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Description The archive of Aurelius Serenus alias Sarapion (AD 249-280), consists of ten papyri found 
in Oxyrhynchus by Grenfell and Hunt in 1904-1906.  

Most documents concern transactions of property. There are 4 incoming documents, 
addressed to Aurelius Serenus and 6 outgoing documents. By X 12761 (May - June 249), the 
earliest document in the archive, Aurelius Serenus acquired half of an old house in the 
Myrobalanus quarter of Oxyrhynchus, of which he already possessed the other half for 700 
dr. In November 249, Aurelius Serenus sold a small plot of catoecic land overgrwon with 
rushes in the village of Seruphis to Aurelius Panesneus (XIV 1636). Some time before, he 
had already sold part of the same land to members of two wealthy families of gymnasiarchs. 
XIV 1699 (date lost) is a sale contract of another house with land and appurtenances in the 
village of Paeimis, bought by Serenus for 4500 dr. In March/April AD 252 or 2532, Serenus 
sold an adult female slave with her infant for 2000 dr. to the son of the person from whom 
he bought her in AD 247(IX 1209).  

In AD 266, Serenus and his brother Apion leased out 5 arourae in Mermertha to two farmers 
(XIV 1689). The rent amounted to 10 artabae of wheat and 10 artabae of lentils. He also 
rented some land himself from the heirs of the veteran, high official and councillor of 
Alexandria Vibius Publius in the area of Paeimis: XIV 1646 (September - October 270)3 is a 
part of a series of receipts for rent paid by Aurelius Serenus for this plot. In AD 275, 
Serenus makes a bid for 11 arourae confiscated pulic land again in Paeimis (XIV 1633). 
How Serenus revalued his land is shown by XIV 1631 (AD 280), a contract in the form of 
an application to Serenus by 3 persons. They committed themselves to exploit a vineyard 
with reed-plantation in the village of Tanais in return for a payment in money, wheat and 
wine. They also offered to continue the production of the older part of the vineyard and to 
take care of all the operations required for an orchard near the vineyard. 

Two documents are somewhat isolated. Though the fragmentary petition XII 1558 of AD 
267, is undersigned by Serenus, neither the object of the petition, nor Serenus' role in it are 
known. XIV 1713 (AD 279) is a receipt for the huge amount of 148 Tal. 1280 dr. which 

                                                
1 The numbers in bold refer to the volume and text in P.Oxy. 
2 Cf. J.A.STRAUSS, CdE 66 (1991), p.288. 
3 For this date cf. J.R. REA, ZPE 26 (1977), p.228. 
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Serenus received from Aurelius Harpokration. The document has been cancelled by crossing 
it, showing that Serenus repaid the deposit. 

The archive of Aurelius Serenus is a private archive containing documents concerning the 
purchase, lease and sale of (mostly immovable) property. Aurelius Serenus alias Sarapion , 
son of Agathinos and Taposirias (cf. fig.1), born around AD 2184, was a metropolite from 
Oxyrhynchus and a landowner (geou'co")5. According to XL 2895 (not part of the archive), 
l. 22, he belonged to the office-holding class in his city: he was ejpikrithv" for grain 
distribution in Oxyrhynchus in AD 269-270.  

Aurelius Serenus invested his wealth among a variety of holdings and he kept his land under 
cultivation indirectly, by turning it over to lessees or tenants6. He also acted as a middleman 
for other landlords (cf. XIV 1646).  

Serenus' properties are scattered over several villages in different toparchies of the 
Oxyrhynchite nome: Seruphis, Mermertha, Paeimis and Tanais7. The land he owned in 
Mermertha jointly with his brother, he leased out to two men from that village. The vineyard 
in Tanais in the middle toparchy, was leased out to two metropolitans and a villager, 
probably skilled vinedressers. Serenus himself took land on lease from the heirs of Vibius 
Publius, situated at Paeimis, conveniently close to the metropolis, where he also owned 
houses and some land. 

Rostovtzeff calls Serenus "a rich, energetic and influental man"8. Kehoe thinks that Aurelius 
Serenus was "a man of considerable wealth, deriving his agricultural income from diverse 
sources and having his finger in a number of financial pies"9.  According to Rowlandson, 
Serenus does in "property speculation", taking advantage of the benefits to be derived from a 
depreciating currency in the 3rd century10. However, his efforts to increase his wealth had 
only limited success. "There is really nothing to suggest that the volume of land transactions 
was ever large enough and the prices volatile enough for speculative acquisitions of land to 
provide more than an occasional bounty", thus Rowlandson11.  

 

Appendices Fig. 1: Stemma of Serenus' family. 
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               Aurelius Serenus                                 Apion 

                   alias Sarapion 

 
 

                                                                                                                                                            
4 According to IX 1209, he is 34 years old in AD 252-253. 
5 Cf. XIV 1631, 11. 
6 D.P. KEHOE, op.cit., p.73. 
7 J. ROWLANDSON, Landowners and Tenants in Roman Egypt, Oxford, 1996, p.270. 
8 M. ROSTOVTZEFF, The Social and Economic History of the Roman Empire II, Oxford, 1957 (2nd ed.), p.746 
n.60. 
9 D.P. KEHOE, op.cit., p.74. 
10 J. ROWLANDSON, op.cit., p.190. 
11 J. ROWLANDSON, op.cit., pp.191-192. 


