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Bibliography Subsets of the archive have been discussed in U. Wilcken, W.Chr. 21 introduction, C.A. Nelson, 

BGU XV 2494 introduction, A. Jördens, ‘So heißt man nicht? Bemerkungen zum Namen 
Strenion,’ P.Messeri, p. 383-394 at 391-393 (on the letters and petition), and H. Maehler, BGU 
XI 2076 introduction (sitologoi reports). 

Numbers in bold refer to BGU (97 = W.Chr. 204; 534 = W.Chr. 191; 625 = W.Chr. 21). 

Description Zosimos, officially styled Aurelius Longinus alias Zosimos, son of Leonides, was a resident of 
Karanis and a local landowner of some note, judging by his service as sitologos. A close associate 
of his was Ptolemaios, a Roman auxiliary soldier and author of several letters, who seems to have 
been the brother of his second wife Soeris. Zosimos kept these letters with other family papers 
and a set of official reports, which were discovered in clandestine digging at Karanis and acquired 
by the Berlin collection mostly via the Sammlung Brugsch in 1891.1 

Two census declarations from the year 203 offer a detailed look at Zosimos’ natal family and in-
laws. 577 was submitted by his grandmother Tasoucharion,2 although the copy may have been 
issued to or kept by Zosimos’ father Leonides, since his name is written on the back.3 The family 
reports two houses with associated courtyards located in Karanis’ Eastern district4 and a 
household spanning four generations: the 74-year-old matriarch Tasoucharion, Zosimos’ 56-year-
old father Leonides, Zosimos himself, aged 26, and his 6-year-old daughter Gaia alias Tapesis, 
born of his late wife Tapesis, along with an uncle, an aunt, and a further resident not obviously 
related to the family.5 Zosimos’ young daughter bore a double name honoring both his mother, 
who was no longer in the picture and likely deceased, and his late wife. The latter name was 
bestowed, we may fairly imagine, when the elder Tapesis passed away (perhaps in childbirth). 

After Tapesis’ death, Zosimos married a woman named Soeris, and 97 is the census declaration 
submitted by his mother-in-law Herois with his assistance.6 His in-laws report a half share of a 

 
1 Acquisition information is not recorded for 2076, 2077, and 2494, but their place in the archive is not in doubt. 
2 This woman, the daughter of Heras and wife of Ptollas, might appear in a fragment from the Michigan excavations: the left 
fragment of inv. 6313 (32-C63G-F, in Cairo; Michigan Negative 5.7368) is an administrative document, whose first line can 
be read and restored under this assumption as Τασουχάριον Ἡρᾶ γ[υνὴ Πτολλᾶ … ]. 
3 J.M.S. Cowey and D. Kah, ‘Bemerkungen zu Texten aus BGU I-IV. Teil I: Zensusdeklarationen,’ ZPE 163 (2007), p. 173. 
4 See App. 2 on this neighborhood of Karanis. 
5 The aunt’s age can be read as μ in l. 15. The last resident, a 22-year-old whose mother was named Apollonia and grandfather 
Petesouchos, was added at the bottom of the document just above the date. 
6 97 likely contains Soeris’ name on the back (Cowey and Kah 2007 [n. 3], 161), perhaps for the same reason as 577. 
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house and courtyard located in the Thoereion district of Karanis and a household consisting of the 
50-year-old Herois, her 21-year-old daughter Soeris, and Soeris’ 1-year-old daughter with 
Zosimos, who, like her older half-sister, was named Gaia. Also reported are a house and courtyard 
belonging to Soeris in the Eastern district (where Zosimos lived), with further properties in 
another area.7 Soeris’ father Heron is not declared, which would normally lead one to believe that 
he was deceased (but see below). It is also noteworthy that Soeris is officially declared in her natal 
household, even though she and Zosimos were married with an infant daughter.8 Day-to-day 
living arrangements, of course, may have been more flexible, especially since Soeris owned a 
house in Zosimos’ neighborhood. 

