
Protective interventions by local elites in early Islamic
Egypt
Scheerlinck, E.

Citation
Scheerlinck, E. (2023, September 13). Protective interventions by local elites
in early Islamic Egypt.
 
Version: Publisher's Version

License:
Licence agreement concerning inclusion of doctoral
thesis in the Institutional Repository of the University
of Leiden

Downloaded from:
 
Note: To cite this publication please use the final published version (if
applicable).

https://hdl.handle.net/1887/license:5
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/license:5
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/license:5


 

 

 

Protective Interventions  

by Local Elites in the Countryside of  

Early Islamic Egypt 

 

 

 

Proefschrift 

 

ter verkrijging van 

de graad van doctor aan de Universiteit Leiden, 

op gezag van rector magnificus prof.dr.ir. H. Bijl, 

volgens besluit van het college voor promoties 

te verdedigen op woensdag 13 september 2023 

klokke 11.15 uur 

door 

Eline Scheerlinck 

geboren te Gent 

in 1986  



  
 

Promotor: Prof. dr. Petra Sijpesteijn 

Copromotor: Dr. Edmund Hayes 

 

Promotiecommissie: Prof. dr. Alain Delattre (Université libre de Bruxelles) 

Dr. Cecilia Palombo (Chicago University) 

Dr. Arietta Papaconstantinou (Aix-Marseille Université) 

Prof. dr. Caroline Waerzeggers 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Eline Scheerlinck ©2023. No part of this work may be reproduced without the author’s 

explicit permission. Printing and cover design: Ridderprint BV.  

This thesis emerges from research done in the context of the project “Embedding 

Conquest: Naturalising Muslim Rule in the Early Islamic Empire (600–1000)”, directed 

by Petra Sijpesteijn and funded by the European Research Council (ERC) under the 

European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation program under grant agreement 

No. 683194. 



 
 

Table of contents 

 

List of Figures and tables .................................................................................................................................... 1 

Abbreviations ........................................................................................................................................................ 1 

Acknowledgements .............................................................................................................................................. 3 

Introduction ............................................................................................................................................................ 7 

Topic ................................................................................................................................................................... 7 

Research questions ........................................................................................................................................... 9 

Embedding Conquest .................................................................................................................................... 10 

Structure of the dissertation ......................................................................................................................... 11 

Chapter 1: Context and Methodology ............................................................................................................ 15 

1.1 Introduction: Protection ......................................................................................................................... 15 

1.1.1 Jeremias’ protection letter ............................................................................................................. 15 

1.1.2 Protection in this dissertation ....................................................................................................... 17 

1.1.3 Backgrounds of the protection letter mechanism ..................................................................... 19 

1.2 The administration of Egypt in the seventh and eighth centuries: immediate changes and 

gradual developments ................................................................................................................................... 33 

1.2.2 Functions and personnel of the administration ......................................................................... 36 

1.2.3 Multilingual background of documentary production ............................................................ 39 

1.3 “Local elites” ............................................................................................................................................ 45 

1.3.1. Clarification of the terms “elites”, “local elites”, “rural elites” ........................................... 45 

1.3.2. Rural elites: who appears in the corpus? .................................................................................. 49 

1.4 Coptic protection letters, a documentary source .............................................................................. 51 

1.4.1 Uneven distribution of the documentation ................................................................................ 52 

1.4.2 Problem of dating documents ....................................................................................................... 53 

1.4.3 Single documents, archives and dossiers ................................................................................... 54 

1.4.4 The “unmediatedness” of documentary papyri ........................................................................ 55 

1.5 My approach, what is new? .................................................................................................................. 56 

1.5.1 The existing research on the Coptic protection letters ............................................................ 57 

1.5.2 Categorization and embeddedness .............................................................................................. 59 

1.5.3 Functions of the protection letters in society ............................................................................ 61 

1.5.4 Solidarity, reciprocity, and patronage ......................................................................................... 62 

1.5.5 Place of the rural elites in the empire ......................................................................................... 65 

Chapter 2: The Coptic Protection Letters: Overview of the Corpus ....................................................... 69 

2.1 History of editions and categorizations .............................................................................................. 69 



  
 

2.1.1 Schiller ............................................................................................................................................... 69 

2.1.2 Till ...................................................................................................................................................... 69 

2.1.3 Delattre .............................................................................................................................................. 71 

2.1.4 Hasitzka: SB Kopt. V ..................................................................................................................... 72 

2.2 Core corpus: Coptic protection letters ................................................................................................ 73 

2.2.1. The term “Coptic protection letter” ........................................................................................... 74 

2.2.2 Categorization .................................................................................................................................. 74 

2.3 Dating, provenance, and writing support of the Coptic protection letters .................................. 75 

2.3.1 Where ................................................................................................................................................. 75 

2.3.2 When .................................................................................................................................................. 79 

2.3.2 Writing support ................................................................................................................................ 83 

2.4 Terms used in the descriptions and analyses..................................................................................... 84 

2.4.1 Instruction clause............................................................................................................................. 84 

2.4.2 Promise clause ................................................................................................................................. 85 

2.4.3 Limitation clause ............................................................................................................................. 85 

2.4.4 Exception clause .............................................................................................................................. 86 

2.4.5 Protectee ............................................................................................................................................ 87 

2.4.6 Protector ............................................................................................................................................ 89 

2.4.7 Intermediary ..................................................................................................................................... 90 

Chapter 3: Patterns of Protection .................................................................................................................... 93 

3.1 The protection letters as recognizable instruments of protection ................................................. 94 

3.1.1 The core formulas ........................................................................................................................... 94 

3.1.2 Protective documents: expressions of protection ..................................................................... 96 

3.2 Procedures of protection ...................................................................................................................... 102 

3.2.1 Presence of intermediaries .................................................................................................. 104 

3.2.2 Various roles of intermediaries .................................................................................................. 105 

3.2.3 Oral interactions as moments of negotiation ........................................................................... 107 

3.2.4 Logistics of the protection letter procedure ............................................................................. 108 

3.2.5 The protection letters between village and monastic contexts ............................................ 110 

3.3 Variability and uniformity ................................................................................................................... 114 

3.3.1 Patterns in the promises? The protection letters written by the village scribes of Djeme.
 ..................................................................................................................................................................... 114 

3.3.2 Specific references in the protection letters ............................................................................ 120 

3.3.3 The protection letter mechanism as an institution of village life ....................................... 124 

Chapter 4: Problems Solved ........................................................................................................................... 129 

4.1 Taxation ................................................................................................................................................... 131 



 
 

4.1.1 Taxation in the Coptic protection letters .................................................................................. 132 

4.1.2 The pressure of taxation in the documents from Early Islamic Egypt .............................. 141 

4.1.3 The place of Coptic protection letters as instruments to solve fiscal problems .............. 147 

4.2 Travel and fugitives .............................................................................................................................. 149 

4.2.1 Travel in the Coptic protection letters ...................................................................................... 149 

4.2.2 Problems and protection of travel in Early Islamic Egypt ................................................... 152 

4.2.3 How do the Coptic protection letters relate to the documents regulating travel? ........... 159 

4.3 Private legal issues ................................................................................................................................ 174 

4.3.1 Private legal issues in the Coptic protection letters ............................................................... 174 

4.3.2 Private legal issues: Petitions to the governor ........................................................................ 177 

4.3.3 Problem-solving rather than crime and punishment .............................................................. 179 

4.4 Release of prisoners .............................................................................................................................. 179 

4.4.1 Release of arrestees: requests, orders, guarantees ................................................................. 179 

4.4.2 Release of prisoners: Guarantees and Coptic protection letters.......................................... 182 

Chapter 5: The Integrated System: From Fustat to Djeme – and back ................................................. 185 

5.1 Introduction ............................................................................................................................................ 185 

5.1.1 Structure and arguments of the chapter .................................................................................... 185 

5.1.2 Methodological remarks .............................................................................................................. 187 

5.2 Translating orders from above ........................................................................................................... 190 

5.2.1 Orders arriving at the local elites ............................................................................................... 190 

5.2.2 Pagarchy level: The local elites transmitting policies and demands ................................. 195 

5.3 The integrated system: village elites and their documents and mechanisms in the 

administration ............................................................................................................................................... 203 

5.3.1 Case study 1: The involvement of the local elites in travel permit procedures ............... 203 

5.3.2 Case study 2: Protection letters beyond the village ............................................................... 208 

5.4 Local elites and their interests between Djeme and Fustat (through the lens of the protection 

letters) ............................................................................................................................................................. 214 

5.4.1 Activating social relationships in the village .......................................................................... 216 

5.4.2 The protectors as threat ................................................................................................................ 218 

5.4.3 Reciprocity ...................................................................................................................................... 220 

5.4.4 Dependency networks .................................................................................................................. 225 

5.4.5 Stakeholders in empire ................................................................................................................. 226 

Conclusion.......................................................................................................................................................... 231 

What did each chapter accomplish? ......................................................................................................... 231 

Answers to my research questions ........................................................................................................... 233 

The timeframe of the Coptic protection letter mechanism ................................................................. 237 



  
 

Bibliography ...................................................................................................................................................... 241 

Appendix: Overview of the documents in  the corpus of Coptic protection letters ........................... 259 

Summary ............................................................................................................................................................. 309 

Curriculum Vitae .............................................................................................................................................. 313 



 

1 
 

List of Figures and Tables 

 

Figure 1: Coptic protection letter: O.Bachit o. Nr., Deir-el Bachit, Theban area, ceramic 

shard. © Koptische Ostraka Online, München, Münster 2011-2014. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………….17 

 

Figure 2: Map of the Theban region (M. Wachtal, © E. R. O’Connell). From: O’Connell 

Ruffini, Social Networks of late Antique Western Thebes. ………………………………78

     

Figure 3: Map of sites in Western Thebes known to have been reused in Late Antiquity (M. 

Wachtal, © E. R. O’Connell). From: O’Connell Ruffini, Social Networks of late Antique 

Western Thebes. 

…………………………………………………………………………….........................79 

Table 1: Appendix: Overview of the corpus of Coptic protection letters…………..259-306 

 

Abbreviations 

 

Coptic and Greek documents are cited according to the “Checklist of Editions of Greek, 

Latin, Demotic, and Coptic Papyri, Ostraca, and Tablets”, available online at 

http://papyri.info/docs/checklist.  

Arabic documents are cited according to “The Checklist of Arabic Documents”, available 

online at http://www.naher-osten.lmu.de/isapchecklist. 

 

  

http://papyri.info/docs/checklist
http://www.naher-osten.lmu.de/isapchecklist


2 
 

  



 

3 
 

Acknowledgements 

 

My supervisors, Petra Sijpesteijn and Edmund Hayes, have had a great hand in shaping 

this dissertation, in broad strokes and minute details. They challenged my thinking, 

offered new perspectives, and motivated me along the way. I am very grateful for their 

many careful readings and observations, as well as for their guidance and patience.  

Especially towards the end of writing my dissertation, the discussions with Marie 

Legendre guided me through some tangled points in my arguments. I am indebted to her 

for taking the time and lending me her expertise at a crucial moment. 

My conversations with Cecilia Palombo have been a source of inspiration and motivation 

throughout the years. I am grateful to her for sharing with me her critical thinking, 

innovative viewpoints, and generosity. 

The Embedding Conquest office was a place to share and discuss research freely. I am 

grateful for the support of my office and team mates Alon Dar, Reza Huseini, Birte 

Kristiansen, and Nynke van der Veldt. The Coptic papyrology seminars with Renate 

Dekker and Jacques van der Vliet introduced me to the Coptic protection letters, and I 

have greatly benefited from both scholars’ expertise. 

I have had the opportunity to participate in many academic events: workshops and 

conferences organized by the Embedding Conquest project as well as others. The 

discussions I have had at those events have enriched this dissertation in many respects. I 

wish to thank especially Maaike van Berkel, Jenny Cromwell, Anne Boud’hors, Esther 

Garel, Noëmie Lucas, Maria Nowak, Arietta Papaconstantinou, Stefanie Schmidt, Lajos 

Berkes, Jean-Luc Fournet, Frederik Krueger, Sebastian Richter, Naïm Vanthieghem. I am 

also indebted to all the participants in the Acts of Protection workshop and the Papyri and 

Religious Identifications conference, both in Leiden. I also wish to thank my co-organizers 

for those events, specifically Edmund Hayes for the workshop, and Mattias Brand, Cisca 

Hoogendijk, and Koen Donker van Heel for the conference.  

I am grateful to the organizers, teachers, and participants of the Coptic Papyrology 

Summer School, in particular Anne Boud’hors and Alain Delattre, for giving me the 

opportunity to edit two documents, one of which of great relevance to this dissertation. 

The Academic Women Online Writing Retreat was a both a safe haven and a place of 

focus and inspiration during the last months of writing.  



4 
 

I am grateful to my colleagues and adventuring party of Dice on the Nile: Jenny 

Cromwell, Alon Dar, Edmund Hayes, and Grzegorz Ochała, for all the excitement, and for 

joining me in exploring a different side to our research. 

I owe a debt of gratitude to my family of friends. My parents Arlette Thys and Walter 

Scheerlinck supported me throughout this whole process. Among so many other things, I 

am grateful to them and my sister Saskia Scheerlinck for helping me settle in Leiden. My 

close and extended family and friends were a source of support and distraction whenever I 

asked. My partner Daniël Geelen has been near to me in innumerable small and big ways 

during this process.  

Many more people, other than those mentioned here, have supported me or contributed to 

this dissertation in different ways. I am grateful to each of them.  

 

 

 

  



 

5 
 

 

  



6 
 

 

  



 

7 
 

Introduction  

 

Topic 

The setting for the discussions in this dissertation is Egypt, in the seventh and eighth 

centuries CE, with a focus on the first hundred years after the Arab conquest in 641. During 

that time, the administration of the province went through some immediate and some 

gradual changes, including changes in the administrative personnel. Immediately the highest 

functions of the provincial administration in the capital were mostly filled by Arab-

Muslims, while in the countryside, among the administrators of the dozens of districts, 

populated by towns and villages, Arabic names first appear around the turn of the seventh 

century. Similarly, an immediate change after the conquest was the introduction of Arabic 

as a language of administration and communication with the population. Together with 

Greek, which had been used for administrative purposes since the conquest by Alexander 

the Great in the fourth century BCE, Arabic became the language of the highest levels of 

the administration. Coptic, on the other hand, developed as a language of administration on 

the lower levels of the administration during the first century after the conquest. ensemble 

combination collection 

This period is quite richly documented in terms of administrative practices in the 

province, which allows us to follow the developments sketched above. The Arabic, Greek, 

and Coptic documentary papyri available to us from this period were produced and kept in 

offices at different levels of the administration. Several archives of administrators were 

found, which included papers signed by the governor in Fustat, as well as those signed by 

village authorities. Monasteries also provide papers which show their involvement in the 

administration of the province. Documents found in villages do not only tell us about the 

private goings on of the village inhabitants, their private legal issues, testaments, sales, and 

debts, but also about their engagement with the provincial administration, e.g. in the form 

of tax-receipts. The context of the discussions in this dissertation is the village context, but 

as part of a broader rural context in which the villages are connected to monastic settlements 

and other villages around them, as well as to the capital of their district (metropolis), but 

eventually also to the provincial administration and government, and ultimately larger 

governmental structures, like the Early Islamic empire, as a whole. 

The focus of this dissertation is a specific administrative, legal, and social village 

mechanism, with both written and oral components, which was in the hands of the local 
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rural elites. I argue that it is a bottom-up development which was not directed, regulated or 

installed by the administration, but at the same time contributed to the success of the 

provincial administrative system. It was a mechanism which affected both the local 

economy and social networks, and the provincial (fiscal) administration, and which shows 

the rural elites shaping fiscal practice. The mechanism is a testimony of a local response to 

tax evasion as well as a problem-solving instrument for resolving private conflicts in the 

village. This mechanism centers around the production and circulation of a type of 

document, written in Coptic: Coptic protection letter.  

The Coptic protection letters were legal documents used in villages in Byzantine and 

early Islamic Egypt, in the seventh and eighth century, to facilitate the return of people 

stranded away from home. When someone had left home due to tax evasion,1 or because of 

an unresolved private legal conflict, a return could mean being arrested, prosecuted, or 

facing any kind of aggression. Protection letters, issued by local elites, usually village heads 

or monastic leaders, provided a promise of amnesty, so that the holder of the letter could 

return home without facing a penalty. The Coptic protection letters, therefore, were 

documents which mitigated legal, social, and economic problems within villages (and 

monasteries). I consider them here as instruments of a mechanism, the Coptic protection 

letter mechanism (see below), which served to unblock impasses in rural society, and which 

involved documents and letters, and various actors in society. At the same time, many 

protection letters were also connected to fiscal practice, which shows how intimately the 

local Coptic protection letter mechanism was related to the provincial administration of 

Egypt. The protection letters, therefore, provide a point of entry to our understanding of the 

ways in which problems of flight, tax evasion and private legal issues, could be solved 

within villages in Late Antique and Early Islamic Egypt, and how this was connected to 

broader administrative structures. In other words, they lay bare relationships and networks 

in the countryside along which documents of protection could travel. At the same time, they 

also provide a point of entry to our understanding of the provincial administration, and the 

role played therein by the local elites and the documents which they produced. 

While the Coptic protection letters as documents form the starting point of this 

dissertation, the people who are involved in the Coptic protection letters play an equally 

 
1 I use "tax evasion” to denote the active non-payment of taxes, whether someone was unwilling or 

unable to pay them.  
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important part in the discussions in the Chapters. The local elites, active in villages and 

monasteries in the countryside, take up the central space. These local elites issue the 

protection letters, or are asked to do so, or intervene in a different way for someone in need 

of a protection letter. They provide the protection letter itself, as well as the protection 

offered by the document, but are also those who can inflict the punishments from which 

protection is sought with the document. Different types of village officials, as well as 

monastic authorities, operate in the protection letter mechanism. Their authority to do so 

came from their position as intermediary between local communities and the central 

provincial government. These local elites had the authority to settle local disputes, and were 

generally responsible for running the villages and monasteries, including any landed 

property. Moreover, they often had responsibilities in fiscal practice, i.e. to assign tax 

burden, to collect taxes and forward them to the capital. These various functions of the local 

rural elites gave them considerable power over the local communities, both to abuse and to 

protect (on local elites see section 1.3).  

Research questions 

This dissertation aims to examine the mechanism of the Coptic protection letters and how 

this highlights the role of the local elites early Islamic Egypt. The Coptic protection letters 

will be questioned in order to garner information on social cohesion, interaction with the 

state, the self-regulation of the local communities and the role played by the local elites 

therein. This objective consists of three major research issues:  

1. Can the Coptic protection letter be considered an institution of village life? In other 

words, was a Coptic protection letter a result of a routine, predictable and regulated, 

or rather an ad-hoc procedure? Can we identify patterns in their production 

(including their language) and circulation? This issue is the focus of Chapter 3. 

2. What was the role and place of the Coptic protection letters in their contemporary 

documentary landscape, i.e. compared to (contemporary) Greek, Arabic, and Coptic 

documents with seemingly similar functions? This issue is the focus of Chapter 4. 

3. What can the Coptic protection letters tell us about the role of local elites in Early 

Islamic Egypt, both as wielders of power in their own communities and as members 

of an administrative system in service of an Arab-Muslim provincial government? 

How does the study of Coptic protection letters help us understand that role? This 

issue is the focus of Chapter 5. 
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Embedding Conquest 

This dissertation was written in the context of the ERC Consolidator project “Embedding 

Conquest. Naturalising Muslim Rule in the Early Islamic Empire”, led by Prof. Dr. Petra 

Sijpesteijn. The project aims at understanding the success of the Early Islamic Empire, with 

marked attention to documentary sources from various provinces as sources of history. 

Moreover, the project examines the history of the empire and its institutions through the 

lens of social relationships and the use of language to express such social relationships. 

While the focus on documentary sources, social relationships and language use are 

important methodological pillars of the project, one of the main research goals within the 

project is a better understanding of the role of local elites within the empire, and how they 

contributed to its success. The project started from the assumption that local elites formed 

an important link between the local population in which they carried a certain authority, and 

the central authority of the province or empire, and aimed to examine the variety of 

relationships between local elites and central authorities in different provinces.  

This dissertation brings together many of the methodological and thematical aspects 

of the Embedding Conquest project, and contributes especially to its research goal related 

to local elites in the provinces. Through the lens of a particular type of document in use in 

seventh and eighth century Egypt, the Coptic protection letter, it examines the local elites 

in the social fabric of their own communities and their relationship with the state and its 

demands. A strong emphasis is placed on the patterns of language use in the documents. 

The language of the documents allows us to understand their importance and functions 

within the communities, as well as the social relationships which they activated. This local 

mechanism was one way in which the local elites, village and monastic authorities, 

exercised power within their own communities, solved problems of legal, fiscal, economic, 

and social nature, and navigated their position in the fiscal administration. The dissertation 

shows how the success of the early Islamic Empire was supported by Egyptian village and 

monastic elites participating in the protection letter mechanism and allowing tax evaders 

and other wayward absent community members a safe return to their homes. The Coptic 

protection letters did not belong to the sphere of the central administration, and yet, they 



 

11 
 

contributed to the security of the tax revenue, and the fiscal and economic health of the 

province, and as such to the success of the Early Islamic Empire.2 

Structure of the dissertation 

Chapter 1 serves as an introductory chapter, providing context for the analyses in the other 

chapters and addressing some methodological issues. I discuss the context in which the 

protection letter mechanism operated. The protection letters have connections to both 

Roman Byzantine legal mechanisms and are akin to Islamic legal concepts. The chapter 

gives the background of the consequences of the Arab-Muslim conquests of Egypt in the 

mid-seventh century, including a discussion of Coptic as an administrative language. A 

section is devoted to the meaning of “elites” in this dissertation, as the local, rural elites of 

Early Islamic Egypt are the protagonists of my analyses. After that I examine some of the 

opportunities and pitfalls of studying papyri. In the last section of Chapter 1 I discuss what 

is new about my approach to the protection letters. 

Chapter 2 gives a detailed overview of the corpus that is central to this dissertation, 

the Coptic protection letters. I give an overview of the main studies and editions of Coptic 

protection letters which also provide a categorization of subgroups of Coptic protection 

letters. I also discuss dating and provenance of the corpus, as well as related methodological 

issues. The last part of the chapter explains terms that I use throughout the dissertation for 

certain elements of format and content of the protection letters. 

Chapter 3 examines patterns in the Coptic protection letter mechanism: how 

standardized or uniform were the documents and the procedure to issue or obtain a 

protection letter? To that end, I first study the language of the documents, determining the 

key formulaic elements of the protection letters, identifying the various ways in which the 

documents express protection, and examining the uniform and the specific in the documents. 

I also compare a particular subset of the corpus, i.e. the protection letters penned and signed 

by village scribes of the village of Djeme. The second part of the chapter examines the 

procedural aspects of the protection letter mechanism: how and by whom were they 

circulated? 

 
2 Reza Huseini’s PhD research within the Embedding Conquest project has shown the local elites of 

Bactria in a similar role as small but important pieces within the administration, between the local 

population and the government: “Framing the conquests: Bactrian local rulers and Arab Muslim 

domination of Bactria 31-128/651-748”. 
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Chapter 4 delves more deeply into the content of the protection letters. It discusses 

4 themes or societal areas and their relationship to the Coptic protection letters: taxation, 

travel, private legal issues, and the release of prisoners. For each area, I firstly discuss how 

these issues come up in the Coptic protection letters, and secondly how they come up in 

other, contemporary documents. The third element of the analysis is then a comparison: 

what was the specific role of Coptic protection letters when it came to solving those 

problems , compared to other documents with similar functions?  

Chapter 5 looks at the Coptic protection letters and the local elites producing them 

in the context of Egypt as a caliphal province, between the village and the provincial capital. 

The chapter starts with orders from the capital and how they were transmitted, translated, 

and adapted by local elites in the countryside. The chapter moves on to argue that the local 

elites were connected to administrative processes and institutions beyond their own village 

context, through two case studies on Coptic protection letters. The last part of the chapter 

examines the interests of the local elites in their interventions through the protection letter 

mechanism. These interests are related to the relationships of the local elites in the village 

and in the fiscal administration of the province. 
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Chapter 1: Context and Methodology 

 

1.1 Introduction: Protection 

1.1.1 Jeremias’ protection letter 

In 725, in a village called Djeme, nearby modern day Luxor, a scribe named Aristophanes 

wrote this text in Coptic on a shard of pottery: 

“From Georgios and Aron, village headmen, they write to Jeremias, son 

of Basileios and his children: here is the promise by God (logos mpnoute) 

for you. Come to your house and appear, and we will not do any harm to 

you because you fled, nor will we prosecute you because of this 

instalment, nor your children, except for half a gold coin. So you will not 

doubt, we drew up this logos (promise, protection letter) and we sign it. 

Phaophi 6, indiction year 10.  Aristophanes, I wrote”. 3 

This pot sherd featured a so-called “protection letter” for Jeremias and his children, who 

remain anonymous. It was signed by the headmen of the village of Djeme, Georgios and 

Aron. By the power of this letter, Jeremias and his children, who apparently had fled from 

the village, were allowed to return home without facing prosecution by the village heads, 

although they still had to pay half a gold coin of tax payment. One can imagine that this 

letter would have made a big difference in the life of Jeremias and his children: the fiscal 

references in the text make it likely that they had fled because Jeremias had defaulted on his 

tax payment and feared the legal consequences. With the document in hand, he had a 

promise of at least some reprieve: seemingly only partial payment was needed at this time, 

and Jeremias and his family would be able to live in their home. This document calls itself 

a logos (mpnoute), a “word” or promise given while invoking God, but in the scholarly 

literature this type of document has come to be known as a protection letter.4 The protection 

letter for Jeremias and his children is one of the protection documents which form the core 

of this dissertation. 5  The image in Figure 1 below shows another example of such a 

 
3 SB Kopt. III 1368± + ⲡⲁⲣ  ⲅⲉⲱⲣⲅⲓⲟⲥ  ⲁⲣⲱⲛ ⲙⲉ̣ⲓ̣ⲍ̣ⲍ̣ [...] | ⲡⲉⲩⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲛⲓⲉⲣⲏⲙⲓⲁⲥ ⲛⲃⲁⲥⲓⲗⲉⲓⲟⲥ | ⲙⲛ 

ⲛⲉϥϣⲏⲣⲉ ϫⲉ ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅ ⲙⲡ|ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ ⲛⲧⲟⲕ ⲛⲅⲉⲓ ⲉϩⲟⲩ|ⲛ ⲉⲡⲉⲕⲏ  ⲛⲅⲟⲩⲱⲛϩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ | ϫⲉ ⲛⲛⲉⲛⲉⲣ 

ⲡⲉⲑⲟⲟⲩ | ⲛⲁⲕ ϫⲉ ⲁⲕⲡⲱⲧ ⲟⲩⲇⲉ | ⲛⲉⲛⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲉ ⲙⲙⲟⲕ ϩⲓ | ⲡⲉⲓⲉⲝⲁⲅⲓⲛ ⲙⲛ ⲛⲉⲕϣⲏ|ⲣⲉ ⲛⲥⲁ ⲟⲩⲡⲏϣⲉ | 

ⲛϩⲟⲗⲟⲕ  ϫⲉ ⲛⲛ|ⲉⲕⲁⲙⲫⲓⲃⲁⲗⲉ ⲁⲛ|ⲥⲙⲛ ⲡⲉⲓⲗⲟⲅ ⲁⲩⲱ | ⲧⲛⲥⲧⲟⲓⲭ ⲉⲣⲟϥ | ⲫⲁⲱⲫⲓ ϛ ⲓⲇ  ⲓ | Ἀριστοφ  | ἔγραψα. 
4 The formulary of the documents is analyzed in more detail in Chapter 3. 
5 Chapter 2 gives a detailed overview of this core corpus of Coptic protection letters. 
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protection letter (O.Bachit o. Nr.), very similar to Jeremias’ document. In this chapter I 

discuss broader issues of context and methodology, but I will use Jeremias’ protection letter 

as a reference point, linking the various aspects of my discussion to this concrete example. 

This way, Jeremias’ protection letter anchors my contextual and methodological remarks to 

the focus point of this dissertation: the protection letters and their actors. I will discuss the 

following points: the concept of protection offered by this document (1.1.2); the document’s 

historical and legal backgrounds, both Roman and Islamic (1.1.3); the provincial 

administrative system Jeremias’ protection letter fits in (1.2. 1.2.2), including the use of 

Coptic, the language of the protection letters, in that administrative system (1.2.3); the 

Georgios and Aron, the village headmen issuing Jeremias’ protection letter and their status 

as “local elites” (1.3); the challenges which come with using Jeremias’ protection letter as 

a historical source (1.4); my approach to the document, compared to existing scholarship 

(1.5): how I categorize the document, and which functions I believe it had in its context.  
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Figure 1: Coptic protection letter : O.Bachit o. Nr., Deir-el Bachit, Theban area. © 

Koptische Ostraka Online, München, Münster 2011-2014. 

1.1.2 Protection in this dissertation 

While no words related to “protection” are used in Jeremias’ protection letter, the document 

states that he will not be harmed or prosecuted. While “harm” is a rather general and vague 

term, the threat of prosecution is more specific.. The letter explicitly protected Jeremias 

from prosecution related to his tax evasion.  

Generally, protection allows one to “avoid a threat or danger to one’s property, 

health or life”.6 Protection has an important  social aspect, as it is an expression of social 

 
6 Hayes and Scheerlinck, “Introduction,” 4. 
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relationships of reciprocity (see sections 1.5.3 and 1.5.4). Protection mechanisms created or 

maintained an asymmetric but often interdependent social relationship between the 

protector and the protectee.  

I consider protection at three levels: the act of protection, the mechanism of protection, and 

the system of protection. The act of protection is an action: e.g. an offer or request for 

protection, or as in Jeremias’ case, the issuance of a Coptic protection letter. The mechanism 

of protection involves procedure, written and oral interactions, and acts of protection from 

various individuals or groups in society. The Coptic protection letters are the instruments 

used in a protection mechanism: the Coptic protection letter mechanism. The system of 

protection involves the whole range of integrated protection mechanisms in the Early 

Islamic Empire.  

While I focus on the Coptic protection letter mechanism in this dissertation, I also 

discuss other protection mechanisms. The various protection mechanisms discussed in this 

dissertation are linked to the administration of a village as well as to the administration of 

an imperial province. The relationships examined here are therefore often those between – 

in a general sense – ruler and ruled: e.g. between rural authorities in charge of local taxation 

and the tax payers,, but also between the higher provincial administrators and the tax payers, 

or ultimately between the caliph and the inhabitants of his territories. In section 1.1.3.2 I 

briefly discuss protection mechanisms between ruler and ruled in the Islamic Empire, 

including their shared characteristics with the Coptic protection letter mechanism of the 

Egyptian villages. Many protection mechanisms operated in the system of protection in 

early Islamic Egypt and in the empire generally, and the Coptic protection letter mechanism 

was just one mechanism.7 

The Coptic protection letter mechanism is a protection mechanism in which the rural clerical 

or non-clerical authorities interceded for someone apparently in trouble who had left their 

home, and promising (partial) amnesty or some other protection when the latter returns 

home. I consider the Coptic protection letters as the instruments of this mechanism, while 

acts of protection in this mechanism are e.g. the issuing, requesting, forwarding, respecting 

such a protection letter, or negotiating the contents thereof. The context of this Coptic 

protection letter mechanism: the villages, monasteries, and monastic settlements making up 

 
7  Chapter 4 compares the Coptic protection letters to documents used in other contemporary 

protection mechanisms.  



 

19 
 

the countryside of Egypt, especially those of the Theban region (section 2.3.1). The 

timeframe for this Coptic protection letter mechanism most probably starts in the first half 

of the seventh century and ends somewhere in the eighth century, possibly the 9th, with a 

marked spike in the evidence for the first half of the eighth century (see section 2.3.2). The 

term “protection letter” is a literal translation of the German term Schutzbrief, the term by 

which documents like Jeremias’ letter were designated in the most influential early study 

dedicated to them, Walter C. Till’s Koptische Schutzbriefe.8 This term – and its translations 

– is still the term mainly used in the literature for these documents. I use the term “protection 

letter” in this dissertation, as well as the emic term logos (mpnoute), which is how the 

documentary sources themselves identify the protection letters.9 While I will question the 

nature of the protection offered, I do consider the Coptic protection letters instruments of a 

protection mechanism, i.e., the protection letter mechanism, both in the specific sense as 

well as in the general sense stated above. Jeremias was protected against the threat of harm 

from Georgios and Aron, but through a specific mechanism, that of the Coptic protection 

letter. The next section considers other protection mechanisms that operated in the 

background of the Coptic protection letter mechanism.  

1.1.3 Backgrounds of the protection letter mechanism 

The protection letter mechanism did not exist in a vacuum, and the background against 

which it operated was a rich tapestry of different political and legal systems, traditions, and 

practices. The four named actors in Jeremias’ protection letter: Jeremias, Georgios, Aron, 

and Aristophanes, as we understand from their non-Arabic names, were part of the at that 

moment still majority Christian population of Egypt. Egypt had been a province of the 

Islamic Empire for about 80 years in 725, when Jeremias’ protection letter was written, but 

it had been territory of the Roman empire for over six centuries, during which it had been 

Christian for three centuries.10 Jeremias and his peers were subjects of the head of the 

Islamic Empire, the Umayyad caliph Hisham ibn Abd al-Malik (r. 724 - 743), who ruled his 

territories from his imperial seat in Damascus. This section discusses relevant protection 

mechanisms tied to the two main facets of that background. First, the Coptic protection letter 

mechanism can be linked to late Roman law related to asylum practice in Egypt. Second, 

 
8 Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe”. See sections 1.5.1 and 2.1.2. 
9 On the meaning of ⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ (logos mpnoute), see section 2.1.2. 
10 From 619 to 629 Egypt was part of the Sassanian Empire. 
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the protection letter mechanism continued and flourished in the first centuries of Egypt as a 

province of the caliphate. Therefore, certain concepts from Islamic law related to protection 

and the relationship between ruler and ruled, and how we see those concepts in practice in 

the province, form part of the background against which the Coptic protection letter 

mechanism continued to operate.  

1.1.3.1 Late Roman law: the logoi asylias 

The Coptic protection letters were first studied for their value for legal history, and as such 

their possible link with late antique legal practice has been discussed in a number of 

publications.11 Specifically, the discussion centers around the possible connection between 

the Coptic protection letters and the so-called logoi asylias (lit. word of asylum), an asylum 

mechanism known from late antique legal texts. I will give a brief overview of the 

discussion and state my opinion.  

The logoi asylias, also simply called logoi in the sources, are mentioned first in 

legislation from the first half of the sixth century, namely several Edicts and Novellae of the 

Roman emperor Justinian (d. 565).12 The logoi (asylias) were instruments of a protection 

mechanism which allowed people who had found asylum in, e.g., a church, to leave their 

place of asylum, e.g. to pay their taxes, for a limited period (30 days) without losing their 

immunity. They were issued by high-level civil administrators of the province, but also by 

bishops. In practice they were also issued by lower-ranking officials and clerical or monastic 

authorities, as is made clear by the Justinian texts which contain many restrictions to the use 

of logoi (asylias), e.g. on who was allowed to issue them, and in which cases. The laws 

discouraged the issuance of logoi (asylias), especially by lower officials in the countryside, 

and stipulated that they would be liable for any tax deficit that might occur because of the 

logos (asylias). The legislation was especially strict in the case of tax defaulters. The 

emperor seems to have wanted to diminish the use of this particular protection mechanism 

as it was stemming the flow of revenue to the treasury. 

There are several aspects of the logos (asylias) mechanism which are similar to the 

Coptic protection letter mechanism, and scholars have argued for a strong link between the 

two mechanisms or even have considered the Coptic protection letters as Coptic versions of 

 
11 Schiller, “Coptic ⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ documents”; Böhlig and Böhlig, “Einige Bemerkungen”; 

Steinwenter, “Koptischen Schutzbriefen”; More recently, Palme, “Asyl”. 
12 Manfredini, “Taluni Aspetti”. 
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the Greek logoi asylias.13 Both instruments are called a logos, and seem to have functioned 

on the basis of someone giving someone else their “word”, a promise, although logos asylias 

has also been interpreted as “letter of asylum” rather than “word/promise of asylum”.14 Both 

instruments give the holder a certain immunity, and both instruments allow the holder to 

move away from their current place of residence, with immunity. They are both mechanisms 

that protect people who have left their home. In case of the logoi (asylias), they left to find 

refuge in an official place of asylum, e.g. a church. The Coptic protection letters do not tell 

us where the person who needs the document is. Jeremias’ protection letter cited at the 

beginning of the chapter is an excellent example of this. We know Jeremias had fled his 

home, presumably with his children, but the document does not identify where Jeremias 

was when he received his protection letter. However, in some cases, it seems that the person 

in need of a protection letter had sought refuge with local monastic or clerical authorities, 

which is a similarity between the logoi asulias and the logoi mpnoute or Coptic protection 

letters.15  

While these two protection mechanisms have considerable overlap, Liebesny and 

Till also pointed to three main differences between the Greek logoi (asylias) and the Coptic 

logoi (mpnoute). First, while logoi asylias are valid for a certain amount of time (the legal 

literature mentions 30 days), none of the Coptic protection letters, like Jeremias’ letter, 

contains a similar time limit.16 Second, some Coptic protection letters might not have been 

issued by officials or clerical or monastic authorities, but rather by private individuals, 

which is never the case for the logoi (asylias).17 Third, while the logoi (asylias) seem to be 

providing a general protection against molestation for the holder, only a minority of the 

Coptic protection letters seem to provide such general protection: most of the Coptic 

 
13  Schiller, “Coptic ⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ documents”; Steinwenter, “Koptischen Schutzbriefen”; 

Böhlig and Böhlig, “Einige Bemerkungen”. Palme, “Asyl” and Bagnall and Palme, “Franks” argue, 

based on Steinwenter's work, that the Coptic protection letters can be seen as a Coptic form of logoi 

asylias. Schiller, Böhlig and Böhlig, as well as Woess, Asylwesen, trace the origin of the Coptic 

protection letters even further to the pisteis, Greek documents used in the Hellenistic period in Egypt. 

The pisteis were safe conducts providing general protection for a specific amount of time, to 

someone outside their place of asylum. On pisteis, see Schäfer, “Ptolemäischen Pisteis”. 
14 Manfredini, “Taluni Aspetti”. 
15 E.g., O.CrumVC 75. See section 3.2.5. 
16 In some cases the Coptic protection letter seem to pertain to a particular (tax) year, see sections 

2.4.3 and 4.1.1.1.3. The travel permits issued by state authorities were valid for a certain amount of 

months, on those see sections 4.2.2 and 4.2.3.  
17 Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe,” 129. On this issue, see section 4.3.1. 
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protection letters specifically protect the holder against different types of molestation by the 

party issuing the document.18 This is clear in Jeremias’ protection letter: the village officials 

promise that they themselves will not harm or prosecute Jeremias, but do not promise 

protection against harm inflicted by anyone else. To these differences I want to add a fourth 

element, namely that the majority of the Coptic protection letters cannot be linked to asylum, 

as they do not contain any references to asylum practices. Exceptions to this rule are the 

letters implicating that the prospective holder of the protection letter had sought refuge with 

a clerical or monastic authority, but the majority of the Coptic protection letters does not 

mention asylum practices. As far as we understand from Justinian’s texts, the logoi asylias 

had a very specific function, to allow someone who had found asylum to leave that place of 

asylum for a limited time period, with immunity. The function of the Coptic protection 

letters was more variegated, as I will discuss at length in Chapter 4. These points already 

indicate differences between the two mechanisms and how they operated, but I believe there 

is a more important reason to be cautious in linking the two mechanisms, namely the lack 

of documentary evidence for the logoi asylias. 

There are no edited documents which explicitly identify themselves as or mention a 

logos asylias. Therefore we cannot make an effective comparison with the Coptic protection 

letters and their formulary which we see appear in the first half of the seventh century. Two 

publications cite two Greek documents which are requesting a logos, without qualifier.19 

The authors interpret these letters as requests for a logos asylias. However, neither request 

explicitly qualifies the logos as a logos asylias, and neither request explicitly connects to 

asylum practices.20 Logos could mean a written or oral promise or assurance generally, and 

there is evidence that a logos could mean a written or oral promise or assurance, with a 

different function than what we expect from a logos asylias or logos mpnoute.21 Even in one 

of the texts cited as evidence for the logoi asylias by Palme, a second logos is mentioned. 

From the content of the letter we understand that this second logos is not a logos asylias but 

 
18 There are Coptic protection letters which include such a general promise of protection, see section 

3.1.2 on the various phrases expressing protection in the Coptic protection letters. This is also an 

argument against tracing the origins of the Coptic protection letter and logoi asylias mechanism to 

the Hellenistic pisteis, which offer a similar general protection.  
19 P.Oxy XVI 1944 and P.Vindob. G 14307, cited in Palme, “Asyl”; P.Vindob. G 14307 is edited in 

Bagnall and Palme, “Franks”, as SB XXIV 16188. 
20 In SB XXIV 16188, a church is mentioned but it is not certain that that is where the person in need 

of the logos is.  
21 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2306, according to Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe,” 120-121 (no. 90). 
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some sort of statement of assurance, possibly only made orally. Thus, logos can have 

different meanings, even in the context of protection and asylum.  

For the reasons stated above, I would argue caution against tracing a direct line of 

influence between the Greek logoi (asylias) and the Coptic protection letters, and would 

definitely argue against an identification of the Coptic protection letters as essentially logoi 

asylias in Coptic. 22  Instead, I consider the Coptic protection letter mechanism of the 

documentary sources and the logoi asylias mechanism as we know it from legal literature 

as distinct protection mechanisms operating in late antique Egypt.  

1.1.3.2. Relationships between ruler and ruled in islamic law and provincial practice 

This section turns to Islamic law and the practice of rule in the imperial provinces. It presents 

the Islamic legal concepts of protection d̲h̲imma and amān (1.1.3.2.1 and 1.1.3.2.2), and 

points to some shared characteristics between the Islamic legal concepts and administrative 

practice, and the Coptic protection letter mechanism (1.1.3.2.3). I do not suggest influence 

between the various mechanisms, but rather wish to put the Coptic protection letter 

mechanism against this contemporary background, in which Islamic concepts and 

mechanisms of protection, including ideals and practices of rulership related to protection, 

played an important role.23 Indeed, the last part of the section shows how we see these legal 

concepts of d̲h̲imma and amān in practice in the papyri, the documentary evidence of the 

provincial administration contemporary to the Coptic protection letters (1.1.3.2.4).  

1.1.3.2.1 D̲h̲imma 

D̲h̲imma protection was the protection given by the central power to submitted non-Muslim 

peoples who were identified in Islamic law as "people of the Book" (ahl al-kitāb, in the first 

place Jews and Christians).24 Just like amān discussed below, this protection mechanism 

was strongly connected to religion as the protection granted was in fact “God’s protection” 

(d̲h̲immat allāh, amānāt allāh). D̲h̲imma, as well as other types of protection mechanisms in 

 
22  The same goes for the Hellenistic pisteis. Similarities in formulary are notable but are not 

necessarily indicative of influence.  
23 For a brief overview of the various protection mechanisms and institutions and their development 

from the context of pre-islamic Arabia to that of the Islamicate societies, see Hayes and Scheerlinck, 

“Introduction”, and the various articles in Acts of Protection in Early Islamicate Societies, dossier 

in Annales Islamologiques 54 (2020).  
24 de la Vaissière, “Sogdian Ḏimmī”, shows how the newly conquered population of Sogdiana, 

although they were not “people of the Book”, in practice were granted by the rulers the protection 

associated with dhimma. 
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Islamic law, is described as a contract or a form of ʿahd (treaty, agreement between 

conqueror and conquered).25 The rights and obligations of this protection agreement pertain 

to different aspects of the relationship between subject and ruler. The submitted people 

(d̲h̲immī) have to pay tribute to the central power, particularly the capitation tax or jizya.26 

The d̲h̲immī in turn receive protection against attacks on their territories from outside, and 

are granted certain freedoms, such as in the area of religious worship: they are allowed to 

continue practicing their religion. E.g. for Egypt, historiographical narratives mention that 

a church was built in the new provincial capital Fusṭāṭ as early as 668-681.27 The d̲h̲imma 

protection also permitted jurisdiction independent from Islamic law, while the d̲h̲immī also 

had access to the Islamic legal system which developed in the centuries after the conquests.28 

Thus, generally, d̲h̲imma provided protection and certain freedoms for the protectees, while 

they were obliged to give tribute to the central power. The protection comes nominally from 

God, but it is the Muslim community’s obligation to uphold this protection.29 We should be 

careful not to view the world in which Jeremias and his fellow villagers lived through the 

lens of this Islamic legal concept of d̲h̲imma, which assumes legally defined religious 

communities, which becomes a legal reality only in the 10th century.30 Yet, the papyri show 

that d̲h̲imma as a protection mechanism influenced the relationship between Arab-Muslim 

administrators and their territories already by the end of the seventh century, as is shown in 

a rebuking letter from a high official in Palestine to his subordinates (P.Ness. III 77 = 

P.HoylandDhimma 1). I will discuss this letter in section 1.2.3.2.4. 

1.1.3.2.2 Amān 

A second Islamic legal mechanism of protection that is of interest here is the amān. Amān 

in its most general sense can be used in a similar way to d̲h̲imma, namely as protection for 

people who submit to the ruler. God’s protection (amānat allāh) was granted and guaranteed 

by the person or institution in power. The amān contract was in use in a variety of 

circumstances. E.g., the Christian literary source commonly known as the “History of the 

Patriarchs” (Arabic title: Siyar al-bī‘a al-muqaddasa, “Biographies of the Holy Church”) 

 
25 Cahen, “D̲hi̲mma”; Schacht, “ʿAhd.”. 
26 Hoyland and Cotton, “Earliest Attestation,” 56. 
27 Cahen, “D̲hi̲mma”; Legendre, “Islamic Conquest,” 245. For an overview, see Levy-Rubin, Non-

Muslims. 
28 Simonsohn, Common Justice, 4-5. 
29 Hoyland and Cotton, “Earliest Attestation,” 57. 
30 Papaconstantinou, “Between Umma and Dhimma”. 
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narrates how the caliph Marwan II (r. 744-750) issued a “decree of pardon” (amān) for a 

group of local rebels in the Egyptian Delta.31 In this case, the protection is given to people 

who should be punished, i.e. rebels, but they are protected from punishment, through the 

amān.32 Amān can also have the function of a safe conduct: Arabic historiography even 

presents us with the text of such an amān purportedly written by the caliph al-Mansur (r. 

754-775) for his uncle ‘Abd Allāh b. ‘Alī, who had tried to seize power away from al-

Mansur.33 Similarly to the rebels mentioned above, the uncle of the caliph was guaranteed 

protection although he was supposed to be punished.34 An amān in the sense of safe conduct 

could also be given to people who lived outside the Muslim realm and wanted to travel to 

and in the Muslim realm for a limited period for the purpose of trade or pilgrimage.35 As I 

will mention in section 1.1.3.2.4, the instances of amān mentioned in the papyri also seem 

to link to this function of safe-conduct.  

1.1.3.2.3 Shared characteristics 

The Coptic protection letters issued in the villages of early Islamic Egypt, or the mechanisms 

behind their existence, share certain characteristics with these protection mechanisms of 

d̲h̲imma and amān, which operated at a much larger scale and at higher levels of 

administration of the Islamic empire. The following paragraphs will briefly discuss these 

shared characteristics. I do not want to argue for influence of any kind between these 

practices, but the similarities in the mechanisms are worth noting, as they point to shared 

social norms and expectations, of which both amāns and Coptic protections letters are 

expressions. 

The first aspect of protection mechanisms that I want to highlight is that they often 

take the form of agreements which are a result of a negotiation between the two parties. 

Agreements between fighting parties, or between conquerors and submitted, appear in 

 
31 Trombley, “Documentary Background,” 133. On this composite literary work, see e.g. Pilette, 

“History of the Patriarchs”; Heijer, Mawhūb Ibn Manṣūr Ibn Mufarriǧ. 
32 Examples of amāns given to rebels in Sijpesteijn, “Closing”, Hagemann, “Muṭarrif”, Huseini, 

“Rebellion”. 
33 The text was transmitted by al-Azdī (d. 945) in his Ta’rīkh al-Mawṣil. Paragraph 6: “He permits 

him to come to him safely, confidently, protected, shielded (masturari) and guarded from his doing 

[him] harm and his betraying [him].” Marsham and Robinson, “Safe-Conduct”, citation on p. 254. 
34 The caliph famously did not respect the amān and had his uncle imprisoned. 
35 I discuss the relationship between the Arabic safe conducts on papyrus, the use of the term amān 

in two Arabic administrative letters on papyrus, and the Coptic protection letters in more detail in 

section 4.2. 
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different forms in Islamic law of war.36 Such agreements could be written down in the form 

of treaties or contracts (‘ahd).37 In the context of the conquest of Egypt, the literary sources 

tell us about the negotiations of patriarch Kyros, and the treaties he concluded with the 

conquerors.38 A particular kind of such an agreement is a sulh, a treaty of peace between 

Muslim and defeated non-Muslim communities, for a specific amount of time.39 Similarly, 

as I will argue in Chapter 3, the issue of a Coptic protection letter, and the inclusion of 

certain stipulations in the document in question, was the result of a previous negotiation 

between the local authority and the protectee, or a representative of the protectee. E.g. in 

Jeremias’ case, the stipulation that he needed to pay a gold coin, most likely was a result of 

a negotiation before the document was issued.  

Secondly, the protection granted by these agreements and their written down forms 

was dependent upon the fulfilment of certain conditions by the protectee(s), which meant 

that the protection could be revoked if the protectees did not fulfil the conditions. Chase 

Robinson considers this conditionality of protection (particularly d̲h̲imma) an “apparently 

classical feature of muslim-non-muslim relations”.40 This conditionality of protection is a 

striking feature of many of the Coptic protection letters, as well as some other related 

protection documents from early Islamic Egypt.41 The protection provided in Jeremias’ 

protection letter would most likely only take effect if he actually came to the village, but 

more importantly, if he paid the gold coin which is mentioned as an exception to the promise 

that he nor his children would be prosecuted because they defaulted on their taxes.  

Thirdly, the narrative sources also tell us about moments when, even without 

apparent breaches by the protectees, protection agreements were not upheld. There is the 

case of caliph al-Mansur who granted and then broke an amān for his uncle. In protection 

mechanisms like amān and d̲h̲imma, God might have been the protector, but the mechanisms 

operated between humans who had to uphold the agreement. Violation of amān and 

 
36 Hayes and Scheerlinck, “Introduction,” n. 24. 
37 Hill, Termination; Kaegi, “Egypt”. 
38 Kaegi, “Egypt,” 55; Sijpesteijn, Shaping, 49-50. 
39 Khadduri, “Ṣulḥ.”. 
40 Robinson, Empire, 8-10, who quotes from Abu Ubayd (d. 223/837) a ṣulḥ given to the people of 

Edessa: “this is the letter (kitāb) from Iyad b. Ghanm and those Muslims with him to the people of 

Edessa: ‘I have granted them security (amān) for their lives, possessions, children and women, their 

city and their mills, provided they pay what they rightly owe.” 
41 This is discussed in more detail in Chapter 4, esp. section 4.2.3. 
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d̲h̲imma, as religiously sanctioned agreements, was seen as a violation against God.42 

Similarly, in the Coptic protection letters, God takes the role of, if not the actual protector, 

the promoter or guardian of the protection. The characteristic formula “This is the promise, 

by God, for you” usually opening the Coptic protection letters as it does Jeremias’ protection 

letter, is an indication of this role of God, whose invocation in that formula is similar to an 

oath.43 Some protection letters also contain an actual oath, which further underscores the 

religious embedding of a document operating on the crossroads of administration, (public) 

law and social relationships. The punishment for the protector, if they should not uphold the 

protection letter is referred to twice in the Coptic documentation, and twice this punishment 

is related to God or religious practice.44  

 Finally, two aspects of amān in particular, have a parallel in the Coptic protection 

letter mechanism. One of these aspects is that we see amāns providing amnesty to 

individuals or groups who were supposed to be punished for certain misdeeds, such as the 

acts of rebellion mentioned in section 1.1.3.2.3. On their smaller scale, the Coptic protection 

letters had a similar function: they provide protection against rightful punishments or claims 

by the local authorities issuing the protection letter. Jeremias had defaulted on his tax 

payments, but is promised he will not suffer the consequences, i.e. prosecution. The other 

parallel is related to the amān’s function as a safe conduct, mentioned in section 1.1.3.2.3. 

Travel was an important component of the Coptic protection letter mechanism as well, as it 

allowed people to travel to a certain place, usually their home, with amnesty. Jeremias’ 

protection letter states explicitly that he had fled, and that he should come to his house.45  

1.1.3.2.4 God’s protection in practice 

In the previous sections I discussed d̲h̲imma and amān as important mechanisms of 

protection which were a part of the relationship between the rulers and the subjects of the 

caliphate, and the characteristics which they shared with the Coptic protection letter 

mechanism. In this section, I will address a few aspects of how “God’s protection” of 

d̲h̲imma and amān filtered down to the subjects in the imperial provinces, people like 

 
42 Schacht, “Amān.” On the breaking of an amān, see the next paragraph. 
43 On the characteristic logos mpnoute formula of the Coptic protection letters, see sections 1.5.1 

and 2.1.2. 
44 SB Kopt. V 2226: exclusion from service; SB Kopt. V 2262 contains an oath: “If I forsake this 

promise, then God will forsake me”.  
45 On the role of travel in the Coptic protection letters, see section 4.2.1. 
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Jeremias and his children, via the words and actions of the representatives of the state in the 

provinces.46  

Terms related to ahl al-d̲h̲imma, “people of protection” or “protected people” appear 

in the Egyptian papyri in Arabic language from the Abbasid period. The term could be used 

when referring to the population of a certain region, but dividing it into two groups: Muslims 

and “protected people”, i.e. Christians (and Jews). 47  The term is also found in some 

documents related to tax collection.48 In these Egyptian documents, the reference to the 

d̲h̲immī status of the people in question is not connected to certain ideas on how they should 

be treated. On the other hand, one late seventh-century Arabic letter on papyrus from 

Nessana, situated in the Negev desert, provides a direct link between the religious concept 

of d̲hi̲mma as God’s protection, and the treatment of conquered territories of the caliphate 

and their inhabitants. In this letter, an important official of the province – maybe the 

provincial governor – warns two subordinates about corruption of which he evidently has 

heard some reports.49 The papyrus is fragmentary but it is clear that some officials, including 

the addressees, had been taking more than what was owed from the population of Nessana. 

The letter talks of injustice and corruption and the sender threatens to reclaim the money 

from the possessions of the corrupt officials themselves. Both God and the governor or high 

official, the sender, are shown as protectors in two parallelly structured arguments, in which 

God is named first, and then the sender: 

God does not like wrongdoing or corruption and as regards you, I did not appoint you to a 

job for you to act sinfully and behave unjustly in it…and the people of Nessana have the 

protection of God and the protection of His messenger. So do not reckon that we acquiesce 

to your corruption and injustice in respect of it.50  

The worldly power, the sender of the letter, is guaranteeing and implementing God’s 

protection for the people of Nessana. D̲h̲imma was supposed to protect these local people 

against excessive taxation and oppression by abusing officials, and complaints or reports of 

 
46 The role of the local elites in transmitting and implementing provincial policies is discussed in 

Chapter 5. 
47 P.World. p. 132 (793-794), P.HindsNubia (758). 
48  P.World p. 132 (793-794), P.DiemFrueheUrkunden 7 (784), a tax-receipt with safe-conduct 

formulas. 
49 P.Ness. III 77 = P.HoylandDhimma 1. 
50 ll. 4-5 and 11-13, translation Hoyland. My emphasis. 
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abuse could result in reprimands from a higher office. Just rule, including avoiding 

oppressive behavior, is directly related to d̲h̲imma in this letter. 

The edited papyri from Egypt do not seem to use terms related to d̲h̲imma protection 

in combination with admonitions about just governance of the province in the same way 

that we see in the letter from Nessana. However, the idea of protection of the local 

population through guaranteeing just governance, is found explicitly in different letters and 

other documents issued by higher government officials and directed down to lower officials 

or even to the individual taxpayer. This fair governance as it is represented in the papyri 

aimed to protect the local population from excessive taxation in case of bad harvests due to 

natural causes, but also from abuse by officials. Several scholars have noted that the 

papyrological record shows us how Arab-Muslim administrators took Islamic concepts of 

protection seriously, as well as the obligation it put on them and their colleagues to protect 

the conquered people. As part of his argument that early Islamic documents show 

“institutional or ideological elements we have associated with the state”, Fred Donner 

argues that they reflect “a notion of authority to rule on the basis of Law, and responsibility 

of the state for the welfare of its subjects according to that Law.”51 He cites papyri in which 

officials try to protect the population in times of agricultural difficulty: “in particular, we 

find them writing to subordinates demanding that they take specified measures to forestall 

food shortages, hoarding of grain, and famine pricing in certain localities.” A similar 

concern for the wellbeing of the taxpayers might be underlying the recurring advice in 

administrative correspondence not to collect the taxes before the harvest.52 

But the most common threat from which we see higher officials trying to protect the 

local population was abuse by officials further down the administrative chain.53 We see this 

mostly in reactions to (reports about) abusive behavior by officials, whether they were 

village head men, tax collectors, or higher officials at the pagarchy level. Several letters 

 
51 This again is part of his arguments that there was an Islamic state already in the seventh century: 

Donner, “Formation,” 292. See also there on p. 293: “Clearly there is a general concept of law or 

justice at work here, and officials of the state are expected to adhere to it.” Examples are given there 

on p. 292. 
52 P.MuslimState 22, commentary to l. 9, with references.  
53 Reinfandt, “Crime,” n. 18, gives a list of Arabic papyri mentioning legal procedures related to 

abuse by officials. People experiencing or claiming unjust behavior from officials is definitely not a 

new phenomenon in the papyrological evidence from Egypt. Among petitions from the Ptolemaic 

period “misconduct or negligence by authorities” is by far the largest group in terms of subject, 

according to Baetens, Survey. 
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issued by higher officials to their subordinates contain comments on how officials should 

treat the local population. E.g., in the administrative letter P.Berl.Arab II 65, the senders 

summon the addressee(s), probably local tax administrators, to come to them. The senders 

had been appointed by the amīr as overseers of the tax collection in the Fayyum region, 

“and he (i.e. the amīr) has recommended us to approach the subjects friendly and to treat 

them well | . . . . and to protect them from the damages which are mentioned in what came 

to me. (ll. 5-7).” Thus, this message of benevolence and protection as a characterization of 

the relationship between rulers and subjects becomes part of the preamble of the order sent 

by the two overseers. It trickled down the administrative ladder, as it was a message given 

to them by their superior, but they repeated it in this letter as a form of justification for their 

summons.  

In the letters of Umayyad governor Qurra b. Sharik (709-714) to Basilios, district 

administrator of Aphrodito, comments about the correct behavior of officials towards the 

people in his purview are part of a variety of rhetorical strategies employed by the governor 

in order to make Basilios do what he was told.54 Often this correct behavior consists of 

sending the right amount of taxes in a timely manner, but Qurra also warns Basilios not to 

be corrupt or to permit other officials in his district to be corrupt or oppressive.55 The corrupt 

practices which Qurra tells Basilios to avoid were put in general terms like “cheating the 

population” but also refer to specific circumstances, see e.g. Qurra’s comments on the fair 

distribution of a fine imposed by the government on Basilios’ district.56 Yet, there must have 

been reports of much more violent abuse: on one occasion Qurra strongly discouraged his 

subordinate from torturing locals with lime and vinegar.57 Thus, higher officials used their 

administrative correspondence, including general recommendations and specific 

remonstrances, as an instrument to protect the local population from abuse by lower 

officials. 

Other mechanisms of protection used by higher officials were related to the 

administration of justice and to the fiscal system. The papyri show that the local population 

in the countryside could lodge complaints about abusive behavior by their village head with 

 
54 Papaconstantinou, “Rhetoric”. 
55 This concern of Qurra’s with Basilios not oppressing the locals is already discussed in the earliest 

editions of Qurra’s Greek and Arabic letters (editions by Harold Bell and by Nadia Abbott cited in 

Papaconstantinou, “Rhetoric,” 277 and n. 50). 
56 P.Lond. IV 1345 (710).  
57 P.Ross.Georg. IV 16 (710). 
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governor Qurra b. Sharik, and that he would order that the case be investigated.58 In the 

fiscal system, higher officials in charge of taxation could use tax documents themselves to 

protect the taxpayers from abuse by lower tax officials, by including in the tax demand note 

a warning not to pay the tax collector more than what was mentioned on the note, and, to 

notify the issuing official if the tax collector asked for more.59  

The comments about fair behavior towards the local population were often 

motivated religiously. This is of course most explicit in P.HoylandDhimma 1, in which both 

God and the governor are presented as the protectors of the local population, as discussed 

above. Religion thus is used as a “uniform language of behavior, values and expectations”, 

even if in this case it is not used by non-Muslims, it is definitely applied to them.60 This is 

also visible in Qurra’s letters to Basilios in which he introduces God in his own expectations 

of a good official, as noted by Donner: “The governor then enjoins his pagarch, however, 

to act honestly and to be trustworthy (muḥsin, mujmal, amīn), and to ask God's aid, for, he 

says, God will help if one is trustworthy and concerned about the wellbeing of affairs. In 

this case, then, the governor is clearly playing on the pagarch's guilt or sense of 

responsibility, not merely as a government servant, but as a person subject to an absolute 

Law derived from God.”61 However, it should also be noted that not all mechanisms of 

protection by the government were motivated through explicitly religious language in the 

papyri, as we can see in the letter from the officials quoting the amīr on how the officials 

should behave towards the local population. Also, Qurra’s letters do not always religiously 

motivate his admonitions towards Basilios. Thus, while the protection “of God” of the legal 

sources is visible at times in the papyri, the religious component was not necessarily made 

explicit. 

Who were the officials from whom the senders of these letters, or their superiors, are 

trying to protect the local population? These potentially abusive officials seem to have 

belonged to different levels of the administration: Qurra urged both the pagarch Basilios 

 
58 See section 4.3.2. 
59 See e.g. P.Clackson 45 and section 4.1.2.  
60 Sijpesteijn, “Success,” 30. 
61 Donner, “Formation,” 292. Similar shared religious language in the papyri can be found in 

petitions and informal requests which, in various ways, name both God and the addressee as the 

helper or protector of the sender. For this in Arabic request letters, see Sijpesteijn, “Righting 

Wrongs”. For the addressee as an intercessor before God in Coptic debt-related requests see 

Papaconstantinou, “Women”. 
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himself to be just and to ensure that his subordinates behave fairly. Moreover, he gave the 

order for a legal inquiry as a response to a taxpayer’s complaint about the abuse of his village 

head (the function of Georgios and Aron, who issued Jeremias’ protection letter). On the 

other hand, the amīr mentioned in P.Arab.Berl. II 65, as well as the governor writing to his 

apparently corrupt subordinates in Nessana (P.HoylandDhimma 1), both gave warnings 

about the treatment of the local population in their respective provinces, to officials who 

themselves seemed to have belonged to the ruling elite, judging from their Arab names. 

As a last point I would like to briefly mention the amān in the papyri. As mentioned 

in section 1.1.3.2.2, amāns are known to us from the literature, but there are also papyri 

which mention an amān issued to an individual. The references to amāns in the papyri 

suggest that those documents were in fact Coptic protection letters or similar documents, 

perhaps in Arabic, which have not been found or identified yet. 4.2.3. Another kind of 

document that is clearly related to the logos mpnoute docu,ents are the Umayyad safe 

conducts, or rather travel permits, written in Arabic. These are known under a term different 

than amān, namely sijill and serve yet a different function of offering temporary immunity 

in early Islamic Egypt. These travel documents and their relationship to the Coptic 

protection letters are discussed at length in sections 4.2.2 and 4.2.3. 

In summary, the papyrological record shows the Arab-Muslim government’s 

concern with fair rule, which included protecting the local population from abusive or 

corrupt behavior by officials, by way of different protection mechanisms. Administrative 

letters served to guide or remonstrate subordinates. In a unique case of the letter 

P.HoylandDhimma 1 from Nessana, the obligation to avoid corruption in the relationship 

between rulers and subjects is even explicitly tied to d̲h̲imma protection. But we also see 

God’s protection in practice in tax demands which caution the taxpayer about tax collectors 

who ask too much, and judicial mechanisms which dealt with complaints about abusive 

behavior. We see the Arab-Muslim government not only invoke this obligation of protection 

in an effort to protect the local population from abuse by Arab-Muslim administrators, but 

also from abuse by local elites responsible for governance of districts or villages, like 

Georgios and Aron, the village heads who issued Jeremias’ protection letter. Indeed, these 

various protection mechanisms involved the local officials who issued the Coptic protection 

letters, or their direct superiors, and as such they operated in the immediate context of the 
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Coptic protection letter mechanism, and can be compared to them.62 The same can be said 

of the instances of amān in the papyri, as well as the safe conducts or travel permits (sijill, 

kitāb) on papyrus. The letters and documents I discussed in this section were issued by 

representatives of the state to their subordinates, which often were members of the local 

elites responsible for administering the districts and villages in the countryside. The Coptic 

protection letter is another manifestation, at the village level and directly issued by local 

elites, of this expectation of an administrative system that offers all its participants justice 

and protection from abuse and unjust behavior. Through a top-down effect local elites were 

encouraged to behave according to principles of just rule. On the other hand, as I have 

argued above, one can also see the Coptic protection letters as expressions of a shared 

system of expectations about just rule.  

Now that we have introduced the Coptic protection letter mechanism, as well as the 

legal protection concepts and mechanisms in the background of the Coptic protection letter 

mechanism, we turn to the administrative system of Egypt in the seventh and eighth 

centuries, the period in which the Coptic protection letter mechanism was active is discussed 

more fully in the next section.  

1.2 The administration of Egypt in the seventh and eighth centuries: immediate changes and 

gradual developments 

Jeremias’ protection letter solved a very personal problem for him and for his children, as 

they were allowed to return to their home without facing harm from the village heads. 

However, the reason why the village heads could have harmed him, and most likely the 

reason why Jeremias had fled, i.e. his taxes, links this personal problem to the administration 

of the province, the caliphate even. Many of the Coptic protection letters are directly linked 

to the administration of the imperial province, whether because of their content or because 

people involved in them were involved in the (tax) administration of their village.63 To 

provide context for this aspect of the Coptic protection letters, this section discusses the 

administration of Egypt as it evolved in the aftermath of the Arab-Muslim conquests. 

Georgios and Aron issue their protection letter for Jeremias and his children in 725, when 

Egypt had been a province of the Islamic empire for about 80 years. By this time, the 

 
62 To my knowledge, these documents do not mention Coptic protection letters. P.MuslimState 7 

and 31 might be exceptions, see section 4.2.3.6.  
63 See section 4.1.1. 
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administration of Egypt had undergone a number of changes, which are visible in the papyri. 

The conquerors introduced some immediate changes and adjustments to the administration 

of the province, but the seventh and eighth centuries also saw slower, more gradual 

developments of change in the administration of the province. 

Petra Sijpesteijn has shown how the development of the Arab-Muslim 

administration of Egypt during the first centuries after the conquest can be roughly divided 

into two stages, with a turning point after 50 years, in the beginning of the eighth century.64 

A number of policies effecting change were enacted immediately or very quickly. Where 

the administrative language of Egypt had been almost exclusively Greek since the 

Hellenistic period, the new rulers immediately communicated in Arabic as well as in Greek 

with the local population. The new rulers also immediately started requisitioning labor and 

materials from the local population. In 643 a receipt for 65 sheep was issued in both Arabic 

and Greek.65 The Greek documents in the archive of the official Senouthios working in 

Middle-Egypt also show that the new government was issuing requisitions of materials and 

labor from the inhabitants of the Nile Valley in the first years after the conquest.66 On the 

other hand, during these first decades, the new rulers left the administration of the province 

largely in the hands of the local elites, instead of replacing them with officials from among 

their own ranks (see below, section 1.2.2). After the “first 50 years”, this also started to 

change. 

Testimonies to the changes are the narrative and documentary sources concerning 

the late Umayyad period (705-750), which has been called in the literature a time of “radical 

departure from previous practice” in the administration of Egypt as a province.67 In this 

period, the central administrative register (diwān) in the provincial capital was translated to 

Arabic, furthering processes of language change which were already underway since the 

conquest: a multilingual administration in which Arabic, Greek, and Coptic all had their 

particular roles developed (1.2.3). 68  Moreover, the administrative personnel in the 

countryside was being replaced with Muslim officials (see below, section 1.2.2). 69 

However, these processes , developed gradually. The Coptic protection letters, attested until 

 
64 Sijpesteijn, Shaping; Sijpesteijn, “Arab Conquest”; Sijpesteijn, “New Rule”. 
65 P.GrohmannMuhadara II p. 12 = PERF 558. 
66 On Senouthios’ archive, see CPR XXX.  
67 Frantz-Murphy, “Economics”. 
68 On the translation of the diwāns, see Legendre, “Translation”, Sijpesteijn, “Policy”. 
69 Frantz-Murphy cited above. See also Sijpesteijn, “Archival Mind,” 172. 
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the eighth, maybe the 9th century (on dating the Coptic protection letters, see section 2.3), 

are testimonies to the gradual nature of the processes of Arabicization and Islamicization of 

the Egyptian countryside. Just like Jeremias’ protection letter, they were written almost 

exclusively in Coptic and do not have Arabic parallels from this period.70 Moreover, the 

lack of Arab names in these documents shows that the villages in which they were produced 

were still headed by locals (see below).  

Another development in the administration of Egypt of the late Umayyad period, 

and one that is of direct importance to our understanding of the Coptic protection letters, 

was a heightened attention to the flow of revenue, which included tax payers’ movements. 

These policies have their clearest expression in the Arabic and Greek documentary travel 

permits produced in that period by the highest offices of the province, but can also help 

explain a striking aspect of the chronological distribution of the Coptic protection letters.71 

While the majority of the Coptic protection letters can only be dated roughly to the seventh 

or eighth century, the protection letters which can be dated more precisely were all produced 

in the first half of the eighth century, contemporary to the Arabic and Greek travel permits.72 

In this dissertation, I argue that the Coptic protection letters had different functions and 

goals than the Arabic and Greek travel permits (4.2), but also that the Coptic protection 

letters were responses to the same governmental policies aiming at a greater control over 

taxation and mobility, but implemented and adapted by local authorities in the villages. The 

apparent “success” of the Coptic protection letters in the late Umayyad period should be 

seen as an indirect result of those policies, an intensification in the use of an instrument 

which had been in use before the conquests. While the Coptic protection letters were not 

direct products of Islamic law or even of specific policies of the Arab-Muslim government 

in Egypt, there was a greater need for them at a time when taxation and mobility were 

surveyed and regulated more. Since taxation and the control of mobility in the province will 

be discussed in more detail in Chapter 4 (respectively section 4.1 and 4.2), I do not discuss 

them here.  

