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The Rhetoric of Power and the Voice of Reason:
Tensions Between Central and Local in the Correspondence of Qurra ibn Sharik®
Arietta Papaconstantinou

Concerning the ‘significant adjustments to the organisation of the empire’ made by
‘Abd al-Malik, Petra Sijpesteijn writes: ‘The result of this transition was a state that
simultaneously decreased its role by delegating authority to local representatives at the
level of the pagarchy and increased its presence by ensuring that its regional
representatives, lacking an independent power base to sustain them, were personally
beholden to them’.? An important part of the transition in question was the appointment at
the regional level of Arab Muslim officials who had no ties with the local population. This is
typically the sort of reform to be expected from an administration which feels too
dependent on officials of local origin. This is because by nature, local officials find
themselves at the intersection of two systems of allegiance, one based on territoriality and
comprising their local community, and the other based on power and leading in a straight
line from themselves to the central authority directly or through a series of intermediaries.
The situation of constant tension and latent conflict in which those two systems operated
put officials ‘with a local power base’ in a situation that scholars in the Roland Mousnier
tradition have aptly called conflit de fidélités. The theme has been very widely explored,
following Mousnier, for early modern France, a royal absolutist state based on the power of
local aristocracies. This situation arose when the loyalty of local aristocracies to the
sovereign was in conflict with their loyalty to their network of clients, kin and local
relations. That conflict was resolved through some form of negotiation between the two
loyalties - and that resolution was far from being always in favour of the sovereign. On the
whole, local elites did use their client networks to support the central administration, as
their very position was dependent on its survival; they could not, however, afford to lose
their local power base entirely, and thus had to opt for some form of compromise and
balance their two loyalties according to the circumstances.’

The reforms introduced under the Marwanids would suggest that a similar situation
was prevalent in their day. It is important to point out, however, that in practice we are not
dealing with a single thought-out reform but rather with a series of ongoing adjustments to
the system, despite the fact that the historical tradition has specifically insisted on the role
of ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan, presented as the great reformer of the Islamic state.* The
process had begun before ‘Abd al-Malik® and continued after him, in particular under his

!In what follows I have used the Greek texts as published in P.Lond. IV and the corrections incorporated from
the Berichtigungsliste; the translations are by H.I. Bell (1911-1928) and A. Grohmann (P.Cair.Arab. I1T), but with
some modifications that seemed necessary. I have also reproduced the Greek texts without diacritics for the
clarity, except where the restitutions are not certain.

? Sijpesteijn 2007, 450.

* See for ex. Mousnier 1971; Harding 1978; Jouanna 1981; Jouanna 1989. Also, centred on cities rather than
rural client networks, Blockmans 1989; Boltanski 2006 insists on the synergy of local and central achieved by
some aristocrats.

* See the extreme position of Robinson 2005.

> See for example Clive Foss’s focus on Mu‘awiya’s role in the construction of the state apparatus: Foss 2002;
2009; 2010.



successor al-Walid. It has been noted by several scholars that according to al-Kindi the
language of the diwan was only changed to Arabic in 706 under al-Walid, when ‘Abd Allah
ibn ‘Abd al-Malik was governor of Egypt (705-709). This fits perfectly with the evidence
from the papyri, since systematic production of correspondence in Arabic (in fact often
bilingual) only appears under the governorship of Qurra ibn Sharik (709-714),° while the
first fully Arabic dated tax receipt is from 765.”

Under Qurra there was still a Christian Greek-speaking pagarch in Aphroditd, called
Basileios, to whom the governor addressed a large number of letters generally known as the
Qurra archive/dossier, but more accurately perhaps described as the Basileios archive.®?
However, one of Basileios’ neighbouring pagarchs was a Muslim, Hisham ibn ‘Umar,’ while
the Hermopolite also seems to have had a Muslim pagarch under Qurra, Sufyan ibn
Ghunaym." In the Fayylim there was already a Muslim pagarch at the end of the seventh
century, Flavius ‘Atiya ibn Ju‘ayd (694-97), which shows that the transition was not sudden
but happened very gradually. Many documents of the Basileios archive have been
published, some individually, others in large groups like P.Lond. IV, generally separated
according to language." No general study of the dossier has yet been undertaken. It
contains many different types of documents, including registers of fugitives and tax
registers, but the majority consists of letters sent by the governor to the pagarch. I will
concentrate here on a selection of those letters that can throw light on the question of why
a series of reforms undermining the local roots of regional administration might have been
necessary.

In general, Qurra’s letters have been seen as authoritarian, and taken as the sign that
the state was extending its control to a very low level, since they give the impression that
every single logistic detail of tax collection was decided centrally and sent down: ‘the rulers
... exercised strict and direct control over the administration’.'? Sir Harold Bell, the editor of
the Greek documents from the British Library (in P.Lond. IV), also insisted on that aspect in
his introduction to the volume, as well as in an article on the administration of Egypt under
the Umayyads which was based essentially on this archive.” The structures that can be
reconstructed from those texts do indeed reflect a solid and tentacular apparatus of control
that could in no possible way be bypassed.**

If the central authorities nevertheless felt it necessary to appoint officials with no
local power-base, this picture must be somehow misleading. Identifying those officials in

¢ Qurra is known from several later narrative sources; the information they give has been gathered in Abbott
1958, 57-69.

7 P.Cair.Arab. 111 197.

8 The most recent overview of the archive is in Richter 2010, where the texts are classified thematically and
analysed in relation to their choice of language. Previous bibliography and a list of documents can be found
there; see also Trismegistos, archID 124: ‘Basilios pagarches of Aphrodito’.

° P.Cair.Arab. 111 151.

10 SB XVI 13018 (15 Aug 714); on the dating see Gonis 2001, 226-27.

1 See Cadell 1967, 142-52 for a chronological list of Qurra’s letters as publications stood at the time; more
recent lists of the entire archive, including the Coptic texts, grouped together by language and type of
document, can be found in Richter 2010.

12 Sijpesteijn 2009, 122.

B3 Bell 1928.

1 P,Lond. IV, introduction, esp. Xxiv-xxv.



the papyri is not as straightforward as it seems. Since the documents they issue at this time
are all in Greek, it is not possible to know whether the individuals with Arab names who
appear in documents of the late seventh and early eighth centuries are actually Muslim
Arabs sent from the centre, or whether they were converted locals who had taken Arab
names, in which case they were not at all without a local power base. However, the question
is only relevant for a relatively short period of time, because by the mid-eighth century it is
clear that the transition to an Arabophone Muslim administration had actually taken place.

