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Dedicated to the memory of Wm. F. Edgerton, revered teacher andfriend 
This paper was presented as one of four contributions to a panel discussion on the topic 

"Aspects of Education in the Ancient Near East" during the meeting of the AOS held at 
Baltimore in 1970. The requirements of a highly complex governmental administration in 
Egypt led to the development in the mid-third millennium of methods of training youths as 
scribes to enter the civil service. In addition to the much later Greek descriptions of the 
educational system in ancient Egypt, there are scattered references to it in Egyptian bio
graphical and literary texts. These are few in number in the early periods, but soon become 
more plentiful. The didactic treatises beginning in the Old Kingdom and the compositions 
specially designed for scribal use, together with the innumerable school texts written mostly 
on ostraca, afford valuable evidence for the content of the young scribe's curriculum. The 
nature of the elementary instruction during the first four years may be deduced, as well as 
the advanced training which was of a more specialized nature . The "text books" em
ployed in the instruction of students are also known to us. Finally, the attitude of the 
Egyptians themselves to the efficacy of educational methods finds expression in their litera
ture. 

The scribal profession was an ancient one in Egypt, 
for the earliest reference to it goes back to the Pyramid 
Texts in a spell designed to replace the celestial ama
nuensis of Rëc with the deceased king: "Scribe, scribe, 
break your palette, smash your reed pens, tear up your 
book-rolls. RëC, expel him from his place and put NN 
in his place." 2 But the role of the scribe became vital 
with the development of a complex state at the begin
ning of the Old Kingdom. The computing and record
ing of taxes, the drawing up of census lists for military 
and labor corvées, and the calculations required for 
the massive building projects, ail called for a large and 
well-trained civil service. 

In the first century B.c. Diodorus recorded the tra
ditions of his day with respect to the education of 
Egyptian youth in the time of King Sesoôsis. This 
ruler seems to be a conflation of Senwosret I with 
features of Senwosret III and other Twelfth Dynasty 
kings. Diodorus says: 

When Sesoosis was born, his father did something be
fitting a great man and a king. He gathered together 
from the whole of Egypt the boys who had been born on 

1 The most comprehensive treatments of this subject 
are by H . Brunner, Altagyptische Erziehung (Wiesbaden, 
1957), and M. A. Korostovtsev, Pistsy drevnego Egipta 
(Moscow, 1962). 

2 Pyr., 954a-955a. 

the same day and appointed nurses and guardians. For 
all he prescribed the same training and education, as
suming that those who had been brought up in very 
close association and had shared the same freedom of ex
pression would be the most thoughtful and courageous 
fellow-combatants in the wars. He liberally provided for 
everything, and made the boys work hard at continuous 
exercises and exertions, for none of them was allowed to 
partake of food unless he first ran 180 stades (i .e. c. 20 
miles). Thus, when they reached manhood they were all 
athletes with strong bodies and with spirits capable of 
leadership and endurance because of their training in the 
finest habits .3 

In a later passage he adds: 

The priests teach their sons two kinds of writing: that 
which is called "sacred" and that which is more widely 
used for instruction. They devote special attention to 
land-measurement and arithmetic, for the river, chang
ing the configuration of the land every year in numerous 
ways, produces many disputes of all kinds between 
neighbors over their boundaries which cannot with ease 
be accurately resolved without a surveyor getting at the 
truth by means of his experience. Arithmetic is useful 
both for the management of one's livelihood and also for 
the science of land-measurement, and furthermore con
tributes not a little to those who practice astronomy as 
well. For the positions and movements of the stars have 

3 Diodorus Siculus, I.53.2-4. 
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been the subject of careful observation among the 
Egyptians, if among any people.• 

Information from contemporary Egyptian sources 
is sparse with respect to scribal education in the early 
periods. Yet it is clear that in the Old Kingdom offi
cials personally trained suitable lads in their own homes 
as prospective successors. Ptal).l).otpe, the vizier of the 
Fifth Dynasty king Izezi, records how he said to the 
ruler: 

"Let your humble servant be commanded to appoint a 
successor (lit. staff of old age) so that I may tell him the 
words of those who heeded the counsels of the ancients, 
those who once listened to the gods .... " 

Then the Majesty of this god said, "Teach him first 
about speaking, so that he will be an example to the 
children of the nobles. May obedience and ail sincerity 
towards the one who speaks to him enter him. There is no 
one who has been born wise." 5 

Although the text later refers to this boy as his son, 
Ptal).l).otpe's advanced age precludes it being his actual 
son. This is confirmed by a later passage in which the 
term s3, "son," is contrasted with mtwt, "seed," 
"progeny." 6 We might also recall the story of the magi
cian Djedi of the Fourth Dynasty in which the sage 
says to Prince l;Iardjedef: "Let me be given a barge 
that it may bring me <my> children and my books."7 

Since we are informed that Djedi had attained the 
venerable age of 110, we may be sure that these were 
his pupils. 

