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Ines Bogensperger*, Aikaterini Koroli*

Abstract: Egypt offers a unique prospect for textile research, as it is the only place where textiles, as well as texts written on 
papyri, parchments or ostraka have been uncovered, all preserved due to the arid climate. These documentary texts provide in-
formation about various aspects of textiles and textile production. Terms denoting specific qualities are frequently attested, but 
hardly understood. This paper aims to contribute to a better understanding of the terminology concerning specific qualities of 
textiles identified in written sources, specifically qualities relevant to the actual condition of fabrics (new or already used, worn 
or completely damaged fabrics) and their size. The analysis presented here is based on a thorough study of the vast papyrological 
evidence. Our initial goal is to locate the terms defining the qualities in question, study them in their context and group them. This 
systematic examination of their meaning and use in context, which follows methods of both papyrological and philological anal-
ysis, is combined with a thorough examination of the preserved textiles. This comparison provides valuable insights concerning 
ancient textiles and textile production in Graeco-Roman Egypt.

Keywords: Egypt, Papyri, Textiles, Late Antiquity, Use, Repair, Size

Riassunto: L’Egitto offre un’opportunità unica per la ricerca tessile, in quanto è il solo luogo dove, grazie al clima arido, i tessuti 
insieme a testi scritti su papiro, pergamena o ostraca, si sono conservati, fornendo utili informazioni su vari aspetti riguardanti 
i tessuti e la produzione tessile. Tuttavia, sebbene i termini che indicano specifiche qualità dei tessuti sono frequentemente 
attestati, risultano di difficile comprensione. Il presente lavoro mira a contribuire a una più profonda conoscenza della termi-
nologia relativa alle specifiche qualità di tessuti annoverate dalle fonti scritte, vale a dire le qualità relative alle reali condizioni 
dei tessuti (tessuti nuovi o usati, usurati o completamente danneggiati) e alle loro dimensioni. L’analisi è basata su uno studio 
accurato dei vasti documenti papirologici: l’obiettivo iniziale corrisponde ad individuare i termini che definiscono le qualità in 
questione, studiarli nel loro contesto e, quindi, creare dei raggruppamenti. L’esame del significato dei vocaboli e del relativo 
uso nel loro contesto, che segue i metodi dell’analisi papirologica e filologica, è abbinato ad un’approfondita analisi dei tessuti 
conservati, facendo emergere preziose informazioni sui tessili antichi e sulla produzione tessile nell’Egitto greco-romano.

QUALITIES OF TEXTILES AND THEIR TERMINOLOGY IN 
DOCUMENTARY PAPYRI FROM EGYPT 

Introduction 

Egypt is the only place in the world where texts 
and textiles have survived from associated archae-

ological contexts due to the arid climate. The com-
bination of papyrology and textile research creates a 
holistic approach in order to evaluate, complement and 
reconsider the evidence. This paper will synthesize 
the evidence gained from documentary texts, such as 
contracts, lists and letters, preserved on papyri, parch-
ments and ostraka dated to a period extending from the 

Ptolemaic to the early Arab period (323 BC–AD 800). 
Additionally, a large corpus of preserved garments as 
well as furnishing textiles from burial ground dated to 
Late Antiquity (c. AD 300–800) allows for a compari-
son of the textile evidence with the papyrus texts. This 
paper focuses on indications of using textiles in every-
day life (“wear and tear”) and information pertaining 
to the sizes of textiles. 

*  FWF-Research Project Texts and Textiles in Late Antique Egypt (P-28282), Austrian Academy of Sciences (OeAW), Vienna (Austria).

