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1. INTRODUCTION

The imperial constitutions preserved in papyri have been exten-
sively studied, but there are still gaps in the literature which this arti-

cle aims to fill. A catalogue of all papyri referring to imperial laws, com-
pleted by Rafał Taubenschlag, opens the list of works devoted to the
subject (Taubenschlag 1952). More than 50 years later, the catalogue was
updated with new papyri and supplemented with literary sources and
inscriptions by Gianfranco Purpura, who reached the impressive number
of 572 constitutions and 125 secondary witnesses (Purpura 2009). Both
works are catalogues in the strict sense, as they provide chronologically
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enumerated sources1 with very brief descriptions of their contents, and as
such are extremally useful to the user, but need to be updated soon after
their publication.

The imperial legislation of almost all periods of the Roman Empire
has been treated in separate monographs. The early Empire is covered by
the monumental work of James H. Oliver (completed after his death by
Kevin Clinton), in which he collected 293 epistles, edicts, rescripts, and
instructions of Roman emperors from Augustus up to the year 274 (Oliver
1989; Anastasiadēs & Souris 2000). The testimonies of the imperial laws
of the Tetrarchy have been collected and discussed in a volume by Simon
Corcoran, a monograph that goes far beyond any kind of catalogue and is
based on all kinds of sources, of which inscriptions and papyri are only a
part (Corcoran 2000). Justinian’s reign was covered in a study by Mario
Amelotti and Giuseppe Ignazio Luzzatto, who collected 27 attestations
of Justinan’s laws preserved on papyrus and 27 on stone (Amelotti & Luz-
zatto 1972; Amelotti & Migliardi Zingale 1985). Numerous individual
papyri transmitting the voice of emperors have been the subject of sepa-
rate studies which are referred in individual entries.

The chronological scope of this study is therefore limited to the years
between 324, when Constantine became the sole Augustus in the Empire,
and 525, when Justinian became the sole ruler, as this period represents a
gap in the study of imperial legislation attested by the papyri.

It is presented in the form of a catalogue divided into sections, group-
ing the material according to its genre and type, and each entry is com-
mented on briefly. The first section of the catalogue contains fragments
classified as legal literature: fragments of the Theodosian Code (C.Th.), lit-
erature on the C.Th., and other collections of the imperial laws for which
the connection with the C.Th. could not be established. The second sec-
tion consists of the documentary papyri, divided into three parts: gener-
ally binding laws, rescripts, and references. Each part of the catalogue is
preceded by a brief introduction.

    1 Taubenschlag’s list is also ordered by the type of constitution, while Purpura’s is divided
in two parts: laws and references to laws.
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2. CATALOGUE

2.1. Legal literature

C.Th. contained extracts from the general constitutions of the Christian
emperors from Constantine I to Theodosius II.2 As the only official col-
lection of laws until Justinian’s codification project, it was widely distrib-
uted in both the West and the East. Today books 6–16 are almost com-
pletely extant, while books 1–5 can only partly be reconstructed.3
Recently, new fragments from Egypt have been identified. So far, five sets
of fragments are known, two of which have not yet been published (nos.
1–5).4 Our knowledge of the C.Th. and its dispersion in Egypt has been
further enriched in recent years by the publication of two extracts from
it (nos. 6–7).

The recently published Eastern direct witnesses offer a text different
from the Lex Romana Visigothorum or the Western manuscripts. The wit-
nesses provide evidence for the circulation of the genuine version of the
C.Th. in Egypt. Although the exact origin and context of these fragments
are unknown, it can be concluded that they originate from the provincial
capitals of Upper Egypt, namely Oxyrhynchos, Hermopolis Magna, and
Arsinoe. If the provenance is direct, it proves the use of the C.Th. at the
lower level of the imperial administration as was originally intended and
declared in Theodosius’s original order (Salway 2012: 30). This conclusion
is further supported by nos. 6 and 7, which demonstrate the active use of
the Code by the summarising of it in local legal practice or even studies
conducted on it.

Numbers are always relative and depend on the reference point. It is
important to note that the fifth century, which is the period when the C.Th.

   2 The literature on C.Th. is extensive, for further references see one of the newest
works, Riedlberger 2020.
    3 Other fragments are significantly smaller, see table 1 at p. 21 in Ammirati 2023. For
the summary of the discussion and further literature, see Salway 2012.
   4 Ammirati 2022: 618; see the list on the REDHIS website: <http://redhis.unipv.it/
index.php/texts-static> (accessed 27 December 2024).

http://redhis.unipv.it/index.php/texts-static
http://redhis.unipv.it/index.php/texts-static
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was in use, is underrepresented in the available material.5 The work was also
addressed to a limited audience consisting of higher personnel of the central
and municipal institutions, some law teachers, a certain number of practi-
tioners and elites who had their own bureaus for administering large land
domains, while some works, such as Homer or Bible, were known to per-
haps the entire literate population of Egypt. Considering these factors, we
can be optimistic about the circulation of the Code in fifth-century Egypt.

Nos. 8 and 9 may have been connected to the Code, or they could be
earlier and independent collections of imperial law. However, they also
support the conclusion that the imperial laws circulated in Egypt in an
organised form of planned collections.

2.1.1. Fragments of the Theodosian Code

1. P. Oxy. XV 1813 (TM 64881; Purpura 2009: 210, no. 544)

Provenance: Oxyrhynchos.
Date: between 500 and 529.
Format: parchment codex.

The papyrus contains C.Th. 7.8.9–14 on billeting. Not much beyond the
Oxyrhynchite provenance is known of the context in which the fragment
was found,6 but the script suggests that it might have belonged to a high-
quality official copy (Ammirati 2022: 638). Mario Varvaro’s proposal, based
on palaeographic analysis, suggests a narrow dating of the fragment to the
first quarter of the sixth century (Varvaro 2015: 94).

    5 The material from the fifth century is generally underrepresented in papyrological evi-
dence, Habermann 1998. According to a Trismegistos search, only fifteen archives are
assigned as the fifth-century: TMArch 5, 6, 46, 52, 82, 110, 221, 222, 380, 434, 465, 478, 541,
557, 605. 
   6 Amin Benaissa communicated to me per litteras: ‘a note by Hunt indicates that it was
given inventory number “156 E” at the time, which probably indicates that it was found in
the first season (1896/7) and placed in tin box 156 layer E (only the first season produced
as many as 156 boxes)’.



2. P. Vindob. L 95 = Ammirati 2022: 631–632 (TM 65157)

Provenance: Arsinoe (less likely Herakleopolis Magna).
Date: between 438 and 529.
Format: parchment codex. 

The editor, Serena Ammirati, matched this fragment with C.Th. 14.22–25
on ports, oil shops, and grain supplies (Ammirati 2022: 630), but ll. 17–20
contain a law addressed ad Symm]ach(um) p(raefectum) u(rbi ) absent in
today’s reconstructed C.Th.Thus, a new imperial epistula has been identi -
fied between C.Th. 14.24 (which discusses the oil shops) and 25 (which dis-
cusses the grain supply for Carthage). As the editor has suggested it may
have been a law regarding the mensae oleariae from either 364–365 or 384–385
(Ammirati 2022: 635). Written in BR uncial it might have belonged to the
genuine official version of the Theodosian Code (Ammirati 2022: 639).

3. P. Vindob. L 44 = Lowe 1963: 1526 (TM 64819)

Provenance: Arsinoe (less likely Herakleopolis Magna).
Date: between 438 and 529.
Format: parchment codex.

The edition of the fragment is under preparation by Gabriel Nocchi
Macedo. As reported so far, it is a less formal copy written with minuscule
script which overlaps with the 17th title of the fourth book of the C.Th.
(Ammirati 2023: 24). 

Not much is known about the provenance of P. Vindob. L 44 and L 95
(no. 2), only that they might have belonged to the so-called Erster
Fayumer Fund,7 that is about 10,000 papyri acquired in 1882 and 1883 in
the vicinity of Medinet al-Fayum (Arsinoe) and Ehnas (ancient Hera kleo -
polis Magna). This material was catalogued by Karl Wessely according to
its language, subject, and even size, but not in the order in which they
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    7 This was communicated to me by Claudia Kreuzsaler per litteras.
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were purchased.8 Initially, Latin papyri were catalogued together with the
Greek ones, but in 1932 they acquired separate numbers starting with L
(Loebenstein 1983: 24–25). Although they are proportionally few (below
200), it is impossible to link one to another, for they represent various
genres, periods, and provenances, even Italy.9

4. P. Berol. P 14057 + 14059 + 14060 + 14061 
+ 14062 + 14064 + 14065 + 14072 + 14075 + 16976 + 16986: 

Codex Theodosianus Berolinensis

Provenance: Hermopolis Magna?
Date: between 438 and 529.
Format: papyrus codex.

