S3[BAA JO 5531 [E2ISSe|D) AL

KauaaMg geI0qa(] 3
‘uapy-twopeys TRYyRy 98papnoy E:oumn.u “rmpady So1n
UOSUDYILJ (Y TACJIRIAEN] BURH ApaeD)sy 99 PYIEIH
.ﬂ>0mﬁmﬁc«‘.~ ereuay] “Yeuef Ht { .ozmuxdd:Q DU,
“GOSMO(] "y SEWOYT, Kou007) A UATEY
SA07NGIAIU0))

UMOIg-$oARID) UAJOTRD)
sonps

anog pnflol v aof Sim anok uo(g,

LdAOT INAIONY
NI ¢

YAANTO ANV X3S



First published in 2008 by

The Classical Press of Wales

15 Roschill Terrace, Swansea SA1 6]JN
Tel: +44 (0)1792 458397

Fax: +44 (0)1792 464067
www.classicalpressofwales.co.uk

Distributor

Oxbow Books,

10 Hythe Bridge Strece,
Oxford QX1 2EW

Tel: +44 (0)1865 241249
Fax: +44 (0)1865 794449

Disteibutor in the United States of America
The David Brown Book Co.

PQ Box 511, Qakville, CT 06779

Tel: +1 (860) 945-9329

Fax: +1 (860) 945-9468

© 2008 The authors

All rights reserved. No part of dhis publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval
system, or zransmicted, in any form or by any means, decmronic, mechanical, photecopying,
tecording or ocherwise, withoue the prior permission of the publisher.

ISBN 978-1-905125-24-1

A. catalogue record for chis book is available from the British Library

Typeset by Ernest Buckley, Clunton, Shropshice
Printed and bound in the UK by Gowmer Press, Llandysul, Ceredigion, Wales

the Clasiieal Presy _@‘,HG_‘_E. Jan __.__Hq_.-..un._a_:_ﬁt PERLUTE, :..C\&..S:mi in 1903, ::.r.&m.m-. to suppart the
work of issicises and aneient bistorians in VWides and thir wllaborators from further afieldd, More
revenily ___w__.r.mm.__:_..___q.-.&ﬁ?nc_..m initisred by shofars internationadly, While retaining 4 cial byalty to
Ieler wonid the Celtic conntrics, the Press welcomies .R.._‘_E__E.mﬂ._ conrviliations ;__,.__".E_____ afl poirts m_ﬁ the world.
The syinbol of the Prews bs the Red Kiee. This bied, vace widespread in Reirain, was reduced by 1905 to some

five indivichials confined o 2 unall area ksown as " The Deserc of Wales” - the upper Tywl valley, Genedichen ©

teport that the stuck war saved frun seuminal inbreeding by the arrival of one steay female bird rom Germany.
Afrer much ctreful provection, the Rud Kice now theives - In Wiles and beyond,

CONTENTS
Page
Acknowledgemencs vii
Introduction: Gender, sex and loss of innocence ix

Curolyn Graves-Brown (Swansea University)

—_

The problem of fermale rebirth in New Kingdom Egypt: the
fragmentarion of the female individual in her funerary equipment - 1

Kathlyn M. Cooney (Gerty Research Institure)

[

Queering sex and gender in ancient Egypt 27
Thomas A. Dowson .

3. Power on their own: gender and social roles in provincial New

Kingdom Egypr 47
Terence DuQuesne
4. Pcople vs. P. Turin 55001 . 63

Jiri faenith and Hana Nuvrdrilovd
(Czech Instituee c__mm.mmvﬁﬁ:_owu.. Prague)

5. Breachesof _..scwn__.»nr,_.. rules, Meraphors and parody in
ancient Egyprian love songs 71
Renata Landgrifovd (Czech Institure of Egyprology, Prague)

6. Raules of decormm and expressions of gender fluidity in
Tawosret's tomb 83
Heather Iee McCarthy (Institute of Fine Arts, New York)

7. Boasting about hardness: constructions of Middle Kingdom
masculinity 115
R.B. Parkinson (British Museumn)

8. Queer Egyprologies of Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep 143
Greg Recder

9. Did women ‘do things’ in ancient Egypt? (circa 2600-1050 BCce) 157
Carolyn Rouledge (National Museums Liverpool, and University
of Liverpool)




