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Arsinoites (Fayum), meris of Polemon, Kerkeosiris 
139-107 BC 
Greek, possibly also Demotic 
Papyrus 
156 certain, 10 uncertain, many unpublished 
Official archive 
Berkeley, Bancroft Library 
Discovered in mummified crocodiles found by Grenfell & Hunt at Umm el-Baragat (Tebtynis) in 1899/1900 
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Description During excavations in the desert cemeteries of Tebtynis, Grenfell and Hunt unexpectedly 
discovered Ptolemaic papyri in some crocodile mummies. This find is one of the most 
fascinating events in papyrology (P. Tebt. I, 1902, p. VI). Among these texts used to stuff and 
wrap sacred crocodiles, interrelated documents may be grouped. Best-known is the archive of 
the village scribes of Kerkeosiris, though its reconstruction is quite complex. Three distinctive 
periods may be discerned (see also App. 1). 

Period 1. Before 119 - after 110 BC. The papers originating from the office of the village 
scribes of Kerkeosiris constitute a first archive, commonly referred to as the archive of 
Menches. Between 110 and 105 Petesouchos or another successor of Menches apparently 
weeded out this official archive and removed the outdated documents: these discarded 
documents have come down to us. 156 papyri of this archive have been published or 
described, on which almost 200 documents were written. 

Period 2. March/April 105 - 99 BC. The discarded documents from the office of the village 
scribes of Kerkeosiris were recycled as scrap paper by private persons, most probably by a 
family. One of the protagonists is Akousilaos, after whom this second archive is named (see 
the archive of Akousilaos and partners, ArchID 412). 

Period 3. After 91 BC. Finally, the mixed group of papyri of period 1 and 2 was reused for 
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stuffing and wrapping mummified crocodiles. Especially the long papyrus rolls comprising the 
village scribes' land and tax lists, some of them exceeding four metres in length (e.g. 61), were 
fit to be wrapped round the crocodiles. The papyri were found in at least 21 different 
crocodiles, dispersed over three tombs (Tomb b, c and the Milanese tomb; see VERHOOGT 
1998, p. 18-19). These crocodiles were part of a group of 25 sacred crocodiles that were 
mummified on the same occasion somewhere after 91 BC, with the help of one batch of 
papyri, originating from Kerkeosiris, but the exact source is not yet clear (VERHOOGT 1998, p. 
49 and n. 132). Several Kerkeosiris archives may be retrieved from this batch, see App. 2. 

The archive of the village scribes of Kerkeosiris (period 1) is a wastepaper archive, as only the 
discarded documents have been preserved. Menches is the protagonist, but as his papers were 
taken over by his successor Petesouchos, the archive cannot be named exclusively after him. 

Menches was a ‘Greek born in Egypt’ (Ἕλλην ἐγχώριος) and the male members of the family 
all have double names: Menches alias Asklepiades, son of Petesouchos alias Ammonios, 
grandson of Menches (?) alias Asklepiades. In most cases, they used and are addressed by 
only one name, usually their Egyptian name. This is a Hellenized Egyptian family, rather than 
an Egyptianized family of Greek settlers (pace PESTMAN 1983 and VERHOOGT 1998, p. 52). 
Menches had a brother Polemon and Mestasytmis, a crown tenant, may also have been a 
brother (PESTMAN 1983, p. 131-133; VERHOOGT 1998, p. 50-53). 

Verhoogt distinguishes three phases in the village scribes' archive (see App. 3). 

Phase a. Before August 119 BC — Menches' probation term as village scribe started 
presumably in September 120, when he worked with his predecessor. Some 11 documents 
emanate from this phase. 

Phase b. August 119 - 111/110 BC — Most documents belong to the years 115-112 of this 
second phase. Menches was officially reappointed in August 119 and was probably 
reappointed a second time in summer 113. He had to bear substantial costs to retain his 
position: he made a one-time payment of grain and was obliged to lease land from the state at 
a high annual rent. Fortunately, he was sponsored by Dorion, a high official in Alexandria. 

