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DEDICATED TO European Kalidasa who motivated me to write like him that is Shakespeare...

“Reading maketh a full man; and writing an axact man.” - Shakespeare

Preface
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TO the Reader,

The ghost of William Shakespeare has been a constant, and most welcome, occupant of my study. It is his immortal cadence, his profound understanding of the human engine—its ambitions, its frailties, its capacity for both great love and devastating envy—that first made me wish to not just study the past, but to breathe dramatic life into it. This play, The Scribe of Thebes, is my attempt to don the mantle of the Bard, to apply his structural elegance and psychological depth to a world I know intimately through dust and fragments: the Middle Kingdom of Egypt. My journey as a writer has traversed varied landscapes—from the numismatic analysis of Kushana Coinage to the personal guidance of my self-help book, Quomodo, and the modern urban vignettes of my short story Grams of Viha (a chapter from my forthcoming novel, Tapori Sheher). This project, however, represents a deliberate foray into a new form. It is an exercise in imagining the soliloquies that echoed in sun-baked courtyards and the palace intrigues that simmered beside the Nile, all crafted in a style that pays homage to the greatest playwright in the English language.

As a student of archaeology and anthropology, my primary tools are the trowel and the ethnographic notebook. I am trained to reconstruct societies from the objects they left behind: a carnelian bead from Meluhha, a scribe’s worn palette, the foundation of a granary. Yet, these silent testaments often leave us yearning for the noise of life—the conversations in the market, the anxieties of a young official, the moral dilemmas of power. History gives us the facts, but it is historical fiction, particularly in the grand, poetic style of Shakespeare, that can offer us the truths.

In The Scribe of Thebes, I have striven to remain scrupulously faithful to the historical record. The setting in Thebes circa 2000 BCE, the attested but enigmatic trade relations with the Indus Valley Civilization (Meluhha), the social tensions of a reunifying Egypt—all are grounded in archaeological evidence. The character of Khety, however, is my invention, a vessel through which to explore the timeless conflict between pure pragmatism and philanthropic idealism. In him, I sought to create a Hamlet-like figure of introspection and moral courage, a Prince Hal who learns the language of the common people, and perhaps even a touch of Prospero, who wields knowledge as his magic.

Shakespeare’s plays are, at their heart, about people. The kings and queens are compelling not for their crowns, but for their very human flaws and virtues. I have tried to bring this same humanity to the banks of the Nile. Khety’s struggles with bureaucratic inertia, his navigation of the delicate balance between trade and social welfare, and his quest for Ma’at (cosmic order and justice) are, I believe, as relevant today as they would have been four millennia ago. The five-act structure, the use of soliloquy to reveal inner thought, the blend of high-born and low-born characters, and the central theme of a leader’s moral responsibility—these are all my heartfelt tributes to the Shakespearean tradition.

This play is, therefore, a unique synthesis of my passions: the rigor of archaeology, the narrative drive of fiction, and the profound artistic influence of William Shakespeare. It is my hope that you, the reader, will not only be transported to the world of ancient Thebes but will also see in Khety’s journey a reflection of the eternal challenges of building a just society. I offer this work not as a definitive history, but as a play of ideas, a dramatic poem inspired by the past, and a testament to the enduring power of a well-told story.

With gratitude,

Ashish Rajpoot

Author of Quomodo, and Grams of Viha

Introduction to the Play
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IMAGINE STANDING BEFORE an ancient Egyptian statue. It’s magnificent, but silent. You see the carved stone, but you can’t hear the conversations that echoed around it. You can’t feel the hopes and fears of the people who walked in its shadow.

This play is my attempt to break that silence.

Welcome to The Scribe of Thebes. This story is set over 4,000 years ago in a bustling, rising city called Thebes. Egypt is getting back on its feet after a period of turmoil, and there’s a feeling of new beginnings in the air. It’s a time of grand projects, powerful priests, and ambitious pharaohs.

But instead of focusing on a king, we follow a student.

His name is Khety. He’s 24, brilliant, and working as a graduate scribe in the great temple. He’s the kind of person who sees a problem—like a farmer’s field drying up, or a miner being treated unfairly—and can’t just let it be. He has to find a solution. He’s an idealist with a sharp mind for math and a soft heart for people, which, as he quickly learns, can be a difficult combination.

The spark that sets the story in motion is the arrival of a trader from a place almost as mythical as the moon to the people of Thebes: the Indus Valley, or Meluhha. This isn't just a story about exotic spices and beautiful beads. It’s about what happens when a global connection is first made. Prices rise, people get restless, and the system is stretched to its limit. Khety finds himself in the middle, trying to make this new trade benefit everyone, not just the powerful few.

So, why write this as a Shakespearean play?

I’ve always believed that the people of the past were just as complex as we are. They fell in love, they battled jealousy, they wrestled with doing the right thing. The poetic, dramatic style of Shakespeare feels like the perfect vehicle to bring that emotional truth to life. It lets these ancient souls speak their minds, share their doubts in soliloquy, and scheme in rhyming verse, making their world feel immediate, vibrant, and surprisingly familiar.

At its heart, this is a story about a young man trying to make a difference. It’s about the challenge of balancing big dreams with harsh realities, and the belief that knowledge and compassion, when used together, can truly change the world.

So, find a comfortable chair, and let the curtain rise. I hope you’ll find Khety’s Thebes to be a place of intrigue, wisdom, and above all, humanity.

I hope you enjoy the journey.
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THE SCRIBE OF THEBES 

A Tale of Inundation and Intellect

A Play in Five Acts

Dramatis Personae


❍  KHETY: A Sesh Khet (Graduate Scribe-Student), aged 24, of the Temple of Amun at Thebes.
❍  NEFERHOTEP: The High Priest of Amun, Khety’s mentor.


