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Lesson 2
Student Handout 2.3—Documents from Egypt

Document A: Praise for Pharaoh’s New City (About 1300 BCE)

His majesty—life, prosperity, health !—has built himself a city, named “Great of Victories.” All
men have left their towns and are settled in its territory. Temples of the gods Amon and Set, and
the goddesses Astarte and Uto, mark its four quarters. Pharaoh is in it as a god.

The Residence is full of supplies, its ponds with fish, its lakes with birds. Its granaries are so full
of grain they come near to the sky. Onions and leeks are available for food, and lettuce,
pomegranates, apples, olives. Its ships go out and come back to mooring, so it has supplies and
food every day. One rejoices to live there.

The small in it are like the great. The young men are dressed up every day, with sweet oil on
their heads and newly dressed hair. The ale of the city is tasty, so is beer from the harbor and
wine of the vineyards. The singers of “Great of Victories” are sweet, being taught at Memphis
[the old capital of Egypt]. So live there content, Pharach—thou god!

Document B: Instructions Of The Vizier Ptah-hotep To His Son_(About 2450 BCE)

Let not you heart be puffed up, confident that you are a wise man. Take counsel with the
ignorant as well as the wise. Good speech may be found with maidservants at the
grindstones. ...

Wrongdoing has never brought its undertaking into port. Fraud may gain riches, but the
strength of justice is that it lasts...

If you sit at the table of one greater than you, speak only when spoken to. Laugh after him.

‘When carrying a message from one great man to another, be accurate. Beware of making
words worse through vulgar speech, and so making for hostility between them.

If you have a son who listens to you and takes care of your property as he should, do not cut
your heart off from him. But if he does not carry out your instructions, if his manners in your
household are wretched, if he rebels against all you say, cast him off. He is not your son at
all.

If you want to make friendship last in a home to which you have access as a master, a brother
or a friend, beware of approaching the women. Do not do it.

Do not be greedy, or envious of your own kindred.

Love your wife at home as is fitting. Fill her belly, clothe her back. Make her heart glad as
long as you live. Do not contend with her at law, but keep her from gaining control.

Bow your back to your superior, then your reward will be as it should be. Opposition to a
superior is a painful thing.
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Document C: A Selection of Math Problems (About 1850 BCE)

Problems 1-6: How do you divide N loaves between 10 men, when the value of N is 1,2,6,7,8,97
Problem 26: A quantity added to a quarter of that quantity becomes 15. What is the quantity?
Problem 50: A round field has a diameter of 9 khet. What is its area?

Problem 64: Divide 10 hekats of barley among 10 men so that each gets 1/8 hekat more than the
one before.

Sources: James B. Pritchard, ed. Ancient Near Eastern Texts, 3d ed. (Princeton, N Princeton UP, 1969), 412-3,
470-1. From the Ahmes papyrus, in J. J. 0’Connor and E. F. Roberison. An Overview of Egyptian Mathematics.
hitp://www.historymes.st.andrews.ac.uk/HistTopics/Egyptian_mathematics html. Some fanguage has been
simplified by Anne Chapman.
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