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THE ACTA ALEXANDRINORUM: 
POLITICAL FICTION FROM THE CHORA

Abstract: The Acta Alexandrinorum, also known as the Acts of the 
Pagan Martyrs, are a group of fragmentary stories about Alexandrian 
embassies visiting the Roman emperor, which are generally inter-
preted as giving an Alexandrian perspective on relations with Rome. 
Research has not yet sufficiently considered textual elements that con-
tradict the supposedly pro-Alexandrian message of the most intact of 
these papyri. This article proposes to situate authorship and readership 
of the Acta Isidori, Antonini et Pauli, and Appiani, constituting the 
heart of what is now often thought to be a coherent genre or corpus, 
in the provincial elite circles of Egypt, that is, among the metropolitan 
and gymnasial orders. Rather than treating the embassy stories as 
a separate genre or corpus, we should see them as individual composi-
tions within a larger tradition of political fiction, in which the reuse of 
narrative form for different messages was common practice. In doing 
so, we do justice to the political participation of the Greek-speaking 
inhabitants of the chora, who, as it turns out, had ample reason to take 
a critical stance towards Alexandria and Rome.

1.  Introduction

The Acta Alexandrinorum, sometimes known as the Acts of the Pagan 
Martyrs, are a group of fragmentary sub-literary texts that were discov-
ered a little more than a century ago. They tell of Alexandrian embassies 
to Roman emperors, contain dramatic speeches by gymnasiarchs, and 
make known divine intervention by Serapis. None of these texts has 
come down to us via the post-antique manuscript tradition. The texts 
discussed in detail here, the heart of the text group, were circulated on 
papyrus in the Egyptian chora in the second and early-third centuries 
ad: the Acta Isidori, Antonini et Pauli, and Appiani.

The modern title, Acta (martyrum) Alexandrinorum, was coined in the 
twentieth century and reflects the idea that the texts belonged to a single 
genre. It is rooted in the common practice of comparing similar papyri 
or text types to each other in the process of making a critical edition. 
Helpful it may be in many other instances, I will argue that, in the case 
of these specific sub-literary texts, the comparative approach based on a 
similar narrative frame has hindered rather than helped previous attempts 
to understand the individual texts, as it has confused a comparable 
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narrative frame with a similar message of the narratives. Similarity in 
form does not automatically mean a similarity in meaning or purpose.

In this article, I shall show how respecting the unique stories and the 
situatedness of three texts, the Acta Isidori, Antonini et Pauli, and 
Appiani within the late-second- and third-century multi-faced political 
dynamic of the Roman province of Egypt and Alexandria and its literary 
landscape can shed a new light on these texts considered Acta Alexan-
drinorum and cast doubt on both (what remains of) the hero status of 
their protagonists and the idea of a separate genre. I will not treat the 
texts as a genre, but I will employ the concept of ‘political fiction’ to 
denote all sub-literary texts with a political message or undertone, 
regardless of the differences in political conviction between individual 
texts. This concept comprises everything from political satire to oracular 
literature and allows for thinking of different text-types, and their read-
ers and authors, in their mode of political engagement. A recurrent tactic 
in this type of texts is the reuse of a specific narrative framework for 
expressing various political views, of which the Oracle of the Potter is 
the best-known example. I shall expand on these concepts below.

2.  Status quaestionis

The past two decades have seen new developments in the study of the 
so-called Acta Alexandrinorum which had long been dominated by Her-
bert Musurillo’s watershed study of 1954.1 Yet, even in new monographs 
the pro-Alexandrian purpose of the texts has not been seriously ques-
tioned. Natalia Vega Navarrete has, in 2017, provided us with a new 
edition in which she redefines the corpus, to which more and more frag-
ments had been added, by strictly applying the criterium of the format of 
an Alexandrian embassy to a Roman emperor and an anti-Roman or pro-
Alexandrian message.2 Chris Rodriguez has argued that the Acta Isidori 
are a novel meant — again — to foster Alexandrian resentment with 
Roman rulership.3 Only Andrew Harker had, a little earlier in 2008, 
acknowledged the uncertainty of the Alexandrian origin. He uniquely 
identifies provincials as both authors and readers of the Acta Alexan-
drinorum, but his argument that local elites read the adventures of their 

1  Musurillo (1954).
2  Vega Navarrete (2017) 10.
3  Rodriguez (2022) 204-206.
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Alexandrian heroes to temporarily bridge the social divide with the 
Alexandrians still identifies the texts as pro-Alexandrian.4 None of these 
three studies, nor other recent ones, critically question Herbert Musurillo’s 
ideas about the genesis and situatedness of these texts in Alexandrian 
political culture. Literature contemporary to the so-called Acta Alexan-
drinorum and recent research on the sub-delta towns of Roman Egypt 
allows for recognizing relations between Alexandria and the metropoleis 
as ambivalent.5 The negation (active or passive) of political agency of 
inhabitants of the chora in previous scholarship is a shortcoming in need 
of correction. 

According to Musurillo, practically all of the Acta Alexandrinorum 
were fictitious renderings of historical court proceedings (commentarii) 
written and disseminated by pro- and anti-Roman gymnasial clubs in 
Alexandria out of dissatisfaction with the absence of an Alexandrian city 
council.6 He herewith largely revived Wilcken’s early-twentieth-century 
views of the Acta as fact-based stories, written by Alexandrian envoys, 
of Alexandrian heroes. Wilcken’s view had originally been challenged 
by, amongst others, Anton von Premerstein, who, on the basis of the 
accessible language of the texts and the ambiguous performance of their 
protagonists, had suggested to regard the Acta as part of one Volksbuch, 
composed by Alexandrian politicians, in which the deaths of not always 
very heroic Alexandrians were a protest against the imperial rape of 
justice.7

Trials and death sentences with ‘tyrant-emperors’ as judges had led 
Bauer, Wilcken and even Wilcken’s biggest opponents to believe they 
were dealing with some sort of ‘pagan’ martyr acts.8 Opponents of 
Wilcken’s historicizing interpretation of the Acta, headed by Richard 
Reitzenstein, considered the Acta total fiction, together with Christian 
martyr acts.9 As Premerstein and Delehaye have remarked, the Acta’s 
protagonists were not dying for their religious conviction and can there-
fore hardly be called ‘martyrs’.10 They are however still considered 
heroes, mainly because of their patriotism and their so-called ‘bold 

4  Harker (2008) 112-119.
5  E.g. Broux (2015); The Oracle of the Potter etc. (see infra).
6  Musurillo (1954) 273-277.
7  Wilcken (1909) 838-839; Premerstein (1923) 62-76.
8  Bauer (1901) 29-47.
9  Reitzenstein (1904) 326-327, 330-331; Geffcken (1904) 276; Holl (1914) 531-532; 

Niedermeyer (1918) 7-30.
10  Delehaye (1921) 161-182; Premerstein (1923) 73.
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speech’, which Rodriguez and Hartmann, amongst other recent authors, 
call (good) parrhesia.11 Hartmann even argues calling them ‘martyrs’ is 
justified.12 I will argue in the following that most characters in my three 
case studies are not admirable parrhesiasts at all. Their behaviour can 
hardly be regarded as virtuous, let alone heroic. In this light, their invo-
cation of ‘the glory of their fatherland’ rather puts Alexandria in a bad 
light. Therefore, I will expand the common practice of comparing the 
Acta to contemporary Greek literature from novelistic literature to satiri-
cal prose. Story elements in the texts allow for such comparison, like the 
ironic or satirical judiciary scenes known from Seneca, Apuleius and 
Lucian.13 

A recurrent problem in practically all interpretations, new and old, is 
the presupposed Alexandrian origin and pro-Alexandrian message of the 
texts labelled as Acta Alexandrinorum. Except for the Alexandrian ori-
gin of the protagonists pleading an Alexandrian cause (in an often-
unflattering manner), nothing explicitly ties these particular copies to 
Alexandria. This prima facie understandable association has led to the 
following two broadly shared qualities being ascribed to all so-called 
Acta Alexandrinorum: (1) our (often second- and third-century) copies 
are direct editions of commentarii only Alexandrians could have written 
and possessed and (2) the message of the texts is univocally anti-Roman 
and pro-Alexandrian. The linkage of all texts with Alexandria is not as 
straightforward as previous scholarship has assumed. Close reading our 
three case studies will prove the contents of the texts do not provide 
a solid foundation for the above-mentioned two qualities at all, let alone 
for interpretations of the texts based on them.