Phase c. 111/110 - March/April 105 BC — Menches apparently shared the duties of village 
scribe with his successor Petesouchos in 111/110 and was succeeded by him shortly 
afterwards. Petesouchos alias Polemon might have been Menches' brother or nephew, but such 
an identification cannot be proved. Only four documents belong to this third phase. The last 
datable document was written shortly after 9 October 110 (53). The archive was weeded 
between that date and March/April 105 when the discarded documents were cannibalized by 
private persons. 

Because the preserved part of the archive comprises papyri outdated at some point and 
therefore removed from the archive, the composition of the archive is peculiar and, in some 
aspects, unbalanced. The years 115-112 are particularly well represented. In addition, the 
documents reflect mainly the village scribe's activities in the second half of the Egyptian year, 
that is from February through September. Linked to these two peculiarities, is a third one: two 
types of documents are overrepresented in the period 115-112, official accounts listing 
payments and correspondence addressed to the village scribe. These short-term documents 
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make up about one third of the archive (VERHOOGT 1998, p. 44). The yearly accounts list 
payments for rent and taxes per Crown tenant in April-August. Such accounts are quickly 
outdated. The incoming correspondence are mainly urgent orders to put certain affairs in 
order, for instance, on the occasion of a visit of a high official to the village (17). 

In the next section all types of documents constituting this archive, are discussed (see App. 4). 

The core of this official archive consists of documents pertaining to the administration of the 
village agricultural land, compiled out of fiscal interest of the state. 

The letters are addressed to or written by superiors and subordinates, with whom Menches had 
regular contacts not only through correspondence, but also through meetings. By examining 
typical formulas VERHOOGT (1998, p. 70-73) was able to establish the hierarchic relationships 
between Menches and his correspondents. The main correspondent of the incoming letters is 
his superior the royal scribe, who forms the link between the minister of finances (dioiketes) in 
Alexandria and the village scribes. Menches' outgoing correspondence is preserved in drafts or 
copies of the fair versions and, among these, letters to the royal scribe form the core. Other 
correspondents are the district scribe (topogrammateus), strategos, village head (komarches) 
and colleagues labeled ‘brother-officials’ (VERHOOGT 1998, p. 74-82). 

The land registers are the result of two annual survey operations mapping the plots of land, 
their owners and their crops. Few lists of the survey operation of September survive in the 
archive, whereas the survey operation of February focussing on the cultivated fields, is well 
documented. Probably all these registers had to be presented to the royal scribe in the nome 
capital in March. The ‘field-by-field lists’ register all categories of land on a topographical 
basis and form the basis of the land administration. The ‘reports’, on the other hand, record 
land on a non-topographical basis, either by crop or by name of the land-holders. Part of the 
land that after the February survey appeared to be derelict, was brought under cultivation and 
let to tenant farmers at a reduced rent. Menches incorporated the administrative changes due 
these late reclamations in his reports or added them as a supplement. 

The official accounts list payments in kind for rent and taxes made by local farmers, organized 
by day or by farmer's name. The accounts 1151-1155 form a distinct type, dealing with 
payments in money and being a kind of ‘working’ accounts: ‘while the other accounts present 
the result of the village scribe's work, the accounts 1151-1155 all illustrate the process how he 
reached these results, showing how the finance of the office of village scribe worked’ 
(VERHOOGT 2005, p. 4). 

