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Abstract:

Documentary papyri from Greco-Roman Egypt allow us many specific insights
into the world of common people in the days of Greek and, above all, Roman
rule in Egypt. Interestingly, these papyri enable us to reconstruct significant
features of education, status, and the skills of reading and writing.1 In
particular, the documents offer peculiar and sometimes even astonishing
details about the literacy or illiteracy of particular people.2 Although
documentary papyri form the great majority of textual witnesses from ancient
Egypt, there are other artefacts that can serve as evidence for painting the
picture of (il)literacy in Greco-Roman Egypt more colourfully.3

In this paper I intend (a) to provide a brief survey of what is known from the
documentary papyri, (b) to demonstrate the benefit from a palaeographical
investigation into certain literary and semi-literary papyri for the research field
of education and (il)literacy, and (c) to exemplify the use of archaeological
objects – other than papyri4 – with writing on them. A selection of example
cases from categories (b) and (c) will help to visualize what these can tell us
about (il)literacy in the Greco-Roman world and how they add up to what the
documentary papyri manifest.
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