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A NEW FRAGMENT OF THE BEERSHEBA 
TAXEDICT 

T he inscription known as the Beersheba Tax 
Edict consists of seven pieces of marble slab, 
which join into four fragments of what is 

believed by many scholars to be a single edict, 
although in the main edition (by AJt) the frag
ments are viewed as separate texts. While Alt's 
fragments l, 2 and 3 belong in all likelihood to 
one edict, fragment 4 shows noticeable differ
ences, both in palaeography and in wording. In 
fragments 1-3 we find a list of toponyms in geni
tive, each preceded by èrn6 and followed by a sum 
of money in solidi and, in the majority of cases, 
also by a smaller sum "for the servants" (Tois 
SoúÀ01ç). Here and there an additional amount of 
solidi is inserted and labelled "for the vicarius" 
(ú,rèp TOÜ l31Kapíov) . The list is arranged in 
columns. Fragment l opens with seven lines of 
continuous text, the introduction and address of 
the edict. In fragment 4 too we find toponyms in 
genitive and the key-word ovvTeÀeoTaí, indicating 
that it was part of a tax schedule; but it does not 
include payments "for the servants" - though 
this may be due to its fragmentary state. Moreover, 
though a uicarius is mentioned, apparently he was 
not a recipient of payment, but the giver of some
thing. Therefore, it seems reasonable to set frag
ment 4 apart and consider it as possibly belonging 
to a different text. Hereafter we shall refer only to 
AJt's fragments lto 3 as "the Beersheba edict"'. 

• The Hebrew University of Jerusalem 
l . Ai:r, A., Die grieclrischen lnschriften der Palaestina Tertia we

st/ich der í\ raba, Berlín, Leipzig 1921 , 4-13. Alt's edition does 
not indude a small fragment that joins fragment 3, but this in 
induded in an addition to GIPT published two years later: A1 :r, 
A., "Die neuen lnschriften aus der Palaestina Tertia ", Z PalV 46, 
1923, 52-55, no. J. Alt added a further no te to the edia in 
•urnes Palaestinae", Pal/ 26, 1930, 68, n. l . The four fragments 
were republished by M1c 1.1 11RD1 Z1Nc111.E, L., Nuovi testi epigrafici e 
alui addenda et Corrigenda ai Subsidia 1-111. E 30. L'editto di Beer
slreba (Legum lustiniani Imperatoris Vocabularium, a cura di 
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The name "Beersheba edict" merits a note. 
Although all the fragments known unti! now were 
acquired in Beersheba in the early 201h century, it 
was by no means certain that the inscription origi
nated from this place. At that time Beersheba was 
the main marketplace of the Bedouin of the Negev, 
some of which dealt in antiquities from the archae
ological sites in the desert. European scholars who 
came to purchase antiquities there were not always 
given truthful information about the provenance of 
the pieces they bought. The discovery of the new 
fragment in archaeological context at Beersheba 
provides a final answer to this question. 

A fragment of a white marble slab, 49 cm long 
and 41 cm wide, was discovered in secondary use in 
a salvage excavation carried out in 1996 south of 
modern Beersheba. The characters dosely resemble 
those of Alt's fragments 1-3, and their shape points 
to a date not earlier than the mid-6h century. A 
blank margín along the upper edge of the stone 
shows that the first preserved line was the first line of 
the text. The first seven lines belong to a continuous 
text, with a gap in the middle of each line, the result 
of a wom-out zone that cuts diagonally the surface 
of the stone. Lines 8-9 belong to two parallel 
columns separated by a narrow blank strip (Fig. 2). 

)KWC - 3 letters - ZEYX0AITTTTWKAI 
2 M~N - ca. 6 letters - N0EIWNHMWN 

)'TOIÇA - ca. 5 letters - I;:NTECTOICA 
4 OINYNC - ca. 5-6 letters - AOTTPETT E 

rONAX0H - ca. 4-5 letters - TTAPA<I> 
6 ENOIATTOOA - ca. 6 letters - TWN 

\VPACIAIWTI\! - ca. 6 letters - AE 
8 - - - )'~NE 

- - - ~O! - - -

M. Amelotti. Subsidia IV), To rino 1994, 201 -209. Zingale's edi
tion offers also a summary of past research . 



Fig. l: The Beersheba Tax Edict: Fragment Ib with la. 

