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1 Research Aims
The Research aims to investigate the shift from a majuscule to a minuscule writing 
system in the Roman world, which started in the 3rd century A.D. This change has 
been extensively analysed within historiography, and it has been at the centre of an 
intense debate.1 Recent discoveries allow a reinvestigation of this complex problem, 
and this article will examine the survival of the majuscule writing, the so-called 
Ancient Roman cursive, in its chancery results.

The article will focus in particular on the relationship between the chancery 
writing system and a law issued in A.D. 3682 by the emperors Valentinian and Valens, 
which was incorporated into the Theodosian Code as CTh. 9.19.3. Historiography rec-
ognises the crucial role of this law in the regulation and development of Late Empire 
chancery scripts: for the first time, imperial power intervened directly in a matter of 
writing, and imposed a clear prohibition on the use of a type of script.

The sources commonly used to chart the development of writing systems are 
papyri. However, epigraphic sources have also recently been included in this analy-
sis, particularly thanks to the studies of Denis Feissel, who investigated an inscription 
that is thus far the only epigraphic evidence relating to the problem of the shift from 
the majuscule to the minuscule writing system.

This inscription was found in the small town of Didyma (Caria) in 1991, and it 
contains a rescript of Justinian I dated to A.D. 533. The relevance of this source was 
highlighted by Feissel’s analysis, which relied on a historic and epigraphic approach. 

This article emerged from the Heidelberg Collaborative Research Center 933 “Material Text Cultures. 
Materiality and Presence of Writing in Non-Typographic Societies”. The CRC 933 is financed by the 
German Research Foundation (DFG). The present study started some years ago at the University of 
Bologna; it initially focused on papyri, but at a later stage extended to the analysis of epigraphic 
witnesses. A benchmark of the research is the work of Lorenza Iannacci, Maddalena Modesti and 
Annafelicia Zuffrano, published in 2012, where they analysed the matter in connection with papy-
rological sources (Iannacci/Modesti/Zuffrano 2012). The article is divided into two parts: the first, 
concerning the historical frame, was managed by Melania Mezzetti. The second part, concerning the 
analysis of the Didyma inscription from a palaeographic viewpoint, and the conclusions were written 
by Flavia Manservigi.

1 About this argument see in particular: Perrat 1955; Mallon/Marichal/Perrat 1939; Mallon 1948, 1952 
and 1982; Marichal 1948; Cencetti 1950, 1956/57, 1961, 1993 and 1997; Tjäder 1955, 1977, 1979, 1982a and 
1985; Innacci/Modesti/Zuffrano 2012.
2 About the issue date of the law see Iannacci/Modesti/Zuffrano 2012, 96, fn. 21.
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Nevertheless, it seems useful to analyse the inscription again, in particular from a 
palaeographic perspective. Furthermore, the analysis will focus on lines 36 and 37, 
which are written in a special enlarged cursive script directly copied from an original 
papyrus model.

Therefore, the initial focus of this research will be the law CTh. 9.19.3. Subsequently, 
the graphical context of the period will be briefly discussed, and the relationship 
between this context and the law will be investigated. Then, the article will analyse 
previous research on papyrological sources; finally, the problem will be analysed in 
the light of the Didyma inscription.

1.1 The Law CTh. 9.19.3

During the Roman Empire, a few laws were issued which directly or incidentally con-
cerned the script and shape of documents, and they were incorporated into the most 
important compilations of Roman Laws: the Theodosian Code, promulgated in A.D. 
438, and the Corpus iuris civilis, issued between A.D. 528 and 534.3

These laws are very interesting as they regulate writing, predominantly of public 
documents, in many different ways. They may regard both the type of writing and the 
form of the documents or their preservation: all these regulations were functional in 
assuring the necessary authenticity and reliability of official documents.

CTh. 9.19.3 is the most ancient of these laws, and it was issued by the emperors 
Valentinian and Valens in Trier, where the court was held.
This is the text of the law:

Impp. Valentinianus et Valens AA. ad Festum proconsulem Africae. Serenitas nostra prospexit 
inde caelestium litterarum coepisse imitationem, quod his apicibus tuae gravitatis officium con-
sultationes relationesque complectitur, quibus scrinia nostrae perennitatis utuntur. Quam ob 
istius sanctionis auctoritate praecipimus, ut posthac magistra falsorum consuetudo tollatur et 
communibus litteris universa mandentur, quae vel de provincia fuerint scribenda vel a iudice, 
ut nemo stili huius exemplum aut privatim sumat aut publice. Dat. V id. iun. Treviri Lupicino et 
Iovino conss.

Emperors Valentinian and Valens Augustuses to Festus, Proconsul of Africa. Our Serenity has 
observed that the practice of imitating Our celestial imperial letters has arisen from the fact that 
the office of Your Gravity, in composing references of cases to the Emperor and reports to Him, 
uses the same kind of script as that which the bureaus of Our Eternity use. Wherefore, by the 
authority of this sanction, We command that hereafter this custom, a teacher of forgery, shall be 
abolished and that everything which must be written either from a province or by a judge shall be 

3 The laws concerning the writing and shape of documents are: CTh. 9.19.3, CTh. 9.35.1, C. 23.3, C. 
23.6, Nov. 47.
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entrusted to commonly used letters, so that no person shall have the right to appropriate a copy 
of this style, either privately or publicly. Given on the fifth day before the ides of June at Trier in 
the year of the consulship of Lupicinus an Jovinus.4

In A.D. 368 the imperial chancellery ordered the proconsul of Africa, Iulius Hymetius 
Festus, to stop imitating the litterae caelestes in composing reports, since the emper-
ors had reserved that type of script for themselves. The stated purpose of this law 
was to remove the risk of falsification. The emperors commanded that this particular 
script had to be used only by the imperial chancery; the provincial chanceries, as well 
as every administrative, bureaucratic and judiciary office, had to use another type of 
script, the so-called litterae communes.

1.2 Litterae caelestes and litterae communes

In order to understand what distinguished these two types of writing, the wider 
context of documentary writings of the period and their development should be taken 
into account.

The terms litterae caelestes and litterae communes are used to refer to two types 
of script, deriving from different graphic models, both commonly used in the Roman 
Empire, but in different periods.

The first script (litterae caelestes) is the result of a writing system that, for con-
venience, we can consider to be of the majuscule type,5 the so-called Ancient Roman 
cursive, which was normally used for documents from the 1st century A.D. until the 
end of the 3rd century. The second (litterae communes) is the result of a new minus-
cule script, the so-called Later Roman cursive, which progressively circulated from 
the 2nd century A.D. onwards.

After a period of coexistence in the sources (2nd and 3rd centuries), the Ancient 
Roman cursive was gradually used only in some chanceries. From the end of the 3rd 
century on, the Later Roman cursive had completely replaced the Ancient script, not 
only for private documents, but also for those of the public bureaus, whereas the 
majuscule script was restricted to a specific use: the documentary production of the 
Imperial chancery.

4 The Theodosian Code, p. 241. For the bibliography on this law see Iannacci/Modesti/Zuffrano 2012, 
96.
5 Jean Mallon, as will be discussed below, was the first to question the current opinion, developed in 
the 19th and 20th centuries, which hypothesized a gradual development of the Later Roman cursive 
from the ancient script (see in particular Schiaparelli 1921, 118: “La maiuscola corsiva finisce grada-
tamente in minuscola corsiva”). He rejected the previous theories and identified a uniform common 
script (écriture commune classique) that did not directly give rise to the Later Roman cursive (nouvelle 
écriture commune), see Mallon 1952 passim.
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For the purposes of the current study, the extensive debate over the reasons and 
origins of this change, which involved many scholars in the last century, will not be 
reviewed. Nevertheless, it should suffice to remember that nowadays, especially fol-
lowing Jean Mallon’s contributions to the field, scholars are unanimous in recognis-
ing that the shift from a majuscule to a minuscule system was a graphic caesura. As 
it was pointed out, this change took place in the field of the “usual script”, according 
to the definition of Giorgio Cencetti, or, in other words, in the one of the “common 
script”;6 furthermore, it can be affirmed that this was a very complex phenome-
non, determined by different and concurrent causes and aspects7 that progressively 
effected the change.

What is important to highlight is that in the 4th century, when CTh. 9.19.3 was 
issued, the Later Roman cursive had already become the usual script for some time. 
It was indeed the referential script commonly used to write every kind of public and 
private document.

This is obviously only a short review of the complex graphic context in which 
the imperial chancery issued CTh. 9.19.3. Scholars of Roman jurisprudence and legal 
historians have not dealt with this law; studies of the 4th century have focused in 
particular on the relationship between paganism and Christianity, rather than on the 
history of writing. Those scholars who specialised in the legislation of Valentian and 
Valens have also said nothing about CTh. 9.19.3. On the other hand, palaeographers 
have often dealt with this law, always in relation to the problem of chancery writings, 
because they connected the development and the chancery outcomes of the writing 
to what CTh. 9.19.3 commanded. 

