employed for the
production of new materials; the documentary archive illustrates the use of
literary culture for practical and pragmatic ends. Finally, being embedded in
particular traditions, his writing testifies to changes that affected the Greek
culture in that period. As will be demonstrated, Dioscorus well exemplifies
the tension between tradition and change, tension which brings forth a new
culture of writing.

Traditions in poetry and rhetoric

An examination of the poetry of Dioscorus reveals first and foremost that
his poetic writings fitted in with the traditions marking the Greek culture of
Late Antiquity. For one thing, Dioscorus chose to express himself in verse,
and particularly in dactylic hexameter. Thus, he was related to, and was the
last representative of, a poetic movement current in third- and fourth-
century Upper Egypt: what can be called the poetic school of the Thebaid,
as brilliantly analysed by Alan Cameron.’ After all, did Eunapus not state in
his Life of Sophists, 493, that the Egyptians were absolutely mad about po-
etry: £0vog ént motntik pév o@ddpa paivovion? In fact, it was Upper
Egypt that provided late Hellenism with its last great poets. [ only mention

* Cameron, *Wandering Poets’.



those who were most important or rather whose works have been partly pre-
served: Triphiodorus (by 300), author of The Taking of Illios, Cyrus of
Panopolis (fifth century), writer of epigrams surviving through The Palatine
Anthology; Pamprepius of Panopolis (fifth century), author of several lost
poems and of an Ekphrasis preserved in a Vienna papyrus; Colluthus of Ly-
copolis (fifth/sixth century), writer of The Rape of Helen; Christodorus of
Coptos (491/518), author of an Ekphrasis (Palatine Anthology 11); Musaeus,
who is named OnPaioc in manuscripts (sixth century), author of the de-
lightful Hero and Leander; and especially Nonnus of Panopolis (fifth cen-
tury), to whom we owe a Paraphrase of the Gospel According to John in
hexameters as well as a lengthy epic poem consisting of forty-eight books,
The Dionysiaca. Over the past few decades many contributions have been
made to a re-evaluation of this epic poetry from Late Antique Egypt and of
its strong influence on Greek poetry from the rest of the Empire. There 1s no
need to dwell on it here.

The writings of Dioscorus not only add to the corpus by Theban poets,
but they also are intrinsically influenced by some of them. Apart from
Homer, the person who had the greatest impact on Dioscorus was Nonnus
of Panopolis (fifth century), the greatest representative of the Theban poetic
movement. There are numerous quotations of words, word groups and even
nearly complete lines from The Paraphrase of the Gospel According to
John and from The Dionysiaca." After Nonnus, the work which had the
strongest influence on Dioscorus is (less unexpectedly) the Paraphrase of
the Psalms by Pseudo-Apollinarius of Laodicea,” who is strongly suspected
to be an Egyptian.® Musaeus and Pamprepius were also read by Dioscorus,
since their texts are cited sporadically by him.” Thus, Dioscorus appears to
have been quite familiar with the Theban poetic tradition, from which he
consciously sought inspiration, and which he perpetuated in his own way.

The other tradition that Dioscorus’s poetry thrives on 1s encomiastic
rhetoric, the quasi-obligatory mould for all literary production in that age.
His work 1s 1n accordance with this tradition on every level: occasion, con-
tent and ornament.

First of all, the occasion, or, to use the terminology of ancient rhetori-
cians, the Aypothesis. Dioscorus follows the prescriptions outlined by trea-
tises of epideictic rhetoric, in that he composes his poems on the occasion
of events that traditionally constitute the impetus for a public speaker and
that are connected with power, i.e., at a provincial level, the adventus, mar-

* Cf. P.Aphrod. Lit., p. 678, note 51.
* Ibidem, p. 679, note 54.

