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fig 1 Cushion with tapestry decoration (4th century 
ad), Katoen Natie, Antwerp, inv. 493/DM 24. 

 © Katoen Natie, photo H. Maertens



Willy Clarysse and Karolien Geens Textiles and architecture 
in the Graeco-Roman and Byzantine Egypt

Furnishing textiles in written sources39

fig 2 Moallaqa church in Old Cairo.

In 332 bc Alexander the Great conquered 
Egypt. In the papyrus documentation the 
Greek presence is felt only three generations 
later, but from about 260 bc onwards Greek 
papyri illustrate how Egypt is taken in hands 
by the Ptolemies and how Greek immigrants 
adapt themselves to their new country. More 
than 50,000 papyri have thus far been pub-
lished, and Greek remains the dominant writ-
ten language in Egypt for nearly a thousand 
years, until the Arab invasion in 642 ad. This 
source material led to a flourishing subdis-
cipline in the field of Classics and of Ancient 
History, of which the present authors are part. 
We have crisscrossed this enormous docu-
mentation in search of information about how 
houses, temples, churches and other buildings 
were ‘clothed’ and found abundant though 
often rather intractable material.

The first part of this paper deals with 
Greek and Latin vocabulary. Here we will 
explain why the task we have set ourselves is 
difficult and at times impossible because the 
meaning of the words is often uncertain. In the 
second part we discuss two test cases, show-
ing how papyrological information can be use-
ful after all to specialists of ancient textiles.

1 The ancient vocabulary
1.1 Terms having multiple meanings
Papyri present a bewildering variety of names 
for clothes, changing over the centuries. 
Sometimes the meaning is clear, as when chi-
ton (‘first layer of clothing’ = underwear) is op-
posed to himation (‘mantle’, which comes on 
top of the chiton). But often we have no clear 
idea of what exactly is meant by the numer-
ous Greek words for clothing nor do we know 
what names were used for the clothes shown 
on the monuments or found with the dead. 

In case of ‘clothing of the house’ the 
situation is even more intractable. Etymol-
ogy helps to explain the significance of a word 
such as velo-thyron, a mixture of Latin velum 
and Greek thyra (door) not unlike our word 
tele-vision. It is a ‘door-curtain’, showing 
that the opening between two rooms was not 
always closed by means of a wooden door, but 
sometimes with a curtain (fig 2). But many 
terms are too general to allow identifying an 
object. The common term stroma can be de-

fined as ‘anything spread or laid out for lying 
or sitting upon’. It can be a mattress (mostly 
for a bed, but also for dinner couches and 
even for a cushion on a chair), a bed spread 
(P.Vindob. Worp 24: ‘send me stromata, I sleep 
under papyrus!’) but also the deck of a ship 
(P.Lond. VII 2139.10) or even a stone pave-
ment (SB V 8561; 8688: stroma lithinon). The 
context decides which meaning applies. Many 
objects could, moreover, be used in different 
ways: the same tapestry could be hung against 
the wall, laid out on the floor, be used instead 
of a door or put on a bed. If the texts are not 
explicit (and they rarely are), then it is not 
possible to be sure.

1.2 Meaning changing over time
The names of the objects, moreover, change 
over time. Thus the same object can be indi-
cated by totally different terms in different 
periods. When Latin terms enter the Greek 
vocabulary in the Roman period one object 
may be indicated by a Greek or a Latin term, 
without difference in meaning. In Coptic texts 
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table 11

Despite all these difficulties it is some-
times possible to trace the meaning of a term. 
The above table shows how different terms 
can illuminate each other, when they are used 
side by side in the texts.

The most common term is stroma, 
which is usually translated as mattress. In one 
instance (table 1, no 5) it is used as a kind of 
general heading, with the meaning ‘all bed 
coverings’; these are then specified into 4 tylai 
and 77 proskephalaia. Here the tylai seem to be 
the mattresses, the proskephalaia being head-
cushions. The stroma is often accompanied 
by a peristroma, literally ‘something that is 

Greek loan-words and Egyptian words are 
used side by side.