The other datable documents are concentrated in the period 215-217 and include six reports of 
grain collections, which the sitologoi were required to submit to the strategos on a monthly basis.9 
Zosimos is listed first among the grain collectors (usually fully styled as Aurelius Longinus-
Zosimos, son of Leonides), and two reports contain his subscription, albeit in different hands (835 
and 64). Zosimos no doubt kept these copies for his own records. Outside of the archive, Zosimos 
is also found as sitologos in the grain receipt P.Hamb. I 43 (215), which is part of the archive of 
Iulius Serenus (TM Arch 117).10 A previous stint as sitologos can also be recovered from P.Gen. 
II 113 (200/1-211/2 CE).11  

Another papyrus from the Brugsch 1891 acquisition might also stem from Zosimos’ liturgical 
service: 222 is an incomplete receipt for garden taxes12 paid to Aurelius Zosimos, secretary of the 
praktores argyrikon of Karanis in the year 215. The blank space for the taxpayer’s name indicates 
that this document was never issued, which, along with the acquisition history, points to its 
inclusion in the archive, but the lack of double name or patronymic prevents certainty.13  

655, dated to August 16, 215, is a record of preparations for Caracalla’s Parthian War. Zosimos 
is credited with payment of eight drachmas as adaeratio for leather requisitions destined for the 
“manufacture of weapons for the invincible armies,” as the receipt boasts. Also mentioned is the 
recently promulgated Constitutio Antoniniana, referred to as the “divine gift,” through which 
Zosimos, son of Leonides, had become Aurelius Zosimus (there is no mention here of his other 
name, Longinus). 

Zosimos was not unfamiliar with military circles, as we learn from a group of three letters and 

 
7 Held in common with an unnamed sister (l. 21 with BL X 11 and Cowey and Kah 2007 [n. 3], 161).  
8 Note the observations of A.E. Hanson, ‘Widows Too Young in Their Widowhood,’ in D.E.E. Kleiner and S.B. Matheson 
(edd.), I, Claudia II: Women in Roman Art and Society (Austin 2000), 149-165 at 157, who rightly highlights the importance 
of living arrangements for Zosimos’ two daughters.  
9 A similar group of reports from the sitologoi of Tebetny in the Herakleopolite nome has been brought together as TM Arch 
570 (AD 222-235). 
10 Serenus was a soldier in the ala Veterana Gallica, like Zosimos’ supposed brother-in-law Ptolemaios (see below).  
11 Lines 4-5: Λογ|[γῖνος … ]μ̣η̣[  ̣  ̣]  ̣ ὡ̣ς̣ à Λογ|[γῖνος ὁ καὶ] Ζ̣ώσιμ̣̣̣ος. Zosimos is not identified by patronymic, but the other 
two sitologoi are: sitologic scribes are usually internally consistent in this regard, but cf. P.Louvre I 43 (Boubastos, 218 CE). 
For the date, see BL VIII 136. The latter end of this date range is perhaps supported by the unpublished P.Mich. inv. 6278 
recto (https://quod.lib.umich.edu/a/apis/x-14962/6278R.TIF), a report submitted to the strategos Theon alias Philosarapis 
(209-212) by the Karanis sitologoi Sabinus, stepson (πρόγονος) of Didymos, and Longinus, son of Leonides: the latter could 
be Zosimos, identified in this case only by the first of his two names.  
12 In l. 6, πα(ραδείσου) should be read for the editor’s π(ροσόδου): for the abbreviation, cf. P. Hamb. I 40.7 and 41.7, both 
written in Karanis the following year (216). 
13 A Zosimos was also πράκτωρ in BGU XV 2505 (218/9). 
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one petition that can be attributed to his archive. These revolve around a certain Ptolemaios (or, 
as he was officially styled, Marcus Aurelius Iulius Ptolemaeus),14 who was an auxiliary soldier in 
the ala Antoniniana Gallica (another bit of Caracallan affectation; the unit was otherwise known 
as the Veterana Gallica).15 Two of Ptolemaios’ letters were addressed to his “brother” Zosimos 
(625 and 2494), while the other was written to his “sister” Soeris and includes greetings to 
Zosimos and Gaia (623). This confluence of names matches the family details laid out in 97, while 
the date of the petition 614 (AD 217) fits nicely with the bulk of the archive’s datable documents. 
The addressees, then, were none other than the husband and wife Zosimos and Soeris, with their 
daughter Gaia making a cameo appearance. 

