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Public Registers and land Sales 

 

My interest in public registers of land sales is part of a larger study which explores 

definitions of public and private space in the Greek polis, examining the questions when, how, 

and under what circumstances the ancient Greeks demarcated the public and the private 

spaces. In what concerns land sales, what I seek to find out is whether and how inscriptions 

can teach us about the extent to which the polis intervened in transactions that undeniably 

belonged in the private sphere of action. 

 

In principle, a citizen could bequeath, lease or sell his land, but this right was sometimes 

checked by the state. According to Plutarch (Sol. 21.2-3), until Solon an Athenian could not 

bequeath his land even if he was childless; by permitting the citizens to make wills, Solon 

‘made a man’s possessions his own property’.
1
 On the other hand, Solon restricted this right 

to those who were not sick or under any influence. Likewise, Lycurgus, the Spartan lawgiver, 

prohibited the sale of a family’s estate, but allowed those who so wished to give away their 

estate by gift or bequest; and at Locri a man could sell his land only if he could prove that a 

misfortune had befallen him (Aristotle, Pol. 2, 1270a 19-21; 1266b 20, respectively). Other 

legislators limited the amount of land sold or leased (Arist. Pol. 2, 1266b 5-7; 6, 1319a 10-

13).  

In addition to such legislation, evidence seems to imply that in several poleis sales and 

leases of land were registered in the local public archives, not only as an initiative of the 

parties to the transaction, seeking to protect their rights, but sometimes also as a legal 

requirement by the state. Fragment 21 of Theophrastus’ Nomoi is often cited as proof, but it 

should be noticed that, concerning Athens, Theophrastus mentions only the prographê, the 

registration of the transaction before its implementation (21.1-2 Szegedy-Maszak). Outside 

Athens, he says, a law requiring the registration (engraphein) of ratified transactions exists 

                                                 
1
 Sol. 21.2-3: καὶ τὰ χρήματα κτήματα τῶν ἐχόντων ἐποίησεν. 
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among the Aineans (21.3). Plato, too (Laws 5, 745a), prescribes that every man’s property that 

is over and above his allotment should be openly written down (ἐν τῷ φανερῷ γεγράφθω) 

and be kept by the magistrates appointed by law,
2
 and Aristotle (Pol. 6, 1321b) recommends 

the appointment of magistrates for writing down private contracts and verdicts of law. 

Registration of sales of land in Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt, the katagraphê, was required in 

order to render the conveyance of title valid (see P. Hal. 1, ll. 242-59; P. Adler 13; Wolff 

1948; Faraguna 2000).
3
 Dio Chrysostomos (31.51) mentions as a matter of fact the 

registration in the city’s records of purchases of land, boats or slaves, alongside loans, 

manumissions of slaves and gifts. 

 

Sometimes, transactions in real estate were also inscribed on stone or metal. Thus, the 

horoi from Athens and places under her influence certified that a certain piece of property had 

been mortgaged – as, for example, in no. 1 on your handout. Unlike the Egyptian katagraphê, 

which could be carried about, the horoi were fixed in the ground and were meant to make 

public the transactions indicated by them. But like the katagraphê they probably were the 

inscribed copies of records kept in the public archive. 

Other examples are the lead tablets from Sicily, which record individual transactions and 

date between the fourth and the first centuries B.C. The document from Kamarina, cited in 

your handout (no. 2), mentions the συναλλακτήρων προστάτας (line 1), an official 

which, according to Michele Faraguna’s (2000) suggestion, was the president of a collegium 

responsible for drafting contracts. If he is right, this might indicate the existence of an 

institution similar to the Egyptian katagraphê. In any case, only one other document from 

Kamarina, dated to the 2
nd

-1
st
 century B.C., seems to refer to the same official.

4
   

The inscribed records from Chalkidike are individual documents as well. I give here one 

example from Olynthos (no. 3). So too are the inscriptions from Amphipolis, as no. 4 shows. 