" o Golega, Der homerische Psalter, p. 171; Cameron, ‘“The Empress’, p. 239.
" Cf. P.Aphrod Lit., p. 680, note 56.



riage or birthday of the governor. Thus, half of the poems of Dioscorus are
enkémia of adventus,” enkémia of bilﬂ]dﬂ}’ﬁ,q and epithalamia.'’ The other
half belongs to another category: the petition-like poems which 1 shall dis-
cuss below.'' But in fact, some of these pieces, while being petitions, cele-
brate at the same time the adventus of the emperor or governor to whom
they are dedicated (P.Aphrod Lit. IV 10; 11), thus showing Dioscorus’s in-
tention of utlising the major occasions for encomiastic rhetoric. Dioscorus
reproduces the same scheme even for inferior officials taking up their posts
(P.Aphrod. Lit. IV 16).

The content of the poems is entirely reliant upon the conventions out-
lined by theorists of rhetoric (Menander Rhetor and Pseudo-Dionysius of
Halicarnassus, author of the Tekhné peri tén panégurikén). One finds the
same fopoi in the poetry of Dioscorus, dealt with in a very similar way, al-
though in a rather chaotic order.

Even in his ornamentation of discourse, Dioscorus relies upon the rhe-
torical conventions of the eulogy: particular enumerations of comparisons
(synkriseis) or mythical exempla used by the poet can be traced back to the
handbooks of rhetoric, and reveal that Dioscorus applied these conventions
quasi-automatically.'

As is indicated by a passage from his writing, Dioscorus had probably
read the works of Menander Rhetor."” It is possible that he even owned his
treatises. In any case, thanks to the information given in a papyrus in Berlin,
It 1s known that the work of this rhetorician circulated throughout Byzantine
Egypt.'"" Dioscorus, however, may have known this author only through
compendia, perhaps studied at school. It needs to be noted that the two tra-
ditions of poetry and rhetoric, which I have just mentioned, were part of the
system of learning: poetry and rhetoric were core subjects taught at the last
two levels of classical schools, and consequently they became the estab-
lished modes of expression for any author; two modes of expression that
became intertwined as in the work of Dioscorus, and that determined the
entire cultural production of the period.

 P.Aphrod Lit. IV 17-20; see also 39 and 40.

" P. Aphrod.Lit. IV 21-24; 31(?).

1" p. Aphrod Lit. IV 32-36; 37(?), 50.

' pp. 110-111.

'* See, for example, the annotations to P.Aphrod Lit. IV 5, 11-12; 7, 16-17; 33, 11-
20.

¥ See the annotations to P.Aphrod Lit. IV 5-7.

"* Cf. Maehler, ‘Menander Rhetor and Alexander Claudius’.



Transformation and subversion: christianity and self-appropriation

[ shall not further elaborate upon these two aspects of the poetry of Dio-
scorus, for they are generally known. In my view it Is more interesting to
discuss the transformations or the subversions to which these traditions are
subject based upon Dioscorus’s poems and which, since they may not be
particular to Dioscorus, must be considered as illustrations of a change in
sensibility and the cultural modes of the period.

The first transformation has to do with the appearance and development
of Christian themes. It is not appropriate to speak of innovation in this re-
spect. Since the fourth century, poetry had dealt with Christian subjects, as
1s clear from the poems in the Codex des Visions of the Bodmer Founda-
tion,"” or as can be gathered from the fact that Aputlinari,_a{; of Laodicea and
his son translated the Old and New Testament in verse.'® Moreover, the two
metaphrases by Nonnus and Pseudn-ﬁpul]inarié challenge the presumption
that using Christian themes in Homerising poetry was an anomaly. How-
ever, in any case, these works illustrate a pagan setting — or rather a classi-
cal setting — of Christian content. The work of Dioscorus gives us the op-
portunity to become aware of a most remarkable phenomenon: a hybrid
form of Christian and classical elements that seem to me characteristic of
Protobyzantine art. Thus, in the eulogy for the chancellor of the praetorium
prefect (P.Aphrod Lit. IV 7), a quotation from the Psalms, adapted to the
requirements of metre, precedes a comparison with Orpheus, Nestor and
Achilles:

tolov £nog katdheEov Emg mapeptBeto Bopdc:

5 0Tt TETTIYS MoADLpvOG Exer depag omAot[atov |,
VUKTOOI]) HEAEBDVL O£OV KT GpeCHL Avyad|v]er
KAvtog evkAeing Baoideng Oeog [V ]uvov akovet.

