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Description The archive of Flavius Abinnaeus, commander of the fortress at Dionysias in the Arsinoites 
between AD 342-351, contains more than 80 documents, both official and private. 

The bulk of the archive was acquired by various collectors from dealers in Medinet-el-
Fayum in the winter of 1893 and is divided between the British Library and the University 
Library of Geneva. First published at the end of the 19th century in P. Gen. I1 and P. Lond. 
II respectively, the archive was collected in 1962 in one of the first editions of an archive as 
a whole (P. Abinnaeus). The Geneva part was acquired from a dealer by Edouard Naville, 
acting on behalf of Jules Nicole and later of the Geneva University Library (70 pieces in 
January 1893; 30 more in April 1893).1 The London part, purchased by Rev. C. Murch, who 
was acting on behalf of Sir E. Wallis Budge,2 was acquired in two instalments in 1893 
(catalogue numbers 231-265 on January 16; catalogue numbers 403-447, on May 15). The 
agents of London and Geneva operated within a few days of each other and all but met 
personally at the Fayum dealer’s both times. 

Some items in the Abinnaeus archive were picked up separately. 1 was acquired individually 
in the same year 1893. 39 was acquired in March 1893 through the Vienna dealer Graf. 63 
was part of the collection of Urbain Bouriant, director of the French Institute between 1887 
and 1898, a period which overlaps the dates of the London and Geneva purchases. 

After the publication of P. Abinnaeus, some new documents have tentatively been added to 

                                                
1 Martin, P. Abinnaeus, 1962, p. 1-5. 
2 W. Budge, By Nile and Tigris, II, London, 1920, p. 341. 
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the archive: SB VI 9605 in the Vienna collection; SB X 10755 and SB XX 14954 in 
Strasbourg, and SB XIV 11380 in Berlin. Only the latter contains the name of Abinnaeus 
and is correctly attributed to the archive. The other texts may belong to the archive, though 
some degree of uncertainty remains. The list P. Gen.(2) I 80 was purchased in the same lot 
and resembles the other lists in the archive (66-82), though it was left out of P. Abinnaeus.  

 The petition 44 (= P. Sakaon 47) was not found with the other texts; it is part of the archive 
of Aurelius Sakaon of Theadelpheia. Presumably it was a duplicate or a copy of the petition, 
not the original, which one would have expected Abinnaeus to retain. 65, more recently 
completed with BGU II 456 (= SB XIV 11877), was erroneously included. 

62 may well be the key to the find-place of the archive. In his introduction to P. Gen. I1, 
Nicole writes that the Geneva pieces acquired in Medinet-el-Fayum in 1893 (among which 
62), originate from one and the same village, Philadelpheia. This contract 62, in which the 
name of Nonna occurs, is closely linked with 64 (and 63), by the recurrence of the same 
persons and proximity of dates. 64 was acquired in January 1893, together with the British 
Museum’s first batch of Abinnaeus papyri. Since Nonna is the name of Abinnaeus' wife (cf. 
25), and since the contracting parties in 62, though citizens of Alexandria, are residents of 
Philadelpheia, the official and private papers of the commander Abinnaeus, including the 
private deeds of his wife, probably composed one single archive, which was found in 
Philadelpheia.3 Nonna must have been residing in this locality, where she owned house 
property. When Abinnaeus abandoned his command at Dionysias about AD 351, he went to 
live in Philadelpheia and took with him some of his official papers mixed with others of 
private nature. 

Flavius Abinnaeus was probably born in Syria. The eldest document in the archive (1), a 
draft of his Latin petition to the emperors, recounts his career.4 Abinnaeus served for 33 
years (308-341) as ducenarius in the vexillatio of Parthian archers (Parthusagittarii) 
stationed at Diospolis Magna (1, 4-5). In 336, on the invitation of Senecio, comes limitis of 
the province, he escorted a group of refugees of the Blemmyes to the imperial court of 
Constantius (1, 5-8). In Constantinople, Abinnaeus received instructions to conduct the 
ambassadors of the Blemmyes back to their native land and was bestowed with the honorary 
rank of protector (1, 1-3). He spent three years with the ambassadors (336-340). He visited 
the imperial court again, probably in 339-340, bringing recruits with him from the Thebaid 
whom he delivered at the Fayum village (?) of Hierapolis (1, 8-10). In Hierapolis he was 
released from active service and appointed praefectus alae Quinta Praelectorum in 
Dionysias, a village in the north-west Arsinoites. He is about 54 years old then. The camp at 
Dionysias was part of the fortifications of all frontiers of the empire under Diocletian.5 