1A

UMQI-$IABIE) UA[OIE])

erarews A1ppqnd mo uo siayorg
OAT Y[ , JO IBeLUL SIY 5N 03 SO SUIMO[[E JOJ 19PATY] Fa1sy 01 syt “Sjeurg
“UINTOA ST PIEAO1 Wopsia st Sunnquaues ut [nydpy Apsustiws put s30ua
-Iajuo> [exaads samualy 3d43y jo 1110ddns 12218 v Uaaq seY pAO]T UE[Y
“TAPRUYE SO, TIEYD 3IURIAJUOD I 03 ‘UCHEULWILIDU
INOLILA “DIP SN 20T SYUEY], DLIN[OA ST 01 siaded panarurgns {jsnossual
oy ssmedionred ssom 01 Apenopaed pue Souatsyuo a Jo arydsouns
Apvjoyps pur A[puspy 2y pajqeun oym stredipnaed e 0d nyavesd are 3
‘221t T anotars el suoneimmsaid serp Supmsua wroddns pesyuraa sy
10] Uynn) Eautyy 01 0 syurys eoadsy dWospa (2] [je ape Ajpeasuad
pue pooy it padpay ‘ssped mo saed s1emunjos Q) WP paBeauea
|vmw._ﬂu hnwr* Eon.mmmwhp.uh#/ nﬂ.ﬂﬂhﬂuﬁm_ INO INUNLOY 01 SN TU_Q_.-E_U .JU._H—»R— bE.ﬂh
aou213ju0a a1 Furuuny uaas tape puv iydae ey [eanoesd popracad
oya sdijugg 3035 pue 38pinseq qog 01 PaSIGO YORIT AT 3\ Appoows
JUDA IUIAD Uﬂu HnL.._ 215U 01 UE._H ..—MU.—._u._ dn M./ﬂw.m m_d:mum>mwﬂ.m —ﬂH.U}Um
yareIf £PuInITXo 23am AM YRIYM
30§ “3UIUOI AY1 PIEMO] TORUGIIUED [FRUTLY T apraoxd 01 2jqe a1m
HVOIAN Apsin ‘Surpuren ur sur urof 03 Ysia pjuoa 1enig pue Apusm
MOLY [ WOy SuonesiunSio pue S[ENPIAPUL [BI2A3S U25¢] DATY 4]
= I031p3
291401 T J0 1oddns £ U pamoumy poos APUEIsues uasq ALY (JwnjoA
siya aasadda Apprpunids sty oym) Aappng 1S3UIT PUE UOIIY (OF 2UMIOA
st ystjqnd oz Surpasile 105 os[e pue 9ou212ju02 HT SuEmp purT 01 dnpeajap
ur woddns [erour sy 10 [[AMO YOI UTI1 07 )] Apremanied ppnoa T
“WAYL (A1 JIOM. 01 INOLOY UE UIDG SBY I] SIUISYDS
39133p s Lussaatup) 5 Jo yrom sy Sunusunjduses Aqenruipr ‘essueag Ul
P13y seounzaytios [ea180103d A8 aya Jo fe2Ass puiy2q 95105 Furapp a1 usaq
aaTy 11em1G pue Apuajy "API RO T SABM[E 10U sta “4yoeordde urmreaesa
§11 J0 ASTILIRQ 'YAIYM 2UAIRJUO & pur Butns soys v uo paziurdio aduniaued e
stan ST “paBI0UIs JOOq ST YDIYA W01 351212JU0d 21 Surziueio u1 yom
paTy a1 jo Jsoul pip hu—ﬁ.._um_uu OLa SSIIRI LAY 1IEmg u:mnu_?u Jauog pus

8pupoon Apuapy sndesyio> fur Jueys 01 1| P[ROM [ ISOWII0) PUE 18I

SINIWIADAITXAONIDV

£1¢ xapup
(Kasaoarup) ALy [21) Guaamg qreogaq
161 armaelaar] wopSury Map] ur sisanbar pue 3opuany 11

(wapesna( Jo ANSIAUNY ) udp]-j140]v4S 1247V
6L1 SIDISSE[D SUIATP S[EUIZ] JO UOHIEIUIOSUET)
PUE tonewI0g SY], *Usanb i puT uvwom pIpIEaq 3y, 0T

SpuAU0")




2

QUEERING SEX AND GENDER IN ANCIENT EGYPT

. Thomas A. Dowson

e

Pl
...not only do we have a'hard time understanding the logic at work in other
historical cultures’ organizations of sex and gender, but we have an even harder
time understanding our own inability to understand chem.

