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Metallic Documents
of Antiquity

H. CurTis WRIGHT*

While preparing the general exams for the Ph.D. at Case
Western Reserve University I noticed recurring references to
metallic documents in the literature that pertains, in one way
or another, to ancient records and libraries. Most of the re-
ferences were obscure and casual—like the merest mention of
“various metals” in a discussion of ancient book materials,® or
a sourceless seriation including “The Nicean creed[!], Chinese
books with leaves of gold,” and the "Telugu plate” as ex-
emplars of writing on metal.® Such references, while interest-
ing enough in their own right, invariably pose a number of
unanswered questions, especially if the reader is interested in
the sensory data of written communications: Which metals
have been used for the reception of writing in antiquity?
What is the Telugu plate? How can descriptions of the
metallic media of the Nicene Creed and specific gold-leaf
manuscripts of Chinese books be located ?

References to metallic documents are also found in ancient
classical literature. Plutarch, for example, mentions a Lycian
spring on the outskirts of the city of Xanthus which on one
occasion boiled up of its own accord and overflowed in the
presence of Alexander the Great, depositing a bronze writing
tablet [delton chalken] at his feet. The tablet was inscribed
with ancient writings indicating that the kingdom of the

*Associate professor of library and information sciences at Brigham Young
University, Dr. Wright has published various pamphlets and articles and is
author of the booklet Ministry of Christ. He is a specialist in the field of ancient
librarianship.

‘Bruce M. Metzger, The text of the New Testament; its transmission,
corruption, and restoration (2d ed.; New York: Oxford University Press, 1968),
p. 3. There is, typically, no further mention of the subject in the entire book.

°F. Thelma Eaton, The history of the book; an outline and a reading list
. . . (4th ed.; Champaign, Ill.: The Illini Bookstore, 1959), p. 12.

457



458

Persians would be overthrown by the Greeks. Alexander,
therefore, encouraged by the metallic document, proceeded
forthwith to reduce the coastal areas instead of then and there
waging an all out war with Darius.® There are similar notices
elsewhere in Plutarch and in Pausanias,* and they doubtless
occur 1n other ancient authors.

Descriptions of metallic documents are relatively easy to
locate if they are properly referenced in citations. An example
of such referencing is the use by Friedrich Blass of the oldest
Greek letter extant in order to illustrate certain linguistic
phenomena in a discussion of the so-called epistolary aortist
tense.” The letter is identified as a leaden tablet from the 4th
century B.C., and appropriate references are provided. Blass,
of course, is more interested in the linguistic information pro-
vided by the document than in its material. His only concern
is ““der Aorist im Briefstil’—the fact that the aorist is in-
scribed in lead is unimportant. But his references nevertheless
lead to important discussions of the tablet, including transla-
tions and photographic plates.®

Most published accounts of metallic documents, at least
in classical sources, have been effectively removed from the
layman’s view by a simple convention of scholarship. The
implications of this convention first came to my attention upon
perusing a basic paleographical treatment of ancient writing
materials.

Of the various materials which have been used . . . to
receive writing, there are three, viz. papyrus, vellum and
paper, which . . . have . . . displaced all others. But of the
other materials several, including some which at first sight
seem of a most unpromising character, have been largely
used. If the ordinary material fail, they [the ancients] must
extemporize a substitute. If something more durable is want-
ed, metal or stone may take the place of vellum or paper.

Plutarch, Life of Alexander 17. 4-5.

*‘De genio Socratis 577E-F; Pausanias, Descriptio Graecae 4. 26, 6-8.

°Friedrich Blass, Grammatit des neutestamentlichen Griechisch, bearbeitet
von Albert Debrunner (11. Aufl.; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck u. Ruprecht, 1961),
206.

*Adolf Deissmann, Licht vom Osten; Das Neune Testament und die neu-
entdeckten Texte der hellenistisch-némischen Welt (2. u. 3. verb. u. verm.
Aufl.; Tubingen: J. C. B. Mohr {Paul Siebeck], 1909), pp. 103-104; also
the English translation, Light from the Ancient East . .. (New York: George
H. Doran, 1927), pp. 150-52. For discussion see S. Witkowski, Epistulae
privatac Graecae quae in papyris aetatis Lagidarum servantur (Editio altera
auctior; Lipsiae: 1911), appendix no. 1, and A. Wilhelm, "Der ilteste grie-
chische Brief,” Jabreshefte des Oesterr. Archaeol. Institut 7 (1904), 94-105.
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But with inscriptions on these harder materials we have, in
the present work, but little to do. Such inscriptions generally
fall under the head of epigraphy. Here we have chiefly to
consider the softer materials on which handwriting, as dis-
tinct from monumental engraving, has been wont to be in-
scribed. Still . . . there are certain exceptions; and to some
extent 'we shall have to inquire into the employment of
metals, clay, potsherds, and wood, as well as of leaves, bark,
linen, wax, papyrus, vellum, and paper as materials for
writing.”