PURPUREAE VESTES VI Textiles and Dyes in the Mediterranean Economy and Society (M.S. Busana, M. Gleba, F. Meo, A.R. 
Tricomi eds.), 461-470.
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1. Signs of use: “Wear and tear”

The papyrus documents under study contain single 
words as well as prepositional phrases denoting the 
quality of a fabric on the basis of its actual condition. 
All of these linguistic elements offer valuable insights 
concerning:

a. the distinction between new and old textiles, 
as well as different aspects of old and used tex-
tiles

b. the use of already worn textiles1 

1.1. New and already used textiles

The adjectives kainos and kainourgios denote new 
fabrics which have not been used yet and are, conse-
quently, in good condition. The synonym neos is only 
documented once in a known textile context: P.Fam.
Tebt. 49, (b) col.ii.3 (possibly AD 205; Antinoopolis: 
“new cushions” (τύλαι νέ[αι - - -]). In contrast, palaios 
is used to denote old and already used fabrics. The 
words and phrases included in boxes 2 through 5 (Ta-
ble 1) have more specific meanings. 

The derivatives of tribo are used for textiles that have 
undergone a certain amount of damage.2 Both tribakos 

“Wear and Tear”

1.
καινός = καινούργιος = νέος new (i.e. not used at all or in good con-

dition)
παλαιός old

2.

< τρίβω: to rub, to wear out
τριβακός rubbed, worn-out
τρίβων worn-out garment (possibly a cloak)
τριβώνιον, τριβωνάριον 
(diminutives of τρίβων)
τριβάς worn-out / worn-out garment
ἡμιτριβής = μεσοτριβής = μεσοτριβακός half or partly worn-out

3. τεθεραπευμένος (< θεραπεύω  “to take care of, 
to treat medically”) mended

4.

<  χράομαι: to use
ἀπὸ χρήσεως used
ἀπὸ ὀλίγης χρήσεως slightly or hardly used
ἄχρηστος (< ἀ + χράομαι) useless

5.
σεσημμένος (< σήπω, “to rot”) = σαπρός rotten
σεσινωμένος (< σινόω, “to damage”) damaged

6.
ῥυπαρός filthy
καθαρός (or καθάρειος) clean
πεπλυμένος (< πλύνω, “to wash, to launder”) laundered

Tab. 1. Overview of Greek terms indicating the use of textiles.

1   For all of the English translations offered, Ancient Greek dictionaries, such as Adrados 19892-2009; Sophocles 1992; Lampe 1978 and 
LSJ9, as well as the editors’ suggestions were critically examined.

2   See also Diethart 1992, 57-64.
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and the compounds hemitribes, mesotribes and me-
sotribakos (“half-worn”) are frequently used. Thereby, 
hemi- and meso- illustrate a lesser amount of damage 
in comparison to tribakos.3 However, the exact degree 
of damage cannot be defined based on the papyrus 
texts. 

Similarly, it is difficult to draw the distinction be-
tween the meaning of the prepositional phrases apo 
chreseos (“of use”) and apo oliges chreseos (“of rare 
use, i.e. hardly used”; for example, the writer of the 
memorandum P.Fouad 74 (possibly 6th century AD; 
unknown provenance), asks the recipient for “a sti-
charion of Antiochia, decorated, hardly used, at a 
price of ten carats, more or less” [ll. 6-7: στιχάριον 
ἀντιοχήσιον, ἔμπλουμον, ἀπὸ ὀλίγης χρήσεως, | ἕως 
τιμῆς κερ(ατίων) ι, πλέον ἔλαττον].4 It is noteworthy 
that this “hardly used” but no longer new garment 
maintains a relatively high price5).

Documents containing lists of objects include brand 
new garments or furnishing textiles as well as already 
used ones. In other words, terms falling into the se-
mantic field of “wear and tear” tend to coexist. The 
papyrus P.Cair.Zen. I 59092 (= Sel.Pap. I 182; possi-
bly 257 BC; Alexandria) provides Zenon’s long pack-
ing list including new (e.g. l. 8: [χλαμὺς] ὀροβοειδὴς 
θερινὴ καινή α “one vetch-coloured new summer [i.e. 
cloak]”), worn (e.g. ll. 11-12: αὐτόχρους χειμερινὸς 
χειριδωτὸς τριβακὸς α |  αὐτόχρους χειμερινὸς 
τριβακὸς α “one worn natural-coloured winter tunic 
with sleeves … one worn natural-coloured winter tu-
nic”), as well as half-worn clothes (e.g. l. 5: θερινὴ 
ἡμιτριβὴς α “one half-worn summer [i.e. garment]”). 
All of these textiles were recorded for Zenon’s trunk, 
which he may have taken on a journey.	

