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Document 1: 

The royal scribe and chief overseer of the cattle of Amen-Re, King of Gods, Nebmare-

nakht describes the life of peasants in a papyrus, Old Kingdom, c. 2000 BCE 

 

Let me also expound to you the situation of the peasant, that other tough occupation. [Comes] the 

inundation and soaks him..., he attends to his equipment. By day he cuts his farming tools; by night 

he twists rope. Even his midday hour he spends on farm labor. He equips himself to go to the field 

as if he were a warrior. The dried field lies before him; he goes out to get his team. When he has 

been after the herdsman for many days, he gets his team and comes back with it. He makes for it 

a place in the field. Comes dawn, he goes to make a start and does not find it in its place. He spends 

three days searching for it; he finds it in the bog. He finds no hides on them; the jackals have 

chewed them. He comes out, his garment in his hand, to beg for himself a team.  

 

 When he reaches his field he finds [it?] broken up. He spends time cultivating, and the snake is 

after him. It finishes off the seed as it is cast to the ground. He does not see a green blade. He does 

three plowings with borrowed grain. His wife has gone down to the merchants and found nothing 

for barter. Now the scribe lands on the shore. He surveys the harvest. Attendants are behind him 

with staffs, Nubians with clubs. One says [to him]: "Give grain." "There is none." He is beaten 

savagely. He is bound, thrown in the well, submerged head down. His wife is bound in his 

presence. His children are in fetters. His neighbors abandon them and flee. When it is over, there 

is no grain. 

 

Document 2: 

The royal scribe and chief overseer of the cattle of Amen-Re, King of Gods, Nebmare-

nakht describes the life of soldiers in a papyrus, Old Kingdom, 6th Dynasty, c. 2000 BCE 

 

Come, [let me tell] you the woes of the soldier, and how many are his superiors: the general, the 

troop-commander, the officer who leads, the standard-bearer, the lieutenant, the scribe, the 

commander of fifty, and the garrison-captain. They go in and out in the halls of the palace, saying: 

"Get laborers!" He is awakened at any hour. One is after him as [after] a donkey. He toils until the 

Aten sets in his darkness of night. He is hungry, his belly hurts; he is dead while yet alive. When 

he receives the grain-ration, having been released from duty, it is not good for grinding. 

 

He is called up for Syria. He may not rest. There are no clothes, no sandals. The weapons of war 

are assembled at the fortress of Sile. His march is uphill through mountains. He drinks water every 

third day; it is smelly and tastes of salt. His body is ravaged by illness. The enemy comes, 

surrounds him with missiles, and life recedes from him. He is told: "Quick, forward, valiant 

soldier! Win for yourself a good name!" He does not know what he is about. His body is weak, his 

legs fail him. When victory is won, the captives are handed over to his majesty, to be taken to 

Egypt. The foreign woman faints on the march; she hangs herself [on] the soldier's neck. His 

knapsack drops, another grabs it while he is burdened with the woman. His wife and children are 

in their village; he dies and does not reach it. If he comes out alive, he is worn out from marching. 

Be he at large, be he detained, the soldier suffers. If he leaps and joins the deserters, all his people 

are imprisoned. He dies on the edge of the desert, and there is none to perpetuate his name. He 

suffers in death as in life. A big sack is brought for him; he does not know his resting place. 
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Document 3: 

 

The royal scribe and chief overseer of the cattle of Amen-Re, King of Gods, Nebmare-

nakht speaks to the scribe Wenemdiamun, Old Kingdom, c. 2000 BCE 

 

Apply yourself to this] noble profession. You will find it useful. You will be advanced by your 

superiors. You will be sent on a mission. Love writing, shun dancing; then you become a worthy 

official. Do not long for the marsh thicket. Turn your back on throw-stick and chase. By day write 

with your fingers; recite by night. Befriend the scroll, the palette. It pleases more than wine. 

Writing for him who knows it is better than all other professions. It pleases more than bread and 

beer, more than clothing and ointment. It is worth more than an inheritance in Egypt, than a tomb 

in the west.  

 

Young fellow, how conceited you are! You do not listen when I speak. So also a cow is bought 

this year, and it plows the following year. It learns to listen to the herdsman; it only lacks words. 

Horses brought from the field, they forget their mothers. Yoked they go up and down on all his 

majesty's errands. They become like those that bore them, that stand in the stable. They do their 

utmost for fear of a beating. But though I beat you with every kind of stick, you do not listen. If I 

knew another way of doing it, I would do it for you, that you might listen. You are a person fit for 

writing, though you have not yet known a woman. Your heart discerns, your fingers are skilled, 

your mouth is apt for reciting. You are worse than the goose of the shore that is busy with mischief. 

It spends the summer destroying the dates, the winter destroying the seed-grain. It spends the 

balance of the year in pursuit of the cultivators. It does not let seed be cast to the ground without 

snatching it.... One cannot catch it by snaring. One does not offer it in the temple. The evil, shape-

eyed bird that does no work! Look, I instruct you to make you sound; to make you hold the palette 

freely. To make you become one whom the king trusts. Look, I make you into a staff of life! Put 

the writings in your heart, and you will be protected from all kinds of toil. You will become a 

worthy official.  
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