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Donkeys in the Old and Middle Kingdoms
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Abstract: The Egyptian artist in the Old and Middle Kingdoms showed great interest in
representing the details of the physical characteristics and behaviour of various animals
surrounding him in the Egyptian environment. However, donkeys seem to have received
less attention from the artist than other animals. The paper examines the representations of
donkeys in the wall scenes of the Old and Middle Kingdom tombs, and analyses the changing
interest in reflecting this animal’s physical traits and behaviour. Finally, studying the role
of donkeys in the so-called livestock counts allows us to better understand the phenomenon which is observed in the iconographic sources from the period under investigation.
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Beni Hassan, Somali wild ass
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An examination of scenes from the walls of private tombs of the Old and Middle Kingdoms
reveals that the artists, or at least some of them, had intimate knowledge of the natural
world surrounding them. A close look at the animals represented there demonstrates artists’
detailed familiarity with an unusually large number of diﬀerent species of mammals and
birds. Not only is the shape of each animal correctly drawn, but the colours of skin or
feathers covering diﬀerent parts of their bodies are accurately rendered, so much so that
in most cases we are able to easily identify the diﬀerent species with certainty. A clear
case with which to demonstrate this point can be the depiction of birds in the tomb of
Khnumhotep II at Beni Hassan.1 While birds are drawn accurately in many other tombs
from all Egyptian periods and sites,2 such abundance of detail in their colours as found in
Khnumhotep II’s tomb is remarkable.
1
Newberry 1893a: Pls 30, 33–34; Kanawati, Woods 2010: Photographs 16, 19–20, 24, 190–203; Kanawati,
Evans 2014a: Pls 67, 70–73, 133, 137.
2
For diﬀerent bird species in Ancient Egypt, see: Houlihan 1986.
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With regard to the representation of the donkey in private tombs, it is clear that this
animal did not receive particular attention from artists,3 who represented its physical features
and diﬀerent characteristics in fewer details than is usual for other animals. Furthermore,
wall scenes exhibit an explicit interest in the life of animals, frequently showing mating,
giving birth assisted by a herdsman, grazing, crossing a body of water, being led out of
marshlands, being tended to by a herdsman, and even occasional grooming gestures.4 It is
surprising then that these activities are almost not shown in the case of donkeys,5 which
are also rarely depicted in most of the scenes of the presentation of animals, including
oxen and less frequently goats and desert animals, to the tomb owner. All of this draws
our attention to a noteworthy question: Was the donkey one of the less important animals
for the Egyptians? It is noticed that the appearance of this animal was mainly restricted
during the Old Kingdom to its participation in activities related to agricultural pursuits.
Thus donkeys are shown transporting the harvested crop to the threshing floor, or returning
from there to the field. Like oxen, and rarely sheep,6 packs of donkeys are frequently
used to tread the harvested sheaves in order to separate the grain from the hay. In rare
instances, as in the tombs of Werkhewew at Giza7 and Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep
at Saqqara,8 dated to the Fifth Dynasty,9 the donkey was also used for transporting the
tomb owner, who appears on a litter tied to the backs of two animals. Using donkeys
as means of transportation is also attested on Middle Kingdom stelae from Serabit
el-Khadim in Sinai.10 The aim of this paper is to examine the significance of donkeys for
the Egyptians during the Old and Middle Kingdoms, as evident in their representations
in the art and their role in livestock count of these periods.
THE REPRESENTATIONS OF DONKEYS
While representations of donkeys during a large part of the Old Kingdom focused on their
role in agricultural pursuits, with rare attention to other aspects of their characteristics and
life cycle as well as their physical appearance, the evidence seems to show that the depiction of these aspects became more conspicuous as time progressed. In the mastabas of Tjy
and Mereruka at Saqqara and Seshemnefer IV at Giza,11 all dated to the late Fifth Dynasty
For donkeys in Ancient Egypt, see: Power 2004: 131–151; Closse 1998: 27–39.
For an extensive study of diﬀerent animal behaviour in tomb wall scenes, see: Evans 2010; for grooming
gestures, see: Evans 2010: 75f.; for clear examples of animal grooming, see: Blackman 1914: Pl. 11; Kanawati
2012: Pls 41(b), 84; Kanawati, Abder-Raziq 2003: Pl. 44(b).
5
Among rare instances of the Old Kingdom representations of mating wild asses, one should enumerate
scenes from the Sun temple of Niuserre (Edel, Wenig 1974: Pl. 17, no. 725), and the tomb of Nimaatre at Giza
(Roth 1995: Pl. 189).
