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Introduction

The International English Language Testing System (IELTS) is widely recognised as
a reliable means of assessing the language ability of candidates who need to study
or work where English is the language of communication. These Practice Tests are
designed to give future IELTS candidates an idea of whether their English is at the
required level, '

IELTS is owned by three partners: Cambridge Assessment English, part of the
University of Cambridge; the British Council; IDP Education Pty Limited (through its
subsidiary company, IELTS Australia Pty Limited). Further information on |IELTS can be
found on the IELTS website www.ielts.org.

WHAT IS THE TEST FORMAT?

I[ELTS consists of four components. All candidates take the same Listening and Speaking
tests. There is a choice of Reading and Writing tests according to whether a candidate is
taking the Academic or General Training module.

Academic General Training

For candidates wishing to study at For candidates wishing to migrate to an
undergraduate or postgraduate levels, English-speaking country (Australia, Canada,
and for those seeking professional New Zealand, UK), and for those wishing to
registration. train or study at below degree level.

The test components are taken in the following order:

Listening
4 sections, 40 items, approximately 30 minutes
Academic Reading General Training Reading
3 sections, 40 items Qr i 3 sections, 40 items
60 minutes 60 minutes
Academic Writing General Training Writing
2 tasks or 2 tasks
60 minutes 60 minutes
Speaking

11 to 14 minutes

Total Test Time
2 hours 44 minutes




Introduction
GENERAL TRAINING TEST FORMAT

Listening

This test consists of four sections, each with ten questions. The first two sections are
soncerned with social needs. The first section is a conversation between two speakers and
‘he second section is a monologue. The final two sections are concerned with situations
‘elated to educational or training contexts. The third section is a conversation between up to
‘our people and the fourth section is a monologue.

A variety of question types is used, including: multiple choice, matching, plan/map/
liagram labelling, form completion, note completion, table completion, flow-chart completion,
summary completion, sentence completion and short-answer questions.

Candidates hear the recording once only and answer the questions as they listen. Ten
ninutes are allowed at the end for candidates to transfer their answers to the answer sheet.

Reading

l'his test consists of three sections with 40 questions. The texts are taken from notices,
idvertisements, leaflets, newspapers, instruction manuals, books and magazines. The
irst section contains texts relevant to basic linguistic survival in English, with tasks mainly
soncerned with providing factual information. The second section focuses on the work
sontext and involves texts of more complex language. The third section involves reading
nore extended texts, with a more complex structure, but with the emphasis on descriptive
and instructive rather than argumentative texts.

A variety of question types is used, including: muitiple choice, identifying information
True/False/Not Given), identifying the writer’s views/claims (Yes/No/Not Given), matching
nformation, matching headings, matching features, matching sentence endings, sentence
sompletion, summary completion, note completion, table completion, flow-chart completion,
liagram label completion and short-answer questions.

Nriting

Mhis test consists of two tasks. It is suggested that candidates spend about 20 minutes on
fask 1, which requires them to write at least 150 words, and 40 minutes on Task 2, which
equires them to write at least 250 words. Task 2 contributes twice as much as Task 1 to the
Nriting score.

In Task 1, candidates are asked to respond to a given situation with a letter requesting
nformation or explaining the situation. They are assessed on their ability to engage in
yersonal correspondence, elicit and provide general factual information, express needs,
vants, likes and dislikes, express opinions, complaints, etc.

In Task 2, candidates are presented with a point of view, argument or problem. They
re assessed on their ability to provide general factual information, outline a problem and
resent a solution, present and justify an opinion, and to evaluate and challenge ideas,
svidence or arguments.

Candidates are also assessed on their ability to write in an appropriate style. More
nformation on assessing the Writing test, including Writing assessment criteria
public version), is available on the |IELTS website.



Introduction

Speaking
This test takes between 11 and 14 minutes and is conducted by a trained examiner.
There are three parts:

Part 1

The candidate and the examiner introduce themselves. Candidates then answer general
questions about themselves, their home/family, their job/studies, their interests and a wide
range of similar familiar topic areas. This part lasts between four and five minutes.