In 1898, Adolf Deissmann suggested another way of reading the 
Acta Alexandrinorum: the impertinence of Alexandrians towards 
Roman emperors is too hyperbolic to be flattering.14 His suggestion 
was quickly dismissed because he also suggested in the same short 
piece that the texts had originated in Jewish circles. Wilcken noticed 
the very same elements of the three case studies that directly opposed 

11  Baslez (2007) 45; Hartman (2012) 173; Rodriguez (2016) 286-289.
12  Hartmann (2012) 161-174: “Die Acta sind freilich in ihrem Kult des Scheiterns ein 

Sonderfall paganer Memorialkultur” (174). 
13  Sen. Apocol. 13-14; Luc. Pisc. 9-10; Apul. Met. 3. We should conceive of the 

generic border between ‘novels’ on the one hand and ‘(Menippean) satire’ on the other as 
fluid rather than solid (Stephens & Winkler (1995) 3-9; Alvares (2006) 1-2, 17). Latino-
phone authors inspired Grecophones and vice versa (Stephens & Winkler (1995) 8-19).

14  Deissmann (1898) 606.



	 THE ACTA ALEXANDRINORUM� 285

his pro-Alexandrian interpretation, but he deemed them the result of 
‘bad editing’ of the original commentarii.15 Deissmann’s suggestion, 
however, deserves more consideration, as it is more text-based than 
Wilcken’s conjecture. In what follows below, I shall explore the ambiva-
lence of the messages of three of the most intact Acta on the basis of 
which the still prevalent interpretation was originally formulated: the 
Acta Isidori, Antonini et Pauli, and Appiani. I shall then show why 
the chora and its diverse literary landscape are a plausible alternative 
context for these three case studies by discussing the socio-political situ-
ation, as well as political fiction, in particular: the more Alexandria-
friendly Acta Hermaisci and other contemporary texts, ranging from 
anti-Jewish and anti-Alexandrian oracles to emperor-friendly speeches 
concerned with the functioning of the Roman prefect. 

3. R e-reading three of the so-called Acta Alexandrinorum

We shall now focus on three of the four best preserved Acta Alexan-
drinorum: the fragmentary stories of Isidoros, Appianos, and Paulos and 
Antoninos — the fourth being the Acta Hermaisci, discussed further 
below. It will become clear that there is no unifying pro-Alexandrian 
sentiment in these texts, nor an overarching anti-Roman message. The 
only explicit intertextual relationship exists between the Acta Isidori and 
the Acta Appiani. Otherwise, the sole common feature between the three 
texts is their narrative frame: the embassy format. I will treat each text 
as an individual composition with its own internal logic, unless the texts 
explicitly refer to (one) another. As we will see, this approach allows 
each text to tell its own story and prevents modern interpretations of the 
narrative frame from clouding the texts’ individual messages.

The Acta Isidori are set in the reign of Claudius and are often studied 
in the context of the Alexandrian pogrom of ad 38 because Philo of 
Alexandria’s history of these events also features an Isidoros and a Lam-
pon, the protagonists of these Acta.16 Two versions of these Acta exist: 
A and B, on in total three papyri from the beginning of the third century. 
The temporal distance of at least two centuries between Philo and these 
texts justifies an attempt to understand the stories following their 

15  Wilcken (1909) 831.
16  Reinach (1895) 176-177; Horst (2003) 10.
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internal logic rather than immediately reading them in the light of Philo’s 
writings. BGU II 511 and P. Cairo inv. 10448 come from the same roll, 
of which the provenance is unknown, and bear version A. Version B is 
found on the recto of P. Lond. inv. 2785 from Panopolis. The ‘trial’ of 
Isidoros consists of one audience at court to discuss ‘the threats to his 
fatherland’17, namely the Jews of Alexandria, personified for unclear 
reasons by king Agrippa. This audience soon turns into a fight between 
the emperor and Isidoros of which the outcome possibly is Isidoros’ 
death.

Chris Rodriguez adds two other fragmentary papyri to the Acta Isi-
dori: P. Oxy. XLII 3021 and P. Berol. 8877.18 P. Oxy. XLII 3021 (verso) 
is a first-century papyrus in cursive handwriting from Oxyrhynchus, 
with on the recto a letter by the emperor Trajan, dated to ad 98, in which 
he ensures the city he values it. Rodriguez inserts P. Oxy. XLII 3021 
(vo.) in the story of Isidoros between BGU II 511 (A) or P. Lond. inv. 
2785 (B) and P. Cairo inv. 10448 (A). Between P. Oxy. XLII 3021 and 
P. Cairo 10448 Rodriguez also inserts P. Berol. 8877 (vo.), a papyrus 
from the late second or early third century. P. Oxy. XLII 3021 appears to 
be a monologue whilst P. Berol. 8877 is a dialogue. It puts the name of 
each speaker in the dialogue on a separate line. The Greek in these two 
texts is different from the Acta Isidori, as we, for example, see a differ-
ent way of addressing the emperor: ‘κύριε Σεβαστέ’19 consistently 
replaces the ‘κύριε μου Καῖσαρ’ we find in BGU II 511 and P. Lond. 
inv. 2785, versions A and B. Content-wise, the most remarkable differ-
ence is the introduction of a wholly new character: Tiberius Claudius 
Balbillus. Isidoros is mentioned in both texts, Agrippa is in P. Berol. 
8877. Lampon and the emperor Claudius are absent. In my opinion, the 
texts do not fit together and I concur with Vega and others who suggest 
there must have been another story tradition surrounding Balbillus.20 
This fits rather well with the popularity of political fiction in the chora 
proposed in this article.

According to Rodriguez, Isidoros symbolizes ‘an Alexandrian ideol-
ogy’ of Alexandrian superiority over both Jews and Romans. Isidoros’ 
‘superiority’, however, is not evident from the text, in which he displays 
several moral deficits. Firstly, in both version A and B, the emperor 

17  BGU II 511 ii.29-31; P. Lond. inv. 2785 i.5-8.
18  Rodriguez (2022) 131-196.
19  P. Oxy. XLII 3021.11; P. Berol. 8877 ii.19.
20  Vega Navarrete (2017) 158.
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accuses the gymnasiarch Isidoros of involvement in the deaths of two 
befriended high-ranking officials: Theon the exegete and Naevius the 
prefect.21 Naevius is often identified with Naevius Sartorius Macro, 
a praetorian prefect who was named prefect of Egypt by Caligula and 
was shortly afterwards forced to commit suicide by the same emperor.22 
The text accepts Isidoros’ involvement as fact; Isidoros’ defense is that 
he followed the orders of the emperor. The historical Theon — if he 
existed — is unknown, but the exegete was the chief magistrate of Alex-
andria and one of four major officials whose office stemmed from Ptole-
maic times.23 We know little of what the tasks of the Alexandrian exe-
gete were exactly, but the exegete in provincial towns — a Roman 
invention — had three responsibilities: to ensure widows and orphans 
had a kyrios, a male representative; to oversee the grain dole; and over-
see applications to the ephebate.24 Since it is likely that the office of 
provincial exegete was modelled on the Alexandrian original, we can 
presume Theon had comparable responsibilities. Isidoros’ responsibility 
for his death fits uneasily with his presumed status as Alexandrian hero.