The issue then is whether the impression of total control given by the documents,
and generally accepted in scholarship, is really the reflection of an absolutist and
authoritarian state rather than an effect of the rhetoric deployed in Qurra’s letters. On close
scrutiny, this correspondence between the governor and the pagarch of Aphrodito in
Middle Egypt contains many indications that there were failings in the system, and that the
governor’s rhetorical flights should not be taken absolutely literally. As early as 1938, Lionel
Casson noted, and even quantified, the existence of important arrears in taxes during the
pagarchy of Basileios."” Casson drew attention to the fact that there was delay in collection
from 698 onwards and until 716, when things seem to have improved. He also notes that
this corresponds to the period during which Qurra sent letters ‘scolding Basilius for his
tardiness in sending the money-taxes’ and that in June 710 (P.Lond. 1V 1380) ‘Basilius is
scolded for his delay in the collection of “the two-thirds part of the gold taxes™.* Casson,
however, attributes this to Basileios’s lack of competence, implicitly accepting that it is an
exceptional case, an accident of the system rather than the system itself. Yet Basileios is
very likely to have been the norm rather than the exception. We have no other
contemporary archive from Egypt with equivalent contents, so this will, of course, remain
open to discussion. However, it is presumably this sort of behaviour from local officials that
prompted the gradual reform of the administration, and this was certainly not done
because of Basileios alone.

The archive of Basileios contains many letters that give straightforward instructions,
generally related to money taxes or to requisitions in kind or in labour.” 1t is primarily
those documents that give the impression of a well-oiled central administration reaching
far down into the details of local life. A large part of the archive, however, is made up of
reminders, containing the mention of previous orders that were not obeyed or taken into
account, and letters that desperately attempt to obtain the state’s due. Several of them even
seem to be repeated reminders:

TOAAGKIG @aIVOUEDA YpAUUAGLY FUDV XPNOGUEVOL TTPOG OE TIEPT TOD SIUOLPOUEPOUG
TOV XpLOIKOV dnuosiwv Tig d1o1kNoew cov Kal £dokoTuev WG }dN todto
KatePdaiov.

15 Casson 1938.
16 1bid 286.
7 See Bell 1945.



We seem to have written to you many times concerning the two-thirds of the public
gold taxes of your administrative district, and we thought that you had already paid
this."

This lack of discipline and efficiency displeases not only the governor of Egypt," but also
the caliph himself, says Qurra:

Kal Yap O AULpXAPOUUVLY 00 KATAdEXETAL O14 TPOPAGEWV TIVWV DoTepedfval T1 €k
TG SLUTANPWoEWS TV EMINTOVHEVWYV WG AEAeKTAL d1a TG 101KNGEWG GOV Kal €l
EIXEC PPEVAC EPPWUEVAG OVK gixeC dendBfvat TAEISTWV NUAOV YPAUUATWY TOUTWV
EVEKAQL.

For indeed the amir al-mu’minin will not allow that on any pretext there should be
delay in paying any of the complement of the taxes required as aforesaid from your
district, and if you had any proper sense you would not have required many letters
from us on this account.”

This does not necessarily mean that the case of Basileios was notorious enough to have been
known in Damascus. The amir al-mu'minin is presumably invoked here metonymically as the
heart of the caliphate, in a political conception where one’s obligations were to the
sovereign and not fulfilling them was tantamount to offending or betraying him.”

Another very pressing problem, related to the first one, is the fact that the pagarch
tolerated the presence of fugitives hiding in his pagarchy, without declaring their presence
to the authorities. Those ‘fugitives’ (@uyddeg) were individuals who had left the place where
they were registered to pay their taxes, presumably in order to avoid payment, and thus
protecting them amounted to obstructing tax collection. Many of Qurra’s letters concern
this apparently crucial question.

..TepyUpevoat pabeiv tlov tomov] ov €€e0éueba Eveke Th¢ dAMooTPOPTic TOV
QLYAdwV T00 Apa1voitov €l LEVTOL GUVIETG. N YapP WG YIVWOKELS YEYPAPHKAUEY GOL
Tepl TOUTWV Kal péxpt th¢ debpo Tva €€ avT@v oK énéudag 8’ fv aitiav
&yvooUueV.

...seek (?) to learn the [order] which we issued regarding the sending back of the
fugitives from the Arsinoite, if at least you have any understanding; for already, as

18 P.Lond. TV 1380, 3-5 (1 June 710); another letter from the same year repeats this complaint: ToAAGK1g
ypduuaot aivéueda xpnoduevol mpdg o€ Tepl ThG EEaVIcEWS TV XpUSIKGOV dnuociwy £R3Sun¢ ivdiktiovog kal
Uéxpt tiode Thg fuépag ov dinyépbng eig tolto olte unv dnéotelAdg Tt Td sOvolov GAN fueAriong
katappovhoag (We seem to have written to you many times concerning the collection of the public gold taxes
of the seventh indiction, and to this day you have not roused yourself to attend to this matter nor yet sent
anything at all, but have been disobedient and neglectful): P.Lond. TV 1394, 3-7 (708-9).

¥ P.Lond. TV 1380, 19-21 (1 June 710): YIVWGOKeL Yap 0 O£6¢, WC OVK HpeseV AUTV TO TOC TEMOINKAC £1¢ TO Tp&yua
@V ToovTwv dnpoociwv (for God knows that your conduct in the matter of the said public taxes was not
pleasing to us).

2 p,Lond. IV 1338, 12-17 (12 Sept 709).

21 See P.Lond. IV 1349, below p. ***,



you know, we have written to you about them, and to this day you have not sent any
of them; why, we do not know.?

Qurra expresses his irritation in very strong language, in particular through an
extravagant series of threats which he pours upon Basileios:

... Un €0pebfic mapaleipag ti mote v Tfj Emitpomni] UV €ig TodTo prjte pnv d1dovg
KaTd ogavTod TV ofary oUV Tpdpacty ) okdvdalov. uéAAouev yap keAedoel Oeod
KaAoTo1fioat TQ KAA®G drampattopévey, eEalelat 8¢ TOV xawtnv padiovydv te kal
adikov.

... do not let us find that you have omitted anything at all in our commands
regarding this matter, nor give any ground of complaint or cause of displeasure
whatsoever against yourself; for we intend by God’s command to recompense the
man whose conduct is good and to wipe out the unjust and unscrupulous wastrel.””

The following year the same tone prevails in Qurra’s letters:

£on o0V émioTdUEVOG WG ¢dv paveing mapapeAfoag T o kaBdAov €k ThG miTpomiic
U@V A kai eBpouév Tiva &v i Srotkricel cov € Ovmep yeypagrkauév cot dmooteiAat
GUVEQEPEV 001 Un yevvnofjval GAwg’ urte gavijvat v toig {Hotv.

