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Preface — Betsy Bryan

Richard Jasnow has been my colleague since 1995 when he came to Johns Hopkins University from the Epi-
graphic Survey of the University of Chicago’s Chicago House in Luxor, where he was Assistant Director and Senior
Epigrapher. Although I did not know Richard extremely well before he arrived, we had become acquainted at the
Wilbour Library of the Brooklyn Museum in the years before I left New York for Hopkins in 1986. Once I gave him
aride to Port Authority after we left the Library, and he still refers to it because it was out of my way home. One of
Richard’s characteristics, which all who get to know him are aware of| is his enjoyment of repeating favorite phrases
(“ot1 sont les neiges de hier [sic]?”) and recalling incidents from the past, always with the same words (“Remember
when you let me into the flow of traffic?”) That ride into Manhattan is one of Richard’s many repeated recollections,
and even very good comedians would have a hard time getting laughs from repeating the same phrases and incidents
day in and day out for decades. However, Richard is far more than a very good comedian. He’s a demotist comic
who has managed to make his Demotic lectures at the annual meetings of the American Research Center in Egypt
standing room only because of his hilarious delivery of highly technical philological discussions. Richard is unique
and a treasure for the field of Egyptology. His academic prowess needs no further accolade than the list of essays in
his honor that we here present.

A product of the University of Wisconsin’s Classics B.A. program, Richard then worked with Professors George
Hughes and Jan Johnson at the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago from 1977 until he received his doctor-
ate in 1988. But after he earned his M.A. in September of 1986, Richard immediately found himself in Wiirzburg as
Prof. Karl-Theodor Zauzich’s Wissenschaftlicher Assistent as he wrote his dissertation, which he completed in 1988.
He continued his three-year stint as Assistent through September of 1989 after which he joined Chicago House,
where Tina still works and where Richard returns each winter (except 2020-2021) to seek and study Demotic graf-
fiti, inscriptions, ostraca, or whatever texts he can put his hungry hands on. His research and publication of the Book
of Thoth, together with Prof. Zauzich, on which he has spent more than three decades, must certainly be one of
Richard’s best recognized academic endeavors.

In the many years that Richard and I have been colleagues at Johns Hopkins, we have been fortunate to be able
to teach together as well as advise, coach, and mentor our students collaboratively. For more than twenty-five years
now we have co-taught Middle Egyptian Texts in a three-hour seminar on Thursday mornings with a short break in
the middle that Richard refers to as “legally mandated.” We enjoy bringing our separate areas of strength to bear in
considering grammatical and lexical problems, allowing the students to consider the patterns of earlier Middle Egyp-
tian as well as those of the late texts. We have been blessed with excellent students over the years, and Richard has
worked with them to sharpen their language skills, when necessary. Such excellent scholars as Katherine Davis and
Marina Escolano-Poveda, to name but two of the many represented in this volume, had the benefit of Richard’s pa-
tient and persistent time with texts, as did many others whom we taught. Richard is a superb teacher whose students
are dedicated to him. Undergraduates frequently have written how much they love his classes—for example, his
“Gods and Monsters in Ancient Egypt” always brings enrollment of one hundred or more. Here is what one student
wrote about Richard’s class: “Every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday Ilook forward to this class. Every lecture is some
middle ground between history, standup comedy, and performance art (don’t worry, more on the side of history). He
is extremely caring, just a lovely person, and so much fun to talk with. I highly recommend taking at least one class
with him, if not more!”

I hope that most of you who read this preface will already know Richard Jasnow personally, because there is no
way to describe him adequately. He is in many ways a Renaissance man: he is a musician, doing classical guitar en-
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tirely for his own enjoyment, he reads constantly, enjoying biographies particularly. Indeed, his interest in the lives
and careers of individuals from every walk of life is also emblematic of his interest in early Egyptologists. He not only
collects books and photographs of early academics in our field, he often reaches out to find letters and biographical
details about the early pioneers of the field. Richard’s hero is Wilhelm Spiegelberg, but he becomes excited about
learning new bits of information about any of the famous or the nearly invisible practitioners of the field.

I have been blessed with the brother that I never had, both Egyptologically and personally, in Richard Jasnow, and
I know that my fellow editors, Mark Smith, Christina (Tina) Di Cerbo, Marina Escolano-Poveda, and Jill S. Waller
join me in offering, together with the many authors here represented, a hearty “thank you” to Richard as a scholar
and, perhaps even more, as a simply superb human being.



Preface — Mark Smith

My friendship with Richard began in the late nineteen seventies, more than forty years ago, when he and I worked
together on the Chicago Demotic Dictionary. Along with other colleagues, we occupied a small office at the end of a
corridor on the first floor of the Oriental Institute, where we spent our time going through Demotic texts sentence by
sentence and word by word, transliterating, translating, and annotating them for eventual incorporation in that work.
A portrait of Wilhelm Spiegelberg adorned one wall from which he oversaw our activities with a facial expression
which we hoped was benign but, with hindsight, would probably better be described as inscrutable.

Like many of us who emerged from this Demotic crucible, Richard came away with a lifelong passion for texts
written in the most cursive script ever devised by the ancient Egyptians. Since those early days in Chicago, he has
gone on to great success, winning the esteem and admiration of colleagues in Egyptology and related subjects around
the world. His career has led him on a peripatetic journey from Chicago to Luxor to Wiirzburg (with frequent return
visits to each), and finally to Baltimore, where he has been based since 1995, rising through the academic ranks of
Johns Hopkins University until his well-deserved appointment as Professor of Egyptology in 2004.