(David Halperin 2002, 3)

In recent years I have become increasingly aware of the various ways in which
the practice of archacology authorizes a hererosexual history of humaniey.
Heterosexuality is perceived to be natural and normal, an intrinsic and
obvious aspect of daily life from the earliest times to the present. Hetero-
sexuality does not require evidence or explanation ~ in fact it is evident upon
inspection. But heterosexuality is not immurable, it is a modern concepr,
one that was invented by the West to make sense of yer another Western
construct, Le. homosexuality. Homosexuality is generally considered to bean
abercation of modern socicty and its values and beliefs; it is both anti-social
and anti-historical. Its presence in the past is either simply denied or hotly
debated. Ifand when homosexuality is thought to have existed in che past, or
when it simply can not be ignored, unlike heterosexualiy it requires robust
evidence and considered explanation. In these instances homosexualicy is
expediently linked to anti-social behaviour such as paedophilia, as in the
ancient Grueks (see, for example, Halperin 1990). In fact, homosexuality and
pacdophilia are so often coupled together that they are often thought of as
one and the same sets of deviant sexual behaviours. A rather obvious and high
profile contemporary example of this widespread attitude is the Catholic
Church’s response o the many accusations of sexual abuse of children by
Catholic priests: a banon lhomosexual priests because it is homasexualicy that
is to blame for the sexuallabuse of children. This repugnant but widely hield
view also finds ivs way intw archacology, including Egyprology.

Guillemerte Andreu {a Professor of Egyprology at L'Ecole du Louvre
and a member of the Deparrment of Egyptian Antiquities ac the Louvre
Museum, Patis), in a book that attemprts to construct the daily life of

27
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Thomas A. Dowson

being. The stability is either biological, it is coded in the genetic make up
of the individual (male or female, and some believe in a ‘gay gene’), or it is
culturally scable in thar a specific set of beliefs and meanings is inscribed
on an already sexed individual (masculine or feminine, heterosexual or
homosexual). The second problem is that there exists a gender hierarchy
that is explicitly heteronormarive: relations berween genders are unequal
and ranked, with an overt bias towards the heterosexual, to the exrent thac
practices and institutions legitimize and privilege heterosexuality as normal
and narural within society.

In an actempt to counter some of these problems in the archacological
study of sex und gender some archacologists have drawn on the work of
Judich Butler (1990, 1993) to examine, archaeologically, the social mecha-
nisms through which gender is produced. As imporran as rethinking sex
and gender along these lines is, this new research stops short I believe in
considering broader heteronormative practice in archacology. Butler’s
thinking about sex and gender is part of a growing body of literature being
termed ‘queer theory” Queer theory is concerned with challenging normative
thinking not only in the study of sex and gender, but also in hetcronorma-
tive practice more widely; and elsewhere I have argued for its relevince in all
aspects of aschacological practice (Dowson 2001, 2006, 2008).

Very briefly, queer theory derives from, and continues to be actively
grounded in, political movements outside the academy. But it is also drawn
into challenging the academic establishment, because char establishment
forms an integral and influcnial part of a wider set of hegemonic social and
caltural formations. In contrast to gay and lesbian identicy, queer identity
is not based on a notion of a stable truth or reality. As Halperin (1995, 62)
explains, "queer” does not name some natural kind or refer to some determi-
nate object; it acquires its meaning from its oppositional relation to the norm.
Queer is by definition wharever is at odds with the normal, the legitimare, the
dominant. There is nothing in particular to which it necessarily refers [original
emphases].” Consequenty, queer theory is not abour providing a posicivity,
racher ‘ positionality vis-a-vis the normative’ (Halperin 1995, 62).

To effect that positionality Queer Theory ‘takes on various shapes, risks,
ambitions and ambivalences in various contexts’ (Berlant and Warner 1995,
343). In so doing, it allows for ‘reordering the relations among sexual behav-
iours, erotic identiries, constructions of gender, forms of knowledge, regimes
of enunciation, logics of representation, modes of self-constitution, and
practices of community — for restructuring, that is, the relations among power,
truch, and desire’ (Halperin 1995, 62; see also de Lauretis 1991). Queer
Theory is thus very definitely not restricted to homosexual men and women,
but to any one who feels their position (sexual, intellectual or culrural) to be
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marginalized. A queer position then is no loniger a marginal one considered
deviant or pathological; but rather multiple positions within many more
possible positions - all equally valid positions in their own right from which
to n_..P_F:mo heteronormariviry, those practices and institutions that legitimize
and privilege hererosexualiry as normal and natural witchin society.