The noun tribon is of particular interest regarding the 
quality of clothing. The dictionaries and some editors 
do not translate it as “threadbare garment” in general, 
but as “threadbare cloak.” 6 Literary attestations of this 
noun as well as its morphological diminutives (tribo-
nion and tribonarion) indicate that it was most likely 

used to denote a cloak in a less than perfect condition. 
In many cases, tribon is referred to as a component of 
an outfit worn by people deliberately leading a very 
plain lifestyle. The following passage from the His-
torical Miscellany of Claudius Aelianus (2nd to 3rd 
century AD) refers to Agesilaus II (c. 444-c. 360 BC), 
king of Sparta, who was famous for his wisdom and 
his contempt of material goods (Ael. N.A. 7,13,1-4): 

“When Agesilaus of Sparta reached an ad-
vanced age, he often went out barefoot and 
without an overcoat, wearing just a tunic 
(τρίβωνα), even early in the morning on a 
winter’s day.” (Ἀγησίλαος ὁ Λακεδαιμόνιος 
γέρων ἤδη ὢν ἀνυπόδητος πολλάκις καὶ 
ἀχίτων προῄει, τὸν τρίβωνα περιβαλλόμενος 
αὐτόν, καὶ ταῦτα ἑωθινὸς ἐν ὥρᾳ χειμερίῳ).7 

1.2. Cleanliness and filthiness

Τhe notions of oldness and newness are close to those 
of filthiness and cleanliness, in the sense that a used 
piece of clothing gets dirty (cf. ῥυπαρός < ῥύπος 
“dirt”, “filth”) and needs to be washed. In the previ-
ously mentioned packing list belonging to Zenon’s 
archive, P.Cair.Zen. I 59092, the writer mentions pep-
lumena (“laundered”) pieces of clothing (ll. 2; 3; 6; 10; 
13; 18; 20). 

The adjective katharos (“clean”) is also associated with 
washing wool as a raw material for textiles. The writer 
of P.Sakaon 95 (Mar. 11, AD 301; Thraso, Arsinoite 
nome), for example, refers explicitly to “clean spun 
wool” for sale (ll. 9-10: ἐριδίον [l. ἐριδίων] καθαρὰς 
[l. καθαρῶν] | νενιμένας [l. νενημένων]).8 

3   For the variation of hemi- and meso- see Diethart 1992, 59-60.
4   On the dating see BL XI 82.
5   On the prices of textiles see further Morelli 2004, 74. 
6  For example, P.Giss.Apoll. 28 (= P.Giss. I 76; AD 117-120; Hermopolite nome; see HGV), note to l. 2. 

In LSJ9 (supplement, s.v.) this noun is translated as “cloak (sometimes with the implication of being worn or threadbare)”.
Τριβάς is attested only in P.Fam.Tebt. 49, (a) col.ii.4-5; (b) col.i.6 (possibly AD 205; Antinoopolis). In both dictionaries LSJ9 and Montanari 
20042 s.v., it is considered to be an adjective, whereas the editor of the papyrus text believes that it is used either as an adjective or a noun. 
Moreover, in his opinion, the words belonging to the word family of tribo should be related to a sort of smoothing technique (polishing or 
rubbing) for the production of fine garments (see n. to l. 6).  