The Old Kingdom witnessed the rise of a type of 
literature known by the term sb3yt, "teaching." 
These didactic treatises were produced for the sons and 
pupils of their authors to provide them with suitably 
edifying material for instruction. The famous vizier 
lml).otep of the Third Dynasty is said to have com
posed such a work, but it has perished. We do, how
ever, have works by other Old Kingdom writers. An 
unknown vizier of the Third Dynasty addressed one 
to Kagemni which is partially preserved, and another 
written by l;Iardjedef of the Fourth Dynasty has been 
painstakingly pieced together from numerous frag
ments. The most famous is that of Ptal).l).otpe which 
has survived in several editions. 

This tradition was continued in the First Inter
mediate Period by Khety III of the Tenth Dynasty 

• Ibid., I.81.1-4. 
5 Ptal;,., 28-32, 36-41. 
6 Ptal;,., 197-219. 
7 P. Westc., 8/3 f. 

who wrote for his son and successor Merikarëc. During 
the New Kingdom three similar instructions were 
compiled by Amennakhte, Any and Amenemope. 
That such collections were still being produced until 
as late as the first century A.D. is evident from the 
demotic Instructions of conkhsheshonqy and the In
singer Papyrus. 

It would appear that the tuition of scribes was a 
type of apprenticeship. But even in the Old Kingdom 
there was also some organized teaching of youngsters 
for court service. Ptal).shepses of the Fifth Dynasty 
describes himself as "[a child whom his mother bore in] 
the time of Menkawrëc-he was brought up amongst 
the royal children in the palace of the king within the 
royal harim, more esteemed by the king than any 
child-Pta.J;ishepses."8 There is some significance also 
in the Old Kingdom title "Chief Teacher of Royal 
Children" which does not, however, imply that the 
bearer was over other teachers. 

Occasional references show that kings themselves 
were litera te as early as the Old Kingdom. In the Proph
ecy of N eferti we read that the Fourth Dynasty ruler 
Snofru "stretched out his hand to the box of writing 
materials and took out for himself a papyrus-roll and a 
scribal palette, and then put into writing what was 
said by the lector-priest Neferti."9 A tomb inscription 
of Senedjemib from the following dynasty affirms of 
Izezi that "[His Majesty] himself wrote with his fingers 
in order to praise me."10 

The word for "school" (et n sb3 > ansëbe) first 
appears in the Tenth Dynasty in a tomb inscription of 
a nomarch of Siut: "Now as for every scribe and every 
sage . . . who entered the school, who may pass by 
this tomb-shaft or who may enter this tomb ... " 11 At 
the beginning of the Twelfth Dynasty a work about 
which we shall have more to say later was composed 
by a scribe named Khety on the occasion of his son's 
entry into school. He starts his treatise thus: 

Here begins the instruction which was composed by a 
man of the ship's cabin whose name is Khety, the son of 
Dwauf, for his son named Pepy. Now he went upstream 
to the Court to put him in the scribal school among the 
children of the officiais in the lower part (?) of the 
Court. 12 

• Urk. I, 51/ 12-14. 
9 P. Pet. 1116B, ro. 15-17. 
10 Urk. I, 60/8 f. 
11 Siut IV, 66 f. 
12 P. Sail. II, 3 /9-4/1. 
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With the consolidation and expansion of the state 
at the outset of the Twelfth Dynasty after the civil 
wars and social upheaval of the First Intermediate 
Period, an enlarged bureaucracy was required. From 
this period we have one interesting reference to a 
palace school which occurs in an inscription on the 
stela of Ikhernofret, an important official at Abydus 
in this period. He cites the words of the king: "My 
Majesty sends you with my mind certain that you will 
do everything in accordance with My Majesty's con
fidence, since you have certainly had recourse to My 
Majesty's teaching, you have indeed grown up as a 
foster- son of My Majesty, a unique pupil of my pal
ace."13 

When we move on to the New Kingdom there is a 
rich documentation with respect to scribal instruction. 
This is especially true of school texts written on os
traca, wooden tablets and papyri. Heaps of such 
ostraca bear witness to open-air classes, as in the rooms 
at the rear of the mortuary temple of Ramesses II at 
Thebes. We learn of a school in the temple of Mut at 
Karnak from an inscription on a statue of Bekenkhons, 
High Priest of Amün during the same period, and of 
another in the Amün temple, according to an unpub
lished stela in the British Museum (B.M. 1131) . 
Other schools were apparently still located in the pal
ace, however, as we infer from an inscription on a 
statue of an Eighteenth Dynasty official named Men
kheperrëcsonbe who describes himself as "one well
beloved in the king's house, a possessor of charm in 
the palace, a henchman of the king from his child
hood, who grew up as a youth to where the god ( = 
king) was, whom his lord taught to do things inasmuch 
as he was so greatly pleasing to the heart."14 