Now you will be aware that if you should be proved to have neglected any part at all
of our instructions or if we find in your district any of the persons whom we have
written to you to send off, it would be better for you not to have been born at all or
appeared among the living.**

Some of the letters are more explicit about the sort of punishments Basileios and the people
of his district should be expecting:

Un yvwodi] 8€ NUiv wg DoTEPNOAG TIVL TO 6UVOAOV €K TOV Op1obEvTwY oTaAfjval
PLYAdWV. EMEL YIVWOKEL 0 O£0G NUDV EVPLOKOVTWV TV UETA TO KATAAXPETV TOV
amooToAOV UGV Un EYKEIUEVOV €V TH] Kataypa@f] Tfi oteAlopévn Tapa 6o
anodidouév oe Ta OAPovtd oe dnd te {nuing Paputdtng Kal cwuatikiq Ene€eAevoewd
{nuiodvteg Kai Toug tod Xwpiov EvOa e0pEdN O Toro0TOg PuYAc {nuiav v o0
dvvavtal bevéykat. Epnuoltvteg ToV te peilova Kal d1otkNnTnv Kal UAAKAG a0TOD
ued’ 6 kai drodiddvreg adToig cwpatiKiV éneEéAevotv dgeilovoav @Odoal Ta Eoxata
adtedV. (...) uéAetl yap obtog uakapioal Tolg TeBvedTag év T¢) ur) VToPEperV avTOUC
T énepxSueva avT@ detvd dvO’ GV maprkovoev keAeUoEWS UGV Kai dTeTOAUNGEY
Katd th¢ 1diag Yuxfic

22 p,Lond. IV 1344, 2-5 (710, after 2 April).
B p,Lond. TV 1338, 24-29 (12 Sept 709).
2 P,Lond. IV 1344, 6-9 (710, after 2 April).



And let it not become known to us that you have delayed sending anyone at all of
the fugitives ordered to be dispatched; for God knows that if we find anyone after
the return of our messenger not entered in the register which is dispatched from
you, we shall deal out to you such requital as will crush you, both a very heavy fine
and corporal chastisment, fining also the people of the place where the fugitive was
found, with a fine which they are not able to support; and we will strip bare its
headman and administrator and guards, after which we will deal out to them such
corporal chastisement which must surpass their extremest (fears). (...) For sucha
man will count the dead happy in that they do not bear the calamities which will
come upon him for his disobedience to our command and his reckless disregard of
his own life.*

Another letter contains the amounts of the fines to be given out, which are especially heavy
compared to the tax one hoped to escape as a fugitive, and about the forms of corporal
punishment to be dealt out:

.. arantnOfjvat Tovg eatvouévoug £xoviag euyadag ueta thv napodoay map[ ] ... vep
EKAGTOL avOPOG vopiouata d€ka Kal TOV QUYOVTA VOUICHATA TEVTE KAl TOUG
droiknrag kai peiCovag kal @UAakac Tol xwpiov kai ... vouiopata tévte (...) kal
aVTOV QAIVOVTWVY EXELV TIVAG €€ aDT@V Katdypaov mapd ool thv dvopasiov Kal
TATPWVULHiaY Kal &1 moiov xwpiov Epevyev £KAoTOg AUTAOV, ATAITOV 3¢ ALTOV
vopiopata TévTe Kal voTi{wv Tesoapdkovta poyAdPia kai kaBnAdv adtov
Eulopayydvolg dndotetAov Tpog UGS EMTPENWY TG 0TEANOUEVW UET A0TOD ... OTIWG
avTo0 Tapadidotvtog abtOv Nuiv Kopiontat vrep’ adTod Gmdderlrv.

... that those who are proved to have any fugitives after the present ... are to be fined
ten solidi for each man, and the fugitive five solidi and the administrators and
headmen and police of the place and .... five solidi (...) And if they prove to have any
of them, register the name and patronymic of each of them, with the place from
which he fled, fining him five solidi, and scourge him with forty lashes, and nailing
him to a wooden yoke send him to us, instructing the man who is sent with him to ...
in order that when he hands him over he may receive a receipt for him.*

This last example is a relatively objective description of the sanctions that corresponded to
a given act, and an order to carry them out. It contrasts with the tone and content of the
preceding letters, where the rhetoric is more hyperbolic and the content much less precise,
expressing anger and exasperation, and indicating a degree of helplessness despite the
strong language they use. Why was that? If the administration had such a well-oiled system
of sanctions for every hidden fugitive and every delay in payments, surely the situation
would not have been so trying on Qurra’s temper.

% P.Lond. IV 1343, 14-25 and 41-44 (30 Dec 709).
% P.Lond. IV 1384, 5-9 and 23-30 (708-710).



A close reading of the letters shows that the fugitives and the tax arrears were but
the tip of the iceberg, and that the central government had to deal with much more than
simple incompetence, inefficiency or negligence. Those were relatively controllable, but the
reproach is nevertheless made against Basileios by Qurra:

U@V 00V émTpePdvTwy Toic votapiolg Eykipat eig ta xaptia tfig saxéAAng é@’ ®
UaBelv To T katePdlov v Tfi cakéAAN nOpapev TO €pyov cov dvikavov Kal
undautvov kai ot €ig To0TO KAKGDG S1ampaTTOUEVOV. Kol Y&p OUK ATESTEINAUEY oF
oxoAdoat €ig TO paywvelv, udAlov d¢ aneotelAapév oe pofeioat TOV Oedv Kal
@LAGEaL TRV mioTv cov Kl dvioat TO dikatov tol Autpaipovuviv. (...) émotdueda
d¢ WG dvikavia kol aypnoipia eepdpevog O LTIOLPYOG CNTET TA TTPOG GPOPLUTV TOD
votepiloat T 81’ adTo0.

Now when we instructed the clerks to look into the treasury’s documents in order to
find out what you had deposited in the treasury, we found that your work is
unsatisfactory and worthless and that your conduct is evil in this matter. For indeed
we did not send you to idle away your time in gluttony; rather we sent you to fear
God and keep your faith and collect the dues of the amir al-mu’minin. (...) And we
know that the official controlled by an unsatisfactory and worthless character
always seeks excuses for delaying his work.”

However, Qurra’s letters show that he did not only think Basileios was lazy or unable to do
things right; they imply that he was consciously not entirely compliant with the
instructions arriving from the governor’s office, that he disobeyed, lied, and willingly
dragged his feet instead of doing his duty:

KAl YAp YIVWOKOUEV WG 0V HEAETAL 601 OUTE YNV TOIG TAG XWPAG UN EKTEAEGOL UnTE
doOvat mépag mavtolw Epyw €@’ Goov oUK dratteiobe vmep TV Aotmalopévwy ot
VU@V €1 Un TPOG TOV OEUATIOUOV TOV EVKEIUEVOV €V TOTG NUETEPOLS EVTayiolg. AN’ ov
ur| oLYXwProWUEV gival Td Tpdyuata obTw.

