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Departure without Saying Goodbye: 
A Lexicographical Study

Willy Clarysse Leuven University

Abstract 
Lexicographical study of an exceptional use of the adverb ἀλόγως 
in some papyrus letters of the Roman period. When a person has 
left without saying goodbye to his correspondent this is regularly re-
gretted by the writer. There are many possible expressions for this 
situation, including “NN went away ἀ-λόγως” i.e. “without saying 
anything.” This meaning has been misunderstood by editors, who 
following the dictionaries translate “without reason, unreasonably.”

In our dictionaries the adjective ἄλογος and its adverb ἀλόγως are trans-
lated as “unreasoning, irrational, contrary to reason, without reason, absurd.”1 
From an etymological point of view ἀλόγως can of course also mean “with-
out words,” and in expressions like ἄλογα ζῶια “animals,” i.e. living creatures 
without reason but also without speech, the two ideas are intertwined. Clear 
instances of the latter meaning are, however, exceptional. The lexica quote 
word plays in Plato’s Laws 696e (οὐ λόγου ἀλλά τινος μᾶλλον ἀλόγου σιγῆς 
ἄξιον ἂν εἴη) and in Sophocles, OC 131 (ἀδέρκτως, ἀφώνως, ἀλόγως τὸ τᾶς 
εὐφάμου στόμα φροντίδος ἱέντες), and a translation from Latin dies nefastus 
in Lucian, Lex. 9. In Isocrates, Nicocles 9, οὐδὲν τῶν φρονίμως πραττομένων 
εὑρήσομεν ἀλόγως γιγνόμενον is part of an encomium on the human logos, 
the art of rhetoric.2 The usual meaning “without reason, unreasonably” is of 
course also well-attested in the papyri in all periods, e.g. in P.Ent. 79 (δέομαι 
μὴ περιιδεῖν με οὕτως ἀλόγως ὑπὸ Αἰγυπτίας ὑβρισμένον  Ἕλληνα ὄντα “be-
ing insulted without any reason”), BGU 2.467.8-10 (ἀλόγως ἐπῆλθέ μ̣[οι κα]ὶ ̣ 
βιαίως ἀπέσπασεν [τ]ο̣ὺ̣ς καμή[λο]υς “he attacked me without any reason”) or 

1 E.g. LSJ9, p. 72; G.W.H. Lampe, A Patristic Greek Lexicon (Oxford 1961) 78 (here 
a typical Christian meaning “without the Logos” is added); F.R. Adrados, Diccionario 
griego-español 2 (Madrid 1980) 168.

2 G. Mathieu in the Budé edition of 1967 translates “nous verrons que rien de ce qui 
se fait avec intelligence, n’existe sans le concours de la parole.”
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P.Laur. 3.106 (ἀλόγως καταλαλεῖ “he talks nonsense”).3

In several papyrus letters from the Roman period, however, a person is 
said to have gone away or to be about to leave ἀλόγως. A search with the aid 
of the DDBDP yielded some 20 examples. In many of them the translation 
“without reason” is unconvincing (and sometimes replaced by the editor with 
a free rendering). In six cases at least (1-6 below) the rendering “without a 
word, without speaking” fits the context perfectly.

1. P.Graux 2.26.2-6 (AD II)
τούτους ἠγάγαμεν εἰς τὴν μητρόπολ(ιν)· οἱ δὲ σήμερον διὰ συνείδησιν 

ἀλόγως ἀπεχώρησαν
Nous les avons amenés à la métropole, mais eux, aujourd’hui, ils s’en sont 

allés, à cause de leur mauvaise conscience, de façon inexpliquée.

The translation “de façon inexpliquée” is contradicted by the preceding 
διὰ συνείδησιν “à cause de leur mauvaise conscience.” If we translate “they left 
today without saying a word, because of their bad conscience,” the situation 
is perfectly normal.

2. P.Fouad 78 (AD II-III)
- - - ἀ̣λόγως ἀποστήσῃ μὴ συμβαλών μοι 
[See that you do not] go off for no good reason without consulting me.

In my view ἀ̣λόγως ἀποστήσῃ “you leave me without saying goodbye” is 
explained by the following μὴ συμβαλών μοι “without meeting me.”

3. P.Oxy. 14.1668.26-27 (AD III)
καὶ τὴν ὑμῶν παρουσίαν ἐκδεχόμεθα, ἵνα μὴ ἀλόγως ἀποστῶμεν
and we await your presence that we may not withdraw without reason.