On his return to Egypt in 341,6 however, when he submitted his letter of appointment to the 

                                                
3 Dionysias is unlikely to be the place of discovery of the archive, cf. Martin, P. Abinnaeus, 1962, p. 5. 
4 Cf. Barnes 1985, p. 368-374; Pestman 1989, p. 137. 
5 Pestman 1989, p. 135. 
6 According to Pestman 1989, p. 172, Barnes’ interpretation of the events following the year 341 is incorrect. 
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comes et dux Aegypti Valacius, the comes refused to act, saying that other men had produced 
letters of this type (1, 12-14). Valacius may have had his own protégés, as Cugusi suggests,7 
or religious matters may have been involved (cf. infra). Abinnaeus accordingly wrote a 
petition to Constantius, of which a draft survived among his papers (1). Apparently, his 
petition produced the desired effect, for in March 342, Abinnaeus is praefectus alae at 
Dionysias (44). In 344/345, Valacius sends him a letter of dismissal (2), for, at 56 years, 
Abinnaeus has reached retirement age. 58-59 (1-2 February 345) are connected with 
Abinnaeus’ impending journey to Constantinople to contest his dismissal. By May 346, 
Abinnaeus is reinstated as commander of the cavalry in Dionysias. He remained there until 
351. After his retirement in 351 or after, he probably went to live at the other side of the 
Arsinoites, in Philadelpheia, where his archive was found. 

 All texts in the archive are written in Greek, except for two Latin documents (1-2). One 
Greek text bears a Latin subscription (16). 

The main types of documents are petitions, letters, contracts, accounts and lists, dealing with 
Abinnaeus’ official as well as his private affairs. All are incoming documents, addressed to 
Abinnaeus, with the exception of 1 and 43, which are written by Abinnaeus himself: 1 is a 
draft of a petition in Latin, addressed to the emperors, which remained in Abinnaeus’ 
archive. 43 is a memorandum of Abinnaeus to various addressees about debts due to his 
brothers and his sons. 

14 petitions (44-57) are addressed to Abinnaeus as commanding officer at Dionysias 
originating from and directed against both soldiers and civilians. Nearly all date from the 
period after his reinstatement in the command (346-351). They are among the few precisely 
dated documents in the archive. Abinnaeus acts as an intermediary between the dux and the 
petitioners who request his intervention. He receives appeals from the victims of burglaries, 
violence and other malefactions, from people who had their cattle and other property stolen. 
The petitioners originate from Theadelpheia, Philagris, Narmouthis, Theoxenis, Berenikis 
and Hermopolis, all in the western Arsinoites. It is unclear if he had any jurisdiction of right 
in cases arising from petitions by civilians.8 According to official policy, reiterated in an 
edict of the prefect Flavius Eutolmius Tatianus,9 the jurisdiction of military commanders 
applied only to cases involving military parties.10 Most cases do in fact involve soldiers or 
veterans. In the others it is difficult to say whether military status of the party is simply not 
mentioned, or whether there is an abuse of the rules in order to receive help from someone 
with great local power.11 

                                                
7 P. Cugusi, Corpus Epistularum Latinarum (CEL) II, 1992, p. 335. 
8 J. Lallemand, L’administration civile de l’Egypte de l’avènement de Dioclétien à la création du diocèse (284-382). 
Contribution à l'étude des rapports entre l'Égypte et l'Empire à la fin du IIIe et au IVe siècle (Académie Royale de 
Belgique. Classe des Lettres Mémoires 57.2), Bruxelles, 1964, p. 148-150; R. Rémondon, ‘Militaires et civiles dans 
une campagne égyptienne au temps de Constance II’, Journal des Savants 1 (1965), p. 140; R.S. Bagnall, ‘Military 
Officers as Landowners in Fourth Century Egypt’, Chiron 22 (1992), p. 51. 
9 P. Oxy. VIII 1101 (AD 367-370); BL I, p. 331. 
10 R.S. Bagnall, Egypt in Late Antiquity, Princeton, 1993, p. 168-169. 
11 According to Bagnall 1993, p. 169, there is no reason to think that the official policy was not observed in most 
instances. He presumes that the petitioners, even though their military rank is not indicated, petitioned Abinnaeus 
precisely because of their military status. Cf. also Lallemand 1964, p. 148-149. 
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Of the 42 letters, 37 are addressed to Abinnaeus, from 26 different correspondents: 
superiors, equals, inferiors and members of his household. When the correspondents were of 
equal or nearly equal seniority, members of the army and the civil administration applied the 
phrase ‘lord brother’ (κύριος ἀδελφός) to each other in their official and semi-official 
correspondence. 