On the other hand, terms can also 
change their meaning in the course of time. 
Thus the word gaunakes (3rd century bc) re-
turns in a slightly changed form as gonachion 
in the Arabic period (7th to 8th centuries ad), 
when it is one of the most typical impositions 
Christians have to pay to the Muslim rulers. 
There has been speculation that gonachia 
were prayer mats for the Muslims and perhaps 
some of them were, but it is hardly likely that 
they were all prayer mats. The term was prob-
ably a general one for different kinds of rugs.2

 text mattress bed covering Pillows cushions others date

1 P.CaiZ I 59060 stromation peristroma proskephalaion  chiton 3rd century bc
 and 59061

2 PSI IV 391 stroma peristroma proskephalaion  psile 3rd century bc 

3 PSI VI 616 stroma  peristroma proskephalaion  tapidion,  3rd century bc
      klinarion

4 PSI VII 858.2 stroma 5 peristromata 6 proskephalaia   3rd century bc

5 O.Deismann 62 account   77 proskephalaia 4 tylai  coverings 2nd century bc
  of stromata    (= mattresses?)

6 BGU XVI 2669 1 stromateus   2 tylai  2 klinai 1st century bc–1st century ad
     6 hypankonia  
     (elbow cushions)

7 P.Oxy. XXIV 2424   1 proskephalaion  1 tyle clothes 2nd–3rd century ad
    1 cervicarium

8 Stud.Pal. XX 67  large peristroma with 2 green cervicaria  bed 2nd–3rd century ad

9 P.Oxy. X 1277 stromata  4 proskephalaia  triklinon 3rd century ad

10 SB VIII 9834 b.18  peristroma 2 cersvicaria tyle  4th century ad

11 P.Ryl. IV 627 stroma peristroma cervicarium, tylai gaunakes, 4th century ad
  tetraderma  proskephaladion  lodikin, 
      tylotapes,
      tapes 

12 P.Oxy. I 109.4 3 stromata  3 proskephalaia 3 tylai clothes 3rd–4th century ad

1 For papyrological abbreviations used in the tables, 
cf. checklist of papyri online: http://scriptorium.lib.
duke.edu/papyrus/texts/clist_series.html.

2 Morelli 2002.
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fig 3b Funerary stela from Kom Abou Billou, KMKG, 
Brussels, inv. E/IT/07. 

 © KMKG

fig 3a Funerary stela from Kom Abou Billou, Ikonen-
museum Recklinghausen, inv. 564. 

 © Ikonenmuseum Recklinghausen

3 For this word see Wipzycka 1965, 119–121.
4 Vandorpe 2002, 296.
5 Lauffer 1971, 181–182 with note.
6 Lauffer 1971, 276.
7 Hassitzka / Schmelz 2003, 98–99.

takes the place of stroma and means a mat-
tress. This is confirmed by the famous price 
edict of Diocletian 28.46 and 50a,5 where ‘tyle 
with proskephalaion’ clearly refers to a ‘mat-
tress with pillow’.

Still other words for cushions are Latin 
pulvinus, translated as proskephalaion in the 
ancient glossaria6 and Coptic ϣⲁⲧ.7

Sometimes the weight of an article 
shows what type of article is meant. In the 
Zenon archive, to which we will come in a 
moment, stromata weigh 40, 50 and 60 minas, 
which corresponds to 14, 18 and 21.5 kilogram. 
This confirms the interpretation of ‘mattress’ 
rather than ‘bed cover’ in these cases.

2 Two test cases
Egyptian houses were (and are) not much 
equipped with furniture. Well-to-do Egyp-
tians traditionally sat on a wooden chair, but in 
the Graeco-Roman period it became fashion-
able to dine laying on a kline, a kind of bed, 
which was then covered by a mattress and 
cushions. When sleeping, the ancient Egyp-
tians rested their head on a wooden head-rest. 
Here as in other domains African habits were 
superseded by Greek cushions (fig 3a–b). The 
most common feature of clothing in late an-

around the stroma’. This is then taken as a bed 
covering. Next follow proskephalaia ‘things to 
put your head on’ and the Latin equivalent cer-
vicarium ‘a thing to put your neck on’. These 
can be accompanied by tylai, ‘cushions’.3 In 
one single case (table 1, no 6) tylai are accom-
panied by ‘elbow cushions’.

Tylai and proskephalaia can be without 
or with decoration, they can be stuffed or 
empty, white or flowered. Vandorpe4 thinks 
that the proskephalaion was a pillow case, 
whereas tyle was the pillow itself, but since a 
tyle can also be full or empty, it can clearly also 
be the wrapping around the pillow. In one case 
a tyle even served as a sack for carrying olives 
(SB VI 9303). Perhaps a tyle was a cushion for 
a couch or a chair (fig 1), not a cushion to lay 
your head on, whereas a proskephalaion, re-
ferring to the Greek word κεφαλή (‘head’) was 
a pillow to put your head on while sleeping. 
One would think that the Latin cervicarium is 
then a mere synonym for proskephalaion, but 
the two appear side by side in table 1, nos 10 
and 11. In the pawnbroker’s account no 10 ‘2 
black proskephaladia and 2 cervicaria’ are fol-
lowed by ‘a tyle, a peristroma and 2 green cer-
vicaria’. Table 1, no 7 lists a tyle, a cervicarium 
and a proskephalaion! In these instances tyle 
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8 For a short introduction to this figure, see Clarysse / 
Vandorpe 1995.