Over the 19th and 20th centuries, great attention was given to new evidences that 
could offer a better interpretation of the development of the Late Empire chancery 
writings. After these discoveries and the studies of Brandi, Saint Martin, Champol-

6 “In ciascuna epoca e in ciascun luogo gli atteggiamenti delle scritture spontanee dei singoli indi-
vidui […] possono essere più o meno diversi: hanno, peraltro, tutte qualche cosa in comune, se non 
altro il modello ideale, lo schema, lo stampo [… ] Questa comunità, questa costanza delle scritture 
individuali, che in certo modo le comprende tutte epperciò non può essere costretta e configurata in 
regole precise e inderogabili, ma pure ha caratteri suoi propri e uniformi” (Cencetti 1997, 53); see also 
Cencetti 1967/69 (= rpt. 1993, 277). According to Cencetti, the script used in the 2nd and 3rd centuries 
was the “official” branch of the cursive; there was also a branch for common use, though it is not 
documented by any source. Cencetti states that the Later Roman cursive developed from the latter 
branch: on this issue see in particular Cencetti 1948; Cencetti 1965, 18–24; Cencetti 1997, 60–66; Nico-
laj 1973, 18, fn. 46; for the development of the library script see Cencetti 1965, 25.
7 As Cencetti said, it was “[…] un fatto complesso, tecnico, estetico e culturale insieme, e sua sede 
è l’intera scrittura ‘usuale’, non l’uno o l’altro dei rami (documentario e librario) nei quali è per lo 
più divisa da coloro che non riconoscono la sostanziale unità e non la distinguono dalle scritture 
canonizzate […] e il processo evolutivo consiste in una serie di mediazioni fra quei due parametri, ora 
adattandosi al tracciato calligrafico forme nate dalla spontaneità corsiva, ora tracciandosi rapida-
mente e corsivamente segni di formazione calligrafica.” (Cencetti 1997, 65).
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lion-Figeac, Massmann, De Wailly and Mommsen, a fundamental work on this matter 
was L’écriture de la chancellerie impériale romaine.8 Published in 1948 by Jean Mallon, 
it was the first complete study of the writings of the Roman imperial chancery.

Mallon was the first scholar to associate the litterae caelestes with the Ancient 
Roman cursive; as a consequence, all subsequent historiography connected the lit-
terae communes with the writing system of the Later Roman cursive.

Furthermore, Mallon recognised the script used in two papyri (one conserved in 
Leiden and the other in Paris)9 as an evidence of the litterae caelestes mentioned in 
the law, a type of script that he considered special not only for its external features 
(for example, its exaggerated and forced calligraphic shape), but above all for its 
anachronistic classicism.10

Those papyri, found in Egypt, contain two imperial rescripts of the 5th century. 
They are very important sources, since they are the only surviving documents of the 
Roman imperial bureau, whereas all the other documents are copies. Today they are 
edited in the collection of the Chartae Latinae Antiquiores.

With the law of A.D. 368, the imperial chancery reserved for itself the exclusive 
use of this script, characterised by a majuscule model no longer in common use. 
According to Mallon, the litterae caelestes were the last surviving branch of a majus-
cule writing that had already disappeared from common use in the 4th century.

This scholar states that, once the law took effect, the litterae caelestes were used 
only by the imperial chancery, and abandoned by all other offices, which adopted the 
litterae communes, characterizing them with chancery artifices. This use was main-
tained until the Early Middle Ages.

The conclusions of Jean Mallon have generally been accepted by the historio-
graphical community, which, with a few exceptions, did not return to the issues of 
the law CTh. 9.19.3 and the litterae caelestes.

8 Mallon 1948, in particular 22–23 (= rpt. 1982, 176) see also Mallon 1952, 116–117.
9 ChLA XVII 657: Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, lat. 16915 + Paris, Louvre, P. 2404 + Leiden, 
Rijksmuseum van Oudheden, P. 421. For other possible witnesses see Iannacci/Modesti/Zuffrano 
2012, 97.
10 Mallon 1948, 15 (= rpt. 1982, 172): “En quoi consiste donc exactement, la ‘spécialité’, si mal dé-
gagée jusqu’ici, de l’écriture de Leyde-Paris? Du point de vue graphique, sa particularité extrêmement 
superficielle: elle réside seulement en ceci que les lettres sont démesurément allongées et associées 
en autant de ligatures qu’il est possible, qu’elles sont calligraphiées, de la sorte, sans aucun souci de 
lisibilité, mais au contraire dans un esprit qui laisse percer des intentions décoratives et esthétiques, 
tous caractères qui conviennent fort bien à une écriture fossilisée dans une chancellerie. Ceci dit, par 
tout sa structure fondamentale, par tous ses ductus, cette écriture est, purement et simplement, de 
l’ancienne cursive romaine, encore plus évoluée, et dans le même sens, que celle des derniers exem-
ples que nous en possédons antérieurement, et qui sont du IIIème siècle. Ce qui fait essentiellement 
la ‘spécialité’ de l’écriture de Leyde-Paris, c’est qu’elle est du Vème siècle. Son classicisme anachronis-
tique et suranné, d’une part, et le fait qu’elle est employée pour des originaux de rescrits impériaux, 
d’autre part, sont deux données qui se soutiennent mutuellement et s’expliquent l’une par l’autre”.
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For this reason, every modern palaeography book states that this law sanctioned 
the definitive appropriation of the Ancient Roman cursive by the imperial chancery; 
consequently, this script, which had already fallen into disuse in common practice, 
was also abandoned by the other chanceries and public offices. This, according to the 
generally accepted view, entailed the end of its working life, and heralded its gradual 
death.

At the same time, the smaller Roman chanceries, which were not allowed to use 
the majuscule script, were forced to adopt the Later Roman cursive, the minuscule 
model that, in this way, was transmitted to the Middle Ages. From that perspective, it 
is due to CTh. 9.19.3 that the chancelleries of the Early Middle Ages adopted scripts of 
the minuscule type; for example, the Merovingian one.

In fact, Giorgio Cencetti and, more recently, Otto Kresten, demonstrated that the 
writing systems of the early medieval chanceries were a direct result of the chancery 
writings of the Roman provinces.11

After Jean Mallon, other scholars investigated, more or less directly, the relation-
ship between CTh. 9.19.3 and the chancery writing system of the Later Roman Empire, 
focusing their attention on new papyrus sources that had been discovered in the 
meantime, or on already-known sources that were connected with this question. Some 
of these sources cast new light on this complicated graphical issue. Some very inter-
esting work can be done, in particular, with regard to the studies of Robert Marichal, 
Jan-Olof Tjäder and more recently some scholars at the University of Bologna.

Marichal’s research on reports of proceedings from Egypt, and Tjäder’s on the 
“misteriosa scrittura grande”12 of Ravenna, though having different purposes, high-
lighted new aspects of the study of the Late Empire chancery scripts and the rela-
tionships between these and CTh. 9.19.3. These scholars found evidence of majuscule 
scripts, which could be linked to the shape of the litterae caelestes, outside the impe-
rial chancery.

In particular, Marichal analysed some proceedings where the initial script, 
marking the consular dating, presents elongated characters similar to the litterae cae-
lestes:13 it can be recalled, for example, in P.Sakaon 34, dated to A.D. 321,14 and P.Oxy. 
XVI 187915 dated to A.D. 434, to which we will return later.

11 See also Cherubini/Pratesi 2010, 131ff.
12 That is “mysterious and big script”.
13 Marichal 1952.
14 P.Sakaon 34 = P.Thead. 13 = ChLA XLI 1204. Marichal affirmed that the characters of the script were 
surely elongated, even though he could not see the reproduction that was available only a few years 
later. See Marichal 1952, 348–349.
15 P.Oxy. XVI 1879 = ChLA XLVII 1409.
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An opening script similar to the one studied by Marichal on papyri from Egypt 
can be found in a group of Ravenna papyri studied by Tjäder, and dated between the 
6th and 7th centuries, containing gesta municipalia.16

In those documents, a particular script characterises only the beginning of the 
first column of the papyrus, while the rest of the text is written in Later Roman cursive 
and its final part (with the final statements of the magistrate) is written in a tightened 
and elongated script, belonging, in turn, to the shapes of the Later Roman cursive.

The initial script analysed by Tjäder is characterised by an enlarged form and a 
complex and overwritten shape that created several problems for the scholars who 
tried to decipher it.17

The particular and complicated shape of the initial script of the Ravenna papyri 
led Tjäder to call it “misteriosa scrittura grande”.18

The diplomatic analysis of this script, also based on a comparison with the 
almost coeval initial script of the reports of proceedings from Egypt,19 allowed Tjäder 
to understand that it contained merely the date and the place where the act was 
issued.20

Therefore, the opening scripts of the documents from Egypt and Ravenna, 
although not used for the entirety of the document, can be connected with the majus-
cule model used in the litterae caelestes.21

What this paper wants to emphasise, as some scholars of the University of Bologna 
recently have,22 is that evidence of this special opening script can be found in sources 
dated both before A.D. 368, when the law was promulgated, and after this date.

It is not unusual to find examples of this majuscule opening script before 368: 
even though the majuscule script was no longer in use, it was still adopted by some 
chanceries, without contravening any legislative ban.