 
70 Two Greek documents contain formulary that is very close to that of the Coptic protection letters: 

SB III 7240, and CPR VIII 84, both discussed in section 5.3.2). See section 1.2.3 on language change 

and especially the role of Coptic as a language of administration in Early Islamic Egypt. 
71 These processes are analyzed in detail in Sijpesteijn, Shaping. On travel permits see sections 4.2.2 

and 4.23. 
72 However, the Coptic protection letters are not an exclusively 8th-century phenomenon: see section 

2.3.2, on the difficulty of dating Coptic documents, see below section 1.4. 
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These paragraphs have discussed, in broad strokes, both the immediacy and 

gradualness of the developments of the administration of Egypt after it became a province 

of the caliphate in the middle of the seventh century, and how the Coptic protection letters 

fit those developments. In the next sections, I will discuss in more detail two aspects of the 

administration of Egypt in the seventh and eighth centuries which I have mentioned here: 

the changes in administrative personnel and offices in the countryside, and the multilingual 

nature of the administration. The discussion of the administrative personnel (section 1.2.2) 

in the countryside is especially relevant as background to my analyses in Chapter 5, which 

looks at the Coptic protection letters and the local elites in terms of how they were connected 

to the rest of the provincial administration. Section 1.2.3 serves as an introduction to the 

main language of the protection letters, Coptic, and to its role in the society and 

administration of Egypt in the seventh and eighth centuries, in which it is accompanied by 

both Greek and Arabic.  

1.2.2 Functions and personnel of the administration  

Going back to the years of the conquest, the Arab-Muslim conquerors, whose governance 

was characterized by “confidence and pragmatism”,73 chose to maintain some elements of 

the administration and change others. In the countryside, the local administrative structure 

was at first kept in place, together with its personnel.74 This way, the new rulers could co-

opt the expertise, manpower, infrastructure and power of these local authorities, without 

having to send their own manpower while they already were in a minority. Thus, the 

administrators of the five eparchies or regions which divided the province, and within those 

the pagarchies or districts in which the Egyptian countryside was divided, were still chosen 

from the local urban elites, residing in the metropoleis or capital cities of the districts. The 

administration of smaller administrative units, villages and settlements of different sizes, 

also remained in the hands of the local, rural elites, people like village heads Aron and 

Georgios, who issued Jeremias’ protection letter. 75  However, while the local elites 

maintained authority in the countryside, the ultimate authority in the province lay with the 

representatives of the empire, of the caliph, in the new capital of Fustat: in the first place 

 
73 Sijpesteijn, “Expressing,” 172. 
74 Sijpesteijn, “New Rule,” 190, for examples of officials retaining their posts after the conquest. 
75 On local elites in this dissertation, see section 1.3. 
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the provincial governor.76 This authority of the state was present in the countryside through 

administrative correspondence, which communicated and forwarded orders to the relevant 

officials, but the presence of the state was also physical: there is evidence that military 

garrisons and their leaders were stationed in the countryside in the years after the conquest.77 

In Chapter 5, I discuss at length the interaction between local rural elites and the central 

government, including through a more indirect presence of the state in the villages in the 

countryside, e.g. by way of the transmission and translation of communications from the 

highest offices. The first changes in the administrative structure in the countryside happened 

at the higher levels with the disappearance of the function of the dux. Egypt as a province 

of the Byzantine empire had been divided into five eparchies, each headed by a dux, who 

was both an administrator and a military leader. At a first stage the new rulers had placed 

their own military commanders at the head of the eparchies, next to the dux who lost that 

particular part of his power.78 The office of the dux seems to disappear from the record after 

the turn of the eighth century, and the pagarchies, headed by a pagarch, became the largest 

administrative units of the province. 79  The pagarchs communicated directly with the 

authorities in Fustat. 80  Moreover, around the same time, the function of district 

administrator (pagarch) starts being filled by people with Arab names.81 The districts were 

made up of a capital and villages in various sizes. It is in these village contexts that the 

Coptic protection letters were produced, mainly by various village officials involved in the 

general administration and taxation of the village.82 In section 1.3 below I will go into 

further detail on the administrative functions of these actors of the Coptic protection letters. 

 
76 Another important office was that of the ṣāḥib al-kharāj, the fiscal overseer of the province, whose 

agents issued the travel permits discussed in Chapter 4. On Fustat, see Bruning, Rise.. 
77  Legendre, “Pouvoir,” Conclusion. Morelli in CPR XXX: administrative correspondence and 

military presence are both conspicuous in the papers of the official Senouthios, who was an 

administrator of the northern part of the Hermopolite district during the first years after the conquest. 

His papers include a number of references to letters from an amir received by Senouthios’ superior, 

and they show that garrisons were located in his district, the Hermopolite.  
78 Sijpesteijn, “Establishing”. 
79  Legendre, “Byzantine nor Islīic?” The latest attestation of a dux is in 749: Sijpesteijn, 

“Multilingual Archives”. Morelli CPR XXII introduction. 
80 Sijpesteijn, “Multilingual Archives”.  
81 E.g. a pagarchical official, maybe the pagarch himself, is Sufyān b. Ġunaym in the Greek tax-

receipt SB XVI 13018, Hermopolis, 714. 
82 The administration of these villages and the various functions therein has been examined in great 

detail by Berkes, Dorfverwaltung. See also Papaconstantinou, “‘Great Men’” 
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The papyri show that in the 730s-750s in the Fayyum, tax agents were still chosen among 

the local inhabitants of the villages by Arab-Muslim officials administering the region.83 

Another important element of the Egyptian countryside were larger and smaller monastic 

centers. Especially large monastic centers engaged in the administration of Egypt, e.g. 

through their involvement in the production of administrative documents related to taxation 

and the control of people’s movement.84 Smaller monastic settlements and their inhabitants 

were connected with the villages in their surroundings. Monastic authorities appear in the 

protection letters in several roles; I will discuss specific clerical and monastic titles and 

functions in section 1.3 below. 

A striking point about the Coptic protection letters is the near absence of Arab-

named individuals in them, even at a time that other documents show that there was a 

presence, albeit still small of Arabs in countryside. 85 This apparent near absence of Arab-

Muslim individuals in the Coptic protection letters can be explained by the local nature of 

the production and circulation of the letters. The people involved in the protection letters 

were predominantly related to villages and monasteries, and bear local, Greek and Egyptian, 

names. Yet, in eighth-century papyri related to local, rural contexts in the Fayyum tax 

fugitives bearing Arab names appear alongside individuals with Coptic names .86 Thus we 

might also expect to find protection letters issued to people bearing Arab names, but that is 

not the case. This could be purely caused by the chance of survival, and might change in the 

future, when more documents are edited. On the other hand, the fact that the large majority 

of the protection letters come from the Theban region, where Arabicisation and Islamisation 

 
83 P.MuslimState 23. On messengers as fiscal agents see also Schmidt, “Messengers”. 
84 This is the focus of Palombo, “Christian Clergy”. Examples of such monastic centers appearing 

in this thesis are the monastery of Apa Apollo at Bawit (Hermopolite district, Middle Egypt), the 

monastery of Apa Apollo at Deir el-Bala’izah (Apollonopolite district, Upper Egypt), and the 

monastery of Apa Ieremias near Manf (Memphis, Lower Egypt: Delta).  
85 The exception is a letter, in which the sender, Αβου Δεεια, Abū Diyaʾ, seemingly asks for the 

issuance of a protection letter for someone else. P.Heid. XI 490: the name of the sender is written in 

Greek in the address on the back of the papyrus (l. 6). The letter is written in Coptic. Also, three 

documents contain an oath sworn by God the Almighty and, the wellbeing/head of those who rule 

over us: BKU III 473 and O.CrumVC 8 and 9. 
86 Sijpesteijn, Shaping, 193, n. 417: a mid eighth-century fiscal register lists the names of fugitive 

Muslim peasants: CPR XXII 34.  
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developed slower and later than the more northern parts of Egypt, including the Fayyum, 

certainly plays a role here.87  

In the preceding paragraphs I gave a brief overview of developments in 

administrative personnel in Early Islamic Egypt, and placed the Coptic protection letters in 

their administrative context: they were issued by local Egyptian administrators and 

authorities in the villages and monasteries, rather than by Arab-Muslim (or convert) district 

administrators in the district capitals or higher officials in Fustat. In the following 

paragraphs I would like to address the language situation in Egypt in the period in which 

the Coptic protection letters were issued. This is also relevant because the Coptic protection 

letters were connected to other documents, written in Arabic, Greek and Coptic. To 

understand the role these documents fulfilled in the administration, it is useful to give an 

overview of the multilingual background of administrative documentary production in early 

Islamic Egypt. The role played by Coptic in this linguistic landscape will be the focus of the 

discussion. 

1.2.3 Multilingual background of documentary production  

The first section below gives a brief overview of the history of Coptic as a literary and 

documentary language, and as an administrative language of Early Islamic Egypt. In the 

following section I focus on two contexts, other than the village, in which Coptic is used to 

write administrative documents: monastic centers and the offices of district administrators 

(pacharchs). The Coptic protection letters were mainly village products, but they were 

connected to monasteries and exceptionally to higher offices such as the pagarch’s office.  

1.2.3.1 Coptic, an administrative language 

Coptic developed as the last language phase of the Egyptian language towards the fourth 

century, a phase which ended in the 1fourth century, when the shift to Arabic in Egypt, 

which started with the conquest and accelerated in the following centuries, was complete.88 

Before the sixth century, Coptic appears in the written record especially as the language of 

 
87 The earliest dated Arabic documents in Djeme are protocols (protokollon: first sheet of a roll of 

papyrus) dated to 732 and 733: CPR III 109 and 110. There are no Arabic documents from Djeme 

from the first two Islamic centuries except for protocols. 
88 For the evolution of Coptic and its relationship to Greek and Arabic, see Richter, “Greek, Coptic”; 

Björnesjö, “L’arabisation” focuses on the papyrological evidence. On Arabic-Coptic language 

contact, see Boud’hors, “Degrés d’arabisation”; Legendre, “Perméabilité”; Richter, “Greek, 

Coptic,” 422–426, with further bibliography. For the evolution of Coptic until the Arab conquest of 

Egypt, see most recently Fournet, Rise.  
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Christian literature and of private communication. As a literary language, it loses its pride 

of place to Arabic in the 10th century, when new works are composed in Arabic by Egypt’s 

Christians, and older Coptic ones start to be translated..89  

As for documentary texts, Coptic gradually took over from Greek in Egypt in several 

areas of life from the sixth century onwards. In the sixth-century archive of Dioskoros, 

landlord, notary and poet in the Middle Egyptian town of Aphrodito, Coptic is attested as a 

language for writing legal documents.90 However, until the seventh century, Coptic does not 

appear in the written record as an administrative language, which remained the domain of 

Greek, but as “vehicle of written communication related to everyday life.”91 However, at 

the same time that the new government of Egypt starts to use Arabic in their communication, 

together with Greek, Coptic starts to be used more and more for administrative purposes as 

well, while, seemingly, never becoming the language in which the highest echelons of the 

administration communicated with each other or for documents directed down the 

administrative ladder. The changes made in the administration of the empire by Umayyad 

caliphs ruling in the late seventh, early eighth century have been recognized as instrumental 

in this development.92 The papyrological record makes clear that Greek and Coptic were 

used for a long time after the conquest, for the purpose of writing private and administrative 

texts93 Only from the 9th century onwards, Coptic was only rarely used for legal documents, 

even for documents used by Coptic speakers.94 10th-century legal documents written in 

Arabic could be orally translated into Coptic to the relevant parties, and 11th-century 

monasteries in the Fayyum could produce their accounts either in Coptic or in Arabic.95 

 
89 It is at that time that the author of the co-called “Apocalypse of Ps.-Samuel of Qalamoun” wrote 

an impassioned warning about what he perceives as the Arabicisation and, by consequence, the 

moral decadence, of the Christian population of Egypt. While this pessimistic image has been taken 

more or less at face value by modern scholarship, it has recently been argued that the text reflects 

rivalries between factions in the Christian church in Egypt rather than an exact picture of the 

linguistic situation of Egypt. Papaconstantinou, "They Shall Speak," esp.   298.  
90 Fournet, Rise, Chapter 3. 
91 Richter and Grossman, “Egyptian-Coptic Language,” 78.  
92  Sijpesteijn, Shaping. On the multilingual policies, see Legendre, “Translation”, Sijpesteijn, 

“Policy”. 
93 Berkes, “Latest Identified”, presents the latest dating of a Greek papyrus document: 825 (SPP III2 

577, belonging to church administration). Tax documents written partially in Coptic are attested 

with certainty up to the tenth (CPR IV 13, 942). 
94 Richter, “Greek, Coptic,” 421. Coptic documentary texts containing Arabic loanwords date from 

the 8th through the 12th century: 423–426.  
95 Papaconstantinou, “‘They Shall Speak’” 296–297. 
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 This section will focus on the role of Coptic as an administrative language in Egypt 

from the conquest throughout the eighth century, when Arabic gradually started to replace 

Coptic in the administrative functions where it was used (e.g. to write tax-receipts), at the 

same time that in the administration of the Egyptian countryside the Arab-Muslim officials 

started to replace the local elites (see above section 1.2.2). I will show how there is a 

substantial amount of Coptic documentation related to the administration of Early Islamic 

Egypt. Because of this volume alone Coptic documents should be considered as an 

important source for our understanding of the administration of Egypt. Moreover, although 

Coptic documents were produced at lower levels of the administration, they were 

nevertheless connected to administrative developments in the province, or even the empire. 

In that way, they show how the local elites issuing and using these documents in Coptic 

helped shape the administrative rule. The Coptic protection letters serve as an excellent 

example of this: a substantial amount of over 140 Coptic documents documenting the Coptic 

protection letter mechanism operating in the countryside in the seventh and eighth centuries 

show us the how the local elites dealt with the demands of the government, and shaped fiscal 

practice accordingly, from their position at the bottom end of the administrative ladder but 

at the head of their communities (Chapter 5).  

Let us now turn to an overview of the use of Coptic in administrative documents in 

particular. Scholarship on the linguistic situation in Early Islamic Egypt, has tended to stress 

the private nature of written communication in Coptic.96 Coptic is described as a language 

for private letters and legal documents.97 Recent publications on the role of Coptic in the 

administration and society of late antique and early Islamic Egypt repeat the notion that 

Coptic never became an “official” language, in the same way that Greek and Arabic were.98 

 
96 Richter, “Greek, Coptic,” 405-406:…Coptic, which clearly enjoyed its widest spread during the 

first two centuries after the conquest: it was then that a great many private records were drawn up 

in Coptic, and then did Coptic become a common medium of private expression in epigraphy. But 

Coptic never came anywhere close to the importance of Greek or Arabic as a linguistic means for 

administrative, public, and representative purposes, …” 
97 Fournet, “Multilingual Environment,” 441. 
98  Richter, “Greek, Coptic”; Richter, “Language Choice”; Richter, “Unseren Herrn”; Berkes, 

“Griechisch”; Clackson, “Coptic or Greek?,” 103, considers Greek and Coptic “official languages” 

of post conquest Egypt. This statement is qualified by editor Arietta Papaconstantinou: n. 67: “What 

is meant here is probably that administrative documents at the local level, such as tax-receipts, were 

issued in Coptic at that time. However, Coptic never became an official language of the Arab 

administration” (with reference to Richter, “Language Choice”).  
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Studies emphasize that for administrative purposes, Coptic was used only locally, on low 

levels of the administration, while Arabic and Greek operated on the higher levels of the 

administration.99 Coptic administrative documents issued directly by the highest offices of 

the imperial province of Egypt are indeed not attested. However, in order to understand the 

reach of the Islamic empire, and the role of the local elites in the society and administration 

in this province, it is fruitful to examine the non-negligible amount of Coptic written 

communication which records the relationship between government and its subjects, and 

which was produced and received at different levels of the administration.  

Thousands of documentary papyri and ostraca from post conquest Egypt have been 

published. In about 2.500 of these papyri and ostraca Coptic was used.100 In this amount 

both monolingual Coptic documents as well as bilingual Coptic-Greek or Coptic-Arabic 

documents are taken into account. The papyrological record also preserves trilingual Coptic-

Greek-Arabic papyri.101 About 750 or 30% of these are documents related to the relationship 

between the government and the local population. The other 70% are documents pertaining 

to the private sphere, such as private letters and legal documents, and to the internal 

administration of monastic centers. Although the majority of the Coptic documents we have 

is private, there is a significant number of documents reflecting the official practices of the 

governmental administration. The sheer amount of documents alone shows that we cannot 

ignore Coptic as a language of administration, and not exclusively on the level of the 

village.102 Chapter 5 presents case studies that prove the importance of this attention to 

Coptic and Coptic document writers, as it allows us to understand the provincial 

 
99 Richter, “Language Choice”; Papaconstantinou, “‘They Shall Speak,’” 273: “ In the centuries that 

followed the conquest, the use of Greek declined quite rapidly among the population, while Coptic 

became more and more commonly used all areas of life that have left a written record. For the first 

time it was used even in official documents addressed to the Arab authorities at the local level.” 
100  This number is the result of combined searches in the Trismegistos database (TM, 

www.trismegistos.org) and the Brussel’s Coptic Database (BCD, 

https://dev.ulb.ac.be/philo/bad/copte/base.php?page=accueil.php). This number is a very 

conservative result: I took into account only documents which were dated with certainty after the 

middle of the seventh century, according to the databases. Yet, many Coptic documents have been 

labelled seventh-8th century, and a large part of those probably belong the Islamic period. 
101 E.g. P.Clackson 45, Berkes and Younes, “Trilingual Scribe?”. 
102 In the Coptic protection letters, Greek script could be used in combination with Coptic, namely 

in some parts of the formulary protection letters, as Jennifer Cromwell has shown for the Djeme 

scribe Aristophanes’ protection letters, who used Greek script for the opening address in e.g. 

Cromwell, Recording, 245-247, no. 9. On Aristophanes’ protection letter production, see section 

3.3.1.2. 

http://www.trismegistos.org/
https://dev.ulb.ac.be/philo/bad/copte/base.php?page=accueil.php
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administration as one system in which the three administrative languages and their users 

were integrated. The next section discusses two milieus, other than the village milieu but 

connected to it, where Coptic was used for administrative purposes: monastic centers and 

the district administrator’s (pagarch) office. 

1.2.3.2 Two non-village milieus in which Coptic was used for administrative purposes: 

monasteries and pagarch’s offices. 

That monastic centers were places where documents expressing the relationship between 

government and local population were received and produced, is very clear in the cases of 

the Apa Apollo monastery of Bawīṭ and the Apa Apollo monastery at Deir al-Balā’izah, 

both in Middle Egypt. Documents regarding taxation were received and produced by the 

monks of these monasteries. Monks received Coptic and Arabic-Coptic tax demands from 

the pagarch or district governor, and were involved in tax collection within the monastery 

and its surroundings, including the production of tax-receipts.103  

The same can be said in the specific case of the regulations regarding the circulation of 

people. Monastery-internal documents can be quite direct testimonies of governmental 

regulations regarding the local population, as e.g. the guarantee letters addressed by monks 

of the Apa Jeremias monastery of Saqqara to their superior, as part of the procedure of 

obtaining travel permits.104 Furthermore, communications between monastic or clerical 

authorities and village authorities can also reflect local measures taken to deal with these 

government regulations, e.g. in letters asking to issue a protection letter for a third party.105 

Other than in villages and monastic contexts, Coptic was also used to write 

administrative paperwork in the office of district administrators, located in the metropolis 

or capital of the district which was named after its metropolis. Sebastian Richter has shown 

how, in the case of the archive of the pagarch Basilios, the pagarch’s office acted as a “relay 

station” between the governor’s office and the local authorities in the pagarchy.106 Bottom-

 
103 The tax-receipts could be issued in Greek or Coptic. E.g., P.Bal. II 132-151, Coptic tax-receipts 

issued at the Balā’izah monastery. P.Clackson 45 is an Arabic-Coptic tax demand note connected to 

the Bawit monastery. The role of monastic centers in Early Islamic Egypt in the production of these 

administrative documents is a major focus in Palombo, “Christian Clergy”. 
104 On the role of these documents in the government’s efforts to control mobility, see Delattre, 

“Checkpoints,” 535-536; Palombo and Scheerlinck, “Asking”. See also section 4.2.2.  
105 On communications between monastic and lay village elites on Coptic protection letters, see 

3.2.6. On the Coptic protection letters’ connection with governmental policies, see section 5.4.5. 
106 Richter, “Unseren Herrn”.  
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up communication from the villages in the pagarchy arrived at the office of the pagarch in 

Coptic in the guarantee declarations. Top down directed communication arrived in Greek 

and Arabic, in the form of the governor’s letters on administrative matters, but also in the 

form of tax demand notes stipulating the taxes expected from a village.107 The tax demands 

per individual tax payer are communicated to those tax payers in Coptic-Greek tax demands 

issued by the pagarch’s office. These are not attested in the Basilios archive, but Richter 

cites as a parallel Coptic-Greek tax demands from Hermopolis, the metropolis of the 

Hermopolite district. Thus, the office of the pagarch or dux translated the tax related 

communications from the governor to the local authorities, by producing relevant 

documents (individual tax demand notes), but also by using the relevant language (Coptic 

and/or Greek).108 I will argue in section 5.2.2 that similar translation mechanisms existed 

for the government’s communications concerning fugitives, which is another subject on 

which the Arab-Muslim government communicated with the lower strata of the 

administration in the countryside, and through them with the Egyptian population. 

The administration of Early Islamic Egypt was decidedly multilingual, including 

communications regarding taxes and the control of the tax payer’s mobility, which were 

both domains of the Coptic protection letters. While Arabic, Greek, and Coptic were used 

in different types of documents and different contexts, the languages were all three used to 

discuss, instruct, order, and negotiate on those issues. 

In this section I have discussed aspects of the administration of Egypt in the seventh 

and eighth centuries, i.e. the changes in administrative personnel in the countryside and the 

multilingual nature of the administration. In the next section I focus on the local elites, the 

social groups with the authority and responsibility to issue Coptic protection letters or 

intervene for people in need of a protection letter. 

 
107 See Delattre, Pintaudi, and Vanthieghem, “Entagion Bilingue,” 364-365 for such entagia issued 

by governor ‘Abd al-‘Azīz ibn Marwān. Pagarchs wrote to each other in Coptic as well as in Greek: 

Boud'hors, “Nouveau Départ,” nos. 2 and 3. Most recently, Berkes and Vanthieghem, “Notes” 

provides an edition of a Coptic letter by Nājid b. Muslim as pagarch of Fayyum to village headmen, 

see also section 5.2.2.  
108 These documents are attested in Middle Egypt in Greek and Coptic, and in the Fayum in Greek: 

Sijpesteijn, Shaping, 236-237. See also Richter, “Unseren Herrn”; Vanthieghem and Delattre, 

“Ensemble Archivistique,” 128–129; Berkes and Younes, “Trilingual Scribe?” shows how by the 

end of the 8th century trilingual individual scribes operated in the Fayum.  
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1.3 “Local elites” 

The letter I cited at the beginning of this chapter, the protection letter for Jeremias and his 

children, was issued by Georgios and Aron, who are given the title meizones (meizōn: 

village head) in the document, and who were at that time the village heads of Djeme. About 

Jeremias’ role in the village, we know little, only that he has children and that he is a 

taxpayer of Djeme, who had fled from the village. There is another actor involved in the 

document, namely the village scribe Aristophanes, who wrote the document. There is no 

other actor visible in this particular document, but as I will discuss in detail in section 3.2, 

one or more intermediaries can be involved in the procedure for getting a Coptic protection 

letter. In this dissertation the “protectors”, issuing the protection letters, as well as the 

“intermediaries”, intervening in different ways in the protection letter mechanism, are most 

central in my analyses. They are the actors who use their power in society to intervene for 

the protectee, and they belong to the so-called local elites. I examine, mainly through the 

lens of the protection letters, their relationships both with the protectees and with the 

government of the province. In this section, I will first discuss terms like “elites”, “local 

elites”, and “rural elites”. Then I will give an overview of the local elites which appear in 

the corpus.  

1.3.1. Clarification of the terms “elites”, “local elites”, “rural elites”  

“Elites” as a formal category denotes socially dominant groups or individuals, whose 

dominance or “social capital” can come from a variety of resources.109 These include wealth 

(including landownership), military power, religious or administrative office, and often a 

combination of several of these resources.110 Thus, one way of approaching “elites” is 

examining who were the socially dominant groups or members within a certain social 

structure and what were the resources of their power or status. The category of “elites” can 

be used relatively, as elites can be discerned in a variety of social structures in a variety of 

historical contexts. While this flexibility of the term can be seen as an advantage, it can also 

be confusing, when different groups in a given society are considered “elites”.111 Another 

 
109 For a brief overview of “elites” in sociology and history in the 19th and 20th centuries, see 

Hagemann, Mewes, and Verkinderen, “Studying,” 24-28. 
110 Robinson, Empire, defines “elites” in the preface “social groups whose assertions of high status 

were underpinned by economic and or cultural resources: land, descent, history and piety = the 

economic, cultural and symbolic “capital”. See the “sources of social power” in Mann, Sources.  
111 Hagemann, Mewes, and Verkinderen, “Studying”.  
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way of approaching “elites” is to examine how they expressed their status or power in their 

actions, their interventions in society. Starting from the sources, in this particular case the 

Coptic protection letters, we recognize the “elites” as those who were able to grant or 

guarantee the protection to others within the community. Going back to the protection letter 

for Jeremias, Georgios and Aron’s position as village heads allowed them to take the role 

of protector in that situation and to initiate or reinforce a relationship of protection with 

Jeremias (and his children). However, while protection relationships are necessarily uneven 

relationships, we should take into account that individuals considered elites in their 

community could be on either side of that relationship, and that Jeremias could have been a 

member of the village elite, even though at the time of the production of his protection letter 

he seemed to have been in need of protection from the village heads.112  

In studies on empire and elites, the individuals who issued the Coptic protection 

letters, or who acted as intermediaries for the protectees, would be considered part of the 

“local elites”, “those whose power, influence, and contacts were mostly concentrated on the 

level of their own city or rural area.”113 Local elites in Empire Studies context are also 

understood as the elites of the conquered lands and their successors, who could be integrated 

in the empire and its administration: “most often, imperial rulers needed the skills, 

knowledge, and authority of people from a conquered society – elites who could gain from 

cooperation.”114 In the case of Egypt, as a province of the Islamic Empire, “local elites” in 

that sense is still a heterogeneous category, including clerical and non-clerical elites, and 

elites operating on different levels of the administrative and social hierarchy.  

In a 2012 publication, Arietta Papaconstantinou discusses the “rural elites” visible 

in the papyri of late antiquity and the early Islamic period.115 These “rural elites” are groups 

and individuals among the inhabitants of villages in more rural areas, but also among the 

 
112 People belonging to the village elite also appear as protectees in the protection letters: in SB 

Kopt. V 2273 the protectee (likely a priest) is asked to pay 5 holokottinoi, a large sum, which could 

indicate that he was not destitute. . The content of request letters in Coptic and Arabic, in which the 

sender presents themselves as a person in need, sometimes reveals the sender as a well-off person: 

Papaconstantinou, “Women in Need”, Sijpesteijn, Righting Wrongs.. 
113 Hagemann, Mewes, and Verkinderen, “Studying,” 37. 
114 Burbank and Cooper, Empires. See Richardson, “The First ‘World Event’”, 484: “upholding a 

local identity while colluding with empire”. On the role of the village elites of the protection letters 

in the administration of the province and of the empire, see briefly below section 1.5 and Chapter 5. 
115 Papaconstantinou, “Propriétaires.” 
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inhabitants of the cities in the Nile valley who owned landed properties.116 These rural elites 

gained their economic dominance at least partially from agricultural activities, but also 

through moneylending, and selling and renting out (parts of) houses.117 The rural elites 

combine economic, political and social power in their communities. The easiest people in 

the papyri from the Egyptian countryside to recognize in the papyrological record as rural 

elites, Papaconstantinou notes, are the local authorities, whose status is visible in the 

documents which they issue and by their titles mentioned therein.118 One type of documents 

issued by these rural elites, at least in the context of the villages, are the Coptic protection 

letters which form the core of this dissertation. Papaconstantinou discusses a number of 

characteristics and elements of the social and administrative role of these rural elites which 

I will highlight in my analyses of the documents related to mechanisms of protection, 

namely how they act as intermediaries with more central authorities, how they intervene in 

local disputes, and how they engaged in relationships of social dependency within their 

communities.  

I distinguish three connected groups of rural or local elites in the Coptic protection 

letters, of which the first two are the most prevalent.119 The first, and most prominent or 

most easily recognizable in the protection letters, are the lay elites in the villages, village 

authorities bearing various titles and functions, as well as other local elites with a certain 

authority, such as estate managers, possibly connected to a monastery,120 and soldiers.121 

The village scribes, who were part of the village elite and whose scribal production also 

included Coptic protection letters,122 do not appear with a scribal title as actual protectors 

 
116 About the diminishing difference in size and function between villages and cities in 6th- and 

seventh-century Egypt, see Papaconstantinou, “Propriétaires”, n. 14,with bibliography.  
117 Papaconstantinou, “Propriétaires”, for the elites of the village of Djeme, where a large part of the 

protection letters comes from. 
118 In this article, Papaconstantinou only discusses lay elites. 
119 Different aspects of the nature and the administrative and social roles of the local elites who are 

the main focus in this dissertation have been studied in a number of publications (see also section 

1.5). Wickham, Framing;  Papaconstantinou, “Propriétaires”; Papaconstantinou, “Great men”; 

Ruffini, “Village Life”; Ruffini, Life; , Berkes, Dorfverwaltung (focus on administrative 

responsibilities) Sijpesteijn, “Landholding”; Sijpesteijn, “Establishing”. On clerical and monastic 

elites: Wipszycka, “Resources”; Palombo, “Christian Clergy”.  
120 O.CrumST 394, SB Kopt. V 2279. 
121 O.Crum 113. 
122 In Papaconstantinou, “‘Great Men,’” they are described as power actors; Papaconstantinou, 

“Propriétaires,” 409 mentions their prestige in the village and economic status; Cromwell, 
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or intermediaries in those documents, but were nevertheless involved in the Coptic 

protection letter mechanism. The second group are clerical and monastic elites, i.e. priests 

and individuals who held authoritative functions in monastic settings. The third group, 

namely officials in higher offices, like the pagarch and the dux, who operated in urban 

centers in the countryside. I mention these here, because while they are only rarely visible 

in the Coptic protection letters, they do appear – often together with village elites and/or 

monastic elites – in other documents related to protection mechanisms, such as travel 

permits and different types of guarantee documents. I compare the form and function of the 

protection letters with such related documents in Chapter 4. The protection letters, as well 

as the related documents, show the interconnectedness of these groups of elites. They 

operate in different but overlapping contexts, and have different but overlapping areas of 

influence. 

I only touch on the Arab-Muslim elites in Fustat and the lay and clerical elites in the 

urban centers in the countryside in as far as the Coptic protection letters and related 

documents give evidence of their relationships with the main actors in the Coptic protection 

letters, i.e. the lay and clerical elites in village and monastic settings. The protection 

mechanisms and protection relationships expressed by the Coptic protection letters 

functioned mainly on a local level that mostly did not reach beyond the district boundaries, 

in contrast with other documents or types of documents which can be compared to the 

Coptic protection letters, e.g the Arabic and Greek travel permits, which seem to have 

functioned on a larger geographical scale and in which the intervention of the government 

in Fustat is much more visible (see section 4.2, especially 4.2.3). Thus, while my analyses 

of the Coptic protection letters argue that they can be seen as local implementations and 

adaptations of provincial policies by the local elites, and that they are as such testimonies 

of the reach of the state in the Egyptian countryside, they also show how the local elites 

engaged in mechanisms and relationships of protection which functioned more or less 

independently from provincial administrative structures.123 In the next section I will discuss 

the various titles and terms used in the Coptic protection letters to denote the local elites 

issuing them, and briefly discuss their functions.  

 

Recording discusses the elite status of the Djeme scribe Aristophanes in 6.1. On the village scribes 

shaping the protection letters see section 3.3.1. 
123 This is the focus of Chapter 5. 
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1.3.2. Rural elites: who appears in the corpus?  

In order to have a clearer view of the function in society of the actors in the Coptic protection 

letters, we can examine the various titles that accompany their names. However, it should 

first be noted that in many cases the names of the protector, protectee, or intermediary were 

not accompanied by any title or another type of identification, e.g. their place of residence 

or even a patronymic.124 In many of those cases, however, the documents can be recognized 

as products of the village administration.125 

1.3.2.1 Lay elites in the villages  

By far the main group of protectors and intermediaries in the Coptic protection letters are 

the lay village elites. In the Coptic protection letters in which the protectors or intermediaries 

are named explicitly with a title indicating their administrative function in their village, 

those titles are ⲇⲓⲟⲓⲕⲉⲧⲏⲥ (dioiketès), ⲗⲁϣⲁⲛⲉ (lashane), ⲙⲉⲓⲍⲱⲛ (meizōn), ⲁⲡⲉ (ape).126 

These all denote functions on various levels of the village administration, with different but 

overlapping areas of influence (see below). The administrative structure, including titles and 

number of officials, in late antique and early Islamic Egypt varied regionally. 127  The 

protection letters are sometimes issued by one village official, but often also by two, three 

or even four village officials. 

The most common title in late antique and early Islamic village administrative documents 

in general, as well as in the Coptic protection letters, is that of lashane, who was in charge 

of the general administration of the village. One or two individuals were usually the lashane, 

but the office could be carried out by up to four people at the same time, and they could be 

 
124 Moreover, due to the fragmentary state of many of the documents (see below, section 1.4), even 

the names of the actors can be lost. This could be partially due to the fact that the actors were 

mentioned in areas that easily break off: near the top and near the end of the document (in the address 

formula and in the signature). By “protector” I mean the party who issues the protection letter, and 

by “protectee” I mean the party on whose behalf the protection letter is issued. On the terminology 

I use for various elements in the Coptic protection letters, such as “protector” and “protectee”, see 

section 2.4.  
125 An example is protection letter the Coptic protection letter SB Kopt. V 2247, which is issued by 

4 men without accompanying titles. The document mentions various taxes and is most likely a 

product of village administration: see section 4.3.1.1. 
126 The village administration of late antique and Early Islamic Egypt has been examined in detail 

by Berkes, Dorfverwaltung, and the following paragraph leans heavily on this publication. For the 

terms used for village officials in the Arabic papyri, see Sijpesteijn, Shaping, 158-159. 
127 Berkes, cited above. See his diagrams of different village administration structures on p. 189, 205 

and 206. 
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in office for several years at a time, which was good for the stability of the village.128 

Especially in Djeme, where many of the extant Coptic protection letters come from, the 

lashane were the general administrators of the village, together with the ape (ⲁⲡⲉ pl. ⲁⲡⲏⲩⲉ 

(apèue), whose function was more related to taxation. A term that is used in the Coptic 

sources, mostly in those found in the Theban region, to denote the village elites is ⲛⲛⲟϭ 

ⲛⲣⲱⲙⲉ (nnoc nrōme), “great men”. They were the group among whom the village officials 

were chosen.129 The term itself only appears twice in the Coptic protection letters.130 The 

areas of responsibility of the village elites included tax assessment and tax collection, but 

they also judged in disputes and generally had great influence in village disputes and how 

they are resolved. They are also seen controlling debt prisons in the villages.131 The areas 

of responsibility listed above are all related to the protection letters and the village elite’s 

authority as well as motivations to issue such documents, as I will explain in section 5.4. 

One important aspect of the role of the village officials in society is that they functioned as 

intermediaries between the local population and government officials. This position came 

with power and status in the community, but also with responsibilities: the village heads 

were sometimes held liable, with their own possessions, by the government in Fustat for 

deficits in the tax revenues from their villages, or for individuals to be punished by the 

governor.132  

1.3.2.2 Monastic and clerical elites 

Individuals with clerical or monastic titles also appear in the Coptic protection letters, 

although less often than the lay village elites discussed above. Protection letters are found 

in monastic contexts and in some cases they were issued on behalf of monks.133 Among the 

protectors and intermediaries in the protection letters we find a bishop, active in the first 

half of the seventh century, before the Arab conquest, who holds the highest rank among 

 
128 Berkes, cited above, 175. 
129 Wickham, Framing; Papaconstantinou, “‘Great Men’”. 
130 SB Kopt. V 2304 (singular), SB Kopt. V 2261 (plural). 
131 Berkes, Dorfverwaltung, 177-178. 
132 See the letter sent by governor Qurra b. Sharik to the district administrator or pagarch Basilios in 

Aphrodito: “If you do not find him, send me his son or sons, and if he does not have sons, send me 

his wife, and if he does not have anyone to stand guarantor for him, send me his village headman.” 

P.Heid.Arab. I 4.5-10, cited in Sijpesteijn, Shaping, 159, with more examples.  
133 O.GurnaGórecki 69, SB Kopt. V 2300. On the finding contexts of the protection letters, see 

section 2.3.1. 
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the monastic and clerical elites appearing as protectors and intermediaries in the Coptic 

protection letters. 134  However, also priests and heads of monasteries issued protection 

letters, and were asked by village officials to issue them. Cecilia Palombo has argued that 

the involvement of clerical and monastic elites in the production and circulation of Coptic 

protection letters was part of their active role in the administration of early Islamic Egypt.135 

The clerical and monastic titles that used in the protection letters are presbuteros (priest), 

archimandrites,136 hegoumenos,137 proestōs,138 and probably prōtos,139 (all different titles 

for heads of monasteries). Honorary titles such as “your paternity” and “Apa”, or “Papa” 

also appear in the Coptic protection letters, indicating a monastic or clerical elite status.140  

In this section I discussed the actors in focus in this dissertation, the local elites of 

the seventh and eighth Egyptian countryside. In the next section I turn to the sources which 

tell us, albeit often fragmentarily, of their interventions, their positions, their roles in society: 

the papyrological record. In other words, we move on from village heads Georgios and 

Aron, to the potsherd inscribed by the scribe Aristophanes. 

1.4 Coptic protection letters, a documentary source 

Georgios and Aron’s protection letter for Jeremias, as a source for historical research, is a 

document, the text of which was inscribed with ink on a potsherd, a fragment of a ceramic 

vessel reused as a writing surface. Other documents, including protection letters, were 

written on pieces of papyrus or on flakes of limestone. 141  Because of their Egyptian 

provenance and their writing support, these documents are considered part of the 

papyrological record.142 This section of the chapter addresses some issues that arise when 

 
134 Bishop Pesynthios of Coptos, who is asked to issue a protection letter in two letters (see section 

3.2.5). On this aspect of the bishop’s legal authority, see Dekker, Episcopal Networks, 57-58 and 

266-267.  
135 Palombo, “Christian Clergy,” 125-126. 
136 P.Ryl.Copt. 289. 
137 SB Kopt. V 2253. 
138 SB Kopt. V 2291.  
139 SB Kopt. V 2274: l.1 ⲛⲡⲣⲟⲧⲏⲥ. The title was originally interpreted by Till as an abbreviation of 

prôtokomètès, a village official, but Berkes, Dorfverwaltung, 252, has argued that it should be 

interpreted in this document as the title for a head of a monastery. 
140 On such titles, see Derda and Wipszycka, “L’emploi”. 
141  See Chapter 2. On the materiality of papyri see Bülow-Jacobsen, “Writing”; See also the 

contributions in Hoogendijk and Van Gompel (eds.), Materiality. 
142  In other areas around the Mediterranean papyri have also been preserved in much smaller 

numbers. For the late antique and early Islamic contest especially the papyri from Nessana in the 
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using documentary texts, specifically those belonging to the papyrological record, as a 

source for historical research in general, and more specifically as a source for our 

understanding of Egypt in the seventh and eighth centuries. Where relevant, I will also 

discuss the specific issue when it regards the Coptic protection letters in particular.  

1.4.1 Uneven distribution of the documentation  

The first issue that needs to be acknowledged when using papyri as a historical source is 

that the papyrological record has notable geographical, chronological and social “holes” in 

it. The papyri that have survived are distributed unevenly. In general, in the wetter area of 

the Delta and cities which have been populated continuously, like Alexandria, only few 

papyri have survived. Most papyri were found in areas that were lost to the desert at some 

point in history. For the seventh and eighth centuries, most Coptic papyri excavated and 

now preserved in collections come from Western Thebes, Ashmunayn /Hermopolis, 

Fayyum/Arsinoe, Kòm Ishqàw/Aphrodito, and Aswàn/Syene. However, the majority of the 

published Coptic documents comes from the Theban region. There are also large dossiers 

of Coptic documents from Middle Egypt, especially from the important monastic centers at 

Bawit and Bala’izah. It is important to point out that a combination of Coptic, Greek, Arabic, 

or multilingual papyri were discovered in most of these areas, also as parts of the same 

dossier or archive (see below). As I have discussed in section 1.2.3, the three administrative 

languages of Egypt operated in a multilingual system, even in the Theban region where 

Arabicization developed later than in other parts of the province. The Coptic protection 

letters themselves were mostly found in Western Thebes, which includes Jeremias’ 

protection letter.143 However, the Greek, Arabic and multilingual documents that connect 

the Coptic protection letters and their actors to the government, were mainly found in 

Middle Egypt. There, a small number of protection letters and references to them were 

found, and documents from the Theban area which link explicitly to documents produced 

in more northern regions of Egypt.144 Thus, while the geographical distribution of the Coptic 

protection letters is uneven, and concentrated in Western Thebes, there are connections with 

documentary production in other regions of Egypt as well. 

 

Negev desert and from Petra are worth mentioning (check and put in references): P.Ness III and 

P.Petra I-V. On using papyri to write history see in the first place Bagnall, Reading. 
143 I will discuss this in more detail in section 2.3.1. 
144 These documents and their relationship to the Coptic protection letters, will be discussed in 

Chapters 4 and 5. 
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The documentation is unevenly distributed in other ways as well. The papyri are 

considered relevant sources for social history because they reflect everyday concerns of 

individual, “normal” people as opposed to the literary sources’ tendency to focus on high-

level “important” historical events and people.145 However, certain groups are definitely 

favored by the documentation. Monastic and clerical actors are well represented in the 

edited papyri of seventh and eighth-century Egypt, especially but not only in the Coptic 

documents. Even on the village scale, local elites such as the village heads of Djeme are 

much better documented than lower social strata. Women and children play a much less 

prominent role in the papyri than adult men. Lastly, the papyrological material is notoriously 

fragmentary in the most literal sense. Jeremias’ protection letter is complete, but the 

majority of the documents used in this dissertation are missing parts of the original text. 

Holes and tears caused by insects or other destructive sources, smudged or faded ink can 

make texts very difficult to read. Portions of the original document written on papyrus can 

be torn or cut off, e.g. for reuse in the past, or for sales on the antiquities market. Discarded 

documents on ostraca can break into pieces. Lacunae in documentary texts can be completed 

only with elements of which we already have knowledge. Fortunately, thanks to the 

relatively large amount of published Coptic protection letters, and our knowledge of the 

formulas used to write them, editors have often been able to fill certain lacunae in several 

texts.146 

1.4.2 Problem of dating documents 

A second challenge of the documentary record is the dating of the documents. This is 

especially relevant for Coptic documents, including the Coptic protection letters.147 There 

are two challenges with dating Coptic documents. If they contain a date, it is usually a so-

called indiction date, a relative type of dating common in late antique Egyptian documents, 

indicating the number of the year in a 15 year cycle related to taxation, preceded by the 

month and the day.148 Without other information tying the document to a specific timespan, 

such as the mention of a person which can be dated, the indiction date does not give us 

 
145 Sundelin, “Introduction,” 9. 
146 In Chapter 3 I discuss at length the formulary and the relative uniformity of the protection letters, 

which makes filling in lacunae possible but not certain. 
147 On Coptic monastic documents having been dated too early, see Palombo, “Christan Clergy”, p. 

xxvi ff. 
148 Bagnall and Worp, Chronological Systems; Boud’hors, “Issues”. 
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information about the year in which the document was produced. The Coptic protection 

letters generally contain an indiction date, which means that they can be dated to a specific 

date in a number of cases, particularly when they were written by certain scribes from 

Djeme. 149  The second challenge in dating Coptic documents particularly regards 

paleography. There are certain developments in the Coptic documentary writing styles 

which can help indicate a dating to a certain century or a couple of centuries for a given 

document.150 This is still quite rough, and moreover, handwriting styles common in earlier 

documents are also found in documents that were written centuries later, especially when 

the writer writes in a book hand.151  

1.4.3 Single documents, archives and dossiers 

Another issue to keep in mind when working with papyri is their relationship to other 

documents. Were they found in the same finding spot, e.g. a jar like the documents of 

pagarch Flavius Papas from Edfu, together with other documents (archive), were they found 

in different finding spots but do they refer to the same person, family, or institution 

(dossier)? 152  Most papyri are actually “single documents”, whose connection to other 

documents is now lost. The people in them often cannot be linked to other people known 

from other documents. However, the papyrological record of the seventh and eighth 

centuries contains a number of multilingual archives and dossiers. Important multilingual 

corpora centered around a pagarch or another official in the local administration in the 

countryside are e.g. those of Senouthios (643-644), Papas (648-688), Flavius Atias (696-

703), Basilios (705-721).153 Documentary corpora of large monastic centers such as those 

of Bawit and Balai’zah have also been preserved.154 The dossier of Aristophanes, village 

scribe of Djeme and the scribe of Jeremias’ protection letter, has been studied in detail by 

 
149 See section 3.3.1. See also Cromwell, Recording, 2.4 on the chronology of the Theban Coptic 

documents in particular.  
150 Boud’hors, “Issues”. 
151 E.g., the eighth-century Theban monk and book producer Frange, whose correspondence is edited 

in O.Frange. 
152 On archives and dossiers in the papyrological record, see Vandorpe, “Archives”.  
153 Sijpesteijn, “Multilingual archives” discusses these as well as smaller multilingual archives, such 

asthe archive of headman Menas son of Senouthios with tax documents in Greek and Arabic-Greek, 

and the small archive of correspondence from Qasr Ibrim in Arabic and Coptic between the Nubian 

governor and the governor in Egypt. 
154 Palombo, “Christian Clergy”, on the role of these monasteries in the administration of post-

conquest Egypt, and especially Chapter 2 on these monasteries as archival places. 
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Jennifer Cromwell.155 Other than Jeremias’ letter, Aristophanes produced at least four more 

Coptic protection letters. However, the majority of these documents that form the core of 

this dissertation is not part of an archive or a dossier, but are rather stand alone documents, 

which usually means that we have less information on their context.156  

Now that I have briefly discussed some challenges involved in using papyri as a historical 

source, in the next section I make a remark about a characteristic that is often ascribed to 

documentary sources, namely that they give us an unmediated view on the past. 

1.4.4 The “unmediatedness” of documentary papyri 

Documentary sources such as papyri are valued because of a perceived unmediated quality: 

the papyri reflect situations that happened more or less at the time when they were written 

(e.g. drawing up a contract, drafting a petition about a grievance), as opposed to literary 

accounts which were almost always written centuries after the events by an author imposing 

his own interpretative framework. 157  However, a definition of documentary papyri as 

accounts of “what really happened” – as opposed to literary texts which are necessarily 

written through a lens which deforms the facts – is not very fruitful when trying to 

understand the situation that gave rise to the production of a document, of which the 

document is just one reflection. E.g., in the case of legal texts such as petitions it has already 

been argued that they could be “shaped” similarly to narrative texts.158 Rhetoric also plays 

an important part in correspondence between higher officials in the capital and local 

 
155 Cromwell, Recording. 
156 In section 3.3.1 I compare the protection letters produced by the various scribes of Djeme who 

appear in the Coptic protection letters. 
157  Sundelin, “Introduction,” 7. Also Turner, Greek Papyri, 127, who puts this approach to 

documentary papyri in these words: “Those who require writing about everyday experience to be 

touched and transfigured by art regard non-literary papyri as humdrum, if not downright rubbish; 

the investigator, however, who is trying to learn of things as they really were will be excited at being 

put in immediate touch with concrete and vivid facts that have not been interpreted by the mind or 

imagination of a third party. He will feel something of the fascination of the eavesdropper: the text 

of 2,000 years ago which he is reading, unless it is a proclamation or public notice, was written to 

be seen by relatively few eyes, and not to be given publicity. Chance has caused the survival of what 

in this, as in most civilizations, has been thrown away. The investigator can therefore find evidence 

all the more valuable for being unselected and unrevised for public view. In this respect papyri are 

unlike inscriptions, which were designed for public exhibition and consequently have a certain self-

consciousness.” On the next page he briefly qualifies this statement. 
158 Papaconstantinou, “Hagiography,” 2, citing (n. 4) Jean-Luc Fournet, “À propos de SB XIV 11856 

ou quand la poésie rencontre le document”, Bulletin de l’Institut Français d’Archéologie Orientale 

93 (1993), 223–235. 
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administrators in the regions, as well as in petitions or more informal requests for justice or 

help.159 The Coptic protection letters are quite concise documents and do not often contain 

phrases outside of a relatively fixed group of formulas and their variations. However, Coptic 

protection letters were written from a top-down perspective. They were issued by and thus 

“tell the story” from the point of view of the “protectors”, the local authorities who held a 

certain power in their communities, which included the “protectee” of the protection letter. 

Moreover, the large majority of letters in which Coptic protection letters were discussed, 

e.g. requests for protection letters, were exchanged between local authorities who could 

issue the protection letters and those who intervened for people in need of one, with three 

published exceptions. As such, again the point of view of the “protectee” is only rarely seen. 

The Coptic protection letters operated in a reciprocal society, and they expressed and 

activated social relationships which were not symmetrical. The fact that our documentation 

was written for the most part from a top-down perspective results in a rather one-sided view 

of these protection relationships. While my focus in this dissertation is on the role of exactly 

these local elites who intervene as protectors in the Coptic protection letter mechanism, 

through the lens of the protection letters, it is important to study the Coptic protection letters 

not exclusively through the lens of the protectors. Without all parties’ perspective, the 

documents do not grant us access to “what really happened”. However, keeping this in mind, 

and scrutinizing the language of the Coptic protection letters to understand how we can read 

these documents against the grain instead of taking their words at face value, I will evaluate 

different aspects of the social relationships at work in the Coptic protection letter mechanism 

(see especially Chapter 5). 

This section has discussed the challenges surrounding using documents such as 

Jeremias’ protection letter as historical sources, which concludes the discussion of the 

context of the Coptic protection letters. In the last section of this chapter, then, I turn to my 

approach to these documents in this dissertation. 

1.5 My approach, what is new?  

This section presents several aspects of my approach to the Coptic protection letters and the 

research questions I set out in the Introduction. First, I discuss the directions taken by the 

existing research on the Coptic protection letters, and how this dissertation relates to that 

(1.5.1). Second, I propose my approach to the categorization of Coptic protection letters 

 
159 Papaconstantinou, “Rhetoric”; Papaconstantinou, “Women”.  
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(1.5.2). Third, I discuss what I view as the three main functions of the Coptic protection 

letters (1.5.3). The last two sections introduce my main interests in the protection letters: 

the social relationships underlying them (1.5.4), and their relevance for understanding the 

role of the local elites in the administration of the province, and the empire (1.5.5).  

1.5.1 The existing research on the Coptic protection letters 

Here I briefly survey how the Coptic protection letters have been studied or used as sources 

for historical research. The existing scholarly research involving the Coptic protection 

letters falls broadly into two strands. One strand is concerned with the edition or reedition 

of these documents, and categorizing the large corpus into smaller groups. Because the first 

scholars who did this were especially interested in the protection letters as legal documents, 

these first categorizations and (re)editions also involve discussions of legal history, 

particularly on the protection letters’ possible link with older types of legal documents 

related to asylum, i.e. the Hellenistic pisteis and especially the late antique logoi asulias, 

known from Justinian’s legal texts. The first main studies are Schiller, “The Coptic ⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ 

ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ documents” in 1933, and by Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe”, in 1938. The latter 

included 103 texts, divided into 9 categories, with German translations of the Coptic 

protection letters and a number of other Coptic documents that relate to them in varying 

degrees. It corrects and adds to Schiller’s categorization and discussion. It also features an 

essay by legal historian Liebesny, precisely on the issue of the protection letters’ link with 

the logoi asulias, which he and Till were less inclined to emphasize compared to other 

studies, as I have discussed in section 1.1.3.1. Till (and Liebesny)’s seminal study now 

counts as the starting point for the study of the Coptic protection letters, and many 

publications follow them in the use of the term “Schutzbrief” or a direct translation 

thereof.160 However, the influence of Till and Liebesny’s study reaches further than the 

name given to the documents: Till’s interpretation of the characteristic formula ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ 

ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ (eis plogos mpnoute ntootk) as “Here is the promise, by God, for you” 

is commonly accepted.161 Delattre, “Les lettres de protection”, in 2007, updated the corpus, 

with a list of protection letters published since Till, including (re)editions of documents, and 

proposed some changes to Till’s categorization, without going into the legal historical 

 
160 Schiller uses “logos mpnoute documents”, which is less interpretative than “Schutzbriefe”. Not 

all scholars use (a translation of) Schutzbrief, see section 2.1.2.  
161 Exceptions in 2.1.2. 
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discussion. He also added to the corpus of Coptic protection letters with reeditions and 

editions of documents. Furthermore, editions of protection letters appear within larger 

thematic corpora, e.g. as part of the documents belonging to a certain collection, area, or 

scribe,162 or are published in small groups.163 Most recently, 89 protection letters have been 

collected in SB Kopt. V, including a large number of texts from Till, “Koptische 

Schutzbriefe”, with corrections by editor Monika Hasitzka. Thus, the protection letters have 

received attention in the form of editions, reeditions, or as sources for the study of the legal 

history of late antique and early Islamic Egypt. They have been categorized into smaller, 

mainly formal, categories.  

A second strand of the scholarship involving the Coptic protection letters has been 

using them as sources for the administrative history of late antique and early Islamic Egypt, 

mainly as the protection letters relate to travel and the restrictions thereof by the Arab-

Muslim government.164 The Coptic protection letters are documents related to fugitives and 

taxation, two aspects of the administration of the Arab-Muslim government which have 

received some attention from scholars, also because they are prominent in the papyrological 

record. The protection letters have also been discussed in the context of the responsibilities 

of local authorities.165 

This dissertation builds on the work that has been done, but aims at a more inclusive 

approach to the Coptic protection letters, with a stronger emphasis on the social mechanisms 

and relationships which they reflect. The Coptic protection letters serve as a way into 

understanding the functioning of the local, specifically rural, elites and their relationships 

with the local village population and with the government. The protection mechanisms I am 

examining of course constitute just a small part of village life, let alone the Islamic Empire, 

but they are, just like the Coptic protection letters themselves, at the crossroads of important, 

interrelated aspects of society, namely law and custom, administration, and social 

relationships. If we think back to Jeremias’ protection letter I cited at the beginning of this 

 
162 E.g., respectively, P.Stras.Copt. 66, O.Marc 322, Cromwell, Recording village life, 245-247, no. 

9. 
163 Boud'hors, “Coptic Ostraca”. 
164  Delattre, “Checkpoints"; Schaten, “Reiseformalitäten”; Selander, “koptische Schutzbriefe”; 

Selander, “Travel”. 
165 Berkes, Dorfverwaltung, 176-177 on lashanes; Dekker, Episcopal Networks, 57-58 and 266-267, 

on the responsibilities of bishop Pesynthios of Coptos; Schmelz, Kirchliche Amtsträger, on clerical 

elites. 
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chapter, I believe there are three main facets to the document. Jeremias’ protection letter 

was, firstly, a legal document, a text which was signed, which contained specific formulae, 

and which pertained to Jeremias’ taxes and the administration of the village. This facet of 

the protection letters, its content and form, has received most attention in the past. However, 

secondly, Jeremias’ document was a letter, in the sense that it was a communication between 

participants in an (asymmetrical) relationship of protection: the tax evader and his children, 

and the village administrators who had the power to harass him, but also to grant him 

amnesty. And thirdly, it was a material object, which had to be produced by and delivered 

to the relevant parties, as part of the protection letter mechanism. In this dissertation all three 

of these aspects are integrated in my analyses. 

1.5.2 Categorization and embeddedness 

This dissertation does not analyze the Coptic protection letters per formal subcategory as 

they were set out by Till, and amended by Delattre. Within Till’s and Delattre’s categories, 

the texts can still differ quite a lot in terms of structure and content, and often certain texts 

from one category feature characteristics similar to those of another category, making the 

boundaries often more constricting than useful. I discuss the existing categorizations and 

the issues listed above in more detail in section 2.1. Generally I avoid rigid categorization 

of the Coptic protection letters and instead opt for a more flexible analysis of the corpus as 

a whole as well as the separate texts. There are multiple advantages to this flexible, 

“organic” approach to the corpus, and in what follows I discuss the two main advantages.  

The concept of “family resemblance”, made popular by Wittgenstein, is useful as a 

way to understand the corpus and its boundaries.166 According to this approach, in any given 

category the elements in it are characterized by a network of overlapping similarities. The 

separate elements do not all have to contain specific characteristics to be considered part of 

the category, but rather these characteristics run as strands through the category.167 As the 

Coptic protection letters are characterized by a very high degree of variability in their 

structure and content, this approach is appropriate. I apply this concept of “family 

resemblance” on two scales. On a smaller scale, it helps me to keep the category of Coptic 

protection letters open, while still being able to define what are the formal conditions to call 

 
166 This concept is also used to describe the connections between Fatimid state documents in Rustow, 

Lost Archive, 84; and Arabic letters of request on papyrus in Sijpesteijn, “Righting Wrongs”. 
167  Wittgenstein uses the category of games as an illustration in his explanation of “family 

resemblance” in Philosophical Investigations, §66-68. 
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a document a Coptic protection letter. In section 3.1.1, I point to a constellation of formulaic 

elements which in my opinion form the core of the Coptic protection letter, as they are 

shared by the largest number of documents. The eis plogos mpnoute ntootk formula, or 

some variant of it, is chief among them. However, not all of the formulaic elements need to 

be part of the document for the document to be considered a Coptic protection letter. Thus, 

the category is formally defined, but not restricted. On a larger scale, this fluid approach of 

“family resemblance” also encourages the inclusion in my analyses of Greek, Arabic, and 

other types of Coptic documents which are not considered protection letters but which share 

certain formal or functional characteristics with them, such as safe conducts, guarantees, 

private letters, etc. Rather than studying the Coptic protection letters as a certain type of 

document functioning in a certain way in a certain context, I look for and examine the ties 

which they have with other (types of) documents. This way, I examine the mechanisms and 

relationships of protection underlying the documents across documentary types, languages 

and administrative, geographical, and social contexts. Studying the Coptic protection letters 

as elements in a much larger network, I highlight how they can help us understand how 

Early Islamic Egyptian society was woven together.168 

Not examining the Coptic protection letters as defined by their membership of a 

certain formal subcategory has a second advantage. It allows me to group and analyze the 

documents along other lines, which can be related to form, but also content. E.g. in Chapter 

3, I define different types of expressions of protection featured in the documents (section 

3.2.1), and I draw a formal comparison of the protection letters written by the scribes of 

Djeme, individually and as a group (3.3.1). In Chapter 4, I make use of another way to group 

and analyze the protection letters, and tie them into the network of “protection documents”, 

and that is to focus on the kind of protection they are offering, i.e. is the protection related 

to legal or administrative issues, what are the addressees of the protection letters protected 

from? The social or administrative function of the people involved in the protection letters, 

and the related other protection documents, as well as the contexts in which these people 

operated (e.g. village heads, monastic authorities, officials on different levels of the 

administration etc.) are also useful points of departure for bringing together documents and 

comparing them, as it helps to understand the social relationships of the world in which this 

 
168 The publications mentioned in note 164 do this to a certain degree. This approach is especially 

prominent here in Chapters 4 and 5.  
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network of documents was produced, which is more in focus in Chapters 4 and 5. This 

multidimensional way of grouping, comparing and analyzing the fluid corpus allows me to 

focus on the different functions of these documents in society and the mechanisms 

underlying their production and circulation. I explain my approach to the functions of the 

Coptic protection letters in the next paragraph. 

1.5.3 Functions of the protection letters in society 

When it has dealt with their function, the scholarship on Coptic protection letters has mainly 

examined, in greater or lesser detail, two functions of these documents: as legal documents 

(guarantees) providing a certain amnesty for debtors, and as a type of safe conduct in a 

context of policies of restriction of travel by the government. I define the general function 

of the Coptic protection letters as instruments to solve problems in village contexts. I will 

emphasize how this problem-solving goes in different directions: the issuance of a 

protection letters can solve a problem for the party receiving the protection letter, but also 

for the party issuing it. These problems and their solutions are related to the two interrelated 

domains of law and administration, with taxation playing an important role. However, there 

is a third dimension to the purpose of the protection letters, and that is their social function 

in the milieus in which they operated. The protection letters activated social relationships 

between the various people involved in their production and circulation. My emphasis on 

the social function of the Coptic protection letters is related to my interest in the “social 

role” of the rural elites.169 This key concept of sociology is defined as “patterns or norms of 

behavior expected from the occupant of a particular position in the social structure”.170 I 

examine the rural elites’ protective interventions in village life, e.g. through the issuance of 

protection documents, as a part of their social role. This focus on the social aspects of village 

life in late antiquity and early Islam, based on documentary sources and with a particular 

focus on local elites, is not new.171 However, the Coptic protection letters specifically have 

not been subject to an elaborate analysis in that light until now.  

 
169 This is similar to the approach to Coptic legal documents mentioned by Richter, “Coptic Papyri”. 
170 Burke, History, 47-50, esp. 47. 
171 On local elites’ mechanisms of dependency and power in village life: cf. Ruffini, “Village Life”; 

Ruffini, Life; Papaconstantinou, “‘Great Men’”; Papaconstantinou, “Propriétaires”; 

Papaconstantinou, “Hagiography”; Wilfong, Women; Sijpesteijn, “Loyal and knowledgeable 

supporters”.  
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Emphasizing the social functions, closely intertwined with legal and administrative 

functions, of the documents, and the people involved in them, begs the question of how they 

fitted into larger societal mechanisms and systems. The paradigm of the opposition between 

reciprocity and solidarity has been used to examine social relationships in medieval 

Egypt.172 How this might be of use when thinking about the way Coptic protection letters, 

and related protection documents, operated in society, will be the subject of the next 

paragraph. 

1.5.4 Solidarity, reciprocity, and patronage 

Relationships based on reciprocity involve the exchange of goods, services and favours, 

which can be material or symbolic, whereby reciprocating is obligatory. These are personal 

relationships that can be between equals but are often between people of inequal power or 

status, and the content of the exchanges depends on the power differential in the 

relationship, whereby “[t]he most powerful members of the group generally offer protection 

and economic or other support to its weakest members, in exchange for various forms of 

services.”173 In systems based on reciprocity, the individual is more important than the 

group. Patronage relationships are part of reciprocity based systems.174 In solidarity based 

systems, on the other hand, group belonging is more important than individual interests. The 

solidarity or group belonging is based on a unifying idea such as a shared ideology, e.g. 

religion. In a solidarity system you are bound to every member of the group, even if you do 

not have any other relationship with them. Reciprocity and solidarity can be seen as opposite 

ends of a spectrum which coexist in any “real” society.175  

The different kinds of rural patronage which existed in late antique Egypt have been 

examined by Lopez through his analysis of the sermons of Shenoute of Atripe, abbot of a 

group of three monasteries located near the city of Panopolis, in southern Egypt, during the 

 
172  Rustow, “Patronage”; Papaconstantinou, “Hagiography”. Their approach follows Schwartz, 

Were the Jews? My discussion of this paradigm in the next paragraph is based on these sources. 

However, the concepts of solidarity and reciprocity as lenses through which to understand societies 

go back to Emile Durkheim (The Division of Labour in Society, 1893) and Marcel Mauss (The Gift: 

the Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies, 1924) respectively. 
173 Papaconstantinou, “Hagiography,” 15. 
174 A classic study on reciprocal relationships and patronage in the Islamic world is by Mottahedeh, 

Loyalty. 
175 This coexistence can create tension, as e.g. shown in the case studies by Schwartz, Were the 

Jews? and Rustow, “Patronage”. 
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first half of the fifth century.176 Rich and powerful landowners could become rural patrons, 

providing “rural clients with a protection that may take multiple and diverse forms: loans, 

help with irrigation, work opportunities, access to land tenancy, contacts with the powerful, 

protection from the demands of the state and other landowners (taxes, rents, liturgies), and—

crucially in a late Roman context—legal protection at court.”177 However, monasteries also 

sought to engage in patronage relationships, and the tensions in which this rivalry resulted 

are palpable in Shenoute’s sermons: while Shenoute considered his own patronage of the 

population as “care for the poor”, the patronage offered by his rivals, the rich landowners, 

was “exploitation”.178  

In his comparative historical study, Framing the Middle Ages, Chris Wickham has 

argued, based on arguments by Patricia Crone about the effects of Arab-Muslim rule on 

existing networks of patronage, that when Egypt became a province of the Islamic empire 

“patronage and all the other complex mediations of the Roman world were much less 

available in Umayyad and ‘Abbāsid society”. Because the Arabs brought their own 

patronage system of walā’, he argues, you could only be part of a patronage network by 

converting and becoming a mawlā.179 However, forms of local patronage still existed in the 

eighth century. E.g., Arietta Papaconstantinou has defined the society of the eighth-century 

Theban area as “a reciprocity based group with a strong culture of patronage and 

obligation”, in the context of her analysis of the child donation documents of the Saint 

Phoibammon monastery.180 On the other hand, the village societies of the late antique and 

early Islamic Egyptian countryside also seem to have included elements of solidarity. While 

warning us that the idea of a “Christian community of Egypt” as we see it in the medieval 

literary sources, is not visible in the documentary sources, Arietta Papaconstantinou argues 

that “in the few cases where a sense of community does emerge, it is invariably the village”, 

 
176 Lopez, Shenoute, Chapter 3.  
177 Lopez, Shenoute, 48. 
178 Lopez, Shenoute, 49.  
179 Wickham, Framing, 143. Bagnall, Egypt in Late Antiquity, 214-225 gives an overview patronage 

mechanisms in late antique Egypt. My discussion on patronage in these paragraphs does not concern 

walāʾ, the Arab-Muslim patronage system, in which non-Arabs non-Muslims could enter by 

converting. It was both a social phenomenon and legal institution. For the different aspects of walāʾ, 

see the articles collected in Bernards and Nawas, Patronate;  Rustow, “Formal”. 
180 Papaconstantinou, “Hagiography”. 
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pointing to documentary sources in which a village seems to act as a whole.181 Moreover, 

she points to “village solidarities”, which led villagers to hide and protect fugitives, although 

they risked a fine that was twice as high as the fine for the fugitives themselves.182 Of course, 

it is possible that behind this “village solidarity” was a pre-existing relationship based on 

reciprocity, and that the people hiding and protecting fugitives were already associates of 

the fugitives, who might have had to reciprocate the favor. The act of protection may have 

even sparked the reciprocity relationship.  

Do the protection letters reflect a form of local patronage, or more broadly a social 

exchange based on reciprocity? Or do they reflect solidarity alliances? Marina Rustow 

offers a definition of what she calls the “informal” type of patronage to be found in medieval 

Islamicate societies, which I find useful here: “using one’s influence, power, knowledge or 

financial means on behalf of someone else, with an eye toward benefiting both that person 

and oneself at the same time.” This type of patronage can be engaged in by rulers, but also 

by “village big men”.183 As I mentioned above, I consider the Coptic protection letters to be 

problem-solving instruments which had the capacity to benefit both parties involved. 

Thanks to the protection letter, the addressee can return to his home without fear of 

punishment. This letter was in its turn produced because of the power of the local authority, 

and their responsibilities in the administration. The favor they are asking is for the addressee 

to generally come home and take up their role in village life, in many cases contributing a 

partial payment, which directly or indirectly might solve a problem for the local authority, 

in terms of tax revenue or (agricultural) labor. This in turn helps to strengthen the local 

authority’s position in the administration and the village community. I will elaborate on this 

point in section 5.4. 

On the other hand, we might ask if there is some form of local solidarity at play in the way 

these documents operated, by which belonging to a certain village community forged such 

a strong tie that tax evaders and fugitives could receive amnesty from their village heads or 

monastery leaders? Villages as a whole, or rather a group of village representatives, could 

issue a protection letter, and in some protection letters the issuing party promises to not ask 

 
181 Papaconstantinou, “Great men”. It has been argued that the terms for “village community” 

(koinon, koinotès) indicate the authoritative elite group of the village rather than the whole 

community, e.g. in the so-called communal tax agreement P.CLT 6: Cromwell, Recording 90-91, 

Berkes, Dorfverwaltung 171-172.  
182 Papaconstantinou, “Great men”, based on the Qurra-Basilios correspondence.  
183 Rustow, “Formal”. The formal type of patronage in her analysis is walā’ (see above). 
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anything from the addressee, exempting them from payment of taxes or a (tax) debt. Still, 

also in these cases the return of the villager could have benefits for the authority issuing the 

document not related to tax revenue, but rather to labor or even social issues, e.g. through 

the return of a family member to their family. Ties of reciprocity are much easier to 

recognize in the Coptic protection letter mechanism than ties of solidarity, as I will discuss 

in section 5.4.3. 

Did the protection letters confirm or create ties of dependency between the parties? 

In other words, did the addressee owe something, a service, a favor, to the issuing local 

authority, other than their return to the village and their role therein? It is difficult to answer 

these questions, as the documents themselves do not directly indicate it. While definite 

answers to the questions asked here might not be within reach, the concepts of solidarity 

and reciprocity as systems underlying protective interventions are useful to try to understand 

the social role of the rural elites in their local context. In the next paragraph, I discuss how 

I move beyond this local context, and use the Coptic protection letters and related documents 

to examine the role of the rural elites in Egypt as a province of the caliphate, and in the 

caliphate itself.  

1.5.5 Place of the rural elites in the empire 

My multidimensional approach to the functions of the protection documents, on the 

crossroads of the legal, the administrative, and the social, leads to an examination of what 

were or could be the different motives of a member of the local rural elite to issue a 

protection letter in a general sense, and why they would issue a specific protection letter. 