9 Thompson 1988, 46–59.

table 2
* dr. = drachmae
** ob. = obol(s)

pillows and carpets were woven, but some at 
least came from a factory which the minister 
owned in Memphis, the old Egyptian capital 
(near Cairo). This factory was run as a real 
business venture, with an unknown number 
of slave-girls working there. The wool came 
from the land owned by the minister, on which 
were grown Milesian sheep, wearing leather 
jackets to protect their valuable wool, which 
was plucked by hand.9

The texts assembled in table 2 are rich 
in details on weights and prices, showing that 
these products were not ordinary beddings, 
but luxury items, often dyed purple or em-
broidered. Zenon was not a cloth merchant, 
but his business ventures were rather off-
hand: he looked for interesting bargains for 
himself and for his friends, who often asked 
him to bring or send things if local prices were 
interesting.

In 257 bc the official Apollonides 
receives 2 talents (120 minae, 43.5 kg) of wool 
to make mattresses (P.Mich. Zen. 13). After 
some discussion two mattresses of 50 minae 
(17.5 kg) each are made, purple-bordered and 

tique houses were no doubt tapestries, which 
could be laid on the ground, hung on the wall 
or put on furniture (mainly beds, both those 
for sleeping and those for dining).

In this section two test cases will be 
presented, one from the first century of Greek 
rule in Egypt, about 250 bc, the other from 
nearly a thousand years later. Of course they 
offer a very partial view of things, but we 
hope that they will give the reader some idea 
of what can be done with our kind of source 
material.

2.1 Purchase and manufacturing  
of luxury beddings in the Zenon archive

From 261 to 256 bc Zenon, an immigrant from 
Kaunos in south-east Turkey, was a secretary 
to Apollonios, the minister of finances of King 
Ptolemy ii, no doubt a fellow countryman.8 
Zenon and his boss usually lived in the new 
capital Alexandria but they also travelled in 
Palestine and in the Nile Delta. On his travels 
Zenon regularly bought and sold textiles, 
such as clothes, beddings and tapestry. It is 
not always clear where these mattresses, 

text products weight price details

P.Col.Zen I 15; 17; P.Mich. Zen. 13 2 stromata 60 kg wool – making the wool into stroma: 21 dr.* purple borders
   – dyeing: 10 dr. and with the best seaming
   – tassels: 3 ob.**
   – wool: 33 dr. 2 ob.
   total price: 64 dr. 5 ob.
 7 stromata  400 dr. = 57 dr. a piece

PSI VI 593 4 stromata
 3 psilotapides 20 kg
 
P.Cairo Zen. III 59319 2 gaunakai 1.5 kg 19 dr.
  
P.Cairo Zen. III 59423 amphitapoi 20 and 25 kg  purple border 

P.Lond. VII 2006 psilai and hemipsilai  80 dr. put in pawn 

P.Cairo Zen. III 59298 + 59305 stroma  30 dr. wool from sheep of the estate 

P.Cairo Zen. III 59484 amphitapoi too light by 1 kg; 
  too short by 50 cm 
  and too narrow by 15 cm
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10 On Kriton, see Hauben 2006.

beer-selling, leasing and letting land of Greek 
colonists and weaving. It is not always clear 
where Zenon functions as estate manager and 
where he is a private businessman. In any case 
Philadelpheia, the new city, flourishes and 
people come here to find a job.

In P.Lond. VII 2055 an embroiderer 
(poikiltes) presents himself to manufacture 
psilotapides in Philadelpheia and proposes a 
reduction of 4 dr. on the labor charge which 
the current carpet-weaver Petosorapis is 
receiving.

Female wool-workers (spinning?) in 
three villages in the meris of Polemon show 
that Zenon’s sphere of activity in this branch, 
like in others spread over the whole province: 
in one instance (P.Cairo Zen. II 59295) 784 
women are working the wool in three vil-
lages in the meris of Polemon on the other side 
of the Fayum province, no doubt for Zenon, 
since the text belongs to his archive.

In 257 bc two huge awnings (aulaia) are 
woven for a luxurious tent with four or five 
couches. They are made of wool and linen, 
are 30 m long and costed 80 drachmae each 
(P. Mich. Zen. 17; P.Cairo Zen. I 59054.29–31; 
PSI V 533.5–6). They were surely meant for 
some special occasion, which escapes us now.