7   English translation: Wilson 1997, 252-253. 
8   There are cases where the meaning of katharos needs to be further explored: according to Youtie 1973, 1031-1034; esp. 1032 and 1034 

(= BL VII 67), who offers a review on the edition of P.Harr. I 105 (possibly 3rd century AD; see BL XI 90; unknown provenance), the adjective 
καθάρεια, which is attested in l. 13, should be translated as “fine”, “refined”, “neat” or as “simply white”.

Qualities of textiles and their terminology in documentary papyri from Egypt 
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1.3. Repairing garments

Preserved textiles from Late Antique Egypt often show 
evidence of repairs, patches and darning (Figs. 1 and 
2, Pl. XII). The participle tetherapeumenos illustrates 

this long-term use of textiles. For example, the private 
letter P.Oxy. XLII 3060 (2nd century AD; Oxyrhyn-
chos) mentions “a grey set of garments, half-worn 
and repaired” (l. 3: σύνθε̣[σι]ν̣ σπανὴν ἡ[μιτ]ριβῆν (l. 
ἡμιτριβῆ) [τεθ]εραπευμένην).9 

9   BL VIII 265; on the meaning of σπανός see ARCE 1985.
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Fig. 1.  Reverse side of a tunic with a patch: inv. no. P.Vindob. Stoff 256, detail (© Papyrussammlung, Austrian National Library, 
Vienna).

Fig. 2.  Darning of a garment: inv.-no. P.Vindob. Stoff 256, detail (© Papyrussammlung, Austrian National Library, Vienna).
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1.4. Completely damaged garments

Achrestos, sesemmenos and sesinomenos refer to gar-
ments or furnishing textiles that may no longer be used 
either because the organic material of the fabric is rot-
ten and decayed or because it has been damaged in 
another way. In the return of temple property P.Oxy. 
XII 1449 (AD 213–216; Oxyrhynchos), the writer re-
cords “one damaged and useless (i.e. textile) ... all the 
himatia decayed and useless with age, a decayed and 
useless Phoenician-coloured (i.e. purple-coloured) bed 
covering” (ll. 50–51: σεση(μμεν )] | [ἀ]χρηστ(ο ) α, 
τὰ δὲ ἱμάτια πάντ(α) ἀπὸ τ(οῦ) χρό(νου) σεση(μμένα) 
ἄχρηστ(α); ll. 55–56: περίστρωμα] | [φοι]νείκινον  (l. 
φοινίκινον) σεση(μμένον) ἄχρηστ(ον)). 

The same applies to the “worn-out Attalian garment” 
(ἀτταλιανὸν σαπρόν) mentioned in ll. 6–7 of the pri-
vate letter P.Giss.Apoll. 1 (= P.Giss. I 21; c. AD 113–
115; Hermopolis). In another private letter, P.Iand. 
VI 100 (second half of the 4th century AD; unknown 
provenance), the writer, an ascetic woman, refers to a 
kolobion that has been damaged and has become use-
less (ll. 11–12: καὶ περὶ το(ῦ) | κολοβίου, σεσινωμένον 
ἐ[στί]ν. “And regarding the kolobion, it has been dam-
aged”).10

2. Size of clothing and textiles

In order to determine the sizes of clothing and textiles, 
general practical information pertaining to manufac-
turing must be understood. Fortunately, documentary 
papyri provide at least some insight into this matter. 
In ancient times, clothing mostly consisted of wide 
lengths of fabric, draped on the body and secured by 
pins, fibulae or in some other way. Over time, a wid-
er variety of garments are mentioned in Late Antique 
texts, with the ancient chiton (a tunic) and himation 
(an outer garment) being replaced as basic clothes.

One of the most ubiquitous garment types is the “tu-
nic”, which is a modern term broadly referring to any 
shirt-like garment with or without sleeves. It was pro-
duced by weaving it as single piece on the loom or 
by sewing more pieces together.11 Tunics were worn 
by women, men and children, with no restriction to 
gender or age. In fact, the social status of a person was 
indicated by the shape, quality and creation of this sin-
gle garment.