The nine lines of our fragment (hereafter, frag
ment la) join the first nine lines of Alt's fragment 
l, though it is impossible to physically put 
together the two pieces, as the actual location of 
fragment l is unknown (Fig. l )2. Unfortunately 
fragment l a does not contain the beginning of the 
lines. The gap on the left side is a large one: at least 
24 or up to 35 letters, as indicated by l. 5, which 

can be restored with reasonable certainty. This 
shows that an entire column (Col. O) is missing 
on the left side of the slab. Here follows a recon
struction of fragments l a-1. Note that in the text 
below, owing to lack of space, Column l is aligned 
with the left margín of li. 1-7, but on the stone 
Column l was set more to the right, and the space 
on its left was occupied by Column O. 

l ( ? T aüTa ~ovMµe8a TCÏ)OE Tcj> 8eíCt> 1TpayµaT[uc:cj> a[U11E[Çeii)(8m TÚlT(t> Kai 6iappií5r¡v 8e01TiÇoVTES 01Tc.:,ç Év i,::r¡púyµautv ÉK 
2 [ ? Àomoü ií yvwo1s lir¡Àc.:,8ij Twv 6ic.:,p1a[µév(c.:,v 6ià Tw[v 8eíc.:,v i¡µwv ToÚTc.:,v lTpOOTa~ec.:,v 'íva 8appoüvTEç oi µÉXPI vüv 
3 [ - - - - - - - - - - ca. 32 letters - - - - - - - - - - ? av[Tois à[füi,::r¡8[éVTeç Tois à1Tamiv m1pc.:,µévo1ç àmp 6ieypapaµev Ti¡v evae~ñ 
4 [? yvwu1v ÉµcpavíÇoVTES µóva 6i6Cla1v. 'H T[oívvv a[i¡ µeyaJÀ01TpÉ1Te1 a Tà 1TapaUTaVTa i¡µiv Kai 6ià TOü!ie TOÜ 8eiou 1Tpayµa-
5 (? TIKOÜ Kai i6ii,::oü lir¡ÀoÚµeva vóµou eiç lp[yov àx8ñ[va1 Kai[ 1Tapaq, uÀax9ñvm lTpOOTa~chc.:,. 
6 [? CwTEÀeiv ócpeiÀoua,v 6iaypaq,wv evei,::[ev oi à1Tò oÀ[r¡s àpxñsl Twv KaTà i,::a1pòv liouKwv di Te i,::a8c.:,mc.:,µévo1 À1µ1Ta11fo1 i,::ai ÚlTo-

7 l? TETayµévo1 aÚTcj> UTpaT1wTm? Kai ye oi Tñs x[t:>paç i6iwT01 [UWTe[Àe UTai i,::a8 eKaUTov hoç oirrc.:,ç-

Col.O 

8 

9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 

Col. 3 

Col. l 
l a 

('A(nò) C[VK(oµa~ovoç) N e' 

8 'A(nò) Tlp1µoa() N n¡' 

Col. 2 Col. 3 (see below) 
l 

('A(nò) Mcíµ) ljl(ewç) N~• K(ai) TOÏS 6oúÀ(o1ç) N 6' 
')A(nò) "Op(6c..)I v N~• K(ai) ToÏç 6oúÀ(o1ç) N 6' 

(tcai TctJ f31J tcap([~) N v' 
- - - - - - - l C N µ' 

NA' 
Ntc' 

K(ai) Toiç 6oú>.(01ç) N y' 
K(ai) TOÏÇ 6oúÀ(o1ç) N y' 
K(ai) TOÏ s 6oúA(o1ç) N y ' 
'A(nò) 'Aaóc..)v N n¡' 

9 'A(nò) aTp(aTIC,.)TWV) Zoóp(wv) N v' K(ai) Tois 6oúA(o1s) 
10 (Kai) à(nò) tco1v(oü) Zoóp(c..)V) Twv avvTeÀ(eOTwv) 

N6' 
Np' 

11 (Kai) Té¡) f311c:ap(í~) Té¡) y1voµ(év~) naÀ1v 
13 à(nò) Twv avvTeÀ(eaTwv) 
13 'A(nò) Tiis àyp(apias) 'E>.oúa(JJs) 
14 'A(nò) 'Aaovó!)c..)v N A' (tcai) Tois 6oúÀ(o1s) 

2. In Fig. 2a photo of fragment la is joined to one of Alt's 
fragment I, which was published in the first edition ofthe lat
ter: Ann, F. -M., •Épigraphie grecque palestinienne•, RBi 18, 
1909, opposite p. 89 . 