16 P. Tjäder 29 (A.D. 504 = ChLA XLV 1332), 8 (A.D. 564 = ChLA XVII 652), 14–15 (A.D. 572 = ChLA XXIX 
889) and 21 (A.D. 625 = ChLA XXII 720), see Tjäder 1982a.
17 See in particular Marini 1805, fn. 2; see also Tjäder 1952, 186ff.
18 Tjäder 1952.
19 “La corsiva iniziale dei papiri dell’Egitto è […] senza alcun dubbio uno svolgimento alquanto artifi-
ciale della corsiva antica, ed è altresì eguale, in sostanza, alla scrittura dei rescritti imperiali, definita, 
da ultimo dal Mallon, appunto ‘L’écriture de la cancellerie impériale romaine’” (Tjäder 1952, 205). 
These sources were analysed by Marichal in the same period, but for other purposes: see Marichal 
1952, passim and Marichal 1950b. For a list of the Egyptian papyri analysed by Tjäder 1952, 201–203 
and Feissel 2004, 331, fn. 219 (= rpt. 2010, 295, fn. 219), and see also Kresten 1965, Kresten 1966 and the 
bibliography quoted in ChLA XLI 1188.
20 I.e. indication of the exact day of the month and the place where the act was issued, which were 
repeated in Later Roman cursive in the following line (for this matter see below).
21 Marichal had come to the same conclusion in the same period through the analysis of the reports 
of proceedings from Egypt, Marichal 1952, 348–349.
22 Iannacci/Modesti/Zuffrano 2012, 104–105.
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Nonetheless, Marichal and Tjäder23 demonstrated that the use of an overstated 
writing continued after that date. It is visible in the aforementioned reports of pro-
ceedings, but also in the opening lines of the Ravenna papyri. This is a very important 
consideration, which recalls the question whether CTh. 9.19.3 had been effectively 
applied. This is a matter that has not been sufficiently considered yet.

Only Marichal mentioned this issue, stating that the diffusion of the special 
opening scripts in the proceedings confirms that the use of litterae caelestes was 
legal, since it was limited to consular dating, and it represented a sign of respect to 
high government offices.

For this reason, it is necessary to examine this matter again, and the research 
will be based not only on papyri, but above all on an epigraphic source, the Didyma 
inscription.

In this paper, this inscription will be analysed starting from the graphic data, 
and great attention will be given to the analysis of how this source is connected to the 
general theme of the relationships between CTh. 9.19.3 and the Late Empire chancery 
scripts.

Furthermore, the analysis will concentrate in particular on lines 36 and 37, con-
taining the date and the place of issue of the gesta praefectoria, which were clearly 
copied from an original model written on papyrus.24

2 The Didyma Inscription
The discovery of the Didyma inscription, which is currently kept in the Museum of 
Miletus (Balat), occurred during archaeological surveys in the southwest area of the 
‘sacred path’. The stone had been re-used as building material.

The inscription is divided into three texts: the upper half of the stone (lines 1–35) 
bears an imperial rescript of Justinian I, qualified as a pragmatica sanctio. The lower 
half is occupied by two complementary texts: an act of the prefect of the Orient (lines 
36–56, gesta praefectoria) and an act of the governor of Caria (lines 57–64).

The rescript is written in Greek (except for the date, which is in Latin), while the 
gesta praefectoria and the act of the governor are written in Greek and Latin (Latin 
is used especially for the titulature). The alternation of the two alphabets does not 

23 Marichal 1952; Tjäder 1952, 5–21.
24 Even if the object of the research is an inscription, SEG 54, 1178 (= AÉ 2004, 1410), the particular 
script of lines 36–37 need a palaeographic approach. It must be stated, nevertheless, that often the 
terminology and classifications used by palaeographers and epigraphists are not uniform and homo-
geneous. Concerning the development of the Latin script in the epigraphic field see Calabi Limentani 
1974, 147 and Casamassima/Staraz 1977, 9.
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correspond to that of the languages: some Greek words are transcribed into the Latin 
alphabet.25

In 2004, as already mentioned, Denis Feissel analysed this inscription from 
an epigraphical, palaeographical and historical point of view.26 He highlighted the 
importance of a document reporting the complete text of a Constitution of Justinian 
that is, furthermore, anchored in its original context.27

Feissel states that the general features of the inscription (particularly the equi-
librium of the mise en page and the researched contrast between the alphabets and 
the regularity of each stroke) makes this inscription “une sorte de chef d’œuvre de ce 
qu’on peut appeler la renaissance épigraphique justinienne.”28
On the Didyma inscription are written three different texts, which can be differenti-
ated from each other by their original function and their date of issue.

In this area of Asia Minor it is not rare to find acts edited on the basis of this treble 
scheme: another example is an inscription found at Miletus, a contemporary of the 
Didyma inscription, which bears an act of Justinian I, a decree of a high officer, and 
the act of issuance by the governor of Caria.29

In the inscription of Didyma, the three acts are in chronological order, which also 
corresponds to the hierarchical succession of the offices that had promulgated the 
acts themselves.

The emperor’s act was issued at Constantinople on 1st April 533; the gesta prae-
fectoria were promulgated in the same place the following day (2nd April 533); the 
governor’s act was issued in the spring of the same year. In this case, the place of 
issue is not indicated, but the act was probably promulgated in the provincial metrop-
olis of Aphrodisias of Caria.

Thanks to the Didyma inscription, Feissel retraced the complex procedure which led 
to the issuing of the documents that, written originally on papyrus, were later copied 
onto stone. In other words, the Didyma inscription represents the transposition onto 
stone of an original papyrus text.

25 In the 6th century the practice of writing official documents both in Greek and Latin (also trans-
literating Greek characters into Latin), which developed in reports of proceedings, imperial constitu-
tions and officers’ seals, can be considered a mark of identity of the government apparatus; this prac-
tice was also followed by the notaries of Byzantine Egypt. The continuing use of the Latin alphabet in 
Byzantine writing clearly attests the great regard in which this language was held in Late Antiquity; 
see Cavallo 1970; Cavallo/Magistrale 1985; Cavallo 2008; Radiciotti 1998; Radiciotti 2008; Radiciotti 
2009.
26 Feissel 2004.
27 See Feissel 2004, 287 (= rpt. 2010, 252).
28 Feissel 2004, 290 (= rpt. 2010, 255).
29 Feissel 2004, 235, fn. 7 (= rpt. 2010, 288, fn. 7). For other examples found in this area see Feissel 
2004, 288 (= rpt. 2010, 253).
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Fig. 1: Didyma inscription (taken from Feissel 2004) © Deutsches Archäologisches Institut.
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The procedure which led to these different acts was as follows: after a request 
made by the citizens of Justinianopolis to the prefect of the Orient (phase 1), the pre-
fect’s report was taken to Constantinople by an embassy (phase 2); a brief paraphrase 
of this phase is reported in the emperor’s act.

This was followed by the emperor’s answer, the pragmatica sanctio (phase 3), 
which was preserved in the archives of the prefecture of the Orient. The original of 
this document was not copied onto the inscription, which contains only the copy of 
the act edited by the prefect’s office.

The fourth phase consisted in the verbal process of the prefecture of the Orient 
(2nd April 533; phase 4); on the stone is reproduced the verbal process (gesta praefec-
toria) that the city embassy had obtained in the form of an authentic abstract, pro-
vided by the prefect’s subscription (edantur).

The further phase was the ordinance of the prefect to the governor of Caria (phase 
5), followed by the issue of the act of the governor himself (phase 6), which was pro-
vided (like the gesta praefectoria) by the official subscription (edantur).

This complex procedure was written on the inscription in the form given to the 
document in the prefect’s curia (where the original version of the petition and of the 
emperor’s act were also preserved30).

This document was owned by the city embassy that had requested it at the offices 
of the gesta praefectoria; the governor had only the copy of the imperial act and of the 
prefect’s letter.31

This means that the inscription was copied from the document owned by the 
city embassy, and was not produced on the initiative of the local governor: the verbal 
process reproduced on the inscription had been requested by the embassy in Con-
stantinople, and then carried out at Didyma. It represented, therefore, the statement 
of the achievement of the citizenry’s request. This is the main reason for the great care 
put into the reproduction of the original shape of the papyrus on the stone, as will be 
discussed.

Even if these acts concern three different phases of the same procedure, they can 
nevertheless be considered, from a diplomatic point of view, as two documents: from 
line 1 to 56 there is the edictio actorum, which consists in the order to give a copy of 
the pragmatica sanctio to the citizenry who had presented the petition; this part con-
cludes with the verb edantur.

The second document (lines 57–64) is the act of the governor of Caria, and it con-
cludes with a second edantur.

30 The prefect’s report was probably preserved in the imperial archives, while the original version of 
the prefect’s letter had to be preserved in the provincial archives of Caria.
31 Feissel 2004, 306–307 (= rpt. 2010, 273–274).
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The following section will briefly recall some technical data of the inscription, 
already pointed out by Feissel.32

The inscription has been carved by a single hand.33 The stonecutter had to carve 
the letters on a stone whose height was twice its width, so, in comparison with the 
papyrus, he had to superimpose texts that, originally, were written from the left to the 
right, filling more numerous columns: the lines of text on the papyrus were probably 
longer than those on the stone.