In view of the evidence provided by preserved tex-
tiles, information can be found pertaining to the size of 
clothing and furnishing textiles in papyrological doc-
umentary sources.

10   English translation: Mathieson 2014, 238; see n. 39, for additional information. 
11   Carroll 1988, 38; Granger-Taylor 1982; Pritchard 2006, 45.

Qualities of textiles and their terminology in documentary papyri from Egypt 

 Size

1. μέτρον, pl. μέτρα measurement (provided in 
metric length, e.g. cubits)

2.
μικρός, -ά, -όν small (size)
μέγας, μεγάλη, μέγα large (size)

3.

παιδικός, -ή, -όν <παῖς 
children-sized 

γυναικεῖος, -α, -ον < γυνή
woman-sized

ἀνδρεῖος, -α, -ον = ἀνδρικός -ή, -όν = ἀρσενικός -ή, -όν < ἀνήρ
man-sized

4. τέλειος, -α, -ον adult-sized

Tab. 2. Overview of Greek terms indicating size.
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2.1. Size according to measurements of length and 
width

In ancient times, textiles were produced in a predeter-
mined size, that is to say, textiles were made bespoke 
to fit the individual customer. The finished products, 
such as the preserved textiles from Late Antique 
Egypt, show different methods of execution, and each 
garment is a unique piece. The papyrus texts provide 
information about the process before textiles were 
made, when they were planned and ordered.12 First, 
it was necessary to receive a person’s measurements, 
metra, in order to weave a garment (Fig. 3 and Tab. 3). 
How the fabric was measured, considering the often 
irregular shape of hand-woven textiles, and if seams 
and starting and finishing borders were included is not 
explained and must remain unanswered for the time 
being. 

The finished textiles were divided into small and large 
sizes. This distinction is even found in connection 
with the previously mentioned classification of wom-
en’s and men’s clothes: P.Oxy. LIV 3776 constitutes 
a declaration by the othoniopolai, an association of 
othonion-merchants, listing various items with their 
respective prices. Amongst “all kinds of othonion: 
Tarsian women’s dalmatika of large size” are record-
ed, which are further subdivided into three different 
qualities (ll. 15–16 ὀ]θ̣ό̣[νης π]αντοίας δαλματικ(ῶν) 
| [γυναικ(είων) τ]αρσικ(ῶν) μεγάλ(ου) μέτρ(ου); Jul. 
24, AD 343; Oxyrhynchos).

The same articles are already found 16 years earlier 

12   Bogensperger 2016.
13  On the provenance, see Bagnall 2008, 21-30. 
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SB VI 9025 Second  century 
AD; Oasis Parva or 
Oxyrhynchos13

ll. 31–32: εἰ δὲ θέλεις 
ὑφανθῆ|ναί σοι ἐνθάδε, 
πέμψον στήμονα καὶ τὰ 
μέτρα.

“If you want to have one 
(i.e. a chiton) woven 
for you here, send 
warp threads and the 
measurements.”

P.Tebt. II 414 Second century AD; 
Tebtynis, Arsinoite 
nome 

ll. 26–28: δότω καὶ ἡ 
θ|υγάτηρ Κεφαλᾶτος τὸ 
μέτρον | Τεφερσάιτι.

“[…] give the size 
(i.e. of the garment) to 
Tephersais, and let her 
sell it […]”

P.Oxy. LIV 3776 AD 343; Oxyrhynchos ll. 15–16: [ὀ]θ̣ό̣[νης
π]αντοίας δαλματικ(ῶν) |
[γυναικ(είων) | τ]αρσικ(ῶν) 
μεγάλ(ου) μέτρ(ου).

“All kinds of othonion: 
Tarsian women’s 
dalmatika of large size.”

Tab. 3. Selection of papyrus texts in which metron is used as the measurement for textiles.