Secondly, Isidoros’ character is portrayed as dubious. The senators 
present at the audience are said to “know what kind of man (ὁποῖος / 
οἷος)” Isidoros was.25 Ὁποῖος and οἷος refer to quality, not identity.26 
This could in theory refer to Isidoros’ status as gymnasiarch, but more 
likely to his character. Right after this information is given, Claudius 
warns Isidoros not to insult his friend Agrippa, after which he accuses 
him of already being responsible for the deaths of two of his friends. In 
version A, Isidoros responds to this by saying he only followed the 
orders of Caligula and expressing his willingness to serve Claudius in 
a similar way and to denounce anyone the emperor names. The latter 
makes Isidoros seem like a coward that merely cares about saving his 
own life. Scholars who argue that Isidoros is a hero in these Acta try to 
explain this scene by saying it must be a badly edited remnant of the 
original commentarii.27 A more plausible explanation of the unfavourable 

21  BGU II 511 ii.39; P. Lond. inv. 2785 i.13-14.
22  Cass. Dio 58.9; 58.18.5; 59.10; Tac. Ann. 6.15.2; Jos. AJ 18.186; Suet. Cal. 26; 

Phil. In Flacc. 14-16; Leg. 60-61; cited by Vega Navarrete (2017) 153 n. 291, 154.
23  Strabo 17.1.12; Bowman & Rathbone (1992) 116.
24  Kraut (1984) 167-170.
25  BGU II 511 ii.33-35; P. Lond. inv. 2785 i.9-11.
26  LSJ ‘ὁποῖος’; ‘οἷος’.
27  Recently: Harker (2008) 42; but this explanation can already be found in Wilcken 

(1909) 831.
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depiction of Isidoros in version A is that this fits the message of the edi-
tor or author. It is possible that with the earlier ὁποῖος comment, the 
editor or author wanted to inform his readership that the senators present 
knew of Isidoros’ scheming nature and were, like Claudius, not fooled 
by his performance. 

Version B differs in how Isidoros responds to Claudius’s accusation 
regarding Theon and Naevius. Here, the anti-Jewish element is more 
prominent, because Isidoros points his arrows at the Jewish king Agrippa 
whom he calls a “three-obol Jew”.28 Because B is even more fragmen-
tary than A, it is hard to say how the discussion between Claudius and 
Isidoros developed after this insult. 

In version A, Claudius calls Isidoros “son of a musician”.29 This cer-
tainly is offensive to someone who prides himself in his high social sta-
tus, as musicians were associated with sex workers and usually did not 
have a prominent position in society.30 At first sight, Isidoros’ response 
to Claudius’ insult appears to be more heroic than his previous behav-
iour. Isidoros retorts he is neither a slave nor a son of a musician, but 
a gymnasiarch of renowned Alexandria.31 As we will see below, admit-
tance to the Alexandrian gymnasium required documentation of paternal 
and maternal descent. He thus claims a better lineage than Claudius, 
whom he calls “the illegitimate son of the Jewess Salome”.32 Isidoros 
first grovels for this ‘illegitimate emperor’ and then he tries to best him. 
He is just as insulting as Claudius and does therefore not showcase virtu-
ous parrhesia. Here, it is important to make a distinction between laud-
able and bad parrhesia. The blunt and bold words of the inebriated, for 
example, are considered to be parrhesia, but not necessarily virtuous.33 

After insulting the emperor, the gymnasiarch is possibly convicted to 
death together with another Alexandrian, Lampon.34 We can only sus-
pect Isidoros actually died in the lost ending of the story because the 
death of an Isidoros is alluded to in the most certainly fictional Acta 
Appiani. A death sentence is mentioned in version A (P. Cairo inv. 

28  P. Lond. inv. 2785 i.17-18
29  P. Cairo inv. 10448.7-8:  ‘[…] [ἔ]κ μουσικῆς […]’.
30  Stump (1998) 43-51.
31  P. Cairo inv. 10448.8-11.
32  P. Cairo inv. 10448.11-12.
33  See e.g. Phdr. 240e for bad, drunk parrhesia. On parrhesia as virtuous or vicious 

behaviour: Mulhern (2004) 313-339.
34  P. Cairo inv. 10448.16-17.
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10448.16-17), but the aorist of the unusual verb προκελέυω35 (προεκέ-
λευσα) in this incomplete sentence seems to indicate that the order to 
execute Isidoros and Lampon has been given already in an earlier stage 
of the story. A possible location is before Lampon ‘sees their deaths’ at 
the beginning of P. Cairo inv. 10448.36 We do not know what happened 
in the gap between BGU II 511 and this papyrus, nor do we know how 
the story continues. If a death sentence was pronounced, revoked and 
then re-pronounced, we have found a parallel with the Acta Appiani, in 
which Appianos is convicted to death twice and called back to the 
emperor twice. 

The Acta Pauli et Antonini likewise has two versions, A and B, and 
feature Trajan as judge. Version B, BGU I 341 recto, is a short rendering 
of version A, preserved on P. Paris 68 and P. Lond. Lit. 118, two parts 
of one second-century opisthograph, a scroll on which the recto contin-
ues on the verso. The story alludes to civic unrest involving the prefect 
Lupus in Alexandria, events also known from CPJ II 435.37 Jewish 
inhabitants of the Egyptian capital had been attacked by ‘Greeks’, in 
a tense situation that ensued the resettlement of Jews in various quarters 
of the city, outside of the predominantly Jewish so-called Delta quarter, 
by order of the Roman prefect Lupus. Paulos, who is in chains, protests 
against the incarceration of sixty allegedly innocent Alexandrian cap-
tives. He claims all slave owners had produced the guilty enslaved even 
before the injured party could have instituted a noxal action against lia-
ble owners. The Jewish ambassadors accuse him of lying. After Paulos 
has stated that he speaks truthfully and does not fear losing his life 
because of it, Antoninos blames the Roman prefect of misconduct, 
because he has refused to inform the emperor about Alexandrian con-
cerns, and he has jeopardized Alexandrian safety by accommodating 
Jews all over the city.38 Where Paulos unapologetically makes a plea, 
Antoninos tries to flatter the emperor by complimenting him on his 
“benefacting hands” and “most venerable words”39, and by accusing 
the prefect instead of sabotaging the bond between Alexandria and 

35  LSJ ‘προκελέυω’.
36  P. Cairo inv. 10448.2-3.
37  Vega Navarrete (2017) 204-205; cf. CPJ II 435.
38  P. Paris 68 ii-vi.27.
39  P. Paris 68 vi.20-23: ‘τας ἐυερ[γ]εσίους σου χεῖρας […] τῶν αἰδεστάτων σου 

λόγων’.
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Trajan.40 Trajan’s striking response to both speeches is as follows: Paulos 
is released from his chains whereas Antoninos is sentenced to torture 
and (probably) death by fire. The most important difference between the 
two Alexandrians is the manner in which they speak, and we need to 
better understand this difference in order to establish the most probable 
purpose of this story according to its own logic. Since there is no attest-
able relationship between these Acta and the Acta Isidori other than their 
narrative frame, there is no compelling reason for exclusively trying to 
understand Antoninos’ deference before the emperor in the light of Isi-
doros’ (unflattering) self-humbling before Claudius. The stories develop 
in different ways, as no insulting fight ensues Antoninos’ speech. In fact, 
insults are wholly absent from these Acta. Only by respecting the indi-
vidual narrative logic of this particular story we can try to understand 
what is told.

Trajan, first of all, is not depicted as an unjust judge. Trajan regards 
the information he has received from his prefect as factual; he does not 
buy Paulos’ story of how Jews ordered the authorities to arrest and pun-
ish the servants of the Alexandrians in order to humiliate their masters.41 
I state this contra Rodriguez, who argues what he believes to be Paulos’ 
mention of the Dacian War at the beginning of the text is meant to paint 
the picture of a naïve emperor blinded by his pride who is unable to see 
how dangerous his decision to settle Jews all across Alexandria truly 
was.42 While victory in Dacia would have clouded Trajan’s judgement, 
Paulos’ and Antoninos’ ‘courage’ would, according to Rodriguez, serve 
to strengthen this negative image of Trajan.43 This is highly conjectural. 
The whole context of “τῶι Δακικῶι πολέμ[ω]ι”44 is too fragmentary to 
say anything conclusive about it. The perpetrators had deserved punish-
ment and were punished according to their actions.45 

From the remains of the text we possess, we could deduce that Antoni-
nos’ incrimination of the Roman prefect of Egypt was reason for his 
conviction, but then Antoninos’ fate would have been disproportionate 
in regard to Paulos’, who criticized the emperor directly. The way in 

40  P. Paris 68 vi.8-27.
41  P. Paris 68 iii.1-31.
42  Rodriguez (2017) 245-248; P. Paris 68 i.13.
43  Rodriguez (2017) 245-248.
44  P. Paris 68 i.13.
45  P. Paris 68 iii.16-31.
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which both protagonists speak truth to power herewith remains as the 
essential ingredient in understanding what happens to Antoninos. 

