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QUEER EGYPTOLOGIES OF
NIANKHKHNUM AND KHNUMHOTEP

Greg Reeder

Shortly after the discovery of the tomb of Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep
by Ahmed Moussa in 1964, questions arose abourt the meaning of its unique
iconography and what it might indicate about the two men and their rela-
tionship to each other. An early visit by Mounir Basta, chief antiguities
inspector of Lower Egypr, is illustrative of the perceprual problems involved.
Basta was impressed by the scenes he saw of the two men portrayed in
intimate embrace, something he remarked he had never seen before in all che
tombs in Saqqara. His ﬂ._:“nwmca about the meaning of whar he saw remain
today: “Were they two brothers? Were they the fatherand son? Or were they
two officials in the king’s palace who had enjoyed a cordial friendship in life
and wished to keep it after death in the nether world?" Their identical titles
and similar names only added to the questions: Niankhkhnum and Khnum-
hotep ‘Manicurist of the King and the inspector of manicurists of the Palacc’.
The tomb was restored with additional blocks found in the canseway of Unas
and published by Ahmed Moussa and Hartwig Alcenmiiller of the Deutsches
Archiologisches Institut in 1977.2

With the publication of the tomb, Moussa and Alvenmiiller first suggested
the possibility that the two men were twins.? John Baines followed in 1985
wich his seminal article on ‘Egyptian Twins’ which set out to give a general
theory of the nature of twinship in ancient Egypt.* Although nothing was
known about twins in the Old Kingdom, Baines based his model on the
‘certain twinship’ of Suty and Hor, two men depicted on a New Kingdom
stela now in the British Muscum (BM 826). Baines wrore:

On the stela of Suty and Hor of the reign of Amenhorep III there is what
appears to be the only unambiguous reference to twin or multiple birch from
dynastic Egypt...* The unusual language on their stela appears at first to suppore
this idea of their ‘certain ewinship’ for they are identified assniv (brathers’) and
Hor states : ‘He came forth with me from the womb on the same day”
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Greg Reeder

Starting at the entrance to the tomb we find their names and dtles on both
sides, Niankhkhnum on the right and Khnumhotep on the left. Both have
identical titles that include ‘Chief Manicurist’, Kings’ Acquaintance’, ‘Royal
Confidant’ and ‘Overseer of the Manicurists in the Palace’™ Just inside the
entrance, past the names and ticles of the two manicurists, is an example of
the fowling and fish-spearing morif. On the right and western side of the
doorway, Niankhkhnum, in the presence of his wife and children, is shown
fowling while his wife smells a lorus.*® Khnumhotep, on the eastern side of
the doar, also in the presence of his wife and children is shown spearing two
fish. His wife smells a lorus.!® Past this marsh hunting scene, on the jambs
of the doorway opening into the tomb, are scenes of the transport of the
statues of the deceased Here can be scen a double statue of the two men
holding hands.”” This may be compared to another hand-holding double
statue of ‘Nikaoukhnoum' and wife holding hands now in Leipzig [3155].
Just inside the doorway, on the eastern wall of the entrance hall, sit che two
men in an intetlocking embrace greeting the offering bearers to their tomb.?
Here though, as throughout the tomb, Niankhkhnum is positioned on the
right and in fronc of his companion Khnumhotep, the larter depicted in
a position usually taken by the female in scenes of different-gender couples.
An example of similar (if not identical) coupling can be seen in the statue
of ‘Imapepi’ and his wife.”® In front of the two men is an endowment text
specifying the responsibilities of the priests of the dead in maintaining the
tomb and offerings. It indicates thar their wives, children and anyone else
should not interfere and that the offecings shall be for the two men rogether
with ‘the fathers and mothers who are in the necropolis.? -

Turning around and going into the tomb, on the sourhern wall of this
entrance hall we find a represencation of the rwo men holding hands and
walking on a tour of inspection.”” Niankhkhnum leads Khnumhotep by the
hand into the inner spaces of their tomb. This is similar to a scene of husband
and wife Mereruka and Watetkhethor holding hands with Mereruka leading
his wife into the tomb and into the conjugal bed »

At the entrance to the inner rock-cut chamber the two men appear above
the doorway on opposite sides, with offerings piled up between them.?
Niankhkhnum sits to the right. Khnumhotep sits on the left smelling a lotus.
Lotus-smelling by che man is a rare occurrence in the Sth Dynasty. It became
much more prevalent jn later dynasties. It is mostly women who are shown
smelling lotus at this time in the Old Kingdom. A statement by Yvonne
Harpur in her Decoration in Egyptian Tombs of the Old Kingdom is worth
quoting here concerning the role of women and the act of smelling the lotus.

For most of the Old Kingdom the lotus is characteristic of women rather
than men, and apart from three examples cited...male figures with the flower
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Fig 1. The wife of Khnumharep
smelling a locus. Permission:
Deursches Archiologisches Institut.

Fig 2. Khnumhotep smelling a lotus. Permis-
sion: Deutsches Archiologisches Instituc,

to their nose are arcested only in late Dynasty VI, on the panels of a few false
doors, The beauty and delicacy of the lotus may explain why it associared with
women...»

In all of the Sth Dynasty Khnumhotep is one of only three men shown
smelling a lotus.? It is worth noting that only the women and Khnumhotep
are shown smelling a lotus in this tomb. Why is this so? I can only speculate
that the designers of this tomb recognized that Khnumhotep was in some
special way occupying the space normally reserved for the wife.