These motives are related to the local elites’ relationships with the local village population 

as well as with the government, to the responsibilities and role of these elites in the 

administration of the province as well as in their own communities. But these motives are 

also related to the position of the rural elite in the empire at large. Recent insights and 

concepts from Empire Studies will be underlying my analysis particularly in section 5.4. I 

will examine whether the protection letters can be seen as reflecting the position of the rural 

elites as “stakeholders in empire”.184  In their analysis of the Spanish colonial state in 

America as a stakeholder model, Grafe and Irigoin argue that local elites had an active 

interest in the success and expansion of the empire, in large part because they had a stake in 

 
184 Grafe and Irigoin, “Stakeholder Empire”. See also Burbank and Cooper, Empires, 13; Antunes 

and Polónia, Beyond Empires. 
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both collection and expenditure of taxes. I will try to understand the relationship between 

the interests of the rural elites to the interests of the empire and its representatives.  

The ties that bound the rural elites the together with other actors in the society and 

administration of the province of Egypt and eventually the empire is the main subject of 

Chapter 5. I argue that the whole administrative apparatus at work in Egypt, with its Arab-

Muslim amīrs and its “local” dioiketeis and lashanes was an integrated system in which all 

different actors contributed, not always necessarily consciously, to keep the Islamic Empire 

running. Actors of different religious, ethnic, social communities were tied together in the 

same administrative structures and knew how to work within these structures to integrate 

the demands of empire with their own goals. However, administrative and social hierarchy, 

a dichotomy between (new) rulers and subjects was both a political construct and a lived 

reality in day-to-day situations.185 Managing “difference” was one of the main tasks of an 

empire in order to be successful.186 It is more fruitful, though, to study these different actors, 

and their actions and motives, as parts of the same world, not working in isolation.187 This 

can help us to move away from thinking about this world in opposed categories such as 

Muslims and Christians, Fustat and countryside, official and unofficial languages and 

documents, Arabic/Greek and Coptic, but rather as an integrated system in which different 

actors had sometimes aligned and sometimes different or opposed interests.188 Moreover, I 

favor a vertical rather than horizontal perspective on the history of Empire: rather than 

studying the society of early Islamic Egypt as a layered cake of social strata, I will examine 

it through the actions and communications of “people pushing and tugging on relationships 

with those above and below them, changing but only sometimes breaking the lines of 

authority and power”.189 This holistic approach to the administration and society of Egypt 

 
185  While we cannot know for sure people’s day-by-day social experiences, the papyrological 

evidence seems to suggest that this dichotomy was rather felt on a socio-political (rulers vs subjects) 

rather than a religious (Muslims vs Christians) level: Cromwell, “Religious Expression”. 
186 Burbank and Cooper, Empires; Lavan, Payne, and Weisweiler, Cosmopolitanism. 
187 While this dissertation focuses on actors and the mechanisms which they employ to work within 

a structure or system, rather than on social networks, documentary sources such as papyri have 

proven to be an excellent source base for social network analysis, see e.g. Ruffini, Social Networks; 

Dekker, Episcopal Networks. In 2015, the Leiden Papyrological Institute organized the international 

conference “Papyri and Social Networks” (Renate Dekker, Cisca Hoogendijk, Mattias Brand). 
188 This becomes especially important when some of these lines become more blatantly blurred, e.g. 

in the gradual processes of Arabicisation and Islamicisation of the Egyptian province. See also 

Legendre, “Neither Byzantine?” 
189 Burbank and Cooper, Empires, 14. 
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as a province of an Islamic Empire, is also related to my comments on the advantage of 

tying the Coptic protection letters to other documents with which they share a “family 

resemblance”. When we embrace the combined evidence of the documents in the three 

administrative languages of Islamic Egypt: Arabic, Coptic, and Greek, rather than dividing 

the extant documentary sources into official documents in Arabic and Greek, and unofficial 

in Coptic, we can see this integrated system reflected in them. 
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Chapter 2: The Coptic Protection Letters: Overview of the Corpus 

 

This Chapter serves as an overview of Coptic protection letters, the document type which 

forms the basis of my discussions in this dissertation.190 Section 2.1 discusses the studies 

which since the 1930s have defined the documentary genre, assigned subcategories and 

added editions and reeditions to the corpus. In Section 2.2 I elucidate my use of the term 

“Coptic protection letter” and list which documents are – and which are not – considered to 

be part of the core corpus in this dissertation. The table in the Appendix provides a list of 

all these documents, with metadata and a short description. Section 2.3 focuses on the 

metadata of the Coptic protection letters: where do they come from, when were they 

produced, what are their writing supports? In Section 2.4 I discuss some terms that I use to 

designate specific formal elements of the Coptic protection letters, as well as the different 

parties which play a role in them. I will use these terms throughout the dissertation in my 

discussions of the documents.  

2.1 History of editions and categorizations 

2.1.1 Schiller 

The first systematic study of the Coptic protection letters appeared in 1935, when A. A. 

Schiller dedicated an essay in the field of legal history to “The Coptic ⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ 

documents”, in which he discussed Coptic texts which bear the eis plogos (mpnoute) ntootk 

formula. His main argument is that the ⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ documents, especially the “Safe 

Conduct Type”, which constitute the “kernel” of the corpus, are the direct successors of the 

Byzantine λόγοι ἀσυλίας, known from literary sources but not attested in the papyrological 

record (see also section 1.1.3.1). Moreover, Schiller divided the texts into five categories: 

“Safe Conduct Type”, “Summons Type”, “Judgement Type”, “Tax-receipt Type” and 

“Private deeds with logos formulae”. The first four types are grouped in the category of 

“technical documents”. 

2.1.2 Till 

Three years after Schiller’s essay, W. C. Till’s publication of the “Koptische Schutzbriefe” 

(1938) appeared. The publication would become the standard reference work for the study 

of these documents, and the term “Schutzbrief” or its translation is commonly used for 

 
190 Related documents in Arabic, Coptic, and Greek will be discussed in Chapters 4 and 5.  
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them.191 Till added 35 previously unpublished documents to the corpus, and reedited two 

others.192 While Schiller translated ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ as “the word of God”, Till interpreted 

the characteristic formula in the texts in a different way, which is now commonly accepted 

and which I also follow.193 Till interprets ⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ as “promise”, ⲛ as preposition meaning the 

“by” which is used in oaths. Thus, the formula would mean: “Here you have the promise, 

by God, for you”. Till argues that this interpretation makes more sense in the situations in 

which these documents are used, as swearing by God is a good way to show that you are 

serious about your intention to protect someone in a certain way. The fugitive needs to be 

able to trust the protector, and this trust is gained by swearing by God. Moreover, a more 

literal interpretation of this formula, “this is the word of God for you” (as Schiller interpreted 

it) would imply that the person issuing the document, usually a local authority, would equate 

their following promise with the “word of God”. Thus the promise in the document, issued 

by a local authority, would essentially be God’s own promise to the addressee. While we 

cannot be certain, this seems unlikely.  

Till divided the Coptic protection letters into 9 categories, numbering the texts he 

included in his publication from 1 to 103. After the discussion of nos. 1 to 3, which are part 

of an introduction to the genre of the “Schutzbrief” and its use in society, Till subsequently 

lists the categories. (1) General protection letters: “Allgemein gehaltene Schutzbriefe” (nos. 

4-16); (2) Protection letters with exceptions: “Schutzbriefe mit vorgesehenen Ausnahmen” 

(nos. 17-41); (3) Protection letters without order to return: “Schutzbriefe ohne Aufforderung 

zurückzukehren” (nos. 42-49); (4) Invitations for discussion/negotiation: “Einladungen zu 

Verhandlungen” (nos. 50-54); (5) Assurances connected to other documents: 

“Zusicherungen in Verbindung mit anderen Urkunden” (nos. 55-64); (6) Unclear cases: 

“Unklare Fälle” (nos. 65-68); (7) Requests to issue a protection letter: “Ansuchen um 

Ausstellung eines Schutzbriefes” (nos. 69-84); (8) Requests to transfer a protection letter: 

Ansuchen um Übermittlung eines Schutzbriefes” (nos. 85-89); (9) Other cases: “Sonstige 

 
191 In the Brussel’s Coptic Database (BCD) they are named “lettre de protection”. In the BCD and 

Trismegistos (TM) the texts in Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe” are also registered under their siglum 

of P.Schutzbriefe.  
192 For an overview, see Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe”, 71-72.  
193 Delattre, “Lettres” , 174. But see e.g. in the editions of SB Kopt. V 2251 and 2311, where the 

editor translates the formula with “It is the guarantee of God (to you)”, citing this as the “literal 

meaning” in the introduction to the editions (Albarrán Martínez, “Coptic Ostraca”, 1306), and 

Cromwell, “Recording”, 245-247, no. 9 translates: “Here is the assurance from [God…”. Cromwell 

uses the term “safe conduct pass”. 
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Fälle” (nos. 90-101). In the Appendix, Till edits two more texts, nos. 102 (Category 3) and 

103 (Category 4).  

Till designates only his three first categories explicitly as “Schutzbriefe”. The 

documents in the other categories are described as e.g. “ⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ (ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ) documents”,194 

or documents in which a logos mpnoute formula is connected to other documents,195 or 

letters. 196  In most of his classification, Till links the formulary of the documents to 

distinctions in their functions. E.g. he maintains that the documents in category 4 were not 

issued for fugitives, because they contain promises that allowed the protectee to leave again. 

However, the texts in category 3 are grouped together only because of a formal aspect which 

according to Till did not have consequences for their function: while they lack a certain 

formula (the instruction clause, cf. infra section 2.4) present in categories 1 and 2 – and 

many other Coptic protection letters – Till argued that the function of these Schutzbriefe did 

not differ from those in categories 1 and 2.  

2.1.3 Delattre 

After Till, the main editor of the Coptic protection letters has been A. Delattre.197 Moreover, 

in his 2007 publication, Delattre lists the “Schutzbriefe” which had been published since the 

appearance of Till’s work and makes some comments on Till’s categorization of the 

protection letters in Till (1938).198 

Delattre’s 2007 classification follows Till’s loosely, but allows only 4 categories. The first 

groups the general protection letters and those with limitations and exceptions together 

(Till’s categories 1 and 2). Delattre interprets all these documents as issued on behalf of 

fugitives. The second category is Till’s Category 3. In contrast to Till, however, Delattre 

argues that the distinctive formal characteristic of these texts – they lack an instruction 

clause, a formula which most often asks the addressee to come home (see section 2.4) – is 

an indication of their distinctive function, namely not as documents issued on behalf of a 

 
194 Category 4, Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe,” 99. 
195 Category 5, Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe,” 103. 
196 Category 7, Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe,” 109. 
197 Delattre, “Lettres”; Delattre, “Nouveau”; P.Stras.Copt. 66. 
198 Delattre, “Lettres,” 175-176. He publishes three new texts on 176-178: see below my list of 

Coptic protection letters in this dissertation. Reeditions of texts previously edited in Till, “Koptische 

Schutzbriefe,” are listed on 174.  
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fugitive but as documents with a function similar to that of the official Greek and Arabic 

travel permits.199  

Delattre’s third category groups together protection letters linked to other 

documents, in the same way as Till’s Category 5. Delattre asserts that the “protection letters” 

in these cases are only protective formulas attached to legal or fiscal documents, especially 

in the case of the tax-receipts with Coptic protection letter formulas.200 Delattre’s fourth 

category (“Utilisations variées) contains the documents which do not fit in the first three 

categories, e.g. letters concerning protection letters, which I also include in the corpus (see 

below, section 2.2).  

2.1.4 Hasitzka: SB Kopt. V 

The Koptisches Sammelbuch V (2020), pp. 46-104, nos. 2223 – 2311, edited by Monika 

Hasitzka, provides under the heading “Schutzbriefe” reeditions for 86 Coptic protection 

letters. Many of the texts in Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe” are included, but also 4 

documents published elsewhere.201 The reedited texts from Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe” 

also include letters which mention a logos, and are also classified as “Schutzbrief”. From 

Till’s category 9 “Sonstige Fälle”, Hasitzka only includes nrs. 90, 91 and 96.202 

 
199 I discuss these briefly in 4.2.1.1. 
200 I discuss these and their particular format in section 4.1.1.1. 
201 SB Kopt. V 2223 – 2224 = P.Scholl 11 – 12; SB Kopt. V 2225 = Delattre, “Nouveau”; SB Kopt. 

V 2226 = Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe,” no.1; SB Kopt. V 2227 – 2246 = Till, “Koptische 

Schutzbriefe,” nos. 4 – 23; SB Kopt. V 2247 – 2248 = Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe,” 25 – 26; SB 

Kopt. V 2249 – 2250 = Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe,” 28 – 29; SB Kopt. V 2251 = Albarrán 

Martínez, “Coptic ostraca,” no. 1; SB Kopt. V 2252 – 2268 = Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe,” nos. 

30 – 46; SB Kopt. V 2269 – 2279 = Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe,” nos. 48 – 58; SB Kopt. V 2280 

– 2285 = Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe,” nos. 60 – 65; SB Kopt. V 2286 – 2297 = Till, “Koptische 

Schutzbriefe,” nos. 69 – 80; SB Kopt. V 2298 – 2307 = Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe,” nos. 82 – 

91; SB Kopt. V 2308 = Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe,” no. 96; SB Kopt. V 2309 – 2310 = Till, 

“Koptische Schutzbriefe,” nos. 102 – 103; SB Kopt. V 2311 = Albarrán Martínez, “Coptic ostraca,” 

no. 2. Four texts included in Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe” had been reedited in previous issues of 

the Koptisches Sammelbuch: SB Kopt. III 1368 = Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe,” no. 27; SB Kopt. 

II 915 = Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe,” no. 59; SB Kopt. II 916 = Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe,” 

no. 47; SB Kopt. II 917 = Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe,” no. 24. SB Kopt. II 914 = P.Laur. III 125, 

included in Delattre, “Lettres”.  
202 SB Kopt. V 2306; SB Kopt. V 2307; SB Kopt. V 2308. I only include here SB Kopt. V 2307 = 

Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe,” no. 91.  
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2.2 Core corpus: Coptic protection letters 

The documents included in Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe” form the basis of the corpus of 

documents studied in this dissertation, together with the documents listed and (re)edited in 

Delattre, “Lettres de protection”, SB Kopt. V and other Coptic protection letters edited since 

Delattre, “Lettres de protection”. Thus, I collected all documents which have been 

designated “Coptic protection letters” or a variant term by their editors. Moreover, the 

corpus here also includes three unpublished documents. I was able to access the preliminary 

editions prepared by other scholars of two of these documents, as well as my own 

preliminary edition of the third.203 There are undoubtedly many more unedited protection 

letters in various collections.204 

 

I exclude a number of documents in Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe” from the corpus of 

Coptic protection letters in this dissertation. Some of these documents are still relevant for 

the discussions in this dissertation, but they are not Coptic protection letters.205 In other 

documents in Till’s “Koptische Schutzbriefe”, there is not enough evidence that they are 

related to the Coptic protection letters, because there is nothing conclusive in the text that 

allows us to connect the document to the Coptic protection letters, their formulary, or the 

issues to which they are connected, which Till also acknowledges.206 

A complete list of documents I include in the corpus of Coptic protection letters is given in 

the table in the Appendix, including metadata and short descriptions of the documents. 

 
203 The edition of OTorino S. 5911 and OTorino S 5945+S 5937 is being prepared by Matthias 

Müller (Basel), Heike Behlmer (Göttingen), Claudia Gamma (Basel) and Alain Delattre (Brussels). 

On Deir-el-Rumi, the finding context of these ostraca, see Müller, “Andreas”. The preliminary 

editions of the documents was made available to me by Matthias Müller in August 2019. I made a 

preliminary edition of P.Katoennatie 685/1 in the context of the Coptic Papyrology seminar at 

Leiden University in December 2018 (lecturer: Renate Dekker).  
204 E.g AF2301, Musée du Louvre, Paris: see Calament, “Reglement de comptes” (= SB Kopt. III 

1367), 41; Kelsey Museum inv. 2.5149, Ann Arbor (Jennifer Cromwell: private communication).  
205 They refer to other protection mechanisms. P.Schutzbriefe 3 = P.Lond. IV 1540; P.Schutzbriefe 

95 = CPR IV 170; P.Schutzbriefe 98 = SB Kopt. IV 1760. I would include here also the three literary 

anecdotes Till discusses: P.Schutzbriefe 99-100.  
206 P.Schutzbriefe 90 = SB Kopt. V 2306; P.Schutzbriefe 92; P.Schutzbriefe 93; P.Schutzbriefe 96 

= SB Kopt. V 2308; P.Schutzbriefe 97 = P.CLT 5.  
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2.2.1. The term “Coptic protection letter” 

Till’s inclusion, mostly based on the presence of an eis plogos (mpnoute) ntootk formula, 

of all these texts in a study entitled “Koptische Schutzbriefe”, has led to the designation of 

all texts included in Till’s publication, as well as similar texts which have been published 

since, as Schutzbriefe or “(Coptic) protection letters”. Following this tradition, I also use 

the term “Coptic protection letters” for the core corpus of this dissertation. I acknowledge 

that many if not most Coptic protection letters are technically more legal documents rather 

than letters, as they are related to issues of private law as well as taxation and control of 

mobility by the government.207 However, I consider the Coptic protection letters testimonies 

of social mechanisms and relationships in the Egyptian countryside. The term “letter” 

emphasizes the interaction between the different parties, as well as the underlying social 

relationships and expectations. Moreover, many documents in the corpus cannot be qualified 

as legal documents, but rather as letters, e.g. request letters to issue a logos (protection 

letter). For those reasons, I will continue to use the term “protection letter”, rather than e.g. 

“protection document”. 

The documents call themselves logos or logos mpnoute, lit. word or promise given by 

(invoking) God. E.g. in the signature in Jeremias’ protection letter: “So you will not doubt, 

we drew up this logos (promise, protection letter) and we sign it.” Logos (mpnoute)” or 

“logos (mpnoute) document” are valid designations, but they are mainly useful to a 

specialized public, and obscure the function of the documents. Most of the Coptic protection 

letters explicitly offered a protection to the receiver, as they allow the receiver to avoid the 

threat or danger of a general “harm”, prosecution, arrest, requisition of taxes, etc.  

For all the reasons stated above, “Coptic protection letter” will be the overlying designation 

for the documents in the core corpus in this dissertation.  

2.2.2 Categorization 

In section 1.5.3, I set out my fluid approach to the corpus, in which I avoid categorization. 

I also pointed to the advantages of that approach. Thus, I will not be using the categories 

proposed by Till or Delattre described above, but rather I will use the term “Coptic 

protection letter” for protection letters that are directly addressed by a protector to a 

protectee (“Here you have the promise (logos), (made) by (invoking) God), as well as more 

 
207 Richter, “Coptic Papyri”. In her edition of O.GurnaGorecki 69-72, Boud’hors groups them under 

“official legal documents”.  
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“indirect” protection letters: i.e. communications about protection letters (E.g. “I ask you to 

issue a protection letter (logos) for NN”). All of these documents are interventions which 

use the instrument of the Coptic protection letter to solve one or more problems for the 

people involved. Moreover, the “indirect” protection letters often contain the Coptic 

protection letter formulas, or even contain a complete “direct” protection letter.208 This 

further erodes the “direct vs indirect” distinction, and allows us to use the term “Coptic 

protection letter” for all the documents in the core corpus of this dissertation (see 

Appendix).However, not all of the documents in the corpus are central to my discussions. 

These are, firstly, the two documents which were initially only described and partially 

translated in P.Mon.Epiph.209 I take them into consideration as evidence of the production 

of Coptic protection letters, but because there is no edition available I cannot include them 

in e.g. my analysis of the formulary (sections 3.1.1-3.1.3). Secondly, the contracts which 

include certain formulas that are part of the Coptic protection letter formulary are also 

included in the core corpus of Coptic protection letters.210 However, the functions of those 

formulas incorporated in the contracts are difficult to understand. The contracts are not 

explicitly related to “typical” protection letter issues such as fugitives or taxation, but the 

protection letter formulas may have added a certain protection for one of the parties. 

The previous sections discussed the categorizations of the Coptic protection letters 

in the existing scholarship, and presented my own designation and delineation of the corpus. 

In the next section, I will present the distribution of the documents, both chronologically 

and geographically, as well as the distribution of writing supports. 

2.3 Dating, provenance, and writing support of the Coptic protection letters211 

2.3.1 Where  

The overwhelming majority of the Coptic protection letters have been assigned as 

provenance the larger Theban area, with 117 texts retrieved from this southern Egyptian 

region, which centers around Western Thebes but also comprises a larger area to the North 

 
208 O.CrumVC 64. Other examples of this are SB Kopt. V 2295; SB Kopt. V 2301, 2302; O.CrumVC 

82; O.Vind.Copt. 66; SB Kopt. V 2288 (without signature); SB Kopt. V 2290; SB Kopt. V 2294. 
209 P.Schutzbriefe 66 = P.Mon.Epiph. 265; P.Schutzbriefe 81 = P.Mon.Epiph. 120. 
210 SB Kopt. V 2276; SB Kopt. V 2277; SB Kopt. V 2278; SB Kopt. V 2279; SB Kopt. II 915. 
211 This overview is the result of combined searches in TM and BCD. Where possible, corrections 

to the editions in more recent publications, concerning the metadata of the texts, have been taken 

into account, e.g. in the case of the texts written by the scribe Aristophanes, son of Johannes: 

Cromwell, Recording. 
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and South of Western Thebes (see below). For 15 texts the provenance is in Middle Egypt,212 

1 document might be located in a village in the Delta.213 The provenance of 9 documents is 

wholly unknown.214 I can make this picture considerably more detailed. Sixty-three texts 

from the larger Theban region can be located in a specific site.215 Sixty of these come from 

what is known in the scholarly literature as Western Thebes, the area near modern-day 

Luxor but on the opposite bank of the Nile, where excavations have unearthed thousands of 

ostraca and papyri from late antiquity in numerous sites: foremost among which the well-

known Djeme, also called Kastron Memnonion in some documents,216 built in and around 

the mortuary temple of Ramesses III. The area also contains numerous sites of monastic 

settlements in the surrounding pharaonic Theban necropolis. The remaining 3 documents 

attributed to the Theban region come from the larger Theban area: 1 from the Apa Samuel 

monastery (Deir-el-Gizaz) in the Coptite nome to the North of Western Thebes, and 2 from 

the Apa Hesekiel monastery in the pagarchy of Hermonthis (Armant), neighboring Western 

Thebes to the South: O.Lips.Copt. II 103 and O.Lips.Copt. II 170.217  

 
212 BKU III 356; BKU III 357; BKU III 473; Pap. Congr. XXIII (Vienna 2001), 176-177 (= P.Akoris 

36); Pap. Congr. XXIII (Vienna 2001) 177 (= P.Akoris 54); P.BawitClackson 65; P.KölnÄgypt. II 

25; P.Heid. XI 490; SB Kopt. II 914; SB Kopt. V 2223; SB Kopt. V 2224; SB Kopt. V 2235; SB 

Kopt. V 2236; SB Kopt. V 2277; SB Kopt. V 2300. 
213 P.Lond.Copt. 1227 (Thmui (“the Island”) in Lower Egypt, Delta. 
214 BKU II 298; O.CrumVC 82; O.CrumVC 106; P.Ryl.Copt. 289; P.Ryl.Copt. 385; SB Kopt. I 38; 

SB Kopt. I 39; SB Kopt. II 915; SB Kopt. V 2226. Of uncertain provenance are P.Laur. III 125 

(Oxyrhynchos?); P.Lond.Copt. 1227 (Thmui (“the Island”) in Lower Egypt, Delta (?)); SB Kopt. V 

2235 (Middle Egypt: Hermopolite nome?); SB Kopt. V 2261 (Theban area?); SB Kopt. V 2287 

(Theban area?); The lack of knowledge about the provenance is a common problem when using 

papyrological sources, when the artifacts come from excavations where the finds were not 

adequately documented, or was sold at the antiquities market without (transfer of the) knowledge of 

the original context of the artifact. On the methodological challenges involved in using papyri as a 

historical source, see section 1.4. 
215 The remaining 54 have not been located more precisely than “Theban region”. For my attribution 

of documents to a certain location, I also have included those which have been assigned to that 

location with uncertainty.  
216 Including in the Coptic protection letters, see e.g. SB Kopt. V 2249, O.CrumVC 8, Cromwell, 

Recording, 245-247, no. 9. 
217 The pagarch in the city of Hermonthis (20 km South of modern-day Luxor) was the direct 

supervisor of the dioiketeis of Djeme, the well-known village – and important place of production 

of Coptic protection letters – in Western Thebes. 
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Within the group of Coptic protection letters from Western Thebes, 29 documents 

were either found at the village of Djeme or at least produced there.218 The remaining 31 

texts were found at and/or are connected to specific monastic settlements in Western 

Thebes. They are distributed over the region in this manner (see also the maps below).  

- Sheikh abd el-Gurna: topos of Apa Epiphanius (9 documents): P.Mon.Epiph. 120; 

P.Mon.Epiph. 265; P.Katoennatie 685/1 (unedited);219 SB Kopt. V 2273; SB Kopt. V 2294; 

SB Kopt. V 2295; SB Kopt. V 2302; SB Kopt. V 2305; Van der Vliet, “A Letter to a Bishop 

(O. APM Inv. 3871).” 

- Sheikh abd el-Gurna: TT (Theban Tomb) 65: Monastery of Kyriakos (3 documents): SB 

Kopt. V 2225; O.Mon.Cyr. 5; O.Mon.Cyr. 6.  

- Sheikh abd el-Gurna: Hermitage at pharaonic tomb MMA 1152 (4 documents): 220 

O.GurnaGorecki 69; O.GurnaGorecki 70; O.GurnaGorecki 71; O.GurnaGorecki 72; 

- Qurnet Mura’i: topos of Apa Markos (2 documents): O.Saint-Marc 322, O.Saint-Marc 

323; 

- Dra' Abu el-Naga: Deir el-Bachit: monastery of Apa Paulos (6 documents): OBachit o. 

Nr.; O.Bachit 1800; O.DanKopt. 36;221 O.CrumVC 075; SB Kopt. V 2250 + 2251;222 SB 

Kopt. V 2278; SB Kopt. V 2297;223 

- Deir el- Bahri: monastery of Apa Phoibammon (1 document): SB Kopt. V 2276;224  

- Monastery of Apa Phoibammon, (1 document): O.Mon.Phoibammon 4;225  

 
218 Or at least issued by village officials of Djeme and/or written by a Djeme scribe, such as 

O.CrumVC 8 and O.CrumVC 9. These documents are addressed to the same or two different 

monastic communities surrounding Djeme (on these documents see in particular section 5.3.2). 
219 Two documents, the letters addressed to bishop Pesynthios, were most probably written in the 

Coptite nome, the place of Pesynthios’ diocese, to the North of Western Thebes, and later found in 

or near the monastery of Apa Epiphanius in Western Thebes, where the other documents of 

Pesynthios’ dossier have been found: P.Katoennatie 685/1 (unedited) and Van der Vliet, “Letter”. 

See Van der Vliet, “Letter, ” 260; Dekker, Theban Networks. On these two documents, see also 

section 3.2.2. 
220 Górecki, “Scavenging”. 
221  Found at ancillary complexes belonging to the main monastery, which were built into the 

pharaonic double tomb complex K 93/11-12 located below the monastery (Dra abu el-Naga): Hodak, 

“Ostraca”. 
222 Albrran Martinez, “Coptic Ostraca”, 1301 ff. 
223 Hodak, “Ostraca,” 727, n. 16. 
224 Where Abraham moved to when he became a bishop, larger than the other Apa Phoibammon 

monastery. See Dekker, Theban Networks. 
225 The smaller monastery where bishop Abraham of Hermonthis lived before he became a bishop.  
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- Biban el-Harim (Valley of the Queens), Deir el-Rumi (2 documents): OTorino S 5945+S 

5937 (unedited); OTorino S. 5911 (unedited);226 

- El-Khokha: TT39 (Tomb of Puyemre) (1 document): SB Kopt. V 2289; 

- Ramesseum (mortuary temple of Ramesses II) (1 document): SB Kopt. V 2269.  

 

Figure 2: Map of the Theban region (M. Wachtal, © E. R. O’Connell). From: O’Connell & 

Ruffini, Social Networks of late Antique Western Thebes. 

 
226 Müller, “Andreas,” 223. 
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Figure 3: Map of sites in Western Thebes known to have been reused in Late Antiquity (M. 

Wachtal, © E. R. O’Connell). From: O’Connell & Ruffini, Social Networks of late Antique 

Western Thebes. 

In Middle Egypt, almost all documents come from the Hermopolite nome,227 both 

from village contexts (e.g. Akoris, 2 documents)228 and monastic contexts (e.g. Bawit, 2 

documents).229The reading of the Coptic toponym for Oxyrhynchus in SB Kopt.II 914 is not 

entirely sure: ⲫⲙϫ; see note to l. 5 in the ed. pr. and SB Kopt.II 914. One document from 

Middle Egypt is part of the dossier of the monastery of Apa Apollo at Deir el-Bala’izah.230  

 

2.3.2 When 

The dating of the Coptic protection letters is less certain than their provenance. The Coptic 

protection letters have been dated in a range between the sixth- seventh and 9th centuries, 

 
227 Attributed to the district generally are BKU III 356; BKU III 357; BKU III 473; P.Heid. XI 490; 

SB Kopt. V 2223; SB Kopt. V 2224; SB Kopt. V 2235; SB Kopt. V 2236; SB Kopt. V 2277. 
228 Delattre, Pap. Congr. XXIII (Vienna 2001), 176-177 (= P. Akoris 36); Delattre, Pap. Congr. 

XXIII (Vienna 2001), 177 (= P.Akoris 54). 
229 P.BawitClackson 65; P.Köln ägypt. II 25. 
230 SB Kopt. V 2300. 
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and 56 documents have not been assigned a date at all. Some of the protection letters are 

now lost or are kept in private collections since their first edition, which makes examination 

of the material object, the handwriting and the contents, e.g. in order to check the dating, 

impossible.231 Even when we know the provenance of the protection letters, assumptions 

about that place of provenance can also play a part in their dating. The 9 texts from the Apa 

Epiphanius monastery are all attributed to the seventh century in the available metadata, 

presumably because until recently it was assumed that there was no textual evidence from 

the monastery after the seventh century. However, thanks to the discovery and edition of 

the dossier of the eighth-century monk Frange, who also appears in the Apa Epiphanius 

documentation, the dating of the texts from the context of this monastery can possibly be 

pushed further, namely to the first half of the eighth century, and in this dissertation I place 

these texts in the seventh – eighth century.232 

In section 1.4.2 I mentioned that a number of the Coptic protection letters can be 

dated to a specific date or a range of a couple of decennia, thanks to the combination in 

these documents of an indiction date and the mention of a person known from other, 

absolutely dated documents – often the official(s) issuing the document, or the scribe writing 

it,233 or because certain people mentioned in the document can be associated with others 

 
231 E.g. SB Kopt. V 223; SB Kopt. V 2257; SB Kopt. V 2286. Some documents which in the 

databases are listed as part of a private collection seem to have been transferred to institutional 

collections: SB Kopt. III 1368 is listed as being at Walter Crum’s private collection in Oxford in 

TM and BCD but as Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, Bodl.Copt.Insc. 294 in Cromwell, Recording, 

216.  
232  Boud’hors, “L’Apport”. Van der Vliet, “A Letter to a Bishop (O. APM Inv. 3871)” and 

P.Katoennatie 685/1 (unedited) have been dated to the first half of the seventh century because of 

the identification of the addressee in both documents as bishop Pesynthios of Coptos.  
233 E.g. Cromwell, Recording, 245-247, no. 9: late 720s; O.Bachit o. Nr.: according to the editor: 

734/5-738 but a correction was proposed by A. Delattre: oral communication: “Langues et sources 

documentaires coptes”, Paris, 7 December 2018: the date is either 728/729 or 744/745 (13th 

indiction); O.CrumVC 8; O.CrumVC 9: both 698 or 713 (Cromwell, “Village Scribe”). See my 

interpretation of O.CrumVC 8 and O.CrumVC 9, including their possible dates in section 5.3.2; 

O.Vind.Copt. 67: 738; OTorino S 5945+S 5937 (unedited): 709 or 724 or 739; P.Katoennatie 685/1 

(unedited): 600-631; P.Stras.Copt. 66: 698-728: the editor argues that the scribe is probably Psate, 

son of Pisrael. On Psate’s dates, see Cromwell, “Village Scribe”. I discuss Psate’s protection letters 

in section 3.1.4; SB Kopt. III 1368: 725 (Cromwell, Recording, 58); SB Kopt. V 2233: 730 

(Cromwell, Recording, 58); SB Kopt. V 2246: 730 (Cromwell, Recording, 58); SB Kopt. V 2249: 

729 (Cromwell, Recording, 58); SB Kopt. V 2268: 708; SB Kopt. V 2280: 695 or 725; Van der 

Vliet, “Letter”: 619-629. 
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whose dates are better known.234 It is striking that these documents, with the exceptions of 

the two letters addressed to the early seventh-century bishop Pesynthios, are all dated to the 

end of the seventh and especially the first half of the eighth century.235 All these internally 

dated documents come from Western Thebes. The chronology and prosopography of this 

region is relatively well-known, thanks to the mass of source material and specialized 

studies. 

Thus, the earliest internally dated Coptic protection letters are dated to the first half 

of the seventh century, while the latest internally dated is either 744/745, if the later date for 

O.Bachit. o. Nr. is to be preferred, 739 if the later date for OTorino S 5945+S 5937 

(unedited) is to be preferred, or 738: O.Vind.Copt. 67. Some documents have been given a 

range that starts at the sixth century, but that seems to be related to the general timeframe 

of their production context, e.g. the protection letters belonging to the monastery of Apa 

Ezekiel in Hermonthis, or those found at the topos of Apa Markos, both sites of which 

documentary activity is attested starting from the sixth century. Two documents have been 

dated later than the eighth century, SB Kopt. V 2236 (eighth – 9th century, Hermopolite 

nome) and SB Kopt. V 2253 (ninth century, a protection letter issued by a priest and 

monastic leader of the “mountain of Djeme”). Thus, the large majority of the documents are 

dated to the sixth-eighth and especially seventh-eighth centuries. Because of the prevalence 

of the first half of the eighth century among the internally dated documents, it is highly 

likely that a substantial number of those “sixth-seventh-eighth-century” documents was also 

produced in the first half of the eighth century. While a seventh-century starting date for the 

Coptic protection letters falls within the patterns of the use of Coptic for documents of 

administrative, fiscal and legal nature,236 the apparent scarcity of Coptic protection letters 

dated past the eighth century is more difficult to understand. Coptic keeps being used, 

sometimes in combination with Arabic, in fiscal documents issued by local authorities after 

 
234 O.GurnaGorecki 71: 710-730: assigned to this period by the editor because of one of the officials 

issuing the document’s association with the monk Frange. On Frange’s dating see the introduction 

to O.Frange, 10.  
235 Cromwell, Recording village life, p. 245-247, no. 9: late 720s; O.Bachit o. Nr.: 728/729 or 

744/745; O.CrumVC 8 and 9: 698 or 713; O.GurnaGorecki 71: 710-730; O.Vind.Copt. 67: 738; 

OTorino S 5945+S 5937 (unpublished): 709, 724, or 739; SB Kopt. III 1368: 725; SB Kopt. V 2233: 

730; SB Kopt. V 2246: 730; SB Kopt. V 2249: 729; SB Kopt. V 2268: 708; SB Kopt. V 2280: 695? 

or 725?  
236 See section 1.2.3.1. 
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the eighth century, at least until the beginning of the 11th century.237 Moreover, some of the 

monastic centers in which Coptic protection letters are attested, were active until centuries 

after 750, which is evident from their internally dated documentation as well as material 

evidence from the sites.238 So why are there hardly any Coptic protection letters dated after 

the eighth century, or even to the second half of the eighth century? One possible 

explanation is that at least some of the “sixth- seventh-eighth-century” documents should 

receive a (much) later date, and that their dating has suffered from a tendency in the 

scholarship to date late antique papyri earlier rather than later.239 Future publications of 

Coptic protection letters internally dated after 750 would help, but with the information 

available now another possibility for the apparent disappearance of Coptic protection letters 

in the latter half of the eighth century should be entertained. Several legal documents 

produced in the latter half of the eighth century were produced in Western Thebes, the place 

of production and circulation of so many documents in the corpus.240 While the people living 

in the area were still selling and leasing parcels of land and houses, and donating their 

children to monasteries, did they not need Coptic protection letters anymore? 241  It is 

possible that the particular instrument of the Coptic protection letter was not in use anymore, 

either because it was replaced by other mechanisms and instruments, or because changes in 

the administration had made such local problem-solving instruments irrelevant. E.g., 

changes made to the fiscal system after the Abbasid dynasty came into power as rulers of 

 
237 E.g. Berkes-Vanthieghem, “Late Coptic Tax-receipt” (886-887); CPR IV 13 (tax-receipt, 942); 

Torallas-Tovar, “10th-Century List” (fiscal register, 10th century); P.Ryl.Copt. 464 (tax-receipt, 

1006/1007). These later documents are often written on paper – of the examples given in this 

footnote all but the first are written on paper – which starts being used for Coptic documents from 

the end of the 9th century: Legendre, “Perméabilité,” 326-328. Unfortunately no Coptic protection 

letters on paper or parchment, which was also used for legal texts in Middle and Lower Egypt from 

the 10th century onward, have been published yet, which might be remedied in the future if more 

paper documents in collections will be published. For an overview of Coptic legal documents, 

including their writing support, see Richter, “Koptische Rechtsurkunden”. 
238 E.g. Deir el-Bachit (associated with 6 protection letters) and Bawit (associated with 2 published 

protection letters and at least 2 unpublished ones: Delattre, “L’administration,” 393-394. See 

Palombo, “Christian Clergy,” xxvi-xxix, specifically n. 22.  
239 For Greek papyri, see Morelli’s introduction to CPR XXII, 6-13. 
240 E.g. CPR IV 26 (contract of sale, 760); P.KRU 6 (contract of sale, 758), SB Kopt. II 947 (contract 

of sale, 759).  
241 On the donations of children to monasteries, see Papaconstantinou, “Theia Oikonomia”; 

Papaconstantinou, “Hagiography”. 
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the caliphate, might have had an impact on local practices and instruments such as the 

Coptic protection letters.242 

2.3.2 Writing support 

The Coptic protection letters in mostly follow general geographical patterns of late antique 

Egyptian documents when it comes to their writing support. All documents from Middle 

and the one document from the Delta were written on papyrus, as well as 6 out of 10 of the 

documents of which the provenance is unknown. Within the documents from the Theban 

area, however, only 5 were written on papyrus, the others were all written on ostraca, some 

on limestone flakes, but the great majority on shards of pottery.243 In his overview of Coptic 

legal texts, Richter has pointed out that the Theban area was the only region making use of 

ostraca for the purpose of writing legal documents, and in large numbers, especially for 

shorter legal texts such as receipts and debt acknowledgements, while longer and more 

complex texts were most often written on papyrus. The Coptic protection letters are usually 

fairly concise, so it doesn’t come as a surprise that they should be written mainly on 

ostraca.244 Two of the Theban documents written on papyrus, O.CrumVC 8 and O.CrumVC 

9, two protection letters for a – possibly the same – monastic community, the choice of 

writing support might indeed have been determined by their longer length, especially in the 

case of O.CrumVC 8, which has a longer and more complex formulary in comparison to the 

protection letters generally.245 The letters addressed to bishop Pesynthios were written on 

different writing supports: one on papyrus (P.Katoennatie 685/1 (unedited)) and the other 

on pottery (Van der Vliet, “A Letter to a Bishop” (O. APM Inv. 3871)). The papyrus letter 

contains a text which is shorter than the one written on the potsherd.246 Thus, the length of 

the text does not always determine the writing material.  

 
242 The ERC project “Caliphal Finances” led by Marie Legendre at Edinburgh University aims to 

fully understand Abbasid fiscal practice, in Egypt and other provinces of the caliphate, on the basis 

of documentary as well as literary sources.  
243 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2278 and SB Kopt. V 2289 were written on limestone.  
244  Richter, “Koptische Rechtsurkunden,” 44. O.CrumVC 75 and 82, two letters to clerical 

authorities, start with the polite phrase: “Forgive me that I have not found papyrus”.  
245 On CrumVC 8 and 9, see section 5.3.2. The use of papyrus, as a generally more expensive writing 

material, might also have given some more weight to these protection letters, which were addressed 

to a community of monks, rather than individuals or a family, who were the usual addressees of the 

Coptic protection letters. 
246 The two other Theban protection letters on papyrus were on the longer side: SB Kopt. V 2240, 

SB Kopt. V 2294. The dossier of bishop Pesynthios contains both ostraca and papyrus documents, 
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I have given an overview of the geographical and chronological context of the Coptic 

protection letters, as well as their writing support. The last section of this chapter discusses 

7 terms which I will use throughout the dissertation in my discussions of the protection 

letters, 4 of which relate to the specific “building blocks” which make up the formulary of 

the protection letters (instruction clause, promise clause, exception clause, limitation 

clause),247 and 3 which designate the main actors in the documents (protector, protectee, 

intermediary).  

2.4 Terms used in the descriptions and analyses 

2.4.1 Instruction clause 

The instructions reflect the actions which the protectee can or should undertake according 

to the protection letter.248  The instruction follows the ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ 

formula and is written in the conjunctive, in the second person.249 Most often ⲛⲅⲉⲓ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ 

ⲉⲡⲉⲕⲏⲓ “Come (to your house)” clause is used, with many variations.250 Most, but not all 

documents have an instruction clause. In fact, both Till and Delattre see the documents 

without instruction clause as a separate subcategory of the Coptic protection letters, 

although they differ in their interpretation. 251  Other instructions are to “stay” 252  or to 

“appear”253. Other types of instruction often reflect the very specific situations for which 

the document was written.254 On the importance of the instruction clause as a “building 

block” of Coptic protection letters, see section 3.1.3.  

 

the presence of both writing supports among the Coptic protection letter documentation related to 

Pesynthios is therefore not surprising.  
247 For the term “building-blocks”, see Grob, Documentary Arabic Letters, 25.  
248 The “exception” seems to give the protectee an instruction as well, but more implicitly. See 

below.  
249 On the formula eis plogos mpnoute ntootk: “Here is the promise, (made) by (invoking) God, for 

you”, see sections 1.5.1, 2.1, and 3.1.1. 
250 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2241: ⲛⲅⲉⲓ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ | ⲉⲡⲉⲕⲏⲓ. 
251 Cf. above section 2.1. In 4.2.1.1, I discuss my interpretation of these. 
252 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2255: ⲛ]ⲅⲉ̣ⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲉⲡⲉⲕⲏⲓ ⲛⲅ|ϩⲙⲟⲟⲥ: “come to your house and stay”.  
253 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2253, where this is the only instruction clause, as in SB Kopt. V 2252 and SB 

Kopt. V 2250 + SB Kopt. V 2251: ⲛⲅⲟⲩⲱⲛϩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ.  
254 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2224: ⲛⲅⲉⲓ ⲛⲅⲃⲱⲕ | ⲉⲧⲉⲕⲣⲅⲁⲥⲓⲁ: “come and go to your work.” O.Crum.VC 64: 

ⲛϥⲉⲓ ⲉϩⲣⲁ  ⲉⲡⲉϥⲏⲓ ⲛϥⲣ ϩⲱⲃ ϩⲓⲡⲉϥⲕⲁ|ⲙⲟⲩⲗ: “that he comes to his house and works with his camel”. 

On protection letters written in the third person, see section 3.2. Procedures of protection. 
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2.4.2 Promise clause 

The promise clauses express the protection which the protectee can expect. They are usually 

written in the Negative Future III, introduced by ϫⲉ, in the first person, from the point of 

view of the protector. Because they are negative verb forms, the promise clauses express 

who or what is the protectee is being protected from and, therefore, the danger in which the 

protectee would be if they did not have a protection letter.255 The protection offered can be 

against a general “evil” or “harm”,256 prosecution257 and the “asking” (usually money, e.g. 

in the form of taxes).258 Other recurring promises protect the protectee against harassment259 

or detainment.260 The promise clause can protect the protectee from the protector himself, 

but also from an unspecified third party.261  

A positive promise clause which recurs in several documents is the “observe” or 

“respect” clause, in which the protector or the intermediary promises that he will make sure 

that the promises made in the protection letter are upheld. This clause is a recurring feature 

of some letters requesting a protection letter to be issued for a third party, but occurs also 

e.g. in SB Kopt. V 2240, as part of an oath.262 In section 3.1.2 I delve deeper into the 

different ways in which protection was expressed in the Coptic protection letters.  

2.4.3 Limitation clause 

The limitation appears in Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe”, from no. 17 (= SB Kopt. V 2240) 

onwards. Indeed, according to Till it was, together with what is here called the exception 

(see below) a special characteristic of his second category (“Schutzbriefe mit vorgesehenen 

Ausnahmen” (nos. 17-41)) and one which particularly distinguishes the latter from the first 

category. A limitation limits the validity of the promise made in the document to a certain 

 
255 See sections 3.1.4 and 5.4.2. 
256 E.g. SB Kopt. III 1368: ϫⲉ ⲛⲛⲉⲛⲉⲣ ⲡⲉⲑⲟⲟⲩ | ⲛⲁⲕ: “that we will not do you harm” (literally, 

“that we will not do evil to you”). 
257 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2239: ϫⲉ ⲉⲛ|ⲉ̣ⲓ̣ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲉ ⲙⲙⲟⲕ: “that I will not prosecute you”. 
258 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2250 + SB Kopt. V 2251: ϫⲉ ⲛⲛⲉ]ⲛϫⲛⲟⲩⲕ ⲉⲗⲁⲁⲩ: “that we will not ask 

anything of you”.  
259 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2240: ϫⲛⲛⲉⲓⲕⲁⲩ ⲛⲁⲙⲁϩⲉ ⲙⲟⲕ ⲉⲗⲁⲩ ⲡϩ[ⲱⲃ]: “that we will not harass you (for) 

anything”. 
260 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2292: ϫⲉ ⲛⲛⲉⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛⲣⲱⲙⲉ ϭⲟⲡϥ: “that no man will arrest him”.  
261 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2240: ϫⲛⲛⲉⲓⲕⲁⲩ ⲛⲉⲣ ⲡⲉⲑⲟⲟⲩ: “that I will not let harm be done to you”. 
262 SB Kopt. V 2240: ⲉⲓⲱⲣⲕ ⲛⲡ[ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲡ]|ⲡⲁⲛⲧⲟⲕⲣⲁⲧⲱ[ⲣ] ⲧⲁⲣⲉⲓⲣⲟⲉ[ⲓⲥ ⲉⲡⲉⲓⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ] | ⲛⲁⲕ ⲡⲣⲟⲥ 

ⲧⲉϥϭⲟⲙ: “I swear by God the Almighty that I will uphold (this promise) for you according to its 

validity”. 
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period of time, e.g. for a specific year, which could be the year in which the protection letter 

was issued.263 The limitations of the protection refer mostly to periods of time (years) and 

certain forms of taxation or more general matters. In SB Kopt. V 2254 both occur: ϩⲁ 

ϭⲉⲗⲁⲩⲉ ϩⲛ ϯⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ⲟⲩⲇⲉ | ϩⲁ ϭⲉⲗⲁⲩⲉ ⲛⲡⲣⲁⲅⲙⲁ: “(not) on account of anything else in this 

year nor on account of any other business.” The limitations are most often introduced by the 

prepositions ϩⲛ (“in”) and ϩⲁ/ϩⲓ (“on account of”).264 E.g., a protector can promise not to 

“ask” or “prosecute” a protectee ϩⲁ ⲧⲉⲓⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ, “on account of this year” (SB Kopt. V 2262) 

or ϩⲛ | ⲧ̣ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ⲧⲏⲣⲥ, “in this entire year” (SB Kopt. V 2257).265 The limitation clause can 

often link the Coptic protection letter to fiscal practice: see section 4.1.1.1.  

2.4.4 Exception clause 

The exception appears often but not necessarily together with a limitation in a number of 

the documents in the corpus. This exception is expressed in terms of sums of money or 

specific names of taxes.266 Here, a promise made in the document seems to be valid, 

“excepting” the amount or tax stipulated in the exception. Sometimes the interpretation of 

this passage in the document is quite straightforward, namely when the protector promises 

not to ask anything from the protectee, “excepting” a certain amount or a certain tax. But 

when the text reads: “I will not prosecute you, excepting…” How is this to be understood? 

If the protectee fails to pay, will he be prosecuted for this sum only or for the, presumably 

much larger, sum he owed? How was the amount of the exception determined?267 In any 

case it seems that the protectee is only protected by the protection letter if they manage to 

pay the sum or tax in question.268  

The four terms discussed until now refer to elements of the formulary of the Coptic 

protection letters. I use the three following terms to designate the (most important) actors in 

the documents: the protectee, the protector, and the intermediary.  

 
263 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2256: ϩⲛ ⲧⲉⲓⲣⲟⲙ[ⲡⲉ: “in this year” 
264 E.g. SB Kopt. III 1368: ϩⲓ | ⲡⲉⲓⲉⲝⲁⲅⲓⲛ, on account of this exagion. ϩⲁ and ϩⲓ are used in the same 

way in the actual tax-receipts, e.g. in the texts in Delattre-Vanthieghem, “Sept Reçus”.  
265 See also SB Kopt. V 2259, where probably the same limitation of one year is expressed in a 

different way: ϣⲁ ⲕⲉⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ “until another (i.e. next) year”.  
266 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2244: ⲉ|ⲙⲏⲧⲉ ⲡⲉⲥⲇⲏⲙⲟⲥⲓⲟⲛ: except for your (money) tax; SB Kopt. III 1368: 

ⲛⲥⲁ ⲟⲩⲡⲏϣⲉ | ⲛϩⲟⲗⲟⲕ(ⲟⲧⲧⲓⲛⲟⲥ): “except for ½ holokottinos (nomisma, golden coin).  
267 In Chapter 3 I argue that the exception amount is likely the result of a negotiation between the 

protectors and one or more intermediaries for the protectee.  
268 See section 4.1.1.1.  
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2.4.5 Protectee 

The protectee is the party to whom is promised a certain type of protection by the document. 

The protectee’s name is mentioned in the document, and more often than in the case of the 

protector, accompanied by a patronymic269 and sometimes by a title,270 and in a couple of 

cases with their provenance: the village where they are from.271 While there are several 

explicit references to the flight of the protectee in the documents, they are never designated 

as a fugitive, or a “stranger”, with the terms which we find in contemporary Coptic and 

Greek documents.272  

The protectee is one individual in 93 cases, which is about 65% of the corpus. This 

includes documents in which the name of the protectee is lost but they are referred to with 

singular pronouns. 273  In the other documents the protectees are two or more people, 

sometimes all named by name, and often without specification of any relationship between 

them.274 In 12 cases, the protectee is a family: a man named by name accompanied by his 

unnamed children, or by his unnamed wife and/or children.275 Protection letters were also 

issued for other types of groups, e.g. for communities of monks, as in the case of O.CrumVC 

8 and O.CrumVC 9, which are both addressed to a group of monks by two lashane of Djeme, 

 
269 E.g. P.Katoennatie 685/1 (unedited): Papnoute, son of Johannes of Psjelch; P.Stras.Copt. 66: NN, 

son of Konstantinos; SB Kopt. III 1368: Jeremias s. Basileios and children. 
270  By title I generally mean any description of the person’s occupation, e.g. “camel herder”, 

administrative function, e.g. “lashane”, clerical or monastic function or status, e.g. “priest” or 

“monk”, or honorific title, e.g. “your holy paternity”. In SB Kopt. V 2289 and SB Kopt. V 2296, a 

protection letter is requested for someone who is designated as “poor”. In the latter case, the 

protectee is imprisoned.  
271 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2229: NN, from Djeme; SB Kopt. V 2249: Peschate, s. Elias, from Djeme; 

O.GurnaGorecki 70: Kurikos, from Tkousht. The editors interpret Tkousht as a toponym, although 

it is unknown.  
272 fugas, xenos, ϣⲙⲙⲟ: on these terms in the Greek and Coptic early Islamic documents, see section 

4.1.2.2. 
273 6 documents are too fragmentary for identification of the protectee. 
274 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2233: Shenoute, son of Petros and Stephanos; SB Kopt. V 2230: Zacharias and 

his son Johannes; SB Kopt. V 2275: Stephanos, Papnoute, Shenoute and Demetrios.  
275 O.GurnaGorecki 70: Kurikos and his children; O.Mon.Phoibammon 4: Elias and his children; 

O.Saint-Marc 322: Isak and his wife and children; O.Vind.Copt. 66: Isak and his wife; OTorino S. 

5911 (unedited): Philotheos and wife and children; SB Kopt. III 1368: Jeremias s. Basileios and his 

children; SB Kopt. V 2225: NN? Plural, and their wives; SB Kopt. V 2262: Markos, his wife and 

children; SB Kopt. V 2303: Samuel and his children;Van der Vliet, “Letter”: Phllo the son of Moses, 

and Theodore and their wives and their children and their cattle. In SB Kopt. V 2294 the children of 

Andreas, son of Kalasire, need a protection letter. 



88 
 

but neither document specifies which of the many monastic communities in Western Thebes 

are meant, nor is any of the monks named by name. 276  In other cases, similar to the 

protection letters for families, a sort of representative of the group is named, but the other 

members remain unnamed.277 Women appear as protectees, unnamed together with their 

named husband, but also without male companions.278  

In several cases the protection letters give some more information about the 

occupation of the protectee, by means of a title or because of a reference to their work. 

Among the protectees there are camel herders,279 a jar maker,280 vine dressers,281 a date 

farmer,282 a deacon,283 and several monks.284 One protectee is a priest, which emphasizes 

my observation in 1.3.1 that “elites” could find themselves in the role of the protectee as 

well as protector or intermediary. In some cases, the designation of the protectee as a “son” 

or a “brother” of the protector could indicate that the protectee was a monk, but it is not 

certain.285  

 
276 In section 5.3.2 I argue that they are likely the monks of the monastery of Apa Paulos (Deir-el 

Bachit) in Western Thebes.  
277 The protectee of SB Kopt. II 916 is Psan, his son Jeremias, and “anyone belonging to you”: ⲣⲱⲙⲉ 

ⲉⲡⲱⲕ: this could be a reference to his family, or to his larger household; SB Kopt. V 2234 is issued 

for “you, priest of Terkôt and everyone who is with you: ⲛⲧ̣ⲟⲕ̣ ⲡⲡ̣ⲣ̣̣ⲉⲥⲃⲩⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ̣ | ⲛⲧ̣ⲉⲣⲕⲱⲧ ⲙ̣ⲛ ⲣⲱⲙⲉ̣ 

ⲛ̣ⲓⲙ ⲉϥϩⲁϩⲧⲏⲕ”. The letter mentions that the addressee had left (plural forms). Terkôt was a village 

in the pagarchy of Hermonthis, like Djeme: Timm, Christlich-koptische Ägypten 6, 2590f. SB Kopt. 

V 2269: Theophilos and all his brothers. It is unclear what exactly the relationship between 

Theophilos and his brothers was. 
278 SB Kopt. V 2236: Sakana, the wife of Abraham; SB Kopt. V 2244: a woman (name lost) and her 

daughter (unnamed); SB Kopt. V 2304 is a letter which contains a protection letter for a woman 

named Thabais. The protectee of SB Kopt. V 2285 is Kyra, whom the document allows to live in 

the house of her son. The unpublished protection letter AF12301, Musée du Louvre, Paris is also 

issued for a woman (name lost, but on the photograph online I read the instruction clause on l. 2: 

ⲛ̣ⲧⲉⲉⲓ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉ[…]: “Come to…”, but in the second-person feminine singular).  
279 O.CrumVC 64; SB Kopt. II 915; SB Kopt. V 2279. The last two are contracts for the use of a 

camel which include protection letter formulas.  
280 O.CrumVC 75. 
281 P.Ryl.Copt. 385. 
282 SB Kopt. V 2263. 
283 SB Kopt. V 2301. 
284 O.Lips.Copt. II 170; O.GurnaGorecki 69: monk Haron; P.Ryl.Copt. 289; SB Kopt. V 2253; SB 

Kopt. V 2300. 
285  P.KölnÄgypt. II 25: to Apollo ("his son"), from Daniel (“father”), a monk who lives in a 

hermitage; SB Kopt. V 2223: to “our son Jeremias”, issued by a priest; SB Kopt. V 2224: to “my 

brother Timotheos”, issued by a certain Viktor; SB Kopt. I 38: "Your honoured brotherhood".  
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2.4.6 Protector 

This is the party who issues, i.e. signs, or who is asked to issue the protection letter.286 The 

protector is nearly always identified, at least by their name. Rarely a patronymic is given,287 

or the provenance of the protector.288 In all of the documents but one, the protectors are 

men.289The protector is most often 1 person (88 cases), but also two people or more can act 

together as protectors, which happens often in the protection letters issued by village 

officials.290 In several cases, the village “community” (koinon or koinotès), (or rather the 

college of village officials? see 1.5.4), acts as the protector.291 

Similarly to the protectees, the protectors are sometimes further identified with a title which 

allows us to understand their position in society which gave them the authority to issue the 

protection letter. In the majority of the cases the titles of the protectors point to their role as 

village officials, with lashane being the term that is used most frequently.292 In Djeme, the 

lashanes could also be called meizones, and officials signed protection letters also with that 

title.293 The ape was a village official with particular fiscal responsibilities, often connected 

 
286 Due to the fragmentary state of the documents, in 7 cases any information on the protector has 

been lost. 
287 E.g. O.CrumVC 8. 
288 E.g. Pap. Congr. XXIII (Vienna 2001) p. 176-177 (= P.Akoris 36) (Tehnè).  
289 SB Kopt. V 2277: “Lady Marou”. This is a document which was added to a rental contract about 

a piece of land. Women, like Marou, could wield considerable economic and social power in their 

communities and acted as creditors in private debt (Wilfong, Women). It is remarkable that women 

generally do not occur as protectors in the Coptic protection letters. This might be due to coincidence 

and might change with the publication of other documents, but could also further point to the Coptic 

protection letters as closely linked to the (fiscal) administration and the officials with fiscal tasks in 

the village communities (section 4.1), which seem to have been at least predominantly men. 
290 E.g. 3 lashane sign O.GurnaGorecki 71.  
291 E.g. O.GurnaGorecki 69, SB Kopt. V 2236, SB Kopt. V 2259; O.CrumVC 9, O.CrumVC 8, 

which is signed by several village authorities, as well as the koinon of the village of Djeme. Berkes, 

Dorfverwaltung: the koinon or koinotès is not the whole village, but rather the college of village 

officials. P.Lond.Copt. 1227 is a tax related document issued by the koinon of Thmui which 

mentions a protection letter. In O.MedinetHabuCopt. 136 the sender asks for a request letter to be 

issued “in the name of the lashane and of the whole village”: ⲁⲡⲣⲁⲛ ⲙⲡⲗⲁϣⲁⲛⲉ | ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲡⲣⲁⲛ 

ⲙⲡⲧ ⲙⲉ ⲧⲏⲣϥ (ll. 3-4).  
292  O.CrumVC 8; O.CrumVC 9; O.CrumVC 82; O.GurnaGorecki 70; O.GurnaGorecki 71; 

O.GurnaGorecki 72; O.MedinetHabuCopt. 136; O.Saint-Marc 322; SB Kopt. III 1365; SB Kopt. V 

2227 (Apa Viktor); SB Kopt. V 2238; SB Kopt. V 2254; SB Kopt. V 2261; SB Kopt. V 2262; SB 

Kopt. V 2268; SB Kopt. V 2271; SB Kopt. V 2280.  
293 Cromwell, Recording, 245-247, no. 9; SB Kopt. III 1368; SB Kopt. V 2245; SB Kopt. V 2249. 
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with tax collection, and this title also appears among the protectors.294 The highest ranking 

village official among the protectors are dioiketeis.295 In exceptional cases, administrators 

beyond the village level have the role of protector in the documents.296 A soldier signs SB 

Kopt. V 2239, which seems to be related to a legal issue concerning gold between the 

protectee and the protector.  

Clerical and monastic elites also appear as protectors, especially but not only in 

letters in which they are asked to issue a protection letter (see also below, Intermediary). 

Priests could issue protection letters, and the title presbuteros appears several times.297 The 

highest ranking clerical authority among the protectors is a bishop, namely bishop 

Pesynthios of Coptos.298 Heads of monasteries could take the role of protector, and they are 

visible e.g. through the use of titles such as archimandritès or hegoumenos,299 but a head of 

the monastery of Bawit can be recognized in one document from the opening formula in use 

in the monastery’s internal correspondence.300 Other honorific titles, such as “Your (holy) 

Paternity” or “Apa”, also seem to point to a monastic or clerical authority.301 A manager of 

monastic estates (pronoètès) could issue protection letters, as is shown by SB Kopt. V 2226, 

in which two estate managers who issued a protection letter in name of the topos and broke 

it, are excommunicated by a priest.302  

2.4.7 Intermediary 

The third important role in the Coptic protection letters is that of the intermediary. We 

recognize the intermediaries most easily as the senders or addressees of letters in which 

 
294 Pap. Congr. XXIII (Vienna 2001) 176-177 (= P.Akoris 36); SB Kopt. V 2242; SB Kopt. V 2266; 

SB Kopt. V 2283; SB Kopt. V 2284. 
295 SB Kopt. V 2240; SB Kopt. V 2265.  
296 O.Lips.Copt. II 103; SB Kopt. V 2309. On the role of these regional administrators in the Coptic 

protection letters and related documents, see section 5.3.2.  
297 SB Kopt. V 2223; SB Kopt. V 2253; SB Kopt. V 2273; SB Kopt. V 2290; SB Kopt. V 2311.  
298 P.Katoennatie 685/1 (unedited); Van der Vliet, “Letter”. 
299 P.Ryl.Copt. 289 and SB Kopt. V 2253, respectively. The title ⲡⲣⲱⲧⲏⲥ who is protector in SB 

Kopt. V. 2274 has been interpreted as πρῶτος or monastery head by Berkes, Dorfverwaltung, 252.  
300 “It is our father who writes”: P.BawitClackson 65.  
301 BKU II 298; SB Kopt. V 2307; SB Kopt. V 2292. “Father”: P.KölnÄgypt. II 25; SB Kopt. V 

2296. “Apa” can also simply be part of a name (e.g. Apadios in SB Kopt. V 2286, see Derda, Tomasz 

& Wipszycka, Ewa, “L’emploi”, but in these cases, other elements in the text or context of the 

document also point to a clerical or monastic identification: O.CrumVC 075; SB Kopt. V 2288; SB 

Kopt. V 2289; SB Kopt. V 2297; SB Kopt. V 2291: Papa Elias.  
302 SB Kopt. V 2279 is a contract, with protection letter formulas, for the use of a camel belonging 

to a monastery, with a pronoètès in the role of protector.  
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Coptic protection letters are requested or otherwise discussed. The procedure to obtain a 

protection letter often passed through one or more intermediaries between the protectee and 

the protector.303  The intermediary can be the party who asks the protector to issue a 

protection letter.304 He can state that he will ensure that the promises mentioned in the 

protection letter are upheld for the protectee.305 In these cases, it is sometimes difficult to 

make the distinction between the intermediary and the protector, as the intermediaries 

sometimes sign the promise to uphold the protection letter, binding themselves to that 

promise.306 In other cases, the intermediary is the addressee of the letter, who is (sometimes 

implicitly) asked to transfer a protection letter to the protectee.307 Sometimes it appears that 

this letter serves as the actual protection letter.308 The intermediaries in the corpus are 

invariably male and sometimes identified by a title.309  

This chapter has given a complete overview of the core corpus of this dissertation, 

the Coptic protection letters, including their geographical, chronological material 

distribution. The last section has discussed important elements of the formulary of the 

protection letters, as well as the three main actors in the documents and the ways in which 

these were produced and circulated. The discussions of the protection letters in the next 

chapter will make use of the terms and concepts that I have presented in order to analyze 

their language and understand the their role in village society.  

 

 
303 On the procedures related to the protection letters, and the importance of intermediaries in these 

protection mechanisms, see section 3.2.1. 
304 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2288, in which the lashanes of the village of Trakatan ask an Apa Jakob to issue 

protection letters.  
305 E.g. O.CrumVC 75. 
306 E.g. O.CrumVC 82. On the promise to uphold or respect the protection letter issued by someone 

else as an expression of protection, see section 3.1.2. 
307 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2290. 
308 E.g. O.CrumVC 64. 
309 E.g. O.CrumVC 64: presbuteros, “priest”; O.CrumVC 075; O.CrumVC 082; SB Kopt. V 2288; 

Van der Vliet, “Letter”: all lashane. 
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Chapter 3: Patterns of Protection 

 

This Chapter’s overarching goal is to provide answers to my first set of research questions:  

Can the Coptic protection letter be considered an institution of village life? In other words, 

was a Coptic protection letter a result of a routine or rather an ad-hoc procedure? Can we 

identify patterns in their production (including their language) and circulation? The first part 

of the chapter examines the formulary of the Coptic protection letters in detail, in order to 

ascertain whether from their language they could have reasonably been recognized as a 

specific document type, and in which ways/whether they could be recognized as instruments 

of protection in particular. Therefore, the first section of this chapter individuates the core 

formulas, or rather formula types, of the Coptic protection letter (3.1.1), and I discuss four 

ways in which the protection letters express or reflect protective interventions within the 

Coptic protection letter mechanism (3.1.2). Protective interventions are expressed through 

1. negative promise clauses, 2. positive promise clauses, including 3. phrases promising 

conversations and agreements, 4. specific phrases reflecting steps in the procedure to obtain 

a protection letter. 

The second part of the chapter builds directly onto this discussion of the formulary, 

and examines in detail the procedure to obtain a Coptic protection letter. The protection 

letters have been called products of “routine procedure”,310 but my analyses show that there 

was not a routine procedure to obtain a Coptic protection letter. There could be several 

different people, letters, and conversations involved, which is again reflected in the 

language of the documents. I discusses four main aspects of the procedures that were in 

place when someone needed a protection letter: The presence of intermediaries (3.2.1); The 

various roles of intermediaries (3.2.2); Oral interactions as negotiations (3.2.3); Logistics of 

the protection letter procedure (3.2.4); The interaction and cooperation between village and 

clerical elites in these procedures, with particular attention to the two letters in the corpus 

addressed to bishop Pesynthios in the early seventh century (3.2.5).  

The third part of the chapter links the language of the protection letters to the 

protection letter mechanism in the villages. Two sections will examine the relationship 

between patterns of formulary and unique phrases, the universal and the exceptional, in 

these documents. The first, as a case study, compares the protection letters written and 

 
310 Berkes, Dorfverwaltung, 177 and n. 49. 
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signed by the village scribes of Djeme (including Jeremias’ protection letter cited in Chapter 

1) (3.3.1). The second examines more closely references to the particular situation at hand 

in the protection letters (3.3.2). The last section, building on the findings of the previous 

sections, argues that the Coptic protection letters can be seen as a social institution of village 

life (3.3.3): they were a recognizable type of document, often produced by the village 

administrative apparatus, and there are recurring patterns in the procedure to obtain a 

protection letter. However, importantly, their contents were in part determined by the 

specific circumstances of each case, and there was not a streamlined and fixed process in 

terms of how they could be requested and circulated, and who would request or be 

approached, who would issue, write, and circulate. 

3.1 The protection letters as recognizable instruments of protection 

3.1.1 The core formulas 

Was a protection letter recognizable as a specific document? The material and visual aspect 

of the documents does not favor recognizability. The writing support (mostly ceramic shards 

or limestone flakes, but also small pieces of papyrus) and the visual layout, or apparent lack 

of an standardized, document-specific layout, make them look very similar to other types of 

Coptic documents, like private letters or tax-receipts.311 Their recognizability lies in their 

formulae. This section will focus on those formulae, particularly the ones that were essential 

to write a protection letter. 

“Although some standard formulae survive, the text contains some unusual 

features…”312 This is a recurring remark in editions of protection letters. Editors note again 

and again that the document in question contains standard phrases or formulae of the 

documentary genre, or is clearly recognizable as a protection letter, but that the text also 

contains uncommon features.313 Indeed, no two protection letters are exactly the same, in 

terms of which formulae or variants of the formulae are used or in which order.  

However, a few formulae constitute the core of the protection letter. Their (almost) 

universal use in the documents shows that they are essential to the genre. First, and very 

 
311 Although they are generally short documents, the length of the protection letters varies, which 

they have in common with (private) letters more than with tax-receipts. 
312 Cromwell, Recording, 245 on O.BM EA 44848. 
313 See also, e.g.: “While the upper part follows the usual formulaic expressions of such kinds of 

texts, the expression of agreement by the two mentioned officials contains a disjunction (ll. 1–3) 

that seems less common.” oTorino no 17 (142); “Le formulaire présente ici plusieurs traits 

inhabituels”: O.Saint-Marc 322. (both my emphasis) 
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generally, there are two elements of the formulary that are present in all of these documents, 

taking into account only the texts that are complete: some form of the ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ 

(ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ) ⲛⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ, eis plogos mpnoute ntootk, formula and one or more promise 

clauses.314 The ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ (ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ) ⲛⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ formula can open the document (often 

preceded by a cross) or comes after a more letter-style opening.315 In second place, most of 

the documents contain a signature of the protector and an instruction clause. When the 

document opens with the ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ (ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ) ⲛⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ formula, rather than a letter-

style opening, the protection letter usually contains the signatures of the protectors.316 The 

signature can be omitted when there is another mention or claim of authority or validity.317 

Signatures of the protectors were evidently not necessary to draw up a protection letter 

deemed valid.  

The instruction clause does appear in most (complete) protection letters, but is 

conspicuously absent in some, which has even caused those to be grouped in a special 

category in previous studies. As I have mentioned in section 2.1.3, while Till only saw them 

as formally deviant, Delattre argues that they serve a different function, namely that they 

are addressed to people who are not in fact fugitives, but rather prospective travelers, the 

protection letter serving as their travel permit, and I believe that they mainly serve to record 

tax exemptions (see below 4.1.1).318  

 
314 On my use of the terms “instruction clause”, “promise clause”, “limitation clause”, “exception 

clause”, “protectee”, “protectors”, “intermediary”, used in this chapter and the following chapters, 

see section 2.4. On the eis plogos mpnoute ntootk formula, see 1.5.1 and 2.1. 
315 This letter-style opening, which functions as an internal address, takes on different forms, but 

usually contains the names of the protector (senders) as well as the protectee (addressee).  
316 There are exceptions to this rule, of course, as is so characteristic of the Coptic protection letters. 