According to Feissel, this is especially true for the titulature of the prefects’ 
college (lines 42–44), which, on the papyrus, were probably recorded on a single long 
line. The most striking fact, however, is that the same happens for the date and place 
of issue of the prefecture’s verbal process, which are developed in 61 letters extended 
over almost two lines (36–37): on the original papyrus, they probably did not occupy 
more than two lines and they had to finish with a vacat.34

As Feissel properly emphasised, the main characteristic of the inscription is a 
great formal care, which appears in particular on the expedients used to make the 
text more easily legible and in the mise en page, where the various parts of the text 
are clearly separated.35

The internal structure of the text, although it does not show marked separation 
signs like the whole mise en page,36 is also characterised by expedients that make 
clearer the partitioning of the various documents. For example, the prefect’s act is 
clearly articulated by the alternation of Greek and Latin alphabets, and the different 
parts of the text are marked by a more-or-less large vacat (lines 37, 39, 44, 45, 52, 56).37

32 The inscription is 173.0 cm tall, 79.0 cm wide and 49.0 cm deep; the written face is surrounded by a 
relief archetto of 2.0 cm width. The writing surface is developed on 64 lines, separated by an unwritten 
space 11.0 cm tall. On the stone some thin horizontal lines are visible, separated by spaces of about 2.5 
cm (while on lines 57–64 the space is 2.0 cm). The letters are about 2.0 cm tall on lines 1–35 and 38–65, 
while on lines 36–37 they are about 3.7 cm; on lines 57–64 the letter height is 1.5 cm. The interlinear 
space is 0.3 and 0.4 cm.
33 The original papyrus copy was written by different hands, Feissel 2004, 293, fn. 36 (= rpt. 2010, 
257, fn. 36).
34 In light of these elements it can be inferred that the imperial rescript (1–35) was probably written 
over two columns, while the prefect’s act (which occupies 21 lines, 36–56) could easily have been 
written on seven or eight lines.
35 The emperor’s act is preceded by a cross (this cross was probably a draft, as can be seen from com-
parison between this stroke and the great Latin cross on line 36, and also from the fact that the first 
letters of lines 1 and 2 are slightly backward in respect to the beginning words of the other lines). The 
third part of the text starts with a leaf of ivy (line 57); the same sign also marks the end of the imperial 
act (lines 33 and 35) and the two following parts of the text (lines 56 and 64).
36 For example, in the imperial act there are no spaces indicating the beginning or end of the ruling 
(16–31); according to Feissel, the original text probably had a more articulated mise en page, Feissel 
2004, 291, fn. 25 (= rpt. 2010, 256, fn. 25).
37 Furthermore, the prefect’s titulature always starts at the beginning of the line (lines 42 and 46); at the 
end of each intervention of the prefect, the stonecutter left a space of two or three letters (lines 46, 52, 56).
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Furthermore, the stonecutter put great care into writing the various parts of the 
text according to the hierarchy of the people involved: the words of the president of 
the session are written in bigger letters than the ones of his interlocutor. Also the act 
of the governor (lines 57–64) was written in letters which were smaller than those 
used for the prefect, in order to emphasise the hierarchy of the administrative rulers.

The shortening system is composed of ligatures and abbreviations.38 The stone-
cutter used abbreviation signs to differentiate the Latin text from the Greek one, and, 
according to Feissel, this expedient was probably present in the original manuscript.39

In the various parts of the text there are some variations in the number of letters, 
which differentiate the single lines, but also the different acts and the two languag-
es.40 In particular, the Latin alphabet on lines 36 and 37 is enlarged, and is developed 
over 36 characters.

With regard to orthography, the Greek part of the inscription shows a remarkable 
linguistic level.41 Many graphic mistakes can be found, however, in the governor’s 
act: Feissel states that the responsible for these oversights (at least as concerns the 
Greek words) was not the stonecutter, but the writer of the original manuscript. It is 
not surprising that linguistic accuracy can be found in the emperor’s act and in the 
gesta praefectoria, which were edited in Constantinople, while many mistakes distin-
guish the governor’s act, whose original had been written by a minor official of the 
Province.

The Greek alphabet is written in epigraphic capital letters, in a mixed squared 
and rounded style.42

38 For the abbreviation system, over a total of 64 lines, 40 end with a complete word, 6 with a con-
tracted one and 18 with an abbreviated one. See Feissel 2004, 291 (= rpt. 2010, 256). Sometimes the 
stonecutter extended the writing until the right moulding of the stone (lines 1–4, 44, 55), or used some 
ligatures alternatively at the end of the words (lines 16, 17, 31, 40) or in different parts of them (lines 
53, 60, 62, 63) and abbreviations at the end of the word (lines 8, 16, 19, 27, 55, 59, 62) or in other posi-
tions (lines 20, 27, 40, 47, 54bis, 59, 61). The abbreviations of the Greek part are all by suspension; the 
others are all common use; the words in the Latin alphabet are all abbreviated (as are the Greek words 
transcribed into Latin, lines 42–44, 46–47).
39 Feissel 2004, 292–293 (= rpt. 2010, 257).
40 The emperor’s act is composed of 45 letters on line 1, 37 on line 3 (where the term Ιουστινιανου-
πολιτῶν is enlarged); on lines 2 and 6 there is enlarged writing, which grows compact again on lines 
9 and 10. The prefect’s act is composed of 39 letters on lines 40 and 41, 34 on lines 48 and 49. The 
governor’s act, written in smaller characters, reaches a maximum of 53 letters only at line 59.
41 For an analysis of the orthography of the inscription, see Feissel 2004, 330ff. (= rpt. 2010, 266ff.). 
The few orthographical mistakes of this part of the text can be ascribed to oversights of a phonetic 
type.
42 For an analysis of the Greek alphabet of the inscription see Feissel 2004, 293–294 (= rpt. 2010, 258).
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The Latin text43 (apart from lines 36–37, which Feissel considers “un alphabet à 
part”44, as will be discussed) is written in semi-uncial style (which is also used for the 
Greek terms transcribed into Latin45), and shows stylistic uniformity;46 sometimes it 
takes on features that are similar to those of the literary minuscule used in the Orient.

The contrast between the two alphabets is highlighted by the alternation of the 
angular forms of the Greek words and the rounded forms of the Latin text. Never-
theless, this does not lead to a lack of equilibrium in the general composition: apart 
from lines 36–37, the size of the Latin words is the same as the size of the Greek ones. 
The governor’s act (which, as already mentioned, is written in smaller letters), is also 
composed of Greek and Latin letters of the same size.

Above all, the inscription of Didyma represents a document of the greatest impor-
tance for the special alphabet shown on lines 36–37, which, although written on a 
stonen epigraph, cannot be analysed using epigraphic standards of research, since 
this is a faithful copy of a papyrus writing. As has been observed, Feissel considered 
it as a distinct alphabet from the Greek and the Latin ones, because of the enlarged 
and very complicated shape of the strokes, which probably made it almost illegible 
for most of people who lived in the 5th century.47

As has already been pointed out, after the 368 A.D. issuance of CTh. 9.19.3, the 
Ancient Roman cursive also survived outside imperial chancery uses, for example, in 
the Ravenna papyri and in the reports of proceedings studied by Tjäder and Marichal.

Lines 36 and 37 of the Didyma inscription illustrate another feature of the survival 
of this script. Feissel was able to decipher those lines, which correspond to the consu-
lar dating and place of issue in reports of proceedings. These elements recall the data 
that emerged from Marichal’s studies of proceedings and Tjäder’s investigation of the 
papyri of Ravenna.48

43 For an analysis of the Latin text see Feissel 2004, 294–295 (= rpt. 2010, 259).
44 Feissel 2004, 292–293 (= rpt. 2010, 257).
45 For the problem of the transcription of Greek names into Latin see Feissel 2004, 295ff. (= rpt. 2010, 
259ff.). According to Feissel, the names transcribed into Latin were based entirely on the Greek model.
46 Feissel states that in the original manuscript the Latin text was not so uniform as the one on the 
stone; in particular, the prefect’s act probably showed a variety of styles similar to the one of the con-
temporary reports of proceedings, which graphically underscored the importance of the president of 
the session (Feissel 2004, 294 [= rpt. 2010, 259]). On the use of different kinds of scripts to distinguish 
the hierarchy of a session’s participant, see also Tjäder 1982b, 124–128.
47 Feissel 2004, 330 (= rpt. 2010, 294).
48 According to Feissel 2004, 331 (= rpt. 2010, 295f.): “Preuve que la majuscule, surchargée de fiorit-
ures, des documents de 564 et de 625 représentait en fait l’ultime développement de la cursive latine 
ancienne, Tjäder reconnut dans les gesta ravennates les éléments constitutifs d’un en-tête de procès 
verbal, à savoir la date et le lieu de la séance—qui dans ce cas ne pouvait être que Ravenne. Une 
hypothèse analogue permet de déchiffrer de même la ‘grande écriture’ de l’inscription de Didymes”.
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Some documents will be considered as terms for comparison in the analysis of 
this script:49

Fig. 2: London, British Library P. 730 = ChLA III 204; 7 October, A.D. 167 (Table 1, Col. II).50 © The 
British Library Board, P.730.

49 The documents are considered in chronological order, to provide a general framework of the de-
velopment of Latin script from the 2nd to the 6th century.
50 Receipt for goods in Ancient Roman cursive, provenance unknown. Picture taken from ChLA III 
204.
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Fig. 3: Oxford, Ashmolean Museum P.Oxy. XX 2269r = ChLA IV 262; 30 April–14 July, A.D. 269 (Table 
1, Col. III).51 (Courtesy of the Egypt Exploration Society and Imaging Papyri Project, Oxford).