6
See, for example: Duell 1938: Pl. 169; Kanawati et al. 2011: Pl. 83.
7
Hassan 1944: Fig. 104.
8
Moussa, Altenmüller 1977: Pls 42–43.
9
Harpur 1987: 268 [180]; Moussa, Altenmüller 1977: 44–45.
10
Gardiner, Peet 1952: Pls 37, 39, 85; 1955: 114, 119, 206, Fig. 17. See also: Smith 1965: 110, Fig. 47.
11
Wild 1966: Pl. 154; Duell 1938: Pl. 169; Kanawati et al. 2011: Pl. 82; Junker 1953: Fig. 75.
3
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1. Donkey with the chestnut as well as shoulder and dorsal stripes (Phot. from the archive of M. Lashien).

to the early Sixth Dynasty,12 as well as in other tombs,13 a farmhand is shown holding an
unyielding donkey by one leg and one ear in an attempt to render it motionless,14 which
demonstrates the Egyptian understanding of the behavioural traits of his animal and how
to deal with them. In Tjy’s tomb a small donkey walks in front of its mother to entice the
latter to move. Furthermore, the artist demonstrated his familiarity with the physical details
of the animal’s body by regularly showing the chestnut on the inner side of the foreleg,
above the knee.15 The chestnut (Fig. 1a), also known as a night eye, is a dark ‘elongated
horny outgrowth of the skin’16 which is found on the forelegs of donkeys and horses, and
the latter also have it on the hind legs. Its shape and size vary and are subject to changes
over time.17 One of the features diﬀerentiating races of assess is the dark shoulder stripes.18
The shoulder and dorsal stripes resemble a ‘cross’ marking on the back and shoulders of
the animal (Fig. 1a-b),19 and this characteristic is also drawn by Tjy’s artist.20 The chestnut
and the cross are occasionally observed by artists, as we see in the tomb of Pepyankh the
middle of Meir (early Pepy II).21 However, the artist of Pepyankh the middle curiously drew

For the dating, see: Harpur 1987: 270 [235], 274 [420], 277 [543].
Hassan 1932: Fig. 26; Mohr 1943: Fig. 50.
14
Kanawati 2007: 69, Fig. 150.
15
See: Wild 1966: Pl. 154.
16
Clutton-Brock 1992: 18.
17
Evans et al. 1990: 80; Clutton-Brock 1992: 18–19.
18
See: Clutton-Brock 1992: 27–36.
19
Yilmaz 2012: 28; Clutton-Brock 1992: 27–36, Fig. 2.18; Makowski 2014: 270–271.
20
Wild 1966: Pl. 154.
21
For the dating of Pepyankh the middle’s tomb, see: Kanawati, McFarlane 1992: 300; Kanawati 2010:
217; 2012: 24–26; Lashien 2017: 44ﬀ., 220.
12
13
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2. Somali wild asses represented in the tomb of Pepyankh the middle (Meir), west wall (Courtesy of The Australian
Centre for Egyptology).

a black spot on the lower part of the animal’s neck.22 This marking, which is known as
‘collar buttons’, is small and circular spots of dark hair found on the neck of some donkeys.23
Also, in the tomb of Pepyankh the middle we find the most unusual representation of
donkeys, where the animals’ legs are painted with clear black oblique stripes, resembling
those of zebras (Fig. 2).24 At first this may appear as a mistake by the artist, yet it has been
determined that these are very specific characteristic of certain subspecies of the African
wild ass, the Somali wild ass (Equus africanus somaliensis) (Fig. 3). This animal is somewhat larger and stronger than domestic asses and has small, short legs and long ears. It can
travel for long distances and survive on little water and reduced food. The animal is known
from North Africa, Eritrea, Ethiopia and Somalia, with an uncertain presence in Djibouti,
Egypt and Sudan.25 The careful representation of the African/Somali wild ass by Pepyankh
the middle’s artist leaves little doubt that it was known in Old Kingdom Egypt, although
was probably not common. The absence of such a species of donkey in other Old and
Middle Kingdom tombs is noteworthy,26 and may indicate its rarity, but also emphasises
the perceptiveness of the artist who decorated the tomb of Pepyankh the middle. It should
be noticed that this species is not depicted even in the tombs of Niankhpepy the black and

Blackman 1924: Pls 14, 22(2); Kanawati 2012: Pls 46(b), 47(a), 84.
Yilmaz 2012: 30, Fig. 15; see also ‘collar buttons’ on the web-pages: Mini Donkey Terms Glossary; All
about Donkeys.
24
Blackman 1924: Pls 14, 22/2; Kanawati 2012: Pl. 84.