It seems likely that pupils might sometimes live at 
home while attending school. This is suggested by an 
admonition in the Wisdom of Any which runs: "Double 
the bread which your mother gave you . . She put 
you in school when you were (ready to be) taught about 
writing, remaining in her house for your sake daily 
with bread and beer."15 A letter from a somewhat 
later period instructs the recipients to take good care 
of the children of the family and adds the injunction: 
"Y ou are not to allow the young lads who are in the 
school to cease from writing."16 

The text on another statue of the same High Priest 

13 Ikhernofret, 5-7. 
14 Urk. IV, 993/13-17. 
16 P. Boulaq IV, 7/17, 7/20-8/1. 
16 LRL, 10/ 13 f. 

Bekenkhons whom we mentioned previously asserts: 
"I spent four years as a capable child; I spent twelve 
years as a young man, while I was chief of the breed
ing-stables of King Men[macarëc (Sety I)]."17 From 
this it may be deduced that elementary instruction 
lasted for a period of four years. After this the pupil 
might be granted the title of ss, "scribe," and pro
moted to more advanced classes. For some this meant 
further studies as a hry-C, "apprentice," under a tutor 
like the scribe I:Iori who is described as "the servant of 
the Lord of Hermopolis (i.e. Thoth) in his writing 
chamber, the teacher of apprentices in the bureau of 
writings. It is with each youth who has gone forth 
from his hand that his merit is displayed(?), his fingers 
making a child great."18 For others it meant trade 
schools for draughtsmen, sculptors, etc. 

Amennakhte devised a work of instruction for such 
an apprentice in the Eighteenth Dynasty which com
menced as follows: 

Here begins the preceptive teaching, maxims for the 
way of life, produced by the scribe Amennakhte for his 
apprentice I:Iarmin. He says: You are a man who listens 
to words so as to distinguish good from bad. Pay atten
tion and listen to my speech; do not neglect what I have 
said. It is very pleasant to be recognized as a man com
petent in every kind of task. Make your mind become 
like a great dyke against which the water is mighty. Re
ceive my utterance in its whole tenor and do not balk at 
keeping it. Let your eyes observe every office and every
thing that has been put into writing, that you may under
stand the fact that the utterances which I say to you are 
excellent. Do not ignore (my) speech. No! As for a long 
reply, it is not fitting. Make your mind steadfast when 
it is impetuous, that you may speak when invited. May 
you be a scribe and attend the House of Life ! Become 
like a coffer of books.19 

Instruction, at least at the elementary level, was 
given to a group which sat about the teacher and re
cited the lesson in a singsong fashion. This is clear from 
the words of a Tenth Dynasty classic in which the heir 
apparent to the throne is admonished: "Do not kill a 
man whose efficiency you know, with whom you once 
sang the writings."20 These "writings" were the classi
cal works of Egyptian literature, as the same text re
veals in an earlier passage: 

17 Dévéria, Bibl . ég. IV, Pl. facing p. 288, inscr. 1, lines 
2 f. 

1s P. Anast. I, 1/2--4. 
19 lnstr. of Amennakhte, 1-12. 
• 0 M erikarë", 50 f. 
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Be a craftsman in words, that you may be strong . ... 
A king's tongue is his might; words are more powerful 
than any fighting. No one can circumvent the craftsman 
of the mind . . . . A knowledgeable man is a storehouse21 

for nobles . Those who know that he knows do not attack 
him. [Iniquity] has not arisen in his time, but macat22 

cornes to him (well-)strained,23 in accordance with what 
the ancestors have said. Emulate your fathers, your 
ancestors . ... See! Their words remain in writing; open, 
read and emulate (their) knowledge. An expert becomes a 
teacher. 24 

The words of the ancestors furnished much of the 
material for instruction. Reading and writing were 
learned by copying them, and they provided the norms 
of correct speech. From them too the rules of court 
etiquette would be imparted as well as the principles 
of ethical conduct. The high esteem in which they were 
held is well expressed in a papyrus of Ramesside date: 

Those learned scribes from the time of those who suc
ceeded the gods, those who predicted the future, have 
become such that their names endure forever, though 
they have departed after completing their lives, and 
though ail their kin are forgotten . They did not make 
themselves pyramids of copper or stelae for them of iron. 
They were unable to leave heirs in the form of chil
dren .. . , pronouncing their names, but they did make 
heirs for themselves in the form of books and teachings 
which they composed. They appointed [the papyrus-roll 
as a lector-] priest for themselves, the writing-tablet as a 
devoted executor. Teachings were their pyramids, the 
reed-pen their child, the stone surface their wife. Both 
old and young become the offspring of the scribe, for he 
is the foremost of them. For <them> were made doors and 
funerary chapels, but they are in ruins. Their funerary 
priests are [gone], their stelae covered with earth, and 
their tombs forgotten . Y et their names are pronounced 
because of their books which they composed, since they 
were good, and the memory of the one who composed 
them is for eternal ages. 