Part 2

The candidate is given a task card with prompts and is asked to talk on a particular topic.
The candidate has one minute to prepare and they can make some notes if they wish,
before speaking for between one and two minutes. The examiner then asks one or two
questions on the same topic.

Part 3

The examiner and the candidate engage in a discussion of more abstract issues which are
thematically linked to the topic in Part 2. The discussion lasts between four and five minutes.

The Speaking test assesses whether candidates can communicate effectively in English.
The assessment takes into account Fluency and Coherence, Lexical Resource, Grammatical
Range and Accuracy, and Pronunciation. More information on assessing the Speaking test,
including Speaking assessment criteria (public version), is available on the IELTS website.
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HOW IS IELTS SCORED?

|ELTS results are reported on a nine-band scale. In addition to the score for overall language
ability, IELTS provides a score in the form of a profile for each of the four skills (Listening,
Reading, Writing and Speaking). These scores are also reported on a nine-band scals. All
scores are recorded on the Test Report Form along with details of the candidate’s nationality,
first language and date of birth. Each Overall Band Score corresponds to a descriptive
statement which gives a summary of the English language ability of a candidate classified at
that level. The nine bands and their descriptive statements are as follows:

9 Expert User— Has fully operational command of the language: appropriate, accurate and
fluent with complete understanding.

8 Very Good User— Has fully operational command of the language with only occasional
unsystematic inaccuracies and inappropriacies. Misunderstandings may occur in
unfamiliar situations. Handles complex detailed argumentation well.

7 Good User— Has operational command of the language,- though with occasional
inaccuracies, inappropriacies and misunderstandings in some situations. Generally
handles complex language well and understands detailed reasoning.

6 Competent User— Has generally effective command of the language despite some
inaccuracies, inappropriacies and misunderstandings. Can use and understand fairly
complex language, particularly in familiar situations.

5 Modest User — Has partial command of the language, coping with overall meaning in
most situations, though is likely to make many misfakes. Should be able to handle basic
communication in own field.

4 Limited User— Basic competence is limited fo familiar situations. Has frequent problems
in understanding and expression. Is not able to use complex language.

3 Extermely Limited User— Conveys and understands only general meaning in very
familiar situations. Frequent breakdowns in communication occur.

2 Intermittent User— No real communication is possible except for the most basic
information using isolated words or short formulae in familiar situations and to meet
immediate needs. Has great difficulty understanding spoken and wiitten English.

1 Non User — Essentially has no ability to use the language beyond possibly a few
isolated words.

0 Did not attempt the test — No assessable information provided.
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MARKING THE PRACTICE TESTS

Listening and Reading

The answer keys are on pages 121-128.
Each question in the Listening and Reading tests is worth one mark.

Questions which require letter / Roman numeral answers

= For questions where the answers are letters or Roman numerals, you should write only
the number of answers required. For example, if the answer is a single letter or numeral
you should write only one answer. If you have written more letters or numerals than are
required, the answer must be marked wrong.

Questions which require answers in the form of words or numbers

« Answers may be written in upper or lower case.

= Words in brackets are optional — they are correct, but not necessary.

= Alternative answers are separated by a slash (/).

* If you are asked to write an answer using a certain number of words and/or (a)
number(s), you will be penalised if you exceed this. For example, if a question specifies
an answer using NO MORE THAN THREE WORDS and the correct answer is ‘black
leather coat’, the answer ‘coat of black leather’ is incorrect.

* In questions where you are expected to complete a gap, you should only transfer the
necessary missing word(s) onto the answer sheet. For example, to complete ‘in the ...,
where the correct answer is ‘morning’, the answer ‘in the morning’ would be incorrect.

* Al answers require correct spelling (including words in brackets).

+ Both US and UK spelling are acceptable and are included in the answer key.

» All standard alternatives for numbers, dates and currencies are acceptable.

= All standard abbreviations are acceptable.

* You will find additional notes about individual answers in the answer key.

Writing

The sample answers are on pages 129-1386. It is not possible for you to give yourself a mark
for the Writing tasks. We have provided sample answers (written by candidates), showing
their score and the examiner's comments. These sample answers will give you an insight
into what is required for the Writing test.
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HOW SHOULD YOU INTERPERT YOUR SCORES?