25
Clutton-Brock 1992: 19, 23, 27–36, 62–63; 1999: 116–118, Fig. 10.6; 2012: 57. For more biogeographical information about wild asses and donkeys in Africa, see: Blench 2013: 1–14; for equids in Ancient Egypt,
see: Clutton-Brock 1992: 80ﬀ.
26
On site examination of the representations of this animal in many other cemeteries failed to produce any
trace of a similar example.
22
23
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3. Somali wild ass (Equus africanus somaliensis) (©iStock.com/Ostill; Photo ID: iStock-119689563).

Pepyankh the black, the son and grandson of Pepyankh the middle.27 Its presence in the
latter’s tomb may be related to his unique post as ‘overseer of Upper Egypt in the middle
provinces’28 (see below) and the need for eﬃcient transportation in the unusually large
area under his jurisdiction, hence the possible import of this rather strong animal from
a neighbouring region.
A representation in the tomb of Mery at El-Hagarsa, dated to the second half of Pepy II’s
reign,29 shows a male donkey attempting to mount a female, curiously facing the wrong
direction.30 Scenes of herdsmen carrying calves, with the cows approaching their young
ones are familiar in Egyptian art,31 but in the tomb of Mery-aa at El-Hagarsa, probably
See: Blackman 1953; Kanawati, Evans 2014b; Kanawati et al. 2015.
Blackman 1924: Pl. 16; Kanawati 2012: Pl. 75(b).
29
Kanawati 1993: 57. The tomb was earlier dated by Petrie to the Sixth Dynasty (Petrie 1908: 2), and
Harpur suggests a date during the reign of Pepy II or in the Eighth Dynasty (Harpur 1987: 281 [676]).
30
Kanawati 1993: 57, Pl. 43. This same posture, but for an ox, is found again in the tomb of Nikauisesi at
Saqqara (dated to the beginning of the Sixth Dynasty): Kanawati, Abder-Raziq 2000: Pl. 49. For comments, see:
Evans 2010: 156, Fig. 10-8(SB22).
31
For examples from the Old Kingdom, see: Wild 1953: Pl. 114; Simpson 1980: Fig. 30; Kanawati, McFarlane
1993: Pl. 51; Altenmüller 1998: Pls 17(a), 39; Brovarski 2000: Figs 96–97; Harpur, Scremin 2006: Fig. 7. For
Middle Kingdom examples, see: Blackman 1914: Pl. 11; 1915: Pl. 7; Kanawati, Evans 2017: Pls 76, 85; Newberry
1893a: Pl. 30; Kanawati, Evans 2014a: Pl. 126.
27
28
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from the Eighth Dynasty,32 this same motherly behaviour is depicted twice for donkeys.33
A motherly attitude appears also in the above-mentioned scene as well as in the neighbouring tomb of Wahi (Eighth Dynasty),34 where a young donkey faces its mother while
she bends her head down to reach it.35
The interest in representing diﬀerent aspects of the characteristic features of donkeys
takes on new dimensions towards the end of the Old Kingdom and the succeeding period.
Thus in the tombs of Ankhtifi and Sobekhotep at Moalla, dated to the Eighth or the Ninth
Dynasty,36 a small donkey is shown approaching its mother,37 and the chestnut38 and the
shoulder and dorsal stripes of the animals are well defined.39 In one instance a playful dog
is seen scratching the forehead of a donkey,40 and in two others, donkeys are rolling over,
presumably in an attempt to scratch their backs.41 More importantly and very curiously
donkeys are shown in agricultural activities, pulling the plough instead of oxen.42
An unusual position for the chestnut is found in the Eleventh Dynasty tomb of Djar at
Thebes, where it is drawn at the animal’s knee level rather than on the upper part of the
forelegs.43 As the chestnuts are found on the inner side of the upper part of both forelegs,
only one could physically be seen by the viewer, and this fact was correctly observed by
the artists in their two dimensional art; thus the chestnut is shown on one of the forelegs,
i.e., the farther one from the viewer. However, in Djar’s tomb the artist drew the chestnut
on both forelegs, thus he drew what he knew rather than what he saw.
While a scene showing donkeys in the tomb of Djehutihotep (Twelfth Dynasty)44 at
El-Bersha is fragmentary, the shoulder and dorsal stripes of the animals are clearly marked,
but not the chestnuts or at least these are not recorded in the available line drawing.45
Special attention was given at Beni Hassan to the representation of diﬀerent aspects of the
lives of donkeys. A herdsman is shown on the south wall of the tomb of Baqet III (Eleventh Dynasty),46 carrying a foal over his shoulder, with the mother following and trying
to reach to its young one (Fig. 4a). The depiction of a herdsman carrying a young animal
was common in the Old Kingdom, but only with cattle. In the scene of Baqet III’s tomb
32
Kanawati 1995: 29. Petrie dates the tomb to the Sixth Dynasty (Petrie 1908: 2); for a date in the Ninth
Dynasty, see: Simpson 1974:100. Fischer also dates the tomb to the Heracleopolitan Period (Fischer 1968: 30,
n. 574).