It had never really occurred to me, prior to reading the
above, that scholarly distinctions between documents/monu-
ments,® palaeography/papyrology/epigraphy,” etc., tend to
relegate the study of specific aspects of writing to specific
categories within the highly fragmented study of writing.*’
Once the bibliographical implications of such conventions are
understood, however, the investigation of this or that phase
of writing is greatly simplified. For the student of metallic
documents this means that all sorts of inscriptions on metal
are conventionally regarded by classicists as archaeological
monuments, and that scholars therefore tend to describe them
in epigraphical, rather than palaeolographical or papyrological,,
publications. Thus an inscribed piece of metal may have much
more in common with a sheet of paper than, say, with the
Athenian tribute lists; but both are treated as epigraphs solely
because each of them is hard.

The bibliography accompanying this paper attempts to as-
semble some of the scholarly materials which deal with the
metallic documents of antiquity. Beginning with a know-

‘Edward Maunde Thompson, An introduction to Greek and Latin pale-
ography (Oxford: Clarendon, 1912), p. 8. Italics ours. Ibid., pp. 8-43, for
the entire discussion of ancient writing materials and implements.

*Discussed by John Howland Rowe, “"Archaeology as a career,” Archae-
ology 14 (1961), 45-55.

‘For the distinctions between palaeography, papyrology and epigraphy, with
copious bibliographical coverage of ancient Greek and Latin writing in general,
see Martin R. P. McGuire, Introduction to classical scholarship; a syllabus and
bibliographical guide (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press,
1961), pp. 86-107. “Papyrology is confined by convention to the investigation
of Greek and Latin writing on papyrus. . . . It should be noted that handbooks
of Greek paleography give a large amount of space to papyrology, since the
great majority of the earliest extant Greek documents written on perishable
materials are papyri. . . . The formal separation of paleography and papyrology
from epigraphy, however, has been mutually disadvantageous to these three
disciplines,” 7ibid., p. 96.

“On the fragmented study of writing see our Metagraphy and graphic
priority; a discursus for catalogers (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Case West-
ern Reserve University, 1969), pp. 30-32.
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ledge of the golden laminae of Pyrgi,'* the copper scroll from
Qumran, and a nucleus of sources from the writings of Hugh
Nibley,* I began searching the epigraphical publications of
classical literature. The result is a preliminary list which
shows less success in Near and Far Eastern studies than in
Classics, but nevertheless attempts to document the existence
of at least one exemplar from most geographical areas of
major importance in antiquity.

HOW MANY ANCIENT METALLIC DOCUMENTS

Probably no one knows precisely how many ancient
metallic documents exist today, but Nibley's estimate of one
hundred examples is certainly low, since the number of Roman
military diplomas alone had already exceeded that figure in
1924.** The metallic document appears very early in the his-
tory of writing and may be found even after the invention
of printing. Lead, for example, has been used for writing in
late medieval and early modern times, as “leaden plates in-
scribed with historical and diplomatic records . . . are still in
existence, which belong to the fourteenth and fifteenth cen-
turies.”** It is known also that large collections of metal docu-
ments have existed in antiquity, and that they were frequently
reserved for writings of considerable importance.

The use of bronze by the Greeks and Romans, as a
material upon which to engrave votive inscriptions, laws,
treaties, and other official documents, is established by var-
ious authorities. The famous “Laws of the Twelve Tables”
were engraved upon bronze, and were suspended outside the
Capitol at Rome. They most probably perished in the fire

“The Pyrgi plates were a lively topic of conversation among classicists
when I became Classics Librarian at the University of Cincinnati in 1965, as
one of the professors had recently seen them on display at the Villa Giulia in
Italy.

“See especially his Lebi in the desert and ihe world of the Jaredites (Salt
Lake City: Bookcraft, 1952); and Since Cumorah . . . (Salt Lake City: Deseret
Book Co., 1967).

“Nibley, Since Cumorab, p. 251. “These tablets, of which only a few over
a hundred examples are known. record the grant of Roman citizenship and the
right of legal marriage (connubium) to discharged veterans of foreign birth,”
Helen McClees, “Inscriptions in the classical collection,” Bulletin of the Metro-
politan Musenm of Art 19 (1924), 167. An earthenware vessel containing more
than 400 small leaden plates was also discovered near Styra of Boeotia in 1860,
E. S. Roberts, An intoduction to Greek epigraphy. Part I: the archaic inscriptions
and the Greek alphabet (Cambridge: University Press, 1887), p. 197.