E.g., SB Kopt. V 2272 starts with the ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ (ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ) ⲛⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ formula, and ends with a 

what in a letter would be an external address, rather than the signatures of the protectors: “ⲉⲓⲥ 

ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ | ⲛⲧⲟⲧⲕ ⲛⲅⲉⲓ ⲉ̣ⲣ̣ⲟ̣ⲓ ̣

ⲉⲕⲡⲱ̣ⲗ̣ⲕ ⲙⲉⲕⲡⲱⲗⲗⲕ | ⲛⲅⲃⲱⲕ ⲉⲡⲉⲕⲙⲁ | ⲧⲁⲥ ⲛⲁⲛⲇⲣⲉⲁⲥ̣ | ϩⲓⲧⲛ ⲙⲱⲩⲥⲏ̣ⲥ̣ | ⲙⲛ ⲑⲉⲟⲕⲝⲓⲥ: “Here you 

have the promise by God. Come to me and settle (the case) with me. Not settling, go to your place. 

Give to Andreas from Mouses and Theoxis.” 
317 E.g. clauses such as: “so that you do not doubt, we drew up this promise and we sign it” and 

variants, or “For your security we drew up this promise for you: it is valid and effective in every 

place it will be shown”: O.GurnaGorecki 69. The Coptic protection letters which open with an 

internal address of the style ⲡⲁⲣⲁ NN (+ title) ⲡϥⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲛNN: from NN who writes to NN, do not 

contain signatures, although they do contain a mention of drawing up or signing the document. 

Cromwell, Recording, 164-165, 181, observes this for the protection letters written by the Djeme 

scribe Aristophanes. 
318 Delattre, “Lettres”. 
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These core formulas were not only used in protection letters addressed to protectees, 

but also in letters between intermediaries and protectors. These letters use the terms “logos” 

(here translated as “promise”) or “logos mpnoute” (“promise (made) by (invoking) God”) 

to indicate protection letters addressed to the protectee. These expressions echo the opening 

formula: eis plogos mpnoute ntootk. Moreover, often the contents of the intended protection 

letter were given, which could include an instruction clause or a promise clause.319 These 

clauses are then written using the third person (“we will not harm him”), instead of the 

second person (“we will not harm you”).  

The fact that we can identify a set of core formulas for the Coptic protection letters 

is one indication that they functioned as a recognizable instrument employed repeatedly in 

certain types of situations, which usually involved someone who was stranded away from 

home. The combination logos formula and promise clause makes them recognizable, and in 

second instance the instruction clause also functions as an identifier. The authority signature 

was important too, but is a characteristic shared by other documentary types, such as legal 

documents and tax-receipts.320 In the following section I will continue paying attention to 

the formulary of the protection letters, focusing particularly on the various formulae 

reflecting protective interventions, in order to ascertain to what extent and in which way the 

documents could be recognized as a mechanism of protection. In the first place these are the 

promise clauses, which I have identified as one of the most important parts of the protection 

letter formulary. In second place these are expressions which are related to the protection 

letter procedure: the interventions through which the documents were requested and 

circulated.  

3.1.2 Protective documents: expressions of protection 

The Coptic protection letters never mention any Coptic words that are explicitly related to 

protection. However, the first editors of these documents recognized them as protective 

documents, and that identification could only have been caused by their interpretation of the 

 
319 E.g. O.CrumVC 64, ll. 3-8: “You have written to me concerning Sabinos the camelherder, to 

issue a logos (promise) for him and for his camel, that the comes to his house. So here is the 

promise by God for him and his camel, that he comes to his house  ⲉⲡⲉⲓⲇⲏ ⲁⲧⲉⲧⲛⲥϩⲁ  ⲛⲁ  ⲉⲧⲃⲉ 

ⲥⲁⲃⲓⲛⲟⲥ | ⲡⲙⲁⲛⲕⲁⲙⲟⲩⲗ ⲉⲧⲣⲁϯ ⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲛⲁϥ ⲙⲛⲡⲉϥ |ⲕⲁⲙⲟⲩⲗ ⲛ[ϥⲉⲓ ⲉ]ϩⲣⲁ  | ⲉⲡϥ̣ⲏ  ⲧⲉⲛⲟⲩ ⲉⲓⲥ | 

ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛⲧⲟⲧϥ̣ ⲙⲛⲡⲉϥⲕⲁⲙⲟⲩⲗ | ⲛϥⲉⲓ ⲉϩⲣⲁ  ⲉⲡⲉϥⲏⲓ ⲉⲡⲉϥⲏⲓ ⲛϥⲣ ϩⲱⲃ ϩⲓⲡⲉϥⲕⲁ|ⲙⲟⲩⲗ. As 

in this case, some letters “quoting” a protection letter would have functioned as a logos itself: see 

section 3.2.1. 
320 Richter, “Koptische Rechtsurkunden”.. 
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language of the documents. I see four different ways of expressing protection in the Coptic 

protection letters. First, the promise clauses mention the punishment from which and the 

people from whom the protectee is protected. Second, more affirmative promise clauses. 

Relatedly, affirmative promise clauses indicating conversations and settling disputes. Third, 

expressions related to the document itself: to issue it, to write it, to draw it up, to respect it 

(by the intermediary). These expressions reflect acts of protection or protective 

interventions by protectors and intermediaries: it is not only the document which protects 

you, but also the person who decides or promises to issue it for you or respect its stipulations 

for you.321  

3.1.2.1 Promise clauses: negative 

The promise clauses in the protection letters are mostly written in negation sentences.322 

They use Negative Future III, which conveys a meaning of promise in Coptic. The verbs 

used always have the protectee as an object, be it directly or through a preposition. They 

can be quite general, related to an unspecified evil or harm (see below). Another verb 

commonly used is “will not ask of you”, which in the documents is often explicitly related 

to money or taxation.323 Other commonly used verbs designate an action fitting in a legal 

context: “will not prosecute you”, and “will not arrest you”.324 Several documents use other 

verbs to phrase the protection, but in one case the verb used can be associated with the 

general idea of doing harm,325 while in the other cases the verb indicates a link with either 

taxation specifically, or money/property more generally.326 In one document the protector 

promises the protectee that he will not “hit him this time”. That this was an exceptional way 

of phrasing the protection letter is highlighted by the fact that this particular promise was 

 
321 As we see in the case of the man who was issued a logos by two village officials but they violated 

it: SB Kopt. V 2286. 
322 See also section 2.4.2. 
323 “to ask”: ϫⲛⲟⲩ. E.g.. O.CrumVC 10, ll. 5-6: ϫⲓⲛⲏϫⲟⲩⲕ | ⲅⲉⲗⲁ ϩⲛⲧⲉⲣⲛⲡⲉ ⲧⲉⲧⲁⲣⲧⲉ: “that I will 

not ask anything of you in this fourth year”.  
324 “to prosecute”: ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲉ (παράγειν), in 26 cases. “to arrest/seize”: ⲁⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ: e.g. O.CrumVC 11; 

ϭⲱⲡⲉ in SB Kopt. II 916 and SB Kopt. V 2292. 
325 SB Kopt. V 2254: ll. 5-6: ϫⲉ ⲉⲛⲉⲛⲥⲩⲅⲱⲣⲉⲓ ⲛⲗⲁⲩⲉ | ⲛⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉⲡⲁⲣⲉⲗⲑⲉ ⲙⲙⲟⲕ: “We will let no 

man mistreat/transgress against you”. 
326 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2261: “to assign taxes”: ⲛⲛⲉⲛ|ⲕⲁⲁⲩ ⲉⲓ|ⲥⲱⲣ | ... | ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛ|ϩⲱⲃ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ | ⲉⲓϫⲱⲕ: “we 

will not allow anyone to assign anything to you”;  

 SB Kopt. V 2274b, l. 4:  

ϯⲛⲁⲕⲱ ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛϩⲱⲃ ⲁⲛ ⲁϫⲓ ⲁ̣ⲣⲟⲕ: “I will not let anything be taken from you” (and 2274c, l. 4: ⲕⲟ 

ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛϩⲱⲃ ⲁ̣ϫⲉⲓ ⲉⲣ[̣ⲟⲕ...]).  
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added almost as an afterthought, after the date. Dates generally occur at or near the end of 

the documents.327  

The party who “will not” do any of the things can be the protector himself (or 

themselves). E.g., SB Kopt. III 1368, the protectors, the lashanes of Djeme promise: ϫⲉ 

ⲛⲛⲉⲛⲉⲣ ⲡⲉⲑⲟⲟⲩ | ⲛⲁⲕ: “that we will not do you harm” (literally, “that we will not do evil 

to you”), and in SB Kopt. V 2239, the protector promises: ϫⲉ ⲉⲛ|ⲉ̣ⲓ̣ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲉ ⲙⲙⲟⲕ: “that I 

will not prosecute you”. 

Thus, often the protectee is actually protected by the document against actions of the 

protector.328 However, in some clauses the protectee is protected against a more general 

source of harm, literally anyone. In those cases the promise clause is sometimes introduced 

by the protector’s statement that “I will not allow anyone to…”. E.g. in OTorino S. 5911: 

“[…for we will not al]low anybody to punish/prosecute you with anything evil.” SB Kopt. 

V 2292: ϫⲉ ⲛⲛⲉⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛⲣⲱⲙⲉ ϭⲟⲡϥ: “that no man will arrest him”, and SB Kopt. V 2240: 

ϫⲛⲛⲉⲓⲕⲁⲩ ⲛⲉⲣ ⲡⲉⲑⲟⲟⲩ: “that I will not let harm be done to you”. 

3.1.2.2 Protection clauses: affirmative 

In some cases the documents contain affirmative expressions of protection. These can 

complement the formulaic negative expressions discussed above but more often they occur 

by themselves. O.CrumVC 11 is an example of a protection letter which contains both 

negative and affirmative expressions of protection. The text is fragmentary but the protector 

promises to not permit that anyone prosecutes the protectee for anything, and promises to 

not imprison the protectee. Immediately following these formulae, the text reads: ⲁⲗⲗ 

ⲛⲧⲁϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉⲓϣⲡ ⲧ[ⲟⲟⲧⲕ (?) | ⲛⲧⲁⲥⲉⲛⲉⲗⲑⲉⲓ ⲛⲙⲙⲁ[ⲕ | ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉⲡⲡⲉⲧⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩ[ϥ | ⲛⲙⲙⲁⲕ ⲛⲁⲧ̣[: 

“but I will be of help to you and I will come to your aid (in) every(thing) good with you”. 

This last expression is reminiscent of some of the clauses discussed below in section 3.1.2.3.  

The same mix of negative and affirmative expressions of protection can be found in 

SB Kopt. V 2253, in which the protector Kyriakos, hegoumenos of the “mountain of 

Djeme”, a local monastery, promises the monk Psmo: “that I will not do you harm, because 

you fled, neither will I permit any harm to reach you but I will discuss amicably with you 

 
327 SB Kopt. V 2224, ll. 4-8: ϫⲉ ⲛⲛⲁ | ⲁⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ ⲙⲙⲟⲕ ⲉⲫⲱϥ ⲛ |ⲧⲁⲕ   ̣̣ⲁ ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧϥ + μ(ηνὶ) Τύ(βι) ι̣ 

ἰ(ν)δ(ικτίωνος) ε̣ | ⲁⲩⲱ ϫⲉ ⲛⲛⲁϩⲓⲟⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲕ| ⲙⲡⲉ̣ⲓⲥⲟⲡ + ⲃⲓⲕⲧⲱⲣ ⲥⲧⲟⲓⲭ(ⲉⲓ) +: I will not detain you for 

the affair of …(?) Tubi 10, indiction year 5. And I will not beat you this time. + Victor signs + 
328 See section 5.4.2. 
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in everything good, neither will I ask anything except the 3 keratia and you must give a 

trimession.329 

These two examples contain the same affirmative protective expression: ⲥⲩⲛⲉⲗⲑⲉⲓ ϩⲛ ϩⲱⲃ 

ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉⲡⲡⲉⲧⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩϥ: “to agree in everything good”.330 A very similar expression is used in 

SB Kopt. V 2233, only ⲉⲡⲡⲉⲧⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩϥ is not added: ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ⲛⲧⲛⲥⲉⲛⲉⲗⲑⲉ | ⲛⲙⲙⲁⲕ ϩⲛ ϩⲱⲃ 

ⲛⲓⲙ: “but we are in agreement with you on every matter.” One promise clause, most often 

negative, sufficed to produce a protection letter. In the cases in which various types of 

protective expressions are combined, the extra protective expressions might have been 

added in order to convince the protectee, or because they were relevant in the specific case.  

3.1.2.3 Talk and settle 

A number of protection letters was grouped by Till and Schiller in a specific subcategory, 

because of their affirmative protective clauses referring to conversations, negotiations, and 

settlements which differ from the usual negative Future III clauses, discussed in the previous 

paragraph.331 It is clear from the examples cited in the previous section, that protective 

promises related to talking could occur in combination with the negative promise clauses, 

making that distinction less relevant. 

These “talk” and “settle” expressions often refer to interaction between the protector 

or intermediary and the protectee. Some documents state that they should “talk” (see below) 

or “settle”, come to an agreement. Moreover, sometimes the protectee is given the right to 

go away again after the interaction, without any problem s, if no agreement can be 

concluded. A good example is SB Kopt. V 2271, ll. 2-5: ⲛⲅⲉⲓ ⲛⲧⲁϣⲁϫⲉ | ⲛⲙⲙⲁⲕ ⲉⲓ ⲙⲉⲛ 

ⲁⲡϩⲱⲃ ⲁⲣⲓⲥⲕⲉ ⲛⲁⲕ ⲁϥⲁⲣⲓⲥ|ⲕⲉ ⲉϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲇⲉ ⲙⲙⲟⲛ ⲛⲅⲃⲱⲕ ⲛⲁⲕ | ⲙⲉⲧⲁ ⲕⲁⲗⲟⲩ: “Come and I 

will talk with you. If the thing pleases you, it is well. But if not, go freely (or: without 

problem).” The expression meta kalou is used several times in the corpus.332  In their 

 
329 ϫⲉ ⲙⲉⲓⲣ̣ⲡⲉⲑⲟⲟ | ⲛⲁⲕ ϫⲉ ⲁⲕⲡⲟⲩ̣ⲧ ⲟⲩ̣ⲇⲉ ⲛⲛⲉⲥ(ⲩ)ⲛⲭ(ⲟⲣⲉⲓ) | ⲛⲧⲉⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲙⲡⲉⲑⲟⲟⲩ ⲧⲁϩⲟⲕ | ⲁⲗⲗⲁ 

ⲉⲓⲛⲁⲥⲉⲛⲉⲗⲑⲉ̣ ⲛⲙⲙⲁⲕ ϩ̣ⲛ | ϩⲱⲃ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉⲡⲡⲉⲧⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩϥ | ⲟⲩⲇⲉ ⲛⲛⲉⲓϫⲛⲟⲩ ⲕⲉⲗⲁⲁⲩ | ϣⲁⲡⲕⲉⲣⲁϣⲟⲙⲛⲧ 

ⲛⲅⲁ̣ϯ|ⲡⲧⲣⲓⲙ(ⲉⲥⲥⲓⲟⲛ).  
330 See also P.Heid. XI 490: ]ⲉ̣[ⲧ]ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩϥ ⲧⲉⲧⲛⲉⲥϩⲁⲓ ⲟⲩⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲛⲁϥ: “… good and that you write 

him a logos (promise)”. It is improbable that it refers to the actual content of the protection letter 

which needed to be written, as you would expect such information after the mention of issuing or 

writing the document, but I do not think it is a coincidence to find those words together. 
331 Till, category 5: “Einladungen zu Verhandlungen”. Schiller: “Summons Type”.  
332 An appendix to the edition of O.GurnaGorecki 70 presents an overview of the use of this 

expression in Coptic literature and documents. 
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protection letter for Kurikos of Tkousht, Elisaios the lashane and Joannes stipulate: 

“either/whether you agree with my way of discussing with you or not, you will go to your 

place freely.”333 These expressions, recurring repeatedly in the Coptic protection letters, 

show that within the Coptic protection letter mechanism there was an openness to 

negotiation between the protector and protectee. Moreover, the positive protection 

statements express reassurance and seem more intent on convincing the protectee to return, 

in contrast with the negative promise clauses the formulation of which points to the threat 

or punishment.  

3.1.2.4 Protective expressions referring to steps in the mechanism 

In the previous paragraphs, I have discussed the expressions of protection that form an 

important part of the formulary and the content of the protection letters. These clauses 

indicate from what and from whom the protectee will be protected (negative Future III 

clauses) or give positive assurance of help or amnesty in the future, provided by the 

protector to the protectee. However, there is another type of protective expression in these 

documents: the expressions referring to the document itself. They are the expression of the 

interventions needed to produce, request, circulate the protection letter, expressions of the 

Coptic protection letter mechanism. 

The clause “So that you will not doubt, I drew up this logos and I sign it”, with variants, 

occurs in many of the protection letters addressed to protectees, especially in those produced 

by village officials.334 The verbs used by the protectors are “to draw up”, “to write”, “to 

sign/agree”, “to undersign”.335 Other expressions which do not occur in protection letters 

addressed to protectees, but in other letters documenting the protection letter mechanism, 

such as “to issue a protection letter”, “to receive a protection letter”, “to respect a protection 

letter” are useful for our understanding of how the documents circulated and functioned in 

society (see in particular section 3.2). They are discussed below.  

 
333 O.GurnaGorecki 70.  
334 E.g. ϫⲉ ⲛⲛ̣ⲉ̣ⲕ̣ⲁ̣ⲙ̣ⲫⲓⲃ|ⲁⲗⲉ ⲁⲛⲥⲙⲛ ⲡⲉⲓⲗⲟⲅ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲛⲥⲧⲟⲓⲭ | ⲉⲣⲟϥ: SB Kopt. V 2228. Other examples 

are SB Kopt. V 2233, 2245, 2246, 2247, 2249, 2253, 2265, 2275, SB Kopt, III 1368.  
335 “I drew up”: ⲁⲓⲥⲙⲛ, “I wrote”: ⲁⲓⲥϩⲁⲓ, “I sign”; ϯⲥⲧⲟⲓⲭⲉⲓ, “I have underwritten”: ⲁⲓϩⲩⲡⲟⲅⲣⲁⲫⲉ 

(this expression in SB Kopt. V 2290, 2293, 2294: letters requesting that a logos is issued.).. 



 

101 
 

Issue a logos 

The phrase used to indicate “to issue a protection letter” is ϯⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ, “tilogos” (or “ti 

plogos”).336 It is notable that this expression is never used in the protection letters addressed 

to protectees, but rather in the correspondence between protectors and intermediaries (see 

below). The expression appears both in letters in which someone asks for a protection letter 

to be issued for a third party as well as in letters from people asking their addressee to issue 

a protection letter for them. To indicate the person to whose advantage the protection letter 

is issued, the protectee, the expression uses the Coptic “dative” preposition ⲛ-: ⲛⲁϥ, ⲛⲁⲓ: for 

him, for me.337  

Receive a logos 

ϫⲓⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ (“jilogos”, to receive a promise) occurs much less frequently than ϯⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ, “to 

issue/give a promise”, and seems to point to a step in the procedure when an intermediary 

receives the protection letter written on behalf of a third party, from the protector. 338 

However, it can also point to the protectee actually receiving the protection letter. Both 

meanings are used in the following letter: 

Be so brotherly and get the logos (promise) for me in the name of the lashanes and in the 

name of the whole village; but get it for Pkamoul also, and for all my men and all my goods. 

You know that I am wont to get a promise each year. Moreover, Pkamoul said: “I will not 

go South unless you get the promise for me.” Send it to me tomorrow, quickly. Give it to 

Apa Koukle from Petronius.339 

Respect the logos 

In letters in which the sender asks the addressee to issue a protection letter for a third person, 

the sender could include in the letter a promise that he would uphold or respect the 

protection letter of the protector. The Coptic verbs to indicate “to observe/uphold/respect 

(the promise) are ⲣⲟⲉⲓⲥ and ϩⲁⲣⲉϩ.340  

 
336 In P.Heid. XI 490, cited above, the sender uses the verb ⲥϩⲁⲓ, “to write” when asking for for he 

issuance of a protection letter,. 
337 Coptic: Now, please, / write and bring Taammonikos / to you so that he issues a / promise for 

him: SB Kopt. V 2286. 
338 O.Lips.Copt. II 170, discussed in more detail in 3.2.1. 
339 O.Medin.HabuCopt. 136, Djeme, seventh-eighth century. 
340 O.CrumVC 75; O.Vind.Copt. 184; P.Katoennatie 685/1; Van der Vliet, “Letter”; SB Kopt. V 

2291; SB Kopt. V 2294. 
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In O.CrumVC 75, Johannes, the lashane of the village of Trakatan, asks a certain 

Abba Paham to issue a protection letter for a jar maker (ϯⲛⲟⲩ ⲙⲁⲧⲕⲛⲙⲛⲧ|ⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲧⲓⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ 

ⲛⲡⲕⲱⲕ). In his letter, Johannes combines negative protection clauses usually found in the 

protection letters themselves, as well as the “respect” clause, and an extra affirmative 

promise of protection: “and I will observe for him the promise, that naught of ill befall him, 

whether from me or from other men; rather I will contend for him until I shall deliver him 

at thy holy topos (monastery)”.341 In his edition, Crum noted that the protective expression 

with “to defend/to contend for” did not appear in the Schutzbriefe discussed by Till, and it 

remains unique in the corpus until today. However, it is an interesting addition to the 

affirmative promises of protection discussed in section 3.1.2.2. 

This first part of the chapter has focused on the elements of the formulary of 

protection letters which make them recognizable as examples of a documentary genre and 

as instruments of a protection mechanism. I have presented what I believe to be the core 

formulas of the protection letters, the formulas that, especially when used together, identify 

the document as a protection letter. I have also shown the various ways the language of the 

protection letters expressed protection, as well as particular acts within the protection letter 

mechanism: issuing, receiving, upholding a protection letter. The next section will build 

immediately onto this last point. I discuss the various interactions and steps taken by various 

actors when someone was in need of a protection letter. The discussion is divided into four 

aspects: the importance (3.2.1) and various roles (3.2.2) of intermediaries, the role of oral 

interactions (3.2.3), the logistics of the protection letter procedure (3.2.4), and the 

interaction between village and monastic contexts in these procedures (3.2.5).  

3.2 Procedures of protection 

In this section I will discuss what we can understand from the documentation on the Coptic 

protection letters about the procedure to obtain such a protection letter. Which kind of 

interactions preceded the production of a protection letter, and who was involved?342 I will 

discuss 5 aspects of the protection letter procedure which come to the fore in a careful 

reading of the documents. First, the interventions of one or more intermediaries was a 

frequent step on the road to the production of a protection letter. Intermediaries are seldom 

 
341 ll. 6-11: ⲁⲩⲱ ϯⲛⲁⲣⲟⲉⲓⲥ | ⲛⲁϥ ⲉⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙⲛⲧⲉⲗⲁⲟⲩⲉ ⲛⲡⲉⲓ|ⲑⲟⲟⲩ ⲧⲁϩⲟϥ ⲉⲓⲧⲉ ϩⲁⲣⲟⲓ ⲉⲓⲧⲉ ϩⲁ ⲕⲉ | 

ⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ϯⲛⲁϣⲱϫⲉ ⲉϫⲱϥ | ⲛϣⲁⲛⲧⲁⲕⲁⲧⲁⲥⲧⲁⲍⲉ ⲙⲙⲟϥ | ⲉⲡⲕⲧⲟⲡⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ. 
342 This section is partially based on Scheerlinck, “Procedures”. The section summarizes and adds 

to certain arguments from the article, and discusses new examples. 
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seen in protection letters addressed by the protector to the protectee (the “standard” logos 

mpnoute document), but many other documents in the corpus document their interventions 

in the procedure. Second, the intermediaries play different roles in the documentation: we 

see them address protectors with requests for a protection letter for a third party,343 but we 

also see them discuss who would be the most appropriate person to issue the protection 

letter,344 and we see them even punish protectors who did not respect a protection letter 

issued by themselves.345 Moreover, the intermediaries, as well as the protectors, played 

different roles in rural life: both village authorities and monastic authorities acted and 

interacted in different parts of the process. Third, oral as well as written interactions were 

part of these procedures. While the eventual result of the protection letter procedure was a 

written document, the documents testify on several occasions of oral interactions that were 

integral steps on the road to the eventual document. I understand these oral interactions as 

moments of negotiation which could determine the contents of the eventual protection letter. 

Fourth, I will make some remarks on the logistics of the protection letter procedure: how 

did the protection letters arrive in the hands of the protectees? Fifth, I will highlight the 

interactions between village and monastic contexts in the protection letter mechanism. I will 

pay special attention to the two letters in the corpus addressed to bishop Pesynthios of 

Coptos.  

Before I can address these topics, I should make a brief remark about the documents 

which inform us about the Coptic protection letter procedure. The majority of our 

information about the protection letter procedure comes from letters between protectors and 

intermediaries. The protection letters issued by protectors to protectees almost never 

mention an intermediary or the steps that led to the protection letter. Moreover, there are 

only 3 published letters in which the protectee writes to the protector or an intermediary 

with a request for a protection letter.346 Although few in number, these letters show that 

people needing a protection letter seemed to know how to obtain one, as in their letters they 

point out the measures to be taken and the people who should take them. They used their 

knowledge of the relationships and competencies of their fellow villagers in order to try and 

 
343 E.g. O.CrumVC 75. 
344 SB Kopt. V 2286. 
345 SB Kopt. V 2226. 
346 SB Kopt. V 2300; O.MedinetHabuCopt. 136; O.GurnaGorecki 72.  
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get what they wanted. 347  While these letters from protectees are valuable for our 

understanding of the protection letters and their role in society, the mechanisms of 

protection letter procedure are brought to light rather in the more numerous letters between 

protectors and intermediaries, and therefore it will be those letters which will be the center 

of the discussion below.  

3.2.1 Presence of intermediaries 

The first characteristic of this procedure which we learn from the letters is the importance 

of the interventions of intermediaries, in spite of their near absence in the protection letters 

addressed by protector to protectee. An exception to this near absence is SB Kopt. V 2234, 

a protection letter for a priest and “the people who are with him”: “The master Apa Apion 

and Abraham …informed me (?) that you (pl.)) went. Now here you have the promise, priest 

of Terkot and all men who are with you (sing.),…”348 The production of this particular 

protection letter seems to have been the consequence of a communication from 

intermediaries Apa Apion and Abraham to the protector, who signs the document but whose 

name is lost.  

However, the other letters of the corpus indicate that direct communication between 

protectors and protectees concerning the procedure to obtain a protection letter was much 

less frequent than the involvement of intermediaries in such communications. Among the 

corpus are examples that show the interventions of often 1, or 2, but even up to 3 individuals 

who would in all probability not be mentioned in the eventual protection document.349 

That intermediaries should be involved in the protection letter procedure is easily 

conceivable: the protectees generally seem to have been away from their home, and were 

not willing or able to return to their home without an offer of (partial) amnesty. The 

authorities who could issue the document ensuring that amnesty were often also those who 

could punish them. Direct contact would have been risky, and the use of an intermediary, 

who could not only transfer the document but in all probability also negotiate its contents 

 
347 This is part of the conclusions in Scheerlinck, “Procedures”. 
348  SB Kopt. V 2234, ll. 1-5: ⲉⲡⲉⲓⲇⲏ ⲁⲡⲕⲩⲣ(ⲓⲟⲥ) ⲁ̣ⲡⲁ̣ ⲁⲡⲓ̣ⲱⲛ | ⲙⲛ ⲁⲃⲣⲁϩ̣ⲁ̣[ⲙ] ̣ ̣̣  ̣̣ ̣ ̣ⲁ̣ⲙⲟ  | ϫⲉ 

ⲁⲧⲉⲧⲛⲃⲱⲕ ⲛⲏ̣ⲧⲛ ϯⲛⲟⲩ ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟ|ⲅⲟ̣̣ⲥ̣ ⲛⲧⲟⲧⲕ ⲛⲧ̣ⲟⲕ̣ ⲡ̣ⲡ̣ⲣ̣ⲉⲥⲃⲩⲧⲉⲣⲟⲥ̣ | ⲛⲧ̣ⲉⲣⲕⲱⲧ ⲙ̣ⲛ ⲣⲱⲙⲉ̣ ⲛ̣ⲓⲙ 

ⲉϥϩⲁϩⲧⲏⲕ. 
349 Two intermediaries, including the sender, are intervening for (the protection letter of) Samuel in 

SB Kopt. V 2287. In the interventions mentioned in SB Kopt. V 2286, 3 people are involved who 

would not feature in the eventual document: the document is discussed in more detail in Scheerlinck, 

“Procedures”. 
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(see below), would have been preferable. We see intermediaries make a variety of 

interventions, which is the second aspect of the protection letter procedure that I would like 

to discuss.  

3.2.2 Various roles of intermediaries 

One role which intermediaries could play in the procedure is as senders of a request for a 

protection letter for a third party.350 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2288 is such a request from three 

village headmen (lashane) to a monastic authority: “Johannes, Pisrael and Saua, the lashanes 

of Trakatan write to Apa Jakob: Please, your Paternity, issue a promise for Johannes, son of 

Patermouthios, that he comes and we talk with him…” The three lashanes, in this case the 

intermediaries, seem to detail the contents of the eventual protection letter to be written by 

Apa Jakob, expressing the instruction clause and a clause reminiscent of affirmative promise 

clauses in the third person.351  

However, intermediaries also come into play after a protection letter has been 

produced. E.g., they can be on the receiving end of a letter from the protector in which the 

protection letter for the protectee is embedded.352 In these letters as well the protection letter 

formulae can be written in the third person instead of in the second person.353 SB Kopt. V 

2303, a protection letter for Samuel and his children, has the protection letter formulary in 

the third person, but it seems to be a stand-alone document, not embedded in a letter, as the 

document opens with the eis plogos mpnoute formula instead of a letter opening or some 

form of justification for sending the document, as in the other letters with an embedded 

protection document. Only the first 4 lines are (fragmentarily) preserved, but the beginning 

of the eis plogos mpnoute formula reads: ll. 1-2 : + ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ | ⲛⲧⲟⲧϥ ⲛⲥⲁⲙⲟⲩⲏⲗ…: 

“Here you have the promise for him, (i.e.) Samuel…”. Although the document is 

fragmentary, we might interpret it as follows: this is a document addressed by the protector 

to the intermediary, who would pass it on to the protectee (Samuel and his children). 

Apparently the sender did not think that the receiver of his letter, the intermediary, needed 

an explanation why they received this protection letter for Samuel, and it is plausible that 

intermediary and protector had communicated about Samuel’s situation beforehand. The 

 
350 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2288. 
351 A detailed discussion of this letter in Palombo and Scheerlinck, “Asking”.  
352 E.g. O.CrumVC 64 (discussed in detail in Scheerlinck, “Procedures”; SB Kopt. V 2301; SB Kopt. 

V 2302; O.Vind Copt. 66; SB Kopt. V 2290; OTorino S. 5911. 
353 E.g. O.CrumVC 64; SB Kopt. V 2301; SB Kopt. V 2304.. 
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corpus contains references to the intermediaries receiving the protection letter from the 

protector and passing it on to the protectee. E.g., Petronias asks Apa Koukle to get his 

protection letter, issued by the village authorities of Djeme, and give it to him.354 The 

senders of O.Lips.Copt. II 170, probably 3 monks of the monastery of Apa Ezekiel,355 tell 

their “brother”, probably another monk, that they have received a protection letter for 

him.356 They tell him not to be afraid and come to “the village” that same night, immediately 

after reading their letter, presumably to give him the protection letter, although that is not 

explicitly stated.357 

When intermediaries asked a protector to issue a protection letter, they could insert 

in their request a statement that they would respect said protection letter once it was 

produced. I have discussed this expression also in section 3.1.2.4. E.g., in SB Kopt. V 2292, 

the sender asks the receiver to give a certain Triphanios a protection letter, and states that 

he will respect it. Although the sender uses protection formulary in his letter, namely a 

promise clause on ll. 9-11, this letter was probably not meant as the protection letter for the 

protectee. That document was probably issued by the receiver of the letter, clearly a clerical 

or monastic authority.  

Before anything I greet and kiss the footstool of the feet of your holy Paternity. I ask you to 

give a promise for Triphanios, that he comes to his house. I will respect the promise for him, 

that nobody seizes him to ask anything from him, except your Paternity.In this case, 

“nobody” most likely includes the sender of the letter, who will be prevented by the 

addressee’s protection letter from taking anything from Triphanius. The expression of 

“respecting” the protection letters seems to have been used mostly by village authorities in 

situations in which the protectee received the protection letter in a monastic context, while 

needing to return to his village (3.1.2.4). In cases such as this, the difference between 

intermediary and protector becomes most blurred. Upon the protectee’s return to the village, 

the village head, instead of issuing a protection letter for the protectee (which we see most 

often in the corpus), considers the monastic or clerical authority’s protection letter as 

 
354 O.MedinetHabuCopt. 136. Discussed in detail in Scheerlinck, “Procedures”. 
355 According to the editor.  
356 Ll. 3-4: ⲉⲥ̣ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲁⲛϫⲓⲧϥ | ⲛⲏⲕ. 
357 The senders of the letter also refer to a certain Mena, who was going to Hermonthis the next day, 

but it is not clear what his exact role in the situation was.  
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valid. 358  Other interventions of intermediaries in the corpus are, e.g. punishing with 

excommunication two protectors who had transgressed against a protection letter they had 

issued,359 discussing who should issue a specific protection letter,360 accompanying the 

protectee during travel.361  

The intermediaries and protectors also have various roles in rural Egypt: they are 

generally local authorities in their region, but monastic or clerical authorities as well as 

village authorities both issue protection letters and act as intermediaries. Eg., in SB Kopt. V 

2288 lashanes ask Apa Jakob to issue a protection letter, but in O.MedinetHabuCopt. 136 

Apa Koukle serves as an intermediary between the lashanes and the protectee. The 

interaction and cooperation between monastic and village authorities are discussed in 

section 3.2.5 below. 

3.2.3 Oral interactions as moments of negotiation 

While the eventual product of the protection letter procedure was a written document, 

intermediary steps could be both oral and written interactions. I have discussed elsewhere 

two documents which very clearly document this combination of oral and written steps.362 

I have argued there that the moments of oral interaction were probably moments of 

negotiation, between the protector and an intermediary as a representative of the protectee. 

I believe that during those conversations or negotiations the stipulations in the protection 

letters, in particular the limitations and exceptions, would have been fixed.  

SB Kopt. V 2295 is another example of these oral interactions in the (fragmentary) 

Coptic protection letter mechanism. The sender, who acts as the protector in this case, 

received an oral request for a logos and is now sending the logos: ll. 2-5: ⲛⲧⲁ-|ⲡⲁⲧⲉⲣ ⲙⲟⲩⲧⲉ 

 ⲉⲓ ⲛⲁⲛ ⲉϥϫⲱ | ⲙⲙⲟ]ⲥ ϫⲉ ϯ ⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲛⲡⲉϥ-| […]: “Patermoute came to us and said: Issue/give 

a logos (promise) to his (= likely “my”)… Thus, the actual protectee is an acquaintance or 

dependent of Patermoute, who acts as a first intermediary fort he protectee. The sender 

writes the protection letter in SB Kopt. V 2295, with an instruction to “Come home/to his 

house” in the third person. The addressee of SB Kopt. V 2295, whose name is lost but who 

 
358 See section 3.2.2 on the interaction and cooperation between lay and monastic or clerical elites 

in the protection letter procedure. 
359 SB Kopt. V 2226. 
360 SB Kopt. V 2286. 
361 SB Kopt. V 2301; O.Mon.Cyr. 5; O.CrumVC 75. 
362 SB Kopt. V 2286; O.GurnaGorecki 72. Scheerlinck, “Procedures”.  
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must be a person acting as a second intermediary for the protectee, will presumably give the 

protection letter to the protectee (or maybe to Patermoute to forward to the protectee). 

That conversations played an important role in mechanisms of problem-solving in 

the villages is also evident in a number of protection letters in which the protectee is invited 

to come and talk to someone, usually the protector, to come to an agreement.363 In some 

cases the document mentions that if the conversation should not produce an agreement, the 

protectee is guaranteed a safe return by the protection letter.364 Those conversations might 

have led in turn to the production of another document.365  

3.2.4 Logistics of the protection letter procedure 

The Coptic protection letters functioned on a very local level, and the different actors were 

for the most part probably not far away from each other (see also section 4.2.3.5 on the 

limited geographical scale of the Coptic protection letters). The protection letters document 

the protection mechanisms between e.g. the village of Djeme and surrounding monastic 

settlements, which were at the most at a couple of kilometers distance.366 Petronias expected 

his protection letter on the day after he put in the request with Apa Koukle, who had to 

receive the protection letter from the lashanes and then send it to Petronias.367 This suggests 

very short distance between all actors, as well as direct or short lines of communication.368 

When the instruction clause mentions that the protectees should “come South” or “come 

North”, this indicates that the protectee is at some distance, likely another village or maybe 

even a different district (like possibly in Van der Vliet, A Letter to a Bishop (O. APM Inv. 

3871), discussed in 3.2.5).369 

 
363 They are discussed in more detail in section 4.3.1.2. See also section 3.1.2.3. Both lay officials 

asking bishop Pesynthios to issue a protection letter for a third party mention that they want to talk 

with the protectees. 
364 Such situations are documented in e.g. SB Kopt. III 1365; SB Kopt. V 2271; SB Kopt. V 2272; 

P.KölnÄgypt. II 25; SB Kopt. II 914; O.GurnaGorecki 70.  
365 Like the settlements as products of arbitration discussed in Fournet, Rise, Chapter 3. See also 

Gagos, Van Minnen, Settling.  
366 See also section 3.2.2. The officials writing to bishop Pesynthios with requests for protection 

letters probably wrote from his diocese of Coptos to the topos of Apa Epiphanius in Western Thebes, 

at about 40 km distance.  
367 O.MedinetHabuCopt. 136. 
368 I will further discuss this local nature of the protection letters in Chapter 4, in particular in contrast 

with the Arabic and Greek travel permits. 
369 SB Kopt. V 2301, SB Kopt. V 2274. See also P.Ryl.Copt. 289, in which the sender tells the 

addressee that some youths had fled their monastery and had convinced sailors to take them North, 
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The documents testify in different ways about the circulation of documents and people in 

the procedure. First, there are internal references to such logistics in the text. Petronias 

expects his letter to be sent rather than handed to him by Apa Koukle. The monks in 

O.Lips.Copt. II 170 seem to have invited their brother to come so that they can hand him 

the protection letter which they had received for him. SB Kopt. V 2286 refers to different 

trips that the actors should make to talk to one another about a required protection letter, as 

well as to letters and documents that should be written in the process.370 These internal 

comments provide small glimpses into the movements of people and documents in the 

protection letter procedure.  

Second, the presence, or rather absence, of external addresses on the documents in 

the corpus should be noted. Most protection letters from protectors to protectees do not 

contain an external address. 371  The protection letters were legal documents, and their 

formulary in general is less reminiscent of letters than legal documents, which did not 

include external addresses in their formulary. At the same time, these documents also 

functioned as letters, and they did have to reach the protectee in some way or another for 

them to be able to make use of them. If the protectees were away from home, and wishing 

to avoid direct contact with the village authorities, their protection letters would be “sent” 

rather than given to them in person by the protectors. In the majority of the cases we can 

imagine that the protection letter was personally given to the protectee by an intermediary, 

someone who might have already intervened and negotiated with the protector on behalf of 

the protectee.372 In those cases an address seems unnecessary, also because the name of the 

protectee was always part of the protection letters, so there was no risk that they could not 

be identified.  

A third way in which the protection letters can give us insight in how they might 

have circulated, is where they were discovered. E.g., O.GurnaGorecki 70 is a protection 

 

and now the sender wants to make sure that the youths receive a protection letter with which they 

can return to the monastery. 
370 Scheerlinck, “Procedures”.  
371 Exceptions are SB Kopt. V 2236 and the very brief SB Kopt. V 2272, which asks the protectee 

to come and settle his case, and in which the address takes up 3 out of 7 lines: ⲧⲁⲥ ⲛⲁⲛⲇⲣⲉⲁⲥ̣ | ϩⲓⲧⲛ 

ⲙⲱⲩⲥⲏ̣ⲥ̣ | ⲙⲛ ⲑⲉⲟⲕⲝⲓⲥ. The external addresses are of the type ⲧⲁⲁⲥ ⲛ+X ϩⲓⲧⲛ Y and variations, see 

the overview in Biedenkopf-Ziehner, “Untersuchungen”, 204-205 (Tabelle I). Otherwise, the 

majority of the documents with an external address are letters between intermediaries and protectors. 
372 Such a transaction was what I understand to be the goal of the letter P.Lips.Copt. II 170, discussed 

above, under “Various roles of intermediaries”.  
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letter issued by the lashanes of a village for Kurikos and his children. While the document 

was produced in the village, it was found in a monastic hermitage in Western Thebes, 

together with many other documents, among which other protection letters.373 The editor 

postulates that either Kurikos and his family had sought and found refuge at the hermitage 

and that therefore the protection letter was sent there, or otherwise that the document was 

sent to the hermitage because of an assumption that the inhabitants there knew where 

Kurikos and his family might be. We do not know who brought the protection letter to the 

hermitage, and it is possible that Kurikos himself brought it with him. In any case, the 

protection letter remained in the hermitage, suggesting that either Kurikos and his children 

were not found by the monks of the monastery, or that Kurikos and his children did not go 

back to the village. It seems unlikely that they would return to the village without the 

document giving them the protection to do so without consequences. 

The protection letter for Kurikos and his children was transported between the 

village and the hermitage where it was found. This contact between village and monastic 

contexts, and thus between village and monastic authorities, is evident in several letters in 

the corpus of protection letters. This interaction and cooperation between village and 

monastic elites in the protection letter mechanism will be the topic of the next section.  

3.2.5 The protection letters between village and monastic contexts 

In section 2.3.1 I mention that 31 protection letters were found in monastic or church 

contexts in Western Thebes. Three more documents were found in monasteries in Middle 

Egypt. One explanation for these documents to be found there is that the monasteries and 

churches were places of refuge. On the other hand, especially in the case of churches and 

larger monasteries, we could postulate that they were archival places, as Anne Boud’hors 

suggests in the case of O.Saint-Marc 322 (and 323). It is likely that in the case of Kurikos 

which I discussed above, however, the hermitage was rather a place of refuge than a place 

where documents were stored. This interpretation is supported by the protection letters of 

which the contents show that monastic or clerical authorities were involved, whether the 

documents were found in a monastic or church context or not. The protection letters record 

several situations in which authorities in monasteries, such as priests and monastery heads, 

interacted and cooperated with village officials in the protection letter mechanisms. I 

 
373 O.GurnaGorecki 69, 71, 72.  
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mentioned several examples of such interactions in the previous sections in passing, but I 

wish to discuss here two specific letters in more detail.  

 

Two letters requesting protection letters were addressed to bishop Pesynthios, bishop of the 

diocese of Coptos.374 The bishop’s documents were found near the topos of Apa Epiphanius 

in Western Thebes, where Pesynthios sojourned for a certain period from 619 onwards, 

when Egypt was under Persian rule. However, both letters seem to have been sent from 

locations in Pesynthios’ diocese. The sender of one letter is the lashane of Pmilis, a village 

in the diocese of Coptos.375 The other letter was sent by a certain Stefanos, who is known in 

the Pesynthios dossier, and was probably a civil official, either a lashane or an urban 

magistrate,.376 Both officials ask Pesynthios to issue a protection letter for a third party. In 

one case the protectee is a man by himself, in the other they are two men, their wives, and 

their cattle. Aside from their general aim, the letters are fairly similar. Both senders state 

that they want to talk with the protectees, and in one letter there seems to be a more elaborate 

“settle” clause (3.1.2.3), which is broken off. Both senders also promise to “respect”, but in 

different terms: ⲛ̄ⲧⲛ̄ϩⲁⲣⲏϩ ⲛⲁϥ ⲉⲡ|ⲇⲓⲕⲁⲓⲟⲛ: “I will respect what is just for him”377 and 

ϯⲛ[ⲁ]|ⲣⲟⲉⲓⲥ̣ ⲛ̣ⲏⲩ ⲉⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ: “I will respect the promise for them”.378 What is interesting 

about the letter from Stefanos, is that the bishop seems to have written about the protectee’s 

case to Stefanos, and that the letter is Stefanos’ reaction. The first lines of the letter read: “I 

received the letter from your godliness, holy lord and father Apa Pesynthios. And 

concerning Papnoute, son of Johannes of Pshelch, I ask your holy lordship and father that 

you issue a promise (logos) for him and that you send him to me, that I talk with him.”379 

Given that Stefanos’ letter deals only with the protection letter for Papnoute, it makes sense 

 
374 P.Katoennatie 685/1 (unedited); Van der Vliet, “Letter”. 
375 Van der Vliet, “Letter”. 
376 P.Katoennatie 685/1 (unedited). The identification of Stefanos as official in Coptos is made in 

O.CrumST 174, see Dekker, Theban Networks, 229. It is of course possible that Stefanos of 

P.Katoennatie 685/1 is a different person by the name of Stefanos.  
377 P.Katoennatie 685/1, ll. 8-9. 
378 Van der Vliet, “Letter”, ll. 13-14. On these expressions, see section 3.1.2.4.  
379 P.Katoennatie 685/1, ll. ⲁⲓϫ̈ⲓ ⲛ̄ⲥϩⲁⲓ ̈ⲛⲧ̄ⲉⲕⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲙⲁⲓⲛ̈ⲟⲩⲧⲉ | ⲛ̄ϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲱⲧ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ | 

ⲡⲁⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲡϣⲛ̄ ⲓⲱ̈ϩⲁⲛⲏⲥ ⲛ̄ⲡϣⲗϩ [ⲧ]ⲓ|ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲕⲁⲗⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲙⲛ̄ⲧϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲛ̣[ⲉⲓⲱⲧ] | ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ 

ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛⲧⲓ ⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲛⲁϥ | ⲛⲧ̄ⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲧⲛⲟⲟⲩϥ ⲛⲁⲓ ̂ⲛ̄ⲧⲁϣⲁϫⲉ ⲛⲉ|ⲙⲁϥ. This is my own transcription and 

translation of the text, on the basis of photographs provided by the Katoen Natie collection. The 

document will be published in the complete edition and reedition of Pesynthios’ dossier (by Jacques 

van der Vliet, Renate Dekker).  
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that Pesynthios’ letter to which he refers had been about Papnoute’s case. Stefanos asks the 

bishop to send Papnoute to him, which indicates that Pesynthios must have had at least 

relatively easy access to Papnoute. It is plausible that Papnoute had for some reason sought 

the protection of the bishop in the topos of Apa Epiphanius, but wanted to go home.380  

These two letters document interactions between bishop Pesynthios in a hermitage 

in Western Thebes and lay authorities in Pesynthios’ diocese in Coptos. While there is ample 

evidence that village officials could issue protection letters, in these two cases, the 

protection letter for the protectee would be issued by a clerical or monastic authority.381 Van 

der Vliet postulates that this choice might be caused by the fact that the protectees were 

simply closer to the bishop than to the officials in their home village or town, but also 

because a letter infused by the authority of a clergyman would especially inspire confidence 

in those who were doubtful whether they could return home. I believe that a combination of 

those factors probably made monastic and clerical elites the most effective protectors. 

Moreover, as Renate Dekker argues, issuing protection letters was part of a bishop’s duty, 

and fell under his legal authority.382 The protectees might have sought refuge from their 

problems in the village, including any conflicts with the village officials who could detain 

or punish them, at a monastic settlement or with a clerical authority. Therefore, once they 

were there and needed a document to return to the village, they could either wait for a 

protection letter from the village officials, as seems to have been the case in 

O.GurnaGorecki 70, discussed above,383 or obtain one from a local monastic or clerical 

 
380 In the other letter to Pesynthios, the sender mentions that the protectees should go North in order 

to talk with the sender. The diocese of Coptos lies to the North of Thebes. Thus also in this case the 

protectees were probably close to the bishop, as the editor also remarks.  
381 Other examples in the corpus of lashanes asking a monastic or clerical authority to issue a logos 

are O.CrumVC 75 and SB Kopt. V 2288. As in the Pesynthios cases, there did not seem to have 

been a problem between the monastic authority and the protectee, but rather the protectee was 

needed in the village. O,CrumVC 75: for an urgent business. SB Kopt. V 2288: the protectee should 

speak to several people in the village (to resolve a conflict?). Other letters addressing monastic or 

clerical authorities with a request to issue a logos might have been sent by lashanes or other village 

officials, but either they did not use their titles or the titles were lost. Examples of such letters are 

SB Kopt. V 2290, 2291,2292, 2294, 2296. 
382 Dekker, Theban Networks, 57. Bernhard Palme sees the protection letters also as a measure 

against overcrowding of places of asylum: in this interpretation the relevant monastic authorities 

also have an extra incentive to issue a protection letter. Palme, “Asyl”, 215. 
383 See also O.CrumVC 64. OTorino S. 5911 (unedited) is protection letter for protectee Philotheos 

and his wife and children, but the ostracon was addressed to Victor, probably Victor II, abbot of the 

monastery of Phoibammon in Western Thebes in the early 8th century (according to the editors).  
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authority.384 The protection letters show how authorities in village and monastic context 

communicated and cooperated concerning the production of protection letters, and how 

these documents and the people involved circulated between these different contexts. They 

communicated about problematic (“urgent”) cases in the community, and in order to solve 

them the village authorities needed help from the clerical and monastic authorities, to issue 

documents, i.e. Coptic protection letters, which in other circumstances could be issued by 

the village officials themselves. However, the village authorities gave suggestions for the 

content of these protection letters in their requests to their addressees, and added their own 

promise of protection, to respect the protection letter issued by the monastic or clerical 

authority. 

This second part of the chapter has examined the processes and procedures through 

which the protection letters were requested and how they circulated. Some of these 

processes occurred regularly, were standardized and took place repeatedly: they can indeed 

be said to form a pattern. This applies e.g. to village officials requesting monastic or clerical 

authorities to issue a protection letter for the protectee, which the village authorities 

promised to honor. This pattern is emphasized by the language of the document, as the same 

expressions are repeated consistently in similar situations. On the other hand, the various 

examples discussed here show that there was not one standard procedure to follow in order 

to obtain a protection letter.  

Now that we have established that there was variation within a recognizable and 

predictable corpus and procedure leading to the corpus, we will delve a bit further in to the 

question of variation and standardization, starting with an examination of a fixed 

interrelated group of texts. The first section focuses on the variability and uniformity of the 

protection letters produced in the formal environment of the village administration of 

Djeme. The second section then focuses on the relative importance of patterned, formulaic 

language, and unique, situation-bound phrases in the Coptic protection letters. The 

concluding section of this part, and of the chapter, brings together the discussions and 

findings of this part and of the rest of the chapter, in order to discuss the role of the Coptic 

protection letters as an institution of village life.  

 
384 See also, e.g., SB Kopt. V 2288: in which the lashanes of Trakatan ask Apa Jakob to issue a 

protection letter; O.CrumVC 75: in which a lashane of Trakatan asks an Apa Paham to issue a 

protection letter. 
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3.3 Variability and uniformity 

Jeremias’ protection letter, cited in section 1.1.1, is unique. Not one of the other published 

protection letters contains exactly the same formulae in the same order. The same goes for 

every other document in the corpus: not one of them matches another one completely. This 

is also reflected in the frequent comments made by modern editors about the peculiarity of 

individual protection letters (cited in section 3.1.1). As I will show in the following section, 

which discusses the protection letters produced by the village scribes of Djeme in the first 

half of the eighth century, the Coptic protection letters were formalized to a certain degree, 

but at the same time very variable, even when composed in the same village, or by the same 

scribe.385  

3.3.1 Patterns in the promises? The protection letters written by the village scribes of Djeme. 

The majority of the protection letters are products of village administration. The village 

administration of Djeme is particularly well represented in the corpus: seventeen protection 

letters addressed to protectees are signed by scribes from the village.386 Two Djeme scribes 

are especially present. Psate, son of Pisrael and Aristophanes, son of Johannes. Psate, son 

of Pisrael left us probably nine protection letters.387 Of the hand of Aristophanes, son of 

Johannes, five protection letters have been published.388 One protection letter each is written 

by Theodoros, son of Psate,389 by Joannes, son of Lazaros, and by Komes. All five of these 

scribes are known from other documents produced in the town of Djeme or the larger 

Theban area.  

 
385 This stands in marked contrast with the other short type of public or official legal document, i.e. 

the tax-receipt, of which the formulary can vary regionally, but is much more consistent.  
386 More protection letters were issued by village officials of Djeme, but do not bear a scribal 

signature. In this section I discuss those explicitly signed by scribes. SB Kopt. V 2242 is a Djeme 

protection letter written by a certain Patapè. OTorino S 5945+S 5937 (unpublished) was issued by 

Djeme lashanes and written by a Theodoros (according to the editor a different Theodoros than the 

Theodoros (son of Psate) who wrote SB Kopt. V 2265 (different patronymic). These two might then 

be two more protection letter produced by Djeme village scribes. 
387  SB Kopt. V 2266; SB Kopt. V 2228; SB Kopt. V 2284; O.CrumVC 8; O.CrumVC 9; 

P.Stras.Copt. 66. Possibly also SB Kopt. V 2268, identified by Alain Delattre as probably penned 

by Psate: see O.GurnaGorecki 70, comment to l. 2, as well as SB Kopt. V 2281 and 2283. 
388 SB Kopt. V 2233, SB Kopt. V 2246; SB Kopt. III 1368; SB Kopt. V 2249 and Cromwell, 

Recording, no. 9. Jennifer Cromwell is preparing an edition of a 6th protection letter, in the Kelsey 

Museum of Archaeology in Ann Arbor (inv. 2.5149).  
389 SB Kopt. V 2265.  
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In this section I discuss those signed by scribes, to be able to gauge individual 

variations in their protection letter production, but it is important to keep in mind that the 

village administration of Djeme issued more protection letters than those explicitly 

underwritten by scribes. On the other hand, one protection letter which has a scribal 

signature was not issued by the office of the village officials in Djeme, although it was 

issued by a village administrator. SB Kopt. V 2271 is a protection letter issued by a lashane 

or village headman by the name of Swai. The ostracon comes from the Theban region but 

it is unclear exactly from where. The scribe of the document styles himself as “the most 

humble deacon”: ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲛⲓϩⲁⲣⲁⲩ ⲡⲓⲉⲗⲁ[ⲭ(ⲓⲥⲧⲟⲥ)] | ⲛⲇⲓⲁⲕ(ⲟⲛⲟⲥ) ⲁⲓⲥⲙⲛ ⲡⲓⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲛⲧⲁϭⲓϫ 

| ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲧⲉϥⲁⲓⲧⲉⲥⲓⲥ: I, Niharaw, the most humble deacon, drew up this logos according to 

his wish. The document contains an instruction clause, settle clauses, and Swai’s signature, 

but no date.  

The following paragraphs compare the documents written by each of these scribes: 

do they use certain formulae consistently in their own protection letter production? And 

how do they differ amongst each other? This comparison shows how variable the protection 

letters are, even when they are written within a small chronological window and inside a 

small geographical area (700-750, Djeme), even in the production of one scribe. I will start 

with the scribes who wrote the most protection letters in the corpus, Psate and Aristophanes, 

and then I will discuss the other three Djeme scribes’ protection letters together.  

3.3.1.1 Psate, son of Pisrael  

Psate, son of Pisrael is a well-known scribe active in Djeme between 698/713 and 

726/728.390 We know him from tax-receipts and other fiscal and legal documents written by 

him.391 Psate is known for writing ⲉⲓⲥⲥ instead of ⲉⲓⲥ in the opening formula of his tax-

receipts,392 but he does not do that in the ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ formula of his protection 

letters. P.Stras.Copt. 66, a tax-receipt with protection letter, does have ⲉⲓⲥⲥ in the tax-receipt 

formula, which is the reason why it has been attributed to Psate, but not in the protection 

 
390 On Psate, see most recently Cromwell, “Village Scribe”. See also Albarrán Martínez et al., 

“Ostraca. Le Dossier Des Reçus”, 231-234. 
391 On his tax-receipts, see Tax-receiptAlbarrán Martínez et al., “Ostraca. Le Dossier Des Reçus”, 

231-234. 142 Coptic and 50 Greek tax-receipts by Psate’s hand have been published: Cromwell, 

“Village Scribe”, 131. 
392 Albarrán Martínez et al., “Ostraca. Le Dossier Des Reçus”, 233. 
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letter formula, which is in line with his other protection letters. In SB Kopt. V 2284, Psate 

wrote both tax-receipt and protection letter formulae with ⲉⲓⲥ.  

Psate’s protection letters are heterogeneous and are perfect examples of the notion 

“the exception is the rule” which applies so well to the protection letter corpus generally.393 

Four are tax-receipts with a protection letter,394 one is a protection letter without instruction 

clause, two others are addressed to a group of monks (possibly the same) and these are 

longer and include exceptional formulae,395 and one is a protection letter without a promise 

clause, which is the only instance in the corpus. In line with his other work, Psate signed his 

name alternatingly ⲯⲁⲧⲉ and ⲯⲁⲧⲏ396 in his protection letters. In O.CrumVC 9 he signs 

ⲯⲁⲧⲉ ⲡⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣⲓⲟⲥ ⲡⲓⲥⲣⲁⲉⲗ. Moreover, comparing the formulae used in Psate’s protection 

letters, the heterogeneity becomes even clearer. The tax-receipts with protection letter 

formulae seem to be quite consistent in the tax-receipt section, but again use different 

formulas in the protection-letter section: e.g. the eis plogos mpnoute formula is written in at 

least three different variations: ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ (SB Kopt. V 2281), ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅ(ⲟⲥ) 

ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ (with plogos abbreviated, SB Kopt. V 2283), ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ 

ⲡⲁⲛⲧⲟⲕⲣⲁⲧⲟⲣ (SB Kopt. V 2284).397. Psate used two different abbreviations for ⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ.398 

He did not write a date in his protection letter without promise clause (SB Kopt. V 2228), 

while he did so in the other protection letters. His O.CrumVC 8, one of the protection letters 

addressed to a group of monks, has the only attestation in the protection letter corpus of an 

opening invocation with the Holy Trinity. The picture we get of Psate’s protection letter 

 
393 While at first glance Psate’s tax-receipts seem more uniform than his protection letters, an in-

depth study of Psate’s corpus of nearly 200 tax-receipts (and the rest of his scribal production) is 

needed to understand whether the same variability occurs in his other work. One example of 

variability: he used three different scribal signatures in his tax-receipts: Cromwell, “Village Scribe”, 

132. 
394 SB Kopt. V 2284, 2283, 2281 and P.Strass.Copt. 66. The last three do not contain Psate’s 

signature but have been attributed to him on the basis of the characteristic use of ⲉⲓⲥⲥ (instead of 

ⲉⲓⲥ) to open the tax-receipt (for SB Kopt. V 2281 and 2283: Cromwell, “Village Scribe”, 132, n. 21. 

P. Strass.Copt. 66 identified by the editor.  
395 O.CrumVC 8 and 9. Those documents can be dated either to 698 or 728: if they are dated to 698 

as I think, if they are linked to Flavius Atias’ sigillion (SB III 7240), then Psate, son of Pisrael had 

at least 28 years of scribal career. On my interpretation of O.Crum VC 8 and 9, including their date, 

see section 5.3.2. 
396 Psate in SB Kopt. V 2266; SB Kopt. V 2228; O.CrumVC 8 and 9, and Psate in SB Kopt. V 2284. 

In P.Stras.Copt. 66 the actual signature is missing.  
397 P.Strass.Copt. 66 is too fragmentary to include here. 
398 SB Kopt. V 2228 and O.CrumVC 8 and 9 (ⲡⲗⲟⲅ)vs SB Kopt. V 2266 (ⲡⲉⲓⲗ ). 
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production is one of great variety. Some of these variations, such as using different 

abbreviations for ⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ, or not using an abbreviation at all, were most likely inspired by 

his scribal activity, maybe the amount of space on the writing support, rather than dictated 

by the situation which gave rise to the production of the protection letter. Other variations, 

however, definitely were a product of that situation: the formulary used in O.CrumVC 8, 

with its abundance of clauses, was chosen deliberately to reference the situation of the 

monks, who are the protectees in that case (see section 5.3.2).  

3.3.1.2 Aristophanes, son of Johannes 

The great variability of Psate’s protection letters contrasts with the other well-known Djeme 

scribe, Aristophanes, who was active mostly after Psate’s time. Aristophanes was active as 

a scribe in Djeme from 724 to 756-758.399 His work has been the subject of extensive 

research by Jennifer Cromwell, in which context she has discussed Aristophanes’ 

production of protection letters.400 He wrote five protection letters in the corpus, among 

which Jeremias’ protection letter cited in section 1.1.1. His protection letters are dated 

between 727/728 and 729.401 The protection letters written by Aristophanes vary less than 

those written by Psate. The general structure of the documents especially exhibits a strong 

uniformity. They all contain the same structural elements: opening address, instruction 

clause, promise clause, a clause which recurs in other protection letters: “So that you do not 

doubt, I have drawn up this promise and I sign it.”, followed by a date, and a scribal 

signature. Moreover, all promise clauses, where extant, in all documents contain the verb 

“to prosecute”, and the instruction clauses all only read “come to your house”, only once 

supplemented by “appear” (SB Kopt. III 1368, l. 5: ⲛⲅⲟⲩⲱⲛϩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ).  

Aristophanes’ protection letters are quite uniform in their structure and formulary, 

they lack the scribal variability of Psate’s protection letters. However, it is clear that 

Aristophanes’documents were drawn up with specific situations in mind, which required 

different formulae and stipulations. SB Kopt. V 2233 is his only protection letter which does 

not stipulate a condition to the protection, and it has an affirmative promise clause (see 

section 3.1.2.2). SB Kopt. III 1368 (Jeremias’ protection letter cited in section 1.1.1) is the 

 
399 Cromwell, Recording, 58: Table 2.2.  
400 Cromwell, Recording, section 4.5. 
401 Cromwell, Recording, 121, table 4.1. SB Kopt. V 2233: 5 June 729, SB Kopt. V 2246: 11 July 

729, SB Kopt. III 1368: 3 October 728, SB Kopt. V 2249: 728/729, Cromwell, Recording , 245-247, 

no. 9: date lost but likely 727/728.  
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only protection letter by Aristophanes which mentions that someone had fled and has a 

second promise clause, apart from “we will not prosecute you”: ϫⲉ ⲛⲛⲉⲛⲉⲣ ⲡⲉⲑⲟⲟⲩ | ⲛⲁⲕ 

ϫⲉ ⲁⲕⲡⲱⲧ: “and we will not do any harm to you because you fled”. SB Kopt. III 1368 and 

SB Kopt. V 2246 contain limitations and conditions which do not occur anywhere else in 

the corpus. Thus, while two out of five of Aristophanes’ protection letters are fragmentary, 

the overall picture seems to be one of regularity, with space for alterations based on specific 

situations.  

3.3.1.3 Other Djeme scribes 

I discuss three more Coptic protection letters written by three different Djeme village scribes 

known from other documents written by them.402  

Joannes, son of Lazaros gradually replaced Psate, son of Pisrael in the spring of 726 as a 

scribe responsible for drawing up tax-receipts in Djeme. The bulk of his tax-receipt 

production – about 30 have been published – can be dated to that year.403 The protection 

letter written by him SB Kopt. V 2264 is very short and does not include an instruction 

clause. It is similar to Psate’s SB Kopt. V 2266. It contains variations on the promise clause 

and scribal signature. The promise clause is written ⲉⲧⲙⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲉ where you would expect 

ⲛⲛⲉⲛⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲉ (or ⲉⲛⲉⲛⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲉ as a regional variant). This form of the promise clause also 

appears in SB Kopt. V 2280, written by Djeme scribe Komes, as well as SB Kopt. V 2281, 

possibly written by Psate but not signed.  

The scribe Komes wrote SB Kopt. V 2280 (695 or 725), a tax-receipt with protection 

letter. The tax-receipt is for the capitation tax (ⲡⲉⲕⲇⲓⲁⲅⲣⲁⲫⲟⲛ· “your capitation tax”) for 

an amount of one holokottinos, for the first instalment of the ninth year, which is also the 

year in which the document was produced. The tax-receipt is signed, probably by the tax 

collector, and then follows the protection letter. The lashanes promise that they will not 

prosecute the protectee for anything in this, ninth, year, except for the holokottinos, and they 

will not let anyone else prosecute him. This document is the longest among the tax-receipts 

with added protection letters, as it contains two promise clauses, an exception, and the 

signature by the lashanes.  

 
402 SB Kopt. V 2242 was written by a certain Patapè. 
403 Albarrán Martínez et al., “Ostraca. Le Dossier Des Reçus”, 234. 
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It has been suggested that the scribe Theodoros, son of Psate was the son of the 

scribe Psate, son of Pisrael.404 Two tax-receipts by his hand are known, of which one can be 

dated to 733. The protection letter from his hand lacks an instruction clause (SB Kopt. V 

2265). In this it follows the previously discussed protection letters produced by Psate (SB 

Kopt. V 2266) and Joannes (SB Kopt. V 2264). He writes in name of the “dioiketeis of 

Kastron Memnonion”, i.e. the village administrators of Djeme who were one rank up from 

the lashanes.405 Theodoros’ protection letter has formal similarities to those written by his 

father, but also to those written by Aristophanes. Theodoros consistently uses the same 

abbreviation for logos which Psate uses in SB Kopt. V 2271 and O.CrumVC 8 and 9, and 

abbreviations generally characterize Theodoros’ protection letter. In terms of structure and 

formulae, his protection letter is very similar to those written by Aristophanes.  

Examining the Coptic protection letters produced by the village scribes of Djeme, in 

a period of roughly 30 years, we can draw the following conclusions.406 The scribes, except 

for Aristophanes, wrote different protection letters with variegated formulaic structures: 

among their protection letters there are protection letters without instruction clauses, 

protection letters with affirmative promise clauses of the “settle” type, and tax-receipts with 

protection letter formulae. It is clear that there was no fixed “Djeme” format for protection 

letters, although there is overlap in the formulae used by the different scribes. The two 

scribes who produced more than one surviving protection letter, did not use the same 

formulae consistently, although Aristophanes’ production is much more uniform than 

Psate’s. But also in Aristophanes’ protection letters there was room for variation. However, 

it is clear that the scribes knew the formulaic building blocks which were necessary to 

compose a protection letter, but that they chose and combined them in many different ways, 

which probably reflected their own preferences, and/or the preferences of the village 

administrators in whose name they were writing, as well as the specific situation at hand. 

The protection letter was part of the repertoire of the village scribe, in the same way that 

tax-receipts, or (private) legal documents were.  

 

 
404 Albarrán Martínez et al., “Ostraca. Le Dossier Des Reçus”, 237. 
405 See sections 1.3.2 and 5.3.1. 
406 If O.CrumVC 8 and 9 were written by Psate in 698. SB Kopt. V 2233 and 2246 were written by 

Aristophanes in 730. 
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This section focused on the Djeme village scribes and their varying use of the protection 

letter formulary. Beyond issues of variability and uniformity in the use of formulaic 

structures, there are the appearances of unique expressions in the documents. Several 

documents in the corpus contain such unique phrases which seem to refer to the specific 

situation in which they were created, and I will discuss those in the next section.  

3.3.2 Specific references in the protection letters 

The content of the protection letters is generally “poured” into formulaic structures. What 

the protectee is supposed to do, the amount of money that they should still pay, the 

protection that is offered, were all written down in certain formulae which for the most part 

follow fixed grammatical patterns – e.g. the instruction clause in the conjunctive, a negative 

promise clause in negative future III – and a specific order in the document: the ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ 

(ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ) (ⲛⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ) formula was usually followed by the instruction clause, and 

thereafter came the promise clause, and possibly a limitation and/or exception. The verbs 

used in these clauses varied, but for the most part they were chosen from a limited number 

which recur throughout the corpus (see sections 2.4.1-2.4.2, and 3.1.2). The influence of 

these formulaic structures is the strongest in protection letters addressed to protectees, but 

is also present in the letters addressed to protectors or intermediaries, which can contain 

instruction clauses and promise clauses, and in some cases a complete and signed protection 

letter embedded within the letter. 407  However, in these letters to protectors and 

intermediaries there was markedly more room for comments about the situation. This is not 

wholly surprising, as these letters were for the most part letters rather than signed legal 

documents, while the reverse is true for the protection letters addressed to protectees. At the 

same time, even in the protection letters addressed to protectees, sometimes there are 

phrases so specific that they seem to apply directly to the situation which gave rise to the 

document.  