N (-1 
N l - l 
(N - l 

fit is our will that the following) be added to 
(this divine pragmatc]al decree, also expliàtly 
sanctioning that [from now on the schedule of 
the amount fixed by] these sacred regulations of 
ours should be advertised in public announce
ments, in order that those who up to this day have 
been unjustly made (to pay more than was due?] 
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Fig. 2: The Beersheba Tax Edict: Fragment la. 

may take courage and lpay] to those who attempt 
to exact (an unjust payment) the exact amounts 
that we have prescribed in our pious disposition. 
Therefore Your Magnificence shall order that our 
decision, as is lexpressedl in this sacred 
pragmaltical edict] will be acted upon and 
observed. 

The people of the entire ldomainl of the suc
cessive duces ( of Palestine), (namely) the faithful 
limitanei and lthe soldiers?I under their com
mand, as well as the) private taxpayers of the 
country, lshall pay) each year as follows: 

Col. l 

Col. 2 
From Syk(omazon)solidi S 

Col. 3 
From Mampsis 
From Orda 

solidi 60 and to the servants solidi 4 
solidi 60 and to the servants solidi 4 

and for the vicarius solidi 50. 
l F rom - - lis(?) solidi 40 and to the servants solidi 3 
l F rom - - -l solidi 30 and to the servants solidi 3 
(From - - -) solidi 20 and to the servants solidi 3 
From Asoa solidi 18 

Col.4 
From Primos(?) solidi l 8 
From the soldiers of Zoora solidi SO and to the servants 

solidi 4 
and from the association of the taxpayers of Zoora 

solidi 100 
and for the concerned vicarius, again 
from the taxpayers solidi 1-1 
From the agraria st.at.io (guard post) of Etusa solidi 1-1 
From Asuada solidi 30 and to the servants l solidi -l 

From the new fragment we leam several new 
data, which were unknown or uncertain until 
now: 

l. The inscription had no heading. This can be 
explained with the fact that it was not an edict, but 
an appendix to one. 

2. The edict originated from the emperor, but 
was not addressed to the praetorian prefect, as tax 
edicts usually are. This is clear from the title of the 
addressee: r¡ mi µeyaÀ.01rpé,re1a, not r¡ mi ú,repo)(lÍ 
as restored by Alt. In the 6th c., this address fit a 
governar or a dux. 

3. The list of names indudes toponyms in 
First Palestine (Sycomazon and Orda), as well as 
in Third Palestine. Therefore the payments could 
not concem the governar of one of the three 
Palaestinae. The personage addressed as Your 
Magnificence and made responsible for enacting 
the law - and obviously for exacting the pay
ments - can only be the dux, who was in charge 
of all three provinces. 

4. The schedule pertained not to different 
ducal officia in various provinces, but to a single 
officium in which different duces succeeded one 
another. The list of toponyms confirms that the 
officium was that of the dux Palaestinae. 

S. Three categories of inhabitants were due to 
pay the amounts listed in the schedule. One was 
the dass of the OWTEÀ.EOTa( (landowners subject 
to the land tax); the others were both connected 
with the officium of the dux, and both are described 
as Ka0001wµÉvo1. The former are uthe most loyal 
limitanet; the latter, whose name is tost, must also 
be identified with soldiers or officials. 

Different scholars gave different interpreta
tions of the Beersheba edict. Clermont-Ganneau 
and Abel viewed the amounts in solidi as adaeratio 
values of the annona militaris, to be paid annually 
by the ovvTeÀ.ecrTat of the three Palaestinae to the 
office of the dux and to the limitanei.3 Alt accepted 
the view that the main tax was the annona, but 
maintained that this was paid to the governar by 
the provincials, as well as by the officials of the dux 
and the limitanei. An important part of Alt's inter
pretation was his incorrect assumption that the 
term j31Kap1òç designated the governar of Third 
Palestine4 • On the other hand, Van Berchem and 

3. CLERMONT-GANNF.AU, C., "Inscriptions grecques de Bersa
bée", Recueil d'arc/1éologie orienta/e V, Paris 1903, 129-147; O .ER
M0 NT-GANNl"'-ll, C., •1nscription samaritaine de Gaza et inscrip
tions grecques de Bersabée", RBi IS, 1906, 87-91; 
CJ.J'RMONT-GANNF.All, C., •L'édit byzantine de Bersabée", RBi IS, 
1906, 412-432; Ana, "Épigraphie .. .", o.e., 95. 

4 . A1:r, GIPT, 7 . 

A NEW FRAGMENT ... 1.,,,.,, D, SF.CNI 389 



Jones suggested that the edict pertained to the 
deduction of one twelfth of the soldiers' annona in 
favour of the dux and his stafP. This practice was 
regulated in 443 by a Novel ofTheodosius li (Nov. 
24, 2) that exempted the foederati from this deduc
tion. Since Alt's fragment 4 - which Van Berchem 
considered as part of the same edict - mentions 
the chiefs of tribes (Kotvòv T~v apxupúAc.:,v) 
among the payers, the scholar dated the Beersheba 
edict before 443. This interpretation and date are 
favoured today by many scholars. 