The eleven not yet published fragments are under study by Serena Ammi-
rati and Dario Mantovani. As reported so far, they belonged to a Latin
copy of the fourth book of the C.Th. accompanied by Greek glossae con-
taining jurisprudential references. The fragments contain at least four so
far unknown laws.10

The pieces came to Berlin from archaeological excavations carried by
Otto Ruben sohn in al-Ashmunein, ancient Hermopolis Magna, in the
season 1905/6 (Kuckertz 2015: 53–54). A number of other legal literary
works dated to the fourth, fifth, and sixth centuries come from the same
excavations.11

   8 See condensed version in Morelli 2008: 142–143; the full story of acquisition and cat-
aloguing in Loebenstein 1983.
   9 Ch.L.A.XLV 1331: protocol from the gesta municipalia in Siracusa; or Ch.L.A.XLV 1349:
sale of land from Ravenna.
  10 On these fragments see: Mantovani 2018: 606–612.
   11 These are first inventory numbers 14057–14078 for 1905/6 excavations in al-Ash-
munein. All of them except 14063 and 14078 are being edited within the framework of
REDHIS project, see <http://redhis.unipv.it/index.php/texts-static> (accessed 27 Decem-
ber 2024). During the same excavation season the archive of Taurinos and his descendants
as well as a library of classical Greek texts were discovered (TM Arch 259 and 691). The last

http://129.206.5.162/beta/index.html


5. P. Vindob. L 128 = Ammirati 2022: 620–623 (TM 851592)

Provenance: Upper Egypt.
Date: between 438 and 529.
Format: papyrus codex.

This entry is placed at the end of the list due to uncertainty regarding its
identification as a part of the Theodosian Code. It consists of nine papyrus
scraps belonging to one or few closely located leaves of the codex, which
the editor matched as follows: fr. 8 ro, ll. 6–10 = C.Th. 2.1.12; fr. 8 vo, ll. 1–
9 + fr. 4 vo, ll. 1–5 ? = C. 12.46.4, and suggested that they might have
belonged to the second book of the genuine version of the C.Th. (Ammi-
rati 2022: 626). However, it cannot be entirely ruled out that it belonged
to the lost First Edition of the Codex Iustinianus (C.). The subject matter
appears to be related to court jurisdiction, and the script format suggests
that it is an official copy. Unfortunately, there is no information available
regarding its acquisition.

2.1.2. Literature related 
to the Theodosian Code

6. P. Vindob. L 81 = Mitthof 2006: 416–417 (TM 64820)

Provenance: Arsinoe or Herakleopolis.
Date: between 438 and 529.
Format: papyrus sheet.

The fragment was written on only one side of a papyrus sheet and may
have been used for a law case in court. This Latin fragment is a quotation
ex codice Theo[dosiano] (l. 1), containing an otherwise unattested fragment
of constitution of Arcadius and Honorius.
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owner of the archive was Flavius Sarapodoros who served as agens in rebus in the office of
the dux of the Thebaid. 
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7. P. Vindob. L 164 = Mitthof 2003: 417 (TM 111306)

Provenance: Arsinoe or Herakleopolis.
Date: between 438 and 529.
Format: papyrus codex.

This small Greek fragment written on both sides of the sheet contains
rubrics and an abbreviated inscription with the name Valentinian. Based
on the text structure and the language, the editor, Fritz Mitthof, iden-
tified it as the only Greek summa of the Theodosian Code known so far. The
text might have been written for the educational purposes, perhaps even
deriving originally from law school materials at Beirut or Constantinople.
The surviving Greek text seems to concern Egyptian matters (Mitthof
2006: 417–422).

2.1.3. Other works

8. P. Gen. inv. Lat. 6 = Radiciotti 2011: 106 
= Ammirati, Mantovani, & Fresura 2015 (TM 67029)

Provenance: unknown.
Date: between 423 and 438.
Format: parchment codex.

The piece was bought on the antiquities market, so its origin is unknown.
The fragments on both sides are from a constitution on the status of curi-
ales and cohortales issued by Honorius and Theodosius II. This constitution
is also preserved in C.Th. 6.35.14 and/or 12.1.184, but in a different, more
complete version. The authors of the re-edition suggest that the fragment
belongs to a pre-Theodosian collection, similar to Constitutiones Sirmondi-
anae. This collection may have been created for professional use by a local
office or legal practitioner (Ammirati, Mantovani, & Fresura 2015). Radi-
ciotti (2011) suggested that the text might have belonged to the interpreta-
tio of C.Th. 7 22.1 or 6.35.14 / 12.1.184.



9. P. Ryl. III 476 = Ch.L.A. II 225 (TM 64583)12

Provenance: Oxyrhynchos or Fayum.
Date: between 309 and 438.
Format: papyrus codex.

The papyrus contains fragments of 26 lines of a Greco-Latin text with
marginalia, identified as a register of constitutions. The fragments have
not been identified with any laws so far, but they seem to represent a col-
lection of constitutions, which is suggested by the numbered items as
high as 521,13 and mention of persons in dative which might have been
addressees of the epistulae or rescripts !σ#$ %πισκ)(π$) (l. 6)14 and φκα
,ρχοντ(ι) 2πε#ρου (l. 9).15

2.2.Documentary papyri

Nos. 10–13 represent general imperial legislation. No. 10 is a copy of Con-
stantine’s law attested also in Eus., v.C., no. 13 contains an annual Easter
amnesty, which is a type of imperial constitution known from other
sources, while nos. 11 and 12 seem to be otherwise unattested.

Nos. 11 and 13 are important witnesses of the ‘cascading’ process
through which the imperial law was transmitted in the provinces: The
emperor addressed the praefectus praetorio, who forwarded the law together
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  12 There are significant differences between the previous editions and the updated tran-
scription on <https://papyri.info/dclp/64583> (accessed 27 December 2024), so the newest
online version should be consulted. Cf. with the text in McNamee 2007: no. 2282.
  13 Ammirati 2010: 71 suggested the numbered entries on the verso. Similarly, numbering
is suggested in CPL 92. McNamee 2007: no. 2282 did not recognise these as numbers of
entries.
  14 Bishop Hosius is attested as an addressee of the letter of Constantine on the manumis-
sio in ecclesia (C.Th. 4.7.1).
   15 Three laws in C.Th. dated to the reign of Valentinian I are addressed to the praeses of
this province: C.Th. 16.2.22 (Paulinus); 6.31.1 & 12.10.1 (Zosimos).

https://papyri.info/dclp/64583
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with his edict to provincial governors.16 In Egypt, the governor sent it with
his own preface to the regional metropoleis, where it was distributed among
relevant officials.17 No. 13 might have been a copy written in the office in
Alexandria, while no. 11 a copy made lower down the administrative hier-
archy, no. 10 was almost certainly copied in Arsinoe.18 Nos. 19 and 20 are
orders given to a local lower official, praepositus pagi, by his superior, the
strategos, which mention the entire chain of communication from the
emperor to praetorian prefect to governor to strategos to praepositus pagi.

The main difference between nos. 10–13 is obviously the language.
Only the last of them, no. 13, is in Latin. The two others were written in
a cursive and rather casual Greek hand. They show that imperial laws cir-
culated as both Latin copies and Greek translations in the fourth century.
With this small sample it is difficult to say why some laws were translated,
while others were kept as Latin copies, but it possibly depended on the
topic. The Latin no. 12 was a standard law issued every year and perhaps
known to the officials, while no. 11 was a much longer constitution on the
abuses of local officials. 