Meskell’s queer fantasy of ancient Egype

Queer Theory has already been invoked to advance our understanding of
ancient Egypt. In fact, one of the earliest and cerrainly most explicit uses of
Queer Theory in archacology is an analysis of the West’s fascination with
ancient Egypt by Lynn Meskell (1998). In this swecping but rather brief
paper Meskell argues that many popular and academic ‘constructions of
Egypt have...been queered’, that we in the West have constructed a ‘queer
legacy’ for pharaonic Egypre (1998, 64). Meskell examines the way in which
the ancient Egyptian body, the mummy, has been consumed by the West
from early modern times ro the present. During the sixreenth century there
was a literal consumption of the Egyptian body; mummies were believed
to be 2 source of healing power and an aphrodisiac. In the carly nineteench

century the Egyptian body, in particular Cleopacra’s bady, was capeured (and
fanrasized about) on canvas. Towards the end of the nineteenth century the

Egyptian body appears in popular fiction which is developed considerably
into the twentieth century with the advent of cinema. Thus it is thar the

Egyptian body, with its 'dripping and languid sexualiry” (1998, 66), has
enjoyed a ferish status for some five hundred years, Qur Sexualization’ and
‘eroticization’ of the Egyprian body, a desire chat is both physical and visnal,

is according to Meskell greeer. The West's sexual fascination with the Egyptian

body is a fancasy, a fantasy that unquestionably centres on normative percep-

tions of sex and gender, and how these interconnect with such issues as the

Orcher and race. The consumption of the Egyptian body over the last five

hundred or so years in the West is queer because ic is linked to *queer” in the

tradicional and pejorative sense of the term, a perverted sexuality. Meskell’s

‘queer legacy’ explicitly draws on ‘David Halperin’s definition (sic) of queer’

(1998, 64), bu it is, L argue, based on a fundamental misreading of Halperin,

and a profound and disturbing misunderstanding of queer politics and Queer

Theory more generally.

The necrophilic appeal of the Egyptian mummy during early modern
times represents for Meskell the start of the queering of constructions of
ancient Egypt. But it is chis linking of necrophilia with gueer that requires
close ateencion. Halperin, whose lead Meskell is following, is quite clear that
““gueer” does not name some nacural kind or refer to some determinace

object’ (Halperin 1995, 62). Or, more directly, queer ‘does noc designate
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he also has paedophile tendencies — ensuring his character is received with
disgust. Not surprisingly, Ra is casily defeated by the grear military might of
the West ~ the very essence of tradirional masculinist characrer, Rather than
presenting a gueer specracle, this Alm is decidedly traditional and stercotyp-
ical in its representarion of sexuality and the Other. Stargate quite explicicly
draws on the idea of deviant sexual beings, linking ar once non-Westerners,
homosexual and paedophiles as one-in-the-same beings. These deviant
beings need to be eliminated, and indeed they are., Archacology provides the
platform on which these sexual politics are played out.

The sexual fecishized consumption of the Egyptian Other is merely part
of the West's sexual desire for and appropriation of the deviant Other more
gencrally. There is nothing politically radical about it. Where a homosexual
clement emerges we witness the homophobia of the socicty creating and
consuming that representation. Such representations are queer in the deroga-
tory and traditional sense of the word, Why it is important to draw the
distinction I have here, is that che way in which Meskell has identified the
scholarly and popular representations of ancient Egypr as quecr does nothing
more than ‘support the restigmatization of lesbians and gay men, who can
now be regarded (once again) as sad, benighted folks, still locked . inco
an old-fashioned, essentialized, rigidly defined, specifically sexual (namely,
lesbian or gay) identity' (Halperin 1995, 65). Rather than challenging the
way in which stercotypical thinking influences the way in which the past is
used in the present, Meskell has in fact reinforced this derogarory discourse.
Queer, as Halperin and others intend the term, challenges the very idea
of stable sexual identities in the present, and this can be achieved for the
construction of sexual identities in che past, Whar Meskell has demonstrated
so well is thac both popular and academic consumptions and representations
of the ancient Egyprian past are founded on normative racial and sexual ster-
cotypes. In these representations of the Egyprian past, it is the presenc that is
projected onro the Egyprian past, and then used by the consumers of those
representations to legitimize the present. And the same discursive processes
are at work in thinking abour the refationship berween Niankhkhnum and
Khnumhorep from the time their tomb was discovered to the present,