There are different ways in which those specific references were integrated in the protection 

letters. A: They could be molded into the formal structure, e.g. as the verb in an instruction 

clause or a promise clause. B: An addition could be made to a clause, which made it more 

specific. C: Additional comments outside of the formulary could also point to the specific 

circumstances of the problem to be solved. I cite two examples to show what this looks like 

in the documents. First, SB Kopt. V 2224, the protection letter from protector Victor to 

 
407 E.g. O.CrumVC 64, see section 3.2.1. 
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protectee Timotheos is very concise, yet some very specific elements are integrated in the 

formulary of the document.408 

Biktor who writes to brother Timotheos: here is the promise (logos) for you. Come and go 

to your work. I will not detain you for the affair of …(?) Tubi 10, indiction year 5. And I 

will not beat you this time. + Biktor signs + 

The instruction clause includes a reference to the protectee’s work, added to the standard 

“Come to your house”, which is written in the grammatical form of the instruction clause 

(A-B). Moreover, instead of a general promise clause that Biktor will not detain Timotheos, 

which we find in other protection letters, Biktor had added a reference to the reason for 

which Timotheos might have been detained, although unfortunately the details are lost: “the 

affair of…” (B). This addition is reminiscent of the instances in which a negative promise 

clause is followed by the addition “because you fled”.409 The most fascinating specific 

phrase in this document is a negative promise clause added after the date, in which Biktor 

promises Timotheos not to beat him this time, which is a very rare explicit reference to 

violence in the protection letters (A-B-C).410  

In the second example, Isak writes a letter with instructions to take steps that would 

hopefully free him from prison.411 Below these instructions, he wrote a protection letter for 

a woman named Thabaïs. It seems likely that the protection letter is part of his strategy to 

solve his problem, but it is unclear how, as we do not know anything else about the context, 

e.g. the nature of the relationship between Isak and Thabaïs, or why she needed a protection 

letter. Unfortunately, only the first lines of the protection letter for Thabaïs have been 

preserved. The instruction clauses are written in the third person, which tells us that the 

receiver of Isak’s letter should transfer the protection letter to Thabaïs.412 This instruction 

clause, written in the conjunctive, is unique in the corpus and certainly refers to a very 

particular action that Thabaïs should take (A/B): “… and here is the promise by God for 

 
408 SB Kopt. V 2224: + ⲃⲓⲕⲧⲱⲣ ⲡϥⲥϩⲁ  ⲛⲡⲁ|ⲥⲟⲛ ⲇⲓⲙⲟⲑⲉ ϫⲉ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ | ⲛⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ ⲛⲅⲉⲓ ⲛⲅⲃⲱⲕ | 

ⲉⲧⲉⲕⲣⲅⲁⲥⲓⲁ ϫⲉ ⲛⲛⲁ|ⲁⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ ⲙⲙⲟⲕ ⲉⲫⲱϥ ⲛ[…] | ⲧⲁⲕ   ̣ⲁ̣ ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲏⲧϥ + μ(ηνὶ) Τύ(βι) ι̣ ἰ(ν)δ(ικτίωνος) 

ε̣ | ⲁⲩⲱ ϫⲉ ⲛⲛⲁϩⲓⲟⲩ ⲉⲣⲟⲕ | ⲙⲡⲉ̣ⲓⲥⲟⲡ + ⲃⲓⲕⲧⲱⲣ ⲥⲧⲟⲓⲭ(ⲉⲓ) + 
409 E.g. SB Kopt. III 1368: ϫⲉ ⲛⲛⲉⲛⲉⲣ ⲡⲉⲑⲟⲟⲩ | ⲛⲁⲕ ϫⲉ ⲁⲕⲡⲱⲧ: “that we will not do you harm 

because you fled.” On the evidence of flight in the protection letters, see section 4.2.1. 
410 See also SB Kopt. V 2234, in which the protectee is protected against ϭⲟⲛⲥ, meaning violence 

(or injustice): Crum, Coptic Dictionary, 822a. 
411 SB Kopt. V 2304. 
412 See section 3.2.1. 
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her, Thabaïs. That she comes … and prays to her father…”413 Again, the non-standard 

clause “that she prays to her father” is added to the standard clause “that she comes”, and 

shaped into the formulaic mold of the instruction clause. It is possible that Isak intended for 

Thabaïs to ask her father to help Isak in his plight in some way.  

What was the role of these integrations or specific references in the documents? On 

the one hand, in some cases it must have been important that the protectee performed a 

particular task, which needed to be detailed in the protection letter. This was certainly the 

case in Isak’s protection letter for Thabaïs, he wanted her to “pray to her father”, which 

presumably would help Isak’s case as well. This could also be the reason why in a few 

protection letters, usually in the instruction clauses, there are references to the protectee’s 

work or occupation.414 As I will explain in more detail in section 5.4, the intermediary or 

protector offered their support and protection for a specific goal which served their interests 

as much as those of the protectee. 

On the other hand, references to the protectee’s personal situation might have been more 

effective in convincing them to return home. In the case of SB Kopt. V 2288, a letter from 

three village heads requesting a monastic superior to issue a protection letter for a third 

party, the village heads detail contents of the future protection letter in the third person, as 

is expected (on this, see section 3.2.2). However, towards the end of the letter, the text 

mentions that  “your friends” received a protection letter and that they came home. This 

might have been the village heads directly addressing the protectee or it might have been a 

form of reported speech, expressing the words of someone else, in which case we do not 

know who is addressed. In any case, this unique addition to the letter was not technically 

necessary for the request to issue the protection letter. The reference to other people, or 

friends, receiving an making use of protection letters, could have been a means to convince 

the protectee, to whom the letter was presumably read, or in any case meant to be read, to 

accept the protection letter and come to the village.415  

 
413 SB Kopt. V 2304: ̣  ̣̣ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ | ⲛⲧⲟⲧⲥ ⲛⲑⲁⲃⲁⲉⲓⲥ ⲛⲥⲉⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ | ϫ̣̣ ̣ ⲛⲥⲡⲣⲟⲥⲩⲭⲏ 

ⲉⲡⲉⲓⲥ ⲱⲧ. 
414 See the example discussed here, SB Kopt. V 2224, but also e.g. SB Kopt. V 2263, a fragmentary 

protection letter in which the protectee is instructed to “Come and gather your dates”.  
415 On this particular letter, see also Palombo and Scheerlinck, “Asking”. With this in mind, the 

affirmative promise clause “I will contend for him”, unique in the corpus and added to more standard 

promise clauses in O.CrumVC 75, might have been written to convince the protector, i.e. the 

addressee of the request letter for a protection letter, but possibly also as an extra assurance for the 

protectee, in case the letter was indeed read to him.  
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As I have discussed at length in this chapter, the language of the protection letters 

consists mostly of formulaic clauses or formulae which are specific to the genre and which 

make the documents identifiable as protection letters. At the same time, the contents of these 

clauses, and the combination or order in which they appear in the documents, are extremely 

variegated. The protection letters were formulaic, but they were not forms to fill out.416 

Based on the protection letters that have been published until now, this variation cannot be 

ascribed to chronological evolution or local tradition, and not even to the custom or 

preference of individual scribes. I believe that this extreme variation in the protection letters 

should be understood as a reflection of the situations which prompted their creation. When 

a protection letter was issued for a protectee, the clauses were chosen deliberately, 

determined by the specific problem at hand, and by how the protector aimed to solve it. This 

does not mean that the protection letters give us a detailed or clear insight in that situation 

or problem. The language of the protection letters consisted for the most part of highly 

varied formulae, and only on occasion the documents seem to refer to specific aspects of 

the underlying situation . Interestingly, these references are often fully integrated in the 

formulary of the protection letters, following their formal structure. The general image of 

the language of the protection letters which emerges from my discussions, is that that of 

repeated and recognizable patterns which still allowed a high degree of variation. The 

variation, including the specific references, connects the documents to the particular 

problem situations they were supposed to solve.  

The next and last section of the chapter brings together the observations made in the 

preceding sections, and discuss how embedded the protection letters were as an institution 

of village life.417 There is no question that the village was the central context in which the 

Coptic protection letter mechanism operated. In the majority of the cases, village 

administrators played the role of protector, or of the intermediary. They interacted and 

cooperated with monastic and clerical elites within the protection letter mechanism. But to 

 
416 Such form-like documents were in use in the fiscal administration of Early Islamic Egypt: entagia 

or tax-demand notes such as CPR XXII 7, SPP 1199 and 1200 were written with blank spaces left 

for the name and residence of the tax-payers. Apparently they were prepared to be filled out, but 

were never used.  
417 This chapter focuses on the documents and their actors in their local context. The relationship 

between the protection letters and larger governmental policies and practices will be discussed in 

Chapter 5. 
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what extent was the protection letter mechanism a formalized institution in the village, 

maybe even a routine solution to certain problems in the village? 

3.3.3 The protection letter mechanism as an institution of village life  

I use the word institution here in as similar way as Krakowski and Rustow (2014): “a set of 

established and predictable practices that convey social meaning, are normative, and come 

to have such a seemingly objective reality that they govern future possibilities of social 

behavior.”418 Lajos Berkes has argued that protection letters were issued as a matter of 

routine, on the basis of the relatively large number of such documents that have been 

preserved: “Die Ausstellung solcher Dokumente war ein Routinevorgang, zahlreiche 

Schutzbriefe sind überliefert, zwei sogar vom selben Tag.” 419  I would agree with this 

statement only to a certain extent. The relatively large amount of evidence for the production 

and circulation of protection letters over a relatively short period of time, as well as other 

features which I will discuss below, allow us to consider the protection letters mechanism 

as firmly embedded in village life as an instrument that was repeatedly used to solve a 

certain range of problems. They were instruments tied to different aspects of life in the 

villages: fiscal, economic, legal, and social.420 A careful reading of the protection letters 

uncovers a network of protective interventions, frequently linking the village elites, 

villagers, to monastic centers and monastic elites. The language of the protection letters 

corroborates this view of the protection letters as a social institution of village life: the 

documents refer to themselves and are referred to with a specific term: logos mpnoute (2.2). 

In many cases only the more general logos is used as a designation, but then the formulaic 

context usually corroborates the identification of the document as a protection letter. Indeed, 

the Coptic protection letters have a recognizable and genre-specific, if variegated, 

formulary, which even pervades protection letters between protectors and intermediaries. 

Moreover, clear patterns emerge that show the most important formulaic building blocks of 

the Coptic protection letters. Thus, they had a certain degree of standardization which 

 
418 Krakowski and Rustow, “Formula”, 114. Their definition of institutions is based on Nathan 

Hofer, The Popularization of Sufism in Ayyubid and Mamluk Egypt, 1173–1325. Edinburgh, 

Edinburgh 

University Press, 2015. 
419 Berkes, Dorfverwaltung, 177 and n. 49, referring to O.CrumVC 8 and 9, which were issued on 

the same day. I discuss these two documents in detail in section 5.3.2. 
420 Chapter 4 will elaborate on those issues. 
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allowed for variegated expressions. This standardization supports the idea that the Coptic 

protection letter mechanism functioned as an institution in village life. 

Several features of the procedure to obtain a protection letter also point to the 

“predictability” of the protection letters, as patterns can be identified in the procedure. E.g. 

there are several instances of intermediaries asking for a protection letter, and stating they 

will respect it. Another example of a procedure pattern are letters from a protector to an 

intermediary with the protection letter for the protectee embedded within the letter.421 

Moreover, one protectee stated that he received a protection letter each year. (We do not 

have evidence for such repetition in the corpus.) One letter mentions that people other than 

the protectee, possibly his friends, had received protection letters and that they came home 

(i.e. made use of the document as intended). This letter illustrates the idea that a protection 

letters was something you could expect, you could count on, that the Coptic protection letter 

mechanism followed established patterns in local rural society. Similarly, the recurrence in 

the corpus of village heads requesting monastic or clerical authorities to issue a protection 

letter for a third person, and promising that they will uphold the protection letter, show us 

that this was a repeated, predictable way of solving problems in the countryside. .  

While I believe those aspects of the Coptic protection letter procedure also support 

the identification of the Coptic protection letter mechanism as an institution, I believe that 

the evidence does not allow us to consider the protection letters or their issuance in these 

contexts as “routine”. The high degree of variation in the formulary – including sometimes 

very specific references to the situation at hand – even in those written in the same village 

or even by the same scribe, shows that indeed there was not one go-to routine format for a 

protection letter, a template to be filled out. As such they differ from tax-receipts, with 

which they otherwise share characteristics: they were also documents related to public law, 

relatively concise and highly formulaic. This high degree of variation in the language of the 

protection letters rather points away from routine, and towards deliberate choices in the 

formulary of each document, tailored to the particular situation at hand. The different types 

and amounts of exceptions in the protection letters can be understood in this respect. They 

were not a fixed fine or a routine amount, but rather the product of a deliberation of the 

protector or of a negotiation between the protector and (a representative for) the protectee. 

 
421  Martin, Social Structures, passim for the usefulness of “patterns” to understand social 

relationships, structures and institutions.  
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In terms of the procedure to obtain a protection letter, the many different interventions of a 

varying number of intermediaries documented in the corpus also suggest that obtaining a 

protection letter was less than routine. Moreover, the procedure was not always 

straightforward for the people involved, as is shown by the letters discussing who was most 

appropriate to issue a protection letter,422 or whether a protection letter should be issued at 

all.423 

 

In conclusion, I consider the Coptic protection letter mechanism an institution of village 

life. The mechanism used the Coptic protection letter as a recognizable and legally valid – 

at least in its local context – type of document, and there were certain patterns of interactions 

between the actors, as we see clearly in the documents which testify to the procedures to 

obtain a protection letter. The repeated patterns in the language, and in the way the 

mechanism operated, show that in certain circumstances, a protection letter, characterized 

by a number of document-specific formulaic elements, would be issued. One could, to a 

certain extent, expect a protection letter to be issued when one was in need of it, and expect 

it to be upheld when one was in possession of it.424 However, it was a malleable and flexible 

institution, which is shown not only by the great variability in the formulary, but also by the 

fact that there were different ways to request or obtain a protection letter, for oneself or for 

a third party. An integral characteristic of the mechanism was an emphasis on the situation 

at hand, references to which are often molded and poured into the more fixed formulaic 

structures of the documents. In my opinion these references include references to the human 

interactions behind the production of the protection letter, e.g. negotiations about the 

conditions of the protectee’s return and protection.  

This chapter has examined the “patterns of protection” in the corpus of Coptic 

protection letters, connecting their language and the processes of their production and 

circulation among the villages and monastic settings of seventh and eighth century Egypt. 

In the next Chapter, I move on from issues of form and procedure to questions about content: 

 
422 SB Kopt. V 2286. 
423 P.Ryl.Copt. 385: the sender states that he will not issue a protection letter for certain fugitive vine 

dressers. In the fragmentary letter SB Kopt. V 2307, the sender seems to advise or mention a decision 

against issuing a protection letter for someone: ll. 6-8: ⲟⲩⲇⲉ ϯ ⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲛⲁϥ | ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ⲉⲧⲁⲛⲥⲱϩ 

ⲛ|ⲡⲉⲑⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲧⲁϥⲁⲁⲩ: “to not issue (?) a logos (promise) for him, but we have written (down) the 

evil things he has done”. 
424 And expect punishment for those who did not: 
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what kind of problems are these problem-solving instruments trying to solve? And how do 

the Coptic protection letters compare to other, contemporary, documents which have similar 

functions? 
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Chapter 4: Problems Solved 

 

In section 1.5.3 I stated that the Coptic protection letters were problem-solving instruments 

in the village context in which they were produced and circulated, and that they moved at 

the crossroads of administration, law, and social relationships. Each protection letter solved 

a particular set of problems for a certain amount of actors involved, and it is around these 

problems that this chapter is centered. Protector, protectee, and intermediaries could benefit 

from the document, as well as possibly actors who were not mentioned in the evidence, e.g. 

family members or other dependents of the protectee. In this chapter I examine the nature 

of the problems solved. These seem to have revolved around the overlapping areas of 

taxation, fugitives, and travel on the one hand, and on the other hand around arbitration and 

mediation of legal conflicts, including prisoners and their release. However, the Coptic 

protection letter was only one instrument among different instruments which were used by 

locals and local elites in order to solve certain problems with taxation, fugitives, and legal 

issues. Moreover, due to their connection with taxation, travel, and fugitives, the Coptic 

protection letters are embedded in governmental policies regarding the control of 

movement, which generated types of documents similar to protection letters. Examples of 

such documents with similar functions were request letters or petitions, travel permits, and 

guarantees. Thus, the goal of this Chapter is to understand the place of the Coptic protection 

letters in the Early Islamic documentation regarding the problems they are trying to solve. 

Therefore, the discussions in this chapter open up towards the documentation in Greek, 

Arabic and Coptic, extending beyond the corpus of Coptic protection letters.  

In order to achieve this goal, the Chapter divides the problems solved by the Coptic 

protection letters into four closely interrelated areas of society and administration in Early 

Islamic Egypt: taxation (4.1), travel (4.2), private legal issues (4.3), and the release of 

prisoners (4.4). There is an especially strong link between taxation and travel. Much of the 

evidence is related to taxation, and in different ways. Therefore I will start with problems 

and protective interventions related to taxation. For each of the areas, I discuss how the 

Coptic protection letters are linked to these issues, as well as how these issues were being 

addressed in other types of documents from Early Islamic Egypt, and how the Coptic 

protection letters related to those other contemporary documents.  

Before we turn to the first area, taxation, I want to remark that the problems solved 

by the Coptic protection letters are not always easily recognized, due to the fact that these 
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documents do not explain these problems, they do not explicitly state the reasons why the 

protectee is in need of a protection letter. In many cases, we can infer what the problem was 

from the language used in the documents, but in other cases the language does not give us 

such clues, and different interpretations are possible. Moreover, in many cases the text of 

the document is not complete, and relevant information might be lost. While the Coptic 

protection letters as a whole solved problems in the areas I will discuss, it is not possible to 

say for each protection letter in the corpus in which area it was aiming to solve a problem. 

The following paragraphs list how many protection letters in the corpus can be tied 

explicitly to the areas of taxation, travel, and private legal issues.  

 

Taxation 

Of the Coptic protection letter corpus, 45 documents can be linked with certainty to fiscal 

practice, because of specific references in the text, discussed in 4.1.1.1. There might be more 

documents in the corpus which solved a problem related to taxation, but this link is not made 

explicit (see below). 

 

Travel and fugitives 

In 10 letters, maybe 11,425 the protection letters mention that the protectee had fled, 5 of 

which are in the group of those explicitly related to taxation. Some form of freedom of 

movement (going North and South, being allowed to leave again) is mentioned in 7 

documents, 1 of which belongs to the group of those explicitly related to taxation.  

 

Private legal issues 

In 3 cases, the language in the protection letters point to a context of litigation, without any 

mention of fiscal issues, or even money, but rather family disputes or property issues. 

Similarly, fiscal issues do not play a part in the documents in which protection letter 

formulas are used in permissions to till a plot of land or work with someone’s camels (5 

cases). Those are cases in which private parties felt it necessary to add this layer of 

protection to an agreement.  

 

 
425 SB Kopt. V 2234 states that the protectee had “gone away”, using the verb ⲃⲱⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ rather than 

ⲡⲱⲧ (“to flee”) which is used in the other cases.  
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Uncertain 

The majority of the Coptic protection letters, however, do not contain language that clearly 

indicates which type of problem they are aiming to solve. Underlying issues with litigation, 

private debt, or taxation are not made explicit. This is the case in the protection letters that 

mention amounts of money, e.g. in an exception clause (11 cases, see section 4.3.1.1), or 

which contain a promise clause “not to ask anything” without any other clear references to 

the fiscal system (E.g. SB Kopt. V 2292). Those are clearly related to financial issues, but 

not necessarily to fiscal issues. A protection letter mentioning money but not referring to 

the fiscal system, issued by the lashanes of Djeme (SB Kopt. V 2249), is likely related to 

taxation, but might possibly be referring to their judgement about a debt, as both fell in their 

areas of authority in the village. 

Another ambiguous group are the protection letters which contain expressions about 

a conversation which should take place or an agreement/settlement which should be reached 

between the protectee and the protector, or between the protectee and another party. Because 

such expressions almost exclusively occur in documents which are not explicitly linked to 

the fiscal system, it is likely that they are instruments in mediation in legal issues, and I 

discuss them in section 4.3.1. However, when a lashane asks a bishop to issue a protection 

letter for a family, and states he wants to talk with them, this might be related to taxation as 

well as litigation, since the village heads had responsibilities in both those areas in the 

village.  

Lastly, it is impossible to say which kinds of problems are solved by the protection letters 

which contain instructions and promise clauses, but lack specificity (“we will not let any 

harm befall you”) or added details which could clue us in about the situation at hand.  

4.1 Taxation 

Taxation played various roles in protection mechanisms: the pressure of taxation could 

create a problem, it could be something to be protected from, but payment of taxes could 

also be a condition for a certain protection, especially related to travel (see section 4.2.3.3). 

In the present section I will first discuss the multifaceted relationship between the Coptic 

protection letters and taxation (4.1.1). I will explore the different ways in which the 

documents indicate this relationship. Then I will discuss the various ways in which taxation 

created problems for several actors in the society of Early Islamic Egypt, and the situations 

in which protection against those fiscal problems was sought or offered through written 
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documents (4.1.2). As many different people were involved in the administration of the 

fiscal system, in the capital as well as the pagarch’s office, the monasteries and the villages, 

these problems ranged from e.g. abuse by local officials, to the pressure to comply with 

orders from one’s superior, and inability or unwillingness to pay one’s taxes.  

Protection mechanisms related to taxation are visible not only in the Coptic 

protection letters, but also in e.g. administrative letters warning subordinate officials not to 

abuse tax payers, in tax-demand notes containing warnings against abusive officials, in 

documents offering tax exemption, and in replies to petitions about abuse. I will show how 

the Coptic protection letters fit in this landscape of documents, which characteristics they 

shared with other documentary types and how they were different from them (4.1.3).  

4.1.1 Taxation in the Coptic protection letters 

The large majority of the Coptic protection letters from which we can infer which type of 

problem they are trying to solve, are dealing with fiscal issues. However, the Coptic 

protection letters’ link to taxation is not straightforward. They cannot as a whole be grouped 

together within the category of fiscal documents like tax-receipts or tax-demand notes. They 

were produced to solve certain problems in their specific context, and many, if not all, of 

those problems seem to have been tax-related.  

There are two aspects to how taxation and references to the fiscal system appear in 

the Coptic protection letters: protection against taxation was offered to the protectee 

(4.1.1.1), or tax-payment was a condition for protection (4.1.1.2). These two aspects could 

appear together in a protection letter, as I will show below. Tax-payment as a condition for 

protection is a characteristic which the Coptic protection letters shared with the travel 

permits in Arabic and Greek which I will discuss in section 4.2.3.3. In the paragraphs below, 

I will discuss Coptic protection letters which illustrate the various ways in which references 

to taxation are made in these documents. These references varied in their degree of 

explicitness, but they all link these documents, and the underlying situations, to the fiscal 

system.  

4.1.1.1 Offering protection against taxation: (partial) tax exemption 

Many protection letters exempt, completely or partially, the protectee from having to pay 

their taxes. This mechanism is visible in the protection letters in different ways. References 

to taxation as something to be protected from appear in the Coptic protection letters through 

the names of certain taxes, references to fiscal procedures such as the fiscal year or tax 
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instalments, and the appearance of tax officials. Examples are given in the paragraphs 

below. The protectors promised the protectees in these tax-related protection letters not to 

“ask”, thus offering (partial) tax exemption, but also not to “prosecute” or even more 

generally not “to harm”. It is unclear whether these promises were made preemptively 

before tax collection, or rather after the protectee had already defaulted on their payment 

after which they were offered a certain amnesty. This (partial) tax exemption solved 

problems in the fiscal system in two ways. First, it offered protection against fiscal demands 

which forced or would force the tax-payer in question to flee. Second, it supported the fiscal 

system because it ensured contributions to the revenue through partial payment. The 

following paragraphs provide examples of the fiscal references mentioned above, but first, 

I discuss a specific way in which protection letter formulae were integrated in fiscal 

documents, i.e. as additions to tax-receipts. 

4.1.1.1.1 Tax-receipt + protection letter 

A strong link between a tax payment and the issuance of a protection letter features in the 

tax-receipts which are, on the same ostracon, followed by protection letter formulae.426 E.g., 

SB Kopt. V 2280 reads:  

 

+ One holokottinos, reckoned came to us from you, Patermoute son of Abraham, for your 

capitation tax for the first payment (katabolè) of the 9th year. Written in the month Phaophi 

(…) Elias son of Zacharas, I sign; and here is the promise by God (logos mpnoute) for you, 

to not prosecute you on account of anything in this 9th year, except for this holokottinos, 

and we will not permit anyone to prosecute you. We, Severus and Johannes the lashanes, 

sign this promise. I, Komes, wrote this promise by my hand and I sign it. + 

 

Patermoute only had to pay his capitation tax for the first payment that year. It seems 

plausible that these tax-receipts with protection letter formulae were the result of a 

negotiation about the conditions for the protection offered.427 These documents do not have 

an instruction clause mentioning coming home or any other travel. The protectees did not 

need to “come home”, as they were in the village to pay their taxes, which is reflected in the 

wording of the documents. With regard to Patermoute’s tax-receipt + protection letter, 

 
426 SB Kopt. V 2280, 2281, 2282, 2283, 2284; O.CrumVC 10, P.Stras.Copt. 66.  
427 See section 3.2.  
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Patermoute might in fact have threatened to flee or negotiated this deal with the village 

authorities in another way as part of the negotiations leading to the issuance of the protection 

letter. Does this mean that the sums or taxes mentioned in the exception clauses of the Coptic 

protection letters in general had also been paid already, or were they just negotiated or 

decided upon and would a separate receipt be issued upon payment?  

Again, here the conspicuous absence of the “Come home” or “Appear” instruction clause 

in the tax-receipts with protection letter formulae seems significant. In those cases, the 

protectee was already “home”, paying the village authorities, whereas in protection letters 

with a “Come home” instruction clause and an exception clause, the protectee was 

elsewhere. It is plausible that the amounts in the exception clauses needed to be paid upon 

arrival. Unfortunately, there are no documents clearly testifying these procedures, but I 

choose to interpret the structural differences in formulary as reflecting differences in 

procedure, due to different circumstances (see Chapter 3). The following paragraphs discuss 

other references to the fiscal system in the Coptic protection letters. 

4.1.1.1.2 Names of taxes 

The frequent references to names of taxes are an obvious link between the protection letters 

and the fisc. In nine protection letters a specific tax is mentioned.428 In SB Kopt. V 2247 the 

protectors mention specific taxes which the protectee should or does not have to pay.429 The 

protectors, four men named by name only, promise to “not ask of you the diagrafon tax nor 

the dipla (?) except for the dèmosion tax only.” ⲇⲏⲙⲟⲥⲓⲟⲛ (dèmosion) in Coptic documents 

can refer to the general tax in money, of which the ⲇⲓⲁⲅⲣⲁⲫⲟⲛ (diagrafon) or capitation tax 

was a part, but here it probably refers to the land tax (ⲇⲏⲙⲟⲥⲓⲟⲛ or ⲇⲏⲙⲟⲥⲓⲁ ⲅⲏⲥ (dèmosia 

gès).430 The document explicitly states that the protectees had fled, and the mention of the 

 
428 The taxes are the diagrafon (capitation tax) and the dèmosion (general tax in money, or land tax). 

An unknown tax diplè/dipla is mentioned in one document in the corpus. SB Kopt. V 2247 

(diagrafon, dèmosion, diplè), SB Kopt. V 2260, 2274, 2301, 2244 and SB Kopt. II 916 all mention 

dèmosion. OTorino S. 5911 mentions the diagrafon. SB Kopt. V 2245 and 2228 mention dioikèsis, 

a tax known from Theban tax-receipts: Albarrán Martínez et al., “Ostraca. Le Dossier Des Reçus”, 

217. One further protection letter (O.GurnaGorecki 69) mentions that they will not prosecute the 

protectee ϩⲁ ϭⲉⲗⲁⲁⲩ ϩⲛ | ⲛⲉⲛⲟⲩⲃ ⲛⲁⲓ ⲛⲥⲁ | ⲟⲩⲧⲉⲣⲙⲉⲥⲉ ⲟⲛ: “on account of anything concerning 

these gold (taxes), except one more trimession”. For the interpretation of ⲛⲉⲛⲟⲩⲃ as referring to 

taxes, as a Coptic equivalent to the Greek χρυσικά, see commentary to l.8 in the edition.  
429 List all the taxes mentioned in the corpus.  
430 Albarrán Martínez et al., “Ostraca. Le Dossier Des Reçus”, 216. Because of its reference to the 

capitation-tax, this document can be dated without a doubt to the post-conquest period. Dipla/diplè 
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three taxes allows us to interpret quite clearly the situation behind the document: the 

protectee had fled because they could not or simply did not pay their taxes, and the village 

authorities offered them partial tax exemption, allowing the protectee to return to the village 

without facing negative consequences.  

4.1.1.1.3 Limitation clauses related to taxation: (fiscal) year and payments or instalments 

Besides direct references to the fisc in the form of names of taxes, several protection letters 

contain an indirect reference in the form of a mention of the term which the payment due 

refers to. Some Coptic protection letters have a limitation clause “in/on account of this year” 

ϩⲛ/ϩⲁ ⲧⲉⲓⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ or a variation of this. The limitation clause in the Coptic protection letters 

is described in more detail in section 2.4.3. E.g., in SB Kopt. V 2257, a fragmentary 

document, Pape issues the following promise to Samu(el?). 

 Here is the promise by God for you, Samu(el?). Come to your house, that I will not ask 

you anything (ϫⲉ ⲛⲉ ϫⲛⲟⲩⲕ ⲉⲗⲁⲁⲩ) in the entire year (ϩⲛ ⲧ̣ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ⲧⲏⲣⲥ), except for […] 

I swore […] Pape, I sign.431 

The validity of the protection is limited to one year, plausibly the year in which the 

protection letter was issued. 432  In that year, Pape promises not to ask anything from 

Samu(el?), except for a certain amount of money or something else. The addition of “entire” 

to the limitation clause gives emphasis to the statement, which might have instilled in the 

protectee some confidence about the promise. In any case this was not a standard addition 

in the Coptic protection letters, reflecting again the variety within the formulary of these 

documents. A plausible explanation for these limitation clauses is that they were related to 

the yearly taxation cycle.433 This explanation is supported by documents such as the tax-

 

is not certain. Foerster, Wörterbuch: “a tax”, but SB Kopt. V 2247 is mentioned as the only 

attestation of this meaning in the Coptic documents. In the Greek papyri a tax named dipla is attested 

for the Roman period, and in the Greek papyri after 500 CE there is one attestation where the term 

seems to have been used as a tax: a Greek ostracon with a debt acknowledgement from Elephantine 

with strong linguistic and scribal Coptic influence (Worp, “Berliner Ostrakon”), which has been 

dated to the 6th – seventh century: SB XX 14230. 
431 + ⲉ̣ⲓ̣ⲥ̣ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲓⲥ ⲛⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧ̣ⲉ̣ | ⲛⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ ⲛⲧⲟⲕ ⲥⲁⲙⲟ̣ⲩ̣ | ⲛⲅⲉ  ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲡⲉⲕⲏ  ϫⲉ | ⲛⲉ ϫⲛⲟⲩⲕ ⲉⲗⲁⲁⲩ ϩⲛ 

| ⲧ̣ⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ⲧⲏⲣⲥ ⲉⲓⲙⲏⲧⲉ | ...] ̣ⲡϣ̣ⲏ̣ⲧ̣   ̣̣ϭ̣ⲡⲉ ⲁⲓⲱⲣⲕ | ...]ⲁ ⲡⲁⲡⲏ̣ ϯⲥⲧⲟⲓⲭⲉ. 
432 This is clearer when the clause has “this year”, ⲧⲉⲓⲣⲟⲙⲡe, instead of “the year”, ⲧⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ, which 

we have in this case. 
433 The limitation of the year is also reminiscent of the letter in which the sender asks the receiver to 

get him his protection letter, and mentions that the receives one every year, O.MedinetHabuCopt. 

167, discussed in 3.2 Procedure. The letter does not mention fiscal issues. 

https://papyri.info/ddbdp/sb;20;14230
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receipt with protection letter cited above in section 4.1.1.1.1, in which both the tax-receipt 

and the protection letter mention the ninth year, as the fiscal year in which the tax was paid, 

and the year in which the protection letter was valid, respectively. Another link between the 

limitation of a year and taxation is made explicit in the fragmentary ostracon SB Kopt. V 

2260, which I partially cite here. 

Come to your house, and we will not …because you fled nor will we sign anything bad for 

you, and we will not … demosion of the eleventh (year) (ⲇⲉⲙⲱⲥⲓⲟⲛ ⲛⲉⲛⲇⲉⲕⲁⲧⲏⲥ), except 

for …and we will not make you pay a holokottinos … instalment ([...ⲕⲁⲧⲁ]ⲃⲟⲗⲏ̣), we drew 

up this promise for you…”434 

In spite of the fragmentary state of the document, it seems that the protectors promise that 

the protectee will not have to pay the demosion tax (either generally taxes levied in money, 

or the land tax specifically, see section 4.1.1.1.2) for the eleventh year, except for either a 

certain sum or a specific tax, as in SB Kopt. V 2247 discussed above in 4.1.1.1.2. Whether 

this is the current year or another, previous or following, year is not clear, as no date has 

been preserved on the ostracon. The mention of an instalment, apparently related to a 

holokottinos or gold coin, further ties the document to taxation. On terms for instalments in 

the protection letters, see below. In the 2 cases cited above, an exception clause was added 

to the promise, which meant that the protectee still had to pay or do something to ensure 

their protection. However, in other cases, no such exception was included in the document. 

E.g., in SB Kopt. V 2264, the protectors, lashanes of Djeme, promise “not to prosecute you 

on account of the eighth indiction year”.435 In this case, it seems that the protectee has been 

exempted from tax payment for the eighth year, but it is not clear whether the eighth year 

was the current year or another (previous) year. 

Other limitation clauses do not mention a (fiscal) year, but rather a tax instalment. 

Tax-payers paid their taxes often in various payments or instalments throughout the year. 

The two main yearly payments were the katabolai (s. katabolè. See e.g. ⲕⲁⲧⲁⲃⲟⲗⲏ in SB 

Kopt. V 2260 cited above), which could be divided into smaller exagia (s. exagion).436 The 

specific payment or instalment could be indicated on the tax-receipt, although this was not 

 
434 [...] ̣ ⲛ̣ⲅⲉⲓ ⲉϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲉⲡⲉⲕⲏⲓ ϫⲉ ⲛⲛⲉⲛ| [...ϫⲉ] ⲁ̣ⲕⲡ[̣ⲱ]ⲧ ⲟⲩⲇⲉ ⲛⲛⲉⲛⲥⲧⲟⲓⲭⲉ̣ⲓ ̣| [...]ⲡⲉⲑⲟⲟⲩ ⲛⲁⲕ ⲁⲩⲱ 

ⲛⲛⲉⲛ|̣ [...]ⲇⲉⲙⲱⲥⲓⲟⲛ ⲛⲉⲛⲇⲉⲕⲁⲧⲏⲥ ⲛⲥⲁ | [...]ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛⲛⲉⲛⲉ̣ⲓ̣  ̣ ⲕ̣ϯ̣ ϩⲟⲗⲗⲟⲕ(ⲟⲧⲧⲓⲛⲟⲥ) ⲏ | 

[...ⲕⲁⲧⲁ]ⲃⲟⲗⲏ̣ ⲁⲛⲥⲙⲛ ⲡⲉⲓⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲛⲏⲧⲛ. 
435 ⲉⲧⲙⲡⲁⲣⲁ|ⲅⲉ ⲙⲙⲟⲕ ϩⲁ ⲟⲕⲧⲟⲏⲥ ⲓⲛⲇ(ⲓⲕⲧⲓⲱⲛⲟⲥ). 
436 Crum in intro to P.Lond. IV 1412. On the use of these terms in Coptic documents see also 

Cromwell, “Managing”.  
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always the case.437 Both katabolè and exagion appear in the Coptic protection letters.438 E.g. 

in SB Kopt. II 917, the protectors, Mercurios and Theodoros, the lashanes of Djeme, 

promise the protectee Thomas, son of An[…], that they will not “prosecute you on account 

of my payment (ⲧⲁⲕⲁⲧⲁⲃⲟⲗⲏ), except for 2 trimessia”.439 

4.1.1.1.4 Tax officials 

If a number of Coptic protection letters were connected to taxation, we should also see 

agents/actors within that system operate in these documents. That is indeed the case. Most 

Coptic protection letters were issued by village authorities responsible for the running of 

the village, and as part of that they also handled the organization of tax distribution and 

collection in the village. More specifically, two official titles appear in the corpus which are 

particularly tied to the fiscal system: ape (ⲁⲡⲉ) and shaliou (ϣⲁⲗⲓⲟⲩ). The ape was 

especially in Djeme, where the majority of the Coptic protection letters come from, an 

official involved in tax collection. An ape is often the signatory of tax-receipts.440 Five 

protection letters in the corpus are signed by an ape.441 Two of these are tax-receipts with 

protection letters, which fits the fiscal responsibilities of the office.442 A shaliou, another 

fiscal official, is mentioned in SB Kopt. V 2261, neither as protector or protectee, but in the 

exception clause: the protectee has to pay what he owes to the shaliou.443  

 
437 Cromwell, Recording, 94.  
438 Both SB Kopt. III 1367 and SB Kopt. III 1368 have a limitation clause with exagion, meaning 

that the protection offered is limited to the present exagion, but exceptions are included: of 1 

trimession + ½ holokottinos and ½ holokottinos, respectively. A katabolè or partial payment, 

seemingly of 2 holokottinoi is the content of the exception clause of SB Kopt. V 2267. This is the 

highest amount among the exceptions expressed in amounts in the Coptic protection letters. Two 

holokottinoi could constitute the total amount of capitation tax paid in a year, see Cromwell, 

“Managing”. The two holokottinoi then are probably a contribution to another tax, or a group of 

taxes (e.g the demosion or taxes paid in money). 
439 To compare with the capitation tax paid by a certain Daniel during one year in the mid-8th century 

(Cromwell, “Managing”), the two trimessia asked for in SB Kopt. II 917 would have been 2/3 of a 

katabolè for Daniel’s capitation tax.  
440 Delattre and Vanthieghem, “Sept reçus”. The strategos mentioned there as a plausible synonym 

for ape does not appear in the corpus. An ape is a protector in Pap. Congr. XXIII (Vienna 2001) 

176-177 (= P.Akoris 36); SB Kopt. V 2242; SB Kopt. V 2266; SB Kopt. V 2283; SB Kopt. V 2284. 
441 SB Kopt. V 2242; SB Kopt. V 2266; SB Kopt. V 2283; SB Kopt. V 2284; Pap. Congr. XXIII 

(Vienna 2001) 176-177 (= P.Akoris 36). 
442 SB Kopt. V 2283; SB Kopt. V 2284. 
443 The shaliou has been interpreted as the Coptic equivalent of the term pistikos in Greek. While 

the exact responsibilities of the tax official shaliou/pistikos are not clear, they seem to have been 

attached to regional administration, or to the governor himself. P.Bal. II 303b, n. to l. 9. On monastic 
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But we also recognize individuals with fiscal duties in the Coptic protection letters 

because of certain descriptions in the documentation. The letter SB Kopt. V 2286 reports 

on the search for the person who ought, or had the authority to, issue a protection letter for 

a certain protectee, concluding that it should be the person who imposed the taxes on the 

protectee: 

“Your paternity asked me: go to Apadios on account of the matter of Petros. Now, I went 

and I spoke with him (i.e. Apadios). He said: the matter does not concern me, but 

Taammonikos. Now, please, write and bring Taammonikos to you so that he (i.e. 

Taammonikos) issues a promise (logos) for him (i.e. Petros) that he (i.e. Petros) should go 

to his (i.e. Petros’/Taammonikos’) residence, since he (i.e. Taammonikos) imposed taxes 

on him (i.e. Petros).”444 

However, village officials could act in the Coptic protection letters in their function of 

representatives of the fiscal administration, without using a title: in SB Kopt. V 2247 

(discussed in 4.1.1.1), the protectors mention several taxes that they will and will not ask 

the protectee to pay, which indicate that they were officials involved in taxation. However, 

they are mentioned by name only.445 As a private person one would not decide on someone’s 

tax payments, the protectors here clearly are village officials acting in that role. Thus, a 

village official could issue a protection letter without mentioning his title. What is more, he 

could issue, without mentioning his title, a protection letter which offered protection related 

to fiscal matters, i.e. the protectee’s tax payments, rather than a private debt (see section 

4.3.1.1).  

In all of these cases, the fact that these authorities acting as protectors and intermediaries, 

are mentioned in connection with and performing their role in the fiscal system, shows that 

the protection letter in question, the underlying situation, the problems it was solving or 

trying to solve, were related to taxation.  

 

headmen and churchmen in the role of shaliou (and pistikos), see Palombo, “Christian Clergy”, 109-

203.  
444 “…since he (i.e. Taammonikos) imposed taxes on him (i.e. Petros)”: ϫⲉ ⲛⲧⲟϥ ⲁϣⲧⲁ|ⲁⲥⲥⲉ ⲛⲙⲟϥ. 

SB Kopt. V 2286, Theban region, undated. It is not clear whether it is meant that Petros should go 

to his own residence or to Taammonikos’ residence. On the basis of the formulary of the Coptic 

protection letters, the former is somewhat more likely. 
445 SB Kopt. III 1367 has a limitation clause mentioning an exagion (installment, see 4.1.1.1), tying 

it to taxation. Again, the protector is not named with a title. The examples given by Palme might 

very well have been issued by village officials: in both documents there are a pair of protectors. The 

documents were issued in Djeme, where the village heads often worked in pairs.  
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An especially good example of the integration between the fiscal procedure and the 

Coptic protection letter mechanism is SB Kopt. V 2261. With this protection letter, he 

lashane of the village of Longine offers the protectee Viktor, son of Elias, partial and limited 

tax exemption. Viktor still needs to contribute what he owes to the shaliou, according to the 

exception clause of the document. Moreover, the limitation clause in this protection letter 

does not mention the (fiscal) year, but “until has been allotted the next payment (katabolè)”, 

a clear reference to fiscal procedure.446 This document shows how the tax payers often paid 

their tax by instalments, and that the tax burden was allotted in instalments. This verb ⲥⲱⲣ, 

“to allot (taxes)” is used a second time in the document, in a promise clause: “we will not 

allow anything to be allotted upon you on account of the great men, and again if we come 

again we will observe the just thing for you, according to the authority (of the promise?)”.447 

Till interprets this phrase as referring to the role of the “great men” as arbiters in village 

disputes.448 If this is the case, the lashane thus promises that any fines or amounts imposed 

on the protectee in the resolution of disputes by the “great men” will be annulled by the 

protection letter. The promise clause also seems to point to a further meeting between 

protector and protectee (“if we come again”) in which the protection letter would be valid 

and respected by the protectors. The wording is unclear to me. Might it refer to a further 

moment of tax collection? This document shows how embedded the protection letters could 

be in fiscal procedures, with the promise clause, exception clause, and limitation clause all 

related to taxation.  

The protection letters show that their recipients could count on promises of (partial) 

tax exemption, shown most clearly by the documents which combine an “I will not ask you” 

promise clause with a limitation of a (fiscal) year or a tax instalment. However, most often 

the exemption was not complete, as an exception to the exemption was in place. Moreover, 

in certain cases where the limitation of a fiscal year is mentioned, the document does not 

explicitly promise that the protectee does not need to pay anything, but e.g. that they will 

not be mistreated, or that nothing evil will befall them. In those cases the link between 

taxation and protection is still likely, even though the nature of the protection is more vague. 

It is possible that in these cases the protectees were implicitly exempted from paying tax, 

 
446 ll. 9-11: ϣⲁⲛⲧⲟⲩⲥⲱⲣ ⲧ|ⲙⲉϩⲥⲩⲛⲧⲉ ⲕⲁ|ⲧⲁⲃⲟⲗⲏ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ. 
447 ll. 12-22: ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛⲛⲉⲛ|ⲕⲁⲁⲩ ⲉⲓ|ⲥⲱⲣ | ... | ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛ|ϩⲱⲃ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ | ⲉⲓϫⲱⲕ ⲉ ⲧ|ⲃⲉ ⲛⲛⲟϭ ⲛⲣⲱ|ⲙⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ 

ⲟⲛ ⲉⲛϣ|ⲁⲛⲉ  ⲉ ⲑⲏ ⲟⲛ ⲉⲛⲛⲁ|ⲣⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲇⲓⲕⲁ ⲟⲛ ⲛⲙⲙⲁⲕ | ⲡⲣⲟⲥ ⲧϭⲟⲙ. 
448 Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe”, 93, n. 4.  
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and explicitly protected against harassment from tax officials or prosecution upon indeed 

defaulting on the tax payment. In SB Kopt. V 2254, a lashane promises to “not permit any 

man to mistreat you, on account of anything else in this year nor on account of any other 

business.” 449  While the mention of “this year” points to a fiscal background for this 

protection letter, this fiscal background does not fully explain the scope of the document’s 

power, as the phrase “nor on account of any other business” shows. This is reminiscent of 

SB Kopt. V 2261 discussed above, which protects the protectee against taxation but also 

against payment of sums imposed through legal procedures, i.e. the sum imposed on the 

protectee by the “Great Men” of the village. The reasons why someone needed a protection 

letter could be multifaceted, with fiscal issues being only a part of them, albeit an important 

part, and the protection letters reflect this. 

4.1.1.2 Payment of taxes a condition for protection in the Coptic protection letters  

In the paragraphs above I have shown the various ways in which the Coptic protection letters 

indicate exemption from tax payment, at least partially, and how they are related to taxation 

more generally. But in several cases, the situation was presented in reverse. In other words 

in those protection letters the payment of (at least a certain amount) of taxes is demanded 

as a condition for the protection offered in the documents.450 This is most explicit when the 

name of a tax, or the title of a tax official, is given in the exception clause. E.g., in SB Kopt. 

V 2247, which is discussed above, the protectees are still asked to pay their demosion tax, 

in this case probably the land tax. That is to say, the protectees have to pay only the 

demosion to obtain protection from other demands or dues. The demosion tax is also the 

exception to the protection letter in SB Kopt. V 2244, one of the few protection letters 

addressed solely to women.451 The protectors promise that “we will not ask you anything 

nor your daughter except for her dèmosion tax.”452 Again, demosion could refer to the land 

tax or to general taxes in money (which in this case would not include the capitation tax, as 

women did not pay it). The daughter seems to have had to pay the tax in order for the 

protection letter for her mother to be effective, maybe the daughter acted as a kind of 

guarantor? The document is quite fragmentary, but in the legible text all pronouns are 

 
449 SB Kopt. V 2254, ll. 5-8: ϫⲉ ⲉⲛⲉⲛⲥⲩⲅⲭⲱⲣⲉⲓ ⲛⲗⲁⲩⲉ | ⲛⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉⲡⲁⲣⲉⲗⲑⲉ ⲙⲙⲟⲕ | ϩⲁ ϭⲉⲗⲁⲩⲉ ϩⲛ 

ϯⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ⲟⲩⲇⲉ | ϩⲁ ϭⲉⲗⲁⲩⲉ ⲛⲡⲣⲁⲅⲙⲁ. 
450 See also section 4.2.2.3 on payment of taxes as a condition for travel.  
451 See section 2.4.5.  
452 SB Kopt. V 2244, ll. 3-5: ϫⲉ ⲛⲛⲉⲛϫⲛⲟⲩ ⲉ|ⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲟⲩⲇⲉ ⲧⲉϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲉ|ⲙⲏⲧⲉ ⲡⲉⲥⲇⲏⲙⲟⲥⲓⲟⲛ. 
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singular, and only in this clause is a second protectee (i.e. the daughter) mentioned. This 

mixing up of singular and plural in the protection letters is not uncommon throughout the 

corpus, but it seems significant that the exception relates to taxes to be paid by the daughter. 

Another tax explicitly mentioned as an exception to the promises of protection is the 

dioikèsis, a tax recurring in eighth-century Theban tax-receipts, although its nature is 

unclear.453 A little bit less explicit but still clearly linked to taxation are the protection letters 

in which the limitation clause clearly refers to a tax payment (katabolè, exagion, fiscal year), 

and the exception clause is given as an amount of money. While this is not explicitly stated 

in the documents, I interpret these exception clauses as conditions for the protection offered, 

conditions which plausibly were negotiated by the protectee or rather an intermediary on 

behalf of the protectee with the protectors.454 If there was no obligation for the protectees to 

pay these sums, there was no reason to record them specifically in the individual documents. 

Now that I have shown the embeddedness of at least part of the Coptic protection letters in 

the fiscal system, both as ways to grant (partial) tax exemption to protectees and to guarantee 

(partial) tax payment as a condition for the protection offered, I will discuss how issues with 

taxation are visible in the contemporary Egyptian documentation in Coptic, Greek and 

Arabic (4.1.1.2), so that I can better define the place of the Coptic protection letters in this 

documentation regarding fiscal problems and how they were being solved (4.1.1.3).  

4.1.2 The pressure of taxation in the documents from Early Islamic Egypt 

For any government, effective taxation means receiving an adequate amount of taxes. This 

was a point of concern for the provincial governor of Early Islamic Egypt, who had to collect 

part of the revenue for the empire, and was answerable therefore to the caliph.455 But it was 

also a point of concern for the pagarchs or regional administrators, who had to send taxes 

to the governor, and to the village officials or the tax collectors, who had to send taxes to 

the pagarch, as well as to the tax-payer outside of the administration, who had to pay their 

taxes to the tax collector. Tax-related pressure could trickle down: a pagarch under pressure 

from the governor might put pressure on his lower officials and village authorities, who in 

 
453 SB V 2245 and 2228. Albarrán Martínez et al., “Ostraca. Le Dossier Des Reçus”, 217.  
454 See section 3.2. 
455 Marie Legendre reckons that, in the early 8th century, the portion of revenue actually sent to the 

capital of the empire was about 10%: “Central or Provincial Rationale? An Inquiry on Fiscal 

Centralization in the 

Early Islamic Empire”, oral communication at The Reach of Empire - The Early Islamic Empire at 

Work, conference at Hamburg University, 11-13 October 2018. 
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turn might pressurize the tax-payers. The opportunities for abuse were numerous. 

References to the pressure of taxation, as well as references to abuse, and solutions for the 

problems the pressure of taxation could create, are attested in the papyri originating from 

different levels of the administration.  

4.1.2.1 Pressure on the regional and village administrators  

Fiscal pressure on regional and local administrators and authorities is visible in top-down 

and bottom-up administrative correspondence. There are numerous examples of letters from 

higher officials lecturing, admonishing, and threatening lower officials about late or 

inadequate revenue deposits.456 From the bottom-up perspective, in P.Lond. III 1081, a 

pagarch or maybe a lower official, asks a bishop or monastic authority to use his influence 

to help him with a problem concerning fiscal requisitions, in this case animals. The official 

wrote that the amīr has asked him, “to send word to the hamlet of my brother, the lord 

Germanos alias Theon, to take there three ponies and two donkeys, and to deliver them to 

the groom. And you know that I cannot disobey.” This sentiment of not being able to 

disobey the orders of an amīr is also expressed in letters addressed to Papas, the pagarch at 

Edfu in the mid-seventh century.457  

Requisitions of labor from the government, e.g. for sailors on the fleet for the yearly raids 

against Byzantium, or for workers on said fleet at the shipyard-wharf in Babylon, also 

placed stress on the administrative units where these requisitioned workers came from. The 

pagarchy or village was doubly “taxed”, as it lost labor locally and in some instances had to 

pay for the sustenance of the worker.458 P.Apoll. 26 is a letter to the pagarch Papas about 

requisitioned workers for the maintenance of a canal in another pagarchy, where apparently 

not enough men had been found to do the work. Thus, the help of other pagarchies was 

requested in sending men to work on the canal. The sender, another official, mentioned the 

 
456 This is an important theme in the letters sent by Qurra to Basilios: Papaconstantinou, “Rhetoric”, 

269.  The undated Greek letter from a certain Abdella…Patrikios SB XVI 12575 scolds its receivers 

about tax arrears. ExCromwell, “Religious expression”, examines Coptic examples: P.Mich.Copt. 

III 15. On the various rhetorical techniques employed by governor Qurra b. Sharik in his letters to 

pagarch Basilios, see Papacontantinou, “Rhetoric”.  
457 E.g. P.Apollo. 26, 27 and 40: “I cannot disobey the orders of our lords”. 
458See P.Lond. IV, Introd. xxxi-xxxii. E.g. in P.Lond. IV 1334, Qurra reminds Basilios that a skilled 

workmen was requisitioned, to work on the fleet in Babylon, from his district, including six months 

worth of supplies, and provisions (for the journey), in money. In P.Lond. IV 1337 Qurra urges 

Bailios to send the salaries for sailors who had been requestioned from his district. More examples 

are listed in Richter, “Language Choice”, 197.  
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misery and depopulation of the addressee’s pagarchy, but that the addressee should try to 

get, if not all, at least half of the workers requisitioned, that the amīr had asked for the 

impossible but that he should be obeyed, and that the work should be done as quickly as 

possible, before the tax collection, and that the workers should return to their own jobs. The 

pressure of requisitions and the effect on the local population were felt also by the regional 

administrators who had to manage the area. The solution proposed in the letter, to send only 

part of the workers requisitioned, is reminiscent of the Coptic protection letters with 

exception clauses (see section 4.1.3). 

Keeping in mind the actors in the Coptic protection letter mechanism, references to 

fiscal pressure felt or problems experienced by the individual tax-payers as well as by the 

local village elite are particularly relevant. Organizing taxation in the village in order to be 

able to send enough revenue on to the central administration was the responsibility of the 

people who issued the protection letters in the majority of the cases: the village authorities. 

They could be held accountable for the (lack of) tax payment of an individual tax payer.459 

Similarly, village authorities also acted as guarantors for the presence of requisitioned 

laborer at the job in question. If those laborers fled, the guarantors were liable for 

compensation.460 As a monk at the monastery of Apa Jeremias, you could avoid complying 

with an order of requisition, if someone hired a man to go in your place. Such a protection 

mechanism was the cause of the drawing up of a guarantee document, in which the guarantor 

claims to have hired a man to replace a monk who had compulsory service in Klysma. The 

guarantor stands guarantee for this third person to the head of the monastery, and states that 

he already received the salary for the third person in gold coins from the monastery.461  

4.1.2.2 Pressure on the individual tax-payer  

That individual tax payers were pressured to be able to pay (enough of their) taxes can be 

understood e.g. from the loans made in order to pay taxes.462 Alternatively, instead of 

 
459 See section 1.3. Local elites had to swear oaths that they would collect the taxes correctly. See 

e.g. P.Lond.Copt. 1079, which show that local elites swore that they correctly carried out a census 

locally, and that anyone forgotten will be counted among their household. 
460 The archive of the pagarch Basilios of Aphrodito contains several of such guarantee declarations 

for requisitioned laborers, listed in Richter, “Language Choice”, 205. E.g. in P.Lond. IV 1494, one 

of the three guarantors uses the title hypodektès, tax collector, and In P.Lond. IV 1499 two lashanes 

stand guarantor for the sailors requisitioned from their settlement. .  
461 Calament, “Coup”. 
462 Papaconstantinou, “Debt”. 
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getting a loan, a tax-payer could also approach someone in their network with a complaint 

or request for help to organize a tax reduction. One papyrus letter shows the reaction of a 

pagarch who had heard that a farmer had complained, probably concerning excessive 

taxation, about the pagarch to the pagarch’s colleague (P.Lond. III 1075). This colleague 

had told the pagarch about the complaint of the farmer, and as a result, the pagarch wrote to 

the bishop, or another clerical or monastic authority, on whose land the complaining farmer 

worked, that he would visit the addressed clerical authority and return the goats and sheep 

which he had requisitioned from the farmers of the addressee. However, the letter proceeds 

with a sort of reprimand for both the farmer and the addressee, if the farmer should complain 

again. The pagarch tells the addressee to write and warn the complaining farmer, and 

reminds the addressee that pagarchs.  

Another option for tax evasion or evading of labor requisitions was too flee. Requisitioned 

laborers were a flight risk, as shown by the guarantees for requisitioned laborers mentioned 

above, and by the evidence of actual flight, e.g. the requisitioned caulkers in P.Apoll. 9 (see 

section 4.2.2). Thus, tax-payers who were unable or unwilling to pay their taxes or fulfil a 

requisition, whatever the type, had different options for how to deal with their issues, e.g. 

borrowing money, make a complaint using their network, or flee. A fourth option, also 

building on local relationships, is presented in the document under discussion in the next 

paragraph.  

The so-called tax agreement of the Djeme elite (P.CLT 6) also attests to this burden 

which could become too heavy for the tax payer, and it emphasizes the requisitions for labor 

for the raids.463 The document, produced in 724 in the same region in which most of the 

protection letters were found, shows how local elite members formally organized solidarity 

among themselves in the face of the burden of fiscal demands, considered heavy.464 In the 

case that someone is taxed more heavily than the others, especially in the case of naval duty, 

they will bear the burden together, through financial compensation to be paid by the 

signatories as a group. The signatories also give a motive for drawing up this formal 

agreement: “so that we can dwell undisturbed (ⲁⲧⲁⲣⲁⲭⲟⲥ) in the Kastron (Djeme) ”465 This 

 
463 In this document the local village elites appear in their role as tax-payers, not in their function as 

responsible for tax organization of the village. Till and Steinwenter, “Neue”, 312-313, provide a 

corrected translation of a large part of the document.  
464 l. 14: ⲡⲃⲁⲣⲟⲥ ⲛⲑⲩⲡⲟⲑⲉⲥⲓⲥ: “the heaviness of the matter/the heavy matter”. l. 17 ⲡⲃⲁⲣⲟⲥ: “the 

burden”. 
465 l. 18. 
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phrase is rather vague. It might mean simply that by paying (communally) instead of letting 

the person in question go and perform naval duty, everybody can physically stay in the 

village instead of going to perform naval duty. Or it might mean that by taking these 

measures they would avoid people having to flee, be it from performing the actual naval 

duty or from paying for it (alone). 

This tax agreement is one of the ways we see elites intervene to protect, in this case each 

other, from taxation considered too heavy, included labor requisition.  

While the government expected correct or adequate amounts of taxes to be paid, and 

laborers to be sent, by the tax payers as a group, sometimes higher governmental officials 

felt the need to protect tax payers from being asked for too much by local officials.466 Local 

officials could use the power they gained through their taxation responsibilities, for example 

by asking more from the tax payers and keeping some for themselves467 In these cases, 

higher officials were intervening for the tax payers with a local official, whom they 

suspected or knew to be abusing their powers to the disadvantage of (some of) the tax 

payers, or whom they wanted to transmit orders to local tax officials to not abuse the tax-

payers. However, these higher officials did not address the tax payers themselves, and in 

that sense protected them indirectly.468  

On the other hand, this direct protective communication between higher official and 

tax payer existed as well, in the form of certain tax-demand notes which also show that tax 

payers needed protection against excessive taxation by their local tax collectors. The party 

issuing the note, the pagarch, warns the tax payer not to pay more than is written on the 

document. Should the tax collector ask more, the note states, the tax payer should write to 

the pagarch.469 These cases show that taxation was vulnerable to abuse at different levels of 

the administration, that the government was aware of this and that it tried, at least in these 

cases, to counteract these practices of abuse, by either admonishing the responsible party, 

 
466 Moreover, effective taxation also meant to tax correctly and fairly. One of the most salient 

examples of this correctness is the declaration made by a priest and preserved in the Aphrodito 

archive of Basilios, to confirm that after having paid two solidi as a tax payment for a hamlet, a half 

solidus which he had paid too much was returned to him: Schenke, “Overpayment”.  
467 P.MuslimState 23: The pagarch Najid gives instructions to his subordinate ‘Abd Allah about local 

tax collection in the region, emphasizing that the local tax collectors appointed by ‘Abd Allah should 

not collect more taxes from the population than asked by Najid. 
468 See section 1.1.3.2.4. 
469 E.g. P.Clackson 45, with more examples in commentary to ll. 20-22.. 
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or their superiors, or by directly addressing the tax payers themselves, and what is more, 

giving them access to their protection, cutting out the influence of the abusive middleman. 

Another form of protection against the detrimental effects of (abusive) taxation was 

to take away (part) of the tax-burden. This could be done in reaction to a complaint about 

excessive or illegal fiscal impositions, as in the example of the complaint raised against a 

pagarch discussed above. Tax-exemption could also be granted for other reasons, for 

example when the tax-payer was for whatever reason unable to pay (all of) the taxes 

imposed. We see such (partial) tax exemption in the Coptic protection letters (4.1.1.1), but 

also in a well-documented large monastic center. The rich papyrological documentation 

from the Apa Apollo monastery in Bawit included several documents in which the abbot of 

the monastery orders the so-called “brothers of the capitation tax”,470 an office at the Bawit 

monastery responsible for taxation issues related to the monastery and nearby villages, to 

not hold a certain individual liable for the capitation tax. I cite P.BawitClackson 3 as an 

example: 

 (Coptic) It is our father who writes to his sons the brothers of the capitation tax. Do not 

hold Phoibamon of the piggery liable for capitation tax until I speak with you.  (Greek) 

Pharmouthi 18, indiction (sic).  I, Georgios, wrote.  Keri .  

The abbot did not need to justify or explain his decision to the brothers of the capitation tax 

(although he might have done so in a conversation).471 As I have discussed above, tax 

exemption, often partial, also seems to be one of the most often used mechanisms of 

protection in the Coptic protection letters (see 4.1.1.1). 

There are several ways attested in which local elites intervened so that requisitioned 

workers would not have to leave for those work posts. The guarantee mechanism that we 

know from the documentation of the Apa Jeremias monastery is one (see above). Another 

is the individual local person of influence writing to an official in the administration, with a 

request that a certain person who had been requisitioned should be allowed to remain 

instead. There are three such requests in the dossier of Senouthios.472 Like the rest of the 

dossier, these request letters date to the first years of Egypt as a province of the caliphate. 

 
470ⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲙⲡⲁⲛⲇⲣⲓⲥⲙⲟⲥ. 
471  P.Brux.Bawit p. 103-104 gives other examples of similar interventions at Bawit, whereby 

monastery superiors interfered on behalf of (monastic) tax-payers with the monastery’s tax officials, 

e.g. by ordering them to accept a payment in kind rather than money.  
472 For the Senouthios archive, CPR XXX. 
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The requests come from local elite members, who ask that respectively a farmer, a builder, 

and a man whose profession is unspecified, all requisitioned to work at Babylon, will not 

be sent or are to be allowed to return home.473 

Those are all different ways in which we see stress related to taxation in the 

papyrological record, on different levels of the administration. We also see that various 

protection mechanisms could be activated with the use of written documents. 

Administrative officials, in various administrative contexts, provided a buffer for tax-payers 

either against illegal abusive fiscal demands or apparently unbearable impositions. 

Moreover, the tax payers themselves found ways of dealing with such issues. In the 

following section, I will show how the Coptic protection letters, as problem-solving 

instruments for fiscal issues, related to the mechanisms and documents I discussed.  

4.1.3 The place of Coptic protection letters as instruments to solve fiscal problems 

The Coptic protection letters were legal documents with local authority. Through them, 

local rural authorities of the villages and monasteries of the countryside communicated with 

the individual tax-payers in their communities. The communications about the protection 

letters between intermediaries, protectors and protectees also took place in this rural, local 

context. 474  References to Coptic protection letters do not appear in the published 

documentation originating from the provincial administration, and only rarely in the 

published documentation originating from the pagarchical offices. While the administrative 

correspondence on those levels is full of references to unsatisfactory fiscal practices 

(4.1.1.2) and the Coptic protection letters were intrinsically linked to the fiscal system 

(4.1.1.1), the use of these documents to solve fiscal issues in the villages does not seem to 

have been a topic of conversation or concern at higher levels of the administration. 

The protection letters functioned almost exclusively at the village level. The 

interventions made by the Coptic protection letters were not appeals to officials with a 

higher authority. Such appeals to higher administrative offices are made by local elites in 

order to get someone out of a labor requisition for example. The protection letters were 

direct interventions by the clerical or monastic and lay elites in their communities. The 

intermediaries involved in the procedure of the particular protection letter generally seem 

to have been individuals from the same local community as well. As discussed above there 

 
473 CPR XXX 18, 20, 21.  
474 In a few exceptions, higher levels of the regional administration were involved: see section 5.3.2. 
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are other documents that operate at this same low administrative level providing tax-payers 

a way out of problematic fiscal situations, but these nevertheless work in a slightly different 

way. These are the statements of tax exemption issued by the abbot of the monastery of 

Bawit (4.1.12) which form a close parallel to the Coptic protection letters in terms of 

context, content, and type of document. However, in those cases the abbot addresses the 

capitation tax office of the monastery, about the condition of a tax-payer, rather than the 

tax-payers themselves as is the case in the Coptic protection letters.  

Similarly, there is a clear relationship between the Coptic protection letters and the 

guarantees to the government for tax payments or requisitioned laborer, but these too 

operate slightly different from the protection letters. Similarly to the Coptic protection 

letters, the guarantees are official legal documents by which someone with the power to do 

so intervened in matters of taxation and requisitions. The guarantees emphasize the personal 

liability of the guarantor. The rural authorities who were protectors in the protection letters 

were liable for the revenue generated by the tax-payers in their communities, but in contrast 

to the guarantees, this liability is not made explicit in the protection letters. Again, the 

guarantees were not, like the Coptic protection letters, addressed to the tax-payer himself, 

but rather to a third party, who could legally lay claim to the guarantor’s personal effects on 

the basis of the document.475 The only other documents attempting to solve fiscal issues by 

addressing the tax-payers themselves are the tax-demand notes sent by regional 

administrators aimed at protecting against tax abuse. However, these communications did 

not (partially) exempt the tax-payer, as the Coptic protection letters could do, but rather 

warned the tax-payer not to pay more than the amount stated in the note. Thus, the Coptic 

protection letters linked to taxation took a very specific place within documentation of fiscal 

problem-solving in Early Islamic Egypt, and their use and function did not overlap 

completely with other (types of) documents. Through the protection letters, local authorities 

such as village or monastery heads could directly adjust the fiscal burden imposed on 

individual tax payers, and addressed these individuals directly, without the need for the 

authority of officials of higher levels or more specialized tax officials.  

 
475 A guarantee made by a monastic authority of the monastery of Bawit to another monk of the 

capitation-tax office of the monastery, links the language and functions of the Coptic protection 

letters with that of guarantees, and with the issues related to taxation: see discussion in section 4.4.2.  
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4.2 Travel and fugitives 

Connected to taxation were issues of traveling, of the tax-payers’ mobility, and how the 

government dealt with fugitives. These issues are already visible in the papyri of the seventh 

century, but especially in the first half of the eighth century, under Marwanid rule, many 

documents were produced in Egypt which testify to the government’s desire to heighten the 

control over people’s movements. Measures were taken and documents were issued to 

regulate travel and combat fugitivism. 

This section follows the same structure as the previous section 4.1.1. First, in 4.2.1, 

I discuss how the Coptic protection letters were connected to issues of travel and fugitivism, 

how they were used as instruments to solve problems related to those issues. In 4.2.2, I 

discuss references to such problems and proposed solutions in contemporary documentation 

in the three administrative languages of Early Islamic Egypt. Regulating travel, and 

protection during travel, produced very specific documentation in this period. In 4.2.3, I 

compare the form and function of these travel documents to the Coptic protection letters 

and their links to travel and fugitivism. This comparison will show that the Coptic protection 

letters not only operated on a different administrative level and geographical scale, but that 

they also had a different function.  

4.2.1 Travel in the Coptic protection letters 

4.2.1.1 “Because you fled” and “Come to your house” 

The most explicit references in the Coptic protection letters to fugitivism appear in seven 

documents which have a specific addition to the promise clauses, pointing out that the 

protectee had fled, e.g. “and we will not do any harm to you because you fled.”476 The 

implication here is that the protectors could have caused harm to the protectee, or would 

have been in entitled to harm them, because the protectee had fled, but that they promise 

not to.  

Other references to mobility and travel in the Coptic protection letters are much less explicit 

about the nature of the travel. The instruction clauses used most frequently, “Come to your 

house” and “Appear”, seem to indicate that the protection letter addresses someone who is 

not there, who is away from their home.  

 
476 SB Kopt. III 1368, ll. 6-7: ϫⲉ ⲛⲛⲉⲛⲉⲣ ⲡⲉⲑⲟⲟⲩ | ⲛⲁⲕ ϫⲉ ⲁⲕⲡⲱⲧ. The sender of P.Ryl.Copt. 385, 

upon finding out that a group of vinedressers had fled, decided against giving them protection letters.  
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Do these instruction clauses also mean that the protectee had fled? References to mobility, 

even those as vague as an instruction to “appear”, suggest that the protectee was hiding from 

the consequences of this trouble, i.e. the prosecution, arrest, financial demands, or “harm” 

against which the protection letter offered protection.477 This does not necessarily mean that 

the protectee travelled far away, e.g. crossing district boundaries.478 In fact, there are several 

indications suggesting that the Coptic protection letters generally operated on a limited 

geographical scale (see 4.1.2.3).  

A number of Coptic protection letters does not refer to any form of movement: they 

do not contain an instruction clause at all. These include the tax receipts with added 

protection letters, discussed in 4.1.1.1. It is likely that the very short SB Kopt. V 2264, which 

lacks the name of the protectee, is also such an addition to a tax-receipt: “Here you have the 

logos (promise) by God for you, that you will not be prosecuted, on account of the eighth 

indiction year. Antonias and Swai, we sign. Iōannes, son of Lazaros, executed (the logos) 

”.479 The formulary in this document conform to the Coptic protection letters added to tax 

receipts, including the lack of an instruction clause, and including the lack of the name of 

the protectee, which is present in the tax-receipt section of the document. Moreover, it fits 

a fiscal context, as it was written by a Djeme village scribe and issued by two village heads. 

In this case, the tax-receipt was probably written on a different ostracon.  

Other Coptic protection letters without instruction clauses did contain other common 

clauses such as the promise clause, the eis plogos mpnoute ntootk clause, and signatures by 

the protectors, but also limitations and exceptions which tie them to fiscal practice.480 The 

protectees are not asked to “Come home”. Would the protectees in these cases have been 

 
477 However, not all Coptic protection letters contained an instruction clause, let alone an instruction 

clause related to mobility. In the context of taxation, I have discussed the tax-receipts followed by 

protection letter formulas, and the importance of the absence of “Come to your house” instruction 

clauses in those particular documents (4.1.1.1). A small group of protection letters lacking such an 

instruction clause have been interpreted by Alain Delattre as documents with a similar function to 

travel permits. On my differing interpretation of these, see 4.1.2.3. 
478 As did the travelers requesting travel permits, see 4.1.2.2. In some cases, it seems that protection 

letters and/or protectees travelled between neighboring districts: the two instances in the corpus in 

which bishop Pesynthios, at the time in Western Thebes, is asked to issue a protection letter for 

someone, so that they can go and talk to an official in Pesynthios’ diocese of Coptos (see chapter 2 

and section 3.2). 
479 ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗ]ⲟⲅⲟⲥ | ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ ⲉⲧⲙⲡⲁⲣⲁ|ⲅⲉ ⲙⲙⲟⲕ ϩⲁ ⲟⲕⲧⲟⲏⲥ ⲓⲛⲇⲟ/ | ⲁⲛⲧⲟⲛⲓⲟⲥ ⲙⲛ ⲥⲟⲩⲁⲓ 

ⲧⲛ|ⲥⲧⲟⲓⲭ | ⲓⲱⲁ ⲡⲗⲁⲍⲁⲣⲟⲥ ⲥⲱⲙⲁⲧ . 
480 SB Kopt. V 2265, 2266, 2267, 2268.  
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present in the village, as I have postulated for the tax receipts with added protection 

letters?481  

4.2.1.2 Other types of travel 

While most of the Coptic protection letters focused on the return of the protectee, some 

protection letters permitted a larger freedom of movement, namely when the protectee, 

including his family, is given the instruction, or in these cases rather the permission to “go 

North and go South” , e.g. SB Kopt. V 2262, the first lines of which read: “Here is the 

promise by God for you, Markos and your wife and your child. Come to your house and go 

North and go South. And we will not permit any harm to reach you and we will not ask 

anything on account of this year … […] trimession…(ll. 1-6).” 482 To go North and South, 

up and down the Nile, likely meant a general permission to travel, secured by the protection 

letter. This protection letter, issued by a lashane, is also related to taxation, as evidenced by 

the limitation to “this year” (see section 4.1.1.1.3), which might further point to a function 

like a local travel permit for this protection letter (see section 4.2.3). Yet how far the “North” 

and “South” went is difficult to say. 