For indeed we know that it is no concern to you nor yet to the people of your district
to carry out or perform any sort of duty as long as you are not importuned by us for
the arrears in your payments, except in accordance with the instructions contained
in our demand notes. But we will not allow this to be so.?®

27 p,Lond. IV 1380, 5-11 and 28-30 (1 June 710).

2 p,Lond. IV 1337, 11-17 (10 Sept 709); see also P.Lond. TV 1394, 3-7 (708-709): ToAAdK1G ypdupaot @atvoueda
Xproduevol tpog of mepl Thg €avicewg TV Xpuotk®v dnuocinv £RSSunc tvdiktiovog kai péxpt tiiode tfig
Nuépag oL dinyépbng €ig tolto olte unv dnéotelAdg T to sOvolov AN AueAfioag katagpoviicag (We seem to
have written to you many times concerning the collection of the public gold taxes of the 7th indiction, and till
today you have not roused yourself to attend to this matter nor yet sent anything at all, but have been
disobedient and neglectful); P.Lond. IV 1343, 42-44 (30 Dec 709): T& émepxSpueva a0t Sevd dv0’ (v
naprKovoeV KeAeUoEWS NUGV Kal dretéAunoev katd tfig 16iag Puxfg (the calamities which will come upon
him for his disobedience to our command and his reckless disregard of his own life); P.Lond. IV 1345, 34-37 (1
Jan 710): dnokeioBat 8¢ adTovg Kal ueydAng dvtanoddoews TP TAPAKOTIC KAl KATAPPOVATEWS THAG KEAEVGEWS
Audv (and will be liable besides to severe punishment for their disobedience in disregard of our command).

7



There was much worse than this deliberate but passive obstruction. In other letters
Basileios is accused of being dishonest and of practising all sorts of trafficking. One
surprising document accuses him of sending low-quality gold coins to the treasury:

... AeTPov kai amointov ov KatéPadov ol TepPOEVTeS Tapd 600 UITOLPYOL €K TV
TpameQITOV- Kl €V TOUTW OUK EyVwUeV TO QG dieyévou olte A ti ENaPeg mapa
TV ThG S1o1kAoewg cov Umép kataAAayfig Tod avTod xpusiov. dexduevog ovv Td
TAPOVTA YPAUUATA GHHaVOV NIV 810 YpaupudTtwy cov t0 T&¢ Aaupavelg €€ adt®@v To
T0100TO KAKOXAPAKTOV Kpuoiov Kol Ti €éBepdtiong dobfval T UTodeXOUEVW

1l In td adta xpuoikd dnudoia Umép tol elonpattopévov év[, ] ov 060D, ur
Ypa@wV Nuiv €l ur tdoav GARBelav kal Kataotasioy wg pog 6 £oTiv. Enel NUAOV
€VPLOKOVTWV o€ Pevoduevov 1 kal aAAoiwg ypdavta Tootov Eveka UEAAELG
anolaPeiv €€ Nudv dvtanddootv PAdntovcdv oe oUte yap diaAabeiv NUAC £xet
keAeVoeL Bg0D TO QG dlayivetal TO TO100TO KEPAAALOV.

... what was paid in by the officials among the bankers, sent by you, was found
inferior and unsuitable. And in this affair we do not know how you behaved nor
what you received from the people of your district in exchange for that gold. Thus
on receiving this letter make clear to us by a letter how you can possibly have
received from them such badly struck coins, and what you deposited to give to the
collector .... the above gold taxes for the sum to be levied, not writing to except to
tell the entire truth and describe the situation as it is. For if we find you have lied or
modified things in your letters, you will receive from us a repayment that will harm
you, for by the will of God the way something so important was handled cannot
possibly escape our notice.”

The gold coins sent to the treasury for the year’s public tax were of lower quality than the
standard. It is unclear in which way they were inferior. Kakoxdpaxtov (L. 9) would indicate
something related to the quality of the strike, but this would normally not have affected
their value. Bapuota®uia (I. 3), like Aeipov (1. 4) probably refer to the weight of the coins,
which was evidently below that of the standard set for the tax coins. As Qurra says,
Basileios’ behaviour in this matter is not entirely clear. Did he simply accept and retransmit
the bad coins without noticing? Did he notice but close his eyes in order to protect the local
taxpayers? Or did he receive the sum in proper coins and exchange them fraudulously for
his own profit?

The last possibility cannot be ruled out, however enormous it might seem. Basileios
seems to have been accustomed to taking liberties with the tax money. Another letter
warns him not to pay from the tax money for the transport of requisitioned goods he is
sending to Fustat, except for the grain for the city of Babylon (¢ufoAfic).*® Requisitions in

% SB XX 15102, 4-17 (19 Feb 709).

30 P.Lond. IV 1386, 9-15 (708-709): kai uf) 36 oot mapeAbeiv T1 Evekev vavAov T oOvolov el pr| T ToD
napadidopévou ortokpiBov euPoAi|s gig T Sppra BafuAdvog. uéAAw yap Epevvijoat kal padeiv T mepi tovTov
Kal €0V e0pw og TapeAOSvTa T1 TO cUVOAOV Uep vavAov E€wbev Thg elpnuévng EUPoATs TdV oppiwv Gmodidd
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kind usually included a sum for their own freight, and requisitions of corvée labourers
included their expenses and salary during their period of work. These were paid by the
village which had contributed the items or individuals. What Basileios was doing was paying
from the public tax money a sum that his district should have provided in addition to the
year’s taxes. Once again, this could be taken to mean two different things: either that
Basileios was protecting the taxpayers of his district by not asking them to provide the
freight costs, or that he kept that sum for himself and paid the freight from the tax money.

Other letters show that Qurra suspected the pagarchy’s officials of accepting bribes
in connection to the hiding of fugitives and to the requisition of forced labourers:

.. TapayYEA WV a0Ttoig otadfjvat Evipav@g €ig T €pyov adT@V Kai pr) AaPelv mapd
TIVOG Ti TOTE TO 6UVOAOV UTEP OTOPTOVAOV. €01 Y&p EMIOTAUEVOG WG £V KATAYVWODT]
TIG €K TOV TEUTOUEVWV Tapd 600 E6XNKWE TTap’ 010LINTOTE GVOPWTITOL GTOPTOVAOV
€1g o€ 0pd 0 Kiduvog Kai UEAAELG GUV TD KATAYIVWOKOUEVW €1¢ TOUTO AmoAafeiv.