Fig. 3.  In the perpendicular postscript of the letter SB VI 9025, 
measurements and material for weaving a chiton are requested (© 
Papyrology Collection, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor).
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in another declaration, P.Oxy. LIV 3765 (c. AD 327; 
Oxyrhynchos), where female dalmatika are listed, and 
are classified according to different qualities (α, β, 
and probably γ) but without further indication of size 
(ll. 12–13: ὀθόνης παντοίας δελματικ(ῶν) ταρσι|κ̣ῶ̣ν̣ 
γυναικ(είων)).

Apart from clothes, “small” and “large” are used to de-
scribe the size of furnishing textiles. P.Oxy. XIV 1645 
(Aug. 31, AD 308; Oxyrhynchos) records “two small 
worn cushions” in addition to “two worn mattresses” 
(l. 9: τ[υ]ρῖα (l. τυλεῖα) μικρὰ τριβακὰ δύο, στρωμάτια 
τριβακὰ δύο).

Precise measurements, such as cubits, pecheis, were 
recorded in addition to the weight, when finished fab-
rics were traded or requisitioned by the government. 
For example, the receipt P.Mich. I 120 (mid-3rd centu-
ry AD; see HGV; Philadelphia) possibly reflects some 
activities of the othonion-monopoly in Ptolemaic 
times (Fig. 4).14 Depending on the actual unit of mea-
surement used, this text refers to two othonion-fabrics, 
each of 100.25 cubits long. In Egypt, the cubit is the 
basic unit of linear measurement from Ptolemaic until 
Roman times (1 cubit = 0.525 m).15 Thus, P.Mich. I 
120 records two linen fabrics that were 52.6 m long. 
Their width is not provided, because it was presum-
ably evident to the intended reader and was restrict-
ed to the looms in use. However, they are further de-
scribed according to their weight, one weighing 40.5 
mna, the other 35 mna. Given that in Ptolemaic times 
the Phoenician weight standard was introduced to 
Egypt (1 mna = 355 g), the first othonion fabric weighs 
14.38 kg and the second 12.4 kg.16

2.2. Size according to gender and age

Garment types were not restricted to gender or age; 
however, their individual components, style and qual-
ity indicated the wearer’s social status. Amongst pre-
served textiles, children’s garments are distinctly dis-
cernible by their smaller size and their comparatively 
large neck-openings. In papyrus texts, children’s gar-
ments are unambiguously referred to by the adjective 
paidikos. 

The situation regarding adult-sized garments is more 
complicated. In fact, adjectives for both genders occur 

with textiles: gynaikeios, as well as andreios, andrikos 
and arsenikos respectively (Tab. 2). Such a distinction 
was necessary, as various types of garments remained 
in use until Late Antiquity. The list of textiles dating 
to between the sixth and seventh century AD, P.Berl.
Sarisch. 23 (unknown provenance), records ten otho-
nia; women’s garments and children’s garments are 
specified.17 Their execution, especially the length of 
the garment, might determine if it was a woman’s or 
a man’s garment.

The distinction between women’s, men’s and chil-
dren’s garments was also used in Diocletian’s Edict of 
AD 301, which records that the dyeing and bleaching 
of women’s clothes is costlier than men’s and chil-
dren’s (Edict. Diocl. 7, 54-59; 26 passim). This differ-
ence plausibly results from more “material” necessary 
for female clothes, which corresponds to the higher 
price, i.e. maximum wages given in that chapter.18

14   On the othonion-monopoly, see Heichelheim 1933.
15   Bagnall 2011, 185.
16   Bagnall 2011, 189-190.
17   On othonion, see Bartina 1965.
18   Lauffer 1971, 122–123, 169-176.