51 Register of sales by auction, found at Oxyrhynchus; the first line is written in an “elongated” Greek 
hand, while the rest of the document is written in Ancient Roman cursive.
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Fig. 4: Manchester, John Rylands Library P.Ryl. IV 653 = P.Sakaon 33 = ChLA IV 254 Ptolemais Euerge-
tis; 3 June, A.D. 318–320 (Table 1, Col. IV).52

Fig. 5: University of Leuven, P.Lugd. Bat. XXXIII 11 = P. Worp 11, first half of the 5th century A.D. 
(alphabet B: Table 1, Col. V; alphabet A: Table 2, Col. IV), now lost.53

52 A report of proceedings held at Arsinoë before the praeses of Herculia, written in Greek and Latin. 
Picture from ChLA IV 254.
53 This papyrus was studied by Feissel (Feissel 2008 = P.Lugd. Bat. XXXIII 11 = P. Worp 11), who pro-
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Fig. 6: Oxford, Ashmolean Museum P.Oxy. XVI 1879 = ChLA XLVII 1409; 8 Sept.–31 Dec., A.D. 43454 
(Table 1, Col. VI).55 (Courtesy of the Egypt Exploration Society and Imaging Papyri Project, Oxford).

posed a new edition starting from that of Willy Clarysse and Bruno Rochette (Clarysse/Rochette 2005). 
The document, which had been preserved at the University of Leuven, was lost in a fire in 1940, and 
was analysed on microfilm reproductions. This papyrus bears two alphabets, called A and B by Feissel 
and written by a single hand, which represented the transliteration of the Greek alphabet in Latin 
characters; the first alphabet “représente la cursive récente, devenue l’écriture commune à partir du 
IIIe s.”; the second is “une forme évoluée de l’ancienne cursive latine, dont l’archaïsme contraste 
délibérément avec l’écriture commune” (Feissel 2008, 53 [= rpt. 2010, 541]). Feissel explains this dou-
ble alphabet as a kind of instrument for those who could no longer read the forms of the Ancient 
Roman cursive: “Un document comme le nôtre pouvait leur fournir une aide au déchiffrement. En 
particulier, la maîtrise de l’alphabet B étant sûrement plus rare que celle de l’alphabet A, ce double 
modèle pouvait rendre service à quiconque savait lire l’écriture commune, mais peinait à décrypter 
une date de procès-verbal d’ancien style” (Feissel 2008, 61–62 [= rpt. 2010, 549]). Picture from Feissel 
2008, 54 (= rpt. 2010, 542) and available online at http://lhpc.arts.kuleuven.be/img/pleuven/descr/
alphabet.html (last accessed: 2015/03/04).
54 P.Oxy. XVI 1878 and P.Oxy. XVI 1879 are two examples of the initial script analysed by Tjäder.
55 Report of proceeding from Egypt written in Greek and Latin, with the initial script in Ancient 
Roman cursive. It was analysed by Tjäder in his research into the “misteriosa scrittura grande”, see 
Tjäder 1952 passim.
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Fig. 7: Paris, Louvre, P. 2404 = ChLA XVII 657, A.D. 436–450 (Table 1, Col. VII).56

Fig. 8: Oxford, Ashmolean Museum P.Oxy. XVI 1878 = ChLA XLVII 1408, Heracleopolis; 1 Sept., A.D. 46157 
(Table 1, Col. VIII).58 (Courtesy of the Egypt Exploration Society and Imaging Papyri Project, Oxford).

56 Litterae caelestes; this is the only preserved example of this script besides the papyri in Leiden and 
Paris, see fn. 10. Picture from Steffens 1910, pl. 16.
57 These papyri can be considered examples of Ancient Roman cursive, while those that follow are 
cases of Later Roman cursive.
58 Report of proceeding from Egypt written in Greek and Latin, with the initial script written in An-
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Fig. 9: Florence, Biblioteca Laurenziana PSI I 111 = ChLA XXV 780, A.D. 287–304 (Table 2, Col. II).59 
(Reproduced with permission of MiBACT. Further reproduction by any means is prohibited).

Fig. 10: London, British Library P. Lond. 731 = ChLA III 205, A.D. 293 (Table 2, Col. III).60 © The British 
Library Board, P.731.

cient Roman cursive. It was analysed by Tjäder in his research on the “misteriosa scrittura grande”, 
see Tjäder 1952, passim.
59 Private copy of an imperial rescript; although this alphabet can be identified with an example of 
the Later Roman cursive, it is still characterised by the presence of a few elements belonging to the 
system of the Ancient Roman cursive, Casamassima/Staraz 1977, 71. 
60 Military receipt written in Later Roman cursive; exact provenance unknown. Picture taken from 
ChLA III 205.
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Fig. 11: Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, lat. 4568 A (col. III:3) = P.Ital. I 8 = ChLA XVII 652, 17 
July, A.D. 564 (Table 2, Col. V).61 (Courtesy of the Bibliothèque nationale de France). 

61 Registration protocol of a charta plenariae securitatis of the gesta municipalia of Ravenna; this 
document bears an initial script in the shape of the “misteriosa scrittura grande”, while the rest of the 
document is written in Later Roman cursive. Picture taken from ChLA XVII 653.
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We propose the following edition of lines 36–37:

Fig. 12: Lines 36–37 in the inscription of Didyma (taken from Feissel 2008, 56) (Table 1, Col. I; Table 
2, Col. II).

Although Feissel has already carried out a close examination of this special script, it 
seems useful to return to it, in order to highlight some further data.
This is, first of all, the edition of the text:

36 + D(OMINO) N(OSTRO) IUSTI<NI>ANO PERPETUO AUG(USTO) IIII CONS(ULE) DIE III

37 NON(AS) APRILES CONSTANTINOPOLI

A: formed by a vertical stroke similar to an S, and from a second slanted stroke, some-
times separated from the top of the letter (IUSTI<NI>ANO), or joined to it and elon-
gated towards the left (see AUGU(USTO); here the slanted sign is wavy and extended 
over the previous letter, while in CONSTANTINOPOLI it is short and truly horizontal). 
In the first case, it is very similar to ChLA III 204, P.Oxy. XX 226962 and P.Oxy. XVI 1878, 
both related to the Ancient Roman cursive model.63 Tjäder also states that “l’esecuz-
ione della a e la r in due tratti, l’uno in sostanza verticale e l’altro più o meno oriz-
zontale, sono due delle più tipiche lettere della corsiva antica”64; the clear proximity 
of this letter to the as of the litterae caelestes of ChLA XVII 65765 can be effectively 
observed.

62 Tjäder 1985, 91, states that the script of this papyrus, where the as take on different forms, can be 
considered “a stage of transition”.
63 Feissel 2008, 56 (= rpt. 2010, 544).
64 Tjäder 1952, 197; on the shape of a in the Ancient Roman cursive, see also Tjäder 1979, 57–59 
(P.Mich III 164 = ChLA V 281): “più tardi delle altre lettere dell’alfabeto latino la a arrivò alla forma che 
avrebbe avuto nella corsiva nuova romana. Fino al II sec d.C. incluso, si trovano di fatto soltanto forme 
‘antiche’, o quella, che non sembra andare oltre il I sec. d.C., che ha la traversa attaccata alla fine del 
secondo tratto, o quella nota a due tratti che fu normale nella scrittura ufficiale, o, infine, altre forme 
meno corsive, che in generale avevano conservato, in un modo o nell’altro, la traversa […] La nuova 
a […] appare per la prima volta nel P.Mich. III, 164, datato all’anno 242 o non molto dopo, poi nel P. 
Dura 81 del 250 circa e nel P. Dura 95, dell’anno 250 o 251[…] Paleograficamente, questa nuova forma 
potrebbe benissimo essere la trasformazione della antica a in due tratti, ma è oramai chiaro che man-
cavano le premesse per tale trasformazione. Insieme alle prime a del nuovo tipo che si sono rinvenute 
infatti non si trova la a in due tratti ma invece quella ‘onciale arcaica’”; see also Tjäder 1979, 52, fn. 54.
65 See in particular the fragment P. Louvre 2404 that is a part of the same roll.
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C66: formed by a unique curved stroke; it is not clear whether, in the word CONS(ULE), 
the sign similar to a Ω written above c is part of this letter (the equivalent of the 
“boucle” on P.Lugd. Bat. XXXIII 11 = P.Worp. 11, which, according to Feissel, “fait […] 
partie intégrante du caractère”67; this is a typical sign of the Ancient Roman cursive,68 
also clearly visible in the litterae caelestes of ChLA XVII 657) or an extension of the 
horizontal stroke of n. Although the other cs of the inscription lack this particular 
sign, this stroke is probably part of the letter c, since in all of the other occurrences the 
horizontal stroke of n ends with a bow only on the left part of the letter (see the second 
n of NON(AS) and the second n of CONSTANTINOPOLI). Feissel highlights the risk of 
confusion between c and i at this stage of evolution of the writing.69

D: formed by two strokes, a curved one and a vertical one slightly slanted at the top. 
The downward curve is joined to the bar in the lower part. There is a wavy abbrevia-
tion stroke above the letter. Tjäder states that the form of ancient d was fully recovered 
in the Later Roman cursive:

There can be no doubt that ancient d was an official letter in the period of the Later Roman 
Cursive. There are a few instances from Egypt; there are several from Italy, including about 100 
in the […] record of gesta […] It is clear that this ancient d […] could have had a future even after 
the 6th century.70

E: formed by two curved, overlapping strokes, not totally joined in the word APRILES, 
and totally disjointed in the word DIE (see below). Although the difference between 
this shape and the litterae caelestes of ChLA XVII 657 (P. Louvre 2404) is evident, 
the letter is not very far from the Ancient Roman cursive shapes of P.Oxy. XX 2269, 
P.Sakaon 33, P.Oxy. XVI 1878 and P.Oxy. XVI 1879. Nevertheless, there is also a strong 
resemblance to PSI I 111, which is related to the Later Roman cursive. E for this reason 
can be considered a “mixed shape” between the Ancient and the Later Roman cursive.