At the end of each Listening and Reading answer key you will find a chart which will help
you assess whether, on the basis of your Practice Test results, you are ready to take the
IELTS test.

In interpreting your score, there are a number of points you should bear in mind. Your
performance in the real IELTS test will be reported in two ways: there will be a Band Score
from 1 to 9 for each of the components and an Overall Band Score from 1 to 9, which
is the average of your scores in the four components. However, institutions considering
your application are advised to look at both the Overall Band Score and the Bands for
each component in order to determine whether you have the language skills needed for a
particular course of study or work environment. For example, if you are applying for a course
which involves a lot of reading and writing, but no lectures, listening skills might be less
important and a score of 5 in Listening might be acceptable if the Overall Band Score was 7.
However, for a course which has lots of lectures and spoken instructions, a score of 5 in
Listening might be unacceptable even though the Overall Band Score was 7.

Once you have marked your tests, you should have some idea of whether your listening
and reading skills are good enough for you to try the IELTS test. If you did well enough in
one component, but not in others, you will have to decide for yourself whether you are ready
to take the test.

The Practice Tests have been checked to ensure that they are of approximately the same
level of difficulty as the reat IELTS test. However, we cannot guarantee that your score in the
Practice Tests will be reflected in the real IELTS test. The Practice Tests can only give you
an idea of your possible future performance and it is ultimately up to you to make decisions
based on your score.

Different institutions accept different IELTS scores for different types of courses. We have
based our recommendations on the average scores which the majority of institutions accept.
The institution to which you are applying may, of course, require a higher or lower score than
most other institutions.

Further information

For more information about IELTS or any other Cambridge Assessment English examination,
write to:

Cambridge Assessment English
The Triangie Building
Shaftesbury Road

Cambridge

CB2 8EA

United Kingdom

https://support.cambridgeenglish.org
hitp:/fwww.ielts.org



Test 1

SECTION 1 Questions 1-10
Complete the form below.

Write ONE WORD AND/OR A NUMBER for each answer.

CRIME REPORT FORM
Type of crime: theft
Personal information
Example
Name Louise .....Javler. .
Nationality 1 =
Date of birth 14 December 1977
Occupation interior designer
Reason for visit business (to buy antique 2. )
Length of stay two months
Current address 3 i Apartments (No 15)
Details of theft
ltems stolen — a wallet containing approximately 4 £
-ajb
Date of theft 6
Possible time and place of theft
Location outside the 7 ... at about 4 pm
Details of suspect — some boys asked for the 8 then ran off
— one had a T-shirt with a picture of a tiger
— he was about 12, slim build with 9 hair
Crime reference number allocated
0.

10



Listening

SECTION 2 Questions 11-20

Induction talk for new apprentices
Questions 11 and 12
Choose TWO lefters, A-E.

Which TWO pieces of advice for the first week of an apprenticeship does the manager give?

get to know colleagues
learn from any mistakes
ask lots of questions

react positively to feedback
enjoy new challenges

moow»

Questions 13 and 14
Choose TWO letters, A-E.

Which TWO things does the manager say mentors can help with’

A  confidence-building

B  making career plans

C completing difficult tasks

D making a weekly timetable
E

reviewing progress

11



Test 1

Questions 15-20

What does the manager say about each of the following aspects of the company policy
for apprentices?

Write the correct fetter, A, B orC, next fo Questions 15-20.

A  Itis encouraged.
B  There are some restrictions.

C Itis against the rules.

Company policy for apprentices
15 Using the internet .
16 Flexible working s
17 Booking holidays
18 Working overtime = .
19 Wearing trainers e

20 Bringing food to work ..o

12



Listening

SECTION 3 Questions 21-30

Questions 21-25

Choose the correct letfer, A, B,orC.

21

22

23

24

25

Cities built by the sea
Carla and Rob were surprised to learn that coastal cities

A contain nearly half the world’s population.
B include most of the world’s largest cities.
C  are growing twice as fast as other cities.

According to Rob, building coastal cities near to rivers

A may bring pollution to the cities.
B may reduce the land available for agriculture.
C  may mean the countryside is spoiled by industry.