But what was Ptolemaios’ precise relationship with his correspondents? While the extended usage 
of kinship terms must always be kept in mind,16 several clues suggest that he and Soeris were in 
fact siblings. First and foremost is the salutation at 623.7-8, where Ptolemaios asks Soeris to pass 
along greetings to “our father,” a reference that seems fair to take at face value.17 Further, in his 
two letters to Zosimos, Ptolemaios extends greetings to “my sister,” whom we can naturally 
understand to be Soeris.18 A sibling relationship would well explain both the choice of this term, 
as opposed to the common symbios (“spouse”), and why Ptolemaios writes separately to Zosimos’ 
wife. Finally, Ptolemaios shares a name (albeit one of the most common) with Soeris’ paternal 
grandfather (97.14), a possible sign of papponymy.  

There are potential wrinkles to this understanding, however. First, Soeris’ father Heron, who 
would be the recipient of the greeting at 623.7-8, does not appear in the family’s census 
declaration of 203 (97). If he was in fact dead by this time, the letter would have to be assigned 
to the narrow window following the birth of Gaia, who is greeted, we assume, at 623.8 and is 
reported as one year old in 97. Second, 791 is a sheet containing two syntaximon receipts issued 
over the course of 205 and 206 to a Karanis resident named Ptolemaios, son of Leonides.19 This 
could be Ptolemaios before joining the army (making Zosimos at least his half brother), but the 
taxpayer could well be an otherwise unknown brother of Zosimos or else an entirely unrelated 
man. On the whole, it seems best to see Ptolemaios and Soeris as siblings; on this understanding, 
Ptolemaios’ “brother” Zosimos would in fact be his brother-in-law. 

Ptolemaios’ letters were sent from Alexandria, where he was stationed. They can be dated to the 
 

14 The gentilicium Iulius points to the obtainment of Roman citizenship before the Constitutio Antoniniana: cf. Jördens, 
P.Messeri, p. 392, n. 51. 
15 J. Lesquier, L’armée romaine d’Égypte d’Auguste à Diocletien (Cairo 1918), p. 76-78. 
16 On which see the key study of E. Dickey, ‘Literal and Extended Use of Kinship Terms in Documentary Papyri,’ Mnemosyne 
57.2 [2004], p. 131-176. 
17 623.7-8: ἄσπασαι τὸν πατέραν (l. πατέρα) ἡμῶ[ν … ]. Cf. Jördens, P.Messeri, p. 392, n. 50. Beside the possibility of non-
literal usage, one must consider whether ἡμῶν is a phonetic slip for ὑμῶν. There are no clear phonetic interchanges in the 
letter, although in his note to l. 9 (ἄσπασαι Οὐαλέριον [ … πά]ντας ἡμᾶς), the editor suggests, “für ἡμᾶς ist wohl ὑμᾶς zu 
lesen.” But there are ways of supplementing the lacuna without emendation: drawing on Ptolemaios’ greeting at 625.35, we 
can well imagine ἄσπασαι Οὐαλέριον [καὶ πάντας τοὺς φιλοῦ]ντας ἡμᾶς. For [ἀ]σπάζεται ημ[ at the beginning of l. 7, on 
the other hand, one might indeed think of ἡμ[ᾶς … ] (l. ὑμᾶς), since the object commonly follows the verb in this greeting 
formula (for the phonetic interchange, cf. e.g. BGU I 332.8), but there are exceptions (e.g. BGU XIII 2349.10-11, P.Fouad 
77.20), and the editor’s suggestion of ἡ μ[ήτηρ … ] is acceptable (and could be another point in favor of the sibling 
relationship). 
18 625.35 (cf. already W.Chr. 21.35 n.) and 2494.25.  
19 Despite the spelling of the name at col. i.2, this was not a woman named Ptolemais, given the nature of the tax; further, the 
name is correctly spelled Πτολεμαῖος at col. ii.5 [Πτολεμαίς, ed. pr.]). 
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first two decades of the third century based on the archival context, possibly before 212, at least 
in the case of 623.20 In this letter, Ptolemaios informs Soeris that he had recently been made 
sesquiplicarius (earning pay-and-a-half) in an ala whose name has been restored as Veterana 
Gallica on the basis of 614.21 His greetings to Zosimos and Gaia have already been noted; others 
greeted include Longinus, who reappears in Ptolemaios’ other two letters, and a man whose name 
has convincingly been re-read as (Serenus alias) Strenion, mentioned also at 2494.14.22 
Interestingly, this same man might be found consulting the oracle of the god Soknopaios in SB 
XVIII 14043.23 

625 and 2494 are both addressed to Zosimos. The main news in 625 is Ptolemaios’ reluctant 
assignment to the Boukolia district of the Delta,24 where he hopes Zosimos might eventually meet 
him when free of his duties in Karanis. An intermediate stop is planned at Skenai Mandrai, a town 
near Memphis, where Zosimos is to go with Longinus and meet Ptolemaios’ friend Besarion. 
Ptolemaios is clearly eager for Zosimos’ help in getting his affairs in order, but not all of the 
details are clear to the reader so far removed from the conversation.25 2494 is similar in tone and 
content but more fragmentarily preserved. As mentioned, in both letters Ptolemaios passes on 
greetings to his sister, likely Soeris. 