Nos. 14–17 are rescripts, which genre, although underrepresented for the
period under discussion, constituted a regular response to requests from

  16 Cons. Sirm. 2: Hanc igitur legem sublimis magnificentia tua cunctas per dioceses sibi creditas pub-
licabit edictis. Or, later Nov. Val. 26.1. The process is described in Riedlberger 2020: 53–55.
  17 This way of delivering laws to the provincials is best attested in a slightly earlier edict
of the prefect Aristius Optatus (297). He ordered local officials to publish the tax law of
Diocletian and Maximian, the schedule of new taxes and his own edict so that they
became known to everyone in the cities and in the chora. P. Cair. Isid. 1, ll. 14–18:
προσετ5χθησαν δ9 ο: ,ρχοντε; κα< ο: προπο=ειτευ)µενοι (l. προπο=ιτευ)µενοι) >κ5[σ]τη;
π)=εω; κα< το@ θε#ου διατ5γµατο; µετB µεγα=ο@ βρεου#ου τD Eντ#γραφον Fτι τε κα< τοGτου
εH; >κ5στην κIµην εJτ’ οKν τ)πον EποστεL=αι Mπ9ρ το@ εH; γνNσιν Oπ5ντων Pτ5χο[;] %=θεLν
τQν µεγα=οδωρ#αν τNν RSτοκρατ)ρων TµNν κα< τNν Uαισ5ρων, ‘The archontes and pres-
idents of the council of each city have been ordered in the edict to dispatch to each village
or place whatsoever a copy both of the imperial edict together with the schedule and also
of this (edict of mine), so the munificence of our Emperors and Caesars may come as
speedily as possible to the knowledge of all’ (modified transl. of ed.  pr.). On the publication
of laws Riedlberger 2020: 54–59 (general) and Kreuzsaler 2009 (Egypt). On the form
in which the prefect communicated with the provincials, see Katzoff 1982.
  18 An example of an earlier cover letter for publishing the imperial constitution, e.g. SB
XII 10884 (unknown provenance, 200–201).



officials or parties for a privilege or an exception or legal interpretation of
individual cases. At the beginning of his sole reign, Constantine declared
that rescripts could not be applied by judges if they contradicted the publica
iura (C.Th. 1.2.2). In other words, they could not correct or overrule existing
laws. In time, further restrictions were introduced: a rescript could only be
applied to the case for which it was issued, as expressed in the late fourth-
century epistula of the emperors Arcadius (C.Th. 1.2.11). A constitution issued
four decades later by Valentinian III confirmed that a rescript was binding
only for the case, even if it was issued to a corporation, city, curia, or
province. Abuse of this rule was punished, which we know through the
excerpt of a law by Valentinian III preserved in the Code of Justinan (C. 1.14.2;
Riedlberger 2020: 39). Nos. 14–17 reflect the changes that rescripts under-
went between the Tetrarchy and Justinian and show that there were not any
discrepancies between the theory and practice of their application. 

The language of rescripts is also noteworthy. Although Latin is pre-
dominant, it is not exclusive, which is different from the period of Tetrar-
chy (Corcoran 2000: 46), but unlike in the Justinianic period, it is still the
main language of official communications coming from the capital. 

The provenance of the sources collected in this section of the cata-
logue is significant. They represent various urban centres, even though
Hermopolis Magna is a predominant location (nos. 15, 19–24, 26). Impor-
tantly, a number of papyri collected in this section belong to identified
(semi-)administrative archives, such as the archive of Aurelius Asklepi-
ades, who received nos. 19–20 as a praepositus pagi, and Flavius Isidoros,
officialis in the ducal office (nos. 15 & 21). Some could be connected directly
to the ducal office, like a supposed dossier of the dux of the Thebaid (nos.
16–17). Some were related to courts (nos. 14, 15, 21, 27).

The topics of the collected material are both the administration of the
province and private law (nos. 14, 16, 23?, 25) or protection of individual
rights (nos. 21 & 27). The administrative subjects are better represented
and, unsurprisingly, concerned the burdens due to the state. Obviously,
some of these laws are attested elsewhere, but some only in papyri, which
is indicated with each entry on the list.

The terminology used in the collected sources is not especially rigid.
The most generic ν)µο; comes as a term for a rescript given in response
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in an individual case in no. 14 (Corcoran 2000: 49), but not necessarily in
no. 20 (θεLο; κα< προσκυνητ);), in which θεLο; ν)µο; seems to be a refer-
ence to a generally binding law. Similarly, νοµοθεσ#α refers to a rescript
once in no. 17, and twice, in nos. 18 and 22, to laws of wider scope, on the
appointment of tax collectors or liturgies and provisions for recruits.

Some terms, such as δι5ταγµα, previously used for the edictum (Corco-
ran 2000: 171), are not attested at all. Others no longer constitute techni-
cal terms: although the earlier meaning of δι5ταξι; was a rescript (WB, s.v.
δι5ταξι;), it does not seem to be the case in the fifth-century papyri any-
more. Without a doubt, the term θεLα δι5ταξι; refers to general laws
attested elsewhere in nos. 24 and 25, while in the fourth-century no. 21,
it might have referred to an individual imperial decision. In nos. 19 and
20, the laws referred to as πρ)σταγµα19 have not been clearly identified,
making it difficult to deduce the precise meaning of the term. However,
it is possible to consider them epistula, as the texts mention the entire
process of publication of laws. The simplest conclusion would be that the
terminology is imprecise, with the exception of no. 27, in which πραγµα -
τικ); (instead of πραγµατικ)ν) accurately conveys the meaning of the
sanctio pragmatica.

2.2.1. Leges generales

10. P. Lond. III 878 descr. = SB VI 9218 = Skeat 1950 (TM 17873): 
Constantine’s epistula to the provincials 

(Purpura 2009: 209, no. 534)

Provenance: Arsinoe?
Date: 324.
Format: papyrus chart.
Emperor: Constantine I.

  19 The substantive πρ)σταγµα was used to denote a prefectal edict, even though the
main word would be δι5ταγµα (Katzoff 1980: 819–820). On the development of the term
between the Ptolemaic and Roman period, see Modrzejewski 1951: 187–206.



After Constantine had defeated Licinius, he issued this letter to the
provincials of Palestine, restoring to the Christians the property they had
lost during the persecutions. This is a special case in which the law attested
in the literary work, Eus., v.C. 2.26–29, is also preserved as a documentary
papyrus. It is also a crucial proof of the authenticity of the documents
cited by Eusebius in his work (Jones & Skeat 1954; Corcoran 2000: 315).

The recto contains a fragment of a petition from Arsinoe addressed to
the emperors. The text refers to the imperial (?) gift of restitution, ]κ`W;
δωρεX`[; π]α=ινγενεσ#α; (l. 11), perhaps dated to the eighth indiction (l. 12),
thus 319/20 (SB VI 9217), and concerning the sacrifices in ] σπονδαL; κα<
θυσ#α[ι; (l. 13). The tax officials MποδYκται and πρακτWρε; are mentioned
in lines 14 and 15. The text might have referred to sacrifices to pagan gods
at the time of Licinius (Straub 1955). If so, the texts on both sides must
have been connected.

11. P. Laur. IV 169 ro = Nowak 2023 (TM 21271):
Constantine’s epistula

Provenance: unknown metropolis.
Date: 14–30 September 326.
Format: papyrus sheet.
Emperor: Constantine I?

The writing is preserved on both sides. The fragment on the recto
belonged to a Greek translation of an epistula issued in Nicomedia by
Constantine (Keenan 1985),20 of which only a part of the ‘publication’
clause and consular dating has survived. The hand and format suggest a
casual copy, sent to lower officials at the local level. The verso is a fragment
of a letter between officials referring to τB προστετ[αγµYνα might have
referred to the recto and belonged to a ‘cover letter’.
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  20 Barnes 1989: 415–416 proposed to move to the date 354, but it does not seem likely.
See also Corcoran 2000: 197 n. 166, who maintained Keenan’s dating.
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Line 2, προτεθYν]των21 αSτNν εH 1; ` γ4νNσιν Oπ5[ντων (Nowak 2023: 117–
118), must have been a part of a translation of the Latin clause often
added at the end of imperial letters, by which the emperor instructed the
addressee, usually the praefectus praetorio, to publish it in his edicts so it
comes to the knowledge of everyone, for example: Illustris igitur et magni -
fica auctoritas tua legem perpetuo valituram edictis propositis ad omnium notitiam
perferri praecipiat (Nov. Theod. 7.3.2).22 Interestingly, the same parts of the
text survived in the earlier Latin fragment dated to 316 (PSI I 112 =
Ch.L.A.XXV 781 = CPL 242).23

12. P. Nag Hamm. 143 (TM 32483) & 144 (TM 32484): 
constitution on the abuses committed by tax collectors

Provenance: Antinoopolis?
Date: after 309.
Format: papyrus.
Emperor: Galerius or later.