'Opgéa KaAAriomng éviknoog étntopi[powvl.

15  Mubov én’ évvesinot teov mobéovofiv Erapyor.
Néotwp ov AaBev GAhog, ["AxtideJbg aupft]v éTdxbng
iotapevog npoPol [..]. [-......] ErnAeo to1cde
Voo eIV aALppociv[ng

" See Vision de Dorotheos, papyrus Bodmer XXIX (ed. Hurst, Reverdin and
Rudhardt) and Codex des Visions, Papyri Bodmer XXX-XXXVII. For further details
see Fournet, ‘Une éthopée’.

'* Sozomen, Ecclesiastical History, V 18; Socrates, Ecclesiastical History, 111 16.



(If people told me that [ was too audacious in praising you), here is what 1
would say while my heart encourages me: ‘The cicada, despite its prolific
sound, has a very tiny body. However, watching by night in the mountains,
it sings of God. And God, the illustrious king of fame [cf Ps. 23. 7-10"]
listens to its hymn ... " Verily, vou have surpassed Orpheus, the son of Cal-
liope. The prefects look for advice from your speeches. You could pass for a
new Nestor. You are actually our Achilles, raising up as a rampart
.. Without his vanity ...

In another epithalamium (P. Aphrod. Lit 1V 34), the Christian God appears
next to Dionysus and the divinised Nile:

'‘AxAveng katepapyoay £oikote BeAlepogovn.
Mnviv dp@rénovety dyodAopévny bpevaiog,

10 [n]upogdpov yapieviag én” avBeciv abAakag aing,
pNdiwg Atovucov evi otepéecot k(at) Netdov.
"Puodapevog moAvtexvoy aet Oedg éyyvoaiilor
ovAOpEVNC amavevBev ydpov TpogepEcsTaToV GAAM(V).

They had no trouble finding one another, similar to Bellerophon.'® They
benefit from the favours bestowed by the Moon, who rejoices in their mar-
riage, from the favours bestowed by the furrows of the wheat-bearing earth
which adorn themselves with graceful flowers, by the diligent Dionysos with
his crowned head and by the Nile. Offering protection against a fatal mis-
fortune, may God grant them an eternal marriage that surpasses all others
and from which numerous children will be born.

A reversal of the phenomenon occurs in Dioscorus’s prose petitions, the
prosaic form and the elocutionary situation not necessarily implying a re-
course to pagan stereotypes — quite the contrary. For instance, in one of
these petitions (P. Cair. Masp. 1 67020, 5-6), Dioscorus refers to Zeus

shortly after having evoked God:

... et 1ov Oea|rjot(ar) Ocov, evepyeta ka1 TOV (...) TPOOTAT
naoNG The Enapyrelog, O¢ aro Al0g YEvoug AeAdyote e 1@ aAnd
£l

'’ Pseudo-Apollinarius uses the same biblical expression in his Paraphrase of the

Psalms XIII 17,22,
'"® For more information on the figure of Bellerophon, originally classical but

transformed by Christianity, see Fournet, “Un nouvel épithalame’, pp. 77-78.



(... You are...) after God our master, our benefactor and patron of the whole
eparchy, because, truly, you are of a blood which springs from the race of
Zeus.

This phenomenon of hybridisation even takes place on a lexical level: the
best example is the subversion created by Dioscorus assigning a Christian
significance to the Homeric expression oV kote koGpov which normally
has an almost contrary meaning. In a poem in which he celebrates the in-
stallation of the new governor, the duke of Thebaid (P.Aphrod Lit. IV 26),

Dioscorus writes in line 8:
"HAvBeg ol katét KOGHOV el OKEYOL VOETTIPOS
You have come to protect the inhabitants for eternity 0O K10 KOGLLOV.