The most interesting single text for 
our purpose is perhaps a short memorandum 
from an Egyptian carpet-weaver, Pais, writ-
ing to Zenon in Greek, and not really making 
himself sympathetic with posterity (P.Cairo 
Zen. III 59484).

Memorandum from the carpet-weaver Pais 
to Zenon
Concerning the complaints I lodged concern-
ing Nechtembes the carpet-weaver, who is a 
troublemaker, it is now clear in truth that he 
has embezzled from the two-sided carpets 
(amphitapoi). The carpet which was weighed 
yesterday was still wet and was too light by six 
minae (2.1 kg). And he perpetrated things that 
were even more wicked. If you want to investi-
gate about these, it is right to cut off his hands. 
For he made the length of the two-sided carpets 
too short by one cubit (50 cm) and the width by 
two palms (15 cm), so that they do not fit the bed. 
And when they started to weigh the two-sided 
carpets, he put also his warp on the scales. It is 

with the best seaming. They are manufactured 
as piece-work with separate prices for making 
the wool into mattresses (at 2.5 obols per mina, 
for dyeing (10 dr. per mattress) and for attach-
ing the tassels (3 ob.).

The labor cost for 1 mattress is there-
fore 21 dr. + 10 dr. + 3 ob. = 31 dr. 3 ob. To this 
should be added the price of the wool at 4 ob. 
per mina, i.e. 33 dr. 2 ob. The total price per 
mattress is therefore 64 dr. 5 ob. Apollonides 
is also preparing another seven mattresses 
which will cost 400 dr., i.e. 57 dr. per mattress 
(P.Col. Zen. 1 15 and 17). This second group is 
therefore somewhat cheaper. The business is 
between Appolonides, Zenon and Kriton,10 the 
ship captain of Apollonios’ little fleet, who no 
doubt was responsible for the transport.

The prices are very high indeed. An 
ordinary workman earned about 1.5 obol a day 
and 60 dr. is therefore 180 days wages (half a 
year’s work) or 40 artabas/1600 liter of wheat 
(15 artabas is what one person needs to live for 
one year). Therefore one mattress costs more 
than the average cost of food for two persons 
for one year.

Elsewhere the business is about double 
carpets or two-sided carpets (amphitapoi) 
(also weighing 40 and 50 minae, with purple 
border in P.Cairo Zen. III 59423), gaunakai 
(weighing 3 mina = 1 kg, and costing 19 dr. a 
piece in P.Cairo Zen. III 59319) and about psilai 
or psilotapides ‘carpets without pile, i.e. kilims’. 
As is clear from the prices, these carpets were 
precious objects. In one instance (P.Lond. VII 
2006.19) psilai are pawned for a value of 80 dr. 
and the pawnbroker threatens to sell them on 
the market because the interest of 37.5 % (!) 
is not being paid. Pawning is rather common, 
even among the well-to-do, because there was 
a constant lack of cash money, but usually it is 
done with silver tableware.

In January/February 256 bc Zenon was 
seriously ill and when he got better he appar-
ently settled into a more sedentary life. He 
now became the manager of a large estate be-
longing to the minister in Philadelpheia, on the 
eastern fringe of the Fayum oasis. Here a kind 
of a city is founded, complete with temples, a 
gymnasium and country-houses for the rich. 
From Philadelpheia Zenon undertakes a wide 
array of private businesses, e.g. tax-farming, 
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11 Clarysse 2007.

table 3

About twenty such inventories, in 
Greek and in Coptic, are preserved for the 
period 400–800 ad.11 Though the same textile 
could have more than one purpose, church in-
ventories often give a clue to their use, as can 
be seen from table 3, which groups the three 
most explicit exemplars.

P.Grenf. II 111 distinguishes between 
linen mapparia for the altar and woollen map-
paria. Mapparium is the diminutive of Greek 
mappa, which usually means altar covering, a 
common object in church inventories. Usu-
ally one or two linen coverings reaching to 
the floor covered the altar; on top of the altar 
yet another, white covering hangs over the 
run of the table only as a symbol of Christ’s 
shroud. The 23 mapparia (‘small mappai’) in 
P.Grenf. II 111 were probably used for liturgi-
cal vessels standing on the altar. Skepasma can 
be any kind of covering. In the inventory list 
from Leiden some skepasmata are specified as 
ακκυβιτάρια. Whereas the altar in the sanctuary 
represents the last supper, the seats represent 
the dining couches, also called accubita in 
Latin, stood in the conch of the church. Hence 
skepasmata akkoubitaria are textiles covering 
these couches.