Yet another type of freedom of movement is provided in some of the Coptic 

protection letters which offered protection in the context of conflict resolution. These 

documents summon the protection receiver in order to reach an agreement on some 

unspecified issue. Moreover, in these documents, discussed further in section 4.3.1, travel 

is not limited to the one direction of returning to the village, the protectee could leave the 

place where he had been summoned to if they so wished. As an example, see SB Kopt. V 

2271: “⳨ Here you have the promise by God, Mena. Come and I will talk with you. If the 

thing pleases you, it is well. But if it does not, go away happily (undisturbed). I, Swai, the 

lashane, sign this promise. I, Niharau, the very humble deacon drew up this promise by my 

hand according to his wish.”483  

 
481 Delattre, “Lettres”, interprets these documents differently, namely as local travel permits: section 

2.1.3.  
482 ⲉⲥ ⲡⲗⲱⲅⲟⲥ ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ ⲛⲧⲟⲕ | ⲙⲁⲣⲕⲟⲥ ⲙⲛ ⲧⲉⲕⲥϩⲓⲙⲉ ⲙⲛ ⲡⲉⲕϣⲏⲣⲉ | ⲛⲅⲉⲓ ⲉϩⲟⲛ ⲉⲡⲉⲕⲏⲓ 

ⲛⲅⲃⲱⲕ ⲉⲛϩⲏⲧ | [ⲛ]ⲅⲃⲱⲕ ⲉⲣⲏⲥ ϫⲉ ⲉⲛⲉⲛⲥⲛⲭⲱⲣⲉ ⲛ|[ⲗⲁⲩⲉ] ⲛ̣ⲡⲉⲑⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲧⲁϩⲟⲕ ⲁⲩⲱ ϫⲉ | 

[ⲉⲛⲉⲛϫⲛⲟⲩ]ⲕ ⲉⲗⲁⲩⲉ ϩⲁ ⲧⲉⲓⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ | [...]ⲏ̣ ⲛⲧⲉⲣⲙⲏⲥⲓⲟ̣ⲛ̣. The expression “to go North and to go 

South” also appears in an instruction clause of SB Kopt. V 2279.  
483 See also O.GurnaGorecki 70: “Either you agree with my way of discussing with you or not, you 

will go to your place freely.” 
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To sum up, while explicit references to fleeing from fiscal obligation occur rather 

infrequently in the Coptic protection letters, most protectees seem to have been stranded 

away from home and unable or unwilling to return home without the promise of amnesty 

offered by the protection letter. The majority of the protection letters offered amnesty 

against certain harmful consequences upon the protectees’ return. They facilitated the return 

of the protectees, but also their reintegration in the village society, often under certain 

conditions and/or with the amnesty offered only for a limited time (see 4.1.1.1).484 Some 

protection letters offered greater freedom of movement to the protectees, e.g. the protection 

letters containing summons to settle a conflict: the protectees could both come to settle and 

go away again without having to fear harmful consequences of their movements back and 

forth. Now that I have discussed how the Coptic protection letters were regulating people’s 

– the protectees’ – travel and freedom of movement, in section 4.1.2.2 I will discuss issues 

of travel and fugitivism in contemporary documents in Coptic, Greek, and Arabic, so that 

in section 4.2.3 I can better define the place of the Coptic protection letters within that 

documentation and the role they played in dealing with issues of regular and irregular travel. 

4.2.2 Problems and protection of travel in Early Islamic Egypt 

4.2.2.1 Fugitives  

The papyri document several reasons why people fled. E.g., in the years following the 

conquest, a pagarch wrote a letter to a subordinate saying that he was worried that people 

might flee because of the levying of the capitation tax.485 Indeed, tax evasion seems to have 

been an important motivation for protectees of the Coptic protection letters to leave their 

homes (see 4.1.1.1 and 4.1.2.1). In the discussion of labor requisitions above I mentioned 

that the requisitioned laborers were considered a flight risk, as evidenced e.g. in guarantees 

to the governor for their presence.486 However, there could be other reasons why someone 

would flee away from their home.487 For example they might have run from a punishment 

 
484  The importance of the protectees’ reintegration in the village society is visible in e.g. the 

instruction clauses which indicate that the protectee should “stay” or “dwell (in your house)”, e.g. 

O.CrumVC 106, SB Kopt. V 2225.  
485 CPR XXII 1. Papaconstantinou, “Administering”, nuances the view of the document’s editor that 

this document is a testimony to the introduction of the capitation tax in the Egyptian province.  
486 See also other efforts made to escape this requisitioned labour, by paying someone to go instead 

of you, or by request letters to administrators sent on your behalf by local authorities, discussed in 

4.1.1.2. 
487 Morelli, “Prigioni”. 
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for a crime or damage caused. This is probably what happened in the case of P.Lond. III 

1032, a Greek letter which tells the story of a farmer who had fled to a doctor, because of 

damage caused, presumably by the refugee farmer, to a vineyard. A conflict with someone 

in the community, like litigation, might have been the reason why some people fled, which 

is reflected in the protection letters inviting the protectee to come and settle their case with 

the protector (see section 4.3.1).  

The Egyptian government’s concern with such irregular travelers or fugitives is 

attested in all the major dossiers and archives related to the administration of Early Islamic 

Egypt, and crops up in a variety of documents in Arabic, Greek and Coptic, on different 

levels of the administration. This seeming omnipresence of fugitives in the seventh and 

eighth century documentation has led historians to attribute a “désertion en masse” to “la 

politique religieuse et fiscale et les mesures d’oppression” of the Arab-Muslim 

government.488 The question whether there were more fugitives in Early Islamic Egypt than 

in other periods of Egyptian history, and whether this perceived higher degree of flight was 

caused by a tax burden that was heavier than in the centuries before the conquest, are, due 

to the nature of our evidence, difficult to almost impossible to answer. What we do know is 

that, during the end of the seventh, and the first half of the eighth century, i.e. under the rule 

of the Marwanids, the government implemented and recorded more measures to control 

revenue flow, and therefore control the tax payers’ mobility.489 These measures are visible 

in the papyri – many of which are coming from administrative contexts – in the form of 

administrative correspondence on issues of fugitives and what to do with them, travel 

permits, applications for travel permits, fiscal registers mentioning fugitives, lists of 

fugitives arrested, etc. Why did the government care about people fleeing or moving away 

from their place of origin?490 Loss of revenue due to the tax payers not being there when tax 

is collected could be one reason, although there is some evidence that people were still 

paying taxes in one place although they lived somewhere else.491 But more importantly, 

when farmers left their village, there was a risk that plots of land would no long be cared 

for, which was detrimental for the revenue at a longer term.492 

 
488 Rèmondon (editor) on P.Apoll. 9. Legendre, “Islamic Conquest”, elaborates her opposing view. 
489 Shaping, 101-102 and passim. Delattre, “Checkpoints”. 
490 With respect to requisitioned labourers, the government did not want to lose the labor force which 

they needed for the project in question. 
491 Gonis, “Arabs, Monks”. 
492 Morelli, “P. Brook. 26”; Morelli, “Agri”.. 
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The government’s preoccupation with registering fugitives is a better explanation for the 

large presence of fugitives in our sources than a supposed heavier tax burden forcing people 

to flee their fiscal duties. The introduction of new taxes by the government, not in the least 

the capitation tax, could give us the impression that there were more taxes, without the tax 

burden being actually heavier.493 

The Greek papyri use several words to denote people who had moved away from 

their place of origin: φυγάδες (fugades) or fugitives, φυγόντες (fugontes) or people who fled 

or fugitives, and ξένοι (xenoi) or strangers (ϣⲙⲙⲱ (shmmô) in Coptic). Xenoi, is a term, 

known already from the pre-conquest period, denoting people living in one district, but 

originally coming from another district. The term is used from the point of view of the new 

district: they are “strangers” in this new district.494 While Qurra uses the term fugades in his 

letters, in the administrative papers of Basilios the term xenoi is also used once.495 In the 

Papas archive as well, both xenoi and fugontes are used. This use of both terms in the same 

archives suggests a difference of meaning between the terms. Were all displaced people, or 

xenoi, fugitives on the run from conflicts, debts, or taxes? Marie Legendre emphasizes that 

moving and travelling did not necessarily mean fleeing.496 On the other hand, as I will show 

below in section 4.2.2.2, the papyri do make the connection between travel and flight: if you 

did not have a certain travel document during your travel to and in another district, you were 

considered a fugitive, whatever your motives for traveling might have been. In any case, the 

papyri, especially top-down administrative correspondence attest to the efforts made by the 

government at several moments to track down, arrest, and list fugitives (fugades/fugontes 

and xenoi/shmmô), and to send them back to their villages or to the governor to be 

punished.497  

From these top-down administrative letters, we understand that the high officials 

sending them expected the local administrators to aid them in combating irregular travel, as 

they are sending orders to that effect. At the same time they at least suspected that these 

 
493 Legendre, “Perceptions of administrative violence: a tie that binds the early Islamic empire?”, 

oral communication, Ties that Bind: Mechanisms and Structures of Social Dependency in the Early 

Islamic Empire, conference Leiden University, 3-6 December 2019. 
494 Morelli, “P.Brook 26”. 
495 P.Lond. IV 1446, fiscal register listing ξένοι settled in a certain district (ll. 28-39). 
496 Legendre, “Islamic Conquest”. 
497 See also Chapter 5 for an elaborate analysis of one such communication in Coptic: P.Ryl.Copt. 

277. Qurra orders fugitives to be sent back to their village in e.g. P.Lond. IV 1343. 
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local administrators and the local population in general were obstructing their measures to 

deal with the fugitives, by protecting and hiding them.498 Both in Qurra’s letters to Basilios 

and in the letters in Papas’ archive, locals are being accused of hiding fugitives, and 

threatened with high fines for doing so. P.Apoll. 13 and 14 mention a fine of three solidi for 

each fugitive, while Qurra in P.Lond. IV 1384 states that each found fugitive will be fined 

five solidi, and anyone hiding them ten solidi.499 Arietta Papaconstantinou argues that there 

must have been underground networks of locals hiding fugitives.500 People also turned to 

monasteries as places of refuge, e.g. P.Bal. II 386 seems to indicate the presence of three 

fugades at the Apa Apollo monastery at Deir-el-Bala'izah.501 The protectees of the Coptic 

protection letters also chose to turn to monasteries and monastic authorities for refuge in 

several cases, as I have discussed in section 3.2. 

While this paints a picture of rural communities, or at least of some individuals 

within them, conspiring against the government to hide and protect irregular travelers, the 

reality is that local authorities also helped the government to combat flight, voluntarily or 

involuntarily, consciously or unconsciously. Apart from the possibility that they actually 

followed the instructions sent to them by their superiors, local elites also signed sureties, 

guaranteeing to produce captured fugitives whenever the governor should ask them to, as I 

will discuss in section 4.4.1. On the other hand, village authorities also issued Coptic 

protection letters to people who fled from their village, promising (conditional and limited) 

amnesty upon return, rather than punishment. I will argue in section 5.4.5 that the Coptic 

protection letters, while seemingly in tension with governmental policies and orders 

regarding fugitives, actually supported the government in their efforts to contain land flight. 

The government’s concern with fugitives is highly visible in the papyri, and it finds its 

expression not only in search actions and (threats of) punishments discussed in this section, 

but also in documents which permitted limited mobility. I will discuss these documents and 

their connection to fugitives in the following section.  

 
498 P.Lond. IV 1525. 
499 Caulkers in P.Apoll. 9. 
500 Papaconstantinou, “Rhetoric”. 
501 Gonis, “Arabs, Monks”. 
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4.2.2.2 “So that you are not among the fugitives”: the link between fugitives and travel 

permits 

The documents that best exemplify the government’s attempts to regulate the tax payers’ 

mobility are the travel permits written in Arabic, together with a few very similar documents 

in Greek.502 The travel permits in Arabic allow the holder to travel to and in a certain area 

for a certain number of months, but they do not refer to fugitives. The documents mention 

that the permit holder needs to travel in order to earn his sustenance and pay his capitation 

tax.503 From this perspective, Gladys Frantz-Murphy’s interpretation of these documents as 

work permits rather than travel permits is defendable.504 However, taking also into account 

their Greek counterparts, I believe that the main reason these permits were issued was not 

as a work permit but rather to allow the permit holder to travel a great distance and not be 

considered a xenos or fugas (on these terms see above, section 4.2.2.1), which I will explain 

in more detail below. Thus I will use the term “travel permit” for these documents. The 

work and payment of tax mentioned in travel permits rather act as a justification for the 

proposed travel. The travel permits have these justifications in common with some of the 

Coptic travel permits (see 4.2.3.4), and similar justifications are mentioned in P.Sijp. 25 and 

P.CLT 3, two request letters connected to the procedure to obtain a travel permit. In both 

these letters, the monks needing the travel permits are said to have to travel for work. In 

P.CLT 3 this is to sell basketry which they had produced, the sender of P.Sijp. 25 keeps it 

more vague: “for working and so that they may take care of their things”.505  

The Arabic travel permits, while their focus is on details that define the limitations 

of the travel (discussed in more detail in 4.2.3.1), they also contain an expression of 

protection: “and whosoever meets him, of the agents of the amīr or others, let him not treat 

him within this period otherwise than well.” What exactly are the permit holders protected 

from? The answer is given by two Greek documents which have much in common with the 

Arabic travel permits. The protection which travel permits provided was that the permit 

holder was not considered a fugitive. I will briefly discuss these two Greek documents. 

 
502 On the Arabic travel permits, Ragib, “Sauf-Conduits”; Vanthieghem, “Plus Ancien”; Pilette and 

Vanthieghem, “Nouveau sauf-conduit?”; Sijpesteijn, Shaping. The Greek documents I will discuss 

are P.Sijp. 25, P.Würzb.Inv. 62 (unpublished), and P.Lond. I 32 = Chr.Wilck. 24. 
503 I discuss more details of the formulary of the travel permits in section 4.1.2.3, where I compare 

them with the Coptic protection letters.  
504 Frantz-Murphy, Arabic agricultural leases.  
505 The travel permits themselves also keep it vague.  
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P.Sijp. 25 is a Greek document that seems to be both a travel permit for monks and a request 

to an amīr to confirm said travel permit. It does not call itself a sigillion (which was how 

(travel) permits were named in Greek and Coptic, sijill in Arabic literature) but rather a 

paraklètikon gramma (request letter), although the sender does mention that he signs the 

letter with his seal. It is addressed to the “amīr of the fugitives who are dwelling abroad of 

Upper Chora”. The sender, named Horion, calls himself the slave (doulos) and servant 

(hypourgos), of the governor of Egypt. Horion had received the tax payment guarantee for 

the monks from their monastery. The monks wanted to travel to the pagarchy of Heliopolis, 

in Lower Egypt, to work and take care of their affairs. Horion had given the monks six 

months to travel. Horion's request to the amīr is framed in these terms:  

So I entreat my lord to order that they will not be returned (made to return), because they 

are free (eleutheroi); since in order that it is not thought that they are (among the) fugitives 

(fugades) I issued the present request letter having put on it also my seal.506  

A similar expression is used by the issuing party of the Greek papyrus P.Würzb.Inv. 62, 

prepared for publication by Janneke de Jong, which contains the bottom part of a Greek 

travel permit granting 6 months of travel time to an unknown permit holder. The last 

sentence on the papyrus is the most interesting for our purposes:  

And in order that it is not suspected that you belong to the strangers (xenoi), I have taken 

care that proof of your freedom (emfanian [tè]s eleutherias humōn) is made through the 

present letter, to which I have put my seal.507  

The reason or justification for travelling might have been work, but the reason for issuing a 

travel permit was for the permit holder to avoid the consequences of being considered a 

“stranger”, or fugitive, which could include being sent back, imprisonment, 508  and 

punishment in the form of fines or corporal punishment.509 As is clear from the cited sections 

given above, both these documents mention the status of being “free” when referring to the 

permit holders. This freedom is related to the payment of taxes, which was a condition for 

receiving a travel permit, as I will discuss in the next paragraph.  

 
506 P.Sijp. 25, ll. 9-13. 
507 P.Würzb.Inv. 62, ll. 7-8. 
508 E.g. CPR XXII 35 is an eighth century list of imprisoned fugitives. 
509Qurra’s letter to Basilios P.Lond. IV 1384, ll. 26-27, mentions lashing fugitives and nailing 

fugitives to wooden yokes as physical punishments. . 
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4.2.2.3 Tax payment as a condition  

In the previous paragraphs I have discussed how the protection and permission of travel was 

related to the issue of fugitives. Protection of travel was also related to taxation, as (earning 

money to be able to) paying your taxes in some cases acted as a justification for the travel 

in travel permits. However, having paid your taxes and/or having someone stand surety for 

the payment of your taxes was also a condition to receive a travel permit. That paying your 

taxes was a condition to receive a travel permit and the protection that it entailed, is 

especially salient in the documentation regarding the procedure to obtain a travel permit. 

This state of having paid your taxes could be defined as “free” in documents related to travel 

documents, although references to a “free” status of the permit holder are not made in the 

permits themselves.510 A Coptic request letter sent by the lashanes of Djeme, requesting an 

amīr to issue a travel permit for three monks from a nearby monastery, states explicitly that 

the monks for whom they were writing had paid their taxes, and moreover that the lashanes 

guarantee for their tax payments: “They also are free men, and see, we give surety of their 

persons”.511  

Guaranteeing for the tax payment of a travel permit applicant is attested in the 

eighth-century tax guarantees from the Apa Jeremias monastery in Saqqara, in which monks 

stand guarantor for another monk’s taxes, in order for the latter to obtain a travel permit. 

The documentation of the monastery at Saqqara includes a list with a summary of tax-

receipts of monks whom we know as receivers of Arabic travel permits. This summary 

might have been part of the procedure of application for the travel permits, in which the tax-

receipts of the monks proved their status as “free men”.512 The procedure to obtain a travel 

permit involved the interventions of different people, including intermediaries who sent the 

requests on the applicants’ behalf to the relevant authorities and/or acted as guarantors for 

the applicants’ taxes.513 The papyri documenting this procedure clearly show that a tax 

payment or at the least a guarantee thereof was a condition to obtain the travel permit, 

including the protection it entailed. A similar mechanism is visible in the Coptic protection 

 
510 Except for the Greek permit P.Würzb.Inv. 62, cited above, section 4.2.2.2. 
511 P.CLT 3, l. 9. 
512 Berkes-Vanthieghem, “The Trilingual Archive(s) of the Monastery of Apa Ieremias in Saqqara 

in the 8th Century and the Birth of Arabic Papyrology”, oral communication at the 29th International 

Congress of Papyrologists, Università di Salento, Lecce, 28 July – 3 August 2019. 
513 On P.CLT 3, see section 5.3.1. 
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letters. The following section will examine these similarities and the differences between 

the various types of travel documents in Coptic, Greek and Arabic.  

4.2.3 How do the Coptic protection letters relate to the documents regulating travel? 

The Coptic protection letters fulfil a particular place and role within the different types of 

travel documents of Early Islamic Egypt. I will show this by comparing them to other 

documents regulating mobility, in particular the Arabic (and Greek) travel permits, with 

regard to five aspects of their contents and function: permission, protection, condition, 

justification, and relations. These aspects of the documents have come up in the previous 

paragraphs, and will now serve as hooks for the comparison. “Permission” is what the 

documents allowed the holders to do, while “Protection” means that the travel document 

protected the holder against danger. “Condition” is a condition which needs to be met for 

the travel document to be issued or to be effective. “Justification” is the reason for travel 

stated or implied by the documentation. “Relations” is connected to the social actors and 

networks that were involved in producing the travel documents. 

4.2.3.1 Permission 

What did the travel permit or the protection letter allow the permit holder or protectee to 

do? To make this comparison, I here give an example of an Arabic travel permit: 

In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful. This is a document from ʿAbd A[l]lāh 

b. ʿU[bai]d Allāh, administrator of the Amīr ʿUbaid Allāh b. a[l]-Ḥabḥāb over Upper-

Ashmūn,  

for Constantin Papostolos (Qusṭanṭīn Babusṭulus), a young man, flat-nosed, on his cheek 

being a scar and on his neck two moles, having lank hair, one of the people of Basqanūn 

Bāha belonging to (the district of)  Upper-Ashmūn. I have permitted him to work at 

Lower-Ash[mūn] to pay his capitation tax and to obtain his subsistence, and I have 

appointed to him (as a term) two mo[nt]hs [fr]om the [lu]nati[on of Dhū a]l-Ḥijja to the end 

of Muḥarram of the year one hundred and sixteen; and whosoever meets him, of the agents 

of the Amīr or others, let him not treat him within this period otherwise than well. And hail 

to him who follows the guidance, and Ṭulayq wrote it just <at the time> of the new-moon 

of Dhū al-Ḥijja of the year  

one hundred and twelve.514  

 
514 P.Cair.Arab 175 (731). 
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The Arabic travel permits all follow the same basic structure. After the basmala follows the 

statement “this is a document from X for Y”. X, the permit giver, is identified with a name 

and function, usually he is an agent of an amīr.515 The permit receiver is identified by his 

name, a physical description and his provenance. Then follows the content of the permit, 

introduced by “I have permitted”. The document specifies that the permit receiver can go to 

a certain place, for a certain period (one to six months) and for a specific goal, usually to 

earn their capitation tax and subsistence (see “Justification”). Then follows, almost always, 

a protection or safe conduct formula (see “Protection”), and a blessing. The document ends 

with a scribal signature, including the precise date. Thus, the first impressions which one 

gets are of uniformity and of precision, in terms of the who, when, where, and why.  

There is a big difference between the Arabic and Greek travel permits and the Coptic 

protection letters regarding both the nature of the travel that was allowed by the document, 

and the way the document defined the permitted travel. The Arabic and Greek travel permits 

allowed the permit holder to travel long distance, away from home and outside of their 

district. The travel involved for the protectees of the majority of the Coptic protection letters 

was returning home, although in some cases they were allowed to leave again, or more 

freedom of movement seemed to be permitted (see 4.2.1.2). In the Arabic and Greek travel 

permits the parameters of the permitted travel in terms of where, how long, and who, are 

defined in detail within a uniform document structure, while the Coptic protection letters 

contain hardly any such information and are very variegated in terms of structure and 

formulary (see mainly section 3.1 and 3.3). In the Arabic and Greek travel permits it is clear 

exactly where the permit holders were from, and where they were allowed to travel. For the 

protectees of the Coptic protection letters, we hardly ever know either their place of 

temporary residence – where they were when the protection letter was issued, nor their exact 

destination (e.g. the frequent “Come to your house” is to us fairly unhelpful information, 

without context). Sometimes the documents give us some more information, e.g. some texts 

mention the name of the village as part of the title of the protector: it can then be reasonably 

assumed that the protectee’s destination would be his house within that village. However, 

this usually does not tell us yet how far they would have to travel to return home.516  

 
515 Ragib, “Sauf-conduits”.  
516 This information can be deduced in some letters which represent steps in the protection letter 

procedures: see 3.2, e.g. from the expectations of the sender of O.MedinetHabuCopt. 136 (discussed 

in 3.2) we understand that the protectee, protector and intermediary were all at short distance from 



 

161 
 

An important conclusion from this comparison is that the Arabic and Greek travel 

permits, with their detailed and precise information, focus heavily on the “Permission” 

aspect of a travel document, while this attention and emphasis is lacking in the Coptic 

protection letters. They, on the other hand, generally pay more attention to the “Protection” 

aspect, which I will discuss in the next section. This stark difference in emphasis cannot be 

explained only by a difference in the context, including language and scribal tradition, in 

which they were produced – mainly Coptic speaking villages and monasteries vs Arabic and 

Greek provincial chanceries, see “Relations” below – but should in my view be attributed 

at least partly to a difference in function: the travel permits regulated mobility, the Coptic 

protection letters mainly provided (partial) amnesty. That language and administrative 

context cannot fully explain these differences, is corroborated by a group of travel permits, 

which were written in Coptic and operated on a local level, like the Coptic protection letters. 

However, the function of those Coptic travel permits was much more akin to that of the 

Arabic and Greek travel permits. Therefore, before I discuss the protective elements of the 

Arabic and Greek travel permits in comparison to the Coptic protection letters, I want to 

discuss these Coptic travel permits which seem to have been a permit without any protective 

function.  

The Coptic travel permits which were found in the tomb-used-as-living-space of the eighth-

century monk Frange in the Theban mountains, were written on papyrus and sealed.517 A 

dozen of such documents, were very fragmentary, have been edited by Anne Boud’hors. 

The permits read like letters, and were addressed probably by a local official to the guard of 

a check point. Alain Delattre has argued that they were produced and used in a limited 

geographical and chronological context, i.e. the Theban region in the late seventh century, 

in a particular time of unrest, when control of travel was a part of the governmental measures 

that were taken.518 The message in the permits tells the guard not to hinder the permit holder 

to travel beyond the checkpoint, in the example below this is to the town of Djeme. Thus, 

these permits allow the pass holder to travel in a certain area, but they do not provide 

 

each other. This geographically local nature of the Coptic protection letters goes hand in hand with 

their socially local nature, which I discuss below in “Relations”. 
517  They were among the monk’s possessions as materials to be recycled for his bookbinding 

activities. On Frange’s activities and writings, see O.Frange, Introduction. 
518 Delattre, “Checkpoints”. 
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protection from harm along the way, like the Arabic travel permits, nor on the place of 

arrival, like the Coptic protection letters. This is an example of these Coptic travel permits: 

 Do not hinder Papas and Theodorake to go to Djeme, since they go because of their work 

(?). Month Hathur, 3, 3rd indiction (year).  Give to Halakotse  From Pha…519 

The only expression in this document that could be approximated to a protective phrase is 

“Do not hinder to go”.520 However, as these permits were addressed to the guard at a 

checkpoint at a specific location whence the permit holders were allowed to travel to Djeme, 

this protection against “hindering” only refers to the passing of the checkpoint, not to 

protection along the road to Djeme. This may seem a minor difference, but it points to a 

major contrast between the functions of various mobility-related documents. If you did not 

have a Coptic travel permit, you would simply be stopped at the checkpoint and not be 

allowed to continue your journey – in other words without the Coptic travel permit you 

would be hindered. The Greek and Arabic travel permits functioned in a similar way to the 

Coptic travel permits in the sense that they focused on the “Permission” aspect: the 

document allowed you to travel to (or through) a certain place. However, the aspect of 

protection present in the Arabic and Greek travel permits is what causes the main differences 

between the Coptic travel permits and the Arabic and Greek travel permits, and the 

similarities between the Coptic protection letters and the Arabic and Greek travel permits, 

as I will discuss in the next section.  

4.2.3.2 Protection 

The Arabic and Greek travel permits contained an element of protection, expressed in the 

Arabic travel permits in the phrase: “and whosoever meets him, of the agents of the amīr, 

or others let him not treat him within this period otherwise than well.” This negative form 

in which the protection is described is reminiscent of the Coptic protection letters, in which 

the majority of the promise clauses are also written in the negative form (see section 3.1.2). 

The blanket nature of the protection also reminds of some Coptic protection letters (“we 

will not allow anyone to harm you”). Having a valid travel permit made sure the holder was 

not being considered a fugitive when traveling outside their place of residency (see section 

4.1.2.2). Conversely, not having the proper papers when travelling around had serious 

 
519 Boud’hors, “L’Apport”, 120-121: Papyrus no. 291972 (pl. 5), 8th century, Sheik abd-el Qurna 

(TT 29, Thebes). 
520 ⲙⲡⲣⲕⲱⲗϭ [name permit holder] ⲉⲃⲱⲕ. 
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repercussions, and some travel permits give us information on what would happen if you 

were found travelling with an expired permit. Put differently, these documents tell us what 

the protection of the valid travel permit entailed. This is especially the case in the Greek 

travel permit which I will discuss in more detail here.  

P.Lond. I 32 = Chr.Wilck. 24 is an interesting papyrus document for several reasons. 

It is the only Early Islamic travel permit written in Greek published today.521 Moreover, it 

is the only travel permit which allows the permit holder to travel outside of the province of 

Egypt, to the “east” (Ἀνατολὴ, anatolè), possibly Byzantine territory.522 The document has 

been dated to either 698 or 713 (on the basis of paleography), but according to Delattre, a 

dating to 728 could be possible as well, if you would want it to fit in the timeframe of the 

published Arabic travel permits.523 The earliest dated published Arabic travel permits date 

to 717, and the latest to 750/751.524 A date of 728 would place the document square within 

the period in which the published Arabic permits are attested. Historiographical narratives 

also place the use of the travel permits to the first decades of the eighth century.525 The 

formulary and structure of the document is similar, if not completely parallel to the Arabic 

travel permits.526 Just like the Arabic travel permits, it gives a number of months, here in 

the lacuna, during which the permit holders were allowed to travel, from the day on which 

the document is issued onwards. It also mentions where the permit holders were permitted 

to go.527 The parallels to the Arabic travel permit formulary are too obvious to not see this 

 
521 P.Wuerzburg inv. 62 is a Greek travel permit as well, in preparation for publication by Janneke 

de Jong. I am grateful to her for showing me drafts of her edition, on which I draw in my analyses 

in this chapter, see section 4.2.2.2. P.Sijp. 25 is a Greek document closely connected to the travel 

permits, but it is in fact a request letter, not a permit. 
522 In the Greek papyri from Early Islamic Egypt, the kourson anatolès means the yearly raids against 

Byzantium, cf. CPR XXII 44, commentary to l. 7. P.Lond. IV, Introd. xxxii-xxxv. 
523 BL (Berichtigungsliste der griechischen Papyrusurkunden aus Ägypten) III, p. 257 (W.Chr. 24) 

and BL V, 49. Delattre, “Checkpoints”. 
524 Vanthieghem, “Plus ancien”.  
525 The Christian literary source commonly known as the History of the Patriarchs credits the 

introduction of travel permits in Egypt to financial director Usāma b. Zayd al-Tanūḫī (714–717 and 

720–723). 
526 Delattre, “Checkpoints”, 534, notes this as well, when discussing the Arabic travel permits: “On 

trouve des formulaires similaires dans deux documents grecs, P.Sijp. 25 et Chrest.Wilck. 24. … Il 

pourrait bien s’agir ici de la partie grecque d’un sauf-conduit bilingue grec-arabe.” 
527 “Anatolè” is a much larger geographical area as destination than “al-Fustat” which we find in 

some of the Arabic travel permits (E.g. P.RagibSaufConduits 4, 5, 6), but there are also other Arabic 

travel permits mentioning a district in general as a destination (e.g P.Cair.Arab 175 cited above). 
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document serving a similar function, as a travel permit, issued for people who intended to 

travel..528The document’s main interest for this section lies in its Greek adaptation of the 

protective formula of most Arabic travel permits.  

In Chr.Wilck. 24, this clause was written:  

So whoever will meet them, of the agents of the amīr-al-mu’minīn of those who are in 

Anatolè or in Egypt after the term given to them by us, he will arrest them and bring them 

to [their own place/houses (?)]. He will demand from each of them three nomismata 

(monetary unit of a gold coins, equal to holokottinos or solidus)… 

The clause was written in the same place in the structure of the document as in the Arabic 

travel permits, namely right after the dates between which the permit was valid. The clauses 

start in the same way, but I note two striking differences between them. First, the agents are 

called here the “agents of the amīr-al-mu’minīn”, i.e. the agents of the caliph, rather than 

the agents of the amīr or provincial finance director, which we see in the Arabic travel 

permits. The explanation for the difference probably must be sought in the fact that 

Chr.Wilck. 24 allows the permit holder to travel outside of the Egyptian province, thus 

outside of the scope of power of the financial director of Egypt.529 Second, and more 

relevant here, is that the clause focuses more on punishment than on protection, and the 

document does not contain a further protective formula.530 According to this document, the 

punishments for travelling with an expired travel permit are 1. arrest 2. being brought 

somewhere 3. a fine of 3 gold coins. A few of the Arabic travel permits also mention that 

travelling with an expired travel permit would get you arrested and brought to “a city”.531 

 

The monks in P.CLT 3 wanted to go from the neighborhood of Djeme to “the Fayyum”, without any 

further specification. 
528 Chr.Wilck. 24. . 
529 The term amir-al-mu’minīn was also used in the papyri to indicate not the caliph himself, but 

more generally to the Arab-Muslim administration: Sijpesteijn, Shaping, 63, n. 102 with further 

references. 
530 The document is missing a number of lines at the top, and there are a number of lacunae in the 

papyrus where such a phrase could have been, but on the other hand it doesn’t seem like the formula 

would fit there, in terms of structure of the document, especially when compared to the Arabic travel 

permits.  
531 P.RagibSaufConduits 2, 4-5 and P.Cair.Arab. 174, 9-10 not read by Grohmann but by Ragib. 

Vanthieghem, “Plus Ancien”, ll. 5-6: the permit holder of an expired permit has to be brought to the 

capital of the pagarchy  

(where he is registered). It is possible that the Greek also had a reference to a city rather than their 

domicile.  
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However, none of the Arabic travel permits mention a fine as a consequence for being found 

travelling with an expired permit, we have this information thanks to this Greek 

document. 532  Thus, the protection formula is adapted so that it describes rather the 

punishment that would result from travelling with an expired permit.  

In short, the aspect of protection in the Greek and Arabic travel permits is not 

dwelled upon, except when the document describes what would happen when you are 

caught without a permit. Most Arabic travel permits have a short and general protection 

clause which offers protection against harm done by government officials during the period 

in which the permit was valid. This lack of attention to the protection aspect stands in 

contrast to the elaborate and exact information related to the permission aspect of the travel 

permits (see above, “Permission”).  

Ιn the Coptic protection letters, on the other hand, the protection aspect is much more 

pronounced. We see this especially in the promise clauses. As I have shown in Chapter 3, 

they can be written in the negative or positive form, or a combination of the two. They are 

subject to great variety, can be very specific, and are often repeated, with one protection 

letter being able to contain up to four different promise clauses.533 In the majority of the 

Coptic protection letters, the promise clauses take up the majority of the text, and are usually 

(much) longer than the instruction clauses which contain the references to the protectee’s 

travel (see above, “Permission”). Again, the difference in the emphasis placed on the aspects 

of permission and protection in the Coptic protection letters and the Greek and Arabic travel 

permits, cannot be explained only by the difference in language and context, as the Coptic 

travel permits found in the monk Frange’s residence do not contain any protective formulas 

either (see above, “Permission”). The difference should rather be explained by a difference 

in function. The Coptic protection letters offered a protection in the form of amnesty. But 

 
532 This a comparable amount to the 5 dinar to replace a damaged travel permit, mentioned in History 

of the Patriarchs: “If a mouse ate a man’s passport, or if it were injured by water or fire or any 

accident, whether part or the whole of it remained to his possession, if its lettering were damaged, it 

could not be changed for a new one until he paid five dinars as a fee for it, and then it could be 

changed for him.” Transl. Evetts, “History”. Another anecdote from the same literary source tells 

the story of a widow who had to pay 10 dinar because of a lost travel permit. The travel permit had 

been her son’s, and it was lost in a crocodile attack. 
533 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2253, ll. 5-10: ϫⲉ ⲙⲉⲓ̣ⲣ ⲡⲉⲑⲟⲟ (sic) | ⲛⲁⲕ ϫⲉ ⲁⲕⲡⲟⲩ̣ⲧ ⲟⲩ̣ⲇⲉ ⲛⲛⲉⲥ(ⲩ)ⲛⲭ(ⲟⲣⲉⲓ) 

| ⲛⲧⲉⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲙⲡⲉⲑⲟⲟⲩ ⲧⲁϩⲟⲕ | ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ⲉⲓⲛⲁⲥⲉⲛⲉⲗⲑⲉ̣ ⲛⲙⲙⲁⲕ ϩ̣ⲛ | ϩⲱⲃ ⲛⲓⲙ ⲉⲡⲡⲉⲧⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩϥ | ⲟⲩⲇⲉ 

ⲛⲛⲉⲓϫⲛⲟⲩⲕ ⲉⲗⲁⲁⲩ: “that I will not do you harm because you fled, not will I allow any harm to 

befall you, but I will agree with you in everything good, nor will I ask you anything…” 
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this was not limited to protection during or related to travel, as in the case of the Arabic and 

Greek travel permits. Some of the protectees had fled and were stranded away from home, 

not able or willing to return without this promise of amnesty. But in other cases the 

protection letter was issued for people who seemingly were not away from home, as is 

evidenced by the protection letters without instruction clauses, not in the least the tax-

receipts with protection letter formulas (see section 4.1.1.1). In other, individual cases, there 

is no indication in the protection letter that the protectees are away from home. E.g. 

O.CrumVC 8, a protection letter issued by the lashanes of Djeme for a monastic community 

in the environs, reads: “This is the logos of the Father and the Son and the Holy Ghost onto 

you, that you may dwell in your holy place, for none shall [molest] you, …”.534 While the 

Coptic protection letters did not necessarily allow and protect the protectee’s travel, they 

always promised protection. They are less focused on permission of and protection during 

travel and more on amnesty once the holder is at home.535 Going back to the Coptic travel 

permits then, there are two main differences between them and the Arabic and Greek travel 

permits, and both derive from the “Protection” aspect present in the Arabic and Greek travel 

permits, but not in the Coptic travel permits. 1. The Arabic and Greek travel permits 

protected the permit holders during their travel, with varying degrees of explicitness, against 

all checking authorities and offered permission to travel around, not to pass one specific 

checkpoint, and 2. not having a Arabic and Greek travel permit when travelling outside your 

district would mean being arrested, while showing up at the checkpoint without a Coptic 

travel permit would mean you would not be let through.  

4.2.3.3 Condition 

Conditions could be in place in order for a travel document to be issued or to be effective. 

This aspect is most pronounced for the Arabic and Greek travel permits, but also seems to 

have been in a part of how the Coptic protection letters functioned. What these documents 

have in common, is that these conditions were usually related to taxation, in particular 

 
534 I discuss this document and its possible connections to similar Coptic and Greek documents in 

Chapter 5. 
535 O.CrumVC 75 is an exception: the lashane writes to the head of the monastery that he will 

accompany the protectee to the monastery as part of the promise clause, thus as part of the protection 

offered. Interestingly, it is not the lashane who issues the protection letter in this case, but rather he 

asks the monastery head to do so. This promise of protection during travel is thus given in a private 

letter from intermediary to protector.  
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(partial) tax payments by the protectee or permit holder.536 In most cases it is clear that these 

tax payments were part of the protectee or permit holder’s yearly tax payment, not an extra 

tax imposed on travelers. I have discussed this aspect of condition for the Arabic and Greek 

travel permits in section 4.2.2.3 and for the Coptic travel permits in section 4.1.1.2. While 

tax payments are in place in both document types as conditions for permission and/or 

protection, there are differences in how these conditions operated. In the case of the travel 

permits, the conditions are not stipulated in the permits themselves, but, from the 

documentation concerning the procedures that led to obtaining a travel permit, we 

understand that there needed to be a confirmation by local officials that the permit holders 

had paid their taxes, that they were not tax evaders.537 On top of that the documentation also 

shows that the permit holders needed guarantors for the permit holders’ (future) tax 

payments.538 These were conditions that needed to be met before the travel permit could be 

issued. The condition aspect of the Coptic protection letters is less straightforward. The 

documents themselves do not explicitly mention conditionality, and the letters that 

document the Coptic protection letter procedures do not mention any conditions either. 

However, there is one clause which is often, if not always, part of the Coptic protection 

letter formulary, which can be understood as describing a condition for the protection 

promised in the document: the exception clause. When the document states: “...and we will 

not do any harm to you because you fled, nor will we prosecute you because of this 

installment, nor your children, except for a half holokottinos (nomisma or gold coin)”, it 

means that the protectors are expecting a payment of a half gold coin from the protectee.539 

It is likely, although not certain, that the protection offered, i.e. the protectee will not be 

prosecuted for not paying the tax instalment, and is effectively granted exemption for this 

instalment, is conditional upon this payment. However, not all protection letters contain 

exception clauses, in which case the protection seems to have been unconditional. In 

Chapter 3 I argued that the contents of the exception clauses were tailored to each individual 

case instead of being standard fines, and suggested that the amounts were the results of 

 
536 SB III 7240, a permit issued by the dux Flavius Atias, will be discussed in section 5.3.2. This 

document gives permission to a group of monks to stay in their monastery. It is a permit offering 

certain protection, but not a travel permit. But the protection promised is dependent on the monks 

paying their capitation tax.  
537 P.CLT 3. 
538 E.g. CPR IV 20 and 21. Delattre, “Checkpoints”; Schaten, “Reiseformalitäten”.  
539 SB Kopt. III 1368.  
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negotiations between the protectors and an intermediary intervening for the protectee. We 

must also take into account the possibility that the contents of the exception clauses could 

have been unilaterally decided upon by the protectors. I would also entertain the possibility 

that the sums mentioned were paid by the intermediaries on behalf of the protectees, which 

would give the protectors a guaranteed contribution to the tax revenue. In that way, tax 

payment as a fulfilment of a condition for protection could be part of the procedure to obtain 

a Coptic protection letter, similar to the travel permits. Unfortunately there is no evidence 

for such a practice, although the role of intermediaries in the procedure seems to have been 

quite important (see section 3.2). Thus, in order to obtain a travel permit you needed a local 

official to confirm that you have paid your taxes and that your tax payments were 

guaranteed. In case of the Coptic protection letters on the other hand, the exception clauses 

can be interpreted as conditions for the effectiveness of the protection offered in the 

document. 

4.2.3.4 Justification 

The justification aspect of the travel documents is related to the reasons for travelling and/or 

needing the document that could be noted either in the documents themselves or the 

documents connected to the procedures towards obtaining the travel document. The Arabic 

travel permits themselves state: “I have permitted him to work at Lower-Aš[mūn] to pay his 

capitation tax and to obtain his subsistence”,540 or more simply “I have permitted him to 

work at al-Fustat”.541 As I mentioned in section 4.2.2.2, the three monks applying for a 

travel permit to go to the Fayyum wanted to “sell their small amount of basketry which is 

the result of their labors.”542 The monks in P.Sijp. 25 wanted to travel “to work and so that 

they may take care of their things.”543 Thus, the reason why someone needed a travel permit 

is that they wanted to earn money outside of their own region. As an added justification, the 

permit could state that the permit holder needed to earn this money to pay their capitation 

tax and sustenance. These justifications have an echo in the Coptic travel permits, which 

although very brief, hint at the reason why the permit holder needed to pass the checkpoint: 

 
540 P.Cair. Arab. 175, cited above. 
541 Pilette and Vanthieghem, “Nouveau Sauf-conduit?”.  
542 i.e. basketwork; P.CLT 3 l. 5 and 8 
543 P.Sijp. 25 l. 6. 
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because of work, taxes, or because their domicile was there.544 Another similarity between 

the Coptic and the Arabic and Greek travel permits is that they were written on papyrus and 

sealed, which stands in marked contrast with the Coptic protection letters, especially those 

from the Theban region which is also where the Coptic travel permits are from.545 

The justification aspect in the Coptic protection letters is again less straightforward 

than for the travel permits. The protection letters are issued so that the protectee can come 

home. Only rarely do the protection letters hint at why exactly the protectee wanted or 

should come home, probably because coming or being home is not such a particular activity 

or state that it needed justification. However, some documents in the corpus do hint at 

reasons why it is important that the protectee obtain a protection letter and/or why they 

needed to travel home, e.g. to be able to live in the monastery like the other monks, without 

additional – punitive – tasks;546 for an urgent matter;547 to do work with a camel;548 to do 

work for a certain Severus;549 to do their work.550 In the protection letters addressed by a 

protector to a protectee, as is the case for the last three examples, this type of justification is 

part of the instruction clause and is usually preceded by “Come to your house”. As is clear 

from the examples, some form of “work” is the main justification of the of the travel home 

in the document. This is similar to what we see in the travel permits, both those in Arabic 

in Greek and those in Coptic. Another reason for travelling given in the Coptic protection 

letters is to settle a dispute, which I will discuss in more detail in 4.3.1. 

 
544 Respectively nos. 2911972 (ϩⲁ ⲡⲉⲩϩⲓⲥⲉ: “on account of their work”), 295014 and 295106 (in 

both, the dèmosion or taxes in money are mentioned), and 295028 (ⲛϥⲃⲱⲕ ⲉⲡⲉϥⲏⲓ: “that he goes to 

his house. The phrasing is similar to the instruction clause of many Coptic protection letters “Come 

to your house” (ⲛⲅⲉⲓ ⲛⲡⲉⲕⲏⲓ, but note the difference in direction: “Go home (by passing the 

checkpoint)” vs “Come home” from the point of view of the village where the protectors are). 

Boud’hors, “L’Apport”.  
545  Boud’hors, “L’Apport”, 119. The Coptic protection letters from that region were almost 

invariably written on ostraca: section 2.3.2..  
546 SB Kopt. V 2300: “…and, what is more, if I come again, I shall be seized for even some care of 

the monastery as they are advising me here. And if you will give me a promise by God, and I am 

permitted (to come) into (my) dwelling place like everyone, I shall come South; if not, it is not 

possible for me to dwell within the boundaries (?)/comply with the orders (?) of the monastery”. 
547 “Now, your Paternity, issue a protection letter for the jar maker and let him come for this urgent 

matter.”: O.CrumVC 75. 
548 “So here is the promise by God for him and his camel, that he comes to his house and works with 

his camel”: O.CrumVC 64.  
549 O.DanKopt. 36: ll. 4-5: ⲛⲅⲉⲓ ⲛⲅⲣϩⲱⲃ | ⲛⲥⲉⲩⲏⲣⲟⲥ: “Come and do work for Seueros.  
550 SB Kopt. V 2240: “[Come] to your house and do your work [...]”. 
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4.2.3.5 Relations 

The relational aspect of the travel documents concerns the individuals and networks invoked 

by the documents. The documents inform us about the various social interactions and layers 

of dependency that were involved in the procedures that led to the production of a travel 

document.551 

While there is a certain overlap in the actors involved, the Arabic and Greek travel 

permits and the Coptic protection letters were produced and circulated in different contexts. 

The permit holders of the Arabic and Greek travel permits were non-Muslim tax payers, in 

several cases they are identified as monks.552 The permit holders seem to have travelled on 

their permit either alone or in small groups of up to three people.553 This is all similar to the 

protectees of the Coptic protection letters, who were also local individual tax payers, 

traveling alone or in small groups, sometimes as families.554 However, while the travel 

permits and protection letters might have been issued for people of more or less the same 

social status, the individuals or offices issuing them were vastly different. In the Arabic and 

Greek travel permits we see a greater involvement of state officials, although the papyri 

documenting formal applications for the permits do show the contribution of local networks 

as well. The Arabic travel permits were issued by the agents of the finance director of the 

province of Egypt. They were the representatives of the Arab-Muslim government in the 

countryside. 555  The application papers to obtain the travel permits were sent up the 

administrative ladder: village heads wrote on behalf of the monks to the local amīr, and the 

Saqqara monks guaranteeing for the taxes of permit applicants address their monastery 

 
551 For the Coptic protection letters I have discussed this at length in Chapter 3. I have touched upon 

the steps involved to obtain a travel permit in 4.2.2.3. On the multiple layers of interaction and social 

dependence in travel documentation from Early Islamic Egypt, see Palombo and Scheerlinck, 

“Asking”. 
552 I mean the permit holders of the published travel permits, as well as the individuals seen applying 

for travel permits in the documentation.  
553 P.RagibSaufConduits 7 is issued for two monks who want to travel to Upper Egypt. The request 

letters P.CLT 3 and P.Sijp. 25 both ask for a travel permit for three monks.  
554 Families or women, both appearing as protectees in the Coptic protection letters, have not been 

attested yet as travel permit holders. This might be related to the importance of capitation-tax 

payments in the travel permits: as women did not pay the capitation-tax, does that mean they could 

travel without travel permits? An anecdote from the literary source Siyār al-bī‘a, otherwise known 

as the “History of the Patriarchs”, tells the story of a widow who was fined 10 dinar for entering 

Alexandria without a travel permit (see above).  
555 Ragib, “Sauf-conduits”, Legendre, “Pouvoir”. 



 

171 
 

head, who presumably would in turn write to the local amīr or the office of the finance 

director in Fustat. The travel permits were governmental documents, which is not only 

evident from the people issuing them, but also from their uniformity and from the fact that 

they were written on papyrus, and were sealed. They operated over larger distances, they 

involved and had to be acceptable to government officials at higher levels of the 

administration. 

The Coptic protection letters were direct communications between the tax payer and 

someone who held immediate authority over them in the countryside. This could be village 

officials, monastery heads, or bishops. The procedures to obtain a protection letter could 

involve several other people, but these were all part of the same, local networks as the 

protectees and protectors, or intermediaries.556 When titles of officials are mentioned, they 

refer almost exclusively to village officials.557 In the Coptic protection letters, toponyms are 

rarely mentioned, and there is a general low degree of characterization of the people 

mentioned in these documents. Neither protectors or protectees are identified often by more 

than their name, sometimes accompanied by identifiers such as ‘lashane’ or ‘priest’. A good 

example of this is O.GurnaGorecki 69, a protection letter for a monk named Haron, which 

opens: “⳨ We, all the brothers of the college, write to Haron the monk. Here is the promise 

by God for you etc.”558 The promise clause concerns the monk’s taxes. The protectors are 

the group of village authorities, who do not mention the name of the village nor their 

individual names. In this case, koinotès refers certainly not to the entire village but to a 

specific group. Indeed, as most protection letters opening with a letter-style formula or 

internal address, the protectors do not even sign the document (see section 3.1.1).  

All this indicates that there was no need for detailed characterization of people or 

place, and that the Coptic protection letters performed their function on a geographically, 

socially, and administratively much more local level than the Arabic and Greek travel 

permits. The Coptic protection letters functioned in a social and geographical space in which 

most people knew each other, and in which fugitives were probably not so far away as to 

escape everyone’s notice. There were intermediaries, who were part of the network of both 

protector and protectee, who could intervene for the protectee. We see these local protection 

 
556 See section 3.2. 
557 I discuss the protectors, protectees, and intermediaries of the protection letters in section 2.4. 
558 Ll. 1-5: ⳨ ⲁⲛⲟⲛ ⲛⲉⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲧⲏ|ⲣⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ϯϭⲓ̣ⲛⲟⲧⲏⲥ ⲉⲛ|ⲥϩⲁⲓ̈ ⲛ̄ϩ̣ⲁⲣⲱ̣ⲛ̣ ⲡⲙⲟⲛⲟⲭⲟⲥ | ϫⲉ ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ 

ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ | ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ̄. 
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mechanisms also at work in the letter I cited above (P.Lond. III 1032, section 4.2.2.1), in 

which the sender asks the receiver to retrieve a farmer who had fled probably because of his 

share in “harm done to the estate”. Even if the sender does not know where the farmer is 

exactly, he is confident that the receiver knows where he is or would be able to find him. 

The Coptic protection letters also operated in such local networks, which sometimes 

included cooperation between villages and monastic settlements (see section 3.2.5). In the 

Coptic protection letter mechanism, an intermediary might function as a buffer between you 

and the authorities who could arrest or prosecute you, and who might issue your protection 

letter promising not to do so. In the corpus, we see intermediaries receive and forward 

protection letters between protector and protectee. Intermediaries also served as means of 

getting access to the protectors, as e.g. in the letter in which the sender asks the addressee 

to ask the addressee’s brother to talk with the lashane about a protection letter for the sender 

(O.GurnaGorecki 72). Thus, the intermediaries acted as negotiators (see section 3.2), and 

possibly even guarantors for the protectors.  

An important indication of the difference between the Coptic protection letters and the 

Arabic and Greek travel permits is of course the language of the documents. The Arabic and 

Greek travel permits were documents issued by and theoretically inspected by the 

representatives of the government in the countryside (the “agents of the amīr” as they are 

called in the documents). The permits were results of decisions to give access to inter-district 

travel, decisions made on a level where administration was in Arabic and/or Greek. The 

Coptic protection letters were produced and circulated in village and monastery 

administrations, environs in which Coptic was the main administrative language in this 

period.559 

The comparisons made in these sections show the specific role of the Coptic 

protection letter mechanism in the landscape of documents offering protection, or 

permission, related to travel. The Coptic protection letters then stand out as documents 

which not so much regulated the mobility of the protectee, but rather offered a solution for 

their problems related to taxation or legal issues, by providing amnesty or (partial) tax 

 
559 Greek was used to a lesser degree in the villages, certainly in the Theban region, where the 

majority of the Coptic protection letters were found. Some Coptic protection letters contain a Greek 

formulaic elements, such as the date, signature of the protectors, or scribal signature, e.g. OTorino 

S. 5911 (unedited), P. Köln ägypt. II 25, SB Kopt. II 914, SB Kopt. III 1368, SB Kopt. V 2246, 

2293, 2294. 
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exemption. This amnesty might include the freedom to leave again in case the protectee 

could not reach an agreement, but providing or protecting this freedom of movement was 

not the core function of the protection letters. Rather they were intent on solving problems 

within the village, or monastery.  

4.2.3.6 Arabic protection letters? 

As I have shown in the previous sections, the Arabic travel permits fulfilled a significantly 

different function than the Coptic protection letters. However, there are some indications 

that an Arabic equivalent to the Coptic protection letters existed. In Arabic documents and 

literature, the travel permits are called sijill, while they refer to themselves as kitāb, meaning 

letter or document. 560  However, two Arabic letters sent to ‘Abd Allāh b. As‘ad, the 

administrator of a part of the Fayyum, mention an amān given to a man named Marcus 

(P.MuslimState 7) and a village head (māzūt; P.MuslimState 31). The editor interpreted 

these amāns as examples of the Arabic travel permit I have discussed here. In his review of 

P.MuslimState (= Sijpesteijn, Shaping), Naïm Vanthieghem has cast doubt over this 

assumption.561 He suggests: “Dès lors, il se pourrait que le terme ‘amān puisse être employé 

à dessein dans ces deux textes pour désigner un document qui non seulement donne aux 

fugitifs le droit de circuler librement, mais leur accorde en sus l’amnistie.”562 A document 

 
560 For the use of sijill in documents to refer to travel permits, see Denoix, “Les notions de « privé » 

et de « public » dans le monde musulman sunnite médiéval.”Vanthieghem, “Compte rendu 

Sijpesteijn”, 239. 
561 Vanthieghem, “Compte-rendu Sijpesteijn”, 238-239.  
562 Vanthieghem, “Compte-rendu Sijpesteijn”, 239. His differing interpretation seems to me to be 

most convincing for P.Shaping 31. In P.Shaping 7 it seems, from the word order, that Marcus, who 

is said to be absent at the moment, had an amān and then absconded, and needs to be returned to the 

sender, district administrator Nājid b. Muslim. This scenario could possibly also fit in the 

interpretation of Marcus’ amān being an Arabic travel permit, as originally proposed in the edition. 

His permit might have lapsed and he escaped the notice or control of his employer. It is in any case 

not clear from the phrasing of the text that Marcus had fled already and only then obtained the amān 

in order to travel safely and obtain amnesty. Still, I would agree with Vanthieghem that a different 

term (amān, not sijill: Vanthieghem cr Sijpesteijn 239) likely denotes a different type of document, 

and in P.Shaping 31 the receiver of the amān is explicitly referred to as a fugitive (l. 5), while travel 

permits were not issued for fugitives, as I have discussed in detail in this section. Moreover, the fact 

that the two letters were sent by two different senders also excludes an idiosyncratic use of the term 

amān with the meaning of travel permit. P.Shaping 31, l. 8, mentions another term for a document 

or letter that is supposed to give protection to the holder: ḥurūf, lit. letter characters, translated as 

“papers”, and interpreted as “some kind of documents of the same kind as the amān: commentary to 

l. 7-8.  
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which combines a permission to travel with a promise of amnesty for someone who is away 

from home is very much alike the Coptic protection letters. The documents called amān in 

the two letters might be Coptic protection letters, in that case referred to with the term by 

which they would then be known by the Arabic-speaking representatives of the government 

who are the sender and receiver of the letters. However, the two amāns in question might 

also be documents written in Arabic with a similar function to the Coptic protection letters, 

more akin to certain amāns known from legal and narrative sources.563 As far as I know, 

there is no hard evidence favoring either of these hypotheses, and it is difficult to understand 

from the letters in which context the documents had been issued originally, although in the 

letters they are discussed by mid- to high-ranking officials of the Arab-Muslim government.  

4.3 Private legal issues  

The third area or category of protective interventions performed by local authorities is help 

with private legal issues. While taxation and control of mobility were matters of public law 

and as such very much connected to the legal aspect of various protection documents I am 

discussing in this chapter, including the Coptic protection letters, this section will focus in 

particular on the role these documents played in solving problems related to private conflict 

resolution (litigation).564 Again, I will first examine these issues in the Coptic protection 

letters (4.3.1), then discuss a mechanism with similar aim but visible in documents produced 

on a much higher level of the administration (4.3.2), in order to present in 4.3.3 a better 

understanding of the role and place of the Coptic protection letters regarding these issues.  

4.3.1 Private legal issues in the Coptic protection letters 

Sections 4.1.1 and 4.2.1 have shown how exactly the Coptic protection letters were 

embedded in two important and interrelated aspects of the administration of the province of 

Egypt: taxation and control of mobility. In this section, I examine the function of the Coptic 

protection letters as a problem-solving instrument in private legal issues, including the role 

private debth might have played in these documents.565 I elaborate on this issue in the first 

 
563 See section 1.1.3.2.2. 
564 Denoix, “Notions”. 
565 Bernhard Palme has argued that the Coptic protection letters generally are agreements between a 

(private) creditor and (private) debtor, rather than documents between representatives of the (fiscal) 

administration and tax-payers. In other words, he argues that they deal with private debt, not tax 

debt: Palme, “Asyl”, partially based on Liebesny’s emphasis on the presence of debt in the Coptic 

protection letters, in Till, “Koptische Schutzbriefe”. He observes that the Coptic protection letters 

are not always related to taxation, citing two examples which indeed are not: SB Kopt. V 2228 and 
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section below. In the following section, I briefly discuss a number of Coptic protection 

letters which seem to have been especially issued in order to facilitate conflict settlements. 

There are indications that the conflicts in which Coptic protection letters were used to come 

to a solution could be related to issues other than financial ones.566 

4.3.1.1 Private debt in the Coptic protection letters?  

I have mentioned in my introduction to this chapter that a number of documents in the 

corpus are related to financial issues, but do not contain an explicit link to fiscal practice, 

and as such might be related to private debt.567 However, debts between protector and 

protectee are never mentioned explicitly – as opposed to taxes and tax payments, see section 

4.1.1.1 – and while some of the promise clauses could refer to private debt, they are at least 

ambiguous and can very well apply to fiscal practice too: e.g. “I will not ask of you” (and 

variants), “I will not prosecute you” (and variants), could be applied to private debt or 

taxation. Moreover, in section 4.1.1.1 I have discussed in detail the different ways in which 

Coptic protection letters were tied to the fiscal system. The money owed in such cases, 

mentioned in e.g. an exception clause, would then be contributions to the fiscal revenue of 

the village rather than debt payments.  

An interesting link between (private) debt and taxation is provided in protection letter for 

Haraw, SB Kopt. V 2243, in which the instruction clause reads: “Come to your house and 

give a holokottinos to Poow, who paid taxes568 on your behalf”. Haraw is expected to pay 

back his debt to Poow, who might have been a village official, or someone not involved in 

the village administration. The only promise clause in the document is written on the verso, 

almost as an afterthought after the document had been concluded with a date on the recto.569 

Moreover, this promise clause is not related to Haraw’s taxes, but rather to his son and his 

 

SB Kopt. V 2233, and that the protectors are not the authorities, as they often have no title, and if 

they have a title they are “the most humble ones, village headmen etc”. Palme compares the Coptic 

protection letters with the Greek logoi asulias, which were indeed issued by authorities higher than 

the village heads of the Coptic protection letters (see section 1.1.3.1). 
566 O.CrumVC 106, SB Kopt. V 2269, SB Kopt. V 2285. 
567 O.Bachit o. Nr., P. Mon. Epiph. 265, SB Kopt. V 2241, SB Kopt. V 2242, SB Kopt. V 2246, SB 

Kopt. V 2248, SB Kopt. V 2249, SB Kopt. V 2250 + 2251, SB Kopt. V 2252, SB Kopt. V 2311 all 

contain exception clauses for payments in money, without other references to fiscal practice. SB 

Kopt. V 2273 instructs the protectee to pay 5 holokottinoi, and identifies two other parties who will 

also contribute 5 holokottinoi each. Is this an agreement regulating a large private debt?  
568 Βαστάζω, Preisigke, “Wörterbuch”, 261.  
569 See also SB Kopt. V 2224, discussed in section 3.1.2.1. 
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affairs: “  and we will not be able to have the power to hold you because of your son from 

this year onwards ”.570 While Coptic protection letters could possibly have played a role 

in solving problems with private debts, tax debts or issues with taxation are much more 

visible in the documents.571 Whether aimed at solving private debts or debts to the tax office, 

the Coptic protection letters involving payments all intended to facilitate the return of 

someone who owed money, and to ensure at least a partial payment was made.  

4.3.1.2 Conflict resolution in the Coptic protection letters 

A number of Coptic protection letters were issued explicitly with the goal to facilitate 

settlements in local conflicts.572 SB Kopt. V 2269 is related to property (“through buying or 

selling: ϩⲁ ϫⲓ ϩⲁ ϯ (l. 9)”, maybe an inheritance (the document mentions a father and a 

mother). 

SB Kopt. V 2285 gives the order or rather permission to a mother (the protectee) to live in 

her son’s house.573 Like most protection letters, these documents combine the idea of travel 

with protection at the destination, but contrary to most protection letters some of them often 

explicitly allow the protectee to leave again – if they should not come to an agreement with 

the other party or parties (see section 4.2.1.2). 574  These documents refer to a future 

conversation or negotiation. E.g in SB Kopt. V 2288, a request to issue a protection letter, 

from the lashanes to a clerical or monastic authority, the protectees are instructed to come 

and talk to several people in the village, including the senders of the letter, the lashanes. 

This conversation (ϣⲁϫⲉ) or negotiation (ⲡⲱⲗϭ) should take place between either the 

protectee and the protector, or between the protectee and a third party. In that case, the 

 
570 + ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲛ̣ⲉ̣ⲛ|ⲉϣϭⲙϭⲟⲙ̣ ⲛ̣ⲁ|ⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ ⲙⲙⲟⲕ | ϩⲁ ⲡⲉⲕϣⲏⲣⲉ ϫⲓⲛ | ⲛ̣ ϯⲣⲟⲙⲡⲉ ⲧⲁ  | ⲉⲃⲟⲗ +. The 

mention of the year does seem to tie the document to fiscal practice, see section 4.1.1.1.3. 
571 The difference between a tax debt and a private debt between a village headman and villager/tax-

payer, when the village headmen are personally responsible for the tax collection, might not have 

been all that clear-cut.  
572  This particular function is most visible in these protection letters: O.GurnaGorecki 70, P. 

KölnÄgypt. II 25, SB Kopt. II 914, SB Kopt. III 1365, SB Kopt. V 2271, SB Kopt. V 2272, SB 

Kopt. V 2274, SB Kopt. V 2302, SB Kopt. V 2310, P.Katoennatie 685/1 (unedited). In Till, 

“Koptische Schutzbriefe”, Till discussed 5 documents under the heading “Einladungen zu 

Verhandlungen”. On Till’s categorization, see section 2.1.2. 
573 O.CrumVC 106 might be related to a litagation case, but is very fragmentary. 
574 E.g. SB Kopt. III 1365, SB Kopt. V 2271, SB Kopt. V 2274, SB Kopt. V 2302. Not always, in 

some cases the protectee is asked to come home and is allowed to stay in his home whether he agrees 

with the protector or not: e.g. O.GurnaGorecki 70: Either you agree with my way of discussing with 

you or not, you will go to your place freely.  
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protector intervenes as a kind of mediator, a facilitator for the resolution of the conflict.575 

The Coptic protection letters were instruments which could be used to solve disputes 

between private persons. However, such private disputes between persons were not always 

solved locally. The local, non-Muslim population had access to Islamic legal institutions in 

the province and could turn to the governor to seek redress, by sending a petition. 

4.3.2 Private legal issues: Petitions to the governor 

In this section, I discuss the governor Qurra’s responses to petitions presented to him by 

private persons from the district of Aphrodito. I discuss these because they show how 

conflicts between private persons in the countryside were resolved when they went through 

official legal channels, rather than arbitration and mediation in the villages as we see in the 

Coptic protection letters. Moreover, they show a different aspect of the relationship between 

village headmen and villagers: in two cases, the petitioners were seeking protection against 

abuse by their village headman.576  

The Umayyad governor Qurra b. Sharik received petitions from private persons from 

the district of Aphrodito, and delegated in his responses the eventual resolution of the 

dispute to the district administrator, Basilios.577 The governor’s letters to Basilios explain 

the procedure to be followed by Basilios and the conflicting parties, and contain some 

information about the nature of the case. Basilios is told to confront the parties with each 

other, and find out whether the petitioner was telling the truth. Qurra’s responses also 

include an instruction of protection: to make sure that no wrong is done to the petitioner, 

unless he is in the wrong.578 The complaints all involve sums of money, of 10 dinars or 

more, which should be in the hands of the petitioner, but for different reasons are held by 

the accused party.579 Qurra’s responses do not allow us to gauge the social status of the 

 
575 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2302. SB Kopt. V 2310: letter to mediator about protector wanting to talk to 

protectee and being willing to write him a(nother) logos.  
576 See also 4.1.1.2. 
577  P.BeckerPAF 1, P.Cair.Arab. III 154, P.Cair.Arab. III 155, P.Heid.Arab. I 10, P.Qurra 3, 

P.BeckerPAF 2, P.Heid. Arab. I 11. Mathieu Tillier reconstructed the procedures involving these 

petitions: Tillier, L’Invention, Tillier, “Pagarque”. 
578 E.g. P.Cair.Arab, III 154, l. 16. In P.BeckerPAF 1 and 2, 9-11, Qurra tells Basilios not to act 

violently against the petitioner.  
579 P.BeckerPAF 1 (Description of case: about debt); P.Cair.Arab. III 154 (someone called mark is 

asking 23 dinar from a peasant who took it from another peasant who died); 
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petitioners, as they are named by name only.580 The accused party, on the other hand, is 

often designated with the label of “peasant”. The responses discussed so far do not contain 

information about the relationship between the parties. 

However, two responses deal with a complaint which was lodged against the 

petitioner’s local headman. P.Heid.Arab. I 11 is Qurra's reaction to a petition by a petitioner 

who complained to Qurra about a headman of his village, and maintained that this headman 

violently took a certain amount of dinars from him. A similar case is presented in Qurra’s 

response to the petition of David, who complained that the māzūt (village head) of his 

village, using violence, stole some possessions of the petitioner and put them in his own 

house.581 What happened afterwards? In these cases, Basilios is ordered to look into the 

case, and again one of the steps in this inquiry was to confront both parties.582 In his reaction 

to David’s petition, Qurra warns Basilios to be strict about keeping the headmen away from 

the houses of the locals. This extra comment is important, as his other reactions to petitions 

are more standardized in terms of the expressions used. Assuming Basilios obeyed Qurra’s 

orders, we do not know, , what the results of Basilios’ inquiries and the confrontations were, 

and how the village officials reacted to villagers complaining about them. 

These responses show how conflicts regarding debts and thefts, could be brought 

before the highest authorities and go through a legal procedure organized by the provincial 

administration, in a period – the early eighth century – in which Coptic protection letters 

were also used in mechanisms to settle private conflicts.583 The amounts of money, much 

higher than what is usually mentioned in the protection letters, might have something to do 

with the petitioner’s choices to bring their complaint to higher authorities.584 Moreover, as 

 

P.Cair.Arab. III 155 (a peasant owes the petitioner 11 dinars); P.Heid.Arab. I 10 (to the pagarch of 

Upper-Ushmūn) (theft of 18 dinars); P.Qurra 3 (Arabic name? about farmers denying him something 

over 10 dinars, if he is not right, write to me.) 
580 The relatively high sums of money suggest that they were at least not the poorest of the poor.  
581 P.BeckerPAF 2. 
582 Sijpesteijn, “Policing”, 155-6; The unpublished document AP 1943 in the papyrus collection of 

the Austrian National Library is a similar response to a petition from a certain Yuḥannis b. Sanūd, 

and will be published in Sijpesteijn, “Righting”.  
583 More examples in Tillier, L’Invention. There are no protection letters in the Basilios archive. See 

also Wilfong, “Women”.  
584 The exception is SB Kopt. V 2273, in which a priest is either asked or is asking someone else to 

give 5 holokottinoi, while two other parties, a man and a group of men, will also contribute 5 

holokottinoi each. This large a sum of money is unique in the Coptic protection letters, and the 
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I discuss in the next section, the goals of Coptic protection letters and the petition 

mechanism seem to be different. 

4.3.3 Problem-solving rather than crime and punishment 

The Coptic protection letters do not promise amnesty to protectees because they are 

innocent. In the letters with requests for protection letters, or in any other Coptic protection 

letter, there are no appeals or claims of innocence. The exiled monk who wanted to return 

to his monastery uses the protection letter mechanism to negotiate the conditions of his 

return, but freely – and seemingly contritely – admits to his guilt.585 The protection letters 

often offer amnesty for actions which were punishable, such as tax evasion (section 4.1.1). 

Moreover, through a Coptic protection letter, the protectee was protected during settlements 

or negotiations, regardless of the outcome (section 4.3.1). This is very different from the 

procedure outlined in Qurra’s responses to the petitions discussed section 4.3.2: Basilios is 

told to hear both parties, which is similar, but in this procedure there does not seem to have 

be room for a non-agreement: either the petitioner speaks the truth, or the accused. While 

this procedure was meant to judge (and presumably punish), the protection letter mechanism 

did not involve either.  

The fourth and last type of problem which local elites aimed to solve through their 

protective interventions in society is the release of prisoners, or men who were detained to 

be sent away to carry out requisitioned labor. This topic is a bit different than the other three, 

since such problems were not usually solved by Coptic protection letters. However, these 

mechanisms are akin to the Coptic protection letters mechanism because they allow, through 

interventions made by local elites acting as intermediaries, and documents issued by local 

elites, for someone who is stuck in an unfavorable position (i.e. imprisonment or 

detainment) to literally get out of that position and take up their life in the village, often 

under certain conditions. 