“"Henry Guppy, “Human records: a survey of their history from the begin-
ning,” Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 27 (1942-43), 197. The plates are
connected with Venice and Bologna.
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which took place in the reign of the Emperor Vespasian,
consuming the Capitol and destroying three thousand tablets
of bronze or brass containing the laws, treaties, and other
important documents of the Roman Empire.??

How much information has been preserved on ancient
metallic epigraphs? It is too early to attempt definitive ans-
wers to this question, as we know of no ancient treatises on
metallic epigraphy, and modern treatments of the subject are
widely scattered, highly specialized, and often difficult to
obtain. My own studies have thus far been more search than
research, followed by immense frustration over the impossi-
bility of consulting many of the pertinent documents once
their existence is known.** Some preliminary observations on
the contents of metallic documents can be made, however, al-
though the materials in the following bibliography must await
the careful collation and evaluation of competent scholars in
many fields.

Most of the epigraphs listed bear relatively short in-
scriptions,’” although there is some evidence to suggest that
the ancients also prepared lengthy metallic texts of which the
Qumran copper scroll is a good example.'® Pausanias also
claims to have seen in Boeotia a leaden book [molubdon] in-
scribed with Hesiod's Works and days, a literary opus of some
thirty Oxford pages.’” The seven bronze tablets discovered

“Ibid.

“The study of metallic epigraphy as a subject is further complicated by
bibliographical problems arising from the archaeological nature of the evidence,
since specialization in archaeology “is necessarily by [geographical] area, as in
the humanities, rather than by subject matter, as in the natural sciences,” Rowe,
“Archaeology as a career,” 55. Cf. Sterling Dow, “Archaeological indexes: a
review article,” American Journal of Archaeology 54 (1950), 41-57.

Y'Cf. the two brief lines of a golden plate discovered in southern Italy in
1951, Silvio Ferri, "San Vito di Luzzi (Cosenza). Frammenti di laminetta auree
inscritte,” Notizie degli Scavi di Antichita, Ser. 82, 11 (1957), fig. 1, p. 181;
the three lines of Greek and two of Egyptian on a gold foundation plate,
Marcus N. Tod, "A bilingual dedication from Alexandria,” Journal of Egyptian
Archaeology 28 (1942), plate VI facing p. 56; and the golden trilingual plate
of Darius with twenty-five lines, Gilbert Highet, “The wondrous survival of
records,” Horizon, vol. 5, no. 2 (Nov. 1962), 79.

¥See John Marco Allegro, The treasure of the copper scroll . . . (Garden
City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1960), passim, and Matthew Black, The scrolls and
Christian origins (New York: C, Scribner's Sons, 1961), pp. 3-12, and consult
the bibliography for additional sources.

*Pausanias 9. 31, 4: “kai moi molubdon edeiknusan, entha he pege, ta
polla hupo tou chronou lelumasmenon eggegraptai de auto ta Erga.” This
passage is often discussed, e.g., by Guppy, "Human records,” 196, L. H. Jeffery,
The local seripts of archaic Greece (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1961), p. 56, etc.
“"Lead was used in scroll form in the late Hittite empire, and this usage may
possibly have spread to the Greeks. . . . ibid. "For another example of books
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in 1444 at Gubbio, Italy, the ancient Iguvium, seem to be
larger than usual, ranging from 12x16 inches to 22x33 inches,
and contain “the only extant records of any considerable ex-
tent in the Umbrian dialect; that is, in that language which,
with Oscan, Latin, and several other dialects, makes up the
Italic branch of the Indo-European family.”** All of the tablets
except III and IV are inscribed on both sides, and collectively
contain more than 4,000 words, 54 long lines of which appear
on the recto of tablet VII alone.” These tablets deserve and
receive close philological treatment in a full-blown scholarly
monograph of 341 pages. Pausanias also informs us that the
Thirty Years’ Peace which terminated the so-called First Pelo-
ponnesian War was inscribed on a bronze monument [szele
chalke] and displayed at Elis.

In front of the image of Zeus there is a bronze stele con-
taining the terms of a thirty years’ peace between Lacedae-
mon and Athens. The Athenians made this treaty after they
had subjugated Euboea for the second time. . . . The treaty
specifically states that the Argives were not officially ac-
knowledged as a party to the peace between Athens and
Sparta, but that Athens and Argos might, if they desired,
befriend one another in private. Such were the stipulations
of the treaty.??

A similar treaty on metal is known from ancient Anatolia.