G: this letter has a smaller module than the others, and it is formed by a short, 
rounded stroke completed at the top with a very small sign similar to a comma. This 
shape resembles that of the Later Roman cursive (see in particular PSI I 111), as stated 

66 Tjäder considers c as one of those signs that are not very meaningful for the comprehension of 
the development of writing because, in the cursive script, they maintain more or less the same shape, 
Tjäder 1952, 198–199; c, h, i, l, o and t are also considered less meaningful in the comparison of the two 
systems in Casamassima/Staraz 1977, 26, fn. 27.
67 Feissel 2008, 58 (= rpt. 2010, 546).
68 See above fn. 66.
69 Feissel 2004, 333 (= rpt. 2010, 297).
70 Tjäder 1982a, 16.
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also by Feissel,71 and represents one of the most meaningful attestations of the fact 
that this script is not a closed system, but is open to the influences of the litterae 
communes.

I: formed by a unique stroke, similar to a complete c. Feissel states that “la forme 
incurvée du I caractéristique de ce type de cursive contraste avec la haste droit de 
l’alphabet A”,72 which, as we have seen, was an example of a Later Roman cursive 
alphabet. The shape of this letter is very similar to that of P.Oxy. XVI 1879, even if it is 
slightly less curved in the papyrus. As in the case of c, it is not clear whether the small 
sign above the first i of IUSTI<NI>ANO73 is the equivalent of the “boucle” of P.Lugd. 
Bat. XXXIII 11 = P.Worp. 1174 or the prosecution of the horizontal stroke of n.

L: formed by a vertical, slightly wavy stroke. Not meaningful.

N: formed by two vertical strokes (similar to S) and by a third horizontal, wavy stroke 
extending horizontally on the bars and dominating with its greater length. On three 
occurrences (CONS(ULE), second n of NON(AS), first n of CONSTANTINOPOLI) the 
horizontal stroke ends, on the left, with a sign similar to a Ω, or a bow. The horizontal 
stroke of the n of N(OSTRO) has a particularly undulating form: it may be the result of 
the stonecutter’s attempt to reproduce the abbreviation sign that was surely present 
on the original text. In the second n of CONSTANTINOPOLI, the horizontal stroke is 
elongated above o. The superior stroke of the letter is often separated from the vertical 
bars (see in particular N(OSTRO) and the second n of NON(AS)); Feissel states that 
this development of the letter “se traduit par une croissance progressive de la partie 
droite de la lettre, tendant à la symétrie avec sa partie gauche”.75 For this reason, 
Feissel considers this letter as “le plus obstacle à la lisibilité”, because, when the 
horizontal stroke is separated from the vertical one, there is a risk of reading this sign 
as if it were two letters.76 The stonecutter put great care into reproducing the n of the 

71 Feissel 2008, 57 (= rpt. 2010, 545); the derivation of this type of g, which can also be found in the 
Ravenna papyrus from the Later Roman cursive system, has been noticed also by Tjäder 1952, 214, fn. 50.
72 Feissel 2008, 58 (= rpt. 2010, 546).
73 Feissel states that the omission of NI is due to the fact that, in this particular alphabet, the group 
of letters NI and STI had a very similar shape: “Pareille confusion semble s’être produite dès la lecture 
de l’original, quand le lapicide a copié IUSTIANO en omettant les lettres NI. De fait, le groupe STI est 
si semblable au groupe NI que l’on a affaire ce cas à une quasi-haplographie” (Feissel 2004, 333, fn. 
231 [= rpt. 2010, 297, fn. 231]).
74 Feissel observes that in the litterae caelestes “cette boucle est commune à c, f et s” (Feissel 2008, 
58 [= rpt. 2010, 546]).
75 Feissel 2008, 58 (= rpt. 2010, 546).
76 Feissel 2004, 333 (= rpt. 2010, 297): “Un N ainsi désarticulé peut se confondre avec le group RT ou 
ST”; see also Tjäder 1979, fn. 33, and 56.
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papyrus on the inscription: the marked wavy shape of the horizontal stroke, ending 
with a bow, seems to be a faithful copy of the n of P.Oxy. XVI 1878 and 1879 (see figs. 8 
and 6). According to Tjäder, the shape of this letter originates from the Ancient Roman 
cursive.77

O: oval in shape (see in particular the first o of CONSTANTINOPOLI), slightly slanted 
towards the right, but there are some differences in proportion of width and height 
among the several os of the inscription. According to Tjäder, the ancient way of writing 
this letter, “which implied disarticulated writing, survived in the period of the Later 
cursive, alongside the current way of writing, which was the Later Roman cursive”.78 
This letter can be considered “as common to the two stages of handwriting”.79 Feissel 
connects this letter with the alphabet A of Feissel 2008 (= P.Lugd. Bat. XXXIII 11 = P. 
Worp 11).80

P: very similar to a; formed by a first vertical stroke similar to an S, and a second 
slanted stroke, sometimes separated from the top of the letter (first p of PERPETUO and 
CONSTANTINOPOLI; in this case the letter is very similar to the a of IUSTI<NI>ANO), 
or joined to the top and elongated towards the left (APRILES). The second p of PER-
PETUO takes on a stylized shape, with the slanted stroke truly straight, and length-
ened upwards. It can be stated without doubt that the shape of p originates from the 
Ancient Roman cursive: a similar form can be observed in ChLA III 204, P.Lugd. Bat. 
XXXIII 11 = P.Worp 11 (alphabet B) and P.Oxy. XVI 1878. Feissel also states that this 
letter is typical of the Ancient Roman cursive alphabet.81

R: See the interpretation of PERPETUO below. The form of the letter certainly comes 
from the Ancient Roman cursive (see the observation of Tjäder about r and a and the 
strong resemblance between this letter and that of the litterae caelestes of ChLA XVII 
657).

S: formed by a wavy, vertical stroke and a superior bow. The bow is an attempt to 
reproduce the “boucle” characterising this letter in the papyrus (P.Lugd. Bat. XXXIII 
11 = P.Worp 11 and P.Oxy XVI 1879, first s of conss.), and it allows s to join the Ancient 
Roman cursive alphabet,82 since this is a typical element of the litterae caelestes 

77 Tjäder 1952, 195–196.
78 Tjäder 1982a, 12; see also Tjäder 1982a, 13: “In certain cases […] the choice of the disarticulated 
way of writing could have been determined by the large size, but in other cases, there is no technical 
basis for the choice and it must […] have been a question of conservative adherence to an older form”.
79 Tjäder 1985, 189.
80 Feissel 2008, 59 (= rpt. 2010, 546).
81 Feissel 2008, 59 (= rpt. 2010, 547).
82 According to Feissel, the S of P.Lugd. Bat. XXXIII 11 (= P.Worp 11), which is very similar to that of 
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(ChLA XVII 657). According to Feissel, this sign “fait partie intégrante de la lettre”.83 
In the abbreviation CONS(ULE) the s is barred.

T: in CONSTANTINOPOLI, the letter is formed by two strokes, a curved one (similar to 
a complete c) and a short, horizontal one. For the t of PERPETUO see below.

U: formed by two joined strokes, one curved and one vertical, slightly elongated in 
the lower line. This letter is not indicative of much; here it is more curved than in the 
Ancient Roman cursive shapes of the alphabet B in P.Lugd. Bat. XXXIII 11 = P.Worp 11 
(Feissel states that the form of u in this papyrus can be reconnected to the alphabet 
A), rather similar to the Later Roman cursive shapes of PSI I 111.84

It seems appropriate to make some observations about Feissel’s interpretation of the 
script. In the word PERPETUO, there are three strokes after PE, two of a vertical shape, 
similar to an S, and a short horizontal one, written above the first vertical stroke. Here 
the shape of r is different from the r of APRILES, where it is composed by only two 
strokes, a vertical one similar to an S and a superior, horizontal one (a shape that is 
similar to those of ChLA III 204 and P.Lugd. Bat. XXXIII 11 = P.Worp 11, alphabet B). 
It seems possible that in the case of PERPETUO the stonecutter saw on the papyrus a 
form of r similar to that of P.Oxy. XVI 1879, where the letter takes on a shape similar to 
an n, because its superior stroke is extended downwards on the right. On the stone, 
the stonecutter reproduced the latter sign with three strokes, a first, vertical one, cor-
responding to the vertical bar of r, and two separated ones, the first horizontal and 
the second vertical (see Tab. 4).

A similar interpretation also seems to be possible for the t in the same word: after 
the second e a curved sign can be observed, similar to a c; it can be supposed that this 
is truly a c (in this case, the word should be read as PERPECTUO, but it would be an 
evident mistake), but the stroke is less curved than the other cs, and more squared.

It could be supposed that this is the continuation of the superior stroke of t, inter-
preted by the stonecutter as a stroke aside. Maybe he saw, on the papyrus, a shape 
similar to the second t of P.Ital. I 8 where the horizontal stroke is slanted downwards 
(see Tab. 5; Feissel defines this stroke as a “boucle”, which “se détache du corps de la 
lettre”85), and he reproduced it on the stone with two separated signs, as in the case 
of the r.

Didyma, is “en réalité indépendant de l’alphabet A” (Feissel 2008, 59 [= rpt. 2010, 547]).
83 Feissel 2008, 59 (= rpt. 2010, 547).
84 On the form of this letter in the Ancient and Later Roman cursives see Tjäder 1979, 48, fn. 43; 
Tjäder 1982a, 13–14; Iannacci/Modesti/Zuffrano 2012, 99.
85 Feissel 2008, 59 (= rpt. 2010, 547).
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It also seems possible to propose an interpretation of the word die that differs 
from Feissel’s: the scholar states that this word is conveyed only by a d (D<IE>), but 
this would not explain the presence of the three signs after d itself.