Be a scribe; set your mind on it, that your name may 
turn out the same. A book is more effective than a carved 
stela or a solidly built tomb-wall (?). This serves as 
funerary chapels and pyramids that their names may be 

21 The damaged word, of which only the detennina
tives remain (walking legs over house), must surely be 
wg3, as Sir A. H. Gardiner suggested to the writer orally 
many years ago. 

22 A tenn which may be rendered variously as "truth," 
"righteousness," or "justice," but which properly sig
nifies the divinely established order of the universe . 

23 The metaphor is derived from the brewing of beer . 
A modern equivalent would be "the distilled wisdom of 
the ages." 

24 M erikarëc, 32-36. 

pronounced. A name in people's mouths is truly bene
ficial in the necropolis. 

A man has perished and his body has become earth; 
ail his relatives have crumbled to dust. It is writing that 
makes him remembered in the mouth of the reciter. A 
book is of more use than the house of a builder or funer
ary chapels in the West. It is better than a well-equipped 
mansion or a stela in a temple. 

Is there anyone here like I;Iardjedef? Is there another 
like Iml:10tep? There has been no one among our con
temporaries like Neferti or Khety, the foremost of them. 
I recall to you the names of Ptahemdjedi).uty and Kha
kheperrëcsonbe. Is there another like Ptal;ti).otpe or Kaires 
as well? Those sages who predicted what was to corne, 
what issued from their mouths took place. It may be 
found as a statement written in their books. The off
spring of others are given to them as heirs, as it were 
their own children. They hid their magic from ail men, 
to be read in (their) teachings . They have gone and 
their names are forgotten, but it is (their) writings that 
cause them to be remembered .26 

What we might call the "set books" in the curricu
lum of the Middle Kingdom schools included a work 
known by the title Kemyt, "completion," perhaps in 
the sense of "perfection." This is a collection of idioms 
and formulae compiled in the Eleventh Dynasty which 
has been laboriously reconstructed from a large num
ber of ostraca the dates of which reveal that it was used 
as a textbook for a thousand years. It first became 
known to scholars through a quotation in the treatise 
of the famous scribe Khety to which we alluded earlier: 
"Just read at the conclusion of Kemyt and you will find 
this saying in it, namely: 'As for the scribe, in any 
position of his in the Court he will not be wretched.' " 26 

This treatise itself, known as the Satire on the Trades, 
of which there are more than a hundred copies from 
the New Kingdom, should also be numbered amongst 
the prescribed texts as well as the "teachings" of Im
J:iotep (now lost), I;Iardjedef and PtaJ:i.J:iotpe. Certainly 
the Tale of Sinuhe was one such, together with two 
more compositions of the same Khety: the Hymn to 
the Nile and the Instruction of Amenemliet. The latter 
was still being copied seven centuries after the king's 
death. Perhaps also the Prophecy of Nef erti and the 
Loyalist Teachings formed part of the curriculum. 

A favorite theme was the glorification of the scribal 
profession. In his Satire on the Trades, Khety created a 
new literary form at the beginning of the Twelfth 
Dynasty. The office of scribe alone is extolled as all 
other careers are decried: 

26 P. Ch. Beatty IV, vo. 2/5--3/11. 
26 P. Sail. II, 4/3 f. 
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I do not see a sculptor on a mission nor a goldsmith 
who has been despatched. But I have seen the copper
smith at his task beside his furnace . His fingers are like 
crocodile-skin and he stinks more than fish-roe . . .. 

The quarryman seeks for excellence27 in every sort of 
hard stone. It is with his arms ruined and himself ex
hausted that he has brought things to completion. He 
sits down at the setting of the sun with his knees and his 
back cramped . ... 