What mistake was made when building water drainage channels in Miami in
the 1950s?

A There were not enough of them.
B  They were made of unsuitable materials.
C  They did not allow for the effects of climate change.

What do Rob and Carla think that the authorities in Miami should do immediately?

A take measures to restore ecosystems
B pay for a new flood prevention system
C  stop disposing of waste materials into the ocean

What do they agree should be the priority for international action?

A greater coordination of activities
B more sharing of information
C agreement on shared policies

13



Test 1

Questions 26—30

What decision do the students make about each of the following parts of their
presentation?

Choose FIVE answers from the box and write the correct letter, A-G, next to
Questions 26—30.

Decisions
use visuals
keep it short 8
involve other students
check the information is accurate
provide a handout

focus on one example

Gomom O 6o mo>

do online research

Parts of the presentation
26 Historical background
27 Geographical factors =~
28 Pastmistakes @ =00 e
29 Futurerisks 00 e

30 International implications =~ .

14



Listening

SECTION 4 Questions 31-40

Complete the notes below.

Write ONE WORD ONLY for each answer.

Marine renewable energy (ocean energy)

Introduction

More energy required because of growth in population and 31
What's needed:

. renewable energy sources

»  methods that won't create pollution

Wave energy

Advantage: waves provide a 32 source of renewable energy
Electricity can be generated using offshore or onshore systems

Onshore systems may use a reservoir

Problems:

*  waves can move in any 33

. movement of sand, etc. on the 34 of the ocean may be affected
Tidal energy

Tides are more 35 than waves

Planned tidal lagoon in Wales:

. will be created in a 36 at Swansea

+  breakwater (dam) containing 16 turbines
. rising tide forces water through turbines, generating electricity

Ocean thermal energy conversion

Uses a difference in temperature between the surface and lower levels
Water brought to the surface in a pipe

+  stored water is released through 37 , driving the turbines in
the reverse direction

Advantages:

. not dependent on weather

* no3d8 ; is required to make it work

. likely to create a number of 39

Problem:

. may harm fish and birds, e.g. by affecting 40 and building up silt

15




Test 1
READING

SECTION 1 Questions 1-14

Read the text below and answer Questions 1-6.

TRANSITION CARE FOR THE ELDERLY

What is transition care?

Transition care is for older people who have been receiving medical treatment, but
need more help to recover, and time to make a decision about the best place for
them to live in the longer term. You can only access transition care directly from
hospital.

Transition care is focused on individual goals and therapies and is given for a
limited time only. [t offers access to a package of services that may include:

e |ow-intensity therapy such as physiotherapy (exercise, mobility, strength and
balance) and podiatry (foot care)

e  access to a social worker
nursing support for clinical care such as wound care

®»  personal care.

Who provides transition care services?

Transition care is often provided by non-government organisations and is subsidised
by the government. If your circumstances allow, it is expected you'll contribute to
the cost of your care.

Daily care fees are set by the organisation that provides your transition care services
(your service provider). They should explain these fees to you, and the amount
charged should form part of the agreement between you and the service provider.
The fee is calculated on a daily basis.

Where do i receivie transition care?

Transition care is provided in your own home or in a ‘live-in’ setting. This setting
can be part of an existing aged-care home or health facility such as a separate wing
of a hospital.

What if I'm already receiving services through a different programme?

If you're already receiving subsidised residential care in an aged-care home, but you
need to go somewhere else for transition care, your place in the aged-care home
will be held until you return.

16



Reading

Questions 1-6
Do the following statements agree with the information given in the text on page 167
In boxes 1-6 on your answer sheef, write

TRUE if the statement agrees with the information
FALSE if the statement contradicts the information
NOT GIVEN if there is no information on this

1 Only hospital patients can go on to have transition care.

Transition care may be long term or short term.

Everyone receiving transition care must contribute to the cost.
Transition care at home is only available for patients who live alone.

Transition care may be given on a hospital site.

(=22 &) N - S - R ¢ ]

You may lose your place in a care home if you have to leave it to receive
transition care.

17



Test 1

Read the text below and answer Questions 7-14.

CABIN BAGS FOR AIR TRAVEL

If you want a small bag with wheels that you can take onto the plane with you, there’s
a wide choice. Here are some of the best.