Although published more than forty years ago, these Greek papyrus frag-
ments have gone completely unnoticed outside of the Nag Hammadi
scholarship, and they certainly require a separate historical and legal

  21 Examples of προστ5σσω for the edicts and letters of prefects: CPRXXIII 32; P. Corn. 20a;
P. Flor. I 95; P. Lips. I 63; P. Oxy.XLIII 3126, ll. 14 & 21; P. Oxy. LI 3613; P. Oxy. LIV 54 3758;
M. Chr. 78; P. Lips. II 152; P. Meyer 16 & 17; P. Mich. III 157 & 158 are famous libelli of Decian
persecution referring only to κατB τB προσταχθYντα or κατB τB προστεταγµYνα, which
would not be such an obvious instance, if we had not known that the sacrifices were intro-
duced by Decius and executed locally by the governors. See Selinger 2002: 33–39.
  22 It was not always a part of complete constitutions, the content of the clause could vary
in a significant way, and it did not even have to be placed at the end of the text (Riedl-
berger 2020: 52–53). Other examples: Nov. Theod. 4.3; 5.1.5; 5.3.2; 7.1.3; 7.4.10; 8.3; 15.2.4;
17.1.5; 22.2.17; 25.8; Nov. Val. 3.5; 8.1.6; 14.3; 18.1; 21.1.7; 31.7.
  23 The preserved text must have belonged to the imperial pronouncement clause: the
addressee of the epistula, praefectus praetorio, was ordered to make the law known to every-
one, including the judges, and spread it in the provinces through the edicts of provincial
governors (Corcoran 2000: 193).



study, which is not offered within the scope of this article. Only some
problems are signalled here.

Twenty-seven Greek pieces published as P. Nag Hamm. 143 a–l and 144
a–h made up part of the cartonnage found in one of the leather covers of
the codices with Gnostic literature.24 Although written by two hands they
belonged to a single work written in columns.25 However, the poor state
of preservation does not allow us to know, how they relate to one another.
The dating of both the codices and their bindings is far from precise,26

but for the legal fragments John W. B. Barns proposed a terminus post quem
of 309, which he based on the mentions of exactores in P. Nag Hamm.143a,
l. 11, 144h, l. 5, and of praepositi in P. Nag Hamm. 144h, l. 16 (Barns, Browne,
& Shelton 1981: 88).

The expressions and content suggest that the fragments belonged to a
copy of an imperial constitution. The first hint about the genre is the verb
προσετ5ξαµεν (P. Nag Hamm. 143a, l. 10). Although προστ5σσω, ‘to order’,
could refer to ordering by edicts at all official levels (see above), the plural
first person was used by either the collegial offices, including the imperial
college, or by the single emperor.27

Secondly, the text uses the term κρ#σι;, which could denote an impe-
rial constitution or decision. Such a meaning is suggested by the textual
context: δι]B̀ τW; ` T2[µ]ετYρα; κρ#σ̀[εω;] (P. Nag Hamm. 143b, l. 5), perhaps
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  24 The documents found in this function in the Gnostic codes are a mixture of docu-
mentary and literary texts with no strong connection between them, for instance letters
in Greek and Coptic, Greek contracts, Christian scriptures, that is fragments of the book
Genesis and homilies, documents obviously related to the taxation and possibly originat-
ing from the office of the governor. It has been speculated that the fillings of the covers
belonged to the nearby Pachomian congregation and represented its archive, but this
hypothesis does not stand up to scrutiny. Lundhaug & Jenott 2015 revived the hypoth-
esis, but see the response by Piwowarczyk & Wipszycka 2017.
  25 The hand changes in fragment 7c. It consists of two columns, the second starting a new
hand, which continues in the rest of the fragments (Barns, Browne, & Shelton 1981: 88).
  26 The only precisely dated document from the cartonnage material (dated to 348) comes
from codex VII (Barns 1975: 12). For the discussion on the dating methods, see Lund-
haug 2021.
  27 C. 1.3.43.11 and C. 1.15.2; Nov. 12.3; 19; 22.31; 31.3; 80.8; 110.1; e.g. Geo. Al., v. Chrys.
39.154 (emperor Arcadius); Eus., v.C. 3.65.1 (Constantine). 
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a reference to an earlier constitution of the same emperor(s), ex nostra con-
stitutione vel sim.;28 and διB τW; ?] κ̀ο `ι 1νW; κρ#σεω; φανε#η πε 000[ (P. Nag
Hamm. 144a, l. 9), generalis constitutio.29

Another expression characteristic of the legislative style is %παρχιN ται,
provinciales, (143b, l. 6; f, l. 18; 144a, l. 24).30The term may be used for provin-
ciales denoting the people of all provinces, or inhabitants of only one
province, for the laws could be addressed to only one province (Riedlberger
2020: 46). This latter meaning is suggested in the last line of P. Nag Hamm.
143: τZ4 Fθνει Mπ’ [ψεσι[ν.31 The emperor may have issued the law with a
view to the situation in a particular province, perhaps the Thebaid.32

  28 In Nov. 115.5: καθ5περ κα< T Fγγραφο; προε=θο@σα περ< το@ αSτο@ πρ5γµατο; TµετYρα
κρ#σι; δη=οL, ‘as it is shown in our written constitution on this matter’.
  29 The word is attested as an imperial edict in the so-called Apokrimata, legal replies of
Septimus Severus to individual officials, P. Col. VI 123, ll. 24–25. In his commentary to the
edition, Arthur Schiller opted for an understanding of κρ#σι; as a decretum or rescriptum that
took the universal biding (Westermann & Schiller 1954: 67–70; Plisecka 2017: 188).
      As a general law, it occurs in a libellus from the time of Decius, P. Oxy. XII 1464, l. 6:
κατ]B τB κε=ευσθYντα MπD τW; θε#α; κρ#σεω;, ‘according to the orders through the imperial
constitution’, and must refer to the edict on sacrifices. Similarly, P. Sakaon 16, receipts for
payment of taxes, says that the amount was %κ θε#α; κρ#σεω;, and obviously, the taxes were
regulated by general laws, to which tariff still making a part of this general edict could be
appended (see below in the next chapter).
  30 It is attested in only a few papyri, but always in the texts dealing with the imperial laws.
It is used twice in P. Cair. Isid. 1, ll. 5–6 and 11, edict of Aristius Optatus issued in 297 in order
to publish the edict of the Tetrarchs reforming the land taxes. The edict served as a ‘cover
letter’ for the actual text of the law and tariff attached to it. The addressees of the surviving
document and the regulations published in it by Aristius Optatus are, therefore, the inhabi-
tants of Egypt referred to as %παρχιNται. Similarly, in the fourth-century P. Aktenbuch, p. 6,
l. 24, an Alexandrian magistrate says that he was unable to release a man accused of murder
because the [ο]: =υπο< [ξ]Yνοι κα< %παρ[χιNτ]αι had already heard of the charge. P. Sakaon 30
(312–314), l. 9 is a fragmentary circular letter on the publication of Licinius’s law on the regu-
lations for recruits (dated after Zuckerman 1998: 94 n. 40). In P. Panop. 30, l. 16, the reference
is made to the provincial games in Panopolis (?) (Youtie, Hagedorn, & Youtie 1973: 146).
  31 No. 10 is, however, Constantine’s letter to the provincials of Palestine which copy
must have been sent to all provinces, judging by the note added at the end (Eus., v.C., 2.42)
and the Egyptian papyrus. 
  32 The term Fθνο; is attested in the imperial legislation for ‘province’ with the indication
of the province in question, such as τD ]ισιδNν Fθνο; (C. 1.35.3), or as a general term, e.g.