It is worth recalling . . . , in this connection, that the
contemporary Hittites of Asia Minor . . . had a certain pre-
dilection for inscriptions on metal. Not only are their in-
scribed signets often composed of bronze or precious metals,
but the same usage was also applied to larger documents.

written on sheets of metal, see [Pausanias] 4. 26. 8. A good many inscribed
rolls of lead have been found in tombs in Cyprus; but for the most part they
contain either monetary accounts or else curses levelled at some enemy. See
J. H. Middleton, I/luminated manuscripts in classical and mediaeval times, p. 2
sq.,” J. G. Frazer, Pausanias’ description of Greece, translated with a Com-
mentary (New York: Biblo and Tannen, 1965), 5:158.

“James Whitney Poultney, The bronze rablets of Iguvium (''Philological
monographs published by the American Philological Association,” no. 18; n.p.:
The American Philological Association, 1959), p. 1.

“Ibid., p. 1 and plate VIIa following p. 333.

*Pausanias 5. 23, 4. References to a bronze writing tablet [pinakion
chalkoun] occur in at least two other contexts in Pausanias 5. 20, 7 and 5. 24,
11. Many accounts of the Thirty Years’ Peace may be perused without the
slightest hint that the treaty was ever inscribed on metal. The ancient accounts
in Thucydides 1. 115 and Diodorus 12. 7 do not mention bronze at all, and
modern commentators virtually never notice it. Why the silence? Could it be
that metal was so commonly used for recording treaties and the like that it was
seldom specified? Was “on metal” implied in statements like “the treaty was
recorded,” as "on paper’ is in “the letter was written'' ?
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Thus when the ambassadors of the great Hittite King Kheta-

sira went to Egypt to make a treaty with Ramses II they

bore with them a silver plate on which the Hittite text of the

treaty was engraved in the native language and character.?®
The use of bronze for recording certain types of juristic
literature was also popular in Italy during the Hellenistic
period. “Exceptionally, leges and senatusconsulta were pub-
lished on bronze tablets; international treaties were always so
published.”** 1t should be observed that, whereas nineteenth
century scholarship often boggled at these and similar metallic
documents, a recent article has explained their peculiarities on
the assumption that they were initially published in Rome and
later taken to Italian and Greek towns where they were copied
onto local tablets.** This meaty and important article fairly
bristles with bibliographical information on the metallic juridi-
cal literature of Rome and deserves careful study. Mommsen
and his contemporaries regarded the four bronze inscriptions
from Tarentum, Veleia, Ateste and Heraclea as ingenious,
poorly executed, and frequently unintelligible; some even de-
clared them the products of bungling draftsmen who fre-
quently altered the texts, etc.

The internal problems of these inscriptions are thus met by

questioning their evidential value . . . .

In the following pages a fresh approach is ventured. . . .

It seems better to start with the texts and the otherwise clear

facts of Roman documentary processes; to consider how and

by whom the bronzes were prepared; and thus to attempt,

without circularity, to explain what has been rightly called
their ‘highly problematical form.26

Frederiksen breathes a new willingness to believe that
Roman juristic literature was indeed published on metal and

easily parries the objection that bronze archives and letter
writing on bronze plates are simply unthinkable.

“Arthur J. Evans, Seripta Minoa; the written documents of Minoan Crete
. .., Vol. 1 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1909), p. 107. Cf. William Wright, The
empire of the Hittites . . . (London: James Nisbet, 1884), pp. 26-33, where
the treaty in translation occupies over seven normal English pages and extends
to 200 lines. See also Archibald H. Sayce, The Hittites; the story of a forgotien
empire (London: Religious Tract Society, 1925), pp. 40-51, 117-18, 171.

“Fritz Schulz, History of Roman legal science (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1953), pp. 87-88. Italics ours, "Edicta magistratuum were published on wooden
boards (alba), which were destroyed at the end of the magistrate’s term of
office,” 7bid., p. 88.

*M. W. Frederiksen, “The Republican municipal laws: errors and drafts,”
Journal of Roman Studies 55 (1965), 183-98.

*Ibid., p. 183.
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From earliest times until the age of Augustus bronze was
the usual form of publication in Italy. Unlike Greece, Italy
had few kinds of stone suited to the inscription of long
texts, until the heavy Augustan exploitation of the Luna
quarries; she had, however, again unlike Greece, good sup-
plies of bronze—a fact which more than any other explains

the relative epigraphic paucity of Greek and Republican
Italy.2"

Frederiksen’s conclusion is that the extant bronze epigraphs
of the Republican period, if not the copies actually displayed
at Rome, "were the work of local scribes instructed by local
magistrates.”**

As the treaty with Cibyra or the Pirate Law suggests, a city
might allowably choose another medium, and wooden tablets
were not only permitted but common. . . . Nor should it be
forgotten that most of Rome’s allies, in Italy as well as
abroad, possessed public archives of a systematic kind. Since
225 B.C. we must suppose the existence of formulae to-
gatorum and hence of censoriae tabulae, doubtless increas-
ingly assimilated to Roman models. Such local machinery
was, at very least, adequate to the demands that Rome might
make of it, and it was not absurd for Roman legislators to
rely upon allied initiative for the copying and preservation
of laws that concerned them. Thus it was certainly with the
municipal laws and charters of the Republic. We know them
from the copies made in the towns themselves . . . .20