A TheFlyer B3 js an ultra-lightweight cabin bag which can withstand some pretty
harsh treatment. Its nylon and polyester sides won't rip or burst open if it's
dropped or thrown whilst in transit. However, the trolley handle feels quite thin
and flimsy. The top carrying handle is hard and flat, and the side handle isn't easy
to grip.

B The Lightglide has two external pockets, both of which are zipped and lockable,
but the inside pocket does not zip. In tests, we found the contents remain dry
when given a good soaking, even around the zips. The trolley handle has a choice
of two heights and the plastic hand grip doesn’t have any sharp ridges that'll
make your hands sore. For carrying there are fabric handles at the top and side.

€ The Foxton is easy to control across most surfaces. However, the zips don’t always
run smoothly especially around the corners, so you may have to give them a good
tug, especially if the case is very full. This is definitely one to avoid if you're going
somewhere rainy as it lets loads of water in, and documents in the pockets will
also get pretty wet unless they're in plastic folders.

D The Skybag has a single external zipped pocket and another located inside the
lid. Your clothes are kept in place by two adjustable straps. The zips are easy to
grip and they run smoothly around the case. However, this cabin bag felt a little
heavy to pull on all but smooth floors, and it was hard to steer compared with
some of the other suitcases.

E  TheTravelsure 35 is available in a huge range of fabric designs including leopard
print or lipstick kisses. The retractable trolley handle is comfortable but can’t be
adjusted to suit users of different heights. There’s no internal divider, but there are
two handy zipped pockets in the lid. We test each bag by letting it fall onto a hard
floor — and our results show that you'll have to treat this bag with great care if you
want it to last. The fabric tore so badly at one of the corners that it was unusable.

18



Reading

Questions 7-14

The text on page 18 has five paragraphs, A-E.

Which paragraph mentions the following?

Write the correct letter, A-E, in boxes 7-14 on your answer sheet.

NB You may use any lefter more than once.

7
8

9

10
11
12
13
14

The zips on this cabin bag may be difficult fo use.

This cabin bag may be badly damaged if it is dropped.

The handles of this cabin bag have a number of different problems.
This cabin bag is very resistant to water.

There’s a good choice of patterns for the fabric of this cabin bag.
This cabin bag isn’t very easy to move around.

This cabin bag has just one internal zipped pocket.

The trolley handle of this cabin bag is adjustable.

19



Test 1

SECTION 2 Questions 15-27

Read the text below and answer Questions 15-20.

College car parking policy -staff

Parking permits and tickets

Staff permits are required to park a motor vehicle (other than a motorcycle parked in the
cycle bays) on campus between 8.30 am and 4.30 pm, Monday to Friday, during term
time. Annual permits can be purchased from the Hospitality Department. Application
forms can be downloaded from the College website. All permits/tickets must be clearly
displayed in the windscreen of vehicles during the dates of term time, as published in
the academic calendar. Please inform the Services Administrator of any changes to
registration details on telephone ext. 406. Annual car parking permits can be purchased
from 20th September and are valid for one academic year from 1st October to 30th June.
The annual charges for car parking are displayed on the application form.

Enforcement

The nominated contractor will issue fixed Penalty Charge Notices (see below) on vehicles
that fail to display a valid permit and/or parking ticket, or vehicles that are parked on
yellow lines or in disabled parking bays without displaying a blue disabled-parking permit.
Reductions of parking space availability may arise in order to accommodate College
recruitment activities and/or estate development/maintenance projects. Vehicles that are
in breach of the policy will be issued with a Penalty Charge Notice.

Penalty Charge Notice (PCN)

The PCN is £30, increasing to £60 seven days aﬁer issue. The nominated contractor is
responsible for the collection of unpaid PCNs and may use legal action where necessary
to recover unpaid PCNs. If issued with a PCN, appeals must be taken up directly with
the parking enforcement company (details included on the notice) nof the college.

Disabled parking

The college has designated car parking spaces for disabled car drivers. The college will
make all reasonable efforts to ensure these parking spaces are used only by drivers who
display their blue disabled-parking permits, and a valid pay-and-display or annual permit,
as appropriate.