It should be noted that the document from Amphipolis mentions taxes paid by the purchaser 

                                                 
2
 Cf. 754d, 850a, 855b, 914c.  

3
 See also U. Yiftach-Firanko , ‘Katagraphe’, in J.G. Keenan, J.G. Manning, U. Yiftach-Firanko (eds.), Law and 

society in Egypt from Alexander to the Arab Conquest (330 BC-640 AD) (forthcoming). 
4
  SEG 39.1001, line 1-2: προστάτας Παυσανίας / [Φιλιστίω(?)]νος.  
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(lines 10-11), which means that, at least in the year of the epistatês Sparges,5 the state of 

Amphipolis intervened in the private sphere of economic activity by taxing transactions of 

immovable properties, as was the case in Egypt and in Attica. Hatzopoulos (1988) believes 

that a similar tax system existed in Kellion in Chalcidike.6 This evidence, although meager, 

contributes to our knowledge of the competence of the polis Amphipolis as against the 

freedom of the private citizens; nevertheless, I believe that these inscriptions are private 

initiatives and not a publication dictated by the state. 

 

But how should we interpret long inscriptions, listing numerous transactions, sometimes 

noting taxation, and undoubtedly made within the framework of legal restrictions and 

registration-practices pertaining to the relevant poleis? 

  

In part II of the handout I present five documents from different parts of the Greek world, 

arranged more or less chronologically. Since most of these inscriptions are long, I quote them 

only partially, and since most of them are also fragmentary – I do not translate them in full. 

But I hope that the nature of these documents and the differences between them and the 

individual acts will be evident. My working assumption is that inscriptions recording 

numerous transactions of real estate disclose, like taxation, the polis’ intervention in what was 

essentially a private business and were inscribed by a state decision. The question is: what 

motivated the cities to do so?   

 

The so-called Rationes Centesimarum (or the hekatostê-inscriptions) – no. 5 on your 

handout – record sales of land by Attic corporate groups (demes, phratries etc.) to individual 

citizens in the second half of the fourth century B.C. The entries are very concisely 

formulated, describing the sold property, naming the selling group and the purchaser, and 

noting the price and the 1% tax paid. Hence, these are no mere copies of the transactions but 

accounts of tax-collection, reflecting a state-initiated policy. But why was it decided, in the 

second half of the fourth century, to tax sales of land and to inscribe the deeds on stone? As 

                                                 
5
 Another document from the same year, no. 3 in Hatzopoulos (1988), specifically mentions this tax, and in nos. 

6 and 9 the quoted prices of the sold properties may have included taxes. Hatzopoulos argues that the rates of the 

tax were 20 dr. for prices lower than 500 dr., and 30 dr. for prices higher than this.  
6
  Hatzopoulos (1988) 19-23, no. 1, and 31-3, no. 4. 
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we have seen in the case of Amphipolis (no. 4), tax payments, as well as of sales, could be 

registered in the local public archive or even be publicized by a private inscription, and did 

not have to be recorded as an inventory. If Lambert (1997, 280-91) is right, the Rationes 

reflect Lykourgos’ policy to increase Athens’ revenues and to improve the exploitation of 

land resources. Lykourgos first appears in 343/2 B.C., a time Lambert assigns to the first two 

stelai of the Rationes (dating the other two to 330-325). And it is roughly at this time that 

other inscribed accounts of leases appear. But we should remember that this policy, and the 

ensuing inscriptions, was not only the result of one skilled man’s vision, but of certain 

political circumstances – the ascendancy of Macedon and the involvement of Athens in 

military operations – which may have affected Athenian economics. 

 

Document no. 6 on your handout is one of several inscriptions listing sales of land in 

Erythrai in the late-fifth or early-fourth century B.C. It consists of numerous deeds, again 

concisely and identically formulated. The deeds also mention the epônion – a sales tax.
7
 Like 

the Rationes Centesiamrum, this document is very different from the individual acts cited in 

part I of the handout. The inscription was formulated in such a way as to accommodate on the 

stone as many transactions as possible. Again we may ask, what was the motivation behind 

this publication? If the parties sought legal protection, was not registration in the public 

archives enough? If it was publicity that they wanted, why not make an individual, private 

inscription as in Sicily, Amphipolis or Olynthos? The record of the sums paid as epônion may 

suggest that, as in the case of the Attic Rationes, the state wished to have an official and 

public account of the taxes paid on sales of land. But, again, this cannot be the sole 

motivation. 

We do not know the exact date of the inscriptions. An Athenian decree, found at Erythrai 

and dated to shortly before 386 B.C. (that is, before the Peace of Antalkidas),
8
 might be of 

help. It promises support to the democrats in the city, who had just managed to re-establish 

democracy after a civil strife, and mentions exiles driven out of the city by the democrats. In 

war, whether external or internal – and the Erythraians experienced both – uncertainties could 

                                                 
7
 Engelmann (1987) suggests that the epônion was scaled thus: on a price up to 100 drachmas – 2 drachmas; 

between 100 and 200 – 5; between 200 and 1000 – 10; between 1000 and 2000 – 20; and over 2000 – 40 

drachmas. 
8
  Ed. pr. S. S ahin, Belleten 40, 1976, 566-571; cf. SEG 26:1282; Rhodes and Osborne 17. 
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arise concerning ownership, threatening the stability of the regime. The state would also be in 

need of resources, here supplied by the epônion. 