The flatterer Antoninos can hardly be regarded as being as courageous 
as the unapologetic Paulos. In the Acta Pauli et Antonini, we see how 
Paulos personifies good parrhesia, whereas Antoninos lacks courage 
and represents false parrhesia. Paulos’ only concern is his Alexandrian 
grave, as he claims to speak the truth in full knowledge of his impending 
demise.46 Immediately after this valorous and patriotic act, Antoninos 
displays the opposite of Paulos’ courage by watering down Paulos’ vera-
cious straightforwardness with compliments.47 This subtle distinction 
has been disregarded by all scholars who, in the recent past, have con-
sidered all protagonists of the Acta Alexandrinorum to be parrhesiasts in 
the good sense of the word. They seem to anachronistically adhere to 
Foucault’s definition of parrhesia, which was developed within and for 
a post-Enlightenment context.48 A lack of courage, for example, disqual-
ifies one from practicing good parrhesia, as do insults. Flattery, in the 
case of a lack of courage, is the opposite of parrhesia.49 Ambassadors of 
cities were excellent candidates for practicing parrhesia, as they had to 
defend the interests of their cities — but this always had to be done with 
decorum, especially in the face of monarchs like the Roman emperor 
— a sentiment we find in all sorts of texts from Plutarch to Menander 
Rhetor.50 Antoninos is the opposite of Paulos. His behavior, flattery 
being the antithesis of virtuous parrhesia, and the mode of speaking 
being the only noteworthy difference between the two Alexandrians, 
shows the Acta Antonini et Pauli are not univocally pro-Alexandrian. 
This ambiguity regarding Alexandria is even more apparent in the Acta 
Isidori and the Acta Appiani.

The Acta Appiani, finally, are found on P. Oxy. I 33 (verso) and 
P. Yale inv. 1536 (verso), originally a collation of two documents from 
early-third century Oxyhrynchus. The Yale papyrus contains the begin-
ning of the story and the rest of the columns are found on P. Oxy. I 33. 
The handwriting on both papyri shows they belong together. They have 
been cut in two and sold separately in the more recent past.

46  P. Paris 68 vi.1-7.
47  P. Paris 68 vi.8-27.
48  Loc. cit. n. 10; Foucault (2004).
49  Leppin (2022) 67-84, 104-111.
50  Ibid., 122-123.
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The story tells of Appianos who accuses Commodus of embezzling 
wheat in order to profit from high food prices during a famine. He also 
refers to a rumour that Commodus was not the son of Marcus Aurelius 
but begotten during one of his mother Faustina’s adulterous affairs.51 
Vega points out the famine rumour can also be found in the work of Dio 
Cassius, be it in a slightly different version.52 The gossip is mentioned, 
but the rumours are not explained or told in full.53 From this one can 
conclude that the editor or author of the Acta Appiani presupposed 
knowledge of these rumours among his envisaged audience. A highly 
dramatized trial ensues, in which Appianos is sentenced to death and 
reappears before the emperor several times. The trial has always been 
regarded as the most fictionalized of the so-called Acta Alexandrinorum 
and according to some it might have served as the script for a mime.54 

Musurillo saw resemblances in narrative style between the Acta Appi-
ani and the Acta Hermaisci and suspected there was one editor who 
edited both.55 Content-wise, however, the Acta Appiani bears most 
resemblance with the Acta Isidori. Anti-Jewish rhetoric is absent, but 
Appianos explicitly mentions Isidoros, Lampon, and Theon.56

The Acta Appiani contain direct mentions of dying for one’s father-
land. Their discovery and publication in 1898 gave a new impulse to the 
debate surrounding the few at first sight similar texts then known that 
had received the label ‘patriotic’. Appianos was considered, to quote 
Premerstein, an “unentwegter Vorkämpfer der alexandrinischen Stadt-
freiheit”, even though, it must be observed, Alexandria’s freedom is not 
mentioned in the text at all.57 Both Harker and Rodriguez stress Appi-
anos’ rhetorical superiority over Commodus, as he embodies ‘good 
kingship’ in opposition to Commodus’ ‘tyranny’.58 Appianos’ behavior, 
however, does not make Alexandria look good.

In response to Appianos’ accusation of driving up grain prices for his 
own profit, Commodus asks whether Appianos is convinced he, the 

51  P. Yale inv. 1536 ii.15-24; P. Oxy. I 33 vii.91-96.
52  Vega Navarrete (2016) 303-305.
53  Ibid., 310-311.
54  Wilamowitz-Moellendorff (1898) 690; Bauer (1901) 39; Wilcken (1909) 832-837; 

Musurillo (1954) 211-212; Rodriguez (2016) 291-292; Vega Navarrete (2017) 240.
55  Musurillo (1954) 211-212.
56  P. Oxy. I 33 iv.5-7.
57  Premerstein (1923) 32.
58  Harker (2008) 170-172; Rodriguez (2016) 292-298.
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emperor, is a thief.59 Appianos admits he is not, for which Commodus 
scolds him just before he calls the executioner.60 Appianos is, in other 
words, not taking full personal responsibility as he does not, with cer-
tainty, ‘know’ of what he is accusing Commodus of, but he replies “we 
have heard” (ἠκούσαμεν) to Commodus’ question.61 A virtuous par-
rhesiast only speaks out when he has ascertained he is actually speaking 
the truth. Parrhesia does not entail ousting accusations based on 
gossip.

The narration of Appianos’ conviction to death contains many ele-
ments that fit with a theatrical context for this text. On his way out to 
be executed, Appianos has a chat with a corpse (“ὦ νεκρέ”)62 and an 
otherwise unknown individual called Heliodoros. Heliodoros withholds 
from lamenting Appianos’ foreseeable demise, because there is no-one 
who would hear anything he says.63 “Appianos, my boy, hasten yourself 
to your grave. Do not be wary, for glory awaits now you will die for 
your beloved fatherland.”64 Appianos’ grave will have to wait though, 
because Commodus calls him back hoping he has learned some man-
ners. “Are you aware of whom you are addressing now?” Appianos 
then calls the emperor a tyrant and the exact opposite of his exemplary 
father Marcus Aurelius.65 Commodus responds by sentencing Appianos 
to death a second time. Appianos does not want to be led to his execu-
tion without an audience for a second time, so he requests the emperor 
to allow him to die in his gymnasiarchic attire.66 Not only does he need 
his outfit, but he also has to call for everyone’s attention by yelling: 
“Gather round, Romans, and behold the spectacle of a century: 
an Alexandrian ambassador and gymnasiarch is being led to his 
execution.”67 Here, Appianos’ inappropriate parrhesia has no other 

59  P. Yale inv. 1536 ii.9.
60  P. Yale inv. 1536 ii.9-12.
61  P. Yale inv. 1536 ii.24: “[αὐτ]οκράτωρ· καὶ τοῦτο πέπεισαι; Ἀππιανός· οὒ, ἀλλὰ 

ἠκουσαμεν. ἀυτοκράτωρ· καὶ πρὸ τοῦ σε πεισθῆναι οὐκ ὤφειλας τοῦτον τὸν λόγον 
ἀποφήνασται.” (22-26).