Look, there is no job free of a boss-except for the 
scribe : he is the boss !28 

During the New Kingdom many imita tors produced 
variations on this theme,29 and as late as 190 B.C. a 
Hebrew writer, Jesus ben Sira, continued the tradition 
(Ecclus. 38: 24-39: 11). The snobbishness of the scribe is 
seen in a Nineteenth Dynasty text: 

Be a scribe, that your limbs may be smooth and your 
hands languid, that you may go out dressed in white, 
being exalted so that the courtiers salute you. When a 
trustworthy person is sought, you are found. No one 
knows an insignificant person, but finds the one who is 
skilled . He arises step by step until he reaches the (posi
tion of) an official, in favor corresponding to his talents. 30 

Another well-loved theme was the exhortation to 
diligence which appears in many New Kingdom col
lections intended for the edification of pupils. Great 
stress is laid on physical punishment, as shown in the 
following: 

Don't be Jazy, scribe, or you will be curbed at once. 
Do not set your mind on pleasures, or you will be a fail
ure. Write with your hand, read with your mouth, and 
seek advice from those who know more than you. Prac
tice this office of magistrate, that you may attain it in 
old age. A scribe who is skilled in his office is valuable, a 
man of parts (?) ... . Persevere in your daily tasks, and 
then you will achieve mastery over them. Do not pass a 
day Jazy, or else you will be beaten; a lad's ear is actually 
on his back, and he listens when he is beaten. Pay atten
tion and listen to what I have said, that it may be of use 
to you. Apes can be taught to dance and horses tamed; a 
kite can be put in a nest and a falcon caught by the wings. 
Persevere in seeking advice and do not tire. Write and 
do not dislike it. Pay attention and listen to my words, 
that you may find them useful. 31 

I am told t hat you have given up books and are reeling 

27 Perhaps this should be rendered: "pierces with a 
chisel." 

28 P. Sail. II, 4/ 6-8, 5/ 1-3, 9/ 1 f. 
19 E.g. P. Lansing, P. Anastasi V, P . Sallier I. 
• 0 P . Ch. Beatty IV, vo . 4/ 3--6. 
11 P. Anast . III, 3/10-4/ 4. 

in pleasures . You go from street to street, with the smell 
of beer every time you withdraw. Beer makes you cease 
being a man and makes your soul retreat . Y ou are like a 
bent steering-oar in a boat which does not respond on 
either side. You are like a shrine empty of its god, like a. 
house empty of bread. Y ou have been found scaling a. 
wall, after having broken the stocks, with men running 
before you, since you have inflicted wounds on them. If 
only you knew that wine is taboo, you would swear off 
pomegranate-wine and not set the beer-jug in your 
mind. 32 

These New Kingdom compilations also contain 
hymns to deities and kings as well as letters and the 
like intended to serve as models for the aspiring scribes. 
In one of them we encounter a passage which describes 
some of the duties of a schoolboy: 

I have put you in school with the children of officiais 
to teach and instruct you about this exalting office . See, 
I am telling you the activity of a scribe at his (summons): 
"Be in your place early ! Books are (already) in front of 
your companions . Put your hand on your clothes and ex
amine your sandals." You are bringing your scroll daily 
for a purpose; don't be Jazy! They <say>, "Three plus 
three." . . . Another fine occasion is when you penetrate 
the sense of a papyrus-book .. . . You begin to read a 
letter, making calculations silently. Don't let a sound be 
heard . . . . Write wi th your hand, read with your mouth, 
and seek advice. Do not tire. Do not spend a day in lazi
ness, or woe to your limbs ! Penetrate the counsels of 
your teacher and listen to his instructions. Be a scribe. 33 

The pupil's training began with instruction in writ
ing. For this purpose the cheapest available material 
was employed, namely ostraca, a term which Egyptolo
gists use rather loosely to include both potsherds and 
limestone flakes. At a later stage, when the student was 
more experienced, he was allowed to try his hand on 
the relatively expensive papyrus. In the demotic 
Instructions of conkhsheshonqy, composed in the Ptole
maic period or slightly earlier, we read how the hero, 
languishing in prison like the earlier Al_üqar, makes 
a request of his jailer: 

"Let a favor be done for me by you : let me be brought 
a palette and a papyrus-roll- because I happen to have a 
lad whom I have not succeeded in instructing- that I 
may write an Instruction for him and have it taken to 
Heliopolis to instruct him by." The warder said, "I will 
report it to Pharaoh first ." The warder did report it to 
Pharaoh first, and Pharaoh gave orders: "Let a palette 

32 P. Anast . IV, 11 / 8-12/ 1. 
33 P . Anast. V, 22/ 6-23/ 6. 
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be taken to him, but do not let a papyrus-roll be taken to 
him." They took him a palette, but did not take him a 
papyrus-roll, so he wrote on the potsherds the things 
with which he could instruct his son. 34 

