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SOME AGONISTIC PAPYRI

In memoriam Peter Frisch

The volume of Oxyrhynchus papyri published in 2014 offers new evidence on agonistic matters in Roman 
Egypt and a valuable survey of the topic (pp. 191–206, by S. Remijsen). Concerning several texts, some 
further comment is possible.

1. A. Benaissa, P.Oxy. LXXIX 5202
The papyrus, evidently a copy of an honorifi c decree (of Alexandria?), includes a list of honors that had 
been given by various parties to the poet-scholar Apion. The decree probably dates to the time of Gaius 
(A.D. 37–41) or soon after. The form of the list is: nominative grantor (honored Apion with) dative award. 
The grantors include the guild of the Dionysiac Artists and that of the Athletes (23–27), presented and 
translated as follows:
        οἱ  π ερὶ τ ὸ [ν]
 24 ∆ιό νυσ[ον καὶ] τ οὺς ἄ λλους [θε]ο ὺς τεχνεῖτ [αι]
  ἀν δριά [ντι] κ αὶ  ἀσπιδεί[ῳ ἐν] τ ῷ ∆[ι]ο νυσε[ί]ῳ̣,
  ἐν ῾Rώμ [ῃ οἱ] ἀπὸ τῆ ς οἰ κ [ου]μ °νη ς εἱερο ν[εῖ]-
  κ αι ⟨καὶ⟩ ο ἱ  το ύ [των] ἐπ[ισ]τ άτα [ι ἀνδριάντ]ι  (κτλ.)

“the Artists devoted to Dionysus and the other gods (honoured him) with a statue and portrait 
tondo in the Dionyseum; in Rome the sacred victors from the inhabited world and their trai-
ners(?) (honoured him) with a statue” (etc.)

In lines 26 ff. we see the guild of Athletes, even if their decree for a poet might come as a surprise. In fact 
we learn of one statue of Apion at Olympia (line 31), where poets did not compete; but they certainly did 
compose in behalf of athletic victors. Apion wrote not only tragedies (line 5) but generally poemata (line 
2); he will have had occasion to celebrate a winner in the Olympia. The crux is that the Athletes are repre-
sented as having their headquarters in Rome already now in the early fi rst century, which, as the editor saw, 
contradicts H. Pleket’s arguments for establishment fi rst in the time of Hadrian.1 

The preceding group (lines 23 ff.) is the Artists; the editor took their Dionyseion to be in Oxyrhryn-
chus, where a census record reports “a house in a place called ‘of Dionysus’ Technitai’ ”.2 But a different 
punctuation seems more natural:
     ἐν] τ ῷ ∆[ι]ο νυσε[ί]ῳ̣
  ἐν ῾Rώμ [ῃ· οἱ] ἀπὸ τῆ ς οἰ κ [ου]μ °νη ς (κτλ.)

The sanctuary of Dionysus acquires a specifi cation that it needs, and the Athletes lose a specifi cation, odd-
ly placed in the sentence, that they do not need. The Artists will surely have had a shrine of Dionysus in 
Oxyrhynchus, but just as surely also at their headquarters in Rome. The latter will be the “sacred precinct in 
Rome” attested in the time of Hadrian: τὸ ἱερὸν ἐπὶ Ῥώμης τέμενος [τῶν] ἀπὸ τῆς οἰκουμένης τεχνειτῶν 
(I.Ephesos Ia 22.17–18). The Technitai later will usually designate themselves by the “world-wide” titles of 
the guild, only rarely specifying their local branch; so when a man of Oxyrhynchus calls himself one of τῶν 
ἀπὸ τοῦ ∆ιονυσείου καὶ τῆς ἱερᾶς συνόδου ἱερονεικῶν ἀτελῶν,3 it must remain uncertain for us whether 
this was the shrine in Oxyrhynchus or that in Rome, or merely generic as of persons denoted ἀπὸ τῆς σκηνῆς 
in late antiquity. We know that Apion visited Rome, but do not know that he was ever in Oxyrhynchus.

1 ZPE 10, 1973, 225–226.
2 SB XXII 15353, οἰκίαν ἐν τόπῳ καλουμένῳ ∆ιονύσου Tεχνειτῶν (A.D. 146/7).
3 P.Oxy. VI 908.8–10 [W. Chr. 426] (A.D. 199).
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If the Artists’ shrine in Rome is the referent of line 25 of the new papyrus, so punctuated, the contra-
diction to Pleket’s Hadrianic date for the Athletes’ establishment in Rome disappears – these words apply 
instead to the Artists. Moreover, the papyrus addresses an old question about the beginning of the Rome 
headquarters of the Artists, which has been dated by scholars variously from Augustus to Hadrian: it was 
at least as early as Gaius. 