4.4 Release of prisoners 

4.4.1 Release of arrestees: requests, orders, guarantees 

Two mechanisms through which local elites could effect the release of arrestees or prisoners 

are sending request letters and standing guarantor for a released prisoner. As in the case of 

 

situation behind the document is unclear, whether it concerns a sizeable debt, to which several 

parties contribute, or monetary contributions with a different goal.  
585 SB Kopt. V 2300. 
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the petitions sent to the governor, these mechanisms show a different aspect of the 

administrative and social roles of the village headmen, who were the typical protectors of 

the Coptic protection letters. Village headmen could be put under pressure by local 

pagarchical officials to release certain individuals who had been detained because of a debt 

or because they were needed for requisitioned labor. 

Local elites were able to effect the release of people who had been seized in order to 

fulfil labor requisitions, or who were imprisoned, because of a debt or as captured 

fugitives.586 One way in which local elites could effect the release of arrestees or prisoners 

was to send a request letter to the right official. E.g. one local dignitary and land owner put 

in a request, in Greek, with an administrative official in his pagarchy about an employee 

(lit. “man”) of the addressee’s winemaker: this employee had been arrested.587 The sender 

asks that the addressee, the official, informs with higher authorities (chartoularios and 

pagarch) to find out if this arrest was their intention, and to ask them to release the 

winemaker’s man. If the addressee cannot do so, he should write back to the sender, upon 

which the sender will ask higher officials, e.g. the pagarch himself to help him.588 That such 

interventions by local authorities were successful at least in some cases is shown by the 

Greek orders to release prisoners sent by pagarchs or officials at the pagarch’s office, to 

relevant local officials.589 These local officials then had to make sure that the village heads 

of certain villages obeyed the order. From these orders we understand that the village 

authorities, while responsible for collecting laborers for the labor requisitions, were also put 

under pressure through orders by officials at the level of the pagarchy, to exempt certain 

individuals, or generally not to requisition any material or labor from the estates of important 

people in the pagarchy.590  

 
586  On debt prisoners, see Sijpesteijn, “Policing”; Tillier and Vanthieghem, “Régistre”. For 

imprisonment of fugitives, see e.g. CPR XXII 35; Morelli, “Prigioni”.  
587 CPR XXX 17. See also the Coptic request letter from Bawit, P.KölnÄgypt II 43 (VII-VIII) in 

which the sender asks the abbot of the monastery to pay his tax debt, in order to get out of detainment 

and return to work (on land belonging to the monastery). 
588 CPR XXX 23 seems to be a scribal exercise on this topic.  
589 CPR XXX 24 Introd., P.Sijp. 24 Introd. A pagarch who wanted to effectuate the release of a 

prisoner in another pagarchy, could use his influence as a powerful individual and request the release 

of the prisoner, but not order: see Morelli’s comments on CPR XXV 32 in CPR XXX 24 Introd. It 

is difficult to say if the letter would have been less effective than an “official” order.  
590 CPR XXX 19 is a list, summarizing such cases and naming the relevant actors: the arrestee, the 

person intervening for the arrestee, and the arresting village officials (mentioned only with the name 

of their village, “those from X”: CPR XXX 19 Introd. The request letters and orders are products of 
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The second mechanism I want to discuss are guarantees. In order to release a person 

from prison, a guarantee could be asked in order to lessen the chances that the prisoner 

would flee. A third party would pledge their possessions and guarantee that they would 

produce the released prisoner whenever asked by the relevant authorities.591 This process is 

described in CPR XXX 29: “He (i.e. the pagarch) has ordered that you take the guarantees 

of the workmen who had fled and the arrested workmen, and release them until he will ask 

for them”.592 Guarantors could effect the release of a debt prisoner, who might have to work 

off his debt with the guarantor afterwards.593 Several Coptic and Coptic-Greek guarantees 

for released fugitives have been found. 594  Similarly to the Coptic protection letters, 

guarantees were a type of legal document, but when they concern fugitives, they are 

embedded in the administration of the province.595 A number of such guarantees are among 

the papers of Basilios, the pagarch of Aphrodito, although they were formally addressed to 

the governor and the fisc, and some guarantees stipulate that the governor would set the fine 

in case of a breach of the guarantee.596 Guarantors often seem to have been of a similar 

administrative and social positions as the protectors of the Coptic protection letters, i.e. 

powerful figures in the villagers.597 Thus we see such village authorities put under pressure 

by the government in its efforts to control fugitivism and the supply of labor, but they could 

also be put under pressure by pagarchical elites who were protecting their own dependents 

and their own interests in keeping their labor force. Labor is an important link between 

 

a powerful patronage network that could go against matters of the state in the first years after the 

conquest.. 
591 Sijpesteijn, “Policing”, 564.  
592 CPR XXX 29, ll. 6-8 (my translation).  
593 Tillier and Vanthieghem, “Régistre”. 
594 The main study of these documents is Till, “Koptischen Bürgschaftsurkunden”. 
595 The same goes for the guarantees for tax payments which were part of the application to obtain 

a travel permit, and fort he guarantees about requisitioned workers, in which guarantors pledged for 

the presence of the workers (and their subsistence). 
596 E.g. P.Lond. IV 1521, in which the guarantors, among whom at least one lashane, pledge all their 

possessions. They are supposed to guard and “relieve the wants” of a number of fugitives who had 

been captured by government officials, and give them over to the government when asked to do so.  
597 Title of lashane accompanies guarantors in P.Lond. IV 1521, 1524, and 1528. In the last example 

the guarantor references carelessness with fugitives in the past, and promises to not let any escape. 

. The list of requisitioned labourers and their guarantors CPR XXII 54 shows that women could take 

the role of guarantor in such documents.  
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guarantees for released prisoners and Coptic protection letters, which I will discuss in the 

next section.  

4.4.2 Release of prisoners: Guarantees and Coptic protection letters 

Why were arrestees and prisoners released? The releases effectuated by request letters and 

orders discussed above show that this had often to do with labor: the arrestees or prisoners 

were released so that they could do their work.598 This is phrased literally in a Coptic 

guarantee document issued most probably at the monastery of Bawit.599A man named 

Kolthe was being held by the brothers of the capitation tax in the monastery of Bawit, until 

a brother Biktor declared, that he would stand guarantor for him, and ordered that Kolthe 

should be released so that he could “go and do his work.”600 That this phrasing is so 

reminiscent of some of the instruction clauses: “Come and do your work”, is an indication 

of their similar functions.601 Similarly to the Coptic protection letters, guarantees such as 

this acted as problem-solving instruments, by which local authorities helped release 

someone out of a situation in which they are of no use to the village, or the monastic estate. 

Similarly, but perhaps to a greater degree for the guarantees, both document types tied the 

protector and protectee together in a relationship of dependency.602 The guarantees from the 

papers of pagarch Basilios emphasize the ties between the local authorities and the 

government who is the formal addressee of the documents, while the Coptic protection 

letters – similarly again to the Bawit guarantee – are rather expressions of more autonomous 

problem-solving in the villages and monasteries, often still within the framework of 

administration and governmental demands. The Coptic protection letters, similarly to the 

guarantee mechanism, and contrary to the petition mechanism discussed in section 4.3.2, 

are much more involved with problem-solving, rather than with crime and punishment.  

 
598 This loss of labour is used as an argument once in CPR XXX 18 explicitly, and probably also 

with the same idea in CPR XXX 25. 
599 P.Sorb.Copt. 8. 
600 Ll. 4-5: ⲛϥⲃⲱ[ⲕ] ⲛⲁ̣ϥ ̣| ⲛ̣ⲃ[ⲉ]  ⲛⲃⲉⲣ ⲡϥϩⲱϥ. 
601 Coptic protection letters with instruction clauses with “do your work” and variants: O.DanKopt. 

36, O.Phoibammon 4, O.Saint-Marc 322 (uncertain), SB Kopt. V 2224, SB Kopt. V 2240. See also 

the protection letters which functioned as permissions to work with a camel: SB Kopt. II 915, SB 

Kopt. V 2279, and O.CrumVC 64, and as permissions to till a plot of land: SB Kopt. V 2277 and 

2278. 
602 See section 5.4. 
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This chapter has discussed the various problems which Coptic protection letter 

mechanism, and related mechanisms, aimed to solve in the village context. Taxation, travel 

and fugitivism, and litigation, are the three main areas in which Coptic protection letters 

solved problems. I also discussed a fourth issue, i.e. the release of prisoners or requisitioned 

laborers, because I believe it is similar in many ways to the general problem a person in 

need of a protection letter faced: being, or being under threat of being, stranded or stuck in 

a position which does not permit taking up normal life at home, and which often involves a 

(tax or private) debt. My discussions have shown in detail how exactly the Coptic protection 

letters and the other mechanisms were connected to the various issues, and how they aimed 

at solving the specific problems at hand. Moreover, the discussions have shown how the 

Coptic protection letters were linked to these other mechanisms and structures which existed 

in society. I have made extensive comparisons between these various protection 

mechanisms, in order to elucidate the role of the Coptic protection mechanism within this 

system of protection.  
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Chapter 5: The Integrated System: From Fustat to Djeme – and back 

 

5.1 Introduction 

5.1.1 Structure and arguments of the chapter 

In the previous chapter, I have discussed four areas of life, i.e. taxation, travel, litigation, 

and the release of prisoners, in which the local village and monastic or clerical elites of 

Early Islamic Egypt made protective interventions in their communities through Coptic 

protection letters, as well as how the Coptic protection letters were related to and functioned 

differently than other mechanisms of protection which were in use in the province of Egypt 

in the seventh and eighth century (Chapter 4). Building on the analyses in the previous 

chapters, where the emphasis lay on the role of the language of the protection letters, how 

they were produced and circulated in village and monastic contexts, and which problems 

they aimed to solve in those contexts, this chapter will focus on the main agents of protection 

in the Egyptian countryside, the local elites, and their relationships with the local population 

on the one hand and the provincial government and its representatives on the other.  

This chapter will discuss the participation of the local elites in the administration of 

the province and their position between the government in Fustat and the local population, 

through the lens of their documentary production related to protection mechanisms, 

including the Coptic protection letters. While it should be noted that relationships of 

protection could also be forged which omitted the middle man of the local elites, generally 

they formed an essential intermediary layer between government and local population.603 

This chapter argues that the local elites were not simply transmitting orders from the 

government to the local population, and inversely, that they were not simply following 

orders, collecting revenue in the villages and sending it to the government, but that they 

were knowledgeable and active parts of an integrated system of administration and control 

of the province, and that they made use of their position in that system to their advantage. 

Throughout the various sections in the chapter, I will show how the local authorities in the 

countryside of Egypt were not acting in isolation and unaware of procedures involving 

higher echelons of the administration, nor were they merely executing the orders of the 

government in Fustat, but rather interacting with the commands. The fiscal process from a 

single tax-demand note sent by the governor of Egypt to a shipment of collected taxes sent 

 
603 See section 4.1.2.2. 
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back up the Nile to the governor was not necessarily straightforward, as these local elites 

shaped the policies and demands of the government to further their own interests and to fit 

the realities of life on the ground.  

This chapter has a dual focus. First, the chapter aims to show the integration of 

village elites in the administration of the imperial province. This includes the use of their 

main language of (private and administrative) communication, Coptic. The protection letters 

and the related documents discussed in this chapter provide a point of entry to the 

functioning of various levels of elites (pagarchical and rural) in Egypt in the seventh and 

eighth centuries. My analyses of the documents stress the interconnectedness of these 

various groups of elites, and especially the village elites’ high level of integration in 

provincial administrative procedures. The documents studied in the various case studies in 

this chapter, while they are not all Coptic protection letters, relate to societal and 

administrative areas in which the protection letters solved problems, in particular travel and 

fugitives or tax evaders (Chapter 4, section 4.2). 

Second, this chapter aims to show how the village elites’ participation in the Coptic 

protection letter mechanism allowed them to shape their position as members of their village 

communities and as actors in the administration. I examine the local networks of 

dependency relationships that are underlying the Coptic protection letter mechanism, which 

lays bare the ambiguity of those relationships. The village elites’ participation in the Coptic 

protection letter mechanism was motivated by their desire to entertain local relationships, 

build up social capital, and maintain their position in the administration. Supporting the 

fiscal system through their participation in the Coptic protection letter mechanism, served 

the village elites’ own interests. 

The first focus of the chapter is the subject of sections 5.2 and 5.3, and the second 

focus is the subject of section 5.4. The approach in these sections, as did Chapter 4, will 

explore different levels in the administrative hierarchy in the province. This interconnected 

approach to locally circulating documents like the Coptic protection letters allows us to 

study different scales of networks of authority in the imperial province. Section 5.2 provides 

a wider perspective of government policies and their reception in the countryside. The 

section will emphasize, through a case study, the importance of Coptic as an administrative 

language. Coptic was the language in which the village elites and their mechanisms 

functioned. It was important, also to higher functionaries, that communications coming from 

above reached those the messages were intended for in the relevant language, i.e. Coptic. 
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Section 5.3 focuses even more on the “integrated system” of the chapter title. It discusses 

the connections of village elites’ mechanisms and documents with higher levels of the 

administration, through case studies analyzing requests for travel permits, and protection 

letters which link village inhabitants to higher officials. Section 5.4 then discusses the role 

of the Coptic protection letter mechanism in the social relationships in the village, the 

various overlapping interests that could motivate the village elites to participate in the 

Coptic protection letter mechanism, and how the Coptic protection letter mechanism 

supported the goals of the provincial administration of Egypt, and ultimately of the Islamic 

Empire. 

5.1.2 Methodological remarks 

As I discuss in more detail in section 1.5.5, one of the central arguments of this dissertation 

and of this Chapter in particular is that the whole administrative apparatus at work in Egypt, 

with its Arab-Muslim amīrs and its “local” lashanes was an integrated system in which all 

different actors actively contributed, consciously or unconsciously, to keep the province of 

Egypt, and eventually the Islamic Empire running. This approach has been part of the 

methodology of several recent Empire Studies publications not focusing on Islamic empires. 

See for example the collection: Beyond Empires: Global, Self-Organizing, Cross-Imperial 

Networks, 1500-1800. The contributions of this 2016 collection examine the mechanisms 

by which European state empires and informal empires, self-organized networks, worked 

together and strengthened the empire. Moving away from a state-centered approach in the 

analyses to an actor-centered approach entailed, in the words of the editor:604  

“…a very rewarding process of bringing to the fore the role Europeans and non-Europeans 

played in the construction of formal and informal empires worldwide. This attempt to treat 

equally, or as equally as the primary sources have allowed authors, metropolitan and 

colonial actors as members of the same world, sharing similar interests and engaged in 

comparable activities, not separately but rather as members of the same networks has helped 

authors to break with their own historical categories without falling in the trap of either 

telling a tale of the colonizer or of the colonized.” 

One step further goes the idea that the local elites were not only fully integrated in the fabric 

of empires, but even actively furthered the interest of the empire of which they were a part. 

This idea is part of the identification of those local elites as “stakeholders in empire”, which 

 
604 Antunes and Polónia, Beyond Empires, 279.  
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was proposed in Irigoin and Grafe’s 2012 article “A stakeholder empire: the political 

economy of Spanish imperial rule in America”. The authors argued that the local elites of 

the Spanish colonies had a great economic interest in the empire, as they had the same 

authority to locally reinvest tax revenue, the collection of which they also partially 

controlled. They were (economic) stakeholders in the empire.605 Examining the local elites 

of Early Islamic Egypt as “stakeholders”, embedded in larger structures of power and 

dependency such as administration and tax collection, rather than as mere subjects or 

taxpayers, does justice to the evidence which can be found in the papyrological record. 

However, this identification of the local elites as stakeholders in empire cannot be 

transposed directly from the context studied by Grafe and Irigoin to the local elites of Early 

Islamic Egypt. While the local elites did play an important part in tax assessment and tax 

collection, they were obliged to forward the amount collected to the central administration, 

rather than reinvesting it as in the Spanish stakeholder model. If they kept money for 

themselves this would have been considered a deed of corruption.606 

The local elites’ actions, including the protective interventions studied in this 

dissertation, did affect the province, by providing the social cohesion in the countryside 

which allowed fugitives to return home and contribute to the (tax) economy of the province. 

By implementing the policies of the government the local elites furthered their own 

interests, and by adapting the policies to the realities on the ground and to their own 

interests, they furthered the interests of the empire. Inversely, supporting the fiscal efforts 

of empire, they supported their own position and interests. Other than securing and 

advancing their social position in their communities, there were financial incentives for the 

local rural elites to support the fiscal efforts of empire: since the rural elites were responsible 

for collecting and forwarding taxes of their communities, it is likely that they would have 

had to make up the difference themselves if tax-payments were lacking because tax-payers 

were not in the village to pay their taxes. I will elaborate on these intertwined interests of 

empire and local elites in section 5.4. 

 
605 Grafe and Irigoin, “Stakeholder Empire”. The theory is also discussed in Burbank and Cooper, 

Empires, 13. 
606 See also the warnings in the tax-demands not to pay more than owed to the tax collector discussed 

in 4.1.2.2. From the ninth century onwards, tax farmers committed to maintaining the land under 

their control and its infrastructure, as well as paying the taxes. 
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Since this chapter is partially built on documents that fall beyond the central corpus 

of Coptic protection letters, I wish to comment on a point of methodology. The point of 

view of the local elites, the bottom-up perspective, is well represented in the documentary 

sources, the papyri and ostraca. However, in its focus on the transmission of governmental 

orders and policies, this chapter will actually adopt a predominantly top-down perspective. 

This top-down perspective is inherent to many of the sources used in this chapter. An 

important type of documentary source for the issues discussed in this chapter is 

administrative correspondence, in Coptic, Greek and Arabic, generated at various levels of 

the administrative hierarchy. The extant administrative letters show us mostly top-down 

communication, from higher levels of the hierarchy down the administrative chain. Most of 

these are sent one level down the administrative ladder, and only one person is explicitly 

mentioned as the recipient, although other people were often eventually involved in the 

execution of the orders in the letter, e.g. a governor writes to a pagarch about collecting and 

dispatching the taxes, mechanisms which would eventually have involved many people who 

were subordinate to the pagarch. However, in a few instances this relationship is more 

complicated, and the sender’s words reach further down the ladder, or many different people 

are addressed by the sender’s message, more or less in the way that a circular letter might 

work. I will discuss such more complicated cases in section 5.2.  

Thus, the majority of our evidence is written from this top-down perspective, albeit 

at many different levels of the administrative ladder. However, there are also documents 

which reflect bottom-up communication: a request from village officials in which they ask 

the district administrator to order that a travel permit be issued for three monks (section 

5.3.1), guarantee documents addressed by village elite members to the district 

administrators or addressed by monks to their head of the monastery.607 There is also 

indirect evidence of such bottom-up lines of administrative communication. We know that 

individual locals could petition the governor, because we have Qurra b. Shariks decisions 

on what to do with the petitions, although we do not have the original petitions 

themselves.608 The papyrological record also contains horizontal communications, where 

officials of similar level transmit, certain orders and ask requests and favors from each other. 

This is especially visible in the archive of Flavius Papas, the pagarch of Edfu in the second 

 
607 Section 4.2. 
608 Discussed in section 4.3.2. 
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half of the seventh century, and in Basilios’ archive which both contain several epistles 

exchanged between pagarchs. 

Each of these documents played its part in the administration of the Egyptian 

province, be it at Fustat, in a district capital such as Hermopolis/Ashmun, or in larger and 

smaller villages in the countryside. These documents were the instruments by which the 

people issuing, requesting, receiving them negotiated their place in the administration and 

society of the province, and ultimately, the empire. Because of the particular focus of this 

dissertation, I will focus on documents related to problems solved by Coptic protection 

letters discussed in Chapter 4, but the Coptic protection letters themselves are also part of 

the analyses. They feature in particular as instruments by which the local elites adapted 

governmental policies to the realities of life in their communities. Their production and 

circulation was geographically limited, but, through their connections to documents, 

individuals, and offices from other levels of the administrative hierarchy, they are 

testimonies of the reach of the government in the countryside and the negotiation of its 

orders and policies by the local elites (5.4). Coptic protection letters take pride of place also 

in section 5.3.2, which pays special attention to those protection letters in which officials on 

an administrative level higher than the village are mentioned. These protection letters are 

examples of how the village elites’ documents and mechanisms could be connected to the 

documents and mechanisms of higher levels of the administration. 

Now that I have introduced the various arguments of this chapter, as well as the type of 

documents which are discussed, in the next section I will focus on the transmission and 

reception of communications from the central government, and the translation mechanisms 

which allowed the multilingual administration of Early Islamic Egypt to function efficiently. 

5.2 Translating orders from above 

5.2.1 Orders arriving at the local elites 

In order to control the province, not only a certain amount of force – or the threat of such 

force – but also effective communication was important.609 How did the local weavers, 

farmers, monks, fishermen etc., know what the governor wanted from them and decided for 

them? The government had to ensure that the locals knew who was ruling the province, and 

what was expected of them. This need for efficient communication was also felt at the 

highest levels of the empire: the literary sources mention and cite numerous letters sent by 

 
609 Delattre, Legendre, and Sijpesteijn, Authority .  
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the caliph to the local governors of the provinces of his empire, detailing his demands and 

scolding his governors for not meeting them.610 The thousands of papyri which have been 

found in Egypt that can be dated to the seventh century and beyond, contain a large amount 

of administrative communication, either between officials of different or similar rank, or 

between officials and (members of) the local population.  

The main instrument by which we see the Arab-Muslim government transmitting 

their policies and demands to the province of Egypt is sending letters with instructions and 

orders down the administrative chain. The dozens of Greek and Arabic letters issued 

between 709-710 by governor Qurra b. Sharik to Basilios, pagarch/district administrator of 

Afrodito/Ishqaw, are well known.611 Letters which contain orders for delivering certain 

goods could be accompanied by a list (γνῶσις, gnôsis), written in a different style of 

handwriting underneath the closing of the letter, and detailing the separate categories and 

the amounts requested.612  

The letters were, however, often accompanied or paralleled by officers sent from the central 

chancery to execute or supervise the execution of policies announced in the letters. The 

presence of this person is several times mentioned in the letters as a mechanism of control: 

not only will this deliverer of the letter presumably bring back Basilios’ written answer to 

the governor, Qurra writes in his letters to Basilios that “his man” will not leave until 

Basilios complies with the instructions of the governor and gives the man whatever he is 

ordered in the letter to send to the governor. 613  Other than messengers the central 

government could also send out agents with a specific task to all corners of the Egyptian 

countryside, as a way of communicating and carrying out governmental policies. E.g., Qurra 

wrote in several letters that he sent agents to search and arrest fugitives.614 In P.Apoll. 9, a 

 
610 Cobb, “White Banners” examines such dynamics for Abbasid Syria.. 
611 For a detailed overview of all documents in the archive, see Richter, “Language Choice”. A 

general introduction: P.Lond. IV.  
612 E.g. P.Laur. IV 192 (Greek). An Arabic example, from a different administrative dossier, of such 

an administrative letter with an added list is P.MuslimState 23, which gives instructions on the 

delivery of wheat for the tax collection. 
613 P.Lond.Copt. IV 1343, ll. 9-11: ἐπε̣τ[̣ρ]έψ[αμ]ε(ν) | γὰρ τῷ ἀποστόλῳ ἡμῶν μὴ ἀποκινηθῆναι ἐκ 

σο\ῦ/ ἄχρις ἂν ἐκπέμψῃς | ἐντελῶς τὴν ὑστέραν ψυχὴν τῶν εὑρισκομένων ἐν τῇ διοικ(ήσει) σο\[υ]/: 

since we instructed our messenger not to move away from you until you send out the very last soul 

of those found in your district”. 

 A messenger with this function is also mentioned in P.Ryl.Copt. 277 (section 5.2.2).  
614 E.g. P.Lond. IV 1518. 
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complex letter dealing with fugitive caulkers (see below), this same tactic is mentioned. The 

postal service controlled by the caliph, the barīd, was also active in Egypt and in the papyri 

members of the βερεδάριοι bearing Arab names bringing letters back and forth are 

mentioned on several occasions.615 

The demands and instructions of higher authorities were passed down to lower ranking 

officials again by letter, sometimes indicating the origin of the instructions: a letter issued 

in 643 from the pagarch Athanasios to his underling Senouthios mentions that “the emir 

decided that…”. Athanasios’ instructions to Senouthios – he is told to organize police forces 

to prevent people from travelling – follow from the decision and instructions which the amīr, 

Athanasius’ superior, had previously given him – presumably also by letter.616 It has been 

noted on several occasions that many of these top-down administrative letters contain not 

also orders and demands, but also justifications for those, the reason why certain instructions 

were given or certain goods were requested.617 This practice shows a deliberate inclusion of 

the administrative apparatus at lower levels by officials of the central government. Letters 

sent between administrators from among the local elites can also transmit governmental 

policies and orders, as e.g. in P.Apoll. 27, in which one administrator, a notarios, asks the 

pagarch Flavius Papas for help, as he received a letter with orders from the amīr, which he 

cites – in indirect speech – extensively in his own letter to his colleague.618 

An interesting case is P.Apoll. 9, a layered letter in which the voices of different officials 

are represented.619 Federico Morelli has shown how the messages of different officials are 

embedded in the text. This letter contains a message, named sigillion, from an amīr to a dux 

named Iordanes regarding caulkers who had fled. They need to be found and whoever hides 

them will have to pay an exorbitant fee. This sigillion from the amīr is then distributed by 

the dux to all the pagarchs in the region. The document which we have was found in the 

archive of one of those pagarchs, Flavius Papas.  

 
615 On the barid of the Early Islamic period, and the various responsibilities of its employees, see 

Silverstein, Postal, 53-89. Foss, “Egypt”, 13-14. There are 28 references to beredarii in the Greek 

papyri from Early Islamic Egypt, the large majority belongs to the Basilios archive. 
616 CPR XXII 1.  
617 Morelli CPR XXX, Introd. On this feature in the Qurra’s letters to Basilios, see Papaconstantinou, 

“Rhetoric”. 
618 For more examples of local administrators asking each other for help regarding the orders see 

Foss, “Egypt”, esp. 10-11.  
619 Morelli, “Duchi”. 



 

193 
 

Aside from letters with orders and instructions addressed to a person within the 

administration, the government of the province also issued communications with tax 

demands for an entire village, the tax-demand notes being sent to the district administrator. 

There are examples of those in the early eighth century documentation related to governor 

Qurra b. Sharik and district administrator Basilios. The governor demands a certain amount 

of tax from a village, although the actual document was clearly sent to the office of the 

district administrator, as it was found among his papers. In section 5.2.2 below, I will discuss 

how these demands eventually reached the individual tax payer.  

In most of this communication, the issuing officials seemed mainly concerned with 

getting their message to the relevant recipient, which was another official. However, there 

are some indications that government officials also thought of how to bring their message 

to the ears and heads of the local population, the taxpayers or fugitives about whom they 

were writing in their letters. In two Greek letters on fugitives, governor Qurra b. Sharik 

ordered Basilios that he should order local authorities such as village heads and policemen 

to come and listen to Qurra’s instructions as Basilios’ reads the letter aloud to them. After 

the reading, the governor orders, these locals should write a copy of the letter and hang it in 

their churches, where the message will be read aloud again. E.g. in P.Lond. IV 1343, the 

governor orders:  

Therefore read the present letter to all the people of your district, charging them to write a 

copy of it to each place and to publish it in their churches, exhorting and urging them to 

keep unbroken our command and to make known to you all the fugitives they know from 

the above mentioned administrative district of the Arsinoite, in order that we may not find 

any ground for proceeding against them whatever, or otherwise their life and property will 

have to answer for them.620  

Section 5.2.2 below analyses a Coptic document which in my interpretation is likely the 

product of a similar mechanism of transmission and dissemination of governmental orders 

and policies concerning fugitives. 

The letters discussed and mentioned above were all written in Greek. It is well 

known that, from their very earliest communications, the Arab-Muslim government used 

both Arabic and Greek to transmit their demands in Egypt, sometimes using either of these 

 
620 Translation by Bell, “Translations”, vol. 1, 275. In P.Lond. IV 1384 the governor details the same 

procedure but specifies the people to whom Basilios should read the letter with “headmen and 

police”, which I think might be also what was meant by “all the people of your district”. 
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languages in a document, sometimes both.621 Coptic, which had hitherto not had a role to 

play as an administrative language, starts to take pride of place in administrative 

communication on a lower level.622 As such, it played a pivotal part, as I will show, in the 

transmission of governmental policies to the local population throughout Egypt. 

In the Coptic documentation, the Islamic Empire is predominantly represented by 

the office of the governor of Egypt.623 Over twenty Coptic documents which explicitly 

mention the governor have been published until now. The governor in Egypt is called 

σύμβουλος (symboulos) in the Greek as well as in the Coptic documents. The majority of 

these documents are part of the Basileios archive. These are guarantee declarations by 

locals, regarding taxes, requisitioned laborers or fugitives, which I have discussed in several 

sections in Chapter 4. The guarantee declarations were addressed by the local guarantors to 

the governor (and the tax office), but only in an indirect way, i.e. via the pagarch.624 In those 

documents, the governor is the representative of the highest authority of the empire in the 

province.625 Particular, direct orders or decisions of the governor are referred to in a couple 

of Coptic letters. P.Ryl.Copt. 321 is a Coptic letter written to a Muslim official which 

mentions conflicting orders from the governor and from the letter’s addressee, the Muslim 

official. P.Bal. II 187 is a private letter written by a person in the service of the governor. 

This sender relates how after an application to the governor he had been released from his 

service. The governor, especially as representative of the empire but also as an individual 

official, is thus not wholly absent from the Coptic documents. However, from the documents 

that are published thus far, it seems that Coptic documents were not produced by the office 

of the governor. Moreover, while the guarantee documents regarding fugitives or 

requisitioned laborers were formally addressed to the governor (and the tax office), they 

were actually received and kept at the office of the pagarch, to whom they were also 

 
621 P.GrohmannMuhadara II p. 12 = PERF 558 (643). Sijpesteijn, “Multilingual Archives”. 
622  Richter, “Language Choice”, Richter, “Unsern Herrn Kurrah”; Papaconstantinou “Speak 

Arabic”; Clackson, “Coptic or Greek?”. I discuss the language distribution of Early Islamic Egypt 

and especially the importance of Coptic as an administrative language in section 1.2.3. 
623 The caliph, named πρωτοσύμβουλος or ἀμιραλμουμνιν in the Greek documents, is mentioned in 

Coptic-Greek tax-demand note from the first half of the 8th century P.Bal. 130, but in the Greek part 

of the text and as part of the name of the tax (dapanè or expenses tax “for amiralmoumnin”).  
624 E.g. P.Lond. IV 1518, P.Lond. IV 1519, P.Lond. IV 1520, P.Lond. IV 1521, P.Lond. IV 1523, 

P.Lond. IV 1526. 
625 See also O.CrumVC 49, which is a letter from a Muslim official regarding the post horses “of the 

governor”. 
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addressed. Coptic documents effectively play a role in the communication and relationship 

between the government and the local population at the level of the village and pagarchy, 

but to see how that worked we have to go a step down the administrative structure of Egypt, 

to the level of the administration of pagarchies (districts), as I will discuss in the next 

section.  

5.2.2 Pagarchy level: The local elites transmitting policies and demands 

I discussed above how top-down directed communication arrived in the hands of local 

district administrators in the form of the governor’s or other high officials’ letters on 

administrative matters, but also in the form of tax-demand notes or entagia stipulating the 

taxes expected from a fiscal community. 626  However, the tax-demands per individual 

taxpayer are communicated to those taxpayers in bilingual Coptic-Greek tax demands 

issued by the local pagarch’s office. In fact, among the earliest documents using Coptic to 

express the relationship or communication between government and subjects after the 

Islamic conquest are some tax demand notes from Hermopolis. These early documents were 

issued by the office of the dux Flavius Atias at the end of the seventh century and were 

written in Greek and Coptic.627 Jenny Cromwell has shown how the two languages are 

distributed in the entagia: Greek is used for the address, the total amount to be paid, and the 

date. The formulas constituting the largest part of the text, however, are written in Coptic.628 

Sebastian Richter describes a similar pattern of language distribution in the guarantee 

declarations in the Basilios archive. Greek is used in the introductory invocation of the Holy 

Trinity, but also throughout the documents for very specific parts, namely in the lists of the 

requisitioned workers and their place of origin, the list of witnesses, the scribal signature 

and the docket on the verso which identifies the document as a guarantee declaration and 

repeats the names of the interested parties. The linguistic distribution, Richter argues, is thus 

mostly functional: even a person who knew Greek but not Coptic, could have extracted the 

 
626 See also Delattre, Pintaudi, and Vanthieghem, “Entagion Bilingue” for such entagia issued by 

governor ‘Abd al-‘Azīz ibn Marwān.  
627 Cromwell, “Coptic Texts”; Delattre, “Cinq Entagia”.  
628 Cromwell, “Coptic Texts”. In the Coptic-Arabic entagion P.Clackson 45, issued in 753, each 

language is used to write a complete tax demand note, although neither text is an exact translation 

of the other: P.Clackson 45, p. 103. The Greek comment added at the top of this document 

presumably indicated that the tax had been paid. 
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relevant information from the document.629 Thus, the office of the pagarch or dux translated 

the tax-related communications from the governor to the local authorities, by producing 

relevant documents, i.e. individual tax demand notes for individuals members of the 

population), but also by using the relevant language, i.e. Coptic and/or Greek.630 The next 

section provides a detailed case study which, in my interpretation, exemplifies this 

mechanism of translation by which the district administrators transmitted the orders and 

instructions of higher officials down the administrative ladder to the villages. 

Case study: Transmitting and translating: P.Ryl.Copt. 277 

Besides transmitting orders from above by paraphrasing them in their correspondence with 

colleagues and subordinate officials, a second way in which local officials, pagarchs and 

lashanes, likely transmitted the instructions and demands of the government was by literally 

translating Arabic or Greek letters which they had received from the higher officials into 

Coptic, in order to communicate and carry out their contents on a village level. P.Ryl.Copt. 

277 is a document, written in Coptic, in which the sender orders the receiver to remove 

emigrants from other districts living in the receiver’s district by sending them to the sender. 

The receiver is likely a pagarch or at least an important official within the pagarchy, as the 

sender refers to “your pagarchy” several times.631 The sender is someone who has the 

authority to give the receiver orders such as this. Moreover, he has an agent whom he sent 

to the recipient and whom he instructed to stay until the recipient sent the people along with 

the sender’s agent. The tone in the document is quite authoritative and even threatening 

towards the end. It is safe to assume that the sender is a superior of the recipient, someone 

who has the authority within the administration to write to a pagarch in this way. Both the 

first editor of this document, Walter Crum, and the specialist of the Greek Qurra letters, 

Harold Idris Bell, suspected that it was issued by the Umayyad governor of Egypt Qurra b. 

Sharīk, and therefore belonged to the archive of the pagarch Basilios. However, that 

interpretation can be challenged. We might take into account the chronology of the findings 

of P.Ryl.Copt. 277 on the one hand, and the Basilios archive on the other. This document 

 
629 Richter, “Unseren Herrn”, 129. In section 5.3.1, I will discuss how P.CLT 3, a request for a travel 

permit, presents a similar distribution of Greek and Coptic in the document.  
630 These documents are attested in Middle Egypt in Greek and Coptic, and in the Fayum in Greek: 

Sijpesteijn Shaping, 236–237. See also Richter “An unsern Herrn”; Vanthieghem and Delattre, 

“Ensemble Archivistique”, 128–129; Berkes and Younes, “Trilingual Scribe?” show how by the end 

of the 8th century trilingual individual scribes operated in the Fayyum.  
631 P.Ryl.Copt. 277, ll. 14, 21, 36. 
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was already published in 1898 by Crum, while the Basilios archive was only brought to 

light in 1901. It is therefore unlikely that this document was part of it.632 On the other hand, 

my discussion below will present several similarities in terms of content and style between 

P.Ryl.Copt. 277 and letters sent by Qurra b. Sharik to Basilios. However, as I will also show, 

the apparent similarities to Qurra’s letters should not weigh too heavily, as we find similar 

topics and similar tone in the correspondence issued by other high government officials, as 

I will discuss below. Since the early nineteenth century, many early Islamic documents from 

Egypt (and other regions within the empire) have been discovered and published, and it is 

highly possible that without those newly discovered texts as material for comparison, earlier 

scholars such as Crum and Bell were influenced by a “Qurra bias”. 

The subjects and tone in P.Ryl.Copt. 277 are reminiscent of Qurra’s letters to 

Basilios and other letters from high officials to their subordinates. The main subject of the 

letter concerns the issue of fugitives, who in in this letter are called “strangers” (ϣⲙⲙⲟ, 

Greek: ξένοι). In Byzantine and Islamic papyri, “strangers” are the immigrants who are 

considered outsiders from the point of view of the district to which they moved.633 How to 

deal with these strangers was indeed a recurrent theme in Qurra’s Greek and Arabic letters 

to Basilios, but in those letters he always calls them “φυγάδες”, fugitives.634 The term ξένοι, 

however, is used in governmental correspondence on fugitives in the Flavius Papas’ archive 

of the second half of the seventh century.635 In this case, the topic or theme of fugitives, 

immigrants or strangers thus connects this letter to those written by Qurra to Basilios, but 

the vocabulary used to describe the wandering tax-payers is different. Another example of 

 
632 I thank Naïm Vanthieghem for pointing this out to me. On the other hand, and while I still do not 

want to defend the idea that the document belongs to the Qurra-Basilios correspondence, I want to 

point out that if, as I will argue, this document was indeed used in a village rather than kept at the 

pagarchy administration, it is likely that it would not have been found together with the other 

documents of the archive. The provenance of the Coptic documents of the Rylands Library in 

Manchester, where P.Ryl.Copt. 277 is kept, is mostly unknown, although some documents can be 

placed in the Hermopolite region and some in Fayyum. P.Ryl.Copt. 277 is not included in Sebastian 

Richter’s overview of the multilingual contents of this archive: Richter, “Language Choice”, nor in 

Richter, “Unsern Herrn”. 
633 Morelli, “P.Brook. 26”. See section 4.2.2. 
634 P.Lond. IV 1446, a fiscal register in the Basilios archive, lists ξένοι settled in a certain district (ll. 

28-39). 
635 P.Apoll. 13 (2nd half seventh cent), l. 5, from topoteretes Helladios to pagarch Flavius Papas: 

τὴν γνῶ]σιν τῶν ξένων τῶν ὄντων εἰς τὴν παγαρχίαν ὑμῶν: (the list) of strangers who are in your 

pagarchy. Compare P.Ryl.Copt. 277, ll. 20-21: ⲉⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛϣⲙⲙⲟ ⲛⲧⲉⲓ|ⲙⲓⲛⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲩⲏϩ ϩⲛⲧⲕⲡⲁⲅⲁⲣⲭ(ⲓⲁ): 

“every stranger of this sort, who is dwelling in your pagarchy”. See also : P.Apoll. 9, l. 4. 
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the similarities between this letter and the letters from Qurra to Basilios, (section 5.2.1), is 

the function of the messenger bringing the letter. The mention of the sender’s “man” staying 

with the recipient until he executes the sender’s order is echoed in P.Lond. IV 1343, which 

deals with the same theme of sending away people from Basilios’ pagarchy who had moved 

there from another pagarchy.636  

The authoritative tone, including threats against the life of the recipient of 

P.Ryl.Copt. 277 are also reminiscent of the impatient and sometimes downright threatening 

comments which appear sometimes in the administrative correspondence of Qurra and other 

high officials writing to their subordinates.637 Towards the end of P.Ryl.Copt. 277, the 

sender writes: l. 29-31: …ⲛⲕⲟⲩⲣⲱⲙⲉ ⲉϥϩⲏϣ ⲛⲣϥⲕⲁⲧⲁ- | ⲫⲣⲟⲛⲉⲓ ⲉⲃϣⲟⲟⲡ ϩⲁⲟⲩϭⲟⲣⲏϭⲥ 

ⲛⲃⲱⲡ ⲉⲧϥ̣ⲯⲩⲭⲏ | ⲁⲛ ϩⲟⲗⲱ̣ⲥ: …you are a man in danger, who is neglectful, who is liable to 

be ensnared, who does not value his life at all (transl. Crum). We can compare this with 

examples from Qurra’s letters, e.g. P.Lond. IV 1359, l. 20-21: λοιπὸν ἐὰν ἀγαπᾷς τὴν ψυχήν 

σο(υ) μὴ καταφρονήσῃς |ἐν τούτῳ: So if you love your life do not be negligent in this 

matter.638 However, other high officials wrote in a similar tone to their subordinates, e.g. 

P.Apoll. 9/PSI XII 1266), l. 3-4: ἵνα…[κ]αὶ κινδυνεύσατε εἰς τὴν ψυχ[ὴν] |ὑ̣μ̣ῶν:…and you 

risk your life.639 P.Mich.Copt. 15 is a short Coptic letter, from a certain Ibrāhīm b. ‘Abd al-

Raḥmān to Theodore, from the village of Titkooh in the Hermopolite region, demanding 

that the recipient pay his taxes himself rather than letting another individual pay for him. 

After this order, the sender writes: ⲉⲕϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲛⲥⲁ ⲟⲩⲟϭⲡϥ̅ | ⲉⲗⲁⲁⲩ ϩⲓⲱⲱϥ ϣⲁⲓⲧⲛⲟⲟⲩ 

 
636  P.Ryl.Copt. 277, 24-26: ⲁⲓⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲅⲉⲗⲉ ⲛⲡⲁⲣⲱⲙⲉ| ϫⲛⲛϥⲥⲁⲁⲧⲕ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϣⲁⲛⲧϥϫⲓ ⲛⲉϣⲙⲙⲟ 

ⲛⲧⲉⲓⲙⲓⲛⲉ | ⲛⲧⲟⲧⲕ ⲛⲧⲕⲧⲛⲟⲩⲥⲟⲩ ⲛⲁⲓ ⲛⲙⲙⲁϥ: “I ordered my man that he will not return from you 

until he receives the aforesaid strangers from you, and you send them to me with him.” P.Lond.Copt. 

IV 1343, ll. 9-11: ἐπε̣τ̣[ρ]έψ[αμ]ε(ν) | γὰρ τῷ ἀποστόλῳ ἡμῶν μὴ ἀποκινηθῆναι ἐκ σο\ῦ/ ἄχρις ἂν 

ἐκπέμψῃς | ἐντελῶς τὴν ὑστέραν ψυχὴν τῶν εὑρισκομένων ἐν τῇ διοικ(ήσει) σο\[υ]/: “since we 

instructed our messenger not to move away from you until you send out the very last soul of those 

found in your district.” 
637 Certainly not all administrative top-down correspondence was written in such a style. On the 

various rhetorical strategies used by Qurra in his letters to Basilios, see Papaconstantinou, 

“Rhetoric”. On the correspondence in Coptic between Muslims and Egyptians in Early Islamic 

Egypt, see Cromwell, “Religious Expression”.  
638 Transl. by Bell, “Translations”. 
639 The undated letter from a certain Abdella…Patrikios SB XVI 12575 scolds its receivers about 

tax arrears and threatens with violence. The letters opens with: l. 1: σώσατε τὰς ψυχὰς ὑμῶν: “Save 

your lives”. 
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ⲡⲉⲧⲉϣⲁϥⲉⲛⲧϥ | ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ ⲛⲉⲕⲕⲥⲥⲉ: “If you seek to break anything in it, I will send one who 

will extract it from your bones”.640 

The fact that a letter such as P.Ryl.Copt. 277 was written in Coptic is noteworthy, as 

it does not fit the patterns of language distribution that have been identified in Early Islamic 

Egypt, i.e. that communications between the pagarchical elite and higher-ranking officials, 

the government in Fustat, was conducted in Arabic and Greek, while Coptic was reserved 

for communications between the pagarchical elites and the villages.641 As in the example 

just cited, individuals bearing Arab names did send letters with administrative orders in 

Coptic to Egyptians recipients. 642  However, these letters are much shorter letters than 

P.Ryl.Copt. 277 and the recipients, as in P.Mich.Copt. 15 seem to have functioned at a 

village level. These letters do not contain titles which would allow us to precisely identify 

the administrative status of the senders or the recipients.643 It is only in very rare cases that 

in a Coptic letter we can with some degree of certainty identify the recipient as a district 

administrator and the sender as an official ranking higher than that. One such letter is 

P.Ryl.Copt. 277. One other possible instance is a fragmentary letter from the archive of the 

Flavius Papas, the pagarch of Edfu in the second half of the seventh century, who received 

a letter in Coptic with instructions concerning the fleet, from someone who is interpreted by 

the editor as a Muslim official.644 P.Ryl.Copt. 277 is almost certainly sent to a pagarch – 

someone in charge of a pagarchy – by someone who outranks the addressee and has the 

authority to give them orders and threaten them. Palaeographically it is possible to date this 

letter to the eighth century, and the parallels and similarities in content and style to other 

administrative letters from the Early Islamic period sent by Arab-Muslim officials (see 

 
640 P.Mich.Copt. 15, transl. Jennifer Cromwell, “Religious Expression”. On the reading of the name 

Ibrāhīm b. ‘Abd al-Raḥmān, which was not read by the original editor, see Delattre, “Monastère de 

Baouît,” 47 (cited in Cromwell, “Religious Expression”. 
641 The multilingual administration of Early Islamic Egypt is discussed in 1.2.3.. 
642 Cromwell, “Religious Expression”. 
643 P.Ryl.Copt. 324 concerns a village head embezzling tax money. P.Ryl.Copt. 346 concerns the 

fodder to be supplied by a certain village. In CPR II 237 the recipient is asked to collect and deliver 

1/3 nomisma, an amount that corresponds to a common capitation-tax instalment. 
644 This interpretation is based mostly on the letter’s final greeting ϯⲣⲏⲛⲏ ⲛⲁⲕ “Peace (be) upon 

you”. Berkes, “1. Letter from a muslim official about requisitions for the fleet”, in Boud’hors et al., 

“Nouveau Départ”. More examples of Coptic letters in the Papas archive bearing this final greeting 

are cited as further evidence of Muslim officials writing to the pagarch. Cromwell, “Religious 

Expressions” states that this formula is also used in letters between Christians. . The letter mentions 

an amir, but he is not the sender of the letter.  



200 
 

above), make it highly likely that the sender in question was such an Arab-Muslim governor 

or other high official.  

I argue that it is probable that this document was not issued directly from the office of 

governor or other high official who issued it, but that it is rather a translation made at the 

level of the pagarchy or maybe even at village level, of a Greek or Arabic letter issued from 

the governor’s office in al-Fusṭāṭ, or from the office of another high official with similar 

authority over issues regarding fugitives.645 Why would anyone need a Coptic translation of 

such a letter? As I have shown in section 5.2.1, Qurra explicitly ordered that some of his 

letters on fugitives in the villages of Basilios’ district should be read aloud to all the 

inhabitants of those villages, so that his message would be heard by all of them. He ordered 

that to that effect copies of his letter should be made in the pagarch’s office. However, in 

order for the villagers, and probably even village heads and local policemen, of the 

countryside of Early Islamic Egypt to understand fully any governmental message, this 

message would have had to be read – and written – in Coptic. By the seventh century, Coptic 

was the main language in most of the Egyptian countryside for lower level administration 

and private legal documents, replacing Greek.646 It is mostlikely that P.Ryl.Copt. 277 is a 

Coptic translation made for consumption at the village level.  

Most probably the translation process itself was done at the office of the respective 

pagarch who had received the Greek or Arabic letter from a higher office. It was at the office 

of this kind of district administrator, after all, that Greek-Arabic tax-demands of lump sums 

were “translated” into Coptic-Greek tax-demands for the individual taxpayer. Moreover, 

taking an example once again from the archive of the district administrator Basilios, we 

know that he had both Greek and Arabic scribes in his office. P.Lond. IV 1434, 229-230: 

…δαπάν[η(ς)] (καὶ) τρ[ο]φ(ῆς) ἀλόγ(ων) Ἀραβικ(οῦ) νοτ(αρίου) | συ(ν)όντ(ος) ἐνδ(όξῳ) 

παγάρχ(ῳ): ...maintenance of an Arab notary belonging to the esteemed/glorious pagarch 

and the keep of his (sc. that notary’s) horses”.647 The presence of these Arabic scribes in the 

pagarch’s office meant that Arabic documents were read and produced at the pagarch’s 

office level and sent to Fustat, as Richter argues, but also, I would add, that Greek and 

Arabic letters and other documents could be translated into Greek/Coptic at the pagarch’s 

 
645 E.g. the “amir (in charge) of the fugitives who dwell abroad, the addressee of P.Sijp. 25, l. 2: 

ἀμιρ(ᾶ) τῶν ἐπιξενουμ(ένων) φυγάδων”. 
646 Section 1.2.3. 
647 Translation in Richter, “Language Choice”, 212. 
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office level and distributed in the villages. The content of the orders given in P.Ryl.Copt. 

277 definitely fits such a context. The letter concerns people who should have been 

identified and prepared for sending, and tells the receiver that they should be sent from their 

villages to the sender of the letter. The message is thus directly relevant to the villages and 

their inhabitants.  

There are also formal aspects of P.Ryl.Copt. 277 which seem to corroborate this 

interpretation. The document seems to start with a sort of title or subject line, stating that 

the document concerns men from different localities in Egypt, but is not followed by an 

internal address.648 Moreover, although there was still space for it, a closing statement at the 

end of the text is also lacking. This lay-out seems to suggest that the document was not sent 

as a letter per se. Giving only the content of a letter, cutting out the less relevant opening 

and closing parts. However, while Coptic letters usually do contain formulas opening and 

closing the letter, they are not always necessary. In fact, P.Mich.Copt. 15, cited above, 

presents the same lack of internal address and closing. This letter also has authoritative and 

threatening tone, and contains several orders to the recipient, presented in imperatives. This 

letter does, however, seem to have been sent as a letter itself.649 We can thus imagine that 

P.Ryl.Copt. 277 was sent as a letter without opening and closing phrases, or as a separate 

document accompanying another piece of conveyed information and instructions. 

Conversely, the lack of reference to the authority of the issuing official, including 

his titles, in P.Ryl.Copt. 277 might actually be an argument against an interpretation of this 

document being read out loud in the villages. It is also possible, then, that P.Ryl.Copt. 277 

functioned as an instructive document containing the relevant information for the village 

officials who would be responsible for rounding up the fugitives and drawing up the lists 

requested in the message. Coptic, again, would be the most relevant language for this, and 

a translation of a Greek or Arabic message an efficient mechanism for transmitting orders. 

This interpretation is given additional weight by a recent brief discussion of a Coptic 

administrative letter, from Nājid b. Muslim, district administrator of the Fayyum in the 730s 

 
648 Some of the letters from Qurra also have such titles, yet also include the internal address. E.g. 

P.Lond. IV 1353. 
649 The text is only preceded by the non-linguistic marker double oblique strokes, which signals the 

beginning of the letter. The external address on the back of the papyrus gives us the names of sender 

and recipient: Cromwell, “Religious Expression”. 
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to the headmen of the village of Arsinoe. 650  Nājid b. Muslim used Arabic in his 

administrative letters to his fellow Arab-Muslim administrators. 651 The use of Coptic seems 

to have been a deliberate choice in order to communicate effectively with the village heads. 

These language choices point to the integration of the local, village elites in the 

administration of the province.652  

In this section, I have discussed two ways in which the local administrators of Egypt 

transmitted policies to the local population, including village officials. In both processes, 

pragmatic concerns were connected to language use, namely Coptic (and Greek) instead of 

Greek or Arabic, which I will also discuss below in section 5.5.3. Translating tax-demand 

notes of lump sums to individual tax demands in the language used by the taxpayer does 

transmit the demands of the government, but they are mediated by the intervention of the 

local administrator’s office, aside from the translation: the provincial government decides 

that taxes need to be paid, but the district administrator tells the taxpayer exactly how 

much.653 In other words, demands of the central administration are digested and reformatted 

by lower administrative offices, requests are divided amongst tax-payers, conveyed to 

fellow administrators, assigned to specialized agents and the like. In these cases the 

provincial authorities are present through a cascade of communications from the center 

outwards, and along the way they were ‘translated’ into new executive orders. By contrast, 

some instructions were transmitted directly as exact quotes albeit translated linguistically 

into Coptic. Such orders of an official of high rank, giving instructions about the potentially 

delicate social subject of fugitives, threatening the life of the original receiver if he does not 

do as he is told, brings this high provincial authority very close to the daily lives of the local 

 
650 Berkes and Vanthieghem, “Notes”, 158-159 identify Nājid b. Muslim as the sender of this letter 

(KSB II 912) through the reading of the address on the papyrus. Of the content of the letter the 

original editor could understand only that it was an administrative letter about a money, possibly 

tax, issue. On the dossier of Nājid b. Muslim see Sijpesteijn, Shaping.  
651 Berkes and Vanthieghem, “Notes”, 159, note that the Coptic letter in question is Nājid’s only 

attested Coptic letter. 
652  Tax-demand notes to individual tax-payers in the Arsinoite (Fayyum) district and the 

Heracleopolite district were issued by Nājid b. Muslim in Greek (Sijpesteijn, Shaping, 124-125). 

The difference in language choice might be related to the formulaic nature, including a high amount 

of abbreviations and numbers in dates and amounts, of the tax-demand notes vs a custom letter 

addressed to the village heads. The original editor of the Coptic letter,  
653 The latter part of the translation process could also be made on the level of the village, as 

Aristophanes wrote entagia in Jeme: Cromwell, Recording, 179-180; Gonis, “Reconsidering”, 198-

199.  
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population - or the village officials, who would be part of the village’s elite group. We do 

not know where exactly in Egypt P.Ryl.Copt. 277 was produced and circulated, but it seems 

clear that it was produced in Coptic in order to communicate effectively the orders of a high 

official in the provincial government, possibly the governor in Fustat. This translation 

mechanism, paralleled in Nājid b. Muslim’s Coptic letter to the village elites of Arsinoe, 

indicates the integration of these village elites as actors in the administration. Deliberate 

linguistic effort was made by the offices of higher officials to ensure efficient 

communication with the village elites, who were taken into account as integral parts of the 

administrative system. 

Section 5.2 has focused on the communication and transmission of policies and orders down 

the administrative ladder, and the role of language choice in those mechanisms. In the 

following section 5.3, I discuss through two shorter case studies, the extent to which village 

elites of Djeme, and the protection documents which they issued, were knowledgeable of 

and integrated into the administrative processes and customs of higher levels of the 

administration.  

5.3 The integrated system: village elites and their documents and mechanisms in the 

administration  

5.3.1 Case study 1: The involvement of the local elites in travel permit procedures 

The first case study examines a request for a travel permit and which was sent by Chael and 

Johannes, the dioiketeis or village administrators of Djeme, to an unnamed amīr.654 In 728, 

three monks, named Joseph son of Patzuen, Theodoros son of Athanasios, and Marcus son 

of Taurinus, from the monastery of Apa Paul next to the town of Jeme wanted to go to the 

Fayyum, about 600 km North down the Nile, to sell the basketry which they had produced. 

We know this thanks to the measures taken by the Egyptian government to control people’s 

movements: the monks needed a passport to travel this distance, and their application for 

the permit has been preserved. The document was written by the well-known scribe 

 
654 P.CLT 3. Till, “Koptischen Bürgschaftsurkunden”, 184–185, Delattre, “Checkpoints”. I also 

discuss this document in Chapter 4. On the date, see Cromwell, Recording, 76–77. Cromwell passim 

on several aspects of the production of the document. As Palombo notes they apparently had to go 

to the dioiketeis of the nearby town instead of their abbot to start this process, in contrast to the 

monks at the Apa Jeremias monastery in Saqqara, who could ask their superior to ask that a travel 

permit be issued. Palombo, “Christian Clergy”, . The documentation related to travel permits from 

Apa Jeremias monastery in Saqqara is discussed in Chapter 4. 
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Aristophanes.655 It was kept in the monastery of Saint Paul’s archive and as such probably 

a copy of the letter sent to the amīr.656 

Till interprets the addressee of the letter as the pagarch, although this title is not 

explicitly mentioned in the text. Cromwell argues that this amīr is likely Sahl b. ʿAbd Allāh, 

pagarch or district administrator of Hermonthis/Armant at the time. In the Coptic letter he 

is called ⲉⲩⲕⲗⲉ(ⲉⲥⲧⲁⲧⲟⲥ) ⲁⲙⲓⲣⲁ (eukleestatos amira), which is an honorific and title used 

for the amīr of the pagarchy of Hermonthis/Armant (in which pagarchy Jēme lay) in 750 

and for the amīr, pagarch, of Latopolis in 724.657 This is the only attestation of dioiketeis of 

Jēme writing to an Arab official.658  

The dioiketeis ask that a travel permit (ⲟⲩⲥⲓⲅⲉⲗⲗⲓⲛ, l. 5) be issued for the three 

monks. If we compare the contemporary Arabic travel permits from Egypt and the 

documentation related to them, to the information given in the request letter, we can see that 

P.CLT 3 provides all the information needed for the production of such a travel permit.659 

First, the document mentions that the monks have paid their taxes for the year: ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲩⲧⲓ 

ⲡⲉⲧϩⲓϫⲱⲟⲩ ϩⲛ ⲛⲇⲏⲙⲟⲥⲓⲟⲛ ⲛιβ ἰ(ν)δ(ικτίωνος), “Moreover, they have paid what was due 

of them in the taxes (in money) of the 12th indiction year” (l. 10), and they are described as 

“free men” (ⲉⲗⲉⲩⲑⲉⲣⲟⲥ ⲛⲣⲱⲙⲉ ll. 8–9). Having paid your taxes, or having a guarantor for 

said taxes, was a condition for receiving a travel permit. As discussed in section 4.2.3.1, the 

actual travel permits contain a standardized amount of information: how many months the 

permit holder can travel, where they are travelling to, and aside from the names of the permit 

holders, also a physical description. P.CLT 3 tells us that the monks want to travel for three 

months, to the Fayyum (which is quite far away, about 600 km North down the Nile), in 

order to sell their basketry products. Below the Coptic text a summary is added in Greek, 

 
655 On the Coptic protection letters written by Aristophanes, see section 3.3.1.2.  
656 Cromwell, Recording, 61. 
657 Respectively P.KRU 70 + SB I 5591 and P.KRU 50 + SB I 5582. On the other hand, P.Sijp. 25 

(698 or 713), a Greek letter concerning a travel permit for seven monks, is addressed to an 

eukleestatos amiras responsible for the fugitives of Upper Egypt. Could P. CLT 3 also be addressed 

to such an amīr, responsible for the fugitives of the region? The same question can be asked of the 

addressee of CPR IV 19, recently read as an amir ʿUbayd Allāh (see below). 
658  Berkes, Dorfverwaltung, 180, n. 68. The dioiketeis’ position in the administration was 

immediately under the that of pagarch of Hermonthis and above that of the lashanes or village 

headmen: Berkes, Dorfverwaltung, 129-135 and 180-181 specifically on the dioiketeis of Jeme. 

Coptic protection letter SB Kopt. V 2265 is issued by two dioiketeis of Jeme, the office could also 

be carried out by 1 person.  
659 See sections 4.2.2.3 and 4.2.3.1. 
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repeating the timeframe and destination of the proposed travel, as well as the names and 

physical descriptions of the three monks. These details would all be mentioned in the 

eventual travel permit, as the extant examples show.  

The distribution of the languages in this letter is very similar to that identified in the Coptic-

Greek guarantee documents from the Basilios archive in Aphrodito and the Coptic-Greek 

tax-demand notes from Hermopolis: the more narrative part of the document is written in 

Coptic, while Greek is used for specific but important information like the address 

(including names), amount and date in the tax-demand notes, and lists of names and origins 

of the individuals who are the subject of the guarantee declarations in those documents.660 

Even if the person responsible for issuing the travel permit did not understand Coptic, the 

Greek parts in the application letter provided all the information on the applicant monks that 

were needed for the permit. The scribe Aristophanes writing the request and the two village 

administrators issuing it, apparently knew exactly which elements of information were 

needed to write an effective request letter for a travel permit, including the specific details 

on the proposed travel and on the permit holders which would be “filled out” in the travel 

permit template. They were well informed about the formal requirements of a travel permit. 

There is no direct evidence as to where the dioiketeis, or the scribe, acquired this knowledge 

of chancery-issued travel permits. The dioiketeis of Djeme were the highest officials in the 

town and worked directly under the district administrator of Hermonthis. Thus, they could 

have had access to documents produced at higher levels of the administration. As for the 

scribe Aristophanes, Jennifer Cromwell has argued that he had received training from 

outside the village of Djeme, but that it is unclear how and where this happened.661 In any 

case, the content and form of the letter show how integrated the knowledge of the dioiketeis 

was in the scribal and administrative practice at the highest levels of the administration.  

 
660 Richter, “Unsern Herrn”; Cromwell, “Coptic Texts”. See also above, section 5.3. Cromwell, 

Recording, 175, notes the similar pattern in language distribution between P.CLT 3 and P.Lond. IV 

1518, a guarantee declaration about captured fugitives. The Coptic letter to pagarch Papas about the 

requisitions for the fleet presents a similar pattern: the narrative part of the letter is written in Coptic, 

and followed by a summarizing list of items requisitions in Greek. Berkes, “1. Letter from a muslim 

official about requisitions for the fleet”, in Boud’hors, “Nouveau Départ”. 
661 Cromwell, Recording, 177, “There are two options, neither of which is supported by the extant 

material. Either Aristophanes left the village to receive his technical training (perhaps at Hermonthis, 

the closest nome capital), or a master scribe was sent to the village to train scribes in this particular 

style.” 
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The closest parallel to P.CLT 3 in the papyrological record is CPR IV 19, dated to the eighth 

century, as it is also a request for a travel permit for a third party, consisting of several 

individuals. The addressee of the document was not deciphered in the ed.pr., but Lajos 

Berkes has notified me that he reads ⲛⲁⲙⲉⲗⲁ ⲟⲩⲡⲉⲉⲧⲁⲗⲗⲁ on l. 1 of the document, rather 

than the ⲛⲁⲅ̣ⲉⲗⲁ ⲉⲩⲡⲉⲉⲣ̣  ̣̣ⲗⲁ read by Till.662 This would mean that the request for the permit 

was addressed to “our Lord of all honor [worthy], the amīr ʿUbayd Allāh, who is Lord...”. 

The identification of the addressee of the letter with an amīr would constitute a noteworthy 

parallel to P.CLT 3 discussed above, in which an anonymous ⲁⲙⲓⲣⲁ is the addressee of the 

request.663 The text of CPR IV 19 is unfortunately very fragmentary, and there are 5-6 lines 

in the document where only traces of letters have been read. The following is my attempt of 

a reconstruction of the situation behind it. The senders of CPR IV 19 (possibly an Apa Isaak 

and the others whose names have been lost mentioned on l. 3) seemingly from the district 

of the city of Akhmim/Panopolis,664 ask the amīr ʿUbayd Allāh for a travel permit for several 

people: we can read the names Daveid, Kostantinos, Askla and Johannes on l. 5. They are 

then probably referred to with ⲛⲁⲩ (nau, “for them”, on l. 6 (see below).  

From a comparison of what is extant of the document with P.CLT 3, I raise a couple 

of points of similarity and difference. Both request letters were made for a third party. Both 

were directed at an amīr, (probably) by local authorities.665 Both requests seem to have been 

made for several people at once.666 However, in CPR IV 19 their names seem to have been 

mentioned in the text itself (l. 5), while in P.CLT 3 the applicants’ names, provenance and 

physical description are included in the Greek summary below the Coptic text, while in the 

main text in Coptic they are only stylized as “some monks of the (community of the) Jar of 

Apa Paul on the mount of Djeme”. In his edition of CPR IV 19, Till noted that the document 

had a different style than P.CLT 3, without going into details. One of these differences is 

 
662 Private communication by email.  
663 That P.CLT 3 does not contain the name of the amir might be a result of the document probably 

being a copy of the letter sent to the amir, for the purposes of the monastery’s record keeping. 

Cromwell, Recording, 181. 
664 In the lacuna, a more exact location of the senders within the district might have been written: a 

village or a monastery, as in CPR IV 20, l. 2-3. 
665 It is difficult to say anything about the senders of CPR IV 19. If Apa Isaak is indeed one of the 

senders, he might have been a monastic authority, which would strengthen this document’s 

similarity to the Coptic letters related to the travel of monks from the Apa Jeremias monastery in 

Saqqara, see Chapter 4. 
666 More than one person can appear on a travel permit, see Chapter 4. 
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how the actual request is made: In P.CLT 3 the dioiketeis write: ⲧⲛⲡⲁⲣⲁⲕⲉⲗⲉⲓ ⲟⲩⲛ 

ⲛⲧⲉⲧ[ⲛ]ⲙⲛⲧϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲉⲧⲧⲁⲓⲉⲓⲏⲩ ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲧⲉⲧⲛⲕⲉⲗⲉⲩⲉ ⲛⲥⲟⲩⲧⲓ ⲟⲩⲥⲓⲅⲉⲗⲗⲓⲛ | ⲛⲁⲩ : “Therefore, 

we request your revered lordship to order that a permit be given to them.” (ll. 5-6). In CPR 

IV 19, the senders also include God in their request: ⲧⲁⲣⲉⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲙⲛ ⲧⲉⲕⲙⲛⲧⲙⲛϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ 

ϯⲥⲩⲕⲉⲗⲓⲟⲛ ⲛⲁⲩ: “that God and your lordship give them a travel permit” (l. 6).667 CPR IV 

19 calls itself a “guarantee and declaration” on the other side of the document: ⲧⲉⲛⲕⲩⲉ 

(ἐγγύη) ⲁⲩⲱ \†/ ⲧ̣ϩⲟⲙⲟⲗⲟⲅⲓⲁ (ὁμολογία). This document thus acted as a request and at the 

same time as a guarantee for the applicants’ taxes, which was confirmed by the signing of 

several witnesses at the bottom of the document.668 P.CLT 3 does not contain witness 

signatures, but the senders state that the monks had already paid their taxes for the year and 

were thus “free men” (see above). However, in the Greek list there is a reference of a 

guarantee next to at least one of their names.669 The fragmentary state of CPR IV 19 does 

not enable us to draw conclusions about the information given in the document related to 

the proposed travel. If this request letter was indeed sent to the amīr, the letter might have 

contained information similar to what can be read in P.CLT 3. There doesn’t seem to have 

been a Greek γνῶσις or list attached to the text as in P.CLT 3. In any case, both documents, 

show how the local elites, in the case of P.CLT 3 the administrators of a village, and in CPR 

IV possibly monastic or clerical elites,670 actively contributed to the administration of the 

control of the countryside by the Arab-Muslim government. In this case it concerned the 

supervision of movement of Egyptian tax-payers through the distribution of the travel 

permits necessary at the time for undertaking long-distance travel. What these documents, 

and especially P.CLT 3, show also, is the local elites’ knowledge of the procedures involved 

in obtaining and honoring requests for travel permits, i.e. the importance of the tax payment 

or the guarantee of it, as well the formulation of the eventual travel permit itself, and all the 

 
667 This combination of God and “your lordship” is repeated on ll. 7 and 8, but nothing else has been 

read on those lines. Till in ed.pr. notes that this is a common characteristic of request letters in 

Coptic. On the other hand, this inclusion of God in (public) legal documents is also part of the Coptic 

documentary tradition: MacCoull, “Coptic Documentary Papyri”. Moreover, the juxtaposition of 

God and a worldly administrator as the providers of a protection document related to travel, is 

reminiscent of the role of God in the Coptic protection letters: see Chapter 1. 
668 See the guarantees for the tax payments of monks from the Apa Jeremias monastery in Saqqara: 

CPR IV 20, 21. 
669 P.CLT 3, l. 12 ὑπὸ ἀν̣τ(ιφ)ω(νήτου), l. 13 and 14 only have ὑπὸ.  
670 Apa Isaak might have been a priest, or monastic leader. The names and titles of other senders of 

the letter have been lost. 
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bits of information that were needed to compile the permit. They corresponded, as far as we 

can understand in an effective manner, with the higher officials of the administration, in 

order to procure travel permits for members of the local population. 

The next section will also examine documents showing the involvement of the local 

elites in the government’s control of the countryside in early Islamic Egypt. I will 

particularly pay attention to the Coptic protection letters which reached outside the village 

or monastery context: those which mention the involvement of a pagarch or dux. I will also 

discuss two Greek documents issued by the dux Flavius Atias that are similar to the Coptic 

protection letters.  

5.3.2 Case study 2: Protection letters beyond the village 

As a protection mechanism, the Coptic protection letters mainly operated on a very local 

level, in the context of villages, monastic centers, and the interaction between them.671 The 

individuals issuing the protection letters (protectors), or the intermediaries in the protection 

letter mechanism, were mostly clerical or monastic authorities and lay village officials, the 

highest-ranking of which were, respectively, Pesynthios, bishop of Coptos in the early 

seventh century, and the dioiketeis of Djeme who issued SB Kopt. V 2265 for Johannes, 

son of Samuel.672 However, a small number of Coptic and Greek documents show that the 

protection letter mechanism could involve officials at higher levels of the administration, 

namely to the pagarch and dux. Three Coptic protection letters who are products of village 

administration, also seem to refer to a higher official who was involved in the situation at 

hand. The structure and content of SB Kopt. V 2248, a fragmentary ostracon from Djeme, 

is fairly standard: it opens with the ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ formula, an instruction clause 

(“Come to your house”), a promise clause (“we will not sue you”) and exception clause (1 

trimession). However, it also mentions a “lord the dux” (ϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲇⲟⲩⲝ), after the promise 

and exception clause, at the beginning of l. 6. Unfortunately, the text is too fragmentary to 

understand the role of the dux in the procedure. The name of the protectee is Elias, son of 

Petros (?), but the name(s) of the protector(s) are lost.  

 
671 On the production and circulation of the protection letters, and the procedure to obtain the 

protection letters, see section 3.2.  
672 See also SB Kopt. V 2240, which is fragmentary, but probably issued by Palots, the dioiketès (ll. 

1-2). 
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In SB Kopt. V 2309, the respective roles in the protection mechanism of the various 

actors mentioned in the document are clearer, as the text is complete.673 The text, written on 

an ostracon, was issued by Moyses and addressed to Moses. The address is followed by the 

standard eis plogos mpnoute ntootk (“Here is the promise, by God, for you”) formula, but 

then the phrasing starts to deviate. Moyses promised “that he will uphold the validity of the 

logos of our lord the pagarch (ll. 3-4).” Similar phrases are found in protection letters in 

which village heads promise to uphold the logos issued by a third party, who is however 

usually a clerical authority.674 Then follow three promise clauses from the point of view of 

Moyses, and a date. Thus, formally, the text is a protection letter in and of itself, with the 

ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ formula and the promise clauses. Those elements frame the promise 

to uphold the logos of the pagarch. The pagarch had apparently issued a protection letter for 

Moses, and Moyses now adds his own protection letter for Moses, to confirm not only the 

protection letter issued by the pagarch, but also to add his own promises. Unfortunately, the 

document does not preserve the text of the logos of the pagarch.  