The petition 614 (April 7, 217) offers a glimpse into a complicated debt dispute that Ptolemaios 
was trying to resolve from afar while tied up in military service, assisted by a local agent.26 The 
case revolves around Ptolemaios’ claims against the family of his former lover (focaria), 
Sempronia Tasoucharion, now deceased.27 He had petitioned both the prefect and the 
archidikastes without receiving a hearing, so he next asked the archidikastes to allow his petition 
to be served on her siblings.28 Upon obtaining this authorization, he petitioned the strategos for 
execution, appending a select dossier, including his final request to the archidikastes: this is the 

 
20 The date is not tied to the lack of Aurelius names, which is hardly decisive in private letters, but rather to the possible ala 
name restored at 623.5 (cf. next n.). 
21 BL I 57. On this supplement, see Jördens, P.Messeri, p. 392, n. 51. A different ala cannot be ruled out. 
22 Jördens, P.Messeri, p. 392-393.  
23 This text is the jumping off point for Jördens’ study in P.Messeri; see in particular, p. 385. 
24 On which see K. Blouin, Triangular Landscapes. Environment, Society, and the State in the Nile Delta under Roman Rule 
(Oxford 2014), p. 277. 
25 In l. 10, I read ἕ̣ψιν (l. ἕψειν) for the editors’ [πο]ιῖν (l. ποιεῖν).  
26 Little remains of the identification of Ptolemaios’ phrontistes at 614.3 except for the name Longinus. He has been taken as 
the man of this name mentioned in the letters at 623.6, 625.8, 22, and 2494.14 (W.Chr. 21.8 n. [on the former two letters]; 
2494.14 n.; Jördens, P.Messeri, p. 392, n. 50). This is certainly possible, but we should also consider whether the reference 
is rather to Zosimos, which would explain why the document entered the archive. This Longinus seems to have had a double 
name (Λονγίνου τοῦ κ[αὶ …), which was followed by his enchoric name prior to Roman citizenship, mostly lost. All that 
remains before προχρημ(ατίζοντος) is ]λ̣ας, which can only be made to match Zosimos’ papponymic on the risky assumption 
of a case error iuxta lacunam: Αὐρηλίου Λογγίνου τοῦ κ̣[αὶ Ζωσίμου, ὡς δὲ Ζωσίμου Λεωνίδου τοῦ Πτολ]λ̣ᾶς (l. Πτολλᾶτος) 
προχρημ(ατίζοντος). Alternatively, ]λ̣ας could be the end of a mother’s name (not Zosimos’ mother, Gaia), but the space 
would seem to be too small for such a long identification. For the various formulas used to introduce previous names, see Y. 
Broux, ‘Explicit Name Change in Roman Egypt,’ CdÉ 88 (2013), Table 1, p. 316-317. 
27 On focariae, literally “kitchen maids,” see S.E. Phang, The Marriage of Roman Soldiers (13 B.C.-A.D. 235) (Leiden/Boston 
2001), p. 204-207, although note that Ptolemaios’ companion is named Sempronia Tasoucharion, not “Sempronia daughter 
of Tasoucharion” (207), nor is it possible that she was a slave (226). 
28 In l. 5 the editor restored Αὐρηλίοι[ς Λογγίνῳ …] as one of the heirs for unknown reasons; the heirs of Sempronia 
Tasoucharion’s deceased mother were her brothers, Asklepiades and NN (ll. 17 and 29); accordingly, [Ἀσκληπιάδῃ] should 
be restored in Longinus’ place. 
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document 614, presumably a copy kept by Zosimos for Ptolemaios’ reference.29  

Finally, 376 derives from a legal challenge made by Zosimos himself. It is a summons issued to 
the archephodoi and local notables (euschemones) of Karanis for two individuals “accused by 
Zosimos, son of Leonides.” It is not immediately obvious how this document would have entered 
the archive, but Zosimos was likely counted among the village bigwigs by virtue of his liturgical 
status and might have held on to the summons after it was served. 

