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The study of Ancient Egyptian administrative systems relies heavily on the survival of ephemeral records, most 

notably those written on papyrus. Among the most significant documents from the transitional period of the Late 

Middle Kingdom (approximately 1809–1743 B.C.E.) is Papyrus Brooklyn 35.1446. Originally acquired in the late

nineteenth century by the American Egyptologist Charles Edwin Wilbour and later donated to the Brooklyn

Museum, this document serves as a foundational primary source for understanding the complexities of the

Egyptian state bureaucracy, legal proceedings, and labor management strategies during the Twelfth and Thirteenth

Dynasties.

Edited and published in a landmark 1955 volume by William C. Hayes, the papyrus provides an unparalleled view

into the state's efforts to track individuals who evaded their mandated labor obligations. This article provides a

comprehensive technical analysis of the document, exploring its paleography, its implications for administrative

history, and the socio-economic framework of the Middle Kingdom's corvée system.

The Historical and Archaeological Context of the Wilbour Papyrus

The provenance of Papyrus Brooklyn 35.1446 is tied to the legacy of Charles Edwin Wilbour, whose acquisitions

formed the core of the Brooklyn Museum's Egyptian collection. The document is believed to have originated from

the Theban region, though its contents relate to administrative functions that were likely centralized or at least

coordinated across various districts. The Late Middle Kingdom was a period of high bureaucratic development,

where the state maintained rigorous control over human resources to support monumental building projects,

agricultural cycles, and military expeditions.

William C. Hayes’s publication, A Papyrus of the Late Middle Kingdom in the Brooklyn Museum, remains the 

definitive scholarly reference. Hayes provided not only a translation but also a meticulous commentary and 

hieroglyphic transliterations of the hieratic text. The document is divided into several sections, primarily focusing on 

a register of individuals and copies of administrative directives. These texts illuminate the function of the Great 

Prison (khenret wer), which served less as a punitive facility in the modern sense and more as a processing and

labor-assignment center.

Core Concepts: Administrative Terminology and Theoretical Framework

To understand the technical nuances of Papyrus Brooklyn 35.1446, one must first grasp the specific administrative

vocabulary used by Middle Kingdom scribes. The document is not a literary piece but a functional ledger,

employing a highly standardized formal language.

The Concept of the Corvee (Labor Service)

In the Middle Kingdom, the state operated on a system of mandatory service. This was not chattel slavery but a 

civil obligation required of most non-elite citizens. The term bAkwoften refers to the work or products owed to the

state. The papyrus specifically deals with those who failed to appear for their assigned tasks, categorizing them as



fugitives from their labor quotas.

The Great Prison (khenret wer)

Contrary to the Eurocentric view of a prison, the khenret wer was the central bureau for labor and population 

control. It managed the registers of the workforce, tracked deserters, and issued orders for their apprehension. The 

technical analysis of the Brooklyn Papyrus shows that the khenretsystem was decentralized into regional offices

that reported back to a central authority, likely the Office of the Vizier.

Naming Conventions and Identification

The document is a masterclass in ancient identification methods. Each entry typically includes:

•  The Individual's Name: Often including the father's or mother's name to avoid ambiguity.

•  Titles or Designations: Indicating their social status or previous trade.

•  Geographic Origin: Identifying the town or district responsible for the individual.

•  Status of Service: Whether they are currently serving, have fled, or are under investigation.

Technical Analysis of Document Structure

The physical composition of Papyrus Brooklyn 35.1446 consists of a series of joined sheets, forming a roll that

contains approximately 80 lines of hieratic script on the recto. Hieratic is the cursive form of hieroglyphs used for

administrative, legal, and literary purposes.

Paleographic Features

The handwriting in the Brooklyn Papyrus is characteristic of the Late Middle Kingdom, showing a transition toward

the more abbreviated styles of the Second Intermediate Period. Technical indicators include:

1.  Ligatures: The frequent joining of signs to increase writing speed, typical of professional scribal hands.

2.  Ink Density: Variations in ink suggest the scribe dipped their brush at specific intervals, allowing researchers 

to estimate the rhythm of data entry.

3.  Correction Marks: The presence of small notations or crossed-out sections indicates that this was a living 

document, updated as individuals were caught or as their status changed.

Mathematical and Logistical Organization

The register is organized into columns and rows, effectively creating an ancient spreadsheet. This structure allowed

administrative officials to quickly scan for specific names or districts. The use of red ink (rubrics) for headings and

specific dates served as a visual hierarchy, a common technical feature in Egyptian bookkeeping.

Comparison Table: Middle Kingdom vs. New Kingdom Labor Administration

The following table illustrates the technical differences in how labor and desertion were managed across two major

periods of Egyptian history, highlighting the specific contributions of the Brooklyn Papyrus to our knowledge of the

Middle Kingdom.



Feature Middle Kingdom (Papyrus Brooklyn 
35.1446)

New Kingdom (Deir el-Medina 
Records)

Primary Labor Unit State-mandated corvée for general 
projects.

Specialized, permanent labor for royal 
tombs.

Institutional Control The "Great Prison" (khenret wer). The "Office of the Vizier" and "The 
Tomb".

Documentation Style Formal registers of fugitives and 
directives.

Ostraca and papyri tracking daily 
absences.