In seeking to describe Richard’s contribution to Egyptology here, I would like to focus upon his research and
scholarly publications. My co-editor Betsy Bryan has already spoken of his impact as a teacher and departmental
colleague. The bibliography included elsewhere in this volume will reveal how prolific Richard has been as an author.
One thing that stands out there is the breadth of subjects which he has covered in his published work, encompassing
virtually every period of Egyptian history and many different types of text written in a variety of scripts. In response
to questions, Richard is fond of saying “What do I know? I'm only a Demoticist.” Yet a glance at his bibliography
shows that this modest disclaimer should be taken with a pinch of salt. Richard’s first monograph was the editio
princeps of a hieratic wisdom text in the Brooklyn Museum, and he has published several other hieratic texts since
then. As a member of the Epigraphic Survey he collaborated in producing records of the scenes and hieroglyphic
inscriptions in Theban temples. He has also deciphered hieroglyphic texts on smaller objects, including some from
sites outside of Egypt, for example, a Late Bronze Age clay jug discovered at Lachish. In addition, he has co-edited
or contributed to volumes on Egyptian and ancient Near Eastern law and written an insightful study of humour in
ancient Egypt. Not bad for a mere Demoticist.

But wide-ranging as he is, both in interests and expertise, those who know Richard well can affirm that Demotic
studies remain closest to his heart. Perhaps only those who do not limit themselves to Demotic can truly love it. Rich-
ard has enriched the discipline with a remarkable number of first editions of new Demotic texts, as well as studies and
notes devoted to the elucidation of previously known ones, all of the highest quality and written with a style uniquely
his. Chronologically, these extend from the Persian to the Roman period and include graffiti, legal and economic
documents, hymns and other religious compositions, and literary works, inscribed on ostraca, papyri, stelae, and the
walls of temples and tombs.

Among all these texts, I suspect that Richard’s favorite is the Book of Thoth. This composition, attested by multi-
ple witnesses dating to the Roman period, larger or smaller pieces of which are now scattered among museums and
libraries throughout the world, records a dialogue between a teacher and his disciple, designated as “one who loves
knowledge.” Through a series of questions, the master tests the disciple’s suitability for initiation into the mysteries
of priestly and scribal lore. Richard, in collaboration with Karl-Theodor Zauzich, published the editio princeps of this
text under the title The Ancient Egyptian Book of Thoth in two magisterial volumes containing more than 600 pages
and plates in 2005, the fruits of decades of painstaking study and research. In 2014, they published an updated trans-
lation of it designed for a nonspecialist readership, entitled Conversations in the House of Life. (I can still recall lengthy
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discussions as to which direction the figure of Thoth on the cover should face.) Richard and Zauzich published a
third volume devoted to these, along with a revised transliteration and translation of the entire text and facsimiles of
the papyri, in 2021. Independently, Richard has also written numerous articles and has lectured widely on different
aspects of the Book of Thoth, and no doubt will continue to do so. New fragments of this fascinating composition
continue to come to light. Thus, the text shows every sign of becoming a permanent fixture in his life. The Book of
Thoth is not only one of the most difficult texts to have survived from ancient Egypt but one of the most important
surviving monuments of ancient Egyptian thought as well. Among Richard’s many other achievements, the role he
has played in making this challenging work available to scholarship will rank among the highest.

The reader will note that much of the research described above is of a collaborative nature. This is another salient
feature of Richard’s scholarly work, the frequency and success with which he has collaborated with others, whether
in the US, Canada, England, Germany, Egypt, or Japan. Richard is very much an international figure, and the fact that
he is so frequently sought out as a partner in collaborative projects reflects not only the degree to which his expertise
and organisational skills are valued by others, but how much pleasure his colleagues derive from working with him
as well. His enthusiasm for tackling even the most difficult project is both inspirational and infectious. I myself have
collaborated with Richard on more than one occasion, and I describe how much I enjoyed the experience elsewhere
in this volume.

But publications are by no means the whole story. There is more to Richard than these, and more to him than
just Egyptology. At a relatively early stage in our acquaintance, he mentioned to me that he was a guitarist. With
characteristic modesty, he underplayed his musical ability. It was only from subsequent conversations with Richard’s
brother Michael that I learned the extent of his skills and the depth of his knowledge of the guitar, which he actually
studied at one time with a view to having a professional career, and found out how close music’s gain came to being
Egyptology’s loss. On one visit to Baltimore several years ago,  had a few hours to spare before going to the airport
to catch my flight back to the UK. We spent them in Richard’s apartment playing records by the guitar genius Charlie
Christian, and it was a privilege to hear these in company with such an acute and sensitive listener.

Over the years, Richard and I have developed a habit of recommending books to each other. Whenever he reads a
book which he thinks I might enjoy, he recommends it to me, and I do the same for him. The books in question have
been on a wide variety of subjects, but all have one thing in common: they have nothing to do with Egyptology. The
most recent book which Richard has recommended to me is Let’s Play Two by Ron Rapoport, a biography of Ernie
Banks, legendary shortstop and first baseman for the Chicago Cubs baseball team from 1953 until 1971. The title
of this book was his catchphrase; such was his love for baseball that he was ready to play two games even if only one
was scheduled. As T have noted above, Richard brings the same infectious enthusiasm to Egyptology, particularly the
reading and translation of difficult Demotic texts. I cannot recall ever hearing him say “Let’s decipher two!,” but it
would not surprise me if one day I do.
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