33
Kanawati 1995: Pls 37, 39–40.
34
Kanawati 1995: 13.
35
Kanawati 1995: Pls 28, 31.
36
Vandier 1950: 13f.; Gomaà 1980: 30ﬀ.; Kanawati, McFarlane 1992: 157ﬀ.; Spanel 1984: 87–94.
37
Vandier 1950: Pl. 42.
38
Vandier 1950: Pls 11, 36.
39
Vandier 1950: Pls 34, 36, 38.
40
Vandier 1950: Pl. 34.
41
Vandier 1950: Pls 9, 38.
42
Vandier 1950: Pl. 32.
43
Winlock 1942: Pl. 17; Smith 1965: Pl. 58B.
44
Newberry 1895: 6.
45
Newberry 1895: Pl. 31.
46
Newberry 1893b: 6–7; Kanawati, Evans 2018: 16. For dating to the Twelfth Dynasty, see: Favry 2005: 39.
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we also see a foal suckling from its mother (Fig. 4a),47 while another goes in the opposite
direction, with the mother following and a herdsman forcing them to rejoin the herd using
his stick.48 On the same wall, the usual scenes of the mating of oxen, including sniﬃng
and mounting, are shown, yet here such activities are depicted for the donkeys. Not only
has a male mounted a female,49 but the usual sexual urge of the male donkey is demonstrated by a clear erection.50 The artist of Baqet III showed his familiarity with the physical
appearance of the donkeys by depicting the shoulder and dorsal stripes and the chestnut
on the upper parts of their forelegs.51
The artist of the tomb of Khety (Eleventh Dynsaty)52 of Beni Hassan also represented
mating donkeys and showed at least one foal. However, the scene here appears to be in
the pasture rather than back in the province and before the nomarch.53 In a scene of transporting the harvest, the artist clearly observed the characteristic physical features of the
donkeys, namely the shoulder and dorsal stripes as well as the chestnuts on the forelegs.54
As is the case in the tomb of Baqet III, motherhood is emphasised in the tomb of
Amenemhat (early Twelfth Dynasty),55 with a herdsman carrying a foal to entice the mother
to follow and another foal is suckling from its mother.56 On the west wall of the same tomb
a scene depicts agricultural pursuits, where the harvest has been unloaded from the back
of a donkey onto the threshing floor. The markings on the animal clearly show the stripes
on its shoulder and the chestnut on the inside, upper part of its foreleg.57 Aspects of the
donkeys’ behaviour are clearly recorded in the neighbouring tomb of Khnumhotep II,58 also
from the Twelfth Dynasty,59 where a herdsman carries a foal with the mother following and
trying to reach out to her young one, two donkeys are mating60 and, as seen in the tomb
of Ankhtifi at Moalla, one animal is rolling over, presumably in an attempt to scratch its
back (Fig. 4b).

47
For examples of suckling calves, see: Blackman 1915: Pl. 7; Kanawati 1981: Fig. 20; Kanawati,
McFarlane 1993: Pl. 33; Roth 1995: Pl. 156; Brovarski 2000: Fig 42. For suckling goats, see: Moussa,
Altenmüller 1971: Pls 4, 18; Lashien 2013: Pls 81, 83; and for suckling desert animals, see: Roth 1995: Pl. 168;
Badawy 1978: Fig. 35; Kanawati, Hassan 1997: Pl. 43(b).
48
Newberry 1893b: Pl. 7; Kanawati, Evans 2018: Pl. 62.
49
See Fig. 4a. This detail is not very clear in Newberry’s record; see: Kanawati, Evans 2018: Pl. 62.
50
For the sexual behaviour of the donkeys, see: Power 2004: 132ﬀ.
51
See Fig. 4a and Kanawati, Evans 2018: Pl. 62.
52
Newberry 1893b: 53.
53
Newberry 1893b: Pl. 12; Kanawati, Woods 2010: Photograph 177.
54
These details are clear in: Kanawati, Woods 2010: Photograph 178.
55
Newberry 1893b: 13; Kanawati, Evans 2016: 20.
56
Newberry 1893a: Pl. 13; Kanawati, Evans 2016: Pl. 95.