Giving this expression the Homeric meaning (‘in a disorganised, indecent
manner’) would result in absurdity. Given the context, o0 xotét KOGHLOV can
only have positive connotations. Yet, in the Christian era the word
koooc (‘order’) could signify ‘the world as opposed to God’s order’. The
duke thus seems to have come to protect the inhabitants according to prin-
ciples that do not correspond to the order here below.

Even if this hybridisation of motifs belonging to two cultural worlds so
far apart may seem remarkable, it is not surprising: paganism is tolerated as
long as it is cultural and not religious.

However, a Christian sensibility lies behind this classical form which
implicitly questions the role of this ‘antiquarian’ paganism. This 1s revealed
by the subversion on the part of Dioscorus of one of the essential figures of
rhetorical discourse: the comparison. Any comparison with grand figures
from classical mythology is thus modified by an emphasis on the inferiority
of the classical figures in relation to the person praised in the poem. For ex-
ample, in P.Aphrod Lit. IV 33 one can read:

Evpammy o pépeig eig oikiov, 0K £n no[vim],

15.  Andng Aléxtpa pépeig, aA]A’ ob ntepiyeoot xop|ilet]c.
Nupeie, pn .T......T€0..0v0. Kod yp "AnoAdw|v]
NduPoimv toAdupvog déEato kévipov 'Epaftov]:
Adgvny yap &' Eportag del Aagvaiog "AnOAA®V.
AcpvnVv kol 60 QEPELS, GAL’ 00 PEVYOVGHY, AKOLTNV.

20 Mvupia ®oifog ETevie Kol 0VK ETUYNGEV EpOTO(V).



" ;\ It is {Eurc}pa that you lead to your house, and not over the sea; it is a Leda
that you marry, without transporting her on wings. O fiancé, do not [...],
for the beautifully singing Apollo himself has also felt the sting of sweet-
darting Loves: because of his love for Daphne, Apollo is forever ‘the Daph-
nean’. You as well, you take as your wife a Daphne, who will not flee.” The
works of Phoebus have been numerous without his knowing the workings of
love.

This modification of the synkr¢is¢is could certainly be considered proof of a
change in sensibility caused by the triumph of Christianity. Even more il-
luminating is P.Aphrod Lit. 1V 34, 4:

Kompidog ovk évonoev aeikén O’ Epya TeAecoot

(Isaac and his wife) have never envisaged accomplishing the indecent
works of Cypris.

Breaking with the conventions of rhetoricians (Menander Rhetor, 400, 5;
402; 6; 404, 25; 407, 7; 11; 409, 7; 411, 13), Dioscorus does not represent
Aphrodite in the positive role of the divinity of marriage, but as the incar-
nation of wanton desire. It is in this line that one may best detect the
changes in the traditional rhetorical models brought about by Christianity.

Nevertheless, classical Greek culture continued to be the referential
framework for men of quality. The new Christian culture was not consid-
ered as oppositional, but complementary to pagan culture. One can there-
fore speak of a bicultural world, or, more precisely, of a Christian culture
which integrated the classical heritage, which appropriated classical models
and authorised explicit references to ancient paganism, inasmuch as it was
not given a religious meaning, but was considered as a sign of culture. This
tolerance points to the irreversible triumph of Christianity, and at the same
time to a ‘patrimonial’ respect for the ancient Hellenic culture.