... ordering them to set about their work energetically and not to receive from
anyone anything whatever by way of gratuity; for you will be aware that if anyone of
the persons you send is convicted of having received a gratuity from anyone
whatsoever, the danger is yours and you will receive punishment along with the
guilty person.™

This suspicion of bribes taken by Basileios’ officials becomes an outright accusation in a
letter to Basileios himself:

oUte yap péAAopev €€lo®oat TOV IKAVOV Kal Xpriolpov Kal TAnpoivta
AKATAPPOVHTWG T 1 a0TOT TG GVIKAVODVTL £V TOIC EMITPENOUEVOLS AVTH T MUIV
1 dwpodokiag. Aotmov €dv €xelg Ppévag EKTEAEGOV TNV d1d YpaUUETWV AUV
EMITPOTINYV U ANOT] TAPATEUTWV TL €K TOUTWV GAN EUTOVWG ATTOTEAQV.

For we shall not level the capable and efficient man who zealously performs his duty
with the one who through corruption falls short in the tasks we entrusted to him by
us. Therefore if you have any sense perform the command given you by our letter,
not sending any of these monies negligently but discharging your duty
meticulously.*

Qurra’s grievances against Basileios are serious and involve charges of dishonesty and
corruption, not only incompetence or calculated negligence. In yet another letter he
complains of some form of traffic in palm wood, the acquisition and sale of which was

oot avtanddootv cuvteivovoav gig thv Puxnv kal vdotasiv cov (And see to it that you do not pay anything at
all for freight except that of the [wheat?] of the embola which is paid to the granaries of Babylon. For I intend
to make enquiries and find out the truth about this, and if I find that you have paid anything at all for freight
except for the said embola for the granaries I will requite you with a retribution which will threaten your life
and estate).

% P.Lond. IV 1333, 10-17 (25 Dec 708).

32 p,Lond. IV 1337, 17-24 (10 Sep 709).



strictly controlled by the authorities at that time because of the high demand from the state
itself for the shipyards at Klysma and for the various monumental building projects in
Fustat, Jerusalem and Damascus.” In several of the above cases Qurra states that he intends
to start an inquiry, a threat he advances again in another letter concerning payments from
churches, which is unfortunately incomplete, but which clearly states that Basileios is once
again suspected of malpractice.*

Seeing the potential implications of all the above situations, it is not at all surprising
that Qurra should be considering inquiries. There is no evidence, however, that any such
inquiry was actually undertaken, except perhaps at the treasury itself.”> Nor is there
evidence that any of the punishments were ever put into practice. Despite all the threats on
his life and fortune, Basileios was left in place by Qurra for at least three years, even though
he knew about his pagarchy’s deficit in payments on his arrival. The impressive rhetoric of
power deployed in those letters seems to have been as ineffective as Basileios’ tax
collection.

Indeed, although the first impression on reading Qurra’s letters is that of an
authoritarian governor who wants to control every single administrative activity in his
territory, this impression is quickly mitigated by a sense of helplessness that also comes
through in the letters. Faced with corruption, obstruction and passive resistance and unable
to raise the sums he should be raising, Qurra has to plead with his subordinates by
explaining that he is in need of the money in odrer to pay the sustenance of the muhgjiriin
and their families:

... KABOTL TO povliKOV TV Mwayapit@v OéAouev é€amoldoat adToic &v Toig Oppiolg
Kal GvEVOEKTOG TPOTOG €0TLV €l Ur TANpwOTval adTovg.

... seeing that we wish to pay in full the grain allowance (rizk) of the muhgjirin to
them in the granaries, and it is quite inadmissible that they should not be satisfied.”®

He also needs money to pay the soldiers who participate in the annual raids against
Byzantium:

EMEPOAOEV O KA1POG THG POYOG TV Mwayaptt@v tod ®ocodTou Kal TV KOUPowV Kal
1 pOyx avT@V anod dnuoociwv R36uNg ivdiktiovog didotat.

And now has arrived the time for the allowance of the muhgjirin of Fustat and for
the raids, and their allowance is being paid out of the public taxes of the seventh
indiction.”

33 P.Berl. Frisk 6, 4-21 (26 Jan - 24 Feb 710); on price control see also P.Lond. IV 1377 (2 May 710); on wood
requisitions for buildings under al-Walid see Morelli 1998.

3 P.Lond. IV 1363, 3-12 (4 Sept 710): uéAAopev y&p keAeboel @0l katalntiioatl kol katapadelv mepl ToOTOL Kol
ov péAAet Sadabelv fuac To g dieyévou €v Tovtolg (For we intend by God’s command to make inquisition
and find out the truth about this and your conduct in these matters will not escape us).

%5 P.Lond. IV 1380, 5-6 (passage translated above, p. **¥).

% P.Lond. IV 1404, 7-9 (709-714).
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The seasonality of the raids put the central authorities in a very difficult position if the
necessary sums had not come in. The treasury would be lacking not only the money to pay
the soldiers for the raids, but also their allowances in wheat. Moreover, the seasonality also
affected the shipyards and the supplies in kind requisitioned by the authorities for the
sustenance of the sailors during the raids. Those were sent to Klysma, where the ships were
built and repaired, but also presumably anchored out of season, safely away from the
Mediterranean. This made the entire system (transport of supplies, but also transport of the
ships) dependent on the Nile-Red Sea canal, still known in the eighth century as Trajan’s
canal, and consequently on the Nile flood:

Kal TA TOUTWV EVTAYLX PO NUEPOV TOAADV Yp&PavTeg TadTa 810 GLVTOUING
ekmépat po tod yévntat andfacig TtV vdaTwWVY Tod Tpatavod, kai péxpt thg debpo
oUK &mepag tinote €k Tovtwv d€lov Adyov. (...) €of] yap EMOTAUEVOG WG E0V
botepriong to 0TIoDV €k Te TOV ATV €I0GOV Kal damav@v kai yévntal andPacig thv
0Oatwv YEAAeLS tabta did otpdtag faoctdéatl £wg Tod avTtod KAVoUatog Tapéxwv to
@opeTpoV abT®V €€ 181k TG 0oL UTTOOTACEWC.

And we sent you also the demand notes for these many days ago, and wrote you to
send them off quickly before the waters of Trajan’s canal subside, and to this day you
have not sent any of them at all worth mentioning. (...) For you will know that if you
delay anything whatsoever of the said articles and supplies and the waters subside,
you will have to convey them by land to Klysma, paying for their carriage out of
your own property.*®

The raids and naval expeditions also created administrative work once they were over, as
the central authorities in Fustat seem to have had no other way of assessing the number of
casualties and knowing who had returned home than to ask the local authorities to make a
declaration concerning those individuals:

