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Textile Representations of Gender: The Tomb of Sennefer (TT96) and Modern Family Portraits. 
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Description automatically generated] In modern society, our choice of clothing is the most outward performance of gender, and a social expression of a person’s sex and gender identity (Paoletti, 2015: para 8). While fashions may change over time, both Ancient Egypt and modern society use clothing to signify gender. It is important to note that many factors influence clothing, including culture, affluence, and ethnicity (Paoletti, 2015: para 8). This analysis of gender representation will focus on the clothing depicted in the iconography in the tomb of Sennefer in Thebes (TT96) in relation to modern ideas of “male” and “female”, keeping in mind that this iconography is representative of the heterosexual ideals required for rebirth in the afterlife (Lesko, 2002: para 2). Modern society has lots of individuality in clothing; however, “family portrait” photographs are a modern way of displaying an “ideal” image to society. The gender ideals of a particular culture influence the “ideals” displayed. The “individuality” we associate with different colours, cuts and fabrics is more of an artificial construct put on top of gender norms. In family portraits, the clothing is more likely to be what society has deemed to be appropriate- women in dresses, men in suits (Butler, 1988: 520). Regardless of the “individual style” the template remains the same.East Wall Decoration in TT96 (Sennefer, 2020: 8)

This essay will analyse a painting from the tomb of Sennefer (TT96) in the Sheikh Abd el-Qurn part of the Theban Necropolis (el-Shahawy, 2005: 17). Sennefer held the powerful position of Mayor of Thebes during the reign of Amenhotep II in the 18th Dynasty (Hodel-Honenes, 1991: 112). The specific decoration is in the underground burial chamber. Other elite tombs of this period do not have decorated burial chambers (el-Shahawy, 2005: 17). The topography in the necropolis meant the tomb could not face the appropriate directions; as such, the painting is on the “symbolic” east wall of the burial tomb (Sennefer, 2020: 2). The scene depicts Sennefer and his wife, Meryt, sat below an offering formula. There is a debate over the women depicted in the upper and lower chambers of TT96; however, only Meryt is mentioned in the burial chamber (Sennefer, 2020: 1). Sennefer is wearing a white kilt tied at the waist with a sheer tunic over the top. The tunic covers his shoulders and finishes just above his ankles. Meryt’s clothing comprises a simple tunic dress that begins half-way down the breast and finishes below her ankles. The dress is held up with straps that are narrow at the shoulder. The style of women’s clothing was established early in the Old Kingdom and changed little throughout Egyptian history (Hall, 2001: 20). The long tunic, ending around the breast with straps over the shoulders, is typical female clothing in the mortuary context. There are slight variations in the width of the straps and height of the tunic in the New Kingdom period. Male clothing retains the same elements but becomes increasing elaborate over time, most notably in the addition of pleats and sheer tunics to represent wealth and social position (Hodel-Honenes, 2000: 18). All the clothing depicted in the tomb is white. While the Ancient Egyptians did use dyes, pure white linen was the most valued textile due to its religious associations. In iconography, brightly coloured, patterned textiles symbolise foreign or exotic people and objects (Hodel-Honenes, 2000: 20). In the mortuary context, the colouring of the clothing is a declaration of being an Egyptian. 
It is important to note that the images from Egyptian tombs are not accurate or individual representations of people. They are standardised “ideals” that are reproduced in different tombs to represent forms desired for eternity in the afterlife (Hawass, 2010: 37). The Egyptians required the depiction of a wife as she had an essential role in the resurrection of the deceased. While many strict rules are surrounding the decoration of tombs, specific information was conveyed by the manipulation of the “rules” (Hodel-Honenes, 2000: 17). For example, Tutankhamun and his wife are both depicted with the ochre skin generally reserved for males to show their close bond (Robins, 2008). Either gender can wear wigs and jewellery (Hallman, 2017: 1). Clothing, however, remains consistent in its gendered association. In modern society, it has become hard to identify a persons gender through clothing alone, though there are still strong stereotypes for men and women in certain situations (Saracino, 2012: 65). In a “family portrait”, people wear their “best” clothes that often highlight the gender identity that conforms to the “ideals” of society. “Family portraits” are not reflective of the everyday performance of gender identity, but an idealised image. In modern western society, colour, patterning, and design are crucial aspects of clothing that can be used to highlight, subvert or conceal gender and sex. While these ideas are often exploited in everyday life, the family portrait is more conservative. While people may think they are expressing ideas of individuality, the reality is that colours, patterns, designs, and material type are artificial ideas plastered onto the “ideal” gendered role determined by society. Tomb decorations and “family portrait’s” stress the “ideal” forms of gender identity dictated by the society from which they originate. 
The painting in Sennefer’s tomb shows that the Ancient Egyptians represented the concept of sex and gender through clothing. There are differences in the clothing that help to identify the gender of those depicted more accurately than jewellery or facial features. However, these depictions are “ideals” designed to be the eternal form in the afterlife (Hawass, 2010: 37). It is possible to relate these Egyptian tomb paintings to modern “family portraits” in the desire to project an “ideal” gendered form to society. A degree of individualism is the significant difference between the tomb paintings and modern “family portraits”. However, they both have traditional gendered ideas behind the clothing that highlight the performative aspect of the person’s identity.
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