57
These details are not visible in Newberry 1893a: Pl. 11, but the re-recording of the figure confirms their
presence; see: Kanawati, Evans 2016: Pl. 92.
58
Newberry 1893a: Pl. 30; Kanawati, Woods 2010: Photograph 171; Kanawati, Evans 2014a: Pl. 125.
59
Newberry 1893a: 41; Kanawati, Evans 2014a: 24–25.
60
Curiously the mating is recorded in the cases of goats and donkeys, but not in those of oxen and sheep;
see: Kanawati, Evans 2014a: Pls 125–126.

4a. Tomb of Baqet III (Beni Hassan), south wall; b. tomb of Khnumhotep II (Beni Hassan), north wall; not to scale (Courtesy of The Australian Centre for Egyptology).
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DONKEYS IN LIVESTOCK COUNTS
Until the end of the Old Kingdom, scenes of animal husbandry were focused on large and
small cattle and to a lesser extent on desert animals, although more importance seems to
have gradually been given to the latter as the Old Kingdom progressed. The importance of
cattle becomes apparent in references to cattle count. Pepyankh the middle (early Pepy II)
of Meir, who held the oﬃce of ‘overseer of Upper Egypt in the middle provinces’,61 and
was accordingly responsible for assessing taxes62 in the most fertile and productive region
of the country,63 referred to his undertaking of the animal ‘count’. He says: irt irw n mnmnt
awt n spAwt Hrywt-ib mAA iwA wnDw, ‘Making the count of the cattle and the small animals
in the middle provinces, and viewing the oxen and goats’.64 His grandson, Pepyankh the
black, whose responsibilities as ‘overseer of Upper Egypt’ were, unlike his grandfather,
restricted to the 14th nome, made a similar statement, although the figures he recorded are
understandably smaller.65 Djau of the 12th nome of Upper Egypt also depicts the large and
small animals in his possession and refers to making a count.66 Many other provincial
governors refer to the large numbers of cattle they possessed or cared for,67 although
frequently omitting the donkeys. The emphasis on cattle, as an important part of the country’s wealth, may be judged by the fact that the ‘count’ of these animals, whether it was
undertaken annually or biannually,68 was so regular that it was used throughout Egyptian
history in the dating of the specific events and is considered one of our basic criteria for
establishing the Egyptian chronology.
Since donkeys, in contrast to large and small cattle, did not constitute a stereotyped
source of meat or milk, they were presumably a less important ‘countable’ part of the
state’s wealth. On the other hand they were essential and useful animals in Egyptian agricultural society, and therefore representations of donkeys were mostly restricted to scenes
related to the agricultural pursuits. Nevertheless, they may have represented a significant
part of certain individuals’ wealth. Examples of recording the numbers of donkeys are
found in some tombs throughout the period under investigation. An early example of
the ‘count’ where donkeys appear is found in the tomb of the dwarf Seneb at Giza, dated
to the late Fourth to early Fifth Dynasty.69 On the right wall of a niche containing Seneb’s
false door, the tomb owner is shown seated in a kiosk and receiving the accounts from one
of his scribes, while another scribe is recording the number of animals declared by the
61
62

Blackman 1924: Pl. 16; Kanawati 2012: Pl. 75(b).
For the responsibility of the ‘overseer of Upper Egypt’ as tax assessor/collector, see: Martin-Pardey 1976:

152ﬀ.
For a discussion on the middle provinces and the most fertile region in Egypt, see: Lashien 2017: 118ﬀ.
Blackman 1924: Pl. 4A:1; Kanawati 2012: 41, Pl. 82.
65
Blackman 1953: Pls 32, 41; Kanawati, Evans 2014b: Pls 82, 92.
66
Davies 1902: Pl. 9; Kanawati 2013: Pls 61, 74.
67
See, for example: Kanawati 1980: Fig. 14; 1981: Fig. 26.
68
Kanawati 2000: 25ﬀ.; Baud 2006: 144ﬀ.; Verner 2008: 23ﬀ.
69
The dating of the tomb of Seneb has been discussed by a number of scholars with conclusions ranging
from the Fourth to the Sixth Dynasties. For a recent discussion of its date, see: Woods 2010: 301–331.
63
64
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head herdsmen. The diﬀerent species of the counted animals are portrayed in the lower
three successive registers, with the numbers of each inscribed. These are: (1) long-horned
bulls, 10,015, females, 10,000; (2) male donkeys, 12,017, females, 10,200; (3) male sheep,
10,205, females, 10,103.70 Qereri of Akhmim, who left a biography stating that he served as
inspector of priests and royal chamberlain at the time of Meryre/Pepy I, proudly recorded
his possessions by saying: iw ir.n(.i) Hmwt bnnt iw rdi.n.sn aA 200, ‘(I) acquired a (herd)
of she-asses, and they produced 200 asses’.71 It is noteworthy that no other animals are
included in Qereri’s wealth.