The terms exactores and praepositi also sound familiar to a student of
Roman Egypt. Those were hierarchically related offices responsible for
the collection of taxes in their unit created with Diocletian’s administra-
tive and taxation reforms (Thomas 1959: 125). The same terminology exac-
tores and praepositi is, however, attested in the imperial edicts also outside
of Egypt,33 even together.34

Even though the law did not have to be exclusive for Egyptian affairs, it
must have been applicable to the province, as suggested by the context in
which it was found. Papyri reused for the bindings suggests that they were
collected from the rubbish heap in the nearest city, which had an office
responsible for making laws known to the people and providing them with
justice. The office of the governor of the Thebaid seems a natural guess.

The law must have been given in response to abuses committed by tax
collectors, either in Egypt or in the Empire. These events and actions of
the erring officials are described with suggestive terms such as Oρπαγ^,
π=εονεξ#α, _βρι; or Eνα#σχυντο;, πο=Yµιο;, κινδGνου;, κακ#α, Eδικ#α. The
officials against whom the law was directed were exactores, probably also
praepositi, perhaps other officials. Their abuses must have been punishable
by law, and the mention of possible sycophancy suggests that the penalties
were severe and might have included confiscation of property. Obviously,
such offences also required restitution, to which terms such as Eπα#τησι;,
Eπ)δοσι;, %κτD `; τW; `ρισµYνη; ποσ)τ `η[το; may refer.

This law or laws would not be an isolated example. Abuses occurred,
people complained35 and the emperors took steps against the excesses
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%ν ο:$δ^ποτε Fθνει, ‘in any province’, in the constitution of Theodosius II on seeking
refuge in churches and alike (C. 1.12.3.2).
  33 A number of contemporary laws referred to exactores (C.Th. 1.12.7; 8.10.1; 11.1.3; 11.7.1;
11.7.9; 11.8.1; 12.6.22), but in more general meaning of the magistrates in charge of the col-
lection of taxes answering directly to the governor (C. 12.60.1).
  34 Once in the law of Constantine (C.Th. 13.5.5.1 to the pretorian prefect) and once in that
of Honorius (C.Th. 13.5.17 to the shipmasters of the Orient). The laws exempt shipmasters
from public taxes and their ships from all compulsory services and state that various magis-
trates in charge of taxes should be informed, including exactores and praepositi vectigalium.
  35 For instance P. Cair. Isid. 73 (314), a petition to the prefect in which a village com-
plained about financial abuses, such as excessive unauthorised collection of taxes and
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committed by fiscal officials. The best example are the laws against the mis-
conduct of Caesariani, officials of res privata, preserved in Latin and Greek
epigraphic copies from Asia, Achaea, Crete, Lycia, Pamphylia, Paphlagonia,
and possibly Epirus Vetus (Corcoran 2007; Corcoran 2012). Their themes
and rhetoric are strikingly similar to those of P. Nag Hamm. 143–144.

13. P. Vindob. L 75 = Ch.L.A. XLIV 1301 = Mitthof 2005: 
Leo’s epistula with the Easter amnesty

Provenance: Oxyrhychos or Fayum.
Date: 18 March 465 or 466 or 467.
Format: papyrus sheet.
Emperor: Leo.

This Latin document is the best-preserved example of a constitution from
the period under discussion. An amnesty for petty crimes36 was issued by
the emperors every year on the occasion of the Easter. Similar texts survive
in the two Codes, the Constitutiones Sirmondianae, and in Cassiodorus.37

The emperor addressed the prefectus praetorio Orientis, Pusaeus, to send
it over to the praefectus Augustalis residing in Alexandria, from where the
law was sent to the governors of the regions to be enforced throughout
the province (Mitthof 2010: 50). The provenance of Fayum or Oxyrhyn-
chos, the informal script and the date written in a second hand (Iovine
2019: 181) suggest that this copy was completed already in Egypt. 

*

appropriation of the village’s property, committed by a praepositus pagi and kommarchoi. See
Palme 2014.
  36 Some other versions enumerated offences, such as crimen maiestatis, homicide, or rape,
which were not covered by the abolition (Mitthof 2013: 366). 
  37 Collected in Mitthof 2013: 382–389: C.Th. 9.38.3, 4, 6, 7, 8 (= C. 1.4.3); Const. Sirm. 7–8;
Cassiod., Variae 11.40.



2.2.2. Rescripts

14. SB XVI 12692 = P. Col. VII 175 
= FIRA I2 96 = FIRA III2 101 (TM 14649): 

Rescriptum Constantini de quadraginta annorum praescriptione
(Taubenschlag 1952: no. 38; Purpura 2009: 209 no. 538)

Provenance: Karanis.
Date:38 between 326 and 333 (Taubenschlag 1953: 295).
Format: papyrus.
Emperor: Constantine I.

The papyrus may have belonged to an archive of the brothers Aion and
Valerius, consisting of private texts documenting their life and business in
Karanis.39 It is a Greek record of the proceedings before the σGνδικο; aρσι -
νο#του, acting as iudex datus of the prefect. Since the archive does not contain
any documents indicating the brothers’ professional involvement in the
ducal office, the papyrus must have been related to their own legal affairs.

The rescript of Constantine is referred to three times, once when
a part of it is quoted. Even though it is referred to with the generic term
b θεLο; κα< προσκυνητD; ν)µο;, the law mentioned is a rescript addressed
to a petitioner in an individual case, councillor Agrippinus, aγριππ#ν$
βου=(ευτc) (col. 3, l. 4). The rescript explained that, unlike the regular longi
temporis praescriptio, after forty years of holding the land, the legal title
(and perhaps the original bona fides) was no longer required, and the pos-
sessor became unapproachable by the earlier owners.40
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  38 In nos. 13–26 the date is given for the law, if possible.
  39 TM Arch 250. The archive is a sad example of the early history of our discipline: The
papyri, once found together as a result of unauthorised excavations, were divided and sold
separately, some of them acquired in 1923 for the Egyptian Museum, and others in 1924
and 1925 by the American collections. SBXVI 12692 has no definite connection with the
archive, but it is a chronological match and its parts are held in Cairo and Columbia. 
  40 Klinck 2023: 1129–1130. The longi temporis praescriptio was developed in the Severan
period for provincial lands that could not be acquired by means of regular usucapion. It
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As was often the case with contemporary petitions and legal cases, the
logic of the argument is not entirely clear to a modern reader. The rescript
quoted was originally given to establish that the possessor was secure in
his ownership, even though his land had been acquired without a proper
legal title. In our case it was cited (three times!) to support the claim that
the opponents were the owners of the land, because their father had held
it for 45 years. However, the opponents did not even claim that the land
had not been acquired by their father, but that someone else’s land had
been registered in their name in addition to the land they had inherited
from their father.

Clearly, when this imperial response was cited rescripts were still
regarded as generally-binding,41 so it was applied in a different case from
the one for which it was issued. It addressed the petitioner directly and
not the official in charge of the case. Since the document was a copy
taken from the curia, we cannot know whether the rescript was actually
copied and quoted in Greek in the court, or only partly translated / sum-
marised in Greek for this private copy.

15. P. Lips. I 35 + 34= Ch.L.A. XII 524 (TM 22346)

Provenance: Hermopolis Magna.
Date: 375.
Format: papyrus.
Emperor: Valens.

was a defense given to a possessor against the owner on the grounds that the latter had
not claimed it for a very long period of ten or twenty years. The rescript under discussion
is not the first time that the protection was used in Egypt, or even attested in imperial
rescripts from Egypt, BGU I 267 (199) and P. Strasb. I 22 (217). 
  41 Riedlberger 2020: 35. The function of the rescript on the provincial soil in Coriat
1997. The same rule under the name of lex Constantiniana was transmitted under C. 7.39.2.
However, it cannot be said with certainty that C. 7.39.2 refers to the rescript attested in
SBXVI 12692. It might have been an edict or epistula on which the rescript was based.



The text cannot be classified as a rescript, but belongs to the procedure
by rescript. It consists of two versions of a petition addressed to the
emperors Valens, Gratian, and Valentinian, submitted by Fl. Isidoros and
belonging to his archive (TM Arch 89), of which P. Lips. I 35 was written
first and presented to the imperial chancellery, then returned to the peti-
tioner, but with a Latin request for further evidence (repeated in Greek
on the verso). It was later annotated by Fl. Isidoros and used to draft a
new petition, P. Lips. I 34, which shows no signs of official use (Zuckerman
1998: 96–91). 