Qualities of textiles and their terminology in documentary papyri from Egypt 

Fig. 4.  The receipt of two othonion-fabrics P.Mich. I 120 (© 
Papyrology Collection, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor).
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Hand-woven clothes were likely made according to 
a kind of standard size, but needed to be altered to 
fit the customer. Complete tunics often show a tuck 
around the waist, where the fabric was pleated in order 
to adjust the garment’s length to its wearer.19 In a few 
cases, this tuck was later undone. Thereby, the fabric 
was pleated more at the sides than in the middle of 
the garment in order to achieve the same border at the 
bottom, while wearing the garment on the body.20 One 
explanation is that this waist tuck served to adapt the 
garment to each individual wearer after a basic form 
was woven on the loom.21

In addition to adjectives denoting women’s and men’s 
apparel, the term teleios was used in combination with 
various garments. Derived from its basic meaning 
“perfect”, “complete”, “full grown”, it served as a ge-
neric term for textiles for adults.22

2.3. Diminutives as indication of size?

In addition to measurements and adjectives denoting 
size according to gender and age, diminutives may 
convey some practical information on the actual size 
of garments in Ancient Greek. Therefore, diminutives 
could be used as equivalent to the adjectives mikros 
(“small”) or leptos (“fine”).

Diminutives can be recognized by their specific mor-
phology. Two of the basic suffixes are -ιον or -άριον. 
However, their development and meaning constitute 
a more complicated matter.23 In order to express the 
meaning “smaller”, a comparison must be established. 
In other words, a smaller size can only be meant if it is 
compared with the size of a normal garment within the 
same group.24 As noted above, the receipt P.Oxy. XIV 
1645 mentions “two small worn cushions, two worn 
mattresses” (l. 9:   τ[υ]ρῖα [l. τυλεῖα]  μικρὰ τριβακὰ 
δύο, στρωμάτια τριβακὰ δύο) among other objects 
(Aug. 31, AD 308; Oxyrhynchos). In this passage, the 
use of μικρά possibly serves as a confirmation that the 
morphological diminutive denotes the size. However, 
in the private letter P.Ant. I 43, dating to some time 
later than the previous document, the writer states that 
“I have given you a blanket, and several minas of the 

old currency, and a large (little?) cushion” (ll. 4–5: 
ἔτωκά (l. ἔδωκά) σοι λωτίκιν (l. λωδίκιον) καὶ μνᾶς̣ | 
παλεοῦ (l. παλαιοῦ) καὶ τυλάριν μέγ̣α̣; late 3rd to 4th 
century AD; Arsinoite nome). Is the combination of 
a diminutive with the adjective “large” a contradic-
tion? What is more probable is that the morphological 
diminutive of the noun tyle is not connected to the no-
tion of smallness. According to Walter Peterson, this is 
the case when diminutives form a class of their own.25 

In this particular letter, the class of small cushions are 
seen in contrast to, for instance, larger mattresses, and 
are not compared with types of cushions, where size is 
relevant. Nevertheless, it is impossible to judge if this 
meaning of diminutives is generally in use from a cer-
tain point in time, or only in these few cases attested 
in written sources. Furthermore, apart from smallness, 
diminutives indicate either personal close affection 
and are used in a hypocoristic function in order to ex-
press daintiness and one’s endearment or in a deroga-
tory way.26 In all of these cases, the idea of size is not 
relevant at all.

2.4. Make it half: use of the prefix hemi- 

The prefix hemi- can refer to half-sized textiles: P.Oslo 
II 56 is a second century AD private letter of unknown 
provenance, in which various textiles (garments, 
household and furnishing textiles) are requested to be 
purchased in Bousiris: “a good half-sized cushion, if 
you find a larger — see to it that you don’t forget any-
thing — and another cheaper one from Sais” (ll. 6-8: 
ἱμι|τύλιν (l. ἡμι|τύλιον) καλὸν εἴ τι μείζω — βλέπε οὖν 
μὴ | ἀμελήσῃς — ἄ̣λ̣λ̣ο̣ χείρω τῆς Σάεως).