With the progress of the Old Kingdom more attention to the inclusion of donkeys among
the counted animals is evident. Thus in the tomb of Pepyankh the black of Meir, dated to the
end of the Sixth Dynasty,72 donkeys are included with oxen, goats and sheep presented to
the tomb owner, with figures giving the numbers of each species, although these are not
always preserved.73 In this scene, the caption says mAA irt irw m Tnw kAw awt nbt, ‘viewing
the making of the count of the numbers of bulls and all small cattle’, and the animals are
placed in superposed registers, with the bottom three registers reserved for oxen, the fourth
register for goats and the top register for donkeys and sheep, where the figures 20,302 are
recorded above the female donkeys. Furthermore, Pepyankh the black is depicted in
room F inspecting the count of his livestock, where a vertical column of inscription states
that he is mAA kAw awt nbt m niwwt.f, ‘viewing the bulls and all small cattle from his towns’.
While no donkeys are illustrated among the animals, it is interesting that the word for
small cattle, awt, includes a sheep, a goat and a donkey, which shows that donkeys were
among the counted small animals.74 From almost the same period the animals presented
to Djau of Deir el-Gebrawi are also depicted in three registers, but with oxen placed in
the top one, followed by the sheep and finally goats and donkeys in the bottom register.75
Two tombs at El-Hagarsa preserve interesting representations of donkeys. In the tomb
of Mery (second half of Pepy II’s reign), the tomb owner appears in a viewing scene, the
caption describing the scene reads: mAA kAw awt aAw, ‘viewing the bulls, small cattle and
donkeys’, and it is interesting that while no count is given to the bulls/oxen, the figure
12,000 is written above the small cattle and 20,000 above the donkeys.76 In the other tomb
at El-Hagarsa, that of Mery-aa (probably Eighth Dynasty), the owner is viewing the animals,
which are arranged into five registers, the top two of which are reserved for oxen, the third
Junker 1941: Figs 18–19, Pl. 6(b). It is noticeable that the numbers of males are larger than those of the
females in case of all kinds of the animals. This is curious as females are generally kept for reproduction.
71
Kanawati 1986: 48–49, Fig. 20(b-c).
72
For the dating of Pepyankh the black’s tomb, see: Harpur 1987: 280 [649]; Kanawati, McFarlane 1992:
300; Kanawati 2010: 217; Kanawati, Evans 2014b: 18; Lashien 2017: 221.
73
The number of the donkeys is not recorded in Blackman’s publication (Blackman 1953: Pl. 32), but it is
included in the recent re-recording of the tomb by the Australian Centre for Egyptology; see: Kanawati, Evans
2014b: 54, Pl. 92.
74
Blackman 1953: Pl. 41; Kanawati, Evans 2014b: Pl. 82.
75
Davies 1902: Pl. 8; Kanawati 2013: Pls 63, 76. For the tomb’s dating, see: Harpur 1987: 280 [647];
Kanawati, McFarlane 1992: 2, 299; Kanawati 2013: 23f.; Lashien 2017: 58–65.
76
Kanawati 1993: 60, Pl. 43; Petrie 1908: 4, Pl. 12.
70
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register for the small cattle and the bottom two registers for donkeys. The allocation of
two registers for donkeys is significant and perhaps emphasises their importance at least
at that time. In one register they are depicted performing their usual agricultural activities,
while in the other they are being presented to the tomb owner. A vertical line of inscription
before the owner explains his action as: mAA irw in HAty-a smr waty Xry-Hbt imAxw Mry-aA
m iSt.f Ds.f m wn-mAa nn [ab]a im, ‘viewing the cattle count by the count, the sole companion,
the lector priest, the honoured one, Mery-aa, from his own property, in reality. There is
no boasting therein’, Mery-aa informs us that the counted animals are his ‘own property’.
His emphasis on the absence of boasting may refer to his ownership of the animals and or
to their large numbers. While the caption above the oxen reads: irw nfr n kAw, ‘a good
count of oxen’, and that above the small cattle reads: irw nfr n awt, ‘a good count of small
cattle’, the caption above the donkeys specifically mentions: irw nfr n aAw aSA wrt, ‘a good
count of a great many asses’.77 We have no reason to doubt the truth of Mery-aa’s claim.