A last example of extensive writing on metal cited here
is a sophisticated document on four bronze plates bearing some
of the laws regulating Roman mining operations in the pro-
vinces. Two of the plates were discovered at Aljustrel, Portu-
gal, one in 1876, the other in 1907. Together their English
translation requires three full pages of normal journal size
[i.e, 814x11 inches], an average of one such page per tablet
side.” They were written by officials with firsthand experi-
ence at mining, “men who understood their subject thoroughly

“Ibid., p. 186. Italics ours. Cf. Theodor Mommsen, Romisches Staatsrecht
("Handbuch der Romischen Altertiimer,” Bd. 1; Graz: Akademische Druck- wu.
Verlagsanstalt, 1952-53), 1:256: "Bei dieser [internationalen] Publication wird
wie bei jeder zu bleibendem Gedichtniss, das Document auf eine Kupfertafel
geschrieben, wie bei transitorischer Publication auf eine Holztafel; Publication
auf Stein ist der romischen Ordnung fremd.”

*Frederiksen, "Republican municipal laws,” p. 187.

®Ibid.

*The three journal pages represent only three sides of the two tablets, since
the first tablet bears the same inscription on both sides.
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. ."** The first tablet deals in a general way with provincial
mining operations.
This is obviously not something put together by a local
official to suit the place under his command, but something
of a much wider application that had been developed over
a long time and adapted to suit new conditions as they arose.
It was a code leaving few loopholes, well understood and
accepted by the parties concerned. It had been applied many
times before and was just now being put into operation at

Aljustrel and next year might well be initiated at a British
mine.*?

The second tablet applies to a specific operation in a par-
ticular area and regulates, in addition to mining practices,
the use of public baths, the cobbling of shoes, the cutting of
hair, the fulling of cloth, and the exemption of schoolmasters
from dues payable to the procurator.?

RELIGIOUS METALLIC DOCUMENTS

Of the many religious documents on metal we notice here
the Orphic plates of gold and the golden books of the Pyu.
Eight small plates of gold discovered in Crete and Italy con-
stitute “the main sources of evidence for the Orphic beliefs
regarding the fate of the soul after death,”** and provide in-
valuable information on Orphic doctrine generally.

It comes from the side of epigraphy, since the informa-
tion is contained in the writing found on some thin plates
of gold which have been taken at different times from
ancient graves. . .. These inscriptions have long been famous,
and a whole literature has sprung up around them. The
plates were found lying beside the skeleton, some near its
hand, others folded up beside the skull. One (that at
Petelia) had been rolled up and enclosed in a cylinder at-

“A. D. Cummings, W. R. Chalmers, and H. B. Mattingly, “A Roman
mining document,” Mrne and Quarry Engineering, August 1956, p. 339.

®lbid., p. 340.

*Ibid., pp. 341-42. It is interesting to note that women were charged twice
as much as men for the baths and could use them only in the mornings while
the men were occupied, probably because the baths did double duty as a laundry.

"W. K. C. Guthrie, Orpheus and Greek religion; a study of the Orphic
movement (New York: W. W. Norton, 1966), p. 182. The critical edition of
the Orphic plates with Latin commentary and six drawings is Alexander
Olivieri, Lamellae avreae orphicae (Bonn: A. Marcus and E. Weber's Verlag,
1915), passim. Also important is Jane Ellen Harrison, Prolegomena to the

study of Greek religion (3d ed.; New York: Meridian Books, 1959), pp.
572-623, 659-73.
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tached to a delicate gold chain, clearly in order that it
might be worn as an amulet.®?

The inscriptions on the plates are extracts from a poem
or book of poems which “must have been at least as early as
the fifth century B.C.”** That the customary use of such plates
persisted for centuries may be inferred from the discovery of
yet a ninth plate believed to have been found at Rome and
belonging to the second or third century A.D.*

The purpose of the plates is clear from their contents.
The dead man is given those portions of his sacred literature
which will instruct him how to behave when he finds him-
self on the road to the lower world. They tell him the way
he is to go and the words he is to say. They also quote the
favorable answer which he may expect from the powers of
that world when he has duly reminded them of his claims
on their benevolence.?s

Among the most important Pali inscriptions of the ancient
Pyu are (1) two golden plates discovered at Maunggun,
probably from the first centuries A.D., and (2) a gold-leaf
book of twenty numbered pages found at Hmawza (Old
Prome) in 1926 and dating from the fifth century A.D.** The
Maunggun plates were found in a brick in 1898 by someone
digging the foundation for a new pagoda.