If issues arise conceming the availability of the parking spaces, those concemed should raise
the matter with the Domestic Services Department in order to effect a temporary solution.

20



Reading

Visitors

The College welcomes visitors and provides parking arrangements through pre-
arranged permits, which must be displayed in the vehicle. Please contact the Hospitality
Department for further information. On Open Days, sections of car parking on campus
may be reserved for visitors.

Short-term drop-off/pick-up provision

There will be two short-term drop-off/pick-up spaces for users of the nursery, with a
maximum of ten minutes’ waiting time allowed. These are located outside Concorde
Building. The nursery staff bays may not be used under any circumstances.

21



Test 1

Questions 15-20
Answer the questions below.

Choose NO MORE THAN THREE WORDS AND/OR A NUMBER from the text for
each answer.

Write vour answers in boxes 15-20 on your answer sheet.

15 Where can you buy parking permits at the college?

16 Which document shows the dates of term time?

17 What is the start date of annual parking permits?

18 Who is responsible for giving out parking fines if you park in the wrong place?
19  What do visitors need to show when parking?

20 Where can the nursery pick-up point be found?

22



Reading

Read the text below and answer Questions 21-27.

Maternity benefits

If you are expecting a baby, there are a number of benefit schemes that could help you
financially. However, eligibility differs for each individual scheme.

Statutory Maternity Pay (SMP)

You may be entitled to Statutory Maternity Pay (SMP) from your employer. This is a
weekly payment, to help make it easier for you to take time off, both before and after the
birth of your baby. SMP can be paid for up to 39 weeks.

You are entitled to SMP if you have been employed by the same company for at least
26 weeks by the end of the 15th week before your baby is due. You must also be
earning an average of at least £87 per week (before tax). The amount you get depends
on how much you earn. For 6 weeks, you will receive 80% of your average weekly
earnings. Then you will receive £112.75 per week for the remaining 33 weeks.

Maternity Allowance (MA)

Maternity Allowance (MA) is available to those who are employed or self-employed

but not eligible for Statutory Maternity Pay (SMP). You may be entitled to Maternity
Allowance if you have been employed or self-employed for at least 26 weeks in the

66 weeks before you are due to give birth. You don't have to work for the same employer
for those 26 weeks. You also don’t have to work full weeks (as a part week counts as a
full week) during the same period. Maternity Allowance can be paid for up to 39 weeks,
and is either paid at the same standard rate as SMP or 80% of your average weekly
earnings. You'll receive whichever amount is the lower. You can find Maternity Allowance
forms at antenatal clinics throughout the country.

Child Tax Credit
If you're on a low income, over 16, and are responsible for at least one child, you may

also be entitled to Child Tax Credit. The amount you get will depend on your personal
circumstances and income. When your income is being assessed, any child benefit,
maintenance payments or Maternity Allowance payments will not be classed as income.
This means that it will not be taken into account when calculating your Child Tax Credit.

Sure Start Maternity Payments

If you get benefits or Child Tax Credit because you're on a low income, then you may be
entitied to Sure Start Maternity Payments. These are individual grants to help towards
the cost of a new baby.

23



Test 1

Questions 21-27
Answer the questions below.

Choose NO MORE THAN TWO WORDS AND/OR A NUMBER from the text for
each answer.

Write your answers in boxes 21-27 on your answer sheef.
21  What is the minimum period you must have worked for an employer in order to be
eligible for SMP?

22 For how long is SMP payable every week as a percentage of your average weekly
earnings?

23 What sum is payable every week as the second part of SMP entitlement?
24 What is the maximum length of time MA is payable?
25 Where can MA forms be obtained?

26 Apart from income, what else is considered when assessing how much GChild Tax
Credit is paid?

27  What are Sure Start Maternity Payments?

24



Reading

SECTION 3 Questions 28-40
Questions 28-32

The text on pages 26 and 27 has five sections, A-E.

Choose the correct heading for each section from the list of headings below.

Write the correct number, i-viii, in boxes 28-32 on your answer sheet.