62  P. Yale inv. 1536 ii.28.
63  P. Oxy. I 33 i.9-11.
64  P. Oxy. I 33 i.11-14: “καὶ τίνι ἔχομεν λαλῆσαι μὴ ἔχοντες τὸν ἀκούοντα; τρέχε, 

τέκνον, τελεύτα. κλέος σοί ἐστιν ὑπὲρ τῆς γλυκυτάτης σου πατρίδος τελευτῆσαι’.”
65  P. Oxy. I 33 ii.5-13.
66  P. Oxy. I 33 ii.14- iii.4.
67  P. Oxy. I 33 iii.8-11: “συνδράμετε, Ῥωμ[α]ῖοι· θεωρήσατε ἕνα ἀπ’αἰῶνος ἀπαγό-

μ[ενο]ν γυμ<ν>ασίαρχον καὶ πρεσβευτὴν Ἀλεξανδρέων’.”
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goal than self-promotion, a common aberrance, as Leppin has noted, 
which was also mocked by Lucian.68

A soldier then informs Commodus of how the Romans ‘grumble’. 
The Romans seem to disagree with Commodus’ decision and Commo-
dus decides to have Appianos retrieved as soon as he hears of this popu-
lar discontent. Appianos is displeased with this second postponement of 
his execution, as he was about to greet Theon, Lampon, and Isidoros in 
Hades, and he asks whether “the senate” (ἡ σύνκλητος)69 called for him 
or Commodus, “the brigand king” (λῄσταρχος).70 “Λῄσταρχος” both 
refers to Appianos’ original accusation and it is a common way of call-
ing an emperor illegitimate.71 

Commodus responds to this insult by indirectly offending Appianos. 
“We are used to bringing the stupid and insane to their senses.”72 Appi-
anos retorts he is not acting insane but that his comportment bears wit-
ness to his nobility as a well-born Greek and gymnasiarch.73 The dia-
logue that ensued the grumbling of the Roman has sometimes been 
interpreted as a display of Appianos’ parrhesia, a rhetorical tour-de-
force in which the gymnasiarch succeeds in making the emperor doubt 
his own noble ancestry.74 It could be. Since Appianos is a bit too eager 
to die a heroic death over an unfounded accusation, we can also see 
Appianos as a balatro, a jester like the one we encounter in Horace’ 
Satires, who, even though a fool, brings the truth to light in a funny 
way.75 The parrhesia most certainly is badly timed and not coming from 
a desire to better the situation at hand; Appianos’ goal seems to be self-
promotion, which is not heroic, virtuous, or laudable at all. Premerstein 
has cleverly remarked that we cannot even be sure Appianos actually 
dies in the end, because he is called back so many times already.76

The Acta Appiani mock both the emperor and the gymnasiarch. It is 
thinkable that the chora suffered greatly under the famine Appianos’ 
accusations allude to, as the shortage of wheat would only have 

68  Leppin (2022) 108.
69  On how this does not entirely fit the technicalities of Roman criminal law: Vega 

Navarrete (2017) 265-266.
70  P. Oxy. I 33 iv.4-8.
71  Vega Navarrete (2017) 266.
72  P. Oxy. I 33 iv.9-11.
73  P. Oxy. I 33 iv.15-v.4.
74  Rodriguez. (2016) 286-289.
75  See: ‘balatro’ in the Thesaurus Linguae Latinae; cf. Hor. Sat. 2.8.
76  Premerstein (1923) 72.
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amplified the need of the central government in Alexandria to comply 
with Roman demands. In this scenario, it is possible that the author of 
the Acta Appiani is criticizing both Commodus and the Alexandrian 
establishment, which, in the person of the vainglorious Appianos, cares 
only about its petty pride. Instead of finding out what is the true cause of 
the problem, Appianos blames the emperor on grounds of a rumor, with-
out having ascertained Commodus’ guilt.

The Acta Appiani and the Acta Isidori both allow for an anti-
Alexandrian interpretation. They mock the moral deficiencies of the 
highest-ranking citizens of the boule-deprived Egyptian capital by por-
traying them as unable to live up to the ideals of Hellenic culture and 
uncapable of noticing their shortcomings. Equally, Antoninos is not an 
envoy to be proud of. A critical stance towards Alexandria fits with the 
political sentiment of the provincial elites as expanded upon in section 5. 
In the three case studies we see Alexandrians failing to behave as the 
Hellenes they claim to be by invoking their gymnasiarchy according to 
contemporary moral standards. We can thus plausibly situate not only 
readership but also authorship among members of the metropolitan and 
gymnasial orders of the chora. It is no surprise provincial elites of Egypt 
would mock the gymnasiarch of Alexandria. Because the city did not 
have a city council and was obsessed with the ‘purity’ of its ephebate,77 
the head of the gymnasium was the gatekeeper of Alexandrian and 
potentially even Roman citizenship. As we know from one of Pliny’s 
letters to Trajan, Egyptians needed to become an Alexandrian citizen 
before they could become a Roman citizen — after which Trajan men-
tions in his response that emperors do not often grant Alexandrian citi-
zenship.78 The gymnasiarchs in these texts personified Alexandrian 
snobbery, just like the Roman prefect was the personification of Roman 
rule in Egypt. There is no need for looking for extraordinary rhetorical 
depth or hidden messages in these texts, nor for distinguishing between 
‘bad’ and ‘good’ editing of original commentarii: all texts are straight-
forward if one lets go of the Last der Forschungsgeschichte. This new 
reading of the texts also fits well with their materiality and context of 
origin.

77  PSI X 1160.
78  Plin. Ep. 10.6-7.
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4. T he materiality of the texts

The materiality of the Acta Alexandrinorum has not yet received much 
attention. The texts we currently possess were written in the second and 
early-third centuries ad. The Acta Appiani come from Oxyrhynchus. 
Version B of the Acta Isidori comes from Panopolis. Findspots are 
unknown for version A of the Acta Isidori and versions A and B of the 
Acta Pauli et Antonini. Palaeography helps dating the copies, but often 
more precise dates in documents on the other side of the papyrus sheet 
aid in narrowing down a possible timeframe. We can safely assume that 
texts on the verso were usually written within 25 years of the composi-
tion of the document on the recto, with a maximum of 100 years.79 Most 
surviving copies of the Acta are written on the verso of documents. The 
Acta Appiani were written on a collation of two documents: part of 
a family’s financial administration mentioning major transactions from 
the first and second century ad and a document regarding a confiscation 
during the reign of Commodus. On the other side of the Acta Isidori A 
there are second-century accounts. 

The use of the verso for most of the so-called Acta indicates we are 
dealing with copies meant for private use: someone has reused the back 
of their own documents. These, therefore, could help to identify the 
social milieu in which these texts were read. Unfortunately, only one of 
these, part of the recto of the Acta Appiani, has been published: P. Oxy. 
XIV 1648, the list of abstracts from a family archive. Before we try to 
establish ownership of the papyrus, we should look at an earlier attempt 
at identifying the readership of the so-called Acta Alexandrinorum based 
on material evidence.

Andrew Harker has, of all who have investigated the so-called Acta 
Alexandrinorum, paid most attention to their materiality. He points to 
conservative provincial snobs as their most likely audience. Be they rich 
or poor, they read the texts as a way of building a ‘Hellenic’ identity and 
as means to feel connected with their Alexandrian heroes despite the 
social gap.80 He assumes the audience came from different socio-
economic backgrounds, because according to him rich people only ever 
used the recto of a papyrus and looked down on those who used the 

79  Turner (1954) 102-106. 
80  Harker (2008) 112-119.
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verso.81 Harker’s assumption is somewhat generalizing. People did not 
stockpile papyrus, so they may not have had a new roll at hand when the 
occasion for copying this text arose. 

Harker has tried to identify one individual owner of the so-called Acta 
Alexandrinorum by using P. Mich. 4800, which belonged to Sokrates, 
a tax collector in Karanis.82 Vega has argued we cannot consider this 
papyrus significant to the study of the Acta Alexandrinorum if we are 
to consider the specific narrative frame — an Alexandrian embassy to 
a Roman emperor — a required quality, because Alexandria is not men-
tioned in the text and the story appears to have, contrary to three stories 
central here, a female protagonist.83 It does, however, support the idea of 
there having been a broad interest in the chora for texts of a political 
nature. Sokrates might not have owned one of the so-called Acta Alexan-
drinorum, but he certainly owned political fiction. 