Each of the two plates bears three lines of writing and
is inscribed on one side only. The letters show through on
the reverse. . . . The inscriptions consist of quotations from
the Buddhist scriptures. They are in the Pali language and
are written in characters which, it is believed, were in vogue
in the first century A.D. when the kingdom of Prome (Siri-
khettara) was in the zenith of its power. The alphabet corre-
sponds to a large extent with that used in the inscriptions at
Pagan of the fourth and fifth centuries. . . .

The gold-leaf book from Hmawza has been described as

®Guthrie, Orphens and Greek religion, 171 and plates 8-10.

®Ibid., pp. 171-72. The poem(s) may well be earlier than that, 7bid.

“Ibid., p. 174.

®Ibid., p. 172. The plates are translated in 7bid., pp. 172-74, where their
respective provenances are also given. “Many of the words on the plates are
addressed to the dead man by people unknown to us, but whom the writers
of the plates would know as they would be mentioned in the books from which
they were quoting,” 7bid., p. 176.

*Discussed by G. H. Luce, “The ancient Pyu,” Jowrnal of the Burma
Research Society 27 (1937), 247.

“Maung Tun Nyein, “Maunggun gold plates,” Epigraphia Indica, S
(1898-99), 101.
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“the most important record hitherto discovered of Pali Bud-
dhism in Lower Burma.”* It is "a manuscript in every way
similar to the palm-leaf manuscript so common in India and
Burma but with leaves of gold, twenty in number, with writ-
ing incised on one side.”** The fact that the palm-leaf manu-
script lies behind the form of this golden book is part of a
familiar pattern, as ancient metallic documents often assume
the forms of conventional documents. Wooden tablets, for
example, served as models for the Idalion bronze plate from
Cyprus and the metallic writings of The Hittites.** Excavators,
of course, have little or no chance of retrieving such perish-
able inscriptions from antiquity, but they often hope to find
metallic documents which reflect them.** It is not surprising,
therefore, to discover in Burma “a book of twenty leaves of
gold exactly of the nature of old palm-leaf manuscripts of
India, each inscribed on one side, placed within two covers of
the same metal.”*

These leaves, within their two gold covers, were found

bound together by a thick gold wire with its end fastened

to the covers by sealing wax and small glass beads. . . . There
are two holes in each leaf and cover, through which the

“Nihar Ranjan Ray, Journal of the Greater Indian Society 7 (1939), 47,
quoted in "The gold-leaf Pali manuscript of Old Prome,” Report of the Super-
intendent, Archaeological Survey of Burma, 1938-39, 12. Cf. "Gold and silver
plates with inscriptions,” Annual Report of the Archacological Survey of India
1926-27, 180: "From the paleographical point of view, this manuscript ranks
among the most instructive finds yet made in Burma.”

“Ibid., 179.

“Helmuth T. Bossert, "'Sie schrieben auf Holz,” in Minoica; Festschrift
zum 80. Geburtstag wvon [Jobannes Sundwall, hrsg. von Ernst Grumach
("Deutsche Akad. d. Wiss., Berlin. Schriften der Sektion fiir Altertumswiss.,”
12; Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1958), 76-77: "Eine Holztafel diente auch der
auf beiden Seiten beschriebenen Bronzetafel aus Idalion zum Vorbild. Sie
enthidlt einen Vertag und war im Athena-Tempel aufgehingt. . . . Ahnlich
werden die Ausfertigungen auf Silber, Bronze oder Eisen der hethitischen
Staatsvertrige und anderer wichtiger historischer Texte ausgesehen haben. . . .
Auch die Metalltafeln der Grossreichzeit waren Nachahmungen von Holztafeln,
sofern sie zum Aufhingen in Tempeln oder Archiven bestimmt waren. Dass
es im 2. Jahrtausend auch Metalltafeln ohne Aufhingevorrichtung gab, zeigen
z.B. die Metallinschriften aus Byblos.”

“"Die Kreter scheinen ebenfalls schon frith Metalltafeln als Schreibstoff
gekannt und benutzt zu haben. . . . Ist die Hoffnung auch recht gering, besch-
riftete Holztafeln in guter Erhaltung in Mesopotamien, Kleinasien oder im
kretisch-mykenischen Raum zu finden, so kann uns doch das Ausgribergliick wie
in Idalion and Byblos auch in anderen Bereichen beschriebene Metalltafeln
bescheren,” 7bid., p. 79. Cf. Evans, Scripta Minoa: Although no inscribed tab-
lets of metal have been as yet discovered among the Minoan remains of Crete,
this negative phenomenon proves little when we bear in mind how carefully the
great Palaces seem to have been ransacked for metal objects at the time of their
desertion and destruction.”