Textiles can be further specified by 
colour, design (some are embroidered), mate-
rial (mostly linen and wool; silk occurs from 
c. 700 onwards). Thus the skepasmata in the 
example above are distinguished by colour 
and design: purple linen, white, light-purple, 
Egyptian red linen, and a pink linen cover-
ing with a black fringe (P.Lugd.-Bat. XXV 
13.17–27). A lot of coverings are in red or 
purple; red was and still is a popular colour 
for liturgical cloths in the Coptic Church 
(fig 4) and purple stands for wealth. The 
ancient colours do not correspond with ours, 

not right to be like that. Besides such activities 
he also corrupts the other carpet-weavers. If you 
agree to let me give the samples to them, I will 
give you two extra carpets for every fourteen 
carpets. When he realized that he would be 
convicted by me, he wanted to run away yester-
day. But I had him arrested and he is taken to 
the prison. I have made this clear to you so that 
nobody will defraud you and I will receive your 
attention.
Respectfully yours.

There was obviously a heavy competition 
between the carpet-weavers. It is not clear 
what exactly amphi-tapoi are (carpets which 
could be viewed on both sides?). But they 
must have been quite large (cheating by 50 cm 
is not visible at first sight) and heavy (when 
they are water-soaked it makes a difference 
of 2 kg). The carpets are woven, not knotted 
and are used as bedding and should fit the bed. 
Payment is apparently again by weight.

2.2 Church and monastic inventories
A useful source for textiles in buildings are 
inventory lists, for instance household lists 
(when somebody moves or dies), dowry 
lists in marriage contracts, official listings of 
furniture in temples, and later in churches 
and monasteries. In the Byzantine and Arabic 
period churches and monasteries, like the 
temples before them, were controlled by the 
government and had to draw up lists of their 
property on a regular basis. These lists includ-
ed valuable vessels in bronze, silver and gold, 
books and textiles (the latter two items are all 
but absent in the earlier temple inventories). 
Other registers were kept by the church for 
internal use. Some are specifically referred to 
as ‘church treasuries’.

text altar coverings curtains door-hangings iconostasis others

P.Prag. II 178 ll.7–10 4 mappia of the altar 5 velaria 3 velothyra 2 katapetasmata

P.Grenf. II 111 23 linen and 5 woollen 1 woollen velarium kremasto 6 velothyra 2 katapetasmata
 mapparia of the altar (hanging)

P.Lugd.-Bat. XXV 13, col. IV   door-hangings 3 katapetasmata 10 skepasmata
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fig 4 Coptic church in Zamalek.
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fig 5 Iconostasis.
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and often we have only a faint idea of which 
colour is meant or what is the exact difference 
between various shades.

The usual word for curtain in the later 
period is the Latin velum or velarium. Cur-
tains were used rather as door-curtains (often 
called velothyra) and room dividers than as 
window curtains, as windows were small and 
high up in the rooms to keep out the heath. In 
churches the katapetasma is the curtain divid-
ing the main body of the church from the sanc-
tuary. The same word is used in the gospels for 
the veil in the temple of Jerusalem which was 
torn in two halves at the death of Christ (Mt 
27.51, Mc 15.38; Lc 23.45). The katapetasmata in 
the three texts in the list above certainly refer 
to the curtain of the iconostasis, dividing the 
part of the priests from that of the common 
people (fig 5).

Nowadays, the iconostasis in a Coptic 
church is a wooden structure, in which there 
are openings, covered by veils which are 
raised only when the liturgical service begins. 
Veils were also hung around the temple 
canopy (cf. P.Ryl.Copt. 238, 10: a katapetasma 
for a thysiasterion).

Robes, curtains and coverings men-
tioned in ‘church treasuries’ were apparently 
valuable textiles. In a famous Coptic story 
three pagan thieves robbed one night the 
shrine of the martyr Kollouthos in Antinoopo-
lis, stealing besides silver and gold ornaments 
a mappa of fine linen that was lying on the 
altar. This mappa was apparently as valuable as 
the chalices and gold crosses.12

3 Conclusion
Despite the many uncertainties concerning 
vocabulary of furnishing textiles (the word 
tunica, for instance, which archeologists con-
stantly use, is not found in our papyri), there 
are also opportunities to compare the papyro-
logical and the archaeological documentation. 
It would be useful to collect all papyrological 
information concerning all kinds of textiles 
and clothes, in the same way as G. Husson has 
done for all information concerning houses in 
her valuable book oikia from 1983.13 With the 
present preliminary study we hope to have 
shown that a confrontation of texts with the 
actual objects can yield interesting results.

12 Godron 1970, 642–643.
13 Husson 1983.