It is significant that the first steps in writing began 
with the more commonly used hieratic rather than 
hieroglyphic. Because of the frequent use of ligatures 
in this cursive band, the pupils were taught to write 
complete words or phrases without analyzing the com
ponent signs. By this means they gradually learned 
to recognize individual words. First the text was writ
ten by a teacher or his assistant and then copied by the 
students. Later they would write from dictation and 
probably eventually from memory. Certainly passages 
were recited in concert by the class and committed to 
memory by pericopes. This is clear from the sarcastic 
words of a teacher in a Nineteenth Dynasty text: 

You have corne equipped with great mysteries . You 
tell me a saying of J:lardjedef, but do not know whether it 
is good or bad. Which chapter precedes it? What follows 
it? You are, of course, a skilled scribe at the head of his 
fellows, and the teaching of every book is incised on your 
mind!36 

Unfortunately the pupils and, it would appear, 
even theteacherwerefartoo often ignorant of what they 
wrote. Consequently, the schoolboy copies are fre
quently marred by corruptions which sometimes defy 
all attempts to guess at the original text. This state of 
afiairs was greatly aggravated by the fact that, from 
the New Kingdom on, Middle Egyptian in which the 
classical texts were composed was no longer a living 
tongue. 

From the mutilated condition of many of the texts 
one might well conclude that grammar was nota major 
subject in the curriculum. Yet there must have been 
some attempt at grammatical instruction, for two 
hieratic ostraca bear lists of verbal paradigms. A few 
more such texts have been found from a later period, 
written in demotic and providing lists of nouns formed 
with certain prefixes. 

We have no information regarding instruction in 
foreign languages. However, the language of inter
national diplomacy was Akkadian, as can be seen from 
the state archives unearthed at Tell el-Amarna. 
Therefore scribes with the ability to read, write and 
understand the cuneiform script were essential. We 
might note in passing that a scribe at the court of 

34 conkhsheshonqy, 4/10-16. 
36 P. Anast. I, 10/9-11/3. 

Abimilki of Tyre, who was the author of some of these 
Amarna letters, betrays bis Egyptian origin.16 An ac
quaintance with some form of Canaanite speech is 
presupposed by the introduction without translation of 
two phrases written in the "syllabic orthography" 
into a work intended for students.37 But just how this 
knowledge was imparted we cannot tell. 

An important subject in the curriculum was ele
mentary mathematics and geometry. In addition to 
fragmentary texts, we possess two complete manu
scripts dealing with the topic: one papyrus in the 
British Museum and another in Moscow. The solu
tions to the problems there given were to be committed 
to memory. From such materials we learn that the 
pupils were able to work out the areas of triangles, 
trapezoids, rectangles, circles, etc., and to compute 
the volumes of cylinders and truncated pyramids. It 
should be emphasized, however, that the cumbersome 
system of numerical notation as compared with that 
of Mesopotamia, together with the use of unit frac
tions (the only exceptions being j and¾), precluded 
anything beyond a very elementary level. The basic 
procedures were purely additive, and what passed for 
geometry was merely the application of numerical 
methods to practical problems. 

As instructional aids for the use of scribes there were 
compiled comprehensive lists of such items as plants, 
animais, birds, minerais, meteorological and geograph
ical terms, names of professions, titles of officiais, and 
so on. The earliest examples of these so-called "onomas
tica" date from the Middle Kingdom, and the latest 
from the Ptolemaic period. Their purpose is described 
in the introduction to the Orwmasticon of Amenope of 
the late New Kingdom: 

Here begins the teaching, in order to expand the mind, 
to teach the ignorant, to know everything that is: what 
Ptah created, what Thoth brought into being,38 the sky 
and its objects, the earth and what is in it, what the 
mountains spew forth, what Nün covers, ail things on 
which Rëc shines, everything that grows on the back of 
the earth, conceived by Amenope, scribe of the holy 
books in the House of Life. 39 

Similar lexicographical lists were drawn up in Meospo
tamia, but there the arrangement of such compilations 
as ]JAR-ra = b,ubullu is quite different. 

36 Cf. W. F . Albright, "The Egyptian Correspondence 
of Abimilki, Prince of Tyre," JEA, 23 (1937), 19o-203. 

37 P. Anast. I, 17 /7 f., 23/5. 
38 Or better "copied" if, instead of sb,pr of Go!., we ac

cept sp!J,r with ail other manuscripts. 
39 Onom. Gol., 1/1-4. 
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There was prov1S1on also for the physical training 
of youths. An inscription in the tomb of a nomarch of 
Siut named Khety in the First Intermediate Period 
refers to swimming lessons: 

It was as a person of one cubit that he (i.e. the king) 
made (me) a ruler, having advanced my position among 
the young men. He had me instructed in swimming to
gether with the royal children. I was one of upright 
character, free from turmoil against his lord who had 
educated him as a lad. 40 

In the Eighteenth Dynasty a relief in the tomb of his 
tutor Min depicts the training of the young prince 
AmenJ:iotpe II in archery. The accompanying legends 
read: 

The enjoyment [of the crown prince Amen]:iotpe] at 
instruction in archery in the courtyard of the palace of 
Thinis. 