Whereas the previous categories of land registers and official accounts were presented during 
meetings before they returned to and were classified in the village scribe's archive, another 
group of documents were never meant to leave the archive. This fourth category may be called 
documents for internal use, comprising drafts or copies of outgoing letters and of reports 
written by Menches,1 copies of incoming correspondence or official letters forwarded to 
Menches2 and preliminary land lists and accounts used in drawing up the final official 

                                                
1 E.g. 11, an acknowledgment by Menches, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 26, 11-24, 29, 157, 167; see Verhoogt 1998, p.30 n. 
40 and 42. 
2 E.g. 25, 1-7, 26, 1-10, 28 + 24; see further Verhoogt 1998, p. 30 n. 41. 
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documents.3 In two cases the finished version of an outgoing letter to the royal scribe, bearing 
an address on the verso, is found in the archive (38, 1099). Apparently, the letters returned in 
the archive after they had been sent to and dealt with by the recipient (VERHOOGT 1998, p. 73 
n. 8). 

Menches frequently used scrap paper for the above-mentioned internal documents (VERHOOGT 

1998, p. 29-31, 161-165; list p. 184). He used the back of the long administrative registers and 
accounts, or even the empty protokollon of rolls (e.g., 12 and 13). Not only documents from 
his own office were reused by him4, but also discarded papyri from other official archives: 8, a 
letterbook from the dioiketes' office at Alexandria, was during one of his visits cannabalized 
by Menches for a draft or copy of an acknowledgment to Dorion, a high Alexandrian official 
(11) (VERHOOGT 1998, p. 56-60). At least two papyri from the office of the scribe of the nome 
capital (86 and 150) ended up in Menches' archive. He also took home old documents from 
colleagues, which he apparently gathered during a meeting of the village scribes with the royal 
scribe in the nome capital. Thus some archival documents from the village scribe of Magdola 
turned up among Menches' papers (see the archive of the village scribe of Magdola, ArchID 
128). 

The fifth category of texts, the petitions, is not linked to the land administration. Villagers 
submitted their complaints about theft, physical violence and other problems to the village 
scribe. Numerous petitions were submitted to Menches and Petesouchos, who were expected 
to forward them to the appropriate authorities (39, 40, 44-51, 53, 128-129, 230?, 264?, 1094-
1098). The village scribe kept the original complaint and sent a copy to the royal scribe, 
accompanied by a letter of transmittal. Several examples are discussed by LEWIS (1986, p. 
119-122). 

Finally, one private document may be part of the archive: according to the letter 107, the 
cleruch Ptolemaios, son of Meniskos, leases his land to a man called Menches, who may be 
the village scribe or an ordinary farmer. 

Some unexpected events colour the technical, administrative papers. In 118-117 Menches was 
troubled by official investigations launched in consequence of a strike of a dozen of his 
colleagues from the Arsinoite nome, leading him to submit hastily a petition (43) to the king 
about the ‘December poisoning’, full of mistakes and corrections. Menches was afraid that 
this old case would be dug up, in which he and his brother had been accused of attempt to 
poison a citizen of Krokodilopolis. The case was investigated, but since he remained in office, 
Menches was apparently acquitted. Menches appears not to have been a member of the group 
of discontented village scribes (VERHOOGT 1998, p. 149-166). A few years later, in November 
114, he had to deal with a strike of Crown tenants in his village, as a consequence of which 
the sowing would be delayed, the crops would not come up to expectations and the due rents 
and taxes would not be paid (VERHOOGT 1998, p. 167-175). 

More fragmentary papyri in the Bancroft Library may belong to this archive, including 

                                                
3 E.g. 1106, work notes on the back of 1107; see further Verhoogt 1998, p. 30 n. 43. 
4 E.g. 28 + 24 on back of 60 and 43, after 60 and 43 had been pasted together; 167 on back of 61; 1106 on the back 
of 1107; 1126 on the back of 26 + 71; 1136 on the back of 1130. 
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Demotic ones (see the APIS Berkeley Database).  

The archive of the village scribes of Kerkeosiris is well-known among papyrologists because 
it is an exceptionally rich source of information for the office of the village scribe and for the 
land administration and land ownership in general. Though they are only wastepaper, the 
administrative documents of the village scribes are also one of the most exciting and 
challenging papyrus groups for the study of archival composition.  