This small archive illuminates the varied but intertwined lives of two well-off villagers in Roman 
Egypt: Zosimos stayed home, collected taxes, and filed reports; Ptolemaios joined the army, 
enjoyed promotion, and tolerated unwelcome assignments away from Alexandria. Back home, 
Zosimos could help his absent brother-in-law with personal affairs and no doubt benefitted from 
a close relationship with a soldier rising in the ranks. Both played bit parts in Caracalla’s imperial 
ambitions, Ptolemaios under arms, Zosimos by handing over drachmas and keeping the grain 
flowing. Both lost an intimate partner, but they were fortunate to have strong, overlapping 
networks of support. At least 11 individuals and two households were linked through the marriage 
bond of Soeris and Zosimos, and in each branch a young Gaia was the future. 

Archive texts & 
Text types 

Census declarations (203) 

• BGU II 577, submitted by Zosimos’ grandmother  
• BGU I 97 = W.Chr. 204, submitted by his mother-in-law 

Sitologoi reports (216-217) 

• BGU II 529 
• BGU II 534 = W.Chr. 191 
• BGU XI 2076 
• BGU III 835 
• BGU I 64 
• BGU XI 207730 

Letters (early III) 

• BGU II 623, Ptolemaios to Soeris 
• BGU II 625, Ptolemaios to Zosimos 
• BGU XV 2494, Ptolemaios to Zosimos 

Other Documents 

• BGU II 655 (215), receipt 
• BGU II 614 (217), petition 
• BGU II 376 (early III), summons 
 

Uncertain: BGU I 222 (215) (lack of patronymic and/or second name); BGU III 791 (205-206). 
 

 
29 For a thorough analysis of the intricacies of the case and a partial translation, see D.M. Ratzan, Contract Norms and 
Contract Enforcement in Graeco-Roman Egypt, Columbia University dissertation (2011), p. 211-217 (accessible at 
https://academiccommons.columbia.edu/doi/10.7916/D8NZ8G0D). 
30 The names of the sitologoi are missing in this fragmentary report, but according to the editor it is written in the same 
hand as 534, 835, and 2077, which ensures its place in the archive.    
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Appendices App. 1. Family Tree31 

 

 

App. 2. Karanis’ Eastern district (ἄμφοδον Ἀπηλιώτου). 

This neighborhood, the home of Zosimos’ family and the location of a house belonging to his 
wife, is one of five named amphoda known from Karanis.32 It can perhaps be identified with the 
eastern extension of the town reportedly productive of papyri in the early 1890s33 and 
investigated between 2008-2012 by the URU Fayum Project.34 A preliminary report from the 
URU team indicates habitation in this area beginning in the second century,35 while a papyrus 
fragment discovered during their excavations provides a firm link between the eastern extension 
and a document purchased via Brugsch in 1891, the source of the present archive.36 

 

 
31 See above on Ptolemaios’ place in the family tree. All other relationships and dates of birth are taken from the census 
declarations 97 and 577. 
32 K.A. Worp, ‘Town Quarters in Greek, Roman, Byzantine and Early Arab Egypt,’ in P.M. Sijpesteijn and L. Sundelin 
(edd.), Papyrology and the History of Early Islamic Egypt (Leiden 2004), p. 235. 
33 Grenfell, Hunt, and Hogarth, P.Fay., p. 28. 
34 See http://archbase.org/fayum, accessed 1 Jan., 2021. 
35 H. Barnard et al., ‘The Fourth-Century AD Expansion of the Graeco-Roman Settlement of Karanis (Kom Aushim) in the 
Northern Fayum,’ JEA 101 (2015), p. 51-67 at 63-66. The authors’ thesis of a “dramatic expansion” (p. 54) of the town in 
the fourth century is another matter altogether: it is lightly argued and takes no account of documentary evidence, in 
particular the village tax records (TM Arch 63 and 34), which point squarely in the opposite direction. 
36 TM 764354 = L.H. Blumell, E. Cole, and W. Wendrich, ‘Another Letter from Antonius Longus to his Mother Nilous,’ 
BASP 55 (2018), p. 45-57. 