The arrival of the correspondent is eagerly awaited “so that we do not leave 
without having talked.” Again personal contact will provide the occasion for 
saying goodbye.

4. P.Oxy. 42.3066.7-9 (AD III)
καὶ ἀν ̣έμ̣εινας ἀλόγως, καίτοι βουλομένου μου εἰπ̣εῖν σοι τὴν διαταγὴν τῆς 

κατασπορᾶς καὶ θρυοκοπίας
It is unreasonable, the way you’ve stayed away even though I wanted to tell 

you the programme for the sowing and rush-cutting.

3 See the entry in F. Preisigke, Wörterbuch der griechischen Papyrusurkunden, s.v. 
ἄλογος “grundlos, rechtswidrig, sinnlos, unverständig.”
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Here ἀλόγως contrasts with βουλομένου μου εἰπ̣εῖν σοι and points to the 
fact that no conversation has taken place: “you stayed away without having a 
word, even though I wanted to talk.”

5. SB 6.9534.43 (= P.Heid. 2.214) (AD III) 
ὁ μέντοι Ἀντίνοος τὸ καθόλον οὐ παρέρχεταί με, ἀλλὰ βούλεται, ὡς 

μανθάνω, ἀλόγως ἀποστῆναι
Antinoos aber überlistet mich überhaupt nicht, aber er will, wie ich merke, 

sich widerrechtlich entfernen.

Here I would translate οὐ παρέρχεταί με as “he does not come along to 
meet me” instead of “er überlistet mich.” The sentence then means “Antinoos 
does not come along (to meet) me at all, but he wants, so I am informed, to 
leave without saying goodbye.” Again, “not meeting” and “not having a word” 
are set side by side as in 2, 3, and 6.

6. P.Abinn. 14.3-6 (about AD 330-350)
θαυμάζ[ω] ὡ̣ς̣ ἀλόγως ἐξο̣ίκ̣̣η̣σας ἀπὸ τῆς πόλεως μὴ συνταξάμενός μοι 

περὶ τῶν ἀγροίκων ἕν̣[ε]κεν τῆς λοιπάδος
I am surprised at your unreasonable departure from the city without ar-

ranging with me about the peasants concerning the balance.

Here ἀλόγως is explained by μὴ συνταξάμενός μοι: the writer is disap-
pointed because his correspondent left without a word and without making 
any arrangement.

The other instances where the word ἀλόγως is linked with a verb of depar-
ture can all be explained the same way, and the translation “without speaking, 
without saying goodbye” usually fits the context better than “without reason, 
unreasonably.”

7. SB 5.7636.10-12 (70 or 41 BC; Schubart dates the text to the late Ptol-
emaic period on the basis of the handwriting)

ἔδει δὲ μὴ ἀλόγως ὑμᾶς κεχωρίσθαι. τίς γὰρ ὑμᾶς ἐξέβαλε ἢ τί ἠδικήθητε;
You should not have gone away without saying goodbye. Who indeed has 

thrown you out or how were you wronged? 
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8. P.Oxy. 3.526 (AD II) 
οὐκ ἤμην ἀπαθὴς ἀλόγως σε καταλείπειν was translated by the editors as 

“I was not so unfeeling as to leave you without reason.” Here too I prefer “it 
was not without suffering4 that I had to leave you without saying goodbye.” 

9. P.Hamb. 2.192.9-12 (AD 200-250)
ὁ δὲ κατάρατος ναυτικὸς ἀλόγως ἀπεδήμησεν καὶ ἔδοξα ἀσπούδαστος 

εἶναι, ὥστε οὐκ ἐγὼ μεμπτή
Aber der verfluchte Schiffer war unerwartet abgefahren und ich schien mich 

nicht beeilt zu haben. Daher bin nicht ich zu tadeln. 

R. Bagnall and R. Cribiore, Women’s Letters from Ancient Egypt (Ann Ar-
bor 2006) 330, translate “the damned skipper left without any reason.” I pro-
pose: “he departed without saying a word.” As rightly seen by the editor, the 
consecutive phrase, ὥστε οὐκ ἐγὼ μεμπτή, should be attached to ὁ ναυτικὸς 
ἀλόγως ἀπεδήμησεν: “since the sailor went off without saying anything, I am 
not at fault [i.e. he did not tell me].”

10. P.Lond. 3.973b.8-12 (p. 213) (AD III)
δικάζομαι χάριν τῶν τοῦ ἀδελφοῦ μου καὶ οὐ δύναμαι ἄρτι ἐλθεῖν πρὸς 

σ[ὲ] κα[ὶ] μὴ δόξῃς με ἀλόγ̣ω̣ς̣ ἀπεληλυθέναι ἀ[π]ὸ σοῦ
I am going to court concerning the possessions of my brother and I cannot 

come to you soon and do not think that I have gone away from you without 
saying goodbye.