Fl. Isidoros, officialis, was in charge of bringing the money collected in
the Thebaid for new recruits (aurum tironicum) to the imperial court.
However, before he arrived at the court, the recruit-tax was reduced by
an imperial constitution (no. 22), so he took the surplus money back for
the taxpayers. On the way, however, he was robbed. The case went to the
governor and Fl. Isidoros had to pay back the lost amount. What he
appealed to the emperors about was not the sums he had paid, but his
fear of another trial, perhaps a criminal one, which would not have been
consumed by the one for the return of money. The petitioner did not
want to appeal against the decision, but on the contrary, he asked the
emperor for an order to keep the decision already made in force (res iudi-
cata) and not to allow a new one to upset it (ll. 20–23):

δYοµαι τW; [ο]Sραν̀#[ο]υ M̀µNν τGχη; %πινε@σαι βYβαια κα< Eσ5=ευτα µYνε[ι]ν
τB Mποµν^µατα, τNν ν)µων ο_τω; κε=ευ)ν `των µQ δεLν παρασα=ευθWναι τB
MπD το@ ,ρχοντο; dπαξ EποφανθYντα %ξ Eντικαθ `ε `[σ]τIτων β[ο]η2θ `ο `[@]ντο;
το@ ,ρχοντο `; ` τW; χIρα;

I beg your heavenly fortune to approve to keep valid and unshaken the
decisions, because the laws order that one should not undermine things
for which there is already a decision of the governor, by replacing them
with others with the assistance of the governor of the region.

The fact that he was asked for further evidence and attempted to draft a
new petition could mean that the case had been brought before the Impe-
rial Court, but this seems unlikely as there appears to be no ongoing pro-
ceedings, and, he did not contest the previous decision of the governor.
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Rather, it seems to be a case in which the emperor asked for the evidence
in order to issue a rescript.42 Or, the petitioner was told to give more evi-
dence to the local court or the governor. 

16. Ch.L.A. XVII 657 = CPL 243 (TM 69999): 
two Latin rescripts on private law 

(Taubenschlag 1952: 138 no. 43; Purpura 2009: 210, nos. 545 & 546)

Provenance: Syene or Elephantine.
Date: between 436 and 450.
Format: papyrus.
Emperor: Theodosius II?

These seven fragments noticed already by Theodor Mommsen (Mommsen
1863), spread over three collections, belonged to two original rescripts
issued by the imperial chancellery, and addressed to Andreas, frater amantis-
simus, who might have been comes Thebaidis under Theodosius II (PLRE II:
Andreas 2). They represent the use of litterae caelestes, the script reserved
for the imperial chancellery (C.Th. 9.19.3: Valentinian I).43 The first of the
rescripts dealt not only with the case itself, but also with the jurisdiction
for it. (Perhaps the plaintiff, Isiodoros, was normally excluded from general
jurisdiction and subject to comes militum; C.Th. 1.7.4 = C. 1.29.2.; Mommsen
1863). The first case concerned the restitution of property from a faultily
contracted sale, another the return to slavery of an ungrateful freedwoman.
Too much of the text is lost to say how these cases were connected.

The text contains the order to examine the facts before the decision
developed by the emperor could be applied: [si preci illi verita]s inest [et si

  42 As in C. 2.4.13, Diocletian asked a petitioner to provide evidence that she had contract-
ed under real fear for her life and health (Corcoran 2000: 244). The praetorian prefect dis-
couraged Emperor Valens himself from hearing people’s cases (Riedlberger 2020: 25 n. 8).
  43 Yet, it has been demonstrated that the elements of the style could be detected also in
documents coming from outside of the imperial chancellery. See the summary of the dis-
cussion and examples in Manservigi & Mezzetti 2017. Here also the study of the hand
in Ch.L.A.XVII 657.



res ad iurisdi]ctionem suam pertineret, ‘if there is truth in that request and
the matter pertains to your jurisdiction’ (ll. 11–14). This is exactly how
rescripts should work: The imperial chancellery did not examine the
facts, but only gave a binding legal interpretation which application
depended on the positive scrutiny of the facts presented in the petition.
This procedure is attested in papyri until the sixth century, for example
in archive of Dioskoros of Aphrodite (Fournet 2024).

17. P. Leid. II Z = SB XX 14606 
= Ch.L.A. XLVI 1392 = W. Chr. 6 (TM 23768): 

adnotatio of Theodosius II 
(Taubenschlag 1952: no. 45; Purpura 2009: 209–210, no. 543)

Provenance: Syene or Elephantine.
Date: between 425 and 450.
Format: papyrus.
Emperor: Theodosius II.

This famous fragment consists mainly of the Greek text of the copy of
the petition presented to the emperor by Appion, bishop of Syene and
Philae, in which he complained of frequent attacks by the Blemmyes and
the Nubians in the region and asked to be given command of the troops
stationed in the vicinity for the protection of the churches of Syene and
Elephantine (Worp & Feissel 1988: 105). The expected rescript seems to
be named νοµοθεσ#α (l. 11).44

The badly mutilated upper Latin lines have been interpreted as litterae
caelestes with a greeting (i.e. subscription) of Theodosius II.45 It is not sure,
however, that the emperor’s decision fulfilled the bishop’s request. The
adnotatio reflected the personal decision of the emperor, unlike the majority
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  44 The imperial adnotatio was an extraordinary measure, which meant that, unlike regular
rescripts, it could contravene laws (Corcoran 2000: 57).
  45 The words bene valere te cupimus in line 1a are interpreted as written in his own hand
(Marichal 1952: 338–339).
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of rescripts, which were made by magister libellorum (Corcoran 2000: 57).
The papyrus may be, therefore, the only survival of a text written in the
emperor’s own hand.46

Nos. 16 and 17 came from the imperial chancellery of the same emperor,
Theodosius II, and might have belonged to the same archive, which would
be the one of the dux of the Thebaid, perhaps the above mentioned Andreas
(Worp & Feissel 1988: 97–98 n. 7, 106). Both are very early acquisitions from
the antiquities market: no. 16 divided into pieces and spread among three
collections was partly acquired together with no. 17 in 1828 for the Rijksmu-
seum van Oudheden in Leiden (inv. nos. AMS 5 vel 1–3 AMS 53 vel 1).

2.2.3. References

18. SB V 8944 = P. Strasb. III 154 (TM 32696): 
constitution on the liturgies or clergy 

(Taubenschlag 1952: no. 30; Purpura 2009: 217, no. 82)

Provenance: Bacchias in Fayum.
Date: after 337.
Format: papyrus.
Emperor: Constantine I or later.

Neither the sender nor the addressee of this Greek letter is known, but it
must have been between civil servants, since one was ordering the other to
release a certain Paulos, a deacon, from a liturgy, since he had been appoint-
ed apaitetes of the Annona π[α]ρ̀[B] τQν νοµοθεσ#αν τNν βα σι=Yων̀, ‘against
the law of the emperors’ (ll. 3–4). Although it is not entirely clear from the
text, which is missing at the top, why the appointment was against the laws,
we can assume that it favoured a man of the church. In that case it must
have post-date Constantine. However, the involvement of the clergy in the
collection of taxes is attested in other documents (Schmelz 2002: 316–317).

  46 The signatures of the rulers written with their own hands are extremally rare, one of
them is the famous subscription of Cleopatra VII (P. Bingen 45); see van Minnen 2000.



19. CPR V 10 (TM 16032): 
constitution on the recruitment of soldiers

Provenance: Hermopolis Magna.
Date: before or in 339/40.
Format: papyrus.
Emperor: Constantius II.

This Greek letter, like no. 19, belongs to a private bilingual Greco-Latin
archive from Hermopolis Magna (TM Arch 28), and was addressed to its
owner, Aurelius Asklepiades, praepositus pagi. The sender, strategos-exactor
of the Hermopolite, gave Asklepiades the orders of the governor, TγεµIν
(l. 3), to deliver recruits for the navy to Antinoopolis, based on an imperial
order, `; %κ θε#ου προστ5γµατο; (l. 4), and the letters of the perfectissimus
comes, γραµµ5των το@ κ `[υρ]# 1ου µου διασηµο `τ `5 `τ `ου κ)µιτο; (l. 5).

The reconstruction of the way which the constitution went through
before it was enforced is as follows: the imperial πρ)σταγµα came first to
the perfectissimus comes, ranking higher than the praeses of the Thebaid, per-
haps comes Orientis (Gizewski & Tinnefeld 2006), and only then the praeses
gave his orders which were sent to the exactores, who further instructed the
praepositi whose duty was to organise the travel of the soldiers.