The interaction between a garrison commander, his subordinates and the civilian population 
is well documented by this archive.12 As commander of a unit Abinnaeus was responsible 
for the internal administration of his troops: hence requests for leave (33, 34) or complaints 
about illegal behaviour of his soldiers (18, 28, 32). He was also in charge of frontier control, 
surveillance and escort, policing the countryside and supporting the civil administration (for 
recruitment of soldiers and fiscal matters). Real military operations hardly played a role.13 
For example, in 3, Abinnaeus is required to provide tax collectors; 13, 26 and 29 refer to the 
collection of the annona militaris. The lists 66-70, 72-74 register tax contributions, probably 
for the annona, levied from farmers, by Abinnaeus’ agents. The lists are drawn up village by 
village. 80 recto is an account of wheat for two villages Theoxenis and Andromachis. 5 also 
seems to be concerned with tax collection, although Aetios mentioned in the text may be a 
private employee. It is one of a series of texts concerned with business affairs. It is difficult 
to separate public and private business in some of these documents. 

 The accounts 80, 81 and 82 verso certainly record private affairs of Abinnaeus. The same 
goes for 60, a contract of sale of two cows from a soldier of Abinnaeus' unit. According to 
Carrié,14 several other documents deal with private business: 5 and the accounts 66-69, 80-
82 refer to exploitations of Abinnaeus in villages located near his military post; 4, 14, 21, 
31, 41 and 43 are letters concerning the management of his estates. Carrié identifies some 
wheat payments as loans for sowing, others as revenues and expenses of Abinnaeus' estates. 
Although there is reasonable evidence to say that Abinnaeus owned land and cattle, Bagnall 
does not believe that all these documents refer to private affairs.15 5, 14 and 66-69 suggest 
official business connected with tax collection rather than private agricultural management. 

Abinnaeus owned a house in Alexandria, which he put on lease (22). His wife Nonna alias 
Polyetion, who was an Alexandrian citizen and possessed the ius trium liberorum, had some 
house property in Philadelpheia and in Alexandria. 62-64 form a little subarchive of Nonna's 
family. 62 is a copy of a contract (AD 350) by which Nonna’s siblings Philadelphos and 
Eustorgion divide house property in Philadelpheia. Nonna is not a direct party to the 
contract. 63 is a copy of a minute of proceedings before the iuridicus of Alexandria (AD 
350). Nonna is being sued by her sister Eustorgion for 1/4 share in house property and 1/2 
share of certain perquisites and she would wrongly deprive her younger brother Dionysios a 
further share. In 64, a contract of sale of two male slaves to Nonna, we know of at least two 
sons, Constantius (23, 25, 31) and Domnus (31). In the house hold lived a slave Palas (36) 

                                                
12 R.S.O Tomlin, ‘The Army of the Late Empire’, in J. Wacher (ed.), The Roman World, I, London - New York, 1987, 
p. 112. 
13 F. Zucker, AfP 18 (1966), p. 104. 
14 J.-M. Carrié, ‘Patronage et propriété militaires au IVe s. Objet rhétorique et objet réel du discours “Sur les 
patronages” de Libanius’, BCH 100 (1976), p. 176. 
15 Bagnall 1992, p. 50-51. 
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and a soldier Syrus, who was Abinnaeus’ confidant (29). 

The question whether Abinnaeus is a Christian has been treated by Barnes: since the 
petitions never name a pagan deity and refer almost 30 times to God or a divine providence, 
he thinks Abinnaeus was a Christian. The petition SB XIV 11380 implies that Abinnaeus 
considered the village priest of Hermopolis as a particulary trustworthy witness and hence 
indirectly that the praefectus is himself a Christian. The enmity which Valacius showed 
towards Abinnaeus may be partly connected with ecclesiastical politics.16 

Archive texts P. Abinn. 1-39, 41-61, 64, 66-82; SB VIII 9692; SB XIV 11380; uncertain: P. Abinn.40 Vo, 
62-63; BGU XVII 2707; P. Gen.(2) I 80; SB VI 9605; SB XX 14954. 

Text types Petitions, letters, contracts, accounts, lists = incoming, outgoing and internal documents. 

Appendix Stemma of Abinnaeus’ family 

                                                                                               Elis 

 

 

Fl. Abinnaeus       x       Nonna          Aur. Philadelphos   Eustorgion   x   Aur. Kouerous           Dionysios 

(° ca. AD 286)             alias Polyetion 

 

   Constantius                   Domnus 

                                ? 

 

                                                
16 Barnes 1985, p. 374. 