Brothers or lovers

The tomb built for Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep was unearthed in 1964
and reconstructed in 1971, A preliminary report was published by the Chief
Laspector of Lower Egypt (Basta 1979), and an extensive monograph was
also produced by Moussa and Altenmiiller (1977). In the bas relicfs of the
tomb Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep are often depicted together quite
intimately; in fact a number of writers are struck by che apparent ‘closeness’ of
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the two men. Cherpion (1978, 66, original emphasis), for example, writes:

‘image la plus éonnante est celle des denx propritaires qui se donnent
{acculade; nulle pare ailleurs en effer; dans Lare égyprien, on ne trouve l'exemple
d'une tendresse aussi affirmée entre deux individus masculins, Pareille démon-
stracion d'affection n'est jamais attescée quientre un mari et sa femme ou enre
une mére et son fils ou sa flle, ex seulement dins des cas rarissimes. Jamais non
plus saufJorsqu'il s'agic de couples, les visages ne se touchent comme Cest Je cas
1c1.

As all the Egyprologists writing on this tomb point out, nowhere are there
any inscriptions char explicitly reveal the nanire of the relacionship between
Niankhkhnum and Khnumhorep, And it is the nature of their relat ionship
that has been debated since: T examine critically that debate here, because it
shows how archacology continues o underwrite @ heterosexual history of
humanicy, a hiscory of humanicy that gers i ncorporated into popular material
culcure, as I have just argued above, to legitimize the contemporary West's
sexual politics.

Initial archacological discussions of the relationship between Niankh-
khnum and Khnumbotep are rither predicrable. Basta (1979, 47), clearly
incrigned by the ‘exaggerated affection’ that the images of these two men
display, asks:

Were they ewo brothers? Were they facher and son? Or were chey two officials

in the king’s palace who had enjoyed a cordial friendship in life and wished ro
keep it after deach in the necher world?

Not long after, Baines, following a suggestion made by Harpur (1981),
suggested Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep might be twins (1985). The
images of two men embracing and holding hands were widely thought to be
unigue in private tombs, and Baines felt chat ‘licele could be said about their
meaning beyond the fact that they express publicly the close involvement
of the two men’ (1985, 467). But Baines goes a step further and rules our
a ‘sexual meaning’ because images of embracing or hand-holding do not have
a sexual meaning when used elsewhere. There is nothing sophisticared about
Baines's mnonommﬁzn analysis; it centres on interpreting the various scenes
in the tomb as ‘family’ scenes. The argumen is in fact quite unconvincing
and rather simplistic: ‘close involvement’ equates to twins. This suggests to
me that Baines was more comfortable accepting Niankhkhnum and Khnum-
hotep as twins (even ﬁro:mj twinship could not be proved, see Cherpion
below) than in enterraining any sexual dimension to their relationship.
These interpretations ar¢ not surprising, particulacly for the 1970s and
carly 1980s. After all, explicit discussion about considering the role of
women in the pasc was still some years off. Archaeology, and Egyptology, at
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Reeder and mysclf ). More interestingly, and this is where the wording of the
title becomes significant, this article appeared just weeks before same-sex
unions became legally recognized in the United Kingdom. At a time when
the UK was debaring (legality does not equate ro social acceptance) the idea
of same-sex ‘martiage’, 5o too academics were debating the idea of same-sex
unions in ancient Egypt, the debares being informed by each other, no matter
how subconsciously.

In che article we learn that the establishment favours the twin theory, with
a significant development: perhaps they were Siamese rwins (O’Connor).
But the most engaging comments are those from Richard Parkinson, who
we are informed is Assistant Keeper in the Deparcment of Ancient Egypt
and Sudan at the British Muscum; thus establishing his credentials (Reeder
was described as a respected non-academic), I quote the final section of the
article thar includes his contribution:

[Parkinson] feels the homosexual interpretation of Niankhkhnum and Khnum-
hotep’s tomb could in fact imperil queer theory in Egyprology.

‘[fone is trying to find queer images in the past, one has to be absolutely certain.
Otherwise people might conclude that one is secing what ane wants to see and
that all such investigacions mighr be slightly flawed" he says. “There is a fine line
between reading against the grain in a new historicist, queer theory manner and
praducing a reading that’s highly unlikely.