❍  MERESANKH: A priestess of Hathor, a scholar in her own right, and Khety’s beloved.


❍  WENNOFER: The Vizier of Thebes, a practical and powerful man.


❍  PA-NEHASY: A Nubian Captain of the Royal Riverine Guard.


❍  BAK: A cynical senior scribe, jealous of Khety.


❍  A TRADER FROM MELUHHA: (The Indus Valley Civilization)


❍  ANPU: An old, blind labourer.


❍  A CROWD OF THEBANS: Labourers, Farmers, Artisans.


❍  GUARDS, SERVANTS, SCHOLARS.



SETTING: Thebes, Egypt, circa 2000 BCE. The latter part of the reign of Mentuhotep IV, during the 11th Dynasty—a time of reunification and renewed central power.

Archaeologist's Note: This play is set in a pivotal period of Egyptian history, the Middle Kingdom. Thebes was rising as a major religious and political centre. Contact with the Indus Valley Civilization (known to the Egyptians as Punt or Meluhha, though later usage more firmly identifies Punt with the Horn of Africa) is attested through archaeological finds: carnelian beads, distinctive pottery seals, and luxury items in Mesopotamian sites that acted as intermediaries. While direct Egypt-Indus trade was likely rare, goods and ideas travelled along complex maritime and overland routes. The play imagines a direct encounter, rare but plausible. The protagonist’s challenges—bureaucratic inertia, resource scarcity, and social inequality—are reflected in contemporary texts like the "Satire of the Trades" and tomb autobiographies extolling the virtue of caring for the poor.



ACT I, SCENE I

A courtyard within the Temple of Amun at Thebes. Sunlight beats down on white limestone. KHETY, a young man with an intense gaze, is crouched, drawing complex diagrams in the sand with a stylus. Scrolls of papyrus are weighted down with stones around him. Enter NEFERHOTEP, the High Priest, old and wise, leaning on a staff. He watches Khety, unseen for a moment.

NEFERHOTEP
(to himself)
See how the young hawk studies not the sky,
But the low earth, as if its secrets hold
More truth than Ra’s own journey. There is Khety,
A mind more sharp than flint, a heart that seems
Too soft for this hard world. He reads the stars
As others read a market-list, and counts
The Nile’s own rise with more certainty
Than our own priests of Hapi. Yet, his thoughts
Are ever with the common folk, their woes
His daily bread. A strange and noble mix.
(Aloud)
Khety! Dost thou intend to draw the world
Afresh upon our courtyard stones? The sun
Will scorch thy brains to resin, boy. Come, rise.
KHETY
(starting from his reverence)
My Lord Neferhotep! Forgive my zeal.
I did but calculate a small design,
A means to better channel the flood’s gift
To yonder fields that languish in the sun
Once Hapi’s bounty ebbs. The soil is rich,
Yet thirsts by summer’s end.
NEFERHOTEP
A scribe’s concern is ink and papyrus,
To record grain and count the cattle herds,
Not play at being Min, god of the land.
Thy task was to transcribe the rituals
For the upcoming Feast of Opet.
KHETY
It is complete, my lord. The hieratic script
Is clean, the offerings listed to the least goose.
But my mind... it will not be confined to lines
Another man has drawn. I see a need,
And must perforce devise an answer for’t.
NEFERHOTEP
(Sighing, but with affection)
I know it well. It is thy blessing and thy curse.
The Vizier Wennofer comes today.
He speaks of matters from the Northern Lands,
And of a stranger from a distant place.
He hath request our keenest mind. I named
Thee, Khety. See thou dost not shame my trust
With wild proposals for new-fangled wheels.
Be politic. His ear is for results,
Not theories scribed on sand.
KHETY
I shall be circumspect as Thoth himself.
What is this stranger’s origin, my lord?
NEFERHOTEP
They call his land Meluhha. Farther east
Than any soul we know. His skin is dark,
His beard is long and oiled, his speech a stream
Of unknown sounds. He brings strange tokens with him.
KHETY
Meluhha! I have seen their beads of stone,
A fiery carnelian, worked so fine
No Egyptian hand can match the craft.
And seals with beasts unlike our own—great bulls
With single horns, and script like bird-tracks pressed
In clay. To meet a man from such a world!
This is a day indeed.
Trumpets sound. Enter VIZIER WENNOFER, a man of authority and weary pragmatism, accompanied by PA-NEHASY, the Nubian Captain, tall and formidable, and the TRADER FROM MELUHHA. The Trader is indeed exotic, dressed in fine, woven cotton, with a heavy collar of etched carnelian beads. He carries a sealed ivory casket.

WENNOFER
Hail, Neferhotep. The gods keep thee and thine.
This is the man? This youth? I asked for thy
Best scribe, not thy most recent acolyte.
NEFERHOTEP
My lord Vizier, let not his years deceive.
Khety’s the sharpest stylus in our house.
His knowledge of our storehouses and lands
Is matched alone by his facility
With numbers and the tongues of trading men.
He is discreet.
WENNOFER
(To Khety)
Discretion is the first of virtues. Mark it.
This man is Hapubael, a lord of trade
From distant Meluhha. He hath sailed great seas
And crossed the deserts of the Eastern World
To treat with us. His goods are rare, his purpose
Is to establish a more certain route
For exchange between our mighty river’s realm
And his great cities, fed by flowing streams.
KHETY
(Bowing deeply)
My lord Vizier. The honour is as vast
As the Great Green itself.
WENNOFER
Enough of courtesies. We have a need.
His tongue is
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