[The hereditary prince and monarch Min] gives in
structions for teaching archery. He says, "Draw your 
bows to your ears. " 41 

A stela discovered near the Sphinx at Gizeh records 
the same prince's lessons in horsemanship: 

Now while he was a royal child, he loved his horses 
and rejoiced in them. He was determined to work them, 
to learn their natures, to become skilled in controlling (?) 
them, and to become acquainted with their ways . ... 
His Majesty then said <to> those who were beside him, 
"Let him be given very fine horses from My Majesty's 
stable which is in Memphis, and tell him: 'Care for them, 
have them looked after, make them trot, and cherish 
them if they resist you.' " After the care of the horses of 
the king's stable had been entrusted to the prince, he did 
what had been entrusted to him. Resheph and Astarte 
rejoiced over him for doing everything his heart desired. 
He bred horses without their equal. They never grew 
tired when he took the reins nor did they sweat at a high 
gallo p. 42 

Another type of physical activity is mentioned in a 
tale of the New Kingdom which says of a certain 
woman's son: "He was put in the school and learned 
to write skilfully and practised all the arts of self
defence, surpassing his older companions who were 
with him in the school."43 

It is impossible for us to say whether there were 

40 Siut V, 21-23. 
41 Urk. IV, 976/13-977 /2. 
42 Urk. IV, 1281/8-14, 1282/7-18. 
43 P. Ch. Beatty II, ro 4/7-5/2. 

formal examinations. Nevertheless, the sarcastic cross
examination of a pupil by his teacher contained in a 
Nineteenth Dynasty papyrus suggests that there may 
have been quizzes at least. Two excerpts from this text 
will indicate their form: 

A ramp is made of 730 cubits with a width of 55 cubits, 
consisting of 120 compartments(?) filled with reeds and 
beams, with a height of sixty cubits at its top, its center 
of thirty cubits, a batter(?) of fifteen cubits, and its 
base(?) of five cubits. The army commander is asked the 
number of its bricks. Ail the scribes together are de
ficient in knowledge. They ail put their trust in you, 
saying, "You're a clever scribe, my friend. Determine it 
for us quickly. See, your name is renowned .... Don't 
let it be said of you that there is anything you don't 
know! Answer us concerning the number of its bricks . 
Look, its measurements(?) are before you each one of its 
compartments (?) is thirty cubits by seven cubits wide. "" 

After this mathematical problem we quote one on the 
subject of geography: 

Let me tell you of another enigmatic city, viz. Byblus 
by name. What is it like? And its goddess? Again, you 
have not visited it. Just instruct me about Beirut, Sidon 
and Sarepta. Where is the Litâni River? What is Uzu (old 
Tyre) like? They say another town is in the sea with the 
name Port Tyre. 46 

Girls received training in specialized arts like sing
ing, dancing and the playing of musical instruments. 
Yet we do occasionally corne across references to female 
scribes. This suggests that sometimes provision was 
made for girls to receive the same type of instruction 
as boys. A statute such as that of Uatshepsut's daughter 
Nofrurëc together with Senenmut her tutor argues for 
some type of education. 

We have already seen a couple of references in the 
texts quoted to the "House of Life." This institution 
was earlier thought by scholars to be a kind of university 
for advanced studies, but such was certainly not the 
case. Rather was it a center of scribal activity in which 
written works were produced, that is to say, a scrip
torium.46 In every principal town there was probably a 
"House of Life." During the reign of Darius, the chief 
physician Udje}_iarresnet was commissioned with the 
restoration of one that had crumbled to dust: 

"P. Anast. I, 14/2-8. 
45 P. Anast. I, 20/7-21/2. 
46 Cf. A. H. Gardiner, "The House of Life," JEA, 24 

(1938), 157-179. 
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The Majesty of the King of Upper and Lower Egypt 
Darius (may he live forever!) ordered me to return to 
Egypt ... in order to restore the halls [of] medical 
[practice] of the House of Life after it was in ruins . ... 
I did just as His Majesty had ordered me; I provided 
them with all their staffs consisting of well-born persons 
with no person of low estate among them. I put them in 
charge of every learned man [to teach them] each of their 
crafts. His Majesty ordered them to be given every good 
thing that they might practice each of their crafts.'7 

It is somewhat startling to find the Egyptians them
selves debating theories of education. The question of 
the differing capacities of individuals is brought up in a 
lively exchange between the wisdom teacher Any and 
bis "son" appended to the former's didactic treatise: 

