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     Most ancient Egyptians could not read or write, but those who were fortunate enough to be 
educated usually became priests or scribes. Scribes in particular were kept very busy with a great 
variety of jobs. They were responsible for recording and keeping track of everything. They were 
involved in government, trade, the military, agriculture, and pretty much anything else that needed to 
be recorded and organized. For example, they laid out the boundaries of each farmer’s plot of land, 
added up what was grown on the land, figured out how much to tax the farmers, and calculated how 
much to pay the men who helped work the fields. 
     While much of the work of a scribe was reading and recording things, either in hieroglyphics or in 
hieratic, the “shorthand” version of the Egyptian language, they also had to use a good deal of math. 
They wrote down numbers, added them, subtracted them, multiplied them, and divided them. They 
used fractions and worked with rather large, complex calculations often. While many aspects of 
Egyptian mathematics are similar to the modern day, there are other things, such as the lack of a 
zero, that made the system quite different. 
     Let us take a look at some of these differences now. In order to keep things from getting too 
complicated, we will stick with only hieroglyphics in the examples. However, do not forget that 
hieratic was often used as well, especially for everyday, non-religious purposes, and it provided a 
different, faster way to record things than the more formal hieroglyphics.

Writing Numbers
     The ancient Egyptians had hieroglyphics for every number except zero. For the number one they 
drew a straight line, much like most cultures in history. Two was two lines, three was made of three 
lines and so on until nine. Ten, however, became a whole different shape. Two of these meant twenty. 
Five meant fifty. You get the idea. There was an image for hundreds, thousands, ten-thousands, and 
even hundreds of thousands. The image for one million seems to be of a man raising his hands as if 
to say “I can’t count that high!” 

     Since there were no zeros, you simply put down the number of images 
from each category necessary to add up to the number, with the largest 
on the left and the smallest on the right. For example, the number 24 
would be made up of two tens on the left followed by four ones:

100: 1,000: 10,000: 100,000: 1,000,000: 

1 2 3 4 5
6 7 8 9

10