The other process of transformation that is manifested by the work of
Dioscorus has to do with the strongly private nature of his poems. Put dif-
ferently, Dioscorus subverts the encomiastic poetic tradition by appropriat-
ing this tradition for personal ends. He has done so in two ways:
|. There is a clear subversion of the tradition of Theban historical enkomia.
This genre of enkémia constituted one of the most characteristic features of
the Theban poetic school, as has been discussed above and as has been

'* The sentence can also be constructed as follows: Adgvnv xai oU @éperg, GAL" ob
pevyovooy axoltny “You take a Daphne who will not flee her husband’.



enunciated by T. Viljamaa.” These enkdmia are epic poems depicting The-
baid as subject to barbarian attacks (principally by the Blemmyes), but fi-
nally as being saved by a general whose achievements in war are celebrated.
Dioscorus takes over this conventional scheme, but transfers it to his own
personal misfortune. To give some examples:

a) The Thebans greet their saviour. This theme can be found in two histori-
cal enkomia:

Heitsch Suppl. 10.9:
O[nBn un tpoutorg, ok dpyapog dAhog duleivov]
Thebes, do not tremble any longer, there is no better leader.

Heitsch XXXVI r°a, 16-17:

evvaetatl ONPng otayvmdeolc] buveiovory
[.... Te1p]opévorary aheikaxdv oe pavivia

The inhabitants of Thebes' wheatland celebrate you who appear ending the
sufferings of those who are hard-pressed by [ ...]

Compare these passages with P.Aphrod Lit. IV 10, 21-24, which describes
the Thebaid greeting the new duke, Athanasius.

Aéyvuoo, nétvia ONPn, [ov ojvx tddp|acloav a.|
vlai tov "ABavdaotov, kplaltepov puti[pa] noA[nev]-
o yop €11 BAepvwv yévog oyeat, ov Zapoxnvd(v),

oY tpdpov dvdpoedvov Aniatopog bupact Aeborg.

Receive, august Thebes, him who has not been tamed by the [...] ves! Atha-
nasius, the most forceful saviour of cities. For you will no longer see the
tribes of the Blemmyes nor of the Saracens. You will no longer witness the
fear caused by the murderous looter.

However, Dioscorus’s intention becomes clear at the end of the same poem
(line 45):

YELPOLY ELOL ATAVVOGOV EUTV TEVITV OLADELY

% See Viljamaa, Studies, pp. 45-54.



Stretch out your hand to me to end my poverty.

b) Dioscorus alludes to the Blemmyes in a eulogy for a duke of Thebaid
(P.Aphrod Lit. IV 11, 81-82):

Tobve[xa ylovvalopal [o]e navdlcipov "Hpoxiia,
mhp[at’] drontidewy [B]Aepbov yévo[v]g firor fonBav,

That is why I beg you, almighty Heracles, to banish the evil caused by this
tribe of Meq Blemmyes, | mean the adjutores.

The poet compares the adjutores (‘assistants’), who plunder his fields, with
the Blemmyes, who once terrorised the Thebaid. Thus, one can speak of a
transference of a theme characteristic of the historical enkdémia to the pres-
ent circumstances of the poet.

What takes place is a narrowing down of perspective, from the collec-

tive to the individual. The arrival of the general saviour of the Theban peo-
ple that occurs in the enkémia has been transformed into the adventus of the
duke to whom Dioscorus appeals for help; the call for help from the The-
baid has turned into the request for assistance that Dioscorus makes to the
authorities; the plundering Blemmyes have changed into extorting local of-
ficials. Dioscorus thus preserves the schematic framework of the Theban
enkdmia, but fills this framework with a content marked by personal inter-
est.
2. This subversion for personal ends goes even further as it affects the genre
of Dioscorus’s poetry. In spite of belonging to the tradition of encomiastic
poetry, his poems are less concerned with praise than with the assertion of
self-interest. A major part of these poems are similar to petitions. Take, for
example, P.Aphrod Lit. IV 1:

I "Q nrohiapye péyiote PonBoe noory dvdykmg,
kADOL noviopévov Maging xBovog évvaertipocg,
0e&eo "uhig yevifig 1 Svoipepa Saxpuo poyBwy -
roAAG pot ev Ypaideoot yapaynote oikoBev fyOn,