Archive texts P. Tebt. I 5, 9, 10-12, 13 Vo [3], 14-15, 16 Vo, 17-20, 22-25, 26+71 Ro+SB XXIV 16227 (= 
Pap. Lugd. Bat. 29, p. 170 no. 2), 27-31, 33, 38-40, 43-51, 53, 55, 60-70, 72+1113, 73-78, 
84-85, 88-89, 91+1149, 92, 95, 97, 98+1147, 114, 124, 128-129, 135, 153-157, 160, 167, 
172, 184, 193, 198, 203, 204, 217, 220-222, 225, 242-243, 254, 256, 263, IV 1094-1104, 
1105+93, 1106-1112, 1114-1148, 1150, V 1151-1155; C. Ord. Ptol. 53 (= 5), 61 (= 7); SB 
XXIV 16226 (= Pap. Lugd. Bat. 29, p. 68-69 no. 1), 16229 (= Pap. Lugd. Bat. 29, p. 214-
219 no. 4); uncertain: 58, 107, 115, 216 Vo, 230, 254, 261, 264; Chrest. Wilck. 327 (= 210); 
Pap. Lugd. Bat. 29, p. 194 no. 134 descr. (= 134) (cf. also the list in VERHOOGT 1998, p. 
183-185). 

Text types Field-by-field lists (9) and reports (35); official accounts (45 certain, 1 uncertain); petitions 
(19 certain [including 43], 3 uncertain); incoming official correspondence (13 certain, 1 
uncertain); private (2 uncertain); miscellaneaous documents partly written on the back of 
other documents, comprising drafts or copies of Menches' outgoing letters and of reports 
written by him, incoming correspondence or official letters forwarded to Menches, and 
preliminary land lists and accounts used in drawing up the final official documents (37 
certain, 3 uncertain; see Verhoogt 1998, p. 184, categories Miscellaneous and Other). See in 
general: VERHOOGT 1998, p. 183-185. 

 Incoming documents = incoming correspondence and petitions, except for 43. 

Outgoing documents = drafts and copies of outgoing correspondence; petition 43 by 
Menches; official accounts, field-by-field lists and reports drawn up to be presented during 
meetings with higher officials before they returned to and were classified in the village 
scribe's archive. 

Internal documents = documents for strict internal use, see VERHOOGT 1998, p. 184, 
categories Miscellaneous and Other. 
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Appendices 

 

 

App. 1. Composition and reuse of the archive of the village scribes of Kerkeosiris  
(based on the table by VERHOOGT 1998, p. 46). 
 
Period 1 — before 119 – after 
110 BC 
Archive of the village scribes of 
Kerkeosiris 

 
Reused as scrap paper in 

 

 
     Texts from other archives: 

• Alexandria 
• Ptolemais Euergetis 
• Magdola 

Period 2 — March/April 105-99 
BC 
(?Family) archive of Akousilaos 
and co. 

 
Reused as 

 

 

Period 3 — after 91 BC 
Material for stuffing and 
wrapping 25 mummified 
crocodiles 
 

 

 

 App. 2. Composition of the batch from Kerkeosiris used to mummify crocodiles after 91 BC 
(based on the table by VERHOOGT 1998, p. 48). 

 

119-110 Archive of the 
village scribes 

 Period 1 

Archive of the 
epistatai 

 Fraternity group 

c. 105 Archive of 
Akousilaos and 
co. 

Period 2 

 Archiphylakites 
group 

 

c. 91 Mummification    
 

Reused as 
scrap paper 
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 App. 3. Chronological distribution of the texts in the village scribes' archive by phases 

• Phase a. Before August 119 BC, Menches' probation term as village scribe, 
• Phase b. August 119 - 111/110 BC, Menches village scribe, 
• Phase c. 111/110 - March/April 105 BC, Petesouchos 

village scribe. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

App. 4. Typology of the texts (including the uncertain texts) 
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