11. P.Tebt. 2.420.4-6 (AD III)
οἴδατε ὅτι ἀπὸ ζημίας εἰμὶ καὶ ἀλόγως ἐξήλθατε ἀπ᾽ ἐμοῦ μὴ δόντες μοι 

χάλκινα
You know that I am blameless, and you went away from me without saying 

goodbye [editors: for no reason], without giving me money.

12. SB 6.9415.18 ll.10-12 (= P.Prag.Varcl NS 39) (mid AD III)
διὰ τοῦτο ἀλόγως αὐτοὺς ἀποστάντας
For this reason they went away without saying goodbye.

13. SB 6.9534.3-7 (= P.Heid. 2.214) (AD III; same text as 5)
οὐ πεπαύσομαι γράφων π̣[ε]ρ̣ὶ ἧς πεποίηται καὶ ποιεῖταί μοι ἐπιβουλῆς ὁ 

Ἀντίνοος, ὡς καὶ ἐξείσχυτ̣αι τὸν Σιβίτ̣̣υ̣λλον πεῖσαι ἀπ̣ο̣στῆναί μου ἀλόγως καὶ 
ἐνκαταλιπεῖν με ἐ̣π[ε]ὶ ̣ξένης

4 The negative meaning “unfeeling” for ἀπαθής is rare. P.Oxy. 3.526 is one of two 
examples offered in Adrados, Diccionario griego-español 2:372.
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Ich werde nicht aufhören zu schreiben darüber, was mir an Nachstellung 
Antinoos angetan hat und noch antut, wie (dass) er es sogar fertig gebracht hat, 
den Sibityllos zu überreden, sich von mir ohne Grund zu entfernen und mich in 
der Fremde im Stich zu lassen.

I translate: “to go away from me without saying a word.”

14. Wilcken, Chrest. 498.9-14 (= P.Grenf. 2.77) (about AD 267-274; see 
BL 9: 87)

θαυμάζω πάνυ [ὅτι] ἀλόγως ἀπέστητε μὴ ἄραντες [τὸ σ]ῶμα τοῦ ἀδελφοῦ 
ὑμῶν, ἀλλὰ σ[υ]νλέξαντες ὅσα εἶχεν καὶ οὕτως ἀπέστητε

I am greatly surprised that you departed without saying goodbye, without 
taking the body of your brother, but collected all that he possessed and so departed.

Hunt-Edgar, Select Papyri 1.157 translate “you departed for no good 
reason”; Milligan, Selections from the Greek Papyri (Cambridge 1910) no. 50, 
translates “you went off so cruelly.” The former translation does not fit the con-
text (they did have good reason to run off!), the latter is a very free rendering.

15. P.Merton 1.38.10-12 (ca. AD 350)
ἀλώκος (l. ἀλόγως) ἀπέστησαν ἀπ᾽ ἐμοῦ καὶ ἦλθαν̣ πρὸς σέ
Without a word [ed. without any grounds] they left me and went to you.

16. P.Amh. 2.145.15-18 = Wilcken, Chrest. 53 (about AD 370-430)
γνῶθι δὲ ὅτι [ἐ]λ̣υπήθην διό\τι/ ἀπεδήμησας ἀλόγως [ἐπ]ε ̣ὶ ̣ αὕτη 

ἐστὶν ἡ συνταγή, ἀλλ᾽ ἐχάρην [ἀκού]σας διὰ τοῦ πραιποσίτου, ὅτι ἀνέρχῃ 
[ταχ]υ τέρου πρὸς ἡμᾶς

Know that I am grieved because you went away without saying a word, 
since this is the order, but I rejoiced at hearing through the praepositus that you 
are soon coming back to us.

The first editor translates “without cause”; G. Ghedini, Lettere cristiane dai 
papiri greci del III et IV secolo (Milano 1923) no. 41, gives “senzo motivo”;5 M. 
Naldini, Il cristianesimo in Egitto (Firenze 1968) no. 49, offers a free rendering: 
“tu partisti inaspettatamente.”

16a. Transcribed by J.-L. Fournet in H. Cuvigny, La route de Myos Hormos 
(Cairo 2003) 2:437, n. 52, an ostracon from the camp of Maximianon in the 
eastern desert.