This term is also mentioned in the account BGU I 
40 from the second or third century AD, where two 
half-sized cushions are recorded (l. 12: εἱμιτύλια β [l. 
ἡμιτύλια]).27

Conclusion

Written sources, in particular Greek documentary pa-
pyri enrich our understanding of ancient textiles. Tex-

19   E.g. Verhecken-Lammens 1994, 102.
20   Personal discussion with Martina Dax, Austrian Museum of Applied Arts, Vienna.
21   Cf. Kwaspen and Verhecken-Lammens 2015, 167.
22   LSJ9 s.v.; Preisigke 1927, 585-587 s.v: “was sein Ziel erreicht hat; ausgewachsen”; thanks to Arthur Verhoogt for personal discussion.
23   Cf. Swanson 1958; Watt 2013.
24   Peterson1910,131-153.
25   Peterson 1910, 164-166.
26   Peterson 1910, 113-131; 169-184.
27   The editor, however, translates “zwei zweiteilige Matrazen”. On the dating, see BL I 11.
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tiles are described with their distinctive qualities using 
a clear terminology. The condition and the size of tex-
tiles were as noteworthy as the materials used, the dec-
orations or the colours of the fabrics. This information 
seems perfectly in line with the preserved textiles from 
the same period. In addition, these textual sources con-
tain clues that are not detected by the materials alone, 
especially as the archaeological context is often lost. 
Papyrus texts illustrate a high spread and demand of 
used and worn garments in daily life, a circumstance 
that is hard to determine from the historic textiles due 
to age-related decay. The clear use of language reveals 
a well-known categorisation of used textiles in every-
day life of ancient societies. The attestations falling 
into the category of “wear and tear” offer valuable in-
formation about the way the ancient writers conceived 
and correlated the notions of the fabric’s age and its 
usefulness. Textiles which were not new, were sold, 
bought, sent and used in everyday life. In addition, 
measures were taken to repair, mend, darn or patch 
textiles, so that they could be used for a longer period. 
Moreover, the clear distinction between “worn” and 
“half-worn” illustrates this long-term use. It is interest-
ing that if new textiles are mentioned, they often occur 
with worn and half-worn pieces, which demonstrates 
the mixed assortment in the ancient household.

As far as the size of textile is concerned, in some 
cases the precise length and width are mentioned in 
the papyri, whereas in other cases, garments are pro-
duced specifically for women, men and children. As 
the majority of preserved textiles housed in collections 
and museums worldwide lack secure archaeological 
contexts, information pertaining to the gender of the 
deceased is lost. Therefore, the evidence gained from 
the papyri complements our understanding of ancient 
textiles.
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Bustamante-Álvarez et al.: a) Kermes vermilio Planch. on a 
kermes oak, Andilla, Valencia; b) grains of kermes soaked in 
vinegar; c) dye bath prepared with kermes grains (images: M. 
J. Martinez).
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Bogensperger and Koroli: Darning of a 
garment; inv.-no. P.Vindob. Stoff 256, detail (© 
Papyrussammlung, Austrian National Library, 
Vienna).

Bogensperger and Koroli: Reverse side of a 
tunic with a patch: inv.-no. P.Vindob. Stoff 
256, detail (© Papyrussammlung, Austrian 
National Library, Vienna).
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This volume gathers the contributions of the 6th Purpureae Vestes 
International Symposium, which took place in Padova-Este-Altino, Veneto, 
Italy in October 2016. The topic, Textiles and Dyes in the Mediterranean 
economy and society, focused on the role of textile production and dyeing 
as economic activities of the various ancient cultures of the Mediterranean 
area, highlighting conservatisms and innovations in the various 
Mediterranean textile traditions and customs. An important impetus for 
this has been provided by the recent advances in textile studies and the 
numerous scientific projects that are using textile evidence to understand 
wider economic developments of ancient Mediterranean societies. The 53 
articles collected in this volume follow a chronological (from the Bronze 
Age to the High Middle Ages) and geographical (from East to West and 
from Italy to the provinces) order. The last section deals with broader 
aspects that transgress chronological or geographical boundaries.