Another text, long known, may offer support for a Julio-Claudian date for the Artists’ Rome headquar-
ters. In what has been our earliest Imperial reference to the guild of Technitai, Claudius in A.D. 43 confi rms 
their privileges at the request of a delegation of six or seven of their emissaries.4 Five of these Technitai 
were Claudii. It is a reasonable inference that they were freedmen of the emperor, and that these delegates 
had not come together from diverse parts of the Empire to approach him, but were resident in Rome, most 
of them his familiares – and so chosen for this mission by the Rome headquarters, already established by 
43.

2. R.-L. Chang, P.Oxy. LXXIX 5208
A declaration written in Antinoopolis in the third century gives notice of the election of a woman to serve 
as high priestess of the guild:
 1 [– – οἰ]κ ο [υμ]ε ν ικ ὴ λαμπρὰ μεγάλη σύν [οδος τῶν ἀπὸ τῆς οἰκουμένης]
  [περὶ τὸν ∆ιό]νυσον καὶ θεοὺς Σεβαστοὺς τεχ[νιτῶν ἱερονικῶν στεφανιτῶν]
  [καὶ οἱ τού]τ [ω]ν συναγωνισταὶ τοῖς ἀπὸ τῆς οἰκ [ουμένης περὶ τὸν ∆ιόνυσον τε]-
 4 [χνίταις ἱερο]νίκαις στεφανίταις καὶ τοῖς τ ού[των συναγωνισταῖς χαίρειν·] (κτλ.)

Who wrote to whom? According to the editor, “a letter from the world-wide association of Dionysiac artists 
notifying its members …” As English, the fi rst phrase is unspecifi c (Antinoite branch or Rome headquar-
ters?), the second is vague and probably impractical if taken literally. That is no fault of the editor’s – the 
Greek for both author and recipient is unhelpfully generic.

Only the civic branch, however, can have begun the process of notifi cation – the lady was a local 
dignitary and the election happened in Antinoopolis. Whom would they notify? Not “members”, I would 
urge, but the Rome headquarters. Other testimonies to the election of new Artists are extant from the third 
century:5 the individual petitions the local city government, giving notice of the election, in order to acti-
vate the prerogatives of membership that governments granted to Technitai. In several of those papyri, the 
new member has included a copy of a letter announcing the appointment, written from the Artists to the 
Artists: 

Pap.Agon. 4.15–16 (A.D. 264), [οἱ ἀπὸ τῆς οἰκουμένης περὶ τὸν ∆ιόνυ]σον καὶ Αὐτοκράτορα 
Καίσαρα P[ούπλιον Λικίννιον Γαλλιηνὸν Γερμανικὸν] Mέ γιστον Εὐσεβῆ Εὐτυχῆ [Σε]β α σ τ ὸ ν  
[νέον ∆ιόνυσον? τεχνεῖται τοῖς περὶ τὸ]ν  ∆ιόνυσον τεχνεῖται ς  ἱερ [ο]ν ε ί κ α ι ς  στ ε [φανείταις 
καὶ τοῖς τούτων συναγω]ν εισταῖς χαίρειν
Pap.Agon. 1.14 (A.D. 273/4), [ἡ ἱερὰ μουσικὴ περιπολιστικὴ Αὐρηλιανὴ οἰκουμενικὴ μεγάλη 
σύνοδος τοῖς] ἀ[πὸ] τῆς [αὐ]τῆς συνόδου χαίρει[ν
Pap.Agon. 3.12–15 (A.D. 288), οἱ ἀπὸ τῆς οἰκο[υμένης περὶ τὸν ∆ιόνυσον τεχνῖται κ]αὶ ἡ ἱερὰ 
μο[υ]σι[κ]ὴ περιπολιστικ ὴ  οἰκουμεν[ι]κὴ  [∆ιοκλητιανὴ Μαξ]ιμιανὴ εὐσ[ε]βὴ⟨ς⟩ εὐτυχὴ⟨ς⟩ 
σεβαστὴ με [γάλη σύνοδος τῶν περὶ τὸν ∆ιόνυσον τεχ]νιτῶν ἱε ρ ο ν ι [κ]ῶ ν σ τεφαν[ι]τῶν τ ο ῖς 
ἀπὸ τῆς α[ὐτῆς συνόδου τεχνί]ταις ἱερον ί κα[ις στ]εφανίτα[ι]ς χαίρειν

In every case the phrases are again ambiguous. But as a practical matter, these too must all be the civic 
branch registering the new member with headquarters in Rome, and variously abbreviating the titles of the 
latter.