The evidence, Parkinson believes, suggests the two men were twins, the similar
clements in theix names and the lack of any other case adding to his convic-
tion. Furthermore, his rescarch inco anciene Egyptian texts has revealed that in
Niankhkhnum’s and Khnumhotep’s time, homosexual desire was recognized
but sexual acts berween men were seen as irregular and on a par with adultery.

‘Boch men are married and both have children so whatever the relationship is,
ic cannot be seen as a modern gay relationship,’ Parkinson says. ‘It is hard for
the European eye to resist secing images of men being physically intimate as
homocrotic. And the rwo men have short hair and moustaches and have titles
to do with hairdressing — there is the worry that modern stereotypes and carica-
cures of the homosexual are being projected back into the ancient past.’

I am all too aware of the context in which Richard Parkinson’s comments
appeared, but his commencs are nonetheless the kind of statements that are
frequently found in archaeclogy (for example, Parkinson’s and Meskell’s
dismissal of Recder cited above). Ifanything, comments like these are simply
more outright but no less revealing than those one mighe find in strictly
academic texts; they are certainly not beyond close scrutiny. There are five
specific points I now discuss.

First, I must dismiss at the outset the implication thar che relationship
between Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep is said to be 2 ‘modern gay
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relationship’. This kind om. comment appears quite frequently, O'Connor,
during his presentarion ar the Swansea conference, referred to recent inter-
pretations of Niankhkhnum and Khnumhertep as having being likened to
a ‘gay husband and wife pair’. Ignoring the offensive nature of referring to
a same-sex couple as a ‘gay husband and wife pair’, owhere has Reeder said
anything of the kind. Interestingly, but not at alf surprising, when O’Connor
made his remark there was an audible groan from the audience. The audience
were not groaning at the fact that O’Connar had got it wrong, rather they
were groaning at the ridiculousness of the idea. Comments like these rely on
an underdying social homophobia, and are employed to ridicule any serious
discussion of whether we might be dealing with 2 same-sex couple, and as
such close down further academic discussion. Of course the relationship
between Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep was nothing like that of a modern
gay rclationship, a blarantly absurd idea!

My second point concerns the burden of proof placed on Reeder (sce
Wylie 2002, 185-99, for more on the constitution of archaeological evidence
and sexual politics). Meskell suggests chat Reeder ignores the evidence, bur
interestingly it is Meskell who is ignoring the evidence; she can simply and
authoritatively dismiss what Reeder says in one sentence without herself
having to produce a reasoned argument. Because she apparently ‘exposes’
Reeder’s work as being in the service of sexual polirics, it must surely be
nonsense: the past is not there to be used to service contemporary politics
(I shall return to this particular point below). Meskell is therefore not
required to argue her case. The samie does not apply to Reeder, as Parkinson
so succinerly shows, ‘if one is trying to find queer images in the past, one
has to be absolutely certain’} Because archacology authorizes 2 heterosexual
history of humanicy, v:d.n__tm._m thar challenges that ideology has to be ‘abso-
lutely certain’. But when it comes to identifying hererosexual relationships in
the past, an archacologist merely has to state “this is a man and his wife’ for
such a relationship to be accepred as fact, no one would even bat an eyelid
upon hearing or reading such a remark. But when two men are discovered
in extraordinarily unique and intimare scenes, the idea that they may have
been more than just friends is not only met with ridicule, it has to be closely
argued. Heterosexualiry is as much a Western construct as is homosexuality
(see for example, Kosofsky Sedgwick 1990, Katz 1995), and would have been
as alien to ancient Egyptians as a modern gay relationship.

These two poincs lead to my third point. There is a strong suggestion that
Reeder nor only manipulated the evidence bur that he has noc produced
a closely argued case for Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep being anything but
twins. Reeder’s first few articles were based on an incuitive feeling char the
depictions of intimacy could suggest that Niankhkhnum and Khnumhaoeep
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Thomas A. Dowson

that of some modemn gay men. There are still a large number of modern gay
men who are or have been married (to women) and have children. Many gay
men still get married (to women) and have children in the belief/hope they
will ‘change'. Bur there is a more serious point to make,

I do nor have a problem with the past being used in the present, 1 was
trained as an archacologist in South Africa, and chere it was a past that only
some archaeologists conscructed that was used to challenge some of the
myths created by the apartheid regime. Other archacologists used the very
same archacological evidence ro support cerrain aspects of the apartheid
ideology. The pasc has always been used in the present, and this will continue;
it will never stop. A seemingly innocuous ser of dioramas showing family
units in the Stone Age, in the Iron Age, and in the Anglo Saxon and Roman
periods show ‘the family unit’ (a modem political construct our politicians
manipulate to get votes) to be as old as humanity itself (Dowson 2006). This
is an obvious example of where the past is used in the service of contempo-
rary sexual politics. Bur because it is the polirics of heterosexuality it is never
questioned, by producers or consumers, The use of the word homosexuality,
certainly a modern construce, when discussing same-sex relationships in
the past is as problematic as using terms such as male, female, marriage and
heterosexuality.