Before discussing the third protection letter mentioning an official ranking higher 

than the village level, I discuss a Greek letter, CPR VIII 84, issued by Flavius Atias the dux, 

which has been identified by Jean Gascou as a protection letter written in Greek.675 This 

document is issued for one person only, a certain Theodore. The document orders Theodore 

to go with his logos (most probably CPR VIII 84 itself) to the city where he is registered, 

without fear: “τὸν λόγον ἔχων | εἴ(σ)ελθε εἰ(ς) τ̣(ὴν) ἰδίαν σου πόλιν ἀφόβως” (ll. 3-5). An 

eis plogos mpnoute formula is lacking in the text, but the phrasing is still reminiscent of the 

Coptic protection letters. Thus, ll. 4-5 can be read as an instruction clause, and ll. 6-7 as a 

promise clause: οὐκ ἀφῶ σε ἀδικηθῆ(ναι) | ἀλλ(ὰ) τὸ δίκαιόν σου ποιῶ σε: “I will not permit 

that you will be treated unjustly, rather I will treat you justly.” The involvement of God in 

this promise is mentioned right before the promise clause: θεοῦ κελευόντ(ος): “If God 

 
673 SB Kopt. V 2309. 
674 See Chapter 3.1.2.4. 
675 Gascou, “[Review of] CPR VIII”, 338. Lajos Berkes reads on l. 8 ]ε  μὴ ἀμφιβ(ά)λ(ῃς) rather 

than the φιβ  ̣ λ() read in the editio princeps (private communication by email). This reading further 

approximates the formulary in CPR VIII 84 to that of the Coptic protection letters, in which the 

signature of the protector was often preceded by an assurance clause “so that you do not doubt” (the 

Coptic equivalent of the proposed Greek reconstruction): ϫⲉ ⲛⲛⲉⲕⲁⲙⲫⲓⲃⲁⲗⲉ (I drew up this logos 

and I sign it). Atias was active as dux of the Thebaid between 697 and 703, or 712: Legendre, 

“Byzantine nor Islamic?”, 11ff, on the dates and activities of the duces of the Thebaid after the 

conquest until the beginning of the 8th century, when the office seems to have become obsolete.  
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orders (it)”. Their might be a link between the fact that Theodore seems to have been at least 

registered as an inhabitant of a city and the involvement in his protection letter of an official 

residing in a city, like the dux. Unfortunately the document is not complete, the bottom part 

is lacking. 

The third Coptic protection letter which mentions a lay official on a higher 

administration level than the village was issued for a group of monks. This is i.e. O.CrumVC 

9, which mentions a dux: [ⲕⲉⲗⲉⲩ?]ⲥⲓⲥ ⲙⲡⲉⲛϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲉⲣⲫⲩⲉⲥⲧⲁⲧ[ⲟⲥ - ?-] | ⲛⲧⲟϥ 

ⲡⲉⲩⲕⲗⲉ(ⲉⲥⲧⲁⲧⲟⲥ) ⲛϫⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲛⲇⲟⲩⲝ : “(the order of) our lord the most excellent… the most 

famous lord the dux” (ll. 4-5). This document is also interesting because of its possible links 

with one other Coptic protection letter, O.CrumVC 8, and a Greek sigillion SB III 7240. 

Both O.CrumVC 8 and 9 were written or issued on the same day, Mecheir 30 of the indiction 

11, or 24/25 February 698 or 713.676 Both documents were issued by the lashanes of Djeme, 

Severus and Johannes, and written by the village scribe Psate, son of Pisrael. 677  Both 

protection letters were issued for a group of monks: O.CrumVC 9 is addressed to ⲥⲛⲏⲩ 

ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ, “all the brethren” (l. 2) and O.CrumVC 8 ⲛⲛⲉⲛⲥⲛⲏⲩ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲁⲃ ⲛⲑⲉⲛ[ⲉⲉ]|ⲧⲉ 

ⲙⲛⲛⲉⲧϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲛⲙⲙⲁⲩ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲛⲉⲩⲣⲁⲛ: “to the holy brethren of the monastery, and all 

those that are with them, according to their names (ll. 3-4)”. Both protection letters are thus 

addressed to a monastic community as a whole, which is an exceptional occurrence in the 

corpus. The documents do not mention to which monastery these monks belonged, and the 

documents could be issued on behalf of two groups of monks, or both documents for the 

same group. In the following, I examine the possibility that at least one of these documents, 

and maybe both, were addressed to the monks of the monastery of Apa Paul in the 

neighborhood of Djeme,678 and that they were written around the same time as SB III 7240, 

the sigillion by the dux Flavius Atias issued for the monks of the monastery of Apa Paul.679  

 
676 On the dating of these two document to either 698 or 713, contrary to Crum’s proposed dates to 

698 or 728, see the arguments by Cromwell, “Village Scribe”, 133. If dated to 698, they would be 

the earliest dated documents for the Djeme village scribe Psate son of Pisrael.  
677 On Psate’s protection letters, see Chapter 3. 
678 This is the monastery of the three monks on whose behalf the dioiketeis of Jeme would write a 

request for at travel permit in 728, thirty to fifteen years after O.CrumVC 8 and 9 were written. The 

possibility that the addressees of O.CrumVC 8 and O.CrumVC 9 are monks of the Apa Paul 

monastery is also entertained by Cromwell, “Village Scribe”, 133, the scribe of these documents 

also having written two other documents in which the monastery was a party (P.CLT 1 and 5). 
679 Delattre, “Checkpoints”, 544 on this document and its connection to tax-related unrest in the 

region. On Flavius Atias, CPR VIII 72-84; Cromwell, “Coptic Texts”.  
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Comparing O.CrumVC 8 and 9, it is clear that O.CrumVC 9 is more concise in 

length and phrasing than 8. The text of O.CrumVC 9 is more fragmentary than that of 8, but 

what remains of the text follows the standard content, structure and formulae of a Coptic 

protection letter more than 8, except for the conspicuous mention of the dux, lacking in 

O.CrumVC 8. 680  O.CrumVC 9 opens with the address, followed by the ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ 

ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ formula and the instruction clause (“Come and stay in your place”), the mention 

of (order of) the dux, and then the promise clause (“We will not prosecute you (ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲉ) for 

anything…), followed by signatures, the date, the scribal signature, and an oath, which is 

uncommon but not unique in the corpus, but is also present in O.CrumVC 8.681 The text also 

mentions the “brethren who are with you” after the promise clause.682 The mention of (the 

order of) the dux thus comes between the instruction clause and the promise clause, which 

usually follow each other. It is plausible that the “order of the dux” refers to the instruction 

clause, i.e. that it is according to the order of the dux that the monks should “come and stay 

in their place”.683 O.CrumVC 8 also contains formulaic elements typical of the protection 

letters, but was written in a more elaborate style, e.g. the unusual and unusually long ⲉⲓⲥ 

ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ formula which was noted in Chapter 3, and also contains some additions 

to the “usual” formulary. The elaborated ⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ formula is followed by the 

instruction clause (“Stay in your holy place”) and the promise clause (“that no one will […] 

to you, and we will not permit that anything new be imposed on you, beyond your deceased 

fathers that were before you”). The monastic community is thus protected by the document 

against a higher taxation than the community had to pay in the past.684 The lashanes also 

promise to uphold this protection against claims from civil or ecclesiastical authorities, 

which is a unique occurrence in the Coptic protection letters, and which is a type of 

protection more often associated with higher offices (sections 4.1.2, 1.1.3.2.4). The lashanes 

also mention that they will uphold the validity of the logos, which is a formula commonly 

used by intermediaries, i.e. in the letters which mention that a third party issues the logos 

 
680 See Crum’s note 1 in O.CrumVC 9: “What is their connexion, if any? The formulae in this are 

usual, in 8 not.” 
681 See Chapter 2. 
682 Reminiscent of SB Kopt. V 2234, a protection letter issued for a priest who “went away”, and for 

the “men who are with you”. 
683 Does the use of the common “Come” instruction clause imply here that the community of monks 

had left their monastic dwelling?  
684 Protection from taxation see Chapter 4, section 4.1. 
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and the sender of the letter promises to uphold it.685 E.g. in the example of SB Kopt. V 2309 

above, sender Moyses promises to uphold the validity of the logos of the pagarch for Moses. 

Aside from lashanes Severus and Johannes, three more people sign O.CrumVC 8, among 

which one former lashane of Djeme. The text also mentions that the community (koinon) of 

Djeme signs the protection letter.686  

Both O.CrumVC 8 and 9 are reminiscent of SB III 7240, the sigillion issued by the 

dux Flavius Atias on 17 October 697 to monastic community of the monastery of Apa 

Paul.687 The monks had not paid their taxes ἐν καιρῷ τῆς ἀνταρσίας “during the period of 

insurrection” (l. 13). When the dux inquired about this, the monks had shown him a sigillion 

issued by the dux’s predecessor, “providing that you should remain in your domicile, on 

condition however that you paid your quotas of capitation tax.”: περιέχον τοῦ μεῖναι ὑμᾶς | 

εἰς τὸν τόπον ὑμῶν συντελοῦντας μέντοι τὰ διάγραφα ὑμῶν (ll. 14-15). Atias’ letter served 

as a confirmation of the earlier sigillion, and promises protection for the monks, under 

certain conditions. καὶ ἐπιβεβαίων | τὸ τοιῦτο σιγίλλιν τῷ παρόντι σιγιλλίῳ ἐχρησάμην, διʼ 

οὗ ἐπιτρέπωω ὑμῖν | ἀφόβως μεῖναι τῇ ταυτότητι εἰς τὸν τόπον ὑμῶν καὶ λόγον ἔχειν τοῦ 

μὴ | συγχωρῆσαί με παρελθεῖν διʼ ὑμῶν τινα ὑμῶν μέντοι φυλαττόντων | τὴν εἰρηναίαν ὑμῶν 

κατάστασιν καὶ συντελούντων τὸ διάγραφον ὑμῶν | ὅπερ ἠγνωμονήσατε ὡς εἴρηται ἐν 

καιρῷ τῆς ἀνταρσίας·: “Now, in confirmation of the said sigillion, I have issued the present 

sigillion, by which I permit you without molestation to remain as heretofore in your domicile 

and to have the promise that I will not suffer anyone to transgress against you, on condition 

however that you continue to live peaceably and pay your capitation tax, in which you 

defaulted as aforesaid during the period of the insurrection” (ll. 15-20). 

While the Greek text of Atias’ sigillion and the Coptic texts of the two protection 

letters are certainly not translations of one another, there are striking similarities in the 

documents. All three of them were issued for a community of monks, permitting them to 

stay in their place and protecting them against transgressions. Both O.CrumVC 8 and SB 

III 7420 are explicitly related to taxation, but in different ways.688 Whereas O.CrumVC 8 

 
685 Section 3.1.2.4. 
686 Probably represented by the three individuals signing.  
687 On the date see BL VIII, 326-327. 
688 O.CrumVC 9 might be related to taxation too: the words following the promise clause ⲡⲁⲣⲁⲅⲉ 

ⲙ|ⲙⲱⲧⲛ ϩⲁⲗⲁⲁⲩ ⲛϩⲱⲃ: “…prosecute you for anything” (l. 6) are in the lacuna, and the legible text 

resumes on the next line. In this lacuna an exception to or limitation of the protection promise, 

related to tax payment could have been written, as is often the case in the Coptic protection letters.  
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promises the monks that they will not have to pay more than their predecessors had done in 

the past, the protection offered in SB III 7420 is conditional upon the monks paying their 

capitation tax. However, both documents refer to certain elements from the past from which 

the monastic community seems to derive certain rights regarding their situation. SB III 7240 

mentions a sigillion issued by the predecessor of Flavius Atias, by which, it is said, the 

monks were allowed to live in their place, on condition of paying the capitation tax. Whether 

this document also contained the protective promises included in SB III 7240 is not stated. 

The monks had shown Atias this previous sigillion when he had asked them about their 

lacking capitation tax payment. Atias’ sigillion explicitly states that it confirms the previous 

sigillion, including its promises and conditions. O.CrumVC 8 on the other hand, confirms 

that the amount of taxes paid by the monastic community in the past, by the current monks’ 

“ⲛⲉⲛⲉⲧⲛⲉⲓⲟⲧⲉ ⲙⲙⲁⲕⲁⲣ(ⲓⲟⲓ) ⲛⲧⲁⲩϣⲱⲡⲉ | ϩⲁⲧⲉⲧⲛ: “deceased fathers who were before 

you” (ll. 8-9) was what was expected from them in the present, and nothing more. 

Which other connections can be made between these three documents? They might 

all be placed in the same specific time and place: as discussed they all seem to be addressed 

to the same monastic community. Moreover, the dates of their production might be only 

four months apart, if we assume the earlier date for O.CrumVC 8 and 9: 24/25 February 

698, while SB III 7240 was written on 17 October 697. If this was the case, the Greek 

sigillion and the Coptic protection letters could be considered more or less contemporary 

responses, on different levels of the administration, to the same or related problems 

concerning the monastery of Apa Paul. The “order of the dux” mentioned in O.CrumVC 9 

could then very well be a reference to SB III 7240 and its contents, and O.CrumVC 9 could 

be considered a sort of confirmation, on the administrative level of the village, of the 

stipulations in Atias’ sigillion.689 Ideally, the Coptic protection letters would have included 

a phrase such as the one we find in SB Kopt. V 2309 discussed above, by which the lashanes 

stated that they would uphold the sigillion of the dux. But even if we assume the later date, 

24 February 713, for O.CrumVC 8 and 9, a narrative can be constructed in which all three 

documents play a role. Apparently, at that time the lashanes of Djeme had the authority to 

 
689 Crum reads ⲇⲟⲩⲝ ⲇ[ , suggesting that the name of the dux would have started with a D, which 

would make an identification with Atias impossible. This would date the document to 713, as in 698 

Atias would have been the dux of the Thebaid. He is however, considered the last dux of the Thebaid: 

Legendre, “Byzantine nor Islamic?”. An inspection of the original document is necessary to 

ascertain the reading.  
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issue documents with the same function as those issued by the dux only 15,5 years earlier. 

This could be a testimony to the contemporary changes in the administration, i.e. the 

growing obsoleteness of the office of the dux, and of an increase in the authority and 

effectiveness of local protection mechanisms such as the issuance of Coptic protection 

letters.690  

Another question remains, namely why two Coptic protection letters were written 

for the monks of Apa Paul, on the same day, by the same scribe, in name of the same village 

officials? There is a possibility that they are two different drafts of the same letter, which 

could account for the consistent differences in style between the documents. However, the 

more concise and “standardized” protection letter, O.CrumVC 9, does include the phrase 

about the dux, which is lacking in the more elaborate and “deviating” letter O.CrumVC 8.  

Whatever the extent was to which these three documents were interrelated, they show that 

in around the turn of the eighth century, monastic communities in the neighborhood of 

Djeme were experiencing and/or creating problems, related to taxation, for which they 

received collective protection documents from officials at different levels of the 

administration. These problems were clearly related to a certain friction between the 

expectations of the administration and those of the monks concerning their tax payments. 

While the lashanes of Djeme in their protection letters refer to the higher authority of the 

dux in the matter at hand (O.CrumVC 9), they also assert their own authority and power to 

provide protection for the monastic community, even when, they claim, it would be 

challenged by another lay or clerical authority (O.CrumVC 8).  

5.4 Local elites and their interests between Djeme and Fustat (through the lens of the 

protection letters) 

In section 5.2 I  have shown how the local, pagarchical, elites adapted the communications 

and orders from the government, when transmitting them to the villages, in such a way that 

these communications and orders made sense in those villages and to the people who were 

supposed to hear them and carry them out. The villagers and the language which they spoke, 

and in which they issued their documents, were acknowledged and used as part of the 

administration. In section 5.3 I argued that the village elites, on their part, were not just 

receiving orders from above and issuing documents which were only authoritative within 

their village. They were knowledgeable actors within the administration who, at least in 

 
690 Legendre, “Byzantine nor Islamic?”, 11-18.  
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some cases, were well aware of the contents and formats of documents which were issued 

at the highest levels of the provincial administration, and their own documents connected 

seamlessly to those. Moreover, while most Coptic protection letters seemed to have been 

issued for village use only, I discussed a few examples which show that the protection letter 

mechanism could reach the offices of higher administrators, or could be connected to similar 

protective documents issued by those offices.  

I showed how the documents and mechanisms of the village elites did not circulate and 

operate in isolation. The Coptic language and the Coptic language-using village elites 

appear as integrated, active, knowledgeable, and authoritative participants in the 

administration of the province.  

Thus far, the chapter has focused on the village elites as administrative actors in the 

same integrated system in which district administrators and officials of the central 

government operated. The next and last section of the chapter will address the second focus 

of the chapter. This section will delve deeper into the village elites as protectors and 

intermediaries in the Coptic protection letter mechanism, and what this meant for their role, 

relationships, and interests in the village, as well as in the provincial administration. At first 

sight, the Coptic protection letter mechanism seems to contradict some of the fiscal policies 

of the government: with their protection letters, the village elites offered protection for tax 

evaders, rather than arresting them, and allowed tax exemption for these individuals. The 

Coptic protection letters, in my view, show how the local elites did not just passively carry 

out the governmental orders and demands which were communicated to them, but adapted 

to the realities on the ground, including the interests of the village and their own interests. 

The interests of the village elites were connected to their position in their local social 

network on the one hand, and on the other to their position in the provincial administrative 

network. These interests were related, overlapped and influenced each other. I argue that 

this active, apparent “disobedient” participation in the administration was in fact an essential 

element in the administrative system and supported the goals of the empire through the 

social, economic, and fiscal stability and continuity of the village. I argue that through the 

Coptic protection letter mechanism we can see the village elites in their role as stakeholders 

in empire: the Coptic protection letters helped the village elite further their own interests in 

various ways, while furthering the interests of the empire (see section 5.1.2).  



216 
 

5.4.1 Activating social relationships in the village 

The Coptic protection letters operated for the most part in the villages and monasteries, and 

the relationships which they represent were part of those local contexts. In Chapter 3 I stress 

the importance of intermediaries in the protection letter mechanism, and I argue that the 

issuance of a protection letter was not a matter of routine, but rather part of a negotiation in 

which several people were involved. In this section, I wish to highlight what these 

negotiations and social interactions tell us about the social fabric and the social relationships 

in place in the rural communities of Early Islamic Egypt.  

The people involved in the protection letters would have, for the most part, been part 

of each other’s personal networks: 691  village official and villager; bishop and lay 

administrator in his diocese; monastery head and monk; a brother, a sister, and a father;692 

village officials and monks of a nearby monastic community. The Coptic protection letter 

mechanism activated these relationships, through the procedures, the various letters and oral 

interactions involved in the mechanism.693 All the documents testifying to these various 

steps represent moments in which social relationships were activated. What I mean by the 

activation of a relationship, within the context of the protection letter mechanism, is that a 

new relationship could be formed, e.g. between a protector and protectee, through the 

issuance of the protection letter. Another type of activation could be that a pre-existing 

relationship was triggered and strengthened or weakened by the interactions surrounding 

the production of a protection letter.694 Indeed, these relationships were not just created out 

of nowhere. It is plausible that the actors involved in the protection letters in most cases had 

been involved with each other before, e.g. when the village official (protector) had assigned 

an amount of taxes to the village tax payer (protectee). Various relationships between the 

actors of the Coptic protection letters preceded the offering of protection. Most importantly, 

relationships related to taxation, i.e. between tax collectors, guarantors and tax payers, but 

also to private debt . The generally local nature of the Coptic protection letters makes it 

 
691 On the protection letters in village life, see chapter 3. Local nature see Chapter 4. 
692 We do not know whether the kinship terms represented biological relationships or other types of 

relationships for which kinship terms could be used.  
693 On the procedure see Chapter 3. 
694 For a “weakened” relationship within a protection letter mechanism, see the letter in which the 

sender declares that he will not issue a protection letter for vinedressers who had fled: P.Ryl.Copt. 

385. I would also argue that not respecting a protection letter you had issued weakened your 

protective relationship with the protectee: SB Kopt. V 2226. 
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plausible that the actors were part of each other’s social networks and had pre-existing and 

different types of ties to each other.695 While these relationships are not difficult to imagine, 

the protection letters generally tell us little about them in specific terms.  

Among the different types of pre-existing ties between people, I am most interested 

in evidence of pre-existing ties of protection in these documents. Protective relationships 

could involve multiple acts of protection, and such protective interventions performed in 

the past, could be used as a justification for the request of another one. I cite an example 

also mentioned in section 4.1.2.2: in CPR XXX 21, a land owner named Georgios asked a 

regional administrator to intervene on behalf of a farmer, probably working on Georgios’ 

estate. The farmer’s brothers had been requisitioned together to work on the caliphal fleet, 

and Georgios asked the addressee to order that the brothers could alternate their work at 

Babylon, presumably so that enough people would be present to do the necessary work 

locally. As a justification for this request, which is in fact how he started his letter, Georgios 

wrote that he had written to his addressee about the farmer before, and that on that occasion 

the addressee had helped the farmer. 696  Letters of request asking for help used not 

unfrequently such an argument of precedence.697 As for the Coptic protection letters, the 

argument of precedence was used by the sender of O.Medinet.Habu.Copt. 136, in which he 

requests a Coptic protection letter and mentions that he gets one every year.698 

The protection letters and related documents do testify to compound relationships of 

protection, confirmations, and extra layers of protection. A pre-existing relationship of 

protection, including a document of protection, was what led the dux Flavius Atias to issue 

 
695 See e.g. the man from prison writing to one sister with a protection letter for another sister who 

should ask her father for help: SB Kopt. V 2304. While we do not know the nature of those 

relationships, it is clear that the relationships activated here were pre-existing and of a more personal 

nature than an administrative relationship between a tax official and a tax-payer. 
696 † καθὼς καὶ ἄλλοτε παρεκάλεσα τοὺς θεοφυλά(κτους)| ὑμᾶς διὰ τῶν οἰκτρῶν μου γραμμάτων 

χάριν τοῦ | γραμματηφ[ό]ρου ἀναγνώστου καὶ τὸ ἔλεος ὑ(*)μῶν κατέλα\βεν/ | αὐτὸν·: “As at another 

time I have entreated you, protected by God, through my piteous letter on behalf of the letter-bearer, 

a reader/lector, your compassion also reached him.”  
697  CPR XXX 21.The editor categorizes this letter as a crossover between a petition and a 

recommendation letter. On precedence as an argument in Arabic letters of request, see Sijpesteijn, 

Righting wrongs, Chapter 4 (forthcoming). 
698 On this document, see also sections 3.2.2 and 3.2.4, and Scheerlinck, “Procedures”. The corpus 

of Coptic protection letters does not contain two or more protection letters addressed to the same 

protectee. O.CrumVC 8 and 9 are probably exceptions, but they were issued or rather written on the 

same day and might have been different versions of the same document: see 5.3.2.  
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his sigillion for the monks of the monastery of Apa Paul.699 The protection relationship 

existed between Atias’ predecessor and the monastic community, and clearly Atias saw it 

as a valid argument for the renewal of the sigillion. The monks had used this precedent as 

an argument in their negotiations with the dux. As I have argued above in section 5.3.2., the 

Coptic protection letters O.CrumVC 8 and 9 might have been confirmations of or additions 

to the dux’s sigillion and his tie of protection with the monks. In the other protection letters 

in which the protectors state that they are following the order of an administrator, or 

intermediaries’ promises to uphold a protection letter, we can recognize again such 

compound protective relationships between the actors of the protection letter mechanism.  

The protection letter mechanism created and strengthened networks of dependency 

relationships in the local communities. The Coptic protection letter was the perfect 

instrument for the village elites to maintain their position of power in the village, although 

as I will discuss in section 5.4.4, this is not the whole story. However, I will first show how 

the village elites’ position of power is reflected in the seemingly contradictory characteristic 

of the protection letters, namely that the protectors in these documents, i.e. the village elites, 

often constitute the threat from which protection is offered by the document. 

5.4.2 The protectors as threat 

One of the most striking features in the Coptic protection letters, is that many promise 

clauses suggest that the main danger from which the protectees are protected, are actions 

performed against them by the protectors themselves. These are the promise clauses 

formulated with a negative verb, which are used most commonly: “I will not prosecute you”, 

“I will not ask of you”, “I will not do you harm”, “I will not arrest you”, etc.700 The 

protectors issuing the documents had the right and authority to prosecute, ask, harm, or 

arrest the protectee, but are prevented, or rather prevent themselves from doing that by the 

document. This right and authority came from their official position, e.g. as tax 

administrators, and could be caused by the actions of the protectee (“We will not prosecute 

you because you fled”).  

Many protection letters mention “harm” or “evil” as a danger from which the 

protectee is shielded by the protection letter, be it harm or evil done by the protector or by 

 
699 Section 5.3.2.  
700 In contrast with these negative promise clauses (3.1.2.1) are the affirmative promise clauses 

discussed in sections 3.1.2.2 and 3.1.2.3.  
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others. What exactly this harm or evil entails is not clear. One of the protection letters 

mentions protection against – implicitly referring to – physical violence. In his protection 

letter to his brother Timotheos, Biktor promises not to detain the protectee for a certain 

affair, and adds – almost as an afterthought – after the date and before his signature, that “I 

will not hit you this time”.701 The addition of “this time” (ⲙⲡⲉⲓⲥⲟⲡ) is a clear testimony of 

this identification of the protector and the threat: Biktor had already physically assaulted 

Timotheos in the past. We do not know the relationship between Biktor and Timotheos. We 

do know that physical violence was something that tax payers had to fear from village 

officials: That people needed protection against the abuse by officials is a theme that recurs 

frequently in the papyri, discussed in section 4.1.2.2. 

The protectors in the protective relationships offer the protection, and that protection 

is sometimes explicitly against threats posed by others (see e.g. O.CrumVC 8 which offers 

protection against fiscal claims by ecclesiastical and lay offices). However, in most cases, 

the protectors are also the source of the threat. Do they protect against abuse and violence 

performed by themselves or against legitimate punitive actions such as a rightful 

prosecution or arrest or simply legitimate actions such as collecting (back) taxes from the 

protectee? When the document offers protection against prosecution or a requisition (“We 

will not ask”), these “threats” seem legitimate actions, or at least they are presented as such. 

When the promise is against doing harm or evil, the threat becomes a little vaguer, and 

possibly violence is referred to.702 In the case of Biktor and Timotheos, the threat seems to 

be a legitimate action, even justified in the letter, as Biktor takes the trouble to mention the 

affair for which he apparently could – but will not – arrest Timotheos, combined with the 

protection against physical violence which had already happened at least once in the past 

(see section 3.3.2).  

The protection letters present the protectors in a position of power, both literally by referring 

to their authority concerning taxation and their ability to decide on legal matters or detain 

people, but also as the person holding the power in the social relationship: the protector (or 

intermediary) is extending protection, a favor, to the protectee. The next section will discuss 

 
701 SB Kopt. V 2224; on this document see also section 3.1.5. 
702 The references to the “what is just” or “fair share” in e.g. SB Kopt. V 2240 (exception clause l. 

7: ⲡⲁⲣⲁ ⲡⲉⲕⲇⲓⲕⲁⲓ[ⲟⲛ), “other than your fair (share)”) and SB Kopt. V 2261 (promise clause ll. 20-

22: ⲉⲛⲛⲁ|ⲣⲟⲉⲓⲥ ⲡⲇ ⲕⲁⲕⲁ ⲟⲛ ⲛⲙⲙⲁ|ⲕ: we will respect/observe what is fair for you”) have been 

interpreted by Till as testimonies in the Coptic protection letters of the phenomenon that tax-payers 

had to fear unjust behaviour or abuse in their dealings with the village officials.  
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the reciprocal nature of these relationships. This will also lead us to complicate that position 

of power of the village elites: they also needed something from the protectee in order to 

maintain their position of power, and the Coptic protection letters supported them therein. 

5.4.3 Reciprocity  

In section 1.5.4, I introduced solidarity and reciprocity (including patronage) as concepts to 

help understand social cohesion of a society. The society of the late antique and early 

Islamic Egyptian countryside has been characterized as heavily reciprocal. However, it has 

also been argued that both reciprocity and solidarity can be recognized in any “real” 

society. 703  This section aims to show how the Coptic protection letters reflected the 

reciprocity based system of the Early Islamic Egyptian countryside, but also to examine 

whether any part of the protection letter mechanism can be seen as a reflection of solidarity-

based relationships in that context.  

Reciprocity relationships are based on the exchange of favors, so the question is, how do 

we see these exchanges in the Coptic protection letters? The protection letter documentation 

is rather one-sided, most of the extant communication is directed top-down, from protector 

to protectee. E.g., the corpus does not contain a letter in which a protectee explicitly offers 

certain services or goods if their addressee helps them obtain a protection letter. In his 

request letter to his superior, Shenoute, the banned monk, does offer his addressee help if 

the superior or the monastery should need anything, although this help is not – explicitly – 

referred to as offered in exchange for the protection letter. 704  The same goes for 

communications between protectors and intermediaries: the exchange of favors triggered by 

a protection letter is never mentioned. However, the protection letters addressed from 

protectors to protectees do include clauses that at least hint at reciprocity, or in which we 

can see the reciprocal system at work, particularly the instruction clause and the exception 

clause. Exchanges in reciprocity relationships are personal, and are felt to be obligatory. 

When these exchanges are put in a legal document, this emphasizes their obligatory nature. 

As I mentioned in section 5.4.1, the formulary of the protection letters reflect personal 

relationships rather than highly impersonal bureaucracy. However, in the Coptic protection 

letters the reciprocity relationships interact with administrative regulations, and the interests 

 
703 Papaconstantinou, “Hagiography”. See section 1.5. 
704 SB Kopt. V 2300, discussed in more detail in Scheerlinck, “Procedures”.  
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of the village elites issuing the protection letters concern their position in the administration, 

as well as their status in the village. 

I argue below in detail that both the instruction clause and the exception clause can 

be seen as reflecting reciprocal relationships. The clauses do not explicitly mention 

advantages to the protector, but  I am interpreting them with the context in mind. Because 

we know the responsibilities of the protectors, we can understand how they benefited when 

a fugitive returned to the village, or when someone contributed a partial amount of their 

taxes. So from that knowledge, I argue that the instruction clause and the exception clause 

reflect reciprocity, and I will discuss this in more detail below.  

5.4.3.1 Instruction clause 

The instruction clause tells the protectee what to do. It is usually the first clause of the 

document after the characteristic opening formula “Here you have the promise, by God”.705 

As I have discussed in other sections, the instruction is usually to “Come to your house”.706 

Whether taken literally, or metaphorically, being at home was an obvious condition for the 

protectee to take up his life in the village, including doing his work. I have also shown that 

instruction clauses could also include references to the protectee’s work.707 Often this work 

will have been on the land as the society was agriculture based, and this is explicit in e.g. 

SB Kopt. V 2263, where the protectee is told to ϣⲱⲧ ⲛⲉⲕⲃⲛⲛⲉ, “gather (lit. cut) your 

dates”.708 The protectors would have benefited from the protectee’s taking up his economic 

tasks in the village or monastery. Directly if they were the proprietors or agents on the land 

on which the protectee worked, or indirectly if they were in some way responsible for the 

taxes of the land that the protectee was assigned to work. Looking at the Coptic protection 

letters in the framework of reciprocity, we can interpret the action in the instruction clause 

as a service rendered to the protector by the protectee in exchange for the protection offered 

 
705 An internal address and letter opening formulas could precede the eis plogos mpnoute formula.  
706 Instruction clause: section 2.4.1. 
707 O.DanKopt. 36, O.Phoibammon 4, O.Saint-Marc 322 (uncertain), SB Kopt. V 2224, SB Kopt. V 

2240. See also the protection letters which functioned as permissions to work with a camel: SB Kopt. 

II 915, SB Kopt. V 2279, and O.CrumVC 64, and as permissions to till a plot of land: SB Kopt. V 

2277 and 2278 
708  See also the vinedressers who were mentioned in the letter P.Ryl.Copt. 385, in which the 

addressee states he would not give them a protection letter. Palme has interpreted references to the 

protectee’s work in the instruction clauses as possible indications that the protector and protectee 

had a pre-existing – dependency and reciprocity based – relationship of land owner and dependent 

farmer: Palme, “Asyl”, 213. 
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by the protection letter. While being at home might not literally be a particular service or 

favor, when the protectee took up his life and work again, this generally directly and 

indirectly benefited the protector. The instruction clause indirectly points to the benefits 

gained by the protector from the protectee’s labor and social role in the local communities, 

and can as such be considered an expression of reciprocity.  

5.4.3.2 Exception clause 

The exception clause mentions an amount of money or the name of a tax that the protectee 

had to pay – hence my identification of it as exception clause: the protectee was freed from 

duties except for the amount mentioned in the exception clause. I have argued that this 

payment stipulated in the exception clause was a condition for the protection offered in the 

protection letter to take effect (see section 4.1.1.2). These payments can be interpreted as 

services rendered in exchange for (the protection offered in) the protection letter, and as 

such as expressions of reciprocity. SB Kopt. V 2292 contains an interesting variation of the 

exception clause. This variation emphasizes the reciprocal nature of the relationships 

between protector and protectee: the exception is not expressed as a sum of money or a tax, 

but rather as a person: “… I ask you to issue a protection letter for Triphanios, that he comes 

to his house, I will uphold the protection letter/promise for him, that no man seizes him or 

asks anything of him, except your Paternity.” The exception clause is placed right after the 

promise clause, just like the more “standard” exception clauses.709 The sender of the letter 

asks the protector, a high-ranking cleric, to issue the protection letter: it is plausible that the 

sender intended the protector to stipulate an exception clause according to the protector’s 

wishes – which could include a negotiation with the protectee – in the protection letter. We 

do not know what the protectee owed the protector, or what the protector could ask the 

protectee in the context of their relationship. In many other cases, as I have mentioned 

above, we do not know the exact relationship between the actors of the protection letter 

mechanism either. This is related to the issue of private debt vs taxation in the protection 

letters: were the Coptic protection letters concerned with private debt and as such did they 

reflect (private) debtor-creditor relationships? Or were they rather concerned with taxation 

and tax debt and did they reflect tax payer – tax official relationships? In section 4.1.1 I 

showed the embeddedness of the Coptic protection letter mechanism in fiscal practice. In 

 
709 On the different ways in which unique, situational, phrases are integrated in the formulary of the 

Coptic protection letters, see section 3.3.2. 
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any case, the interdependency of a debtor-creditor relationship is also an aspect of the 

protectee-protector relationship, even when they are tax payer and tax official – or rather 

village official or monastic authority in their role as tax administrator. Therefore, I would 

say that generally, the exception clause, similarly to the instruction clause, highlights 

benefits gained by the protector from the protectee’s return, specifically their contributions 

to the tax revenue of the local community. The exception clause and the instruction clause 

are two elements of the protection letter formulary which allow us to recognize the 

reciprocity of the mechanism behind the documents. What is more, the clauses suggest that 

the protection letters were in more general terms determined by concerns of reciprocity, as 

the issuance of a protection letter, or acting as an intermediary on behalf of a protectee, 

would strengthen the protector’s position in local dependency networks (see section 5.4.4).  

5.4.3.3 Solidarity 

In the sections above I have argued that the protection letters reflected reciprocity 

relationships, and that this is especially apparent in the instruction and exception clauses. It 

is more difficult to recognize relationships of solidarity in the Coptic protection letter 

mechanism (on solidarity, see section 1.5.4). There is even less tangible evidence in the 

language of the protection letters for solidarity relationships than for reciprocity 

relationships (see beginning of section 5.4.3). Solidarity based groups are usually 

considered to include people who do not necessarily know each other, but who share a 

common characteristic on which the solidarity is based, e.g. a religious or political ideology. 

The Coptic protection letters are rife with Christian verbiage and symbols, but so are other 

types of Coptic legal documents, not to mention Arabic and Greek documents as well: 

religious language was part of scribal traditions in this context.710 It is thus unlikely that the 

elites participating in the Coptic protection letter mechanism did so out of piety, as sort of 

act of charity because they were Christians. Moreover, the Coptic protection mechanism is 

a very local mechanism, built on networks of relationships between people from the same 

village, people who would have known each other.711 Then can the Coptic protection letters 

be seen as reflecting a type of village solidarity, through which individual reciprocal 

relationships are put in second place after a communal village bond? In a number of 

protection letters the protector is the “community”, koinon or koinotès of the village in 

 
710 MacCoull, “Coptic Documentary Papyri”.  
711 See section 4.2.3.5. 
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question.712 Arietta Papaconstantinou has interpreted these acts by “village communities” 

as the only evidence we have for village solidarities in late antique and early Islamic 

Egypt.713 At the same time, koinon and koinotès should be understood, not as the whole 

village community, but as a smaller group within, the group of elites,  responsible for 

running the village and from among whom the village officials were chosen. 714  The 

expression “brothers of the koinotès”, in  a protection letter for a monk, suggests that indeed 

the protectors are individuals, representatives of the koinotès, rather than the community.715 

The sender of O.MedinetHabuCopt. 136, sends a request for a logos to be issued for him 

“in the name of the lashane and in the name of the entire village”.716 I have discussed in 

section 4.1.2.2 one document, produced in Djeme in 741-742, in which the local elites of 

the village formally organized solidarity among themselves in the face of the “burden” 

(pbaros) of taxation. Again, we should keep in mind that the people involved in this 

agreement of solidarity, and protected, could be the village elites only, not the entire village. 

When it comes to the Coptic protection letter mechanism, I believe it favored vertical bonds 

over horizontal ones: resources and services, i.e. tax exemption and other types of 

protection, were distributed preferentially to some and not to others. People who fled from 

the village to evade taxes or were threatening to do so could negotiate their position and 

obtain a protection letter with exemptions. Protection letters allowed the protectees to pay 

less taxes if any, which is rather a preferential treatment, as it seems unlikely that every 

villager would have obtained a protection letter.717 Other people might have resorted to 

taking out loans or selling possessions in order to pay their taxes, rather than fleeing the 

village and hoping for a protection letter. In that sense, the protection letter mechanism 

favored socio-economic inequalities and thereby could actually have weakened any existing 

village solidarities.718 

 
712 O.MedinetHabu Copt. 136; O.CrumVC 8; O.GurnaGorecki 69; SB Kopt. V 2236; SB Kopt. V 2259. 

P.Lond.Copt. 1227 might be another example but is unclear.  
713 Papaconstantinou, “Great men“. 
714 Berkes, Dorfverwaltung, 171-172. 
715 O.GurnaGorecki 69. 
716 ll. 3-4: ⲁⲡⲣⲁⲛ ⲙⲡⲗⲁϣⲁⲛⲉ | ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲡⲣⲁⲛ ⲙⲡⲧ ⲙⲉ ⲧⲏⲣϥ. Compare to the logos that had been 

issued by two estate managers “in the name of the topos” (SB Kopt. V 2226, likely the topos of 

Apa Epiphanius) The same expression (ⲡⲧⲓⲙⲉ ⲧⲏⲣϥ, ptime tèrf: entire village) occurs in legal 

documents from Djeme: see the discussion in Papaconstantinou, “Great men”. 
717 We know that fleeing did not mean an automatic triggering of a protection letter procedure.  
718 Woolf and Garnsey, “Patronage”, 157 on patronage weakening solidarities. 
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Thus, in my view, the relationships activated through the Coptic protection letters 

were reciprocal in nature. They represented negotiations between protector, protectee, and 

intermediary, through which a compromise was reached that could be beneficial to 

everybody, although the distribution of power in the relationships was not equal. The 

relationships activated in the mechanism were not simple unilateral relationships, but 

formed networks of dependency, in which the several parties could be dependent upon one 

another, which I will discuss in the next section.  

5.4.4 Dependency networks 

There were various levels of dependency at work between the protector, protectee and 

intermediary in the protection letter mechanism.719 Of course the protectees were dependent 

on the protectors for issuing the protection letter and upholding it. But the protectees were 

also dependent on their intermediaries, e.g. for communicating with and convincing the 

protectors to issue the document, but also for physically transporting the letter.720 I argued 

that the intermediaries probably negotiated the conditions stipulated in the document. 

Moreover, when an intermediary promised to uphold a protection letter issued by someone 

else, the protectee was also dependent on the intermediary to do so. However, you could 

also argue that in such cases the intermediary was dependent on the protector, who was 

asked to issue the protection letter so the protectee would come to the intermediary’s village. 

The fact that letters from intermediaries requesting a protection letter for someone 

sometimes contain arguments to convince the addressee or indirectly the protectee, that the 

protectee should come home, puts a spotlight on this dependency. The protectees are needed 

at home, but the intermediary – village officials – cannot achieve this without the help of 

the protector.721 In other cases protectors were dependent on intermediaries, to have access 

to the (hidden or run-away) protectee and transmitting the protection letter to them.722 While 

arguably the balance of power and dependency in these protection letter relationships mostly 

worked to the disadvantage of the protectees – especially given that the protectors often 

 
719  On the multiple levels of dependency in request letters, specifically those related to travel 

documents, see also Palombo and Scheerlinck, “Asking”. 
720 E.g. O.MedinetHabuCopt. 136, O. Lips. Copt. II 170.  
721 The lashane who sent O.CrumVC 75 repeatedly mentioned the urgency of the case for which the 

protection letter was needed. This is complemented by the comment, found in two of the three letters 

with requests for a protection letter sent by the protectees themselves, that they could or would not 

travel without a protection letter: O.MedinetHabuCopt. 136 and SB Kopt. V 2300.  
722 E.g. SB Kopt. V 2295, discussed in section 3.2.2.. 
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constituted the threat, as discussed in section 5.4.2 – the protectors were also dependent on 

the protectees in the protection letter mechanism, especially on their tax contribution and 

their labor, but also on their contributions to the social fabric of the village (e.g. families left 

without a father, entire families leaving the village).723 I will elaborate this point further in 

the next section, where I discuss the protection letter mechanism in the light of the role of 

the protectors, particularly the village officials, in the administration of the caliphal 

province. That these dependency relationships – or rather dependency networks – were 

unbalanced is highlighted by the letter in which the sender states that he will not issue a 

protection letter for vinedressers who had fled, but that new men had to be hired.724 Not 

everyone who might have occasion and authority to issue a protection letter for someone 

decided to do so. Even if there was such an expectation, for which I have argued in section 

3.3.3, not everyone felt bound to it.  

5.4.5 Stakeholders in empire 

In this final section I argue that through the Coptic protection letter mechanism we see the 

village elites operate as stakeholders in empire. The village elites furthered the interests of 

the empire by issuing and requesting protection letters for villagers who had left their home, 

which furthered their own interests as well as the interests of the village.  

How did the protectors and intermediaries in the Coptic protection letter mechanism further 

their own interests? When people were absent from the village, whether because they had 

fled or were away performing duties for the government, this caused stress on the socio-

economic fabric of a village. Families could be left without their breadwinner, the absentee’s 

work in the village did not get done, land did not get tilled.725 Moreover, when people fled, 

this cut down on the tax revenue collected in the villages, both in the short and long term. 

The fled individuals would not be there to pay their taxes that year, and their plots of land 

would be neglected, endangering revenue flow in the future.  

The village elites, among whom would be the local landowners and the village 

officials responsible for collecting and forwarding the taxes to the central tax administration, 

 
723 See Papaconstantinou, “Credit”, for a similar interpretation of the dependency relationships 

between debtors and creditors in Early Islamic Egypt.  
724 P.Ryl.Copt. 385. 
725 On the inconvenience of labor requisitions for the villages, see section 4.12. 
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had high stakes in supporting the flow of revenue to the capital.726 Their position of power 

in their communities benefited from their authority in the fiscal system, and at the same time 

supporting at least adequate tax collection was likely also in their benefit financially, not 

just socially. I have discussed above in section 5.4.3, how the instruction clause and the 

exception clause of the protection letter formulary indicated the reciprocal “favor” to be 

performed by the protectee, and pointed to how this benefited the protectors and 

intermediaries. First, the exception clauses stipulated a certain amount of money or tax that 

still needed to be paid by the protection receiver. The variability of this amount indicates 

that this was not a fine for fleeing, but rather a sum on which the protectors issuing the 

document had decided in this particular case – possibly in negotiation with an intermediary. 

The protection letters likely reflect a type of negotiation between the village officials, and 

the person who had fled, who was not “at his house”. If the village officials were responsible 

for collecting and forwarding the taxes towards the central tax administration, it was in their 

interest to collect as much as possible, so as to avoid reprimands and loss of station. If the 

local tax administrators were expected or obligated to pay the tax deficits out of their own 

possessions, this would constitute an immediate financial incentive to prefer a partial 

payment to no payment at all. Indeed, collecting as much as possible might mean not the 

correct or full amount from everyone, but a negotiated and partial amount from fugitives, 

rather than not receiving any contributions from them. The instruction clauses of the 

protection letters also seem to hint at another motivation why they would provide amnesty 

to people who are presented as deserving of punishment. The fugitives are needed in the 

village to keep (the economy of) the village running (“do your work”), which eventually 

was necessary for an enduring flow of taxes to the capital. Thus, the Coptic protection letter 

mechanism represents a balancing act between sending enough taxes in the short term and 

keep tax revenue going in the longer term. This supported the local elites of the Coptic 

protection letters to maintain their position in the fiscal administration of the province, 

which also helped strengthen their position of power in the village. 

In order to consider the protectors and intermediaries of the Coptic protection letter 

mechanism as “stakeholders in empire”, the mechanism should benefit the Islamic empire. 

It did, in two main ways. Firstly, as I discussed above, by securing revenue flow in the 

 
726 Papaconstantinou, “Propriétaires”. In section 4.1.1, I show the different ways in which the Coptic 

protection letters were connected to fiscal practice in the countryside.  
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shorter and longer term, through partial payments and socio-economic continuation in the 

village. Secondly, the Coptic protection letter mechanism benefited empire by limiting the 

displacement of village inhabitants and the creation of so-called “strangers” or fugitives. I 

have discussed several examples of governmental correspondence ordering to arrest and 

fine fugitives (see section 4.2.2 and P.Ryl.Copt. 277 discussed in section 5.2.2), yet, the 

Coptic protection letters suggest that this not always happened in the villages. Rather than 

arresting, the village heads granted (conditional) amnesty to fugitives. As I have discussed 

in sections 4.2.2. and 4.2.3, the arrested or to be arrested fugitives in the Greek papyri are 

usually located in districts that are different from the one they are said to have come from. 

The local nature of the protection letters (see section 4.2.3.5) suggests that the people 

receiving them had not gone that far. In other words, the fugitives who were allowed to 

return to their place of residence had not ventured beyond the borders of their district. The 

protectors offering them amnesty were indeed those responsible for the fugitives’ 

administrative and fiscal tasks, in charge of the geographical area within which the fugitives 

operated. By allowing fugitives who were still close to home to return to the village, these 

are kept in the district and the creation of more “strangers” or “fugitives”, in the sense of 

those tax-payers who had moved away from their place of residence where their taxes were 

typically due, was avoided.727 This benefited the central provincial administration directly, 

as it saved on the labor of government representatives, in the form of searching and arresting 

fugitives, and generating the related paperwork. While the Coptic protection letter 

mechanism does not show us the local elites as reinvesting collected taxes locally, as did 

the “stakeholders in empire” in Grafe and Irigoin’s example, the mechanism does show us 

how intimately the interests of these local elites and the interests of the province, and 

ultimately the empire, were intertwined. Using their authority in the village and in the fiscal 

administration to adapt governmental policies, in order to support the flow of revenue to the 

capital, and acting to their own benefit as well as the benefit of their local communities, the 

local elites engaging in the Coptic protection letter mechanism supported the success of the 

Early Islamic Empire.  

This Chapter has partly adopted a top-down view. I have discussed how the orders 

from the government were transmitted to the Egyptian population, and shown how these 

 
727 Of course we do not know how far they would have gone without the existence of such a local 

protection mechanism. 
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processes can provide evidence of the integration of the village elites in the provincial 

administration. The case studies reveal how the choice for a certain language, including the 

translation of administrative correspondence (5.3.1), or for a certain language distribution 

in a single document (5.4.1), was a deliberate strategy to ensure effective communication, 

not only top-down, but also bottom-up. It is not possible to examine these processes fully 

without involving the view from below. The officials working at village level worked as an 

integrated part of the administration, were knowledgeable about administrative and 

documentary procedures, and issued the corresponding paperwork (5.4.1). The documents 

discussed in section 5.4.2 show that the protection letter mechanism did not only operate on 

a village level, but that higher officials in urban contexts such as the pagarch or dux could 

also be involved. The Coptic documents discussed in that section show the village elites as 

intermediaries between the dux or pagarch and the protectee, while also producing and 

issuing their own documents under their own authority. I have shown how the protective 

interventions by the local elites can be seen as local expressions and adaptations of 

provincial policies and demands regarding the control of the countryside, particularly 

concerning taxation and the control of people’s movements. The Coptic protection letters, 

promising (partial) tax exemption and other types of amnesty for fugitives, in first instance 

seem to oppose governmental policies and demands regarding fugitives, visible in the 

administrative letters and other documents discussed in Chapter 4. By providing protection 

in specific cases on their terms, the local elites negotiated and adapted the policies and 

demands of the government to the realities of village life on the ground which benefited the 

protectees, but especially the protectors and via them the empire which they formed a crucial 

part of.  

 

  



230 
 

 

  



 

231 
 

Conclusion 

 

The following pages provide some conclusions of this dissertation. First, I state briefly what 

each chapter of the dissertation has accomplished, and then I will formulate answers to the 

research questions I posited in the Introduction. As a third part to these conclusions, I would 

like to return to the different contexts that form the wider and narrower environment in 

which the protection letter mechanism operated. This will elicit some reflections on the 

lifespan of the Coptic protection letter mechanism, and how we can tie the seeming rise and 

fall of its popularity to the historical context.  

What did each chapter accomplish?  

Chapter 1 provided the historical context for the protection letter mechanism, as well as 

methodological comments on using (Coptic) documentary papyri as a source for historical 

studies, notably the difficulty of dating these documents. I discussed the meaning of 

“protection” in this dissertation, as well as two wider sources of processes and concepts in 

the background of the Coptic protection letters in seventh and eighth century Egypt: 1) 

Concepts of protection in Islamic law and examples of protection of subordinate people by 

government officials in the papyri, and 2) Roman or Byzantine asylum law, with special 

attention to the logoi asylias. I argued that the Coptic protection letters should not be seen 

as Coptic versions of or successors to the logoi asylias, but rather that they were distinct 

instruments of protection mechanisms of late antique Egypt. I also set out what was specific 

and new about my approach to the Coptic protection letters with respect to preceding 

scholarship, i.e. the inclusion in my analysis of the social relationships that underlay and 

were activated in the Coptic protection letter mechanism. 

Chapter 2 examined in more detail on the corpus and categorizations of the Coptic 

protection letters as they were set out in previous editions and discussions. I pointed out 

where I disagree with the existing scholarship on the function of documents in certain 

subcategories (2.1.3). The chapter also presents a list of the 142 documents which I consider 

as Coptic protection letters in this dissertation. The chapter showed how the majority of the 

published Coptic protection letters were in fact written on ceramic or limestone shards, and 

were found in Western Thebes, in the town of Djeme (Medinet Habu) and surrounding 

monastic settlements. Moreover, the Coptic protection letters which have been dated to a 

certain year or a couple of decennia, are all dated to the first half of the eighth century. 
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Regarding chronology, the chapter also touched upon the apparent disappearance of Coptic 

protection letters after 750, a point which I will discuss further below in the last section of 

this conclusion. 

Chapter 3 presented a detailed discussion of the formulary and of the procedures of 

the Coptic protection letter mechanism. The chapter argued that the Coptic protection letter 

mechanism was an institution embedded in local, rural communities, predominantly based 

in the village, and countered the claim in existing scholarship that the Coptic protection 

letter procedure was a matter of routine. I will discuss the results of these comparisons in 

more detail below, under the first set of research questions. 

Chapter 4 expanded the discussion beyond the local context of the Coptic protection 

letter mechanism, similarly to Chapter 5. It provided a clear positioning of the protection 

letter mechanism among similar mechanisms operating in late antique and early Islamic 

Egypt. It discussed the 4 main categories of problems – taxation, fugitives, and private legal 

issues – which the protection letters aimed to solve, and compared the protection letters, 

both in terms of function and format, with (contemporary) documents with similar aims. I 

countered the argument in existing scholarship that the protection letters were essentially 

debt agreements between private debtors and creditors. Rather, I emphasized the importance 

of taxation in the protection letters, while acknowledging the role played by debt in the 

mechanism, while pointing at the ambiguity of the boundary between official/public and 

private in these contexts. I also refuted the idea that the Coptic protection letters functioned 

as short-distance versions of the Arabic (and Greek) travel permits, by comparing both 

mechanisms in detail. I will discuss the results of my comparisons in more detail below, 

under the second set of research questions.  

Chapter 5 used the protection letters as well as other documents to argue that the 

village elites and their mechanisms were integrated in the provincial administration. It also 

focused on the social relationships and networks of dependency underlying the Coptic 

protection mechanism, and the motivations of the local elites to participate in it. I propose 

a new interpretation of the Coptic letter P.Ryl.Copt. 277 as a translation to Coptic of the 

missive of a high government official to a pagarch, likely originally written in Greek or 

Arabic. I propose that the translation was made in the pagarch’s office, and meant for 

consumption in the village, either to be read out loud to the villagers, or as a reference for 

the village authorities on what was expected from them according to the letter. I also propose 

new connections between the Greek sigillion SB III 7240 and Coptic protection letters 
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O.CrumVC 8 and 9. These documents might have been issued for the same community of 

monks, four months apart, and illustrate the tensions between the expectations of the monks 

and those of the government regarding their tax payments.  

 

Answers to my research questions 

1. Can the Coptic protection letter be considered an institution of village life? In other 

words, was a Coptic protection letter a result of a routine or rather an ad-hoc 

procedure? Can we identify patterns in their production (including their language) 

and circulation?  

This question was the focus of Chapter 3. The Coptic protection letter was an institution of 

village life, predictable and recurring, but with variable expressions. I showed how there are 

recurring patterns in the formulary of the documents, including the combination of certain 

formulae which form the core of a Coptic protection letter. On the other hand, I showed that 

the well-known variability of the Coptic protection letters appears down to the level of the 

individual scribe. The chapter argued that this patterned variability was a reflection of the 

specific situation behind the production of the document. The chapter provided a similar 

conclusion with regard to the procedure of the Coptic protection letter mechanism. Some 

practices were repeated, as is clear from the language in the documents, but overall there 

was not a fixed procedure to obtain a protection letter. Therefore, the chapter concluded that 

the Coptic protection letter mechanism was an institution of village life in seventh-eighth-

century Egypt. The issued document itself would not have been a filled-out template, but 

rather containing formulas and stipulations adapted to the specific situation. Villagers could 

expect to obtain a Coptic protection letter in certain circumstances, and there is evidence in 

the documents that they indeed expected it. However, the issuance of a protection letter was 

not routine, nor even guaranteed, as the evidence shows. Moreover, some protection letters 

seem to contain additional comments aimed at convincing the protectee to accept the 

protection letter, which might indicate that protectees sometimes hesitated to participate in 

the mechanism.  

The Coptic protection letter was an institution of village life, but as such was connected to 

other contexts as well. The Coptic protection letter mechanism was primarily the domain of 

rural elites, especially village authorities, as the production of Coptic protection letters 

seems to have been mostly linked to the village. However, the occurrence of district 
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administrators in a few protection letters shows that the mechanism could go beyond the 

level of the village (Chapter 5). Moreover, monks and especially monastic authorities also 

played an important part in the Coptic protection letter mechanism, as protector, 

intermediary, or protectee, and the finding of these documents in monastic sites gives 

additional weight to their involvement. Chapter 3 discussed the collaboration between 

village elites and clerical or monastic elites in the procedures to obtain a protection letter. 

The corpus presents in particular a recurring pattern of village elites requesting that a 

monastic leader should issue a protection letter for a third party, and in the same letter 

promising that they will respect said protection letter. This pattern points to a practice of 

cooperation between village and monastic elites, to bring villagers who had sought refuge 

at a monastic settlements back to the village, even temporarily.  

2. What was the role and place of the Coptic protection letters in their contemporary 

documentary landscape, i.e. compared to (contemporary) Greek, Arabic, and Coptic 

documents with seemingly similar functions?  

This issue is the focus of the discussions in Chapter 4, where I argue that the Coptic 

protection letters were problem-solving instruments. They solved problems of various types, 

which were often related to taxation, or private legal issues, and the need to return home. 

They solved problems for the protectee, but also for the protector, and in some cases also 

for the intermediary, e.g. in some cases where the intermediary was a village administrator, 

asking the monastic authority to issue a protection letter for a villager who was needed at 

the village. Each protection letter resolved, or aimed to solve, a specific, individual situation, 

which is visible in the variable language of the documents.  

Other types of documents in seventh and eighth-century Egypt similarly aimed to 

solve comparable problems. However, Chapter 4 has discussed in detail which unique role 

the Coptic protection letters played in the wider documentary landscape. First, when it came 

to fiscal matters, the Coptic protection letters discern themselves from other documents 

solving similar fiscal problems related to fiscal pressure and tax evasion in two main ways: 

1) Coptic protection letters were issued by the lowest officials with responsibilities in the 

fiscal administration, 2) and they addressed the tax payer (or tax evader) themselves. In the 

Coptic protection letters, with very few exceptions, there was no interference from district 

or province administrators, in contrast to other mechanisms solving similar problems for the 

protectee.  
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There are various documents regulating travel contemporary to the Coptic protection letters, 

especially dating to the first half of the eighth century (see below). Travel was an important 

component to most of the protection letters, but the Coptic protection letters differed in 

many ways from the Arabic and Greek travel permits issued by higher representatives of 

the Arab-Muslim government in Fustat, or from the very local Coptic travel permits used in 

Western Thebes. While it has not been stated or discussed explicitly in publications, on 

various occasions at academic meetings scholars have described to me the Coptic protection 

letters as essentially travel permits, but in their local, Coptic, form, instead of their 

provincially central, Arabic (or Greek) form. Through a comparison between the Coptic 

protection letters and the Arabic/Greek and Coptic travel permits I argued that these types 

of documents were issued with different principal aims: the travel permits’ chief aim was to 

regulate mobility, while the Coptic protection letters’ chief aim was to provide (partial) 

amnesty in order to solve a problem in the village. Yes, Coptic protection letters often 

explicitly allowed (or ordered) the protectee to travel (home), but the protection offered was 

not focused on the travel away from home, but rather on the protectee’s life once returned 

to the village.  

In some cases, the protection letters seem to aim at providing a safe space for a settlement 

of a conflict of some sort. Rather than mentioning fiscal elements, these protection letters 

seem to be instruments of private conflict resolution, asking the protectee to talk and settle, 

sometimes with the protector, sometimes with others, and allowing them to leave in peace 

if a settlement was not reached. The key element explaining the specific role of the Coptic 

protection letter mechanism as a private legal mechanism is that the protection letters did 

not aim at punishing the protectee or another party, but rather at leading to a solution 

between the protectee and other parties, to the extent that the protectee could leave again 

unharmed if a solution should not be found.  

3. What can the Coptic protection letters tell us about the role of local elites in Early 

Islamic Egypt, both as wielders of power in their own communities and as members 

of an administrative system in service of an Arab-Muslim provincial government?  

The Coptic protection letters were instruments of negotiation and power in the local 

communities in which the protectors and intermediaries of the Coptic protection letter 

mechanism had an authoritative role. Issuing such a document could strengthen the 

protector’s position in the village community, through the activation of a reciprocal 
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relationship with the protectee, which functioned through the exchange of favors and/or 

services. I have shown how this reciprocity is worded in the documents. My discussions of 

the procedures which led (or not) to the issuance of a Coptic protection letters have shown 

that there were multiple relationships behind the documents. In fact, Chapter 3 has shown 

the importance of intermediaries in the Coptic protection letter mechanism. Chapter 5 then, 

has argued that these multiple relationships between the various parties actually could form 

networks of dependency relationships, in which protector, protectee, and intermediary 

needed something from each other. The formulary of the protection letters focuses on the 

position of power of the protectors, but the dissertation has argued that the protection letters 

are also a result of a negotiation. I have proposed in Chapter 3 that oral interactions between 

intermediaries and protectors could take the form of negotiations, performed before the 

issuance of a protection letter, shaping some of the contents of the document (e.g. the 

amount of money still to be paid in the exception clause). The local elites engaged in the 

Coptic protection letter mechanism in their capacity of authority figures in their 

communities, leveraging that authority and their responsibilities in the communities to solve 

problems and facilitate the return of villagers stranded away from home.  

However, I have argued that we also often see the local elites engage in the Coptic 

protection letter mechanism in their capacity as low-level fiscal administrators, functioning 

within the provincial administration. I have shown that the so-called Coptic protection 

letters, if not all of them, were embedded in fiscal practice. This makes them excellent points 

of entry into the study of the provincial administration of the caliphate in the seventh and 

eighth centuries, including the relationship between local elites and the central provincial 

government. The Coptic protection letter mechanism protected the protector’s position in 

the administration of the province, through the ensuring of the flow of revenue to the central 

administration. The recipients of the protection letters presumably returned home, paid often 

a part of their taxes, resumed their work, and might hopefully be counted on to be there to 

pay taxes for the next tax instalment, rather than be lost to the desert or another village, or 

even another district. 

I have argued that the Coptic protection letter mechanism, and the local elites engaged in it, 

contributed to the success of empire, through insuring the flow of revenue, and, relatedly, 

curbing flight from the village. These documents show the fiscal practice of local village 

authorities, beyond following orders from above and collecting taxes: they acted creatively 

in the fiscal administration, combining governmental policies with the realities on the 
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ground, to their own interests and those of the village. Yet, the Coptic protection letters as 

a whole were not “fiscal documents”, in the way that tax-receipts or tax-demands are, they 

were not instruments of the fiscal administration of Egypt. They are, in the first place, 

problem-solving instruments based in the variegated responsibilities and competencies of 

the village elites. The Coptic protection letters show the village elites shaping the fiscal 

practice of the province as part of a protection mechanism of their own, by which they 

solved various problems in their communities, a mechanism which operated autonomously 

from the central provincial administration, yet had a direct impact on it. 

The timeframe of the Coptic protection letter mechanism 

In Chapter 2, I discussed two interesting facets of the chronological distribution of the 

Coptic protection letters: 1) all protection letters which could be dated to a specific year or 

within a timeframe of a few decades, were dated to the first half of the eighth century, and 

2) with one exception, none of the Coptic protection letters have been attributed a date after 

the eighth century. Thus, the mechanism seemed to thrive in the first half of the eighth 

century – at least in Western Thebes and in the village of Djeme specifically. Yet, while we 

have to take into account that some protection letters should receive a later date, as I have 

discussed in Chapter 2, by the end of the eighth century the Coptic protection letter 

mechanism seems to have become obsolete. The Coptic protection letter mechanism already 

existed in seventh-century pre-conquest Egypt, as evidenced by the letters sent to bishop 

Pesynthios included in the corpus. In Chapter 1 I have set out the reasons why I do not 

believe the Coptic protection letters as a whole, and certainly not those produced in Djeme 

in the first half of the eighth century, were Coptic versions or direct successors of the so-

called logoi asylias, known only from sixth-century legal literature. The Coptic protection 

letters, in my view, were instruments of a similar yet different mechanism of protection 

functioning in seventh and eighth century Egypt, specifically designed to meet the needs of 

the situation, and located in village and monastic communities, at times tying those 

communities together. While the first attestations of the Coptic protection letter mechanism 

thus predate the incorporation of Egypt into an Islamic empire, I believe it is empire which 

allowed the Coptic protection letter mechanism to thrive when it did. Umayyad (Marwanid) 

policies of survey, control, and documentation of revenue and mobility, from the end of the 

seventh century to the middle of the eighth century, well documented in the sources and 

addressed in scholarly literature (see section 4.2), coincide with the period in which all the 
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more precisely dated protection letters can be dated. I have discussed several Arabic and 

Greek documents which were products of those policies in Chapters 4 and 5. Above I have 

stated that the Coptic protection letter mechanism operated independently from the central 

provincial administration, that is was not a product of it. However, I believe that the apparent 

blossoming of the Coptic protection letter mechanism was connected to the Marwanid 

policies, as local reactions to the heightened attention to and control of revenue flow and 

mobility of people from the provincial government.  

Could a change in governmental policies also explain the apparent disappearance of 

the Coptic protection letters after the eighth century? Taking into account the linguistic 

situation of Egypt at the time, we might expect that by that time Arabic might take over 

from Coptic to issue the protection letters, similarly to the evolvement of tax-receipts which 

were more often produced in Arabic as opposed to Greek and Coptic from the second half 

of the eighth century onwards. However, there does not appear to have been an Arabic 

equivalent to the Coptic protection letters. Arabic letters reflecting similar mechanisms have 

been published, but these were not instruments of a particular protection mechanism 

comparable to the Coptic protection letters. We might consider indeed changes in the 

policies regarding taxation and mobility after the middle of the eighth century, when the 

Abbasid dynasty supplanted the Umayyads and commenced their rule over the caliphate. 

The range of dates for the published Arabic travel permits is 717-751, making them 

seemingly obsolete as well, while limited phrases from the travel permit formulary recur in 

published Abbasid Arabic tax-receipts, as well as in tax-receipt produced in the Fatimid 

periods.728 Were the Arabic travel permits and the Coptic protection letters both “victims” 

of transitioning fiscal policies, in which taxation and mobility were regulated differently, 

and/or less strictly? In the second half of the eighth century, lists of fugitives were still 

compiled in the Fayyum region.729 At this moment, there is no satisfying answer to these 

issues, which might be provided in the future by an in-depth and all-encompassing 

investigation of the fiscal documentation in Arabic, Greek, and Coptic of the Abbasid 

period. 

 

 
728 Abbasid tax-receipts: P.DiemFrueheUrkunden 7 (784), P.GrohmannProbleme 18 (812), CPR 

XVI 1 (821). On this topic, oral communication by Marie Legendre, at the International Congress 

of Papyrology, Paris, 25 to 30 July 2022. 
729 CPR XXII 35(750-769?). 
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Summary 

 

This dissertation is dedicated to the Coptic protection letters, a group of documentary texts 

from seventh and eighth-century Egypt. They are the instruments of a specific 

administrative, legal, and social village mechanism, with both written and oral components, 

which was in the hands of the local rural elites. This dissertation examines the mechanism 

of the Coptic protection letters and what it can tell us about the role of the local elites in 

early Islamic Egypt. The Coptic protection letters are questioned in order to garner 

information on social cohesion, interaction with the state, the self-regulation of the local 

communities and the role played by the local elites therein. 

Chapter 1 provides the historical context for the protection letter mechanism, as well as 

methodological comments on using (Coptic) documentary papyri as a source for historical 

studies, notably the difficulty of dating these documents. I discuss the meaning of 

“protection” in this dissertation, as well as two wider sources of processes and concepts in 

the background of the Coptic protection letters in seventh and eighth-century Egypt: 1) 

Concepts of protection in Islamic law and examples of protection of subordinate people by 

government officials in the papyri, and 2) Roman or Byzantine asylum law, with special 

attention to the logoi asylias. I argued that the Coptic protection letters should not be seen 

as Coptic versions of or successors to the logoi asylias, but rather that they were distinct 

instruments of protection mechanisms of late antique Egypt. I also set out what is specific 

and new about my approach to the Coptic protection letters with respect to preceding 

scholarship, i.e. the inclusion in my analysis of the social relationships that underlay and 

were activated in the Coptic protection letter mechanism. 

Chapter 2 examines in more detail on the corpus and categorizations of the Coptic 

protection letters as they were set out in previous editions and discussions. I point out where 

I disagree with the existing scholarship on the function of documents in certain 

subcategories (2.1.3). The chapter also presents a list of the 142 documents which I consider 

as Coptic protection letters in this dissertation. The chapter shows how the majority of the 

published Coptic protection letters were in fact written on ceramic or limestone shards, and 

were found in Western Thebes, in the town of Djeme (Medinet Habu) and surrounding 

monastic settlements. Moreover, the Coptic protection letters which have been dated to a 

certain year or a couple of decennia, are all dated to the first half of the eighth century. 
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Regarding chronology, the chapter also touched upon the apparent disappearance of Coptic 

protection letters after 750. 

Chapter 3 presents a detailed discussion of the formulary and of the procedures of 

the Coptic protection letter mechanism. The chapter argues that the Coptic protection letter 

mechanism was an institution embedded in local, rural communities, predominantly based 

in the village, and countered the claim in existing scholarship that the Coptic protection 

letter procedure was a matter of routine.  

Chapter 4 expands the discussion beyond the local context of the Coptic protection 

letter mechanism, similarly to Chapter 5. It provides a clear positioning of the protection 

letter mechanism among similar mechanisms operating in late antique and early Islamic 

Egypt. It discusses the 3 main categories of problems – taxation, fugitives, and private legal 

issues – which the protection letters aimed to solve, and compared the protection letters, 

both in terms of function and format, with (contemporary) documents with similar aims. It 

also discusses the Coptic protection letters’ connection to documents and mechanisms 

related to the release of prisoners. I counter the argument in existing scholarship that the 

protection letters were essentially debt agreements between private debtors and creditors. 

Rather, I emphasize the importance of taxation in the protection letters, while 

acknowledging the role played by debt in the mechanism, while pointing at the ambiguity 

of the boundary between official/public and private in these contexts. I also refute the idea 

that the Coptic protection letters functioned as short-distance versions of the Arabic (and 

Greek) travel permits, by comparing both mechanisms in detail.  

Chapter 5 uses the protection letters as well as other documents to argue that the 

village elites and their mechanisms were integrated in the provincial administration. It also 

focuses on the social relationships and networks of dependency underlying the Coptic 

protection mechanism, and the motivations of the local elites to participate in it. I propose 

a new interpretation of the Coptic letter P.Ryl.Copt. 277 as a translation to Coptic of the 

missive of a high government official to a pagarch, likely originally written in Greek or 

Arabic. I propose that the translation was made in the pagarch’s office, and meant for 

consumption in the village, either to be read out loud to the villagers, or as a reference for 

the village authorities on what was expected from them according to the letter. I also propose 

new connections between the Greek sigillion SB III 7240 and Coptic protection letters 

O.CrumVC 8 and 9. These documents might have been issued for the same community of 
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monks, four months apart, and illustrate the tensions between the expectations of the monks 

and those of the government regarding their tax payments.  
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