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9:30 Welcome 

9:45 Alain Delattre - A new document about land and taxes 

10:15 Petra Sijpesteijn - Messing with the numbers 

10:45 Coffee 

11:15 Cecilia Palombo - Archival sites of local government in Abbasid Egypt 

11:45 Eline Scheerlinck - Tracking taxes and travel in the Egyptian countryside: evidence from 
the Abbasid period 

12:15 Lunch 

14:00 Janneke de Jong - Taxes, titles and names. Identifying people in late seventh and early 
eighth century Aphrodito 

14:30 Marie Legendre - The finances of the Caliphate: Abbasid fiscal practice in Islamic late 
antiquity 

15:00 Coffee 

15:30 Alon Dar - Rebellions and revolts in early ‘Abbasid countryside 

16:00 Jelle Bruning - Importing slaves in Abbasid Egypt 

16:30 Book launch – Authority and Control in the Countryside 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ABSTRACTS 

Alain Delattre | A new document about land and taxes 

Presentation of an unpublished Coptic document from the Louvain-la-Neuve collection. The letter 
is written by Arthôrkhi to Abdella and mentions land, taxes and the monastery of Bawit. 

 

Petra Sijpesteijn | Messing with the numbers 

The writer of this Arabic papyrus letter explains what costs he has had to deduct from the land 
taxes for the year 261 AH (874 CE) ending up with a lower amount than previously calculated 
based on the surface measurements. He mentions amongst others an adjustment of the measures 
after a complaint was raised, the costs for wells, (maintenance of?) estates and transport. He also 
adds a detailed account of the money handed out to individual farmers as a sustenance for their 
families. The farmers who received something are listed with their names and the amount they 
received at the bottom of the letter. In this talk I aim to explain the contents of the letter and to 
contextualize it. 

 

Cecilia Palombo | Archival sites of local government in Abbasid Egypt: local religious leaders, 
monastic libraries and optimal strategies of decentralization (an anti-sectarian narrative) 

This paper discusses two correlated, structural changes in the provincial government of the 
Abbasid caliphate—that is, a stronger reliance on variable revenues and a tendency towards 
formalising patron-client relations—by looking at one segment of local political elites in the early 
Abbasid period: religious leaders.  

At the micro-level, the paper takes as a case-study the libraries of Egyptian monastic centres 
between the mid-second and the late third centuries AH. I frame these libraries as veritable 
archival sites of local government, providing an institutional counterpart to other “social loci” for 
the creation of administrative cultures in the caliphate (to paraphrase Konrad Hirschler), such as 
central dīwāns and the personal-professional archives assembled by local officials. At the macro-
level, the broad changes I am referring to concerned: (i) The implementation of new strategies of 
decentralized rule, in the attempt to increase the economic efficiency of provincial government 
and reverse some of the inefficiencies of the Umayyad system; (ii) A parallel development in the 
ways that local actors related to and handled administrative-political archives (broadly defined as 
spaces for the crafting, storage, use, reuse and obliteration of documents).  

In this paper I will give some concrete examples in which Christian institutions contributed to the 
evolution of local government (in particular, regarding the training and mobility of secretaries) as 
well as some broader conclusions based on my doctoral research. In moving away from the 
relatively better-known period of transition from Roman to Arab-Muslim rule, this paper is based 
on the claim that much of the documentation of monastic provenance from Islamic Egypt should 
be re-dated to the late Marwanid and the Abbasid periods, rather than earlier. Scholars have 
focused especially on the cooptation of indigenous elites in the establishment of Islamic rule in the 
first and the early second centuries AH. Starting in the mid-second century AH, we see the rise of 
new spaces of political activity and opportunities of territorial control for religious figures and 
newly trained elites, including Christian ones, in a process that continued well into the Fatimid 
period.  

While critically tackling some deep-rooted assumptions and traditional approaches in the field, this 
paper takes the evolving function of religious archives in early Abbasid Egypt as one case-study for 



envisioning deeper changes in the practice and theory of provincial government. I correlate the 
changing role of Christian religious leaders on the Egyptian political scene with the effects of the 
reform of the fiscal and the land-tenure system in the third century AH. By referring to other 
historical cases in Middle Eastern history for comparison, this broad overview goes somewhat 
towards questioning the overall negative meaning that scholars have usually attributed to 
decentralization in the Abbasid period. 

 

Eline Scheerlinck | Tracking taxes and travel in the Egyptian countryside: evidence from the 
Abbasid period 

The extant Egyptian documentation from the Umayyad period shows the efforts of the new Arab-
Muslim government to track taxes and tax payers. Fugitives, whether they fled from (tax) debts, 
labour requisitions, or for other reasons, were registered in lists, tracked down, rounded up and 
punished: so we read in, to name an example, the orders from the Umayyad governor Qurra b. 
Sharīk to the local administrator in the countryside. Documentation in Arabic, Greek and Coptic 
shows the government’s concern with tracking and controlling the tax payers’ movements. 
However, this documentation seems to be concentrated in the Umayyad period. The published 
Arabic safe conducts, or work permits, are dated between 717 and 751. The Coptic protection 
letters, in so far as they can be dated to a specific year, also date to the pre-Abbasid  period. Local 
Coptic safe conducts have been linked to historical events in the late seventh, early eighth century, 
although they could date to a later period, according to the editor. Most of the Coptic protection 
letters not dated to a specific year, are generally dated to the “seventh century” in editions. This 
possibly reflects a conservative tendency in editorial practice, but from these documents 
themselves this is difficult to determine.  