4 P. Frisch, Pap.Agon. (1986) 1.1–3, 3.1–4 = Oliver, Constitutions (1989) 24.
5 Frisch, Pap.Agon. 1, 3, 4, 5.
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In the fi rst line of the new papyrus, the repetition of “world-wide” is unparalleled in the titulature of 
the guild and seems otiose. We should restore instead the term which is frequent in this position, and which 
seems consistent with the traces in the published image:6 
 [– – περι]π ο [λι]σ τ ικ ὴ λαμπρὰ μεγάλη σύν [οδος τῶν ἀπὸ τῆς οἰκουμένης] (κτλ.)

So, for example, τῆς ἱερᾶς Ἁδριανῆς Ἀντωνεί[ν]ης θυμελικῆς περιπολιστικῆς μεγάλης συνόδου τῶν ἀπὸ 
τῆς οἰκουμένης περὶ τὸν ∆ιόνυσον (IG II2 1350). By contrast, λαμπρά is unique in the titles of the guild.

3. R.-L. Chang, P.Oxy. LXXIX 5207
A xystarch in the third century acknowledges receipt of payments for his attendance at two competitions:

ἔ σχον παρὰ σ[ο]ῦ  ε ἰ ς  τὸν αυ [τ-  ca.7 - ξυ]στα ρ χικὸν  ὑπὲ ρ  μὲν [ ca.14 ]  ̣  ̣  [̣  ]̣ου ἀγῶ[νος - - ] 
and

ἔσχον] παρὰ  σ ο ῦ ε ἰ [ς τ]ὸ ν α υτ[ο- ca.6 ξυσταρχι]κὸν ὑπ ὲρ [μὲν] τ[ῶ]ν γυ [μνικῶν ?ἀγω-
νισ]μ άτων  - -

The two sums of money would then have been stated, as in the Oxyrhynchus papyrus SB X 10493.15 of 
A.D. 228 (there 400 denarii); for xystarchs were regularly paid a fee for their attendance at contests (some-
times euphemistically called a “prize”, ἆθλον or θέμα).7 In the new papyrus the offi ce of the man who paid 
out the money is lost; in SB X 10493 it was an ἀγωνοδίκης, the judge in the contest. The location of the 
contests is also lost here. It might not have been Oxyrhynchus; a xystarch’s awarded circuit could include 
many cities. But the fundort of the papyrus makes Oxyrhynchus likely, the locale of the recipient of the 
acknowledgement.

The missing noun in the εἰς clause presents a puzzle, and the editor was properly cautious. He consid-
ered εἰς τὸν αὑτ[οῦ (= ἐμαυτοῦ) λόγον, but objected to the word order. 

The most banal of Greek terms for “payment” is μισθός. I suggest as a possibility εἰς τὸν αὐτόμισθον 
ξυσταρχικόν, “I have received for the xystarchal self-payment …” This word seems to be on record only 
once,8 and as an adjective, not a noun: Favorinus in On Exile described the Greeks who sailed against Troy 
as αὐτόμισθοι καὶ αὐτότροφοι, paying for themselves and sustaining themselves.9 If there was such a 
noun, the logic here would be that the xystarch’s payment was justifi ed by the cost to him of his visit – what 
an American would call up-front expenses. This seems to be the character of three payments to xystarchs 
at contemporary Aphrodisias, each made εἰς ἀναπλήρωσιν.10 For a xystarch’s entitled territory might be 
quite large, sometimes an entire province;11 his travels cost him time, effort, and money. But this hypothet-
ical noun can only be a guess; the editor’s reticence is likely the wiser course.12
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6 At http://163.1.169.40/gsdl/collect/POxy/index/assoc/HASH01c6/1151dbda.dir/POxy.v0079.n5208.a.01.hires.jpg.
7 See Chr.Eg. 52, 1977, 147–155.
8 Note that the writer’s ξυσταρχικός is a hapax.
9 Περὶ φυγῆς 16.3, ed. A. Tepedino Guerra, Favorino di Arelate. L’Esilio: Pap. Vat. Gr. 11 verso (Rome, 2007), 90.
10 CIG 2758 [ Roueché, Performers and Partisans no. 52 (partial): p. 171 “in reimbursement”]--745, 674, and 250 denarii.
11 E.g. ἐν Βειθυνίᾳ, IG II2 3741; “all the games in Egypt”, I.Sardis 79.c.24 [Moretti, I.agon.gr. 84].
12 Warm thanks to Georg Petzl.