Above the doorway the names of the owners are carved in one line visually
making them one joined name® Their names, inscribed rogether as they
are, above the entrance to the rock-cut chamber, may be a design element
referring to the closenessiof the two and their desire to remain together in
this life and the next. It brings their names togecher at the point where the
tomb is carved ouc of the living-rock of the hillside introducing the more
intimate reaches of the rock-cut chamber.

‘We can now enter the doorway that was sealed up by Unas’ workmen
when he had the mastaba dismantled and built his causeway over the site.
A banquet scene is on the far southern wall, and the entrance to the offering
chamber is just to the right of che banquer scene. Bur before we ger to the

banquer let us look at the eastern or left side of this chamber. Nearest ta our
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Greg Reeder

Fig 4. Niankhkhnum and Khnumhorep
ac the entrance to the offering chamber.
Photograph by Greg Reeder.
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Niankhkhnum & Khnumhotep (Tafel 99)

; e e

Kha-Hay & Meret-yries (Plate32)

Fig. 6. Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep
the most jntimate. Phatograph by Greg
Reeder,

Fig. 5. Derails of False
Door of Kha-Hay and
Meret-yetes (from

Moussa 1971, Plate 32)
compared to False Door
of Niankhkhnum and
Khnumhotep (Moussa
1977 Tafel 90). Permis-
sion: Deutsches Archiolo-
gisches Institut.

has undergone an extensive study by Miroslav Verner and the Czechoslovak

Queer Egyptologies of Niankhkhnum and Khnumbotep

false door is to the nocth and Niankhkhnum's on the south.” Niankhkhnum’s
false door was almost completely destroyed by ancient grave robbers but
enough of it remains to see its composition. Between the false doors the two
manicurists are united in an intimate embrace. Niankhkhnum is supporting
the embracing Khnumhotep. Though face-to-face, they are not as intimate
as in the embrace at the entrance. This entire composition could very well
have been copied from the only slightly earlier tomb of Nefer and Kha-Hay*
located in the same part of the cemetery by the causeway of Unas, where
the composition and iconographic vocabulary of the false doors is almost
identical to our tomb of the manicurists. The parallels are amazing. Kha-Hay
stands facing his wife Meret-Yetes. He is depicted considerably larger than
she is. Their own false doors flank the scene, his on the left, hers on the right.
Khnumhotep stands in the same posc as Merer-Yetes and in the same posicion
on the right of the scene. As she clasps her husband’s shoulder Khnumhotep
clasps the shoulder of Niankhkhnum, but as Kha-Hay stands rigid there is
a difference in thar Niankhkhnum actively reaches forward to rake the arm
of Khnumhotep much as Kha-Hay holds onto his staff. The entry in the
publication of the tomb is worth noting: “The space between the false doors
of Ka-Hay and Meret-Yetes depicts the couple in an affectionate face to face

position, The wift passes her right arm behind her hushand’s back, the hand
38

clasping his right shoulder!

Opposite the false An_.o..qz and just on the reverse side of the entrance
pilaster where we saw the two men embracing surrounded by their children,
is the most intimate embrace of all for the two men.* Here they stand alone,
Niankhkhnum still on the south and Khnumhotep on the north. This time
they are much more intimate than husband and wife in the tomb of Kha-Hay.
They are so close together here that not only are they face-to-face and nose-
to-nose, but so close thar the knots on their belts arc touching linking their
lower torsos. It is not narcasonable to assume that the two men are shown
kissing each other as the Old Kingdom word for kissing (sn) shows two
noses coming together.* It is, therefore, my understanding thar this scenc is
showing the two men locked in an imitate embrace with a kiss meant to last
for crernity.

Before we leave the tomb of the two manicurists, T would like to highlight
evidence that may help refute the charge chac the two men needed always to
be shown together because they were twins who were in necd of symbolic
correction, or becanse they were conjoined rwins who by physical necessicy
were together. ’

Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep are depicted elsewhere outside of their
tomb, specifically in the tomb of the Vizier Prahshepses at Abusir. This romb
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“ Moussa and Altenmiiller 1977, Sz. 24.1.
? Harpur 1987, 134.

% Harpur 1987 Table 6.11 (p. 331).

¥ Moussa and Altenmiiller 1977, Sz. 25.
2 Moussa and Altenmiiller 1997, Sz. 29a.
® Moussa and Alrenmiiller 1997, Sz. 30b,
® Moussa and Altenmiller 1977, 22 and n.66.
3 Moussa and Altenmidler 1977, Sz. 31.
3 Cherpion 1986, 67.

» Moussa and Altenmiiller 1977, Sz. 32.3.
% Cherpion 1995, Fig. 6 p. 43.

# Cherpion 1995, Fig. 1 p. 38.

% Moussa and Alcenmiiller 1977, Sz. 42.
¥ Moussa and Alrenmiiller 1971, PL 32.
® Moussa and Altenmiiller 1971, 36.

¥ Moussa and Aleenmiiller 1977, Sz. 39.1.
“ Hannig 2003, 1155.

' Verner 1977, 68.

“ Verner 1977, inscription 138 p. 96.

3 Eben 2001, 67.

Leroi 2003, 34-5.
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