5 ot kot FoPpiidig yepeiova tdv mpiv Eeplev
[MevtanoAitng Oeddmpog dracbodo. Epya kol adTog
NUETEPOV CPETEPIGOEV AAMDV KOPTOV AMOVPOLC.
Xopov arovra Bépile pelictayémv otaguidoy.
Opeppata ndE Poag ndpev "Apod kOO TAVTA,

10 oYvexev évdexatng Beodbooiog Gv Adfe xpuody,



[Muet|épne yevific Brotnolov. NDv 8¢ gaetvdy
(60D npJokvA[tJvdopevog nodag ixvadv, Byog Gpetov

O greatest ruler of the city, general assistance against distress, listen to an
inhabitant of the land of the Paphian (=Aphrodite) in his suffering. Receive
the sad tears of pain from my family. I have brought from home many
documents testifying that Gabrielius has committed worse crimes than the
acts of violence formerly accomplished by Theodorus of Pentapolis: he
himself stole and appropriated the fruit from our threshing floors, he
reaped entirely the honey-dripping grapes of our vineyard. Flocks, cattle,
our entire property he gave to Arsas, because of the sums of gold due for
the eleventh indiction, which Theodosius had stolen from us, the resources
of our family. And at present, knelt at your radiant feet, O martial highness,
.. (the ending has not been written).

I have proposed elsewhere to consider these petition-like poems as pieces
which accompanied the petitions in prose delivered to the authorities.”’ If
Dioscorus is by far the best representative of petitions in verse, a parallel in
Latin, poem XIII by Sidonius Apollinaris, seems to demonstrate that the
genre was more widely used than we could have thought on the basis of the
extant literary sources and papyri. In any case, this genre shows how the
encomiastic poetic tradition may have been taken over and employed to as-
sert the claims and to voice the needs of a citizen. The poetry thus seems to
have shifted from its earlier function to a concern with a subject matter tra-
ditionally reserved for the document. This phenomenon, as illustrated
mainly by the work of Dioscorus, reveals the way in which knowledge, in a
poetical-rhetorical form, became invested with a practical significance and
in which a culture of erudition, mingled with archaism and artifice, changed
into a mode of acting engaged in the present.

The emergence of a new culture of writing

These changes mark the emergence of a new culture. One of its characteris-
tics 1s the primacy of writing. Encomiastic poetry and rhetoric had been es-
sentially oral mediums of expression and part of a communal system: the
enkomia were traditionally declaimed in front of a community assembled
for important events. Dioscorus shows us that encomiastic poetry could be
delivered in a written form and be addressed to a single individual: the
compositional structure and function of his poems give us strong reasons to
believe that they were not recited in public, but sent or presented as written

*' Cf. P.Aphrod.Lit., p. 263.



texts in order to make personal requests.” This shift from a political func-
tion to the private domain is accompanied by a passage from oral to written
expression. Poetry and rhetoric, enlarging their sphere of activity and in-
vading the area of writing, had from now on a deeper impact which is illus-
trated, for instance, by the language used in documents, even the most
common ones, such as letters.

An examination of the work of Dioscorus reveals that the other char-
acteristic of this new culture was the interaction of literature and the docu-
ment, to take up two concepts used by papyrologists.” One could actually
speak of a ‘documentarisation’ of literature. As has been seen with the peti-
tion-like poems by Dioscorus, poetry came to serve the writing of docu-
ments, and even became a sort of document itself. More generally, the most
renowned authors, such as Homer and Menander, obtained a practical role:
their writings became as it were handbooks used to compose all sorts of
written deeds.