28
29
30
31
32

vi
vii

viii

List of Headings

Solving the puzzle of a papyrus document

The importance of written records and different ways of recording them
The use of papyrus for a range of purposes

Suggestions for future possibilities for papyrus

How papyrus was cultivated and different manufacturing methods

The decline of papyrus use

The preservation and destruction of papyrus documents

The process of papyrus production

Section A

Section B

Section C

Section D

Section E

25



Test 1

PAPYRUS

Used by the ancient Egyptians to make paper, the papyrus plant has
helped to shape the world we live in

Libraries and archives are cultural crossroads of knowledge exchange, where

the past transmits information to the present, and where the present has the
opportunity to inform the future. Bureaucracies have become the backbone of
civilizations, as governments try to keep track of populations, business transactions
and taxes. At a personal level, our lives are governed by the documents we
possess; we are certified on paper literally from birth to death. And written
documentation carries enormous cultural importance: consider the consequences
of signing the Foundation Document of the United Nations or the Convention on
Biological Diversity. '

Documentation requires a writing tool and a surface upon which to record the
information permanently. About 5,000 years ago, the Sumerians started to use
reeds or sticks to make marks on mud blocks which were then baked, but, despite
being fireproof, these were difficult to store. Other cultures used more flexible

but less permanent surfaces, including animal skins and wood strips. In western
culture, the adoption of papyrus was to have a great impact. Sheets of papyrus not
only provide an invaluable record of people’s daily lives, they can also be dated
using carbon-dating techniques, giving precise information about the age of the text
written on them. : ’

Papyrus is strongly associated with Egyptian culture, although all the ancient
civilizations around the Mediterranean used it. The papyrus sedge is a tall grass-
like plant. It was harvested from shallow water and swamplands on the banks of the
River Nile. Manufacturing sheets of papyrus from papyrus sedge was a complex,
messy process. Pith from inside the plant’s stem was cut into long strips that were
laid side by side. These were then covered with a second layer of strips which were
laid at right angles to the first, then soaked in water and hammered together. The
sheet was then crushed to extract the water, dried and then polished to produce a
high-quality writing surface. Individual sheets could be glued together and rolled up
to make scrolls or folded and bound to form books.

In moist climates the cellulose-rich sheets of papyrus would readily decay,
becoming covered by mould or full of holes from attacks by insects. But in dry
climates, such as the Middle East, papyrus is a stable, rot-resistant writing surface.
The earliest known roll of papyrus scroll was found in the tomb of an official called
Hemeka near Memphis, which was then the capital city of Egypt, and is around five
thousand years old. In 79CE, nearly 2,000 papyrus scrolls in the library of Julius
Caesar's father-in-law were protected at Herculaneum by ash from the catastrophic
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eruption of Mount Vesuvius. However, the most famous discoveries of papyrus
have come from the rubbish dumps of the ancient town of Oxyrhynchus, some
160km south-west of Cairo, in the desert to the west of the Nile. Oxyrhynchus

was a regional administrative capital and for a thousand years generated vast
amounts of administrative documentation, including accounts, tax returns and
correspondence, which was periodically discarded to make room for more. Over
time, a thick layer of sand covered these dumps, and they were forgotten. But

the documents were protected by the sand, creating a time capsule that allowed
astonishing glimpses into the lives of the town’s inhabitants over hundreds of years.

Collections of documents that record information and ideas have frequently been
viewed as potentially dangerous. For thousands of years, governments, despots
and conquerors have resorted to burning libraries and books to rid themselves of
inconvenient evidence or obliterate cultures and ideas that they found politically,
morally or religiously unacceptable. One such calamity, the burning of the Great
Library of Alexandria, and the papyrus scrolls and books it contained, has been
mythologized and has come to symbolize the global loss of cultural knowledge.

D  Besides their use in record-keeping, papyrus stems were used in many other
aspects of Mediterranean life, such as for boat construction and making ropes,
sails and baskets, as well as being a source of food. In 1969 the adventurer Thor
Heyerdahl attempted to cross the Atlantic from Morocco in the boat Ra, to show
that it was possible for mariners in ancient times to cross the Atlantic Ocean. Ra
was made from bundles of papyrus stems and modelled on ancient Egyptian craft.
As a marshland 