A similar case to that of Mery-aa is found in the tomb of Ip at El-Saﬀ, who may not
be far removed in time from Mery-aa.78 In a scene of presentation of the count, the tomb
owner leans on his staﬀ in a relaxed manner with the space before him divided into four
registers. The top register is occupied by the figures of a scribe, followed by a herdsman
encouraging a young calf to proceed so the herd of oxen will follow. The second register
depicts an almost identical scene to the one above, except that the animals, both young
and old, are in this case donkeys. The third and fourth registers are less well preserved, but
probably showed the bringing of diﬀerent desert animals. The caption describing the scene
reads: mAA ip awy Hs[b] [HqAw] ......, ‘viewing the reckoning of production and the rendering
of accounts of the [managers]......’.79 The order in which the diﬀerent animals are placed in
the successive registers in this scene may suggest that donkeys were second in importance
after the large cattle, but before the desert animals. We also notice a stress on the counting
of the young donkeys among the animal production. On the west face of Middle Kingdom
stelae from Serabit el-Khadim in Sinai, where the owner is depicted riding a donkey, the
number of 200 donkeys is recorded among gifts brought to the temple of Hathor.80
In the tomb of Baqet III (Eleventh Dynasty) at Beni Hassan, the tomb owner is shown
inspecting the various activities in his province, including animal husbandry, making
pottery, manufacturing of staﬀs and metalwork. Both the second and third registers, which
are located in an advantageous viewpoint for Baqet, contain the bringing of animals and
the recording of their numbers by scribes. While the second register is reserved for the
bringing of oxen, the third register shows donkeys brought to the count.81 Scribes are
seated in the latter register receiving reports from the heads of herdsmen who are led by
policemen holding batons. Punishments are being inflicted, curiously on men and women,
young and old. The reporting is probably concerned with the number of donkeys, perhaps
77
78
79
80
81

Petrie 1908: 17, Pl. 9; Kanawati 1995: 35–36, Figs 37–40.
Fischer prefers a date in the Eleventh Dynasty (Fischer 1996: 29–32).
Fischer 1996: 19, Fig. 7, Pls 5, G.
Gardiner, Peet 1952: Pl. 37; 1955: 114.
Newberry 1893b: Pl. 7; Kanawati, Evans 2018: Pl. 62; Kanawati, Woods 2010: Photographs 172–175.
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after their return from a season in the pastures. The artist demonstrated the increasing
number of donkeys by depicting five foals among the herd.82
Also at Beni Hassan, the tomb of Amenemhat (early Twelfth Dynasty) portrays the
owner on the north wall standing with a vertical line in front of him describing his action
as: mAA irt irw mnmnt in HAty-a Imn mAa-xrw nb imAx, ‘viewing the undertaking of the count
of cattle by the count, Amen, the justified, possessor of veneration’. It is notable that the
word for cattle mnmnt has the determinative of three species of animals: an ox, a goat
and a donkey. The space opposite the figure of Amenemhat is divided into five registers.
While the first and third registers are dominated by figures of oﬀering bearers and oﬃcials,
the second register is reserved for the representation of oxen, the fourth register for the
donkeys and the fifth for the goats. Scribes are represented in the fourth and fifth registers
recording the numbers of each species, and herdsmen are brought before them, led by
policemen, to render accounts. The scribe Baqet, who held the title ‘royal scribe’, appears
before the tomb owner presenting him with a document that states the numbers of these
animals.83 The writing on the document is partly eﬀaced, but the inclusion of the donkeys
in the count is certain.84
In the neighbouring tomb of Khnumhotep II (Twelfth Dynasty), the owner appears on
the north wall receiving Asiatic settlers with their gifts as well as viewing reports from his
oﬃcials on the wealth of the province. It is interesting that the caption written above him
and explaining his actions reads: mAA irt irw mnmnt nbt inw in n.f m niwwt.f AHwt.f nt(yw)
Xnw MA-HD niwt in iry-pat HAty-a NHri sA $nmw-Htp(.w) mAa-xrw, ‘viewing the undertaking
of the count of all the cattle and the gifts which are brought for him from his towns and his
fields which are inside the Oryx nome and (his) city85 by the hereditary prince, the count
Nehri’s son, Khnumhotep, the justified’.86 As in the case of Amenemhat, the word for cattle
mnmnt has the determinative of three species of animals: an ox, a goat and a donkey. These
animals are placed in the bottom register,87 where the scribes recording the count sit to
the right, receiving the heads of the herdsmen accompanied, in a submissive manner, by
policemen. The herds of animals are arranged in the following order: oxen, goats, donkeys
and sheep. The herdsmen appear to be well organised, with hierarchical responsibilities.