5 The contradiction between “you left without motive” and the following “because 
this is the order (give to you)” noticed by Ghedini, Lettere cristiane (p. 263, note to l. 
17), disappears in our interpretation.
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φανερόν σοι ποιῶ, κύριε, τῇ ποστῇ τοῦ ποιοῦ μηνός τινα στρατιώτην 
Ἰούλις ἐξηλθόντα τὴν πόρταν ἀλόγως χωρίς μου τῆς γνώμης καὶ ἀχρι σήμερον 
οὐ φαίνεται.

Je te signale, maître, que tel jour de tel mois un soldat du nom de Iulius est 
sorti par la porte sans raison et sans m’en sviser et que jusqu’ à ce jour il n’a pas 
réapparu.

If the translation “sans raison” is changed into “without saying anything” 
the message becomes more logical: ἀλόγως is explained by the following χωρίς 
μου τῆς γνώμης “without my consent.” The soldier has left without permission 
and without saying anything.

To these I would like to add three cases where my interpretation neces-
sitates a reinterpretation or a re-reading of the text.

17. In P.Oxy. 42.3085 ll. 3-12 (AD III) the two meanings of ἀλόγως ap-
parently occur side by side.

ἀλόγως ἀποστὰς οὐ καλῶς ἐποίησας ἔχων τὴν τιμὴν τοῦ χοιριδίου ἐ̣ν̣ 
(δραχμαῖς) ξ - - - μὴ τοίνυν ποιήσῃς με σκυ ̣  . . . . . . ἀλόγως, ἵνα μηδὲ τὰ 
ἀναλώματα ἀπαιτήσω σε.

The second instance is not linked with a departure. This criticism ad-
dressed to the correspondent is rightly translated as “do not trouble (?) me 
unreasonably, so that I cannot even ask back the expenses from you.” But in 
the first sentence the verb ἀφίσταμαι is used, as in 2, 3, 5, 12, 13-15, and 17. 
I would render as “you did not do well to go away without saying anything, 
taking the price of the piglet, at a value of 60 drachmae” instead of “you ought 
not to have gone off unreasonably with the price of the pig.” 

18. P.Lips. 1.111.20 = Naldini, Il Cristianesimo in Egitto, no. 57 (AD 300-
400)

γνῶθι δέ, κύριέ μο[υ] [ἀ]δ̣[ε]λ̣φ[έ], διὰ τί ἀλόγως ἀπαιδ̣ι[̣. . . .]σας αὐτῷ 
It is tempting to supplement the verb as ἀπαιδ̣ή̣[μη]σας αὐτῷ,6 (for a pho-

tograph, see the Leipzig website: http://papyri.uni-leipzig.de/receive/UBLPa-
pyri_schrift_00001110), even though the dative is somewhat awkward, and 
to translate “know, dear brother, why you left him without saying goodbye.”

19. In the fragmentary P.Oxy. 48.3413.3- 4 (AD IV) I propose to supple-
ment δ̣ιʼ ἣν αἰτίαν ἀλόγως [ἀπεδήμησ]α̣ς μὴ ἀπαντήσας “for this reason you 
went off without a word, without meeting (me).” This text follows, I think, 
the pattern of the above mentioned examples, where “leaving without saying 
goodbye” is specified by a verb of meeting (see e.g. 2, 5, and 6)

6 Ἀποδημέω is used in this same context in 9 and 16.
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In all cases listed above either the addressee7 or a third person8 (less often 
the writer himself9) has left ἀλόγως, and this abrupt departure is usually regret-
ted by the writer. This is clearly an epistolographical topos, expressed by the 
same word over a period of four centuries (from the early Roman period to the 
fourth century AD). The editors, starting from normal Greek idiom as attested 
in the dictionaries, translate ἀλόγως as “without cause, without any grounds, 
for no good reason, unreasonably,” sometimes more freely as “widerrechtlich, 
unexpectedly” and even “cruelly.” The free versions are due to the fact that the 
normal meaning of ἀλόγως does not well fit the context. Translating “without 
saying a word, without saying goodbye” everywhere fits and in the first six 
instances it is strongly supported by the context.

If the above interpretation is accepted, one wonders how the situation in 
which somebody suddenly departed so that there was no occasion of having 
a final greeting, was expressed in ancient letters, both in the papyri and in the 
authors, when no use was made of the word ἀλόγως. Since contact over long 
distances was difficult in antiquity (no telephone, no email, no regular postal 
service), it was important for correspondents to see each other in person be-
fore departure, in order to make arrangements and also for emotional reasons. 
Though Koskenniemi does not discuss our topos,10 it is in fact a variant of 
the common opposition between bodily presence (“Anwesenheit”) and spacial 
distance (“räumliche Entfernung”).