20. CPR XVII/1 37 (TM 17731): 
constitution on the land tax

Provenance: Hermopolis Magna.
Date: 340.
Format: papyrus.
Emperor: Constantius II.

This Greek letter belongs to the same archive as no. 19 and is based on a
format similar to no. 18: the strategos-exactor sent orders from the governor
about the land tax based on `; %κ θε#ου προστ5γµ[ατο; κα< γραµ µ5των
τNν] κυρ#ων µ[ου] τNν =αµ[προτ5των, ‘as from the order and letters of my
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most illustrious lords’ (ll. 8–9; Worp 1991: 75). Unlike CPR V 10, the
γρ5µµατα seems to have been issued by clarissimi, that is a college of offi -
cials. CPR XVII/1 36 is another order sent to Aurelius Asklepiades along
the same lines, but it does not refer to the imperial law.

21. P. Lips. I 33 = Ch.L.A. XII 525 = FIRA III 175 
= Jur. Pap. 88 = M. Chr. 55 (only col. II) (TM 22344): 

constitution on the hereditatis petitio partiaria
(Taubenschalg 1952: no. 39; Purpura 2009: 217, no. 92)

Provenance: Hermopolis Magna.
Date: 368.
Format: papyrus.
Emperor: uncertain.

Like P. Lips. I 34 + 35, the papyrus belongs to the archive of Fl. Isidoros and
was written in Antinoopolis (TM Arch 89). It is the record the litis denun-
ciatio ex auctoritate held in the case in front of the praeses of the Thebaid.
The case concerned testamentary succession: A father left a will in which
three daughters, Sarapiaine, Heliodora, and Theonina, were appointed
heirs; two others, Dionysia and Nemesilla, were disinherited from their
father’s will because their share had been paid as a dowry before his death.
Although disinherited, Dionysia and Nemesilla took possession of the
paternal inheritance and both died sometime later.

The document records that one of the heirs, Sarapiaine, settled with
the successors of one of the illegal possessors, Dionysia, and made a claim
against the children of another, Nemesilla. As Sarapiaine considered
Nemesilla’s heirs to be unlawful possessors, she brought the hereditatis
petitio partiaria against them. The document states (ll. 14–15):

δι)περ παραγγY==ω MµLν περ[<] τNν Mποτε[τ]αγµYνων πραγµ5των τD τρ#τον
%κδικNν µYρο; %ξ [Eδιαι]ρY[τ]ου π[ρ]D; τD M[µX;] εH; τD οHκεLον Eποκρε# -
νασθαι (l. Eποκρ#νασθαι) µYρο; κατB τQν θε[#αν δι5τ]αξιν



So I am making a statement to you about the following facts, claiming the
third part of (the property held) ab indiviso, so that you may be responsible
for your proper part according to the imperial constitution.

Ludwig Mitteis interpreted θεLα δι5ταξι; as an imperial rescript: the
emperor would have explained the operation of the possessors’ liability to
the legal heir in this case or similar,47 which interpretation was kept by
Taubenschlag and Purpura. Obviously, it could not be a rescript given in
this case, since the text does not show any trace of the imperial chan-
cellery’s involvement in the case Sarapiaine vs. Nemesilla’s successors.
The party might have referred to an earlier rescript, maybe even cited
from the Gregorian or Hermogenian Codes, since in the 360s rescripts appar-
ently were still considered citable in trial contexts (see above). However,
this is by no means certain, especially as no details of this texts are given.
The term δι5ταξι; is vague and could apply to any kind of constitution,
the claimant could also be referring to a general law that gave the lawful
heir a claim against unlawful possessors. 

22. P. Lips. 1 35+ 34= Ch.L.A. XII 524 (TM 22346): 
constitution on the provisions for recruits 

(Taubenschlag 1952: no. 26; Purpura 2009: 217, no. 92)

Provenance: Hermopolis Magna.
Date: 373.
Format: papyrus.
Emperor: Valens.

Lines 8–10 mention a law reducing monetary equivalent for recruits: 
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  47 Mitteis 1907: 391–393. The possessors of the undivided bona to which they had no
legal title would have been liable only to the part they held: each of the two one third in
the share of each of the legal heirs. The third share would have been of the legitimate heir.
The problem was discussed by the jurists of the Severan age, Ulpian (D. 5.4.1.3 and 4) and
Paulus (D. 6.1.8).
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b δ9 τW; θ `ε#α; MµNν κα< φι=ανθρIπου νο `[µ]ο `θ[εσ]# 1α; τ[W]; ` την[ι]κα@τα
καταπεµφθ#ση; (l. καταπεµφθε#ση;) εσ`θ) `µενο; (l. αHσθ)µενο;) περ< τ `ο `@ δεLν
δ `[Y]κα µ)νου; χρυσ#νου; παρασχεLν τοL 1[;] ν `εο `= `[Y]κ `[τ]οι;

but he, having learned about Your recent imperial and humane legislation,
which was then sent, understanding the need of paying only 10 solidi to
the new recruits.

The law must have been given between February, when the petitioner col-
lected the money for the recruits, and May 373, when he handed it over
at the imperial comitatus in Hierapolis (see no. 14; Zuckerman 1998: 88).
The νοµοθεσ#α must be a reference to a general law.48

23. P. Hoogendijk 37 = SPP XX 143 (TM 18751) 
& P. Hoogendijk 38 = SB VI 9598 (TM 19107): 
constitution on the ius privatum salvo canone 

(Taubenschlag 1952: no. 31; Purpura 2009: 217 no. 94)

Provenance: Hermopolis Magna.
Date: 415 or earlier.
Format: papyrus.
Emperor: Valens &Valentinian I or Theodosius II.

These two Greek documents in the Reiner collection have recently been
re-edited, interpreted, and commented on in detail by Andrea Jördens.
Both record the sale of land(s) formerly belonging to the pagan cult but
now abandoned and taken over by the fisc.49 P. Hoogendijk 37 is a receipt
issued to the seller, while 38 may be related to the registration of the same
sale. Both documents were written around 427–435, but mention an earlier
θεLο; ν)µο;, according to which the ius privatum salvo canone to the land

  48 This law belonged to the reforms on recruitment undertaken by Valens; see Zucker-
man 1998; Lenski 2002: 313–316.
  49 Although probable, it is not certain whether both documents refer to the same land;
see Jördens 2021: 178.



was transferred, τDν θεLον ν)µον HδιωτικZ δικα#$ σ$ζοµYνου το@ καν)νο;
(P. Hoogendijk 37, ll. 4–5 & 38, l. 4).50 It was a right on the fundi patrimoniales,
between the ownership and ius perpetuum, which allowed the holder to
alienate the object, but required the annual rent to be paid independently
from the price (His 1896: 94–97). The right was created under Valentinian
I and first mentioned in C.Th. 5.13.4 and C. 11.62.4. C.Th. 5.13.4.1 states that
the land was transferred upon request, including an offer of the amount to
be paid. Both laws mention the requirement of the annual rent.

24. PSI VI 684 (TM  31092): 
epistula on the nomination of the exactores by city councils 

(Taubenschlag 1952: no. 44; Purpura 2009: 218 no. 95)

Provenance: Hermopolis Magna.
Date: 450.
Format: papyrus.
Emperor: Theodosius II.

In this complaint about an illegal appointment of an exactor, the peti-
tioner(s)51 referred to the imperial law and two edicts, τB µεγα=οφυW
fδικτα. The constitution is cited in ll. 1–2: θε `[#]αν δι5ταξιν ( . . . ) τQν δια -
γορε[Gουσαν] τοg; %ξ5κτορα; %ξ h[νο]µασ#α; τW; ` βο `υ `=W; δεLν ` κ[α(?)]τα -
σ`τ `[αθWναι(?)] (BL III 224: κ[α]τασ̀τ `[Wναι] prev. ed.), ‘the imperial consti-
tution speaking that the exactores should be appointed of the nomination
of the council’. The same law is attested also in C.Th. 12.6.20. 