“*“The gold-leaf Pali manuscript of Old Prome,” p. 12, note 41.
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gold wire was passed, to keep the whole in position and
proper order. It was necessary to cut this wire in order to
free the leaves. Each leaf measures 63" in length and about
114" in breadth, and contains three lines of writing. . . . The
manuscript is made up of short extracts in Pali from the
Abbidhamma and Vinaya pitakas . . . . It is well known that,
among the Buddhists, there are four classes of objects of
worship, viz., (1) the Buddha’s corporeal relics, (2) the
objects be personally used . . ., (3) trees . . . and other ob-
jects or places which have been made holy by the presence
of the Master, and (4) the Law or Dhamma Preached by
the Buddha as preserved in the Tripitakas. This is the reason
why, in some cases and in the absence of other relics, manu-
scripts are enshrined in pagodas. This custom is responsible
for the discovery of our manuscript among the other ob-
jects, as embodying the Dhamma.*¢

The twenty leaves contain altogether eight extracts from
various books of the Pali pitakas and include the twelve
Nidanas or Paticca Samuppada, the seven kinds of Vipassana
nana (contemplative knowledge), the thirty-seven bodhip-
akkhiya dhammas or Elements of Enlightenment, the classifi-
cation of Buddha's four confidences, the fourteen kinds of
knowledge possessed by Buddha, the categories of best things
propounded by Buddha, the missionary march of Buddha and
the three Kassapa brothers into the Rajagaha city, and the
well-known praise of the Buddha known as the mirror of
truth.*” The existence of other metallic documents in Burma
may also be safely assumed from another discovery of “small
gold and silver plates with Pyu inscriptions punched on them
in relief. There are 16 of them, but many are only frag-
ments.”**

Closely allied to the above religious literature on metals
are the magical texts and curse tablets which, like the Orphic
gold plates, have inspired a large scholarly literature.** The
Greek papyri have disclosed a large number of incantations,
magician’s handbooks, etc., directed toward bending the super-

“"Gold and silver plates with inscriptions,” Joc. ¢it., p. 179-80.
“Details in “The gold-leaf Pali manuscript of Old Prome,” loc. cit.,, p. 13.
®“Gold and silver plates with inscriptions,” loc. cit., p. 180.

“‘One needs to remember that our knowledge of ancient religion and
society owes to such authorities as Dietrich, Wiinsch, Preisendanz, Hopfner,
Delatte, Audollent, and others, in order to treat a new magical text with any-
thing approaching respect,” H. C. Youtie and Campbell Bonner, “Two curse
tablets trom Beisan,” Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological
Association 68 (1937), 43.



METALLIC DOCUMENTS OF ANTIQUITY 469

natural powers to the service of individuals. Metallic inscrip-
tions figure prominently in spells and the like, which some-
times smack of modern huckstering, as in the following
example:

‘A magic formula that restrains anger, secures goodwill,
success in the lawcourts, works even with kings; there is
absolutely nothing better. Take a silver plate, inscribe on
it with a bronze pencil the figure drawn below and the
names, carry it in the folds of your dress and you will win’

(then follow the names [nomina magica] and the actual
formula).%°

Whereas magic formulae invoking benefit and protec-
tion were normally inscribed on gold and silver, those em-
ployed for curses and black magic are usually found on lead
or tin—the epigraphical equivalents, more or less, of voodo
dolls and other forms of sorcery.” Tablets of the latter variety
are found, often in great quantities, all over the Mediterranean
basin. “Evidently the method of this magical school had estab-
lished itself fairly uniformly wherever Greek was under-
stood.”**

The curses used in tablets of this sort conform in a
general way to a fairly definite type. The writer usually
says that he is binding down . . . or devoting . . . some
enemy to the infernal powers. Often he not only names
his enemy, but also specifies the bodily parts or mental

®C. H. Roberts, "The Greek papyri,” in S. R. K. Glanville, ed.,The legacy
of Egypt (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1942), 281. For three magical texts on
silver and one on gold see Alphons Barb, "Griechische Zaubertexte vom
Griberfelde westlich des {Carnuntiner] Lagers,” Der Rémische Limes in
Osterreich 16 (1926), .53-68 and Tafel 1, where other finds of magical texts
on metal are also discussed.

“"So wie bekantlich fir Verfluchungen und schwarze Magie Blei und
Zinn das Hauptschreibmaterial bilden, so wird fiir den schiitzenden und
wohltitigen Zauber neben Gold gerne Silber verwendet,” 7bid., p. 55.

