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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.).. 
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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. 



 

125 
 

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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