Missing an appointment can of course be expressed in many ways, e.g. 
SB 20.14132.6-28, where Ptolema writes to her sister Heros: λοιποῦμε ὥτι οὐχ 
ὥρακα σ[ε ὑ]πάγουσα εἰς Ἀλεξάνδριαν “I regret that I did not see you when I 
left for Alexandria”; P.Mich. 8.487.3-5: γενάμενος ἐν ̔ Ρώμῃ ἐπέγνων σε ἐκῖθεν 
ἐξελεληλυθέναι πρὸ τοῦ με ἐλθῖν, καὶ λίαν ἐλυπήθην διὰ τὸ μὴ τεθεωρηκέναι 
σε “when I reached Rome I learned that you had departed from there before 
I came and I was deeply distressed because I did not see you”; BGU 2.424.10-
12 (AD I-II): μέμφομαι Ζωιδοῦν ὅτι ἐξῆλθε καὶ οὐ σεσήμανκέ με ἵνα δῶ αὐτῇ 
ἐπιστόλιον “I blame Zoidous that she left and did not indicate to me that I 
should give her a letter”; P.Oxy. 10.1349 (AD IV): ἐπειδὴ ἐξῆλθα ἀπὸ σοῦ 
ἐχθὲς μὴ διαλεχθείς σοι περὶ τῆς κυθρίδος “since I left you yesterday without 
talking to you about the pot.” In the last two cases there was some contact, but 
a specific subject matter was not discussed. In one instance the same situation 
is apparently expressed by the preposition ἄνευ: ὀργίζομαι ὅτι οὐκ ἀπετάξατο 

7 2, 4, 6, 7, 11, 14, and 16-19.
8 1, 5, 9, 12, 13, 15, and 16a.
9 3, 8, and 10.
10 H. Koskenniemi, Studien zur Idee und Phraseologie des griechischen Briefs bis 400 

n. Chr. (Helsinki 1956). He could have discussed it on pp. 155-185.
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μοι, ἀλλὰ ἄνευ μου ἀπεδήμησε (SB 18.13867), which the editors render as “I 
am angry because she dit not bid me good-bye, but went away without me.” 
The usual meaning of ἄνευ followed by a person “without permission of ”11 fits 
the context less well than “without seeing/speaking to me.” Word searches in 
the TLG for the same situation in literary correspondence were not successful, 
though they did turn up the expression οὐ προσειπὼν ἀπεδήμησα in Libanius, 
Ep. 182.03.02.

The opposite situation, where the correspondents did manage to have 
personal contact before one of them left, is also found, e.g. in P.Oxy. 7.1070.55-
56: καὶ Εὐδ[αίμων] αὐτῷ ἀπετάξατο [λ]έγων ὅτι ἐν τῷ παρόντι οὐ σχολάζομεν 
ἑτέροις ἐξερχόμενοι “Eudaimon parted with him, saying: at present we are 
not at leisure and are visiting others”; this goodbye was rather unsatisfactory 
for the writer. In P.Tebt. 3.755.6-14 (early second cent. BC) the writer is still 
hoping that a contact will eventually come about: καὶ πρότερον τυγχάνω σοι 
γεγραφηκὼς ὅπως σοι συνλαλήσω πρὸ τοῦ με καταπλεῦσαι, καὶ νῦν, ἐάνπερ 
φαίνηται, καλῶς ποιήσεις συνμίξας μοι μάλιστα μὲν τῆι κ “I have written to 
you before in order to have a talk with you before I sail down, and now, as you 
see fit, I shall be obliged if you will meet me, preferably on the 20th.”

Since the meaning “without words” for ἀλόγως is limited to papyrus let-
ters from Egypt, one wonders whether the word may render here some Egyp-
tian expression,12 but I have not succeeded in finding a corresponding word, 
such as ỉwty dd or ⲁⲧϣⲁϫⲉ in Demotic or Coptic letters.

11 Many examples in E. Mayser, Grammatik der griechischen Papyri 2.2 (Berlin- 
Leipzig 1934) 519-520.

12 Cf. ἐπισκέψασθαι as a calque from Egyptian ϣⲓⲛⲉ, discussed by W. Clarysse, “An 
epistolary formula,” CdÉ 65 (1990) 103-106. An Egyptian background is especially clear 
in 16, where the Greek letter is followed by a Coptic greeting.
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