A different interpretation was offered by May
erson6. He connected the edict with Justinian's 
Novel 103, which enhanced the status of the gov
emor of Palaestina Prima, extended his powers and 
enlarged his officium. In Mayerson's view, an 
extraordinary tax was established to cover the cost 
of the enlarged officium, and the Beersheba edict 
fixed the amounts to be paid by three taxable 
classes: the general population (CJUVTEAeoTat), the 
military regulars ( OTpaTt~Tat in l. 7), and the 
settled frontier militia (limitanei). The ooüAot and 
the vicarii who appear in the edict as reópients of 
annual assessments would be respectively "aides" 
of the proconsular office and representatives of 
the proconsul in Second and Third Palestine. The 
edict would date from 536 or shortly after that. 

In my opinion, none of the suggested explana
tions is admissible. The main objections are as fol
lows. The theory that the tax was the annona mili
taris can be dismissed, for the annona was 
collected by the civil govemors, not by the dux; 
moreover, the amounts mentioned - an average 
of 32.44 solidi per settlement - are entirely inad
equate. These amounts might be adequate if the 
tax was the twelfth, as suggested by Van Berchem. 
However, Van Berchem's interpretation must be 
rejected, for the Beersheba fragments cannot pos
sibly be dated to the 5th century on palaeographi
cal grounds. Such a date is also precluded by the 
fact that some of the settlements listed in it are 
located between Wadi Mujib and Wadi el-Hasa, an 
area that was transferred from Arabia to Palestine 
only in the late 5th or early 6th century. Moreover, if 
the tax was a deduction from the annona, why 
should the private landowners, who were not 
among the recipients of the annona, have been 
submitted to it? As to Mayerson's hypothesis, its 

5. VAN BERCHEM, D .• L'année de Dioclitien et la rlforme comtan
tinienne, Paris 1952, 33-36; JoNF.S, A.H.M., The Later Roman 
Empire, 284-602, Oxford 1964, vol. l, 235; vol. Ill, 43, n. 42. 

6. MAYF.RSON, P., '"Ibe Beersheba E<lict", ZPE 64, 1986, 141-
148. 

major fault is that it fails to take into full account 
the dispositions of Novel 103. The novel gives the 
govemor of First Palestine a right of intervention 
in Second Palestine, but says nothing of the Third. 
This intervention was conditional to special ór
cumstances: therefore it is very unlikely that the 
proconsul kept permanent representatives in Sec
ond Palestine - not to speak of the Third, where 
he bad no right of intervention at all. The pay of 
the govemor was raised, and the novel states that 
the amount was to be divided between the gover
nar and his staff: therefore, any enlargement of the 
officium was covered by the raise and there was no 
need to exact an extraordinary tax. 

A common fault of all these interpretations is 
that they do not satisfactorily explain who were 
the vicarius and the 5oOAot and why should they 
bave been entitled to a share of monies collected 
by the ducal office. All the editors and commenta
tors of the edict were content with the surmise that 
ooOAot bad to mean personnel, "Amstpersonal" in 
Alt's words. Only Abel7 had the honesty of admit
ting that "jusqu'ió, il m'a été impossible de trou
ver 5oüAot comme synonyme de fonctionnaires 
inferieurs." Nothing has changed since he wrote 
this sentence. 

It seems to me that we bave no chance of 
guessing which tax is referred to in the Beersheba 
edict, unless the unusual terms ooOAot and 
l31Kap105 provide a key. These terms are not 
unusual per se, but only in the context. Let us start 
from the surmise that both mean just what they 
usually do . .àoüAot means "servants" and vicarius 
- on the background of the Palestinian limes -
designates the deputy commander of a unit of li
mitanei, who held the command in the frequent 
occurrence of tribunes being unavailable. Inscrip
tions and papyri attest the presence of vicarii in vil
lages of the Negev, and Theophanes' chronicle 
describes a vicarius stationed in a village ofThird 
Palestine who bad under his command soldiers 
scattered in nearby villages8• In the Beersheba 
edict, the payments for a vicarius are found after 
groups of toponyms: I believe that he is not the 
same man in every occurrence, but different offi
cers each in charge of an area comprising a num
ber of villages, much as in the late Roman period 
a centurion was in charge of public order in a 
whole district. 