*Youtie and Bonner, “Two curse tablets,” p. 47. Though the maledictory
tablets discussed here were found in Palestine, “‘Semitic elements figure in them
to no larger extent than in the Graeco-Egyptian magical papyri, or in the curse
tablets from other regions around the Mediterranean. . . . Our specimens, as
far as their language, formulas, and the magical words are concerned, might
have been written in Alexandria, Carthage, Rome or Marseilles as well as in
Palestine,” 7bid. "It is probable that these non-Greek components of the curse
tablets emanated from Alexandria and were carried to all parts of the Graeco-
Roman world by practicing magicians,” 7b:d., p. 46. '“The discovery of forty-five
lead tablets in a well in the Athenian Agora was announced . . . in 1933, . . .
Obviously the Athenians of the Roman period believed in the potency of the
cryptic curse and used it extensively. The large number of the tablets may mean
that the curse on lead originated in Attica, as Wiinsch is inclined to believe,”
G. W. Elderkin, “An Athenian maledictory inscription on lead,” Hesperia
5 (1936), 43.
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faculties of his victim, which he wishes to cripple or make
helpless. He may pray the deities whom he invokes to make
his enemy powerless, to prevent further hostile action on his
part, and to subject him to the will of the writer. This plan
applies roughly to almost all the curse tablets that are known.
Such variations as there are arise naturally from differences
in the relations between the operator and his intended vic-
tim, according as their enmity proceeds from litigation, busi-
ness quarrels, love, or sport—for many are directed against
charioteers of the opposing circus faction.’®

Both curse tablets described by Youtie and Bonner involve
squabbles over money. One is obscure and specifically men-
tions only a creditor and a law suit, but the other names Pan-
charia, the woman invoking the curse, who wants to render
one man and two women powerless to harm her. She is
afraid of them, probably because they may call her to account
for some mismanaged stewardship or defraud her in some
way. “Whether a loan, a partnership, or an inheritance is
concerned does not appear.”* The writer of another curse
inscription consigns to the infernal powers some thief or
thieves who stole something from him. He addresses the
chthonians cautiously, fearing to annoy them but feeling that
he must do so. He suspects the identity of the offender(s)
who live(s) in a specific little house in town, and curses not
only the actual perpetrator(s) of the deed, “but those as well,
who, knowing something about the theft, deny that they have
such knowledge.”*

Many of the lead tablets containing curses were rolled
up and pierced with a nail; and it was a common practice
to deposit them in graves, either as a convenient approach
to the lower world, or, as sometimes happened, because the
spirit of the dead person was adjured to serve as an agent
of the operator. A considerable number have also been
found in wells and cisterns which, like graves, were viewed

as openings to the infernal regions, and were believed to be
haunted by demons.3®

*Youtie and Bonner, “Two curse tablets,” p. 45.

Ibid., p. 47.

®G. W. Elderkin, “Two curse inscriptions,” Hesperia 6 (1937), 392.
""The thieves are to go down the dark ways as did the slaughtered suitors who
fluttered like bats behind Hermes,” ibid., p. 394.

“Youtie and Bonner, “Two curse tablets,” p. 45. According to Homer's
cosmology ([liad 15. 187-193) the world was separated into three vertical tiers
and apportioned to Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades, the three sons of Chronos and
Rhea, who thus came respectively to have dominion above, upon, and beneath
the surface of the earth. Poseidon’s surface area, however, was restricted to
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There are extant today more actual exemplars of ancient
writing on metal than most people realize, and many of them
go back to the very persons, places, times and events which
they describe. Among the subjects not covered in this paper
they comprise such things as military diplomas, dikasts’ pina-
kia, intentionally sealed and buried documents, foundation de-
posits, letters, economic accounts, political propaganda, maps,
dedications, enactments, prayers, and even mummy tickets—
for all of which and more we respectfully request that the
bibliography, limited as it is, be carefully studied. We hope
to edit a substantial collection of writings on metallic epi-
graphy in the not-too-distant future. The subject is a fascin-
ating one, and the metallic documents of antiquity may yet
turn out to deserve more than a casual footnote in the history
of written communications.
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the earth’s waters, as Olympus and the world’s lands remained the common
property of the brother-gods. The Greeks believed, though, that the continents
were afloat, and thus greatly feared Poseidon, who caused many an earthquake
in Greece by stirring up the oceans with his trident. But they feared Hades
even more, as &/ Greeks, good and bad alike, went down into his nether
regions when they died. It is therefore understandable that graves, wells,
cisterns, and the like were regarded as entrances to the infernal realms, that
curse tablets were wusually thrown ‘“eis phrear achrematiston,” Elderkin,
Hesperia 5 (1936), 43, and that the early Attic curse tablets “invoke the
infernal deities well known in classical literature,”” whereas later invocations
“are transformed by an influence which is in the main Oriental with some
Egyptian elements,” Youtie and Bonner, "Two curse tablets.”
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