OUK EYVWUEV TNV TOGOTNTA TOV ENAVAAVGAVTWY VAUTQOV £V Tf] S101KH0EL 60U €K TOV
¢€eN0SVTWV gic TO koDpoov A@pikiic uetd ‘Ata viod Page Gvrep dméotethev Movon
v10¢ Nooaglp, KAl TOV ATOUELVAVTWYV €V aUTH] AQPIK(. Aotmodv dexduevog T tapdvta
YPAUHaTa ypdPov Tpog NUAG TV ToodTthTa TOV KataAaPfoviwy €v tf] d101KNoEL cov
WG EPNTAL VALTOV, Katapavldvwy €€ a0T®@V Kol EpWTOV XAPLV TOV ATOUEIVAVTWY
€v Tf] a0Th] Appiki], Kal 3t fjv aitiav évaméuevay €keioe WoAVTWG Kol TV TocdTNTA
TOV TEAELTNOAVTWYV €V AUTH] WG AEAEKTOL KAT KATX GTPATAV UETH TO dtoAvdijvat
aUTOVG. KAl AMAQG EIMETV ATACAV QAVEPWOLY Kal 10NV 0TV ATapaAeintwg

7 P.Lond. IV 1349, 15-17 (14 Jan 710); see also P.Cair.Arab. 111 148, 5-9 and 23-26 (708-710): Verily thou knowest
already what I have written to thee about gathering in the money and about that which is impending in
respect to allowance to the troops and their families and to the sending off the men to the campaign. (...) For,
indeed, if the money had already come to me, I should already have ordered, please God, that the troops be
paid their allowance (transl. Grohmann).

% P.Lond. IV 1346, 8-11 and 16-20 (3 Jan 710) = Sel.Pap. I 432; see also SB X 10459 (709-714) and PAFIV.
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MOV ATOGTEINOV TPOG NUAG 1 TAGNG CUVTOUING UETA THV AVAYVWOLV TV
TAPOVIWV YPAUUATWYV.

We do not know the number of the sailors who returned home to your
administrative district of those who went out to the raiding fleet of Africa with ‘Ata
ibn Rafi‘, whom Miisa ibn Nusair dispatched, and of those who remained in Africa.
Therefore, on receiving the present letter, write to us the number of the sailors who
returned to your district as aforesaid, enquiring and asking of them concerning
those who remained in Africa and for what reason they remained there, and so too
the number of those who died there as aforesaid and on the journey after their
discharge; and in a word, noting completely all they know and can communicate,
send it to us with all speed after reading the present letter.”

This was vital information for a state that wanted to have control on the numbers of its
adult male population, and Qurra could not obtain it without local knowledge. The same
was true more generally, since the registration of landed property and the census in view of
the land tax, the poll tax and the corvée could not be carried out without the cooperation of
the locals, especially in a country as densely populated as Egypt. Qurra repeatedly asks for
detailed registers containing the names and patronyms, names of family members, goods,
land etc of the population, but also of the fugitives from other pagarchies to his own whom
he was able to locate.*

Like local officials throughout the empire, Basileios had the necessary local networks
to obtain the information that the governor wanted. This made him useful and necessary to
the governor. It is highly plausible that Aphrodito was not the only pagarchy where Qurra
encountered the difficulties described above. There are no other preserved archives from
Qurra’s governorship that would allow us to make similar observations on other pagarchies,
but some documents from the archive of the pagarch Papas in Apollonos And/Edfu in the
660s and 670s indicate that Basileios was not entirely unique.*' Had Basileios been totally
outside the norm, he could easily have been replaced early on by a more trustworthy
official and we would know little of his turpitudes. The fact that for several years this did
not happen indicates that the problem was too widespread to be dealt with in this way. The
central authorities needed the local elites and had to be relatively conciliating.

Qurra did not have an infinite number of solutions. Beyond the indignant rhetoric
and the warnings that Basileios would regret having ‘appeared among the living’ once
Qurra’s wrath had befallen him, fining, inspection and central control would seem the most
obvious ways for him to deal with the situation. However, those solutions had their own
problems. The size of the repressive apparatus could not have been sufficient for the
governor to control and possibly punish every single pagarch at any given time. As for fines,
they were levied locally and thus, predictably, created the same problems:

% P.Lond. IV 1350, 3-16 (29 Jan 710) = Sel.Pap. I 433.

0 p.Lond. IV 1338, 18-24 (12 Sept 709): demand for a register relating to the poll tax; P.Lond. IV 1343, 1-9 (30 Dec
709): demand for a register relating to fugitives; P.Lond. IV 1345, 7-12 (1 Jan 710): demand for a register with
the individuals who were assessed to pay a given fine.

1 For ex. P.Apoll. 6 (660s/70s); 9 (660/61 or 675/76); 13 (17 Apr 661 or 676); 26 (660s/70s).
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Un yvwodn 8e Nuiv wg dnrtnodg Tt to kKabdAov Toug TG S101KNGEWS GOV DTEP THG
Bepatiofeiong dia 6od Cnuiag i cUVAADEG 1 Kal dvTendOnoag Td GUVOASV TIVL €V i)
d1a0ToAf] Tfi¢ TotavTng {nuiac.

And let it not come to our knowledge that you have in any respect at all cheated the
people of your district in the matter of the fine assigned by you, or that you have
shown any preference or antipathy at all to anyone in the collection of the said
fine.*

As for control from the centre, it took mainly two forms, both no doubt inefficient to some
degree: one was to send inspectors from Fustat, and the other to use local informers.
Qurra’s letters very often make mention of specially dispatched individuals, whom he
variously describes as &ndotoAov U@V, &vOpwnov NudV or payiotpiavdv, and who were
generally given instructions to remain in the pagarchy until Basileios had fulfilled his
obligations, or were in charge of an inquiry on a given matter.

EMETPEPAUEV YAP TR ATOCTOAW NUAOV U ATToKIVNOf vt €k 600 dxp1g AV EKTEUPNG
EVTEAQG TNV VOTEPAV PUXNV TOV EDPLOKOUEVWV €V TH] J101KNGEL GOV G410 E1KOCAETOTG
koi 8 W AéAextat, Evéykat 8¢ kai TO TpoovouacBEV KaTdypagov TeEPIEXoV (G
dedAwtat Tovg otaAévTag Kai Toug Tapeadivtag év tf] dioikrioet oov €€ avt@v. (...)
700 ©€0D yap cLVEPYODVTOG OV UM THPEXCWUEV €V ATyUTT piav mayapxiov Kal
uoévnyv i un &’ av arooteilopev €v avTH] AvOPWTOUG MUV TLETOVG KAl IKAVOUG
dpeilovtag avevddtws ueta dong dkpiPeiag Epevvijoal kal katapnAagioat xaptv
TV a0TOV QLYESWV...

For we have instructed our messenger not to depart from you until you send out
completely the very last soul of the persons found in your district from twenty years
and onwards as aforesaid, and to bring also the aforenamed register containing as
aforementioned the persons dispatched and those among them who were
overlooked in your district. (...) For with God’s help we will not omit a single
pagarchy in Egypt into which we shall not send our faithful and efficient agents with
instructions to search and make inquisition unyieldingly and with all minuteness
after the said fugitives.*”

“2p.Lond. IV 1345, 12-16 (1 Jan 710).

