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Language 
Material 

Number of texts 
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Find/Acquisition 

 
 

 
Arsinoites (Fayum), meris of Herakleides, Karanis 
AD 171-175 
Greek 
Papyrus 
16 
Official archive 
Ann Arbor, Michigan University; Cairo, Egyptian Museum; formerly also Giessen, Universitätsbibliothek 
One text found in Kom Aushim (Karanis) in 1924-1925 in house 139D; the other papyri were probably found 
by sebbakh diggers in Kom Aushim (Karanis) before the American excavations started in 1924-1925 and were 
sold on the antiquities market 
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The numbers in bold refer to P. Mich. IV. 

Description1 Only one fragment of the archive was excavated in Karanis during the American mission in 
the winter of 1924-1925 (357b). It was found in the eastern part of the town in house 138A 
(138A-A, see Apis-website) which according to the Record of Objects, should be 
renumbered as 139D.2 The other tax rolls were probably found by sebbakhin before the 
American excavations started. They were subsequently turned over by a local inspector to 
the Department of Antiquities in Cairo and some of the papyri remained in the Egyptian 
Museum (223 + SB XIV 11710, 357a, 358b-e, 360-363; P. Cairo Mich. 359). Other texts 
left Cairo and found their way to the university of Michigan in the period 1925-1926 

                                                
1 We should like to thank W.G. Claytor for his useful comments. 
2 We owe this information to W.G. Claytor. For the location of house 139D, see A.E.R. Boak / E.E. Peterson, 
Karanis: topographical and architectural report of excavations during the seasons 1924 – 28 (University of Michigan 
studies. Humanistic series 25), Ann Arbor, 1931, Plan IV, Section H 10.  
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through several intermediaries: parts of 224 were acquired through an unknown 
intermediary and, on two different occasions (in 1925 and 1926), through Dr. Kondilios; 
225, 357c-d, 358a and 358f-h were bought from Nahman in 1924 through the British 
Museum and arrived in Michigan in 1926 (P. Mich. IV.1, p. VII; SCHUMAN 1983, p. 41; the 
APIS-website). The fragment which was formerly in the Giessen Universitätsbibliothek (P. 
Iand. inv. 230) was acquired by C. Schmidt from traders in Medinet Fayum in 1926 (P. 
Iand. VII, Vorwort, now part of the Michigan collection, see ed. 224). 

This official archive is composed of four long tax rolls (and some fragments) recording 
taxes for the years AD 171/172, 172/173, 173/174 and 174/175 (see App.). If the text of 
these rolls would be put together, it would constitute ‘il più lungo papiro documentario’, 
even longer than the Odyssey (MONTEVECCHI 1988, p. 254 no. 43). The rolls have been 
published in a magisterial edition by YOUTIE e.a. (P. Mich. IV), but unfortunately the 
commentary never appeared.3  

The rolls record different types of money taxes cashed in Karanis day-by-day, e.g. the poll 
tax, professional taxes and taxes connected with animals or land. The arrangement is 
topographical and not alphabetical: the tax collectors visited house by house, family by 
family, where they received the taxes, usually in cash, though bank payments were also 
possible (SHELTON 1977). Several entries show an ‘official’ left side (mentioning the 
landowner who was officially responsible for the payment of land taxes) and an ‘informal’ 
right side (mentioning, often between brackets, for instance the lessee who actually paid the 
taxes). The ‘official’ left side is uniform, contrary to the ‘informal’ right side, which was of 
no interest to the fisc (YOUTIE 1970).  

The four tax rolls were written in two distinctive hands. Van Minnen was able to identify the 
handwriting of the roll of 171/172 as that of Sokrates, son of Sarapion (P. Mich. IV.1, plates 
I and IV), in whose house an archive was found (ArchID 109). Within one roll, the entries 
were recorded at the end of each day and the character of the hand differs from day to day 
(VAN MINNEN 1994, p. 246). Sokrates acted as a collector of money taxes (praktor 
argyrikon) several times in his life (see his archive, ArchID 109) and in this capacity he 
composed the above-mentioned tax register of 171/172. His son Sarapion seems to have 
taken over the position of collector of money taxes (VAN MINNEN 1994, p. 242; STRASSI 

ZACCARIA 2001, p. 1218) and he probably wrote the other three tax rolls: these are all 
written by the same hand (P. Mich. IV.1, plates II-IV; P. Cair. Mich., plates I-III) and in one 
of them a Sarapion seems to be the main collector (224; STRASSI ZACCARIA 1991, p. 252-
253 and n. 25; VAN MINNEN 1994, p. 245). 

Sokrates uses in the tax roll of 171/172 (223) the poetic and obscure word ἀνδίκτης, 
‘mousetrap’, to translate in a humorous way the Egyptian name Panpin. As this word is only 
found in a verse of Callimachus, one may assume that the tax collector, in this case Sokrates, 
was an ‘érudit manqué’, who ‘furtively inserted a borrowing from Callimachus into a 
gigantic money register, where no one would ever notice it’ (YOUTIE 1970, p. 551; see also 
VAN MINNEN 1994, p. 245). 

                                                
3 Cf. P. Mich. IV.2, Preface, p. V; for some comments, see Youtie 1974 and Schuman 1983. 
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It is not clear who kept the tax rolls in Karanis (SHELTON 1977, p. 6) and whether roll 1 
(written by Sokrates) was kept together with rolls 2-4 (written by Sarapion). 

- They may have been filed in an official building (the demosia trapeza, cf. STRASSI 

ZACCARIA 1991, p. 252-253, and 2001, p. 1218).  
-‐ Or, as tax collectors operated out of their own houses, they may have been kept there: in 

this case, they were either looted from Sokrates’ house B17 (and thus belonged to his 
archive), or they were moved by Sarapion (Sokrates’ son?) to his own house (VAN 

MINNEN 1994, p. 241 and 245). Sokrates’ house B17 was, however, located on the 
western side of the town, while house 139D containing a fragment of the tax rolls, was 
situated on its eastern side (see above, note 1); it is therefore unlikely that all the tax rolls 
were part of Sokrates’ archive.	  

Archive texts P. Cairo Mich. 359; P. Mich. IV 223 + SB XIV 11710; P. Mich. IV 224 + 357a-c; P. Mich. 
IV 225 + 358a-h; P. Mich. IV 357 a-d, 360, 362-363. 

Text type Tax registers = internal documents. 

Appendix Overview of the tax rolls 
Roll 

 

Text + further 
fragments 

Tax rolls covering the 
years (AD) 

1  
(hand of Sokrates) 

223 + SB XIV 
11710  

171-172 

2 
(hand of Sarapion) 

224 (including P.Iand. 
VII 141) 

+ 357a-d 172-173 

 360  Same year as P.Mich. 
IV 224  

3 
(hand of Sarapion) 

225 + 358a-h 173-174 

 361a-b  Same year as P.Mich. 
IV 225  

4 
(hand of Sarapion) 

P. Cair. Mich. 359  175 

? 362  175 
? 363 Unidentified 

fragment 
172-175 

 

 

 