The complaint mentioned δGο µε[γα]= `οφυW fδικτα (l. 3), but they are
not imperial: the edicts are described as µεγα=οφυY;, while the δι5ταξι;
is θεLα. One allowed the appointment of an urban office, βου=ευτικDν
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  50 In the earlier literature, it was suggested that it might have referred to C.Th. 16.10.20;
see Jördens 2021: 179.
  51 The petition might have been issued by the councillors, who were dissatisfied with the
appointment of a certain Taurinos, or by his representatives. See the summary of the dis-
cussion in Margetic 1985.
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φρ)ντισµ[α], only with the council’s nomination (ll. 3–5). The other (ll. 5–7)
was originally interpreted as a reference to the tax solidarity of decuriones,
but more recently to the rotational appointment to the offices according
to their individual wealth (Margetic 1985: 91), they might have been issued
by the governor or praefectus praetorio or the council itself (Schmidt-Hofner
&Wiemer 2022: 359).

25. FIRA III2 52 = SPP I, pp. 6–7 (TM 35316): 
epistula on making the wills 

(Taubenschlag 1952: no. 46; Purpura 2009: 218 no. 98)

Provenance: Antinoopolis.
Date: 460.
Format: papyrus.
Emperor: Theodosius II.

A kyria clause in a will of Aurelius Kollouthos from Antinoopolis (ll. 29–31)
refers to the law of Theodosius providing requirements for making wills
(Nov. Theod. 16.2 = C. 6.23.21):

κυρ#αν δ9 οKσαν κα< βεβα#αν αSτQν %θYµην %φ’ MπογραφW; %µW; κα< τNν
αSτNν >πτB νοµ#νων µαρτGρων bµοi@j συνηγµYνων κα< σφραγιζ)ντων κατB
τQν θε#αν δι5ταξιν

And I have made this (will) being valid and binding with the subscription
of mine and these seven legal witnesses who gathered together and put
their seals according to the imperial constitution.

This clause became a part of the testamentary model in late antiquity and
is attested in later wills.52

  52 P. Cair. Masp. III 67324, ll. 12–13 and P. Vat. Aphrod. 7, ll. 15–18 (κατ5 τοg; ν)µου; instead
of κατB τQν θε#αν δι5ταξιν); P. Cair. Masp. III 67312, l. 20 and P. Cair. Masp. II 67151, l. 49,
copy P. Cair. Masp. II 67152 (κατB τQν τNν ν)µων δGναµιν).



26. P. Ryl. IV 609 = CPL 274 = Ch.L.A. IV 246 (TM 17309): 
constitution of the recruitment of soldiers 

(Taubenschlag 1952: no. 47; Purpura 2009: 218 no. 99)

Provenance: Hermopolis Magna.
Date: 505.
Format: papyrus.
Emperor: Anastasius.

This Latin letter is an order by a comes Thebaici limitis given to a tribune
to enrol a certain young man to the Roman army.53 The basis for the
recruitment is the law of Anastasius. Lines 3–4 read:

sacra iussione domini nostri Anastasii piissimi ac t. riumfato. ris (l. triumphatoris)
semper Augusti [e qua n]u.meris. s.u. p. p. lementi causa. i[u]niore. s robustis corporibus
adsociarentur

according to the order of our most pious lord Anastasius, the victor and
eternal Augustus, by which (order) young men of strong bodies are to be
enrolled for the sake of supplementing the number (of recruits).

27. P. Vindob. G 31576 = Mitthof & Papathomas 2008: 120–121:
sanctio pragmatica

Provenance: Hermopolites.
Date: 5th/6th cent.
Format: papyrus.
Emperor: unknown.

This Greek letter was sent by an agens in rebus to his father. In the first
part of the letter, the sender mentioned that an exsecutor scholae agentum
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  53 This late use of Latin in a letter could be explained by the military context in which
it was written (Iovine 2019: 188).
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in rebus arrived in Alexandria and deposited a πραγµατικ); (instead of
πραγµατικ)ν: Mitthof & Papathomas 2008: 127), that is the sanctio prag-
matica, with the comes Augustalis. The sanctio pragmatica had an effect on
the sender’s fate (φανε `ρ `Bν δGναµιν ` Fχο `ν `τα` περ< τW; %µW; τG `χη;) and forced
his subsequent appearance in Alexandria (Fτι µQν κα< παρ5στασ# µου εH;
a 2= `ε `ξ5`ν `δ ` ρ `ειαν).

The pragmatic sanction, which term replaced the earlier rescriptum
(Riedlberger 2020: 29), must have been given in a response to a petition
submitted by an individual. The papyrus does not explain how the sanctio
affected the τGχη of the letter’s author, but the editors suggested that it
might have concerned his lex fori waving his privileged position and forc-
ing him to the governor’s court in Alexandria in a law suit in which he was
involved as a private individual. The dispute had to do with the succession
after an uncle of a wife of a philosopher Helladios (Mitthof & Papatho -
mas 2008: 119–120). 

2.2.4. Excluded documents

Some of the papyri that Taubenschlag and Purpura included in their lists
of constitutions were excluded from the one presented here. This hap-
pened when there was no direct reference to a law, but the text simply
said κατ5 (τοg;) ν)µου;, the term for constitution was reconstructed in
full or not given at all, or a more precise dating before Constantine was
available. Even if we can assume that the content of an imperial law was
known to an author of the document, but the source is not at least vaguely
mentioned, we cannot be sure where it came from and whether the doc-
ument refers directly to a constitution. These are PSI V 452 (Tauben-
schlag 1952: 138),54 P. Lips. I 41 = M. Chr. 300 (Taubenschlag 1952: no. 27),55

  54 Purpura 2009: 217 no. 79 included it only with the question mark. The crucial
[διατ5ξεων] in l. 15 is a conjecture. 
  55 [κατB τ]οg; ν)µου `; in l. 14, referring to the divorce with the permission of the curator,
which is not Roman law; see Jakub Urbanik’s commentary to this document in Keenan,
Manning, & Yiftach-Firanko 2014: 173–175 (no. 4.2.6). 



PSI VI 685 (Taubenschlag 1952: no. 40; Purpura 2009: 217 no. 94),56 and
P. Oxy. I 67 = P. Lond. III 754 descr. = M. Chr. 56 = FIRA III 173.57

3. CONCLUSION

This critical collection of imperial laws could be seen to represent a picture
that is much more than the sum of its parts. The newly discovered frag-
ments of the Theodosian Code (nos. 2–5), meticulously collected and pre-
pared for publication by Serena Ammirati, offer invaluable insights into the
content and scope of the Code’s authentic books. Their discovery not only
corroborates the presence and application of the Code in the province of
Egypt, but also suggests the consistency and regularity with which it was
employed. Otherwise, it would be challenging to account for the presence
of these fragments in locations such as Fayum or the Oxyrhynchite nome.
This conclusion is corroborated by nos. 6–7, which show that the Code also
generated sufficient interest to produce commentaries or summaries.
Moreover, nos. 8 and 9 demonstrate that the Theodosian Code was not the
only corpus of imperial legislation circulating in this provincial context.
The variety of corpora should not be unexpected in view of the consider-
able legislative output of the emperors. After all, the primary objective of
the Theodosian Code, along with its predecessors, the Gregorian and Hermo-
genian Codes, was to impose order upon the prevailing chaos.

Only a small proportion of constitutions survived beyond antiquity,
some due to the favourable conditions of the Egyptian climate. It is evi-
dent that the number of papyri that either transmit or mention the con-
stitutions is relatively small in absolute terms, yet in relative terms, they
constitute a significant group, as reading and copying laws was less com-
mon than reading Homer or drafting land leases. The interpretation of
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  56 The dating is too early, 314–317 at the latest (or even 309–313); see Vandersleyen 1962:
102–103; Davenport 2015: 277.
  57 There is no mention of any law, but a general reference to the κατB ν)µου; (ll. 10–11).
It is in the answer of the prefect to the petition of the party in which he instructed that
the proper litis denuntiatio should be made. See Alonso 2017: 281.
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this group of sources in their individual contexts, such as the archives and
scribal traditions to which they belonged, enables a more comprehensive
understanding of the dissemination of laws among the subjects of Roman
emperors: the papyri demonstrate that legal communication between
Constantinople and the Egyptian capitals of Alexandria and Antinoopolis
was maintained on a regular basis and that the laws issued by emperors
were effectively disseminated to urban and rural populations. 
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