7. ABEL. "Épigraphie .. .", o.e., 97. 
8. Thephanes, Chronographia, AM 6123, ed. C. DE 80011, 

Bonn 1883, 335. 
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What service may have been required from 
these officers and the "servants", that a tax should 
be raised for it? An answer can perbaps be found 
in the journals of two pilgrims, Egeria (ca. 381-
384 ), and the Piacenza Piligrim known as Antoni
nus (ca. 570)9. Egeria relates that while travelling 
in the wildemess, the pilgrims were escorted by 
soldiers and officers from the castra in the desert, 
who led them from one fort to the next. Antoni
nus men tions severa) xenodochia, some of them -
those in the desert - were located in forts. But no 
soldiers escorted the 6th-century caravan; on the 
contrary, the Piacenza Pilgrim implies that the 
company was escorted and assisted by camel-driv
ers and by Saracens of the desert. Who financed 
these services? Who manned the staging posts and 
xenodochia, and who paid their staffi These resting 
places are comparable to the burgi, and those wbo 
manned them to burgarii, paramilitary personnel 
of the lowest class, to whom the term 8oüÀ01 may 
well apply. In one case at least - the monastery of 
St. Catherine at the foot of Mount Sinai - there is 
explicit evidence of the replacement of soldiers 
with slaves10• 

l suggest, therefore, that in tbe 6th century pil
grims in certain areas of the Holy Land received 
assistance in xenodochia - part fortresses and part 
hostels - from "state servants" subject to the 
authority of the dux. lt seems likely that on the 
same desert dwellers also devolved the task for
merly imposed on the soldiers, namely, escorting 
the caravans. How did this change affect the limi
tanei stationed in this area? A famous passage by 
Procopius of Caesarea (Anecdota 24: 12-14) 
describes the cut in the wages of the limitanei and 
the reduction of their military dulies after the 
peace between the Roman Empire and the Per
sians in 532. Putting together this statement with 
the evidence of the pilgrims, we may conclude 

9. ltinerarium Egeriae 7: 2, 4; 9:3 (CCSL 175, 47, 49); Anto
nini Placentini ltinerarium 7, 9, 35, 41 (CCSL 175, 132, 134, 
146-147, 150. 

10. Proc. Caes., Aed. V, viii, 9, transl. H.B. DEWING, London, 
Cambridge Mass. 1940, 356-357; Eutychius, Anna/es XVII, 5-7, 
transl. B. P1RONF., Eutichio Patriarca di Alessandria (877-940), gli 
Anna/i, Cairo 1987, 294-295. 

that the limitanei of the 6th century did not fulfill at 
least one task formerly imposed on them, namely, 
escorting travellers in the wildemess and presum
ably hosting them in their castra; this may bave 
been a good reason to reduce their wages. But the 
need for escorting and hosting pilgrims remained, 
and the care for public hostels traditionally 
devolved on the communities, under the supervi
sion of the dux. A solution may bave been found 
through the imposition of a tax on the military 
class as well as on the civil landowners; the rev
enue could be assigned to the dux so that he could 
provide for the upkeep of the hostels and the 
wages of escorts. lf this interpretation of the Beer
sheba tax edict is true, the small tax was levied for 
the staff of the bostels, and the one "for the vicar
ius" for an officer charged with supervising and 
coordinating the work of camel-drivers acting as 
escorts and guides of the caravans, in a large area 
comprising severa) villages. This solution would 
have been particularly suitable for Third Palestine 
and the fringes of desert included in First Pales
tine, but also for other sparsely populated areas, 
and for regions inhabited by non-Christian 
majorities, such as are found both in First and in 
Second Palestine. 

One last point. Since the edict was addressed 
to tbe dux Palaestinae, why was it exposed to the 
public in Beersheba? lt is worth noting that, out of 
the other three inscriptions referring to the dux 
that were found in Palestine, two were discovered 
in Beersheba, as well as severa) inscriptions men
tioning members of the imperial administration · 
and of the army11 • A large military camp was dis
covered in the town, less than 150 m from the find 
spot of fragment la. lt is my belief that the dux' 
headquarters were located in this camp, and for 
this reason the edict was set up here. 

11. One is the dedication of a statue in honour of the dwc 
Dorotheus (ca. 452-453), the other an epigram celebrating a 
work of an (?), commissioned by the dwc Antipater (early 6th 

centuiy): SEG VIII: 281. 296; FE1ssE1. D., "Notes d'épigraphie 
chrétienne (VII)", BCH 108, 1984, 545-558. The third inscrip
tion mentioning a dux was discovered in Beth Govrin and is the 
founding inscription of a hostel built by the dwc Flavius Quin
tianus in the second halí of the 4th centuiy: SEG XXXII: 1496. 
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