The recto of the Acta Appiani itself provides more reliable clues on 
who owned and read these particular Acta. First of all, we are dealing 
with two recto’s, because the Acta Appiani, consisting of P. Yale inv. 
1536 and P. Oxy. I 33, are written on the back of two documents, which 
were collated for the occasion. The recto of P. Yale inv. 1536 tells of 
a confiscation of land during Commodus’s reign but is not published yet. 
The recto of P. Oxy. I 33 is a list of major financial transactions over 
multiple generations of a family published as P. Oxy. XIV 1648. Vega 
suspects that both the document containing information on land confis-
cation and the list come from two different archives, but she does not 
give her reasons.84 A possible reason is that one of the documents seems 
to come from a family archive, whereas the other probably comes from 
an official archive. If this is correct, however, we could still be dealing 
with an official who took home official documents, a fairly common 
practice. Most second-century office-holders in villages and metropoleis 
were members of the gymnasial order.85 

In P. Oxy. XIV 1648 we can distinguish six generations of one family 
with ad 57 as the earliest date and 169/170 as the latest, possibly 185.86 
The Acta Appiani have as terminus post quem the spring of 190 because 

81  Ibid., 116-117.
82  Rowlandson & Harker (2004) 97-98; Harker (2008) 113.
83  Vega Navarrete (2017) 330-332.
84  Ibid., 237.
85  Broux (2015) 42-44.
86  P. Oxy. XIV 1648.4, 65, 70; Grenfell & Hunt (1920) 81-82. 
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of the allusion to the food crisis of that year.87 The listed documents vary 
from receipts of tax payment to deeds of purchase or sale. From the 
purchase of a house in 169 we can deduct that the members of the family 
in question did not possess Alexandrian citizenship. Heraïs, with her son 
as legal guardian, bought a house for her daughter Taäpchochis in the 
quarter of Pammenes’ Garden, Oxyrhyrnchus.88 Taäphochis was a daugh-
ter of Zoïlos and member of the family the list relates to. The seller of 
the house was Diogenes. He was related to a certain Cedilla, daughter 
of Lucius, “ἀστής”: citizen.89 The condensed deed of purchase men-
tions the parents and grandparents of Heraïs, her son Harouetes and 
Taäphochis, but nowhere in this extract or the entire list is a citizenship 
of any polis mentioned for the family in question. It is, however, for 
a relative of Diogenes’s — his great-grandfather to be exact. The family 
of Heraïs therefore probably did not possess citizenship.

As for taxes, we see family members paying taxes for katoikic land, 
the telos katalochismon.90 This tax was a transfer tax paid when one 
inherited or bought katoikic land.91 Katoikic land originated as Ptole-
maic royal land in use by Ptolemaic soldiers, owned by the king.92 Own-
ership of katoikic land was kept in separate register, also during the 
Roman period.93 Owners paid a regular tax and could be Alexandrian 
citizens or entopioi, people ‘on-site’.94 In the case of this family, the 
telos katalochismon was paid over inherited, not purchased land. Zoïlos 
inherited from his father Saras and Zoïlos’ son Saras inherited from his 
father.95 We cannot with certainty say the list is exhaustive. Neverthe-
less, it seems to enumerate all big changes in family property from the 
sale of land to deeds of purchase of enslaved people. It is not unthinka-
ble the family had once bought katoikic land, but it is more plausible the 
family descended from katoikoi. 

The family owned six arourae in Pallosis about 26 kilometers from 
Oxyrhynchus, and three arourae and three quarters around the villages of 

87  Vega Navarrete (2016) 303-305. Cf. Dio Cass. 73.12-13.
88  P. Oxy. XIV 1648.13-24.
89  P. Oxy. XIV 1648.20-21.
90  P. Oxy. XIV 1648.37-42.
91  Grenfell & Hunt (1907) 193 n. 3; Grenfell (1920) 86 n. 37; Wallace (1938) 232- 

233; Youtie (1980) 273; Rowlandson (1996) 46.
92  Capponi (2005) 99-100, 221 n. 12.
93  Rowlandson (1996) 46; Capponi (2005) 100.
94  Capponi (2005) 101.
95  P. Oxy. XIV 1648.37-39, 42.
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Tepouis and Teouchis.96 Moreover, the family seems to have owned sev-
eral buildings in the Pammenes’ Garden quarter of Oxyrhynchus, among 
which a house with a courtyard and a garden.97 The family owned sev-
eral enslaved servants.98 It is therefore safe to say the family was mod-
erately wealthy. 

In the first generation we encounter in the document, either father 
Zoïlos or son Saras has a nickname.99 The nickname or second name, 
Ἁμοις, has an Egyptian origin. This does not mean at all we are dealing 
with a wholly native Egyptian family. From the second century bc 
onwards, it is hard to distinguish between ‘Greek’ and ‘Egyptians’ in 
sources.100 The Ptolemaic tax category ‘Hellenes’ comprised the ethni-
cally and culturally mixed middle and upper strata of villages and 
towns.101 Onomastics alone are not enough for determining a name-bear-
er’s culture.102 The Egyptian-style (nick)names, like Hamoïs for a male 
family member and Taäphochis for a female family member, are no rea-
son to doubt the middle-class status of the family. The names make it 
unlikely, however, that the family was made up of Harker’s Hellenic 
snobs. 

Whether the documents were collated by an official or a member of 
the family before writing the Acta Appiani, we either way have to situate 
the context of origin of this copy of the Acta Appiani in the middle- 
or upper-class milieu of Oxyrhynchus. People from the metropolite or 
gymnasial orders are very likely candidates. The metropolitan and gym-
nasial orders were overlapping but distinct legal groups created by the 
Romans in response to discontent regarding Roman tax reforms.103 With 
this arrangement, as phrased by Yanne Broux, Roman authorities tried to 
accommodate Ptolemaic social order while at the same time creating 
a new tax system that tied the local elites to them: the metropolite order 
constituted Roman social status and the gymnasial order was the embod-
iment of Greek social custom.104 This Roman solution, however, did not 

96  P. Oxy. XIV 1648.37-39.
97  P. Oxy. XIV 1648.13-31.
98  P. Oxy. XIV 1648.4-12.
99  P. Oxy. XIV 1648.68; Broux argues the nickname could belong to either father or 

son, not just the father, to whom it is attributed in the edition: Broux (2015) 134.
100  Koenen (2002) 170-171.
101  Fischer-Bovet (2018) 225.
102  Rowlandson (2013) 226.
103  Van Minnen (2002) 337-350; Broux (2013) 144-146.
104  Broux (2013) 146-151; Broux (2015) 40-42.
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resolve all problems. I shall argue below that tensions and discontent 
persisted and increased during the first two centuries ad. The family of 
P. Oxy. XIV 1648 was a katoikoi-metropolite family. Even if an official 
was involved in the collation rather than the family, the document was 
probably still reused by someone of comparable social status, as most 
local archai were fulfilled by men who had enjoyed a gymnasial 
education. 

The metropolitan and gymnasial orders are plausible readers of the 
three texts discussed as case studies in the above. People in the chora 
indeed read literature, to which the literary papyri related to the archive 
of the earlier-mentioned Sokrates, tax official in the village of Karanis 
(TM Arch. 109), bear witness. Was it common for these metropolitan 
and gymnasial orders to be occupied with what was going on in Rome 
and Alexandria? How invested in (inter)national politics were these peo-
ple? Texts often associated with or even counted amongst the so-called 
Acta Alexandrinorum tell stories of prefects of Egypt, just like some of 
the so-called Acta Alexandrinorum mention these officials. These texts 
might help form a better picture of just how much Roman and Alexan-
drian politics were a part of life in the reading life of the chora — and 
of how diverse their literary predilections were. 

5. A lexandria and the chora in Roman Egypt

Augustan and consecutive tax reforms form the basis of the socio-politi-
cal context of our three case studies. In the Late Ptolemaic period, there 
were two tax categories in Egypt: the Hellenes and the Egyptians. The 
‘tax-Hellenes’ were an ethnically mixed group that consisted of the afflu-
ent and well-to-do inhabitants of towns and villages, whereas the other 
group comprised all others.105 Augustus reformed the system and redi-
vided society into three tax categories with different legal statuses: 
Romans, citizens of the poleis of Egypt (primarily Alexandrians), and 
Egyptians.106 Romans and citizens enjoyed an exemption of the poll tax. 
This was a limited group, as most cities were not poleis until the reign of 
Septimius Severus. Because of this law, the descendants of Macedonian 
soldiers and all others who identified as part of the Hellenic elite in the 

105  Fischer-Bovet (2018) 225.
106  Broux (2015) 29-30.
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towns and villages of Egypt became ‘Egyptians’.107 The former tax-
Hellenes were displeased and revolted, after which Augustus granted 
them a poll tax reduction proportional to the wealth of each individual 
nome.108 This led to the creation of the aforementioned metropolite and 
gymnasial orders.