In this paper I will assess this apparent rupture in the documentation, to gain a better insight in if 
and how the government in this period tracked tax payers and their movements. 

The extant Arabic and Greek papyri from this period show in any case that the government still 
made efforts to control the movement of people, as is shown by Greek fiscal registers from the 
second half of the eighth century in which marginal notes indicate that some tax payers have fled 
or died. Moreover, a list with arrested and detained fugitives shows that the government was still 
tracking and arresting fugitives from one region in other regions of the countryside. These 
measures are comparable to the orders of the abovementioned Qurra b. Sharīk in the beginning of 
the eighth century. Arabic tax receipts of the Abbasid period containing, below the receipt 
formulary, phrases also found in the safe conducts of the first half of the eighth century, have 
been cited as the successors of these safe conducts. I will examine in more detail how these 
Abbasid tax receipts with safe conduct formulas could have functioned in society as safe conduct 
documents, also by comparing them to similar Coptic documents, dated to the first half of the 
eighth century. 

 

Janneke de Jong | Taxes, titles and names. Identifying people in late seventh and early eighth 
century Aphrodito 

The late seventh and early eighth century archive from Aphrodito is well known for preserving 
more than 400 documents in three languages (Greek, Coptic, Arabic). These documents offer a 
unique glimpse in the fiscal administration and the linguistic landscape on the local level in Egypt 
under Umayyad rule. Also interesting are the thousands of references to people, such as names 
and titles, which are preserved in the texts and which have not yet been thoroughly studied. In my 
paper, I will discuss whether and how Aphrodito’s fiscal-administrative documentation can be 



used to study social relations, presenting a case study on the identification of individuals and 
groups and on connections between texts. The bigger aim is to assess the relative place of 
individuals and groups in Aphrodito and in this way get a better understanding of the functioning 
of Aphrodito as a local (tax) community in a bigger Islamic world. 

 

Marie Legendre | The finances of the Caliphate: Abbasid fiscal practice in Islamic late antiquity 

Research on the fiscal system of the Medinan and Umayyad period has benefitted from the 
increasing study of Greek and Coptic papyri from Egypt. The contribution of Arabic documents has 
been less significant. Only from the first half of the 8th century, the number available Arabic 
documents become more important in the administrative sphere. The nature of the available 
documentation is however very different from the earlier period. While numerous fiscal registers 
and entire dossiers relating to administrators allows us to give a clear image of fiscal practice until 
the early decades of the 8th century, Arabic documents from the late 8th and 9th century are 
mostly scattered tax receipts providing unrelated names of tax-payers and amounts to be paid 
with little idea of the rate applied for each tax. We are unable to provide a snapshot of the 
Abbasid fiscal system at work on the basis of this documentation only. Moreover, by the late 8th 
century, Islamic literature becomes available and reveal how many domains of Islamic scholarship 
are concerned with fiscal categories and the contribution of fiscal payments to the caliphate. 
Categories used there for the various imposts are in many ways misleading as they give a false 
sense of applicability across the Empire. Attempts at comparing this literature to contemporary 
fiscal documents has led to poor results as they steam from drastically different context and use 
the same terms for very different realities. This paper will address the first stages of a project of 
collecting and studying fiscal documents from Egypt dating to the Abbasid period. 

 

Alon Dar | Rebellions and revolts in early ‘Abbasid countryside 

During the first 200 years of the Islamic caliphate, a series of armed conflict arose between the 
state and different groups in the empire. Although these conflicts have had different goals, 
reasons and triggers, they were all manifestations of dissatisfaction with the empire. 

This paper examines the act of rebellion and its related categories (revolts, resistance, armed 
negotiation, contention) as moments of breakdown of social expectations and dependency that 
were embedded in society. It focuses on the dynamics between social, political, and religious 
groups and institutions, and how rebellions influenced, and were influenced by, the social and 
political structures of the caliphate, as well as its everyday life. 

Rebellions and revolts are understood in this framework as both as an attempt by historical actors 
to change and influence immediate historical situations such as high tax rate or political injustice, 
but also as manifestation of discontent with wider policies, concepts, institutions, and structures 
of power and authority, such as processes of Arabization, religious contestation, and social 
reforms. 

Relying mainly on literary sources, the first part of the paper will propose a typology of different 
acts of rebellions. In the second part, I discuss the way rebellions changed and influenced the 
social arrangement of society, by creating or breaking ties between different social, political, and 
religious groups. By providing several example from the late Umayyad and early ‘Abbasid time I 
ask what were the immediate goals and triggers for the rebellion, and how were their demands 
articulated? What social and political ties were formed or broke down? What kind of responses did 
rebellions trigger from the state? Is a rebellion a strategic or tactical act to gain/preserve social, 



political, and financial status? What other forms of negotiation with the state were available to the 
rebels? 

 

Jelle Bruning | Importing slaves in Abbasid Egypt 

This paper brings together documentary, epigraphic and literary sources on enslavement in 
Abbasid Egypt. It addresses questions such as the extent to which the location of slaving raids 
depended on the Egypt’s political relations with neighbouring regions (especially Nubia) and the 
extent to which the Egyptian slave-market depended on the activity of slavers. These questions 
will lead to a discussion of the unique character of one form of enslavement in Abbasid Egypt. 

 

 

 