The scribe Khonsul.10tpe answers his father, the scribe 
Any: If only I were similarly as wise as you are! Then I 
would carry out your instructions, that the son might at
tain to the father's status. But each man is educated in 
accordance with his own nature. You are a man, or rather 
one of high aspirations, whose every word is chosen. The 
son, however, thinks poorly. It is (only) sayings from a 
book that he recites : "When your words are acceptable 
in the mind, the mind is inclined to receive them" 48 with 
a happy heart . Do not make your "beneficial sayings"49 

too numerous, and then one can tolerate(?) your 
thoughts. A mere lad cannot carry out the instructive 
teaching even when the papyrus-roll is on his tongue. 

The scribe Any answers his son, the scribe Khonsu-
1_:totpe: Do not trust in these matters doomed to failure. 
Take care not to act (so) for yourself. Y our protestations 
are all askew in my opinion. I shall instruct you about 
them. There is nothing misguided (?) in our words, con
cerning which you said that you wished to remove some 
of them. The belligerent ox, which is murderous in the 
stall, when he cannot be let loose in the contest-ground, 
subdues his character, confirms his training, and assumes 
the form of a fattened (i.e. domesticated) ox. The fierce 
lion lays aside his ferocity and passes by the timid ass. 
The horse assumes its yoke and goes forth obediently. 
The dog turns about(?), it obeys the word and follows its 
master. The ape carries the stick(?),60 although its 
mother did not carry it. The goose which has gone down 
to the pond, one goes after it to confine it in the net. One 
teaches Egyptian to a N ubian and to a Syrian or any 
foreigner as well. Say: "I shall act like every animal." 
You must be obedient; you do not know what you are 
doing (yet). 

47 Posener, Première domin . perse, p. 21, lines 43--45. 
48 A sarcastic reference to Any's words in P. Boulaq 

IV,9/9f. 
49 An expression used by Any in P. Boulaq IV, 2/1 and 

5/4. 
60 Perhaps for the purpose of dancing. 

The scribe Khonsul;totpe answers his father, 61 the 
scribe Any: Do not be so overpoweringn <in> your se
verity; I am done violence to by your intentions. Should 
it not happen to a man that he drops his arm and listens 
to an answer instead? Men are in the image of the god 
<in> their custom of hearing a man in regard to his reply. 
It is not the wise alone who is in his image, while the 
multitude are every kind of cattle . It is not the wise 
alone who is his pupil, having alone become intelligent, 
while all the mob is stupid. Everything that you have 
said is excellent . Carrying them out, however, is a differ
ent 63 thing from (their) worth ! Say to the god who has 
given you prudence: "Set him on thy path." 

The scribe Any answers his son, the scribe Khonsu-
1_:totpe: Put behind you these many words which are too 
far (from the point?) to be heard. As for the crooked stick 
lying in the field, when it has encountered(?) sun and 
shade, the carpenter carries it off for himself, that he 
may straighten it and make it into a staff for a magnate. 
The straight stick he makes into a .. . You unthinking 
mind, is it your wish to instruct us, or are you a failure? 

See, says he (i.e. Khonsul;totpe), you who are like him 
(i.e. the carpenter), you wise man with strength in your 
hand, the child who is in his mother's embrace, his atten
tion is directed towards what he may suck ! 

See, says he (i.e. Any), he finds his mouth in order to 
say, "Give me food!" 64 

There is a violent repudiation of Khonsul_iotpe's 
thesis in a text of a slightly later date: 

Take care not to say: "Every man accords with his 
nature; ignorant and wise are just the same; fate and up
bringing are incised on the character in the writing of the 
god himself." Every man spends his lifetime in an hour, 
soit is good to learn (or teach) unflaggingly, and for a 
son to reply with his father's sayings. 66 

The opposite point of view is maintained on an 
ostracon from the same period which counsels: "Do not 
straighten out what is crooked. Do what you like, 
every man is educated in accordance with bis nature, the 
same as (any) of his parts."56 Nevertheless, the former 
attitude was to prevail in pedagogical methods, as 
Plato affirmed when he said of a child: "If he obeys 
willingly, fine; if not, they treat him like a piece of 
wood that is twisted and bent, and straighten him out 
with threats and blows."57 

61 The copyist has erroneously written "son." 
62 Emending the verb to read ncs. 
63 This may be the meaning if the miswritten gcd is for 

wgc, or an attempt to write the word which appears in 
demotic as wt and in Coptic as wet- . 

64 P . Boulaq IV, 9/13-10/17. 
66 P. Ch. Beatty IV, vo . 6/5-8. 
66 O. Petrie 11, ro . 4. 
67 Protag., 325 D. 
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