Members of the metropolite order had to reside in metropoleis, but the 
gymnasial order was dispersed throughout the countryside because in 
Egypt, contrary to the rest of the Greek world, villages tended to have 
gymnasia.109 These village gymnasia gradually disappeared in Roman 
times.110 In order to prevent the orders from growing too big the Romans 
‘closed’ them by demanding all new members to prove that their ances-
tors had belonged to the orders.111 For admittance into the gymnasial 
order, eiskrisis, paternal and maternal ancestors mattered, whereas for 
the metropolitan order, to which one was admitted through epikrisis, 
only paternal ancestors mattered.112 Despite this official acknowledge-
ment of their perceived superior status over less well-to-do provincials, 
the metropolite and gymnasial orders were not on a par with Alexandri-
ans, as we learn from the Gnomon of the Idios Logos. They, the ‘Egyp-
tians’ were, for example, not allowed to marry citizens.113 At the end of 
the day, they still were ‘Egyptians’ — no matter how complex their 
lived realities. The towns in which the Acta Isidori and Acta Appiani 
were found, Oxyrhynchus and Panopolis, did not have the official status 
of polis. 

Roman policy was two-faced. Alexandria was re-invented as capital 
of Roman Egypt when the Romans reformulated Alexandria’s privileges 
and status aparte, but at the same time Roman authorities initiated 
a process of growingly self-conscious self-governance of all towns of 
Egypt, which, as Bowman and Rathbone have stated, led to a network 
of growingly confident local elites that visibly started stressing the 
importance of their own cities from the second century ad onwards.114 

107  On the complex self-identification and social composition of ‘Those from the gym-
nasium’ (the later gymnasial order) in the Ptolemaic period, see Paganini (2022) 
239-245.

108  Broux (2015) 30-31.
109  Broux (2013) 146-151; Paganini (2022) 29-44.
110  Bowman & Rathbone (1992) 121; Paganini (2022) 153.
111  Broux (2015) 40-42.
112  Ibid., 42-43.
113  BGU V 1210.38-39, 46-47, 54 cited by Fischer-Bovet (2018) 228.
114  Bowman & Rathbone (1992) 114-127.
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Most land in the chora was owned by individuals from the metropolite 
order and Alexandrian estates were the exception.115 If Alexandrians owned 
land in the chora, they were, contrary to all others who had the financial 
means to do so, not obligated to perform public services to the local com-
munity, either financially or in person, by taking on liturgies.116

Roman reform widened the rift between Alexandria and Egypt and 
consolidated it by materializing it in legal boundaries that did not take 
into account the complex self-identification of the inhabitants of the 
chora. Their ‘Hellenic’ self-identification was, if not denied, deemed 
inferior to that of Alexandria. 

The metropolitan and gymnasial orders had a plethora of reasons for 
disliking Romans and Alexandrians. Firstly, their inferior judicial status 
probably conflicted with their self-perception. Moreover, the famine of 
190 to which the Acta Appiani allude, would have hit hard on all inhabit-
ants of the chora, both those with little to spare and those who were 
responsible for collecting the taxes. The main points of tax collection we 
know from the Ptolemaic period, such as the use of tax-contractors and 
the central role of Alexandria did not change greatly.117 Violence accom-
panying tax collection probably did increase, as military escorts of tax 
collection seem to occur more often in the Roman period.118 

Mohammed Abd-el-Ghani has argued that, despite Alexandria’s cen-
tral position as a centre of education and culture, and the occasional 
statue for an Alexandrian citizen, the social standing of Romans and 
Alexandrians declined in proudly emancipated provincial towns like 
Oxyrhynchus after Septimius Severus’ acknowledgment of their civic 
status.119 Alexandrians now had to perform liturgies where they previ-
ously enjoyed exemption. They also had to apply for the corn dole just 
like Oxyrhynchites from the metropolite or gymnasial order.120 Abd-el-
Ghani’s classification of these Alexandrian applications as ‘humiliating’ 
per se might be too far-fetched, but the social levelling of Alexandrians 
with citizens of provincial towns surely meant a descent from the social 
top tire for the former. If we consider the two prior centuries of legally 
enforced inequality and denial of cultural identity, we cannot ignore the 

115  Broux (2015) 54.
116  Delia (1991) 32.
117  Capponi (2005) 123-132.
118  Ibid., 134-136.
119  Abd-el-Ghani (2004) 167-168, 172-178.
120  Rea (1972) 2-3.
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possibility that a large share of the inhabitants of towns like Oxyrhyn-
chus and Panopolis disliked Alexandrians long before Septimius Severus 
emancipated them. The ensuing social levelling can be regarded as both 
stemming from and strengthening local civic pride.

6. P olitical fiction

The reading material of these Greek-speaking provincials from second 
and early-third centuries shows that they were invested in and opiniated 
on current political developments. Texts about trials against Roman pre-
fects of Egypt, formerly identified as the Acta Maximi and Acta Hera-
cliti, testify to the existence of an audience that valued texts featuring 
and sometimes criticizing political actors, in this case the prefect who 
was the embodiment of Roman authority in Egypt, and who provincials 
could have encountered on his conventus travels, during which he, 
amongst other things, acted as judge.

P. Oxy. III 471 has been titled the Acta Maximi but is only an advo-
cate’s speech against an unspecified prefect called Maximus. Maximus 
is accused of unjustly confiscating property of the poor, levying interest 
on loans that were never paid out, unjustly condemning visitors to the 
theatre to death, and of ignoring letters of complaint.121 The largest part 
of the speech addresses Maximus’ disproportional attention for his badly 
behaving younger lover, who accompanied him everywhere.122 Someone 
from Oxyrhynchus must have cared enough about how a Roman prefect 
should behave to have owned a copy of an edited, and therefore at least 
partly fictitious advocate’s speech.

The text called the Acta Heracliti contains a narrative with as protago-
nists Antoninos Augustus, Herakleitos, and Herarchos. The papyrus was 
found in Hermopolis Magna and was initially thought to relate to Alex-
andrian resistance against Rome and Caracalla’s massacre of Alexandri-
ans in ad 215: Herakleitos would have, in the eyes of the emperor, failed 
to quell an Alexandrian uprising and was defending his conduct in the 
narrative.123 The mentioning of an emperor, a mysterious embassy, and 
Alexandria have in the past sufficed to classify this text as one of the 

121  P. Oxy. III 471.1-11, 94-107.
122  P. Oxy. III 471.49-135.
123  Benoît & Schwartz (1948) 17-33.
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so-called Acta Alexandrinorum.124 However, holes in the text do not 
allow for an exact reconstruction of the story. What is certain, is that the 
text shows readers in Hermopolis Magna were interested in reading 
political stories involving Alexandrians and the emperor.

A fascinating text commonly accepted as one of the so-called Acta 
Alexandrinorum is the Acta Hermaisci, P. Oxy. X 1242 vo. In this text, 
a Jewish-Alexandrian and an Alexandrian embassy set sail for Rome, 
“both carrying their gods”.125 Next a champion of Serapis, Hermaiskos, 
tries to convince the emperor Trajan that he is being fooled by the Jew-
ish members of his consilium and his wife Plotina, who has sided with 
the Jews.126 Hermaiskos and Trajan have a parrhesiastic dialogue in 
which Hermaiskos courageously speaks the truth to Trajan without 
insulting him. The core of the story is a battle between divinities that 
culminates in an intervention by Serapis himself, whose statue starts to 
transpire.127 Serapis convinces Trajan to support Alexandria. A text that 
considers Roman support a good thing can hardly be classified as anti-
Roman. Musurillo downplayed the centrality of the miracle and tried to 
identify historical Jewish or Christian members of Trajan’s consilium, 
but there is no reason to pinpoint this story to a specific historical 
moment.128 The Acta Hermaisci mostly resemble an aretalogy, as Vega 
Navarrete has observed — comparable with the one in Delos, that also 
contains a court case.129 Serapis intervening in favor of the city of which 
he is a patron makes Alexandrian authorship a likely option but the copy 
shows it was read in the chora. The Acta Hermaisci show the texts that 
are now grouped together as Acta Alexandrinorum are in fact a diverse 
collection voicing different opinions.