We do well to remember thac the past is not some objectified encity chat
exists our there waiting for the archacologists to excavate it and carefully
reconstruct it. Pasts are constructed in the present. Hence Chakrabarty’s
(2000, 109) commenc that past communities ‘are always in some sense
our contemporaries. And if che past is used to challenge contemporary
homophobia by showing that same-sex relationships have always existed, in
whatever form, so be ir.

Just because earlier historical cultures may differ from modern ones in their
organization of sex and gender, and just because Greek Pederascy differs
in a number of crucial respects from contemporary metropolitan gay male
identicy, it does not follow thar metropolitan gay men today cannor or should
not identify with ancient Greeks. We don't only identify with those who are the
same as us, after all: if other people weren’t different from us, whar would be the
point of fdentifying with them? ... It is possible, after all, to recruit the quecrness
of past historical periods not in order to justify one or another partisan model
of gay life in the present bur racher 1o ackivowledge, promore, and support
a heterogeneity of queer identiries, pastand present. (Halperin 2002, 15-16)

Suggesting that Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep were the first gay male
couple (Farrar 2005) is surely not the best way in which Niankhkhnum
and Khnumhotep can be used to challenge homophobia today. But we
can examine and theorize their relationship, free of heterosexist bias, in an
attempt to understand better the heterogeneous nature of sexual identicies

Queering sex and gender in Ancient E| Zypt

past and present. We do nor have all the answers, Reeder does not claim to
have definicively proved that Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep were lovers,
and his thinking has developed considerably over two decades and more.
But we shall never ger any further if we continue o allow our discussions of
Reeder’s work to be bogged down with a fear of homosexuality. This is not
to imply we can not and should not be crirical. On the contrary, we need o
remain critical, gueerly critical; aftec all, it was a questioning of a heterosexist
interpretation of Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep that gave rise to the
debate I discuss here.

A final question: Is Cherpion right or wrong?

Homosexualicy - and for now I take homosexuality to be sexual reladions
between members of the same sex — is a well researched topic in primatology.
One primatologist, Paul Vasey, writes:

...there exists robust n,___ﬂ_Ln_mn thar homosexual behaviour, and by extension,

other nonreproductive sexual behaviours, are the products of a long evolu-

tionary history that occurred independent of human culture. While homo-
sexual behaviour is widespread among our primarte relatives, aggression
specifically directly roward individuals that engage in it appears to be a uniquely

human invention. (Vascy 1995, 197)
And according to Classical writers, the practice of homosexuality was
thought to be widespread amongst the so-called Celts of Europe (James
1993, 53). For example, Athenaeus (Deipnosophistae, Gulick 1928, cited in
James 1993) writes ‘the Celrs also, though they have very beautiful women,
enjoy boys more: so that some of them have rwo lovers to sleep with on
their beds of animal skins It is more than just probable that sexual relations
berween members of the same sex have been practiced in humans since
the carliest hominids, and it is becoming increasingly evidenr that ‘normal
sexuality’ can no longer be thoughr of in terms of reproductive behaviour
between two people, each of the opposite sex.

This is not to suggest or imply, in any way, chat homosexuality as we know
it today was anything like this in the past. The meaning and significance of
sexual relations between members of the same sex is not the same around
the world today. Burt the same is true for heterosexuality. And I believe we
have to accept as well thar homosexuality was almost certainly forbidden
in other societies in the past, just as it is not accepted by all societies and
cultures today, Bur, it does not logically follow that to prove it was forbidden
in a particular socicty is to _hwc,_n that same-sex relations did nor exist. Also,
just because ancient Egyptians choughe homosexuality was on a par with
adultery, it docs not ?:oi that Niankhkhnum and Khnemhotep could not
have enjoyed in some way a same-scx relationship.
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