3 P.Lond. IV 1343, 9-14 and 33-37 (30 Dec 709); see also P.Lond. IV 1384, 33-34 (708-710): TEUTOUEV Yap
dvBpwmov UGV év tfj So1krioet cov... (for we are sending our man into your district...); P.Lond. IV 1394, 14-15
(708-709): énetpéPauey yap T® napdvtl drootdAw Tva ur drnokivnoij £k cob €wc & av méuPne ef T &’ av fjvuoag
(for we have instructed the present messenger not to depart from you until you have sent whatever money
you have collected); P.Lond. TV 1404, 16-19 (709-714): nponyyeilapev yap td mapdvtl paylotpiavd pn dodvat
dveowv mavroiav £wg av EKTEUYT WG eipntat gi¢ MATpeg To Aotnalduevov 81 TG d101kAGEWDS 6oL £T1 YRV Kal
TV v Kokkoeidel anapyvpioudv (for we have instructed the present agent not to give any sort of acquittance
till you have sent off, as aforesaid, the arrears from your district in full and also the money composition for
the threshed grain).
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Predictably, when the names of such envoys are given, they are Arab names. This is also
true of the few cases we can trace of individuals informing Qurra about the situation in
Basileios’ pagarchy.

Hisham ibn ‘Umar has written to me mentioning fugitives of his in your district. And
I had already sent (messengers) to the administrators and had written to them not
to give refuge to a fugitive. Therefore, when this my letter reaches you, give back to
him what fugitives of his are in your district, and I do not wish to hear again that
you sent back his messengers, or that he should write to me to complain about you.*
It appears from this letter, however, that Hisham ibn ‘Umar had first tried to contact
Basileios about the fugitives, and only reported to Qurra when Basileios ignored his
messengers. Qurra himself seems to expect the two pagarchs to treat the matter between
themselves.” On the contrary, the sahib al-barid (postmaster), who was not based locally and
only passed through the various pagarchies while fulfilling his duties, seems to have
reported on his return to the capital on the irregularities he saw.*

Interestingly both cases of information given to Qurra and the two mentions of
bribes above relate to giving over individuals to the authorities, not to payments in kind or
in money. This is too small a sample from which to come to any general conclusions, but it
could point to a strong underground network of solidarity among the local population. It
looks like fugitives (and no doubt those who were requisitioned for corvée as sailors or
builders) were systematically hidden by people in the villages under the more or less
benevolent eye of the local authorities and their ‘men’, who did not hesitate to take the
occasional baksheesh if necessary in order to keep their mouths shut.

As is typical in such cases, Qurra’s offices resorted to offering rewards in exchange
for information:

700 @00 Yap cLVEPYODVTOG OV UM THPEACWUEV €V ATyUTT(w pHiav mayapxiov Kal
uévny gi un & av dnooteidopev v adTii AvOpWTOLE HUDV TIETOVE KAl IKAVOUC
dpeilovtag avevddtwg ueta mdong dkpiPeiag épevvijoarl kai kKatapnlagiioat xaptv
TOV aLTOV PuYddwv, Bepatioat 8¢ dobfjval kal Toi¢ unvoovot tiva drokpugdévta £€
Ovmep EnetpéPapev otaAfvar OnEp & vouileig Adyw unvotpwv.

For with God’s help we will not omit a single pagarchy in Egypt into which we shall
not send our faithful and efficient agents with instructions to search and make

 P.Cair.Arab. 111 151, 6-18 (6 Apr-5 May 710).

% The fact that Hisham refers to Qurra when Basileios ignores him does not necessarily mean that he is always
more loyal to the governor than Basileios, and even less does it show that he is an Arab with no local
attachments rather than a converted Christian. His behaviour can be explained by local enmities or
competition, or simply by a more rigorous ‘work ethic’ if one may say; the same attitude is displayed in the
third quarter of the seventh century by Platon, pagarch of Latopolis and clearly a member of the local
Hellenised elites, towards Papas, pagarch of Apollonos Ané: in a letter Platon complains of Papas’ inaction in
regard to an order from the amir, protesting that o0 dUvapat tapakoboat ta¢ keAevoelg TtV deomot@v (for I
cannot disobey the orders of our masters): P.Apoll. 40 (660s/670s).

16 P.Cair.Arab. 111 153, 6-15 (7 Jan - 6 Feb 710): ‘al-Qasim ibn Sayyar, the postmaster, has mentioned to me that
you have fined some villages in your district in account of what is due from them of the gold-tax’.
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inquisition unyieldingly and with all minuteness after the said fugitives, and also to
order that to those who give information concerning any concealed person among
those whom we ordered to be sent an amount greater than you expect as
information-money.*’

The letter quoted above giving the amount of the fines for hiding fugitives also states that
every man who will give information on fugitives will receive 2 solidi per fugitive, a sum
which represented twice the amount of the annual poll tax.*

Along with the attempts at controlling Basileios’ actions and transactions, Qurra
tried to inspire him through exhortation and example, to flatter him into acting more
responsibly, or simply to motivate him through the promise of reward. In a long letter
which spells out the duties of an upright official, we read:

&p€at o0V ér’ dvéuatog 1ol Oeob kai TG Pondeiag kai dyadod thv ¢Edvucty TGV
XPUOIK®V dNUoclwV UETA EMEIKELNG Kl XELPAYWYING. EKAGTW Yap AywVI(OHEVW €ig
obotaotv Kai 810pBwotv w¢ apudTTel AdTH 0 O0G KAl GUVETLOXVEL KAl 600
oLVAYOVTOG TdoOV Xpuoiov d@eilwv deifat oe ikavov map’ v Todto dndoteldov év
Tfi cak€EAAN dywvilduevog €i¢ To0TOo EVTPAVAOS Kol EUmeoUéVWE. (...) O xprio1uog yap
DMOVPYOG AKATAPPOVATWG CUVAYEL TO diKaloV TOD AULPAAUOVHVLV HETA
KuPepvioews kal kahoBelelag undev anoAAUG f E€adeipwv. uéAAopev toivuv
Katapabelv keAevoel Ood TO &G drayivh €v TOig €pyolg cov Kat ov pr daAddn nuag
i mdte. OéAopev yap evpebdijval o€ YeTA TOV EXOVTWV ayabov Kal eUvolay Kat €Xv
EVPWUEV G€ €V TOVTOLG WPENODUEY o€ GVTApOBOUEVOL KATA Ta €pYa 0OV, €1 O Kol
IAA WG T&G Srampattéuevov anodidoluév oe woadtws KataPifdlovrec kai
Xvdatdtepov mAvVTwV AmodetkviovTeG oe. GAN’ Suwg EATIopeV €i¢ TOV OgdV Ot
UEAAELG eVpedfjval €k TV AANOIVGOV Kal yvnoiwv DTovpy®dv T@V oTevddviwy dpéoat
NUIV Kol QUAATTOVTWV—T? TX KATATLOTEVOEVTA AVTOIG.