Another text we can add as evidence that inhabitants of the chora 
were opiniated about politics in various ways is P. Oxy. XXXIV 2690. 
This was probably a pro-imperial sub-literary text in which we read how 
an emperor reprimands a prefect for not having been an impartial judge. 
A century before, a short first-century papyrus from Oxyrhynchus (SB 
XXII 15203) likewise shows an interest in political history. A century 

124  Recently so in Harker (2008) 77.
125  P. Oxy. X 1242.I.17-18: ‘ἕκαστοι βαστάζοντες τοὺς ἰδίους θεούς’.
126  P. Oxy. X 1242.III.11-13.
127  P. Oxy. X 1242.III.5-10, 13-15. For a similar identification of the story’s main 

message: Niedermeyer (1918) 28.
128  Musurillo (1954) 168-175.
129  IG XI 4.1299.81-92 ed. Engelmann (1964); Picard (1953) 93-95; Merkelbach 

(1995) 214-220; Vega Navarrete (2017) 183-184.
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after the rule of Ptolemaios Auletes XII, it condemned the conduct of 
Gaius Rabirius Postumus, the Roman banker who, as dioiketes (minister 
of finance) of the king, extorted Egypt to earn back his investment in the 
once-exiled but reinstated king.130 

The Oracle of the Potter, a Greco-Egyptian oracle known in anti-
Alexandrian and anti-Jewish versions, is another group of political sub-
literary texts often studied in relation to the Acta Alexandrinorum. Inter-
estingly enough, editors of this oracle used one form to convey different 
messages. This is a modus operandi very similar to the reuse of the 
‘embassy to the emperor’ format of the texts called Acta Alexandrino-
rum. The Acta Isidori, for example, exist in multiple versions in which 
the storyline is comparable but develop in a slightly different way, ver-
sion B being more strongly anti-Jewish than version A. The anti-Jewish 
version of the Oracle is found on a late-second or early-third century 
papyrus from the Fayum, PSI VIII 982, and on an unpublished second-
century papyrus from Oxyrhynchus. The anti-Alexandrian version is 
found on three papyri: a second-century papyrus, P. Graf. inv. 29787,131 
and a third-century papyrus, P. Rain. inv. 19813132 with unknown prov-
enance; and another third-century papyrus form Oxyrhynchus, P. Oxy. 
XXII 2332. The latter is written on the verso of a written report of 
a court case that took place in ad 284, which indicates the Oracle circu-
lated in the same social circles as the Acta Appiani. 

Richard Reitzenstein grouped the Acta Alexandrinorum and the Oracle 
together in his genre hellenistische Kleinliteratur because he considered 
the oracle texts and Acta to be ‘amusing’ tales of martyrs.133 Although 
this idea is antiquated, his observation that apparently one could at the 
same time identify as Greek and hate Alexandria is still valid.134 

Edgar Lobel and Colin Roberts stated that they believed common 
Greek-speaking provincials who felt estranged from the Greek upper-class 
establishment had written or copied the oracle as a way of venting their 
discontent.135 They compared the oracle to the Acta Alexandrinorum, 

130  SB XXII 15203
131  I here refer to the version “P1” as given by Koenen (1968). 29787 is the papyrus’s 

inventory number in the National Library of Vienna. 
132  P. Rain. inv. 19813 corresponds to ‘Rainer Fragment col. i’ in The Oxyrhynchus 

Papyri XXII (1954) 96-97. I here refer to the version “P2” as given by Koenen (1968). 
19813 is the papyrus’s inventory number in the National Library of Vienna. 

133  Reitzenstein (1904) 326-327.
134  Ibid., 326.
135  Lobel & Roberts (1954) 94.
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which, according to them, were written by aggrieved Alexandrian aristo-
crats.136 They based this comparison on the idea that authors from differ-
ent societal groups reused a narrative form to express political discontent-
ment, not on a postulated correspondence between the content or message 
of the two texts. There is no obvious reason however for excluding the 
messages of the Oracle and the so-called Acta Alexandrinorum from such 
a comparison.

Andrew Harker, both in a contribution written together with Jane 
Rowlandson and in the published version of his dissertation, brought the 
Oracle of the Potter and the Acta Alexandrinorum together in his analy-
sis and equated the readership of the Acta with the readership of the 
anti-Jewish version of the Oracle of the Potter.137 He excluded the anti-
Alexandrian version, even though it was found in Oxyrhynchus as well, 
because the anti-Alexandrian message would not fit the Acta’s pro-
Alexandrian message.138 This exclusion is rather arbitrary and does not 
fit with the three case studies as elucidated in the above.

People in the chora felt the implications of decision-making in Rome 
and Alexandria. Writing and reading texts about politics was one of the 
ways to exert agency, to participate in the political. This is something all 
texts that touch upon the political have in common, no matter their dif-
ference in content, form, or voiced opinion. It is in this climate of politi-
cal involvement and differentiated participation that we must situate the 
Acta Alexandrinorum, in all their diversity, as they criticize not only 
prefects, but also Alexandrian citizens, emperors, and Jews — depend-
ing on the text, as we have seen in detail in the discussion of the case 
studies. The term ‘political fiction’ covers all these texts rather well: it 
respects their differences, points out their fictitious nature, and renders 
superfluous subdivisions of these sub-literary, politically minded texts. 

7. C oncluding remarks

With this article, I have aimed to show that the common practice of 
interpreting the so-called Acta Alexandrinorum as a corpus instead of as 
individual texts limits rather than helps understandings of the texts. The 

136  Idem.
137  Rowlandson & Harker (2004) 100-102; Harker (2008) 121.
138  Rowlandson & Harker (2004) 102.
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assumptions that all texts originated in Alexandria and proclaim a pro-
Alexandrian message have little to no foundation in three of the four 
texts that make up the heart of the so-called Acta Alexandrinorum. Mate-
riality of the Acta Appiani plausibly shows that the provincial elites of 
Egypt are acceptable candidates for readership of these politically 
minded, fictitious texts. The so-called Acta Alexandrinorum are part of 
a larger group of texts which we can best describe as political fiction. 
They feature different political actors, such as prefects and Roman 
emperors, and they have various messages. Sometimes, as is the case for 
the Oracle of the Potter, one narrative frame was used for different mes-
sages. The Acta Alexandrinorum should be considered a variant of this 
reuse of narrative frames for different political messages. Future scholar-
ship should consider discarding of the ‘group name’ Acta Alexandrino-
rum altogether and refer to individual texts instead. Seeing texts with 
a comparable narrative frame as a genre has obstructed rather than 
helped interpreting these very different stories.

The contents of three of the core of the so-called Acta Alexandrino-
rum make situating their authorship in middle- and upper-class circles of 
the chora plausible as well. Most of their Alexandrian protagonists do 
not behave heroically at all, nor are they martyred. Instead, the Acta 
Isidori and Appiani mock Alexandrian snobbery by showing how gym-
nasiarchs claim to be virtuous epigones of Hellenic culture but fail to 
behave accordingly. The Acta Pauli et Antonini are less critical of Alex-
andria because Paulos is a good parrhesiast. Antoninos behavior is not as 
virtuous. Hence, the story is not univocally pro-Alexandrian. The critical 
stance towards Alexandra’s ruling elites ties in with the sentiments we 
have found in other politically minded texts from cities of the chora like 
Oxyrhyrnchus, such as the Oracle of the Potter. 

The so-called Acta Alexandrinorum, that are only united by their nar-
rative frame and are hence best understood as political fiction, show the 
until now disregarded political agency of inhabitants of the chora, whose 
‘opinion landscape’ was just as variegated as their (sub-)literary land-
scape. Taking a step back often helps to get a better picture of the whole. 
This research has shown that considering ‘the province’ helps better 
understand the Empire. We have allowed the chora to speak for itself 
and we have found out that it already did, polyphonically. 

Universiteit van Amsterdam� Kevin Hoogeveen
� k.m.w.hoogeveen@uva.nl
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