Fig. 13: The word DIE in the Didyma inscription (taken from Feissel 2008, 56 [= rpt. 2010, 544]).

It can be argued that the sign similar to an e after the d is actually an i (in the form of 
a complete c, very curved), followed by an e formed by two disjointed curved strokes. 
In other words, it is possible that the superior stroke of e is set before its normal place.

Feissel himself, analysing the shape of the e of F (alphabet B), points out the 
strong disarticulation of this letter in the Didyma epigraph: “l’évolution de cet alpha-
bet tend à désarticuler le haut et le bas de la lettre, nettement séparés dans les acta 
de 533”.86

One might also suppose that the stonecutter confused the i with the base of e, and 
so he relocated the superior part of the latter to the i.

The global shape of the alphabet raises some interesting remarks, which recall 
some observations made by Tjäder on the Ravenna papyri containing the “misteriosa 
scrittura grande”.

The analysis of the special alphabet of the Didyma inscription highlights the pres-
ence of a remarkable number of letters that can be connected with the Ancient Roman 
cursive alphabet, similar to the opening script of Ravenna’s gesta praefectoria: it can 
be stated without a doubt for a, n, p and r, as we have already noted in the analysis of 
the single letters.

There are also some letters that, at a first sight, seem to be insufficiently distinct 
for assigment to one alphabet or another (like i and s), but actually show elements 
of connection with the Ancient Roman cursive: in particular, this can be stated for s, 
characterised by a superior sign similar to the “boucle” typical of the Ancient Roman 
cursive and clearly visible also in the litterae caelestes.

The Didyma inscription thus represents an epigraphic statement of the preser-
vation of the Ancient Roman cursive alphabet beyond its use in the imperial writing.

Nevertheless, the alphabet in lines 36 and 37 cannot be completely ascribed to 
the influence of Ancient Roman cursive: some letters appear connected to the writing 
system of the Later Roman cursive. This is especially true for d, e, g and o.

86 Feissel 2008, 57 (= rpt. 2010, 545).
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The alphabet found in the Didyma inscription, therefore, is not a pure writing 
form, but the result of a complex graphical situation, and it testifies to the complex 
writing panorama developed after the 4th century.

It is interesting to recall the observations made by Iannacci, Modesti and Zuf-
frano87 on the “misteriosa scrittura grande” analysed by Tjäder: the shape of the 
initial script of the Ravenna papyri and those from Egypt papyri88 was not the pure 
shape of the Ancient Roman cursive, and some letters could also be connected to the 
Later Roman cursive shapes.89

In those scripts, there is not “una situazione di contrapposizione netta e radicale 
tra due sistemi grafici opposti (corsiva antica e corsiva nuova)”, but they are the mirror 
of a “condizione più sfumata di quanto non possa sembrare in prima istanza”.90

The system of a special initial script in the papyri from Ravenna, like that of lines 
36 and 37 in the Didyma inscription, is not, therefore, a closed one, unlike the litterae 
caelestes,91 but is in part open to the influences of the litterae communes, and it shows 
the complexity of the graphic panorama of this period.92

The script of lines 36–37 of the Didyma inscription seems to represent an interme-
diate step between those in the papyri from Ravenna and Egypt.

A closer comparison of these writing systems shows that the differences are not 
substantial: Feissel states that the script of the inscription shows a “caractère relative-
ment conservateur”.93

Feissel does not consider the lack of ligatures characterising the inscription to 
be the biggest dissimilarity between this script and the one of the papyri. The biggest 
difference is due not only to the writing material, but also to a phenomenon already 
highlighted by Tjäder:

87 Iannacci/Modesti/Zuffrano 2012.
88 For the Later Roman cursive elements in the papyri from Egypt see Marichal 1952, 349, fn. 1, 
Kresten 1966, 8ff.; Iannacci/Modesti/Zuffrano 2012, 100.
89 Innacci/Modesti/Zuffrano 2012, 99–100. Also Tjäder reached this conclusion in 1982a, 8, where he 
states that “[…] the Ancient Roman cursive […] remained in a pure form, presumably until about A.D. 
600, as a monopoly script in the Imperial chancery, and, in a sometimes slightly mixed form, it was 
in use in the first half of the 7th century […] for the opening line […] in records of regesta and acta”.
90 Iannacci/Modesti/Zuffrano 2012, 100.
91 Innacci/Modesti/Zuffrano 2012, 110: “Intorno alla metà del V secolo le litterae caelestes 
testimoniate nei due rescritti imperiali si presentano in forme ancora sostanzialmente incontaminate 
e vicine a quelle dei papiri del III secolo”.
92 On this matter, it is also worth recalling the words of Casamassima and Staraz: “nel III secolo 
il sistema della scrittura romana nel trasformarsi […] è divenuto straordinariamente più ricco e 
complesso nella morfologia dei segni e nella struttura, appare articolato in una varia e vivace 
dialettica di tipi grafici” (Casamassima/Staraz 1977, 11).
93 Feissel 2004, 332 (= rpt. 2010, 296).
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L’évolution de la cursive d’en-tête du Ve au VIe s., respectivement en Égypte et en Italie, affecte 
non seulement la forme individuelle des lettres, mais tend à passer d’une écriture liée a une 
quasi-capitale aux caractères distincts. La ’grande écriture‘ de l’inscription de 533, proche encore 
du ductus des deux siècles précédents, paraît amorcer déjà la tendance à en séparer les carac-
tères.94

Furthermore, this characteristic can be considered one of the strongest elements 
attesting to the derivation of the epigraphic script from the ancient writing system: 
in the litterae caelestes, a system of ligatures did not develop.95 Although the letters 
did overlap,96 the only joining system was represented by narrowing the distance 
between small groups of letters, or segments of single letters, in correspondence to 
the final stroke of the letters themselves. This did not lead to a modification of the 
features of the characters.97

It is most likely that the stonecutter saw, on the papyrus, strokes that were 
not ligated (even though they probably overlapped, as in the “misteriosa scrittura 
grande”), and he reproduced them on the stone as separate and unconnected letters.

Feissel states that the main difference between the letters on the Didyma inscrip-
tion and those in papyri is the great space that sometimes separates different parts of 
the same letter on the inscription.98

It is certainly true in the cases of r and t (but only in the word PERPETUO, as 
discussed), but it can not be stated in the case of n, which Feissel conversely con-
siders “le cas plus net de ce défaut”.99 The left bar of n is clearly separated from the 
horizontal bar in P.Oxy. XVI 1878 (cons.) and P.Oxy. XVI 1879 (Areobindo), and it seems 
possible that the stonecutter intentionally reproduced this feature of the letter on the 
stone, in order to approach the original shape that he saw on the manuscript.

94 Feissel 2004, 332f. (= rpt. 2010, 297); the lack of ligatures also characterises the “misteriosa scrittu-
ra grande” of Ravenna, where “vi è una visibile distinzione generale tra la maggior parte delle lettere, 
tanto che si ha in qualche punto l’impressione di vedere piuttosto una iscrizione” (Tjäder 1952, 206); 
see also Iannacci/Modesti/Zuffrano 2012, 101f., which states that in the Later Roman cursive “la strut-
tura essenziale della singola lettera rimane invariata senza quei cedimenti tipici invece della corsiva 
nuova, dove le lettere, pur di adeguarsi alle legature, modificano anche di molto la propria struttura 
fino ad assumere tre o quattro forme diverse.”
95 Unlike the Later Roman cursive system, where the letters modify their structure according to the 
ligatures and take on different shapes.
96 This is an element that can give the impression of a woven script: Marini effectively defined those 
letters as “intralciate fra se” (Marini 1805, 267, fn. 2).
97 Mallon 1948, 9ff. (= rpt. 1982, 169ff.); Iannacci/Modesti/Zuffrano 2012, 101, fn. 43.
98 “La déformation la plus sensible entre le manuscrit et la pierre ne consiste pas dans la séparation 
des caractères entre eux, mais dans l’espace exagéré qui tend à disloquer les éléments d’une même 
lettre” (Feissel 2004, 333 [= rpt. 2010, 297]).
99 Feissel 2004, 333 (= rpt. 2010, 297).



232   Flavia Manservigi and Melania Mezzetti

This observation raises the question introduced by Feissel, who discussed 
whether the reproduction of the manuscript on the stone can be considered a faithful 
one.

It seems possible to state that the stonecutter not only reproduced the form of the 
single letters, but also some particular features typical of their shape on a papyrus 
support.

It is particularly evident in the case of n, which is provided with a sign similar to a 
Ω or a bow at the end of the horizontal stroke: it seems to be an attempt to reproduce 
faithfully the bows concluding the left part of the n in, e.g., P.Oxy. XVI 1879 and P.Oxy. 
XVI 1878 (see figs. 6 and 8).

But for what reason did the stonecutter put such great care into faithfully reproducing 
the script that he saw on the papyrus?

The craftsman should not have had any difficulty in transposing onto stone the 
Latin and Greek alphabets, written in the classic epigraphic capital shapes; there 
must have been greater difficulties in copying the opening lines of the gesta praefec-
toria, written in a complicated cursive and totally unrelated to all epigraphic forms.

The reproduction of those signs on a stone went against all epigraphic uses: the 
stonecutter had to adapt to a hard material a kind of script that was complicated even 
on papyrus, since it was full of curved and sinuous strokes that were technically dif-
ficult to reproduce.