Begin then in the name of God and in the name of efficiency and integrity the
collection of the public gold taxes with equity and submissiveness; for to every man
who exerts himself in their organisation and management as he ought God also gives
aid, and therefore do you, collecting the quota of money - for you ought to show
yourself capable in our eyes - send it to the Treasury, exerting yourself vigorously
and energetically in this matter. (...) For the serviceable official collects without
negligence the just dues of the amir al-mu’minin with prudence and good will, not
losing or obliterating anything. We intend, therefore, by God’s command to find out
how you conduct yourself in your work, and you will certainly not conceal anything
from us. For we wish you to be found among those who show integrity and good will,
and if we do find you among them, we will recompense you with benefits according
to your deeds, but if we find you behaving otherwise, we will requite you

7 P.Lond. IV 1343, 33-39 (30 Dec 709).

8 P.Lond. IV 1384, 10-11 (708-710): kal T( UNvVOVTL UETA THV Kataypa@nv dobfjval vouiopata d0o Unep
ékdotov Gvdpdg (and that 2 solidi are to be paid for each man to any one giving information after the making
of the register).

15



accordingly, degrading you and making you meaner than anyone. But nevertheless
we hope to God that you will be found one of the true and honest officials who are
anxious to please us and fulfil the duties entrusted to them.”

When Qurra sent this letter he had been governor for hardly a year, while Basileios had
already been in place for several years, accumulating important arrears in taxes. The tone
of captatio benevolentiae that runs through this letter no doubt reflects what Qurra saw as
one possible way of improving Basileios’” performance. At the same time, he was sending
him letters threatening him of fines, corporal punishment and death. Using different
strategies designed to obtain results from a local administrator is an unambiguous sign of a
policy of compromise. Although Qurra’s official letters convey an official discourse of
power, authority, control and sanction, they also clearly show that the orders were not
always followed, and they signify, through their repeated threats that were never put into
practice that this exhibition of total power was to some extent a compensation for a
fundamental impotence - the incapacity, or rather the unwillingness, to enforce the
proclaimed punishments.

As both Sir Harold Bell and Nabia Abbott have noted, Qurra’s letters reveal a strong
concern for the taxpayers and the will to protect them against injustice and abuse by
Basileios.” The letter quoted above concerning the fair assessment of a fine that had to be
paid is a case in point. In another letter he forbids the use of torture with lime and vinegar,
as ‘there is on the whole no other torture that leaves the tortured person more incurable
and incapable of work than lime with vinegar’.” His concern for the pagarchy’s inhabitants,
in particular for their fair treatment and tax assessment and their free access to the
authorities, is expressed in a number of letters, both in Arabic and in Greek.”” Cracking
down on corrupt officials may at first sight seem like an obvious way to protect the people.
This, however, was much easier said than done, since at the local level, the social, economic
and even family links between such officials and the population were strong and varied.
Pagarchs were generally members of the local landed elites, who no doubt employed a large
number of the pagarchy’s inhabitants, protected some of them even if they despoiled others
(as Qurra’s letters suggest), and had very probably lent money to several of them to allow

¥ P,Lond. IV 1349, 6-12 and 19-36 (14 Jan 710); see also P.Lond. IV 1338, 10-12 (12 Sept 709): mavv ydp nbsws
#xouev givat 1o #pyov cov TpokdmTov Kai 6Tadnpodv mAeiw ob éoti (for we are very anxious that your work
should be more energetic and trustworthy than it is); P.Cair.Arab. 111 148, 27-30 (708-710); NPAF 1.

50 Abbott 1958, 65-69; P.Lond. 1V, introduction, xxxv-xli; both authors discuss the contrast between the image
of Qurra as a harsh and ruthless governor given by the later Christian and Muslim narrative tradition, and that
of a much more moderate, efficient and just individual, which emerges from his letters.

51 P.Ross.Georg. IV 16, 2-4 (30 Jan 710): o0k £otiv T6 cUvolov 008ev dAAo Pasavictripiov dviatov kai dpyov
anodeikviov Tov Pasaviléuevov xelpw tod Aemtapiov peta kai 6&1diov.

52 See the references given in Abbott 1958, 65-66. In P.Lond. IV 1356, 11-15 (15 Apr 710) Qurra explicitly asks
Basileios to receive his district’s representatives: Sexduevog obv T& mapdvra ypdupata &mooxdAacov ceavTdv
101¢ Tfi¢ 8101KAOEWS GOV £1¢ TO dkoToal T& Tap’ aOT@V Aeydueva Kal kpival €KAoty To dikatov un drokAsiwv
oEaUTOV Kol Tape®@v adtolg [ - - - Jitoug (On receiving the present letter, therefore, devote yourself to the
people fo your administrative district hearing what they say and giving just judgement to each, not shutting
yourself up but allowing them [free access to you]). See also the expression of the concern for fairness in tax
assessment as expressed by a lower official in an eighth-century papyrus now in Vienna (P.Vindob. AP 5.379),
edited in Sijpesteijn 2007, 172-75.
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them to pay their seed for the sowing season and their taxes at the moment of levy.” This
complex social situation created interdependence between the members of local society
and made it very difficult for the governor to oust the pagarch without some damage to the
tax base and the social fabric.

This created a need for compromise and cooperation as far as that was possible. In a
sense, the local elites were key actors who formed the main articulation of the system and
in many ways defined the form in which power was exerted. This brings us back to the
initial question of why it was necessary to replace those elites with Arab Muslims who had
no local power base and, perhaps more importantly, a different approach to their duties
towards the state. If Qurra - and the caliph behind him - really wanted to rule the caliphate
in the way those letters imply, it was essential to replace that central link in the system
with one that shared their view of governance.

Basileios is no longer mentioned after 711, and only one document from Qurra’s
offices is securely dated after that date.* It is impossible to know whether this means that
the papers from that period were archived together and that the rest has not been
preserved or found, or whether it represents the totality of the archive and its interruption
means that Basileios was finally removed from his post and replaced by someone more
trustworthy. In that respect, it is perhaps significant that one of Basileios’ neighbouring
pagarchs bears an Arab name. He may have replaced some Greek-speaking local magnate
who had been acting like Basileios, and it is not so implausible that the same thing
happened to Basileios at some point in 711. If this is true, it would mean that Qurra’s
rhetoric of power was not, ultimately, as empty as his initial tolerance towards the pagarch
would imply. The helplessness of the authorities in the face of the dominance of local elites
was eventually short-circuited through their slow replacement by outsiders with different
social, economic and political habits and loyalties.
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