 

No. 7 on your handout is the famous and much discussed long inscription from Tenos, 

recording transactions in real estate, registered with the astynomoi over a period of less than 

two years. Faraguna (2000) rightly notes that this inscription reveals the control exercised by 

the state on sales. As has been already noted,
9
 the sums involved indicate a need for cash. It 

should also be noted that the heading of the inscription states that it records donation of 

dowries as well (though none appear in the preserved text); such an inscribed register of 

dowries is known only from one other place, the neighbouring island of Mykonos in the third 

century B.C. (Syll.
3
 1215). Vérilhac and Vial (1998) argue that the publication on stone of 

dowries in the two islands was intended to allow husbands to demand what remained unpaid. 

But neither the need for cash nor the need to publicize debts explains fully the official 

inscribed register. Here, too, the reason should be sought in political and economic 

circumstances which could have caused social unrest. Again, our information is meager, but 

such circumstances may have been the often changes of hegemony and wars following the 

death of Alexander the Great. The Cyclades frequently changed hands between Ptolemy I and 

the Antigonids in the years 314 to 286 B.C. The military conflicts between Alexander’s 

successors may have induced the islands to give a more substantial form to official records in 

fear that existing claims to real estates and dowries will not be honoured or remembered. 

 

In Chersonesos, too, political circumstances may explain an inscribed register of land 

transactions (no. 8). As Solomonik and Nikolaenko (1995) suggest, the famous early third-

century B.C. inscription recording the oath of allegiance to the democratic regime, taken by 

the citizens of Chersonesos (IosPE I
2
 401 = Syll.

3
 360), and a fragmentary law from the same 

period, probably concerned with amnesty for exiles (SEG 34:750), imply that an attempt had 

been made to overthrow the democracy. At the same time, the pressure from the neighbouring 

Skythian tribes increased and some of the territory was lost. A severe political crisis, 

following civil strife, gave rise to the demand for the redistribution of lands. The democrats 

                                                 
9
  Robin Osborne, Athens and Athenian Democracy, Cambridge 2010, p. 124. 
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decided to lease or sell land to landless citizens and thus also raise the polis’ revenues.
10

 If 

Saprykin (1994) is right in arguing that the land in Chersonesos was public land, leased out to 

citizens in private tenure, it is all the more understandable why it was decided to inscribe the 

re-distribution on stone. 

 

My last example is a somewhat unique inscription found in Mieza in Macedon (no. 9). 

The purchaser in all the ten recorded transactions is one and the same person: Zopyros son of 

Gorgias. It is not clear why Zopyros’ land acquisitions (more than 32 hectares for more than 

26,500 drachmas) were inscribed publicly. The acts are arranged month by month and it has 

been suggested that the register was intended as an evaluation of Zopyros’ property, perhaps 

for tax purposes. But why was it considered necessary to inscribe this assessment on stone? 

Stefani (2003) proposes that the ‘witnesses of the judges’ and those ‘against the judges’ in 

lines 15-16 might have been judges who represented the king, and this might indicate, as 

Game (2008) suggests, that the sales were executed according to a court verdict. Although, as 

the editor notes, the ‘witnesses of the judges’ appear only in three of the ten transactions on 

the stone (B, line15; C, line 25; D, lines 33-34), it is still possible that all of the acts were of 

the same category. I tentatively suggest that the register of Zopyros’ acquisitions was 

displayed publicly because these lands were now put up on auction following a court verdict – 

perhaps in a way similar to the Attic Stelai – and it was deemed essential to publicize the 

exact location and the identity of the former owners of each plot. 

 

To sum up, the official inscribed documents differ from the private ones mainly in the 

length of the inscription and the number of acts recorded on one stone. But whereas the latter 

were private initiatives, the former were the result of some special circumstances that 

motivated the state to interfere in the private sphere, and give its interference a public, 

enduring form, thus asserting its supremacy over the private citizens.   

 

 

                                                 
10

  Solomonik and Nikolaenko (1995) argue that the numbers in the inscription represent the measures of the 

plots rather than prices. 