Consequences for Evasion Transfer to specialized labor camps or 
trial.

Loss of rations or physical 
punishment.

Demographic Scope Broad cross-section of the population. Highly specialized hereditary 
craftsmen.

Technical Workflow: Apprehending a Fugitive in the 13th Dynasty

Based on the directives found in Papyrus Brooklyn 35.1446, we can reconstruct the technical workflow used by the

Egyptian state to handle labor evasion. This process involved multiple layers of the bureaucracy, from local mayors

to the central vizierate.

Step 1: Identification of Absence

The process began when a local foreman or scribe noted that an individual had not appeared for their bAkw

(service). This was recorded in a local ledger.

Step 2: Reporting to the Khenret Wer

The local authority would send a report to the regional khenret wer. The Brooklyn Papyrus contains lists of these

individuals, categorized by their home districts. The scribe would record the date the individual fled.

Step 3: Issuing Directives

The central administration would then issue a wD-nsw(King's Command) or an administrative directive. These

orders commanded local officials to search for the fugitive and to seize any family members who might be aiding

them.

Step 4: Legal Adjudication

Once captured, the individual was brought before a magistrate. The Brooklyn Papyrus lists legal proceedings where

the fugitive's status was formally changed. If they could not provide a valid excuse, they were often sentenced to a

life of labor or transferred to a different district to prevent further desertion.

Case Study: The Impact of Domestic Fugitives

A significant portion of Papyrus Brooklyn 35.1446 deals with individuals who are listed as "servants" or "domestic 

workers" (Hmw). The document reveals that the state took a keen interest even in private labor disputes when they

intersected with state obligations. One specific case mentioned in the text involves a list of over 70 people who had

fled from a single estate.

Technical Challenge: The high number of fugitives suggest either a local uprising or a systematic failure of the 



local administrative oversight. Scribal Solution:The scribe used a detailed grid system to track these 70+

individuals, noting their names, their parents' names, and the specific date they were last seen. This level of

granularity allowed the state to track long-term patterns of desertion, which could indicate regional instability.

The Material Science of Papyrus Production

Understanding the document also requires an appreciation of the medium itself. The Cyperus papyrusplant was

the primary source of writing material. The technical process of creating the sheets used for Brooklyn 35.1446

involved several sophisticated steps:

•  Pith Extraction: The inner pith of the papyrus stalk was cut into thin strips.

•  Layering: Strips were laid horizontally and vertically in a cross-hatch pattern.

•  Pressing: The layers were pressed together, utilizing the plant's natural sap as an adhesive.

•  Sizing and Smoothing: The dried surface was polished with a stone or shell to create a smooth writing surface 

for the hieratic brush.

The quality of the papyrus used for Brooklyn 35.1446 is relatively high, indicating it was an official government

record intended for long-term storage in an archive. The preservation of these 14 plates (as published by Hayes) is

a testament to the durability of this organic material when kept in the arid climate of Upper Egypt.

Logistical Implications and Demographic Insights

Beyond the legalities, the Brooklyn Papyrus is a goldmine for demographic research. It lists many individuals with

Asiatic (non-Egyptian) names. This suggests a high degree of integration of foreign workers into the Egyptian labor

system during the Late Middle Kingdom. By analyzing the names and titles, historians can map the movement of

people from the Levant into the Nile Valley, providing a technical basis for theories regarding the eventual rise of

the Hyksos in the Second Intermediate Period.

Administrative Efficiency Metrics

If we apply modern administrative metrics to the document, we can observe the following:

•  Error Rate: Very low. The scribes were highly trained, and corrections are precise.

•  Data Density: High. The use of abbreviations for common titles allowed for a large amount of information to be 

stored on a relatively small surface area.

•  Traceability: Excellent. The document cross-references other lists and orders, creating a verifiable audit trail.

The Significance of the William C. Hayes Publication

The 1955 publication of the papyrus by William C. Hayes set a new standard for the publication of administrative

texts. Before Hayes, many such papyri were neglected in favor of more "glamorous" religious or literary texts. Hayes

demonstrated that the minutiae of bureaucracy—the names of fugitives, the dates of directives, the mundane lists

of laborers—were essential for a holistic understanding of Egyptian civilization.

His work included 14 collotype plates, which allowed other scholars to verify his readings of the difficult hieratic

script. This transparency is a hallmark of technical writing in the field of Egyptology. The Wilbour Monographs, of

which this is volume 5, remain essential for any serious study of the Middle Kingdom.

The study of Papyrus Brooklyn 35.1446 is more than an exercise in linguistics; it is an exploration of the machinery

of statehood. It reveals a society that was obsessed with order (Ma'at) and the practicalities of managing a large,

diverse population. Through the meticulous record-keeping of ancient scribes and the dedicated scholarship of



modern Egyptologists like William C. Hayes, we are able to bridge the gap of nearly four millennia to understand

the complexities of the human experience in the Late Middle Kingdom.

As we continue to digitize and re-analyze these documents with modern imaging technology, the Brooklyn Papyrus

will undoubtedly yield even more insights into the logistical and legal frameworks of the ancient world. It remains a

cornerstone of our understanding of the administrative history of Egypt, proving that even a list of fugitives can be a

monument to a civilization's sophistication and enduring legacy.
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