They also show professional specialisation, thus they are divided into herdsmen of oxen,
of goats and more interestingly those of donkeys, and it is notable that in one instance
a ‘herdsman of donkeys’ is depicted assisting in caring for oxen.

82
On the same wall, in the second register, a number of calves are also depicted among the returning oxen
(Newberry 1893b: Pl. 7; Kanawati, Evans 2018: Pl. 62).
83
Newberry 1893a: Pls 13, 21(3); Kanawati, Evans 2016: Pls 95–96.
84
Newberry 1893a: 32, Pl. 21(3).
85
While the first mention of niwwt.f probably refers to his ‘towns/funerary estates’, the use of niwt(.f ) in
the statement ‘from his towns and fields inside the Oryx nome and (his) city’ presumably indicates the city of
Menaat Khufu, which Khnumhotep II governed. See his biography: Newberry 1893a: Pl. 25; Kanawati, Evans
2014a: 31–32, Pl. 110.
86
Newberry 1893a: Pl. 30; Kanawati, Evans 2014a: 44–45, Pls 124–126.
87
Newberry 1893a: Pl. 30; Kanawati, Evans 2014a: 52–53, Pls 125–126.
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CONCLUSIONS
A survey of the daily life scenes in private tombs of the Old and Middle Kingdoms demonstrates the familiarity of artists, some more than others, with the physical and behavioural
characteristics of the various animals and birds they represented. But the artist’s interest
in illustrating those characteristics varied from one animal to another, probably according
to the extent of its significance in Egyptian society. An examination of wall scenes of the
Old and Middle Kingdoms shows that the worth of donkeys to the Egyptians was gradually
increasing. With the progress of the Old Kingdom and during the Middle Kingdom more
attention to including donkeys among the counted animals is evident, particularly in the
provinces; thus they are mentioned with oxen, goats, sheep and desert animals. Although
donkeys were not considered as a part of food sources, their economic significance
increased, probably due to their use in transporting products within and between diﬀerent
provinces. Beside the usual role of these animals in the rural transport, they must have
also fulfilled an important role in the long-distance trade between Egypt and the neighbouring regions because of the growing trade traﬃc. The relative importance of donkeys
varied from one individual to another; sometimes the animals are placed immediately
after oxen and in one example they represent the only animal wealth the tomb owner
recorded (Qereri of Akhmim). Herds of donkeys were sometimes very large, with Mery
of El-Hagarsa claiming to possess 20,000 while Pepyankh the black of Meir recorded
a number of 20,302 for female donkeys. At the end of the Sixth Dynasty donkeys became
a part of ‘small cattle’, thus we see a donkey included in the determinative of the word
awt in the tomb of Pepyankh the black at Meir, while in the Twelfth Dynasty, Amenemhat
and Khnumhotep II of Beni Hassan recorded the word for cattle mnmnt in their tombs
with the determinative of three species of animals: an ox, a goat and a donkey. Also at
the same site herdsmen appear to show professional specialisation; herdsmen of oxen and
others of goats and others still of donkeys.
While donkeys seem to have been gaining more value to Egyptians throughout the period
under investigation, artists gradually showed more interest in representing the animal’s
physical appearance, reproduction, breeding and life aspects. The depictions of donkeys
during most of the Old Kingdom focused on their participation in agricultural pursuits with
rare attention to the animal’s characteristics or life cycle. Artists occasionally represented
the ‘chestnut’ on the inner side of the animal’s foreleg and/or the shoulder and dorsal
stripes, although the ‘chestnut’ is a main physical characteristic feature of all donkeys
species, while the existence of the shoulder marking varies. Artists also represented farmers
controlling unyielding donkeys by holding them by one leg and one ear. In one instance the
black stripes on the legs of the rare Somali wild ass were clearly indicated. One wonders
if in addition to breeding domestic asses the Egyptians imported a new, stronger species
of Somali ass, which is so far attested only in the Sixth Dynasty tomb of Pepyankh the
middle at Meir. Its absence elsewhere may indicate that their breeding was unsuccessful,
but it may equally be that their characteristic markings have disappeared in some scenes.
At the end of the Old Kingdom we see donkeys pulling plough instead of oxen in a very
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curious instance, and in another a playful dog is scratching the forehead of a donkey.
Representation of various aspects of this animal’s life became more conspicuous as time
progressed. Thus we see mating donkeys, a foal walking in front of its mother or carried by
a herdsman with the mother following and reaching toward its young one, a foal suckling
from its mother and a donkey rolling over to scratch its back.
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