Certainly the precision of the single strokes is a sign of the stonecutter’s great 
craftsmanship.

Furthermore, the faithful reproduction of the papyrus shapes also seems to 
assume an important meaning for the function of this inscription: as has already been 
pointed out, the citizens of Didyma had obtained the original text of the gesta prae-
fectoria, provided with the subscription of the prefect, and it was reproduced on the 
stone “sans copie intermédiaire”.100

The effort made by the stonecutter in reproducing the original letter of the prefect 
on the stone can be attributed to the will to demonstrate the authenticity of this docu-
ment, which represented the original attestation of the achievement of the citizenry’s 
request to the emperor.

This could explain the great care which the stonecutter put into the reproduction 
of these two lines, and which represents a certification of guarantee for the whole 
document,101 as Feissel has also observed: “Le soin scrupuleux mis par lapicide à 
calquer un en-tête en cursive archaïsante traduit l’intention de mettre en évidence 

100 Feissel 2008, 332 (= rpt. 2010, 296).
101 This was also the function of the special scripts of the papyri from Ravenna and Egypt. On this 
see in particular Tjäder 1952, 212, Iannacci/Modesti/Zuffrano 2012, 108–110.
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l’authenticité de l’acte, reconnaissable à cette calligraphie particulière et difficile-
ment imitable”.102

It is also possible to quote other examples similar to the Didyma inscription, 
where a special script was carved in stone in order to affirm the authenticity of the 
written document.

This is the case, for example, of two stone fragments found in Kairouan (Tunisia), 
which were studied by Charles Diehl in 1894.

In this case, the special script was limited to two words (sancimus and [con]fir-
mamus), indicating the attestation of guarantee given by the emperor to the act.

Even if those words are not written in characters of a majuscule type, but in 
a minuscule cursive, in this case as at Didyma the stonecutter reproduced strokes 
that were totally unnatural for stone writing, and put great care into reproducing a 
papyrus script on a hard surface, with the clear purpose of giving a mark of authen-
ticity to the document:

au lieu de les transcrire dans le même caractère que le reste de l’inscription, il a voulu faire 
éclater aux yeux la différence, jadis exprimée d’une manière en quelque sorte abstraite par la 
mention: et alia manu. Il s’est appliqué à reproduire sur la pierre, en un véritable fac-similé, les 
notes impériales inscrites dans l’original; et ainsi l’inscription de Kairouan nous conserve, dans 
le Sancimus et le Confirmamus, écrits en cursive, une copie, plus ou moins imparfaite sans doute, 
mais incontestable, de la souscription émanant du basileus byzantin.103

Fig. 14: Detail: [Con]firmamus (taken from Diehl 1894, pl. III).

102 Feissel 2008, 332 (= rpt. 2010, 296).
103 Diehl 1894, 392f. A similar artifice can also be found in a fragment discovered at Salamis, and 
also studied by Denis Feissel, where the word recognovi presents some letters in cursive forms: Feissel 
2001b, 192ff. (= rpt. 2010, 88ff.).
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Fig. 15: Detail of Sancimus (taken from Diehl 1894, pl. II).

3 Conclusions
What emerged from this palaeographical analysis is that the opening lines of the 
gesta praefectoria of the Didyma inscription can be considered a missing link between 
the opening script of the reports of proceedings from Egypt and those of the Ravenna 
papyri, and this is not only for chronological reasons, as Feissel has also pointed out:

Le document constitue […] un nouveau jalon dans les dernières phases d’évolution de la cursive 
latine ancienne. Entre les procès-verbaux égyptiens précisément datés, qui ne descendent pas 
au-delà de 461 ou peut-être 483, et ceux de Ravenne en 564 et 625, l’inscription de Didymes 
apporte à l’histoire de cet alphabet une sorte de chainon manquant.104

The epigraphic script is close to the script in the Ravenna papyri because of the mixed 
shapes of its alphabet, which shows a remarkable number of letters originating from 
the Ancient Roman cursive system but, at the same time, shows some strokes clearly 
derived from the Later Roman cursive alphabet.

Nevertheless, a careful examination of the letters of the Didyma inscription 
reveals a closer proximity to the alphabet of the papyri from Egypt, in particular 
P.Oxy. XVI 1878 and P.Oxy. XVI 1879.

Therefore, if we try to reconstruct the shape of the script of the original papyrus 
that represented the model of the inscription, we can suppose, with a good degree of 
certainty, that the letters had probably assumed an intermediate shape between those 

104 Feissel 2004, 332 (= rpt. 2010, 296).
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of the papyri from Egypt and Ravenna, which is a script based on a majuscule type, 
but with a marked degree of elaboration.105

Although this script was of a majuscule type, it was also open to the influence of 
a minuscule model alphabet, and this is an element that clearly shows a situation of 
graphical complexity. Furthermore, this is proof of the fact that the minuscule model 
had penetrated common writing practices at such a high level that it also influenced 
conservative scripts, like those of the administrative and bureaucratic offices.

A further observation that emerged from this research is that the case of the 
Didyma inscription, where a special and complicated script is carved in stone in order 
to highlight the authenticity of the document, is not an isolated one. The inscription 
of Kairouan is a further example of a script formed by curvy and wavy strokes that are 
hard to reproduce in stone. This demonstrates that inscriptions were used not only 
to communicate a message, to give public evidence to a text, to represent the power 
of kings or emperors, or to represent examples of a scrittura esposta (exhibited writ-
ing):106 they were also legal documents indeed, provided with a specific legitimacy.

Furthermore, in the case of the Didyma inscription we can observe not only the 
stonecutter’s effort to reproduce difficult strokes on a hard material, but also the will 
to write in a script that must have been almost illegible for the majority of the people 
who lived at that time.

In this way, the main function of the inscription, that is, to show a public message 
to the people, failed, and the writing was the bearer of another function, which was to 
grant authenticity to a document.

In this sense, the Didyma inscription represents an exemplary case, since, from a 
palaeographical point of view, it is a witness to what Cencetti defined as the general 
unit of the graphic phenomenon in the Roman Era,107 a phenomenon that today is 
often forgotten by historiography. Beyond the different material supports, we find a 
unique graphic phenomenon adapted to different variations and contexts and the 
Didyma inscription is a clear statement of this fundamental unit.

105 The exaggerated grade of elaboration of this script was probably one of the results of CTh. 9.19.3, 
which probably hastened a process of exaggeration of the graphic artifice that had already started 
with the scripts of the majuscule type and was due to the fact that they were falling into disuse. This 
involution was proportional to the diminishing legibility of this script (see Iannacci/Modesti/Zuffrano 
2012, 105–106).
106 Petrucci 1985.
107 “[…] a parte la prevalenza dell’un materiale scrittorio sull’altro nelle varie epoche e nei diversi 
luoghi, per l’uso quotidiano la scrittura a inchiostro e quella scalfita dovevano essere adoperate con-
temporaneamente, o quasi, dalle medesime mani […] Pur tenendo conto delle differenze reciproche, 
dobbiamo dunque non dimenticare che i due tipi di scrittura non solo sono interdipendenti e s’influ-
enzano reciprocamente, ma costituiscono in realtà semplicemente due varietà di atteggiamento di 
una medesima scrittura usuale” (Cencetti 1950, 7 [= rpt. 1993, 55]).
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From the standpoint of the function of writing, the Didyma inscription shows how 
going beyond disciplinary barriers and drawing on a more interdisciplinary approach 
leads to a deeper and better understanding of this phenomenon, because only a com-
parison of all the existing sources (palaeographic, papyrological, epigraphic and also 
diplomatic), from an interdisciplinary perspective, can explain the presence of such a 
peculiar script on the inscription of Didyma.

Returning to the theme of CTh. 9.19.3 and to the problem of the effective application 
of this law, we agree with Iannacci, Modesti and Zuffrano that the presence of the 
opening script in the cases of the papyri from Egypt and Ravenna (and to these we can 
now add the Didyma inscription) did not represent violations of the law of Valentian 
and Valens.108

Nevertheless, it appears very difficult to reach a definitive conclusion on this 
matter, since it would imply a deep exegesis of the law and of the graphic context 
where it was issued.

What can be pointed out in this debate is that the Didyma inscription demon-
strates further that a script similar to the litterae caelestes survived not only in places 
of the Empire where the conservative tradition was very strong, like Ravenna or Egypt, 
but also in other areas, in the West and in the Orient as well.

This shows that the use of this script was not fortuitous or isolated, but was gen-
eralised, and this is an important consideration that will have to be taken into account 
in future studies of CTh. 9.19.3.

The Didyma inscription is thus a source of greatest importance, which illumi-
nates a complex phenomenon not only from a graphic point of view, but also in the 
context of the relationship between legislation and writing.

108 Iannacci/Modesti/Zuffrano 2012, 104.
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Tab. 1: Comparison between lines 36–37 of the Didyma inscription and some alphabets of the 
Ancient Roman cursive.
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Tab. 2: Comparison between lines 36–37 of the Didyma inscription and some alphabets of the Later 
Roman cursive.
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Tab. 3: Comparison between the superior part of N in lines 36–37 of the Didyma inscription and in 
P.Oxy. XVI 1878.

Tab. 4: Comparison between the shape of R in lines 36–37 of the Didyma inscription and P.Oxy. XVI 
1879.

Tab. 5: Comparison between the shape of T in lines 36–37 of the Didyma inscription and P.Ital. I 8 = 
Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, lat. 4568 A = ChLA XVII 652.
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