A reverse, but actually complementary, development also took place:
the ‘literarisation’ of the document. The generic boundaries between docu-
mentary and literary texts became more and more blurred. Quotations and
paraphrases from works by famous authors invaded the documentary genre,
and vocabulary derived from poetry was increasingly adopted. Even in daily
life one tried to assert one’s culture: in writing a letter, a petition or a con-
tract, people attempted to style their texts as works of literature. This phe-
nomenon shows to what extent the society of Late Antiquity was imbued
with culture. As a result, the literary quality of documents increased greatly,
even if they sometimes fell into a convoluted sophistication. The corpus of
Dioscorus, consisting of both literary and documentary texts, exemplifies
this phenomenon. Even when he drafts a document, Dioscorus continues to
be a poet. That i1s the case with the majority of his petitions. The petition, a
text in which a subject notifies the authorities of a crime of which he has
been the victim, and for which he demands justice, often begins at this pe-
riod with a very elaborate introduction praising the virtues of the official
who is addressed. This introductory part resembles an enkémion influenced
by Greek rhetorical conventions. However, the influence of literature is not
restricted to this. It can be observed throughout the text, be it in the quota-
tions or in the vocabulary. I cite only one example, SB XIV 11856 (=
P.Berl.Brash. 19). This is a petition sent by a colonus to his patron, proba-
bly dictated by Dioscorus or recopied based upon a model written by him:**

2 Cf. P Aphrod. Lit., p. 269, note J0.

B Cf. P.Aphrod Lit., pp. 684-687.

* Cf. Fournet, ‘A propos de SB XIV 11856". From this earlier publication [ have
taken over the text and the remarks with regard to idiom.
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One discovers:

a quotation from Homer's lliad, | 249 (1. 7) and a fragment of iambic
trimeter (1. 8. oyewv ocwv £pate) that can also be found in a poem by
Dioscorus:*’

poetic or, more generally, literary expressions: yeipav opéEat pot d1-
koroovvng kol evA]afetog (1. 12) which combines the Homeric phrase
yelpa opeEon (cf. 11 XXIV 73, and subsequently Euripides, Phoenis-
sae, 103) with a qualitative genitive (an artistic device often used in
poetry from Late Antiquity); yeip@v anpayeteg (1. 17), another quali-
tative genitive with particular connotations;

poetic vocabulary: the epic adjective alnyng (written donyng), simi-
larly used by Homer to express pain, /l. XV 25; the Homeric expression
viriov tékvov (I 1V 238, VI 95, 276, 310, XI 113, XVII 223, XXII
63, XXIV 730: Od X1 42, X1V 264, XVII 433);

rare words with literary connotations: gihavBpwnevepyéme (1. 1), *

navayaBoouvn (1. 10).

“P Aphrod. Lit., IV, 27,2 (Dioscorus).
“® A word that one only finds in another petition by Dioscorus, P.Lond V 1677, 2.



The interaction between literature and document reveals several phenom-
ena: the importance accorded to literature and book knowledge, and to po-
etry in particular, in Late Antiquity; and, most importantly, the fact that in
Late Antiquity society came to conceive of writing as unitary: a literary text
was no longer necessarily viewed as the opposite of the document, since
both forms were subject to the same rules of writing and composition in-
spired by poetry and rhetoric. This development of a unitary concept of
writing, which is so different from our twenty-first-century notions, had
enormous consequences: the Byzantines did not distinguish technical
learning from literary culture, as 1s indicated by the fact that the highest
posts of administration might not be given to experts in law or civil admini-
stration, but to men of letters, and to poets in particular. Thus poets such as
Cyrus, Olympiodorus, Claudian or Pamprepius — all descending from Egypt
and the Thebaid in particular — became very high officials of the Empire. At
a provincial level Dioscorus himself was living proof of this custom: his
poetic skills, although elementary, very likely helped him to obtain the post
of notary during his stay in the ducal capital of the Thebaid, Antinoopolis.
Furthermore, the title of scholastikos assigned to Dioscorus (P.Cair.Masp. |
67064) is significant in that it implies both literary and legal studies. Such
an ambivalence typifies at best this tendency towards non-specialisation,
and the confidence placed in literary knowledge by the society of Late An-

tiquity.”’

27 1 thank my colleagues James Hirstein and Denyse Uaillancourt for helping
me with the finmal draft of the English translation of this article.
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