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Abstract

A dichotomy between nature and nurture has long been at the heart of definitions of kinship in the humanities and
the social sciences. While an oscillation between biological and socio-cultural constructions of relatedness may feel
superseded in favour of a more integrative approach, it is still implicit in works that take a relationship mediated by the
body as the basis of kinship. For example, the expression zꜣ⸗f n ẖt⸗f is often translated as ‘his bodily son’ and understood
as indicating a legitimate heir. The implication here is that a biological relation, conveyed through bodily connections,
is somehow more real than one that is not labelled as such. This reading comfortably maps onto (mainly Western)
expectations about the expression of kinship through a biological body. However, this interpretation disregards the
fact that there are different ways of understanding the articulation between embodiment and relatedness in modern
and ancient cultures. In this article, I take zꜣ⸗f n ẖt⸗f as a case study to explore ancient Egyptian ‘body worlds’ and to
challenge some of the assumptions regarding relatedness often found in Egyptological scholarship.
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1 Introduction: relations and body worlds

A dichotomy between nature and nurture has long been at the heart of definitions of kinship in the humanities
and the social sciences. While an oscillation between biological and socio-cultural constructions of related-
ness may feel superseded in favour of a more integrative approach, it is still implicit in works that take a
relationship mediated by the body as the basis of kinship. In such works, the body is understood as a proxy
for genealogical connections, and social interpretations of kinship are overlaid on top of a biological approach.
The body, however, does not only have a biological dimension. The idea that the ‘true’ body is our ‘natural’
body in opposition to a supposedly ‘less true’ sociocultural body is known since at least the 17th century, but,
as Harris and Robb (2013: 2, 16) note, there is very little that is ‘natural’ about this interpretation. In fact,
it should be understood as a representation of a particular body world. In their work, Harris and Robb
(2013: 3) use ‘body world’ as an analytical category to refer to the ‘totality of bodily experiences, practices,
and representations in a specific place and time’. Hence, the body is a historical agent, and the role it plays
in the definition of relations needs to be contextualised. Expressions of relatedness can be a fascinating way
of approaching different body worlds.

Relations were perceived as essential to the identity and constitution of a person or a group in ancient
Egypt. References to relatedness abound as part of one’s self-presentation in monumental inscriptions. To-
gether with an individual’s name and titles, their connections to other people are often displayed as part of
their identity. Elsewhere I have explored some Egyptian idioms of kinship relations, particularly those we
refer to as kinship terms (Olabarria, 2020: 63–74), but the ways in which relations are conveyed in writing
go beyond the mention of individual terms. Sometimes we may find additional phrases that are used to char-
acterise the social relations that exist between two persons or groups of people. For example, the expression
zꜣ⸗f n ẖt⸗f, often found in monumental inscriptions of the Old Kingdom,1 is a unique yet complex case study
to explore a purported relationship between kinship and the body. While it has traditionally been translated
as ‘his bodily son’ and assumed to denote a ‘real’—as opposed to a symbolic—filial relationship (e.g. Junker,
1931), other authors have remarked that this expression may not be indicative of any kind of genealogical
link (e.g. Schmitz, 1976). As such, it provides an opportunity to focus on the effect that ideas of the body had
on the definition and delineation of kinship in written formulations in ancient Egypt as well as on modern
scholarly interpretations of such formulations.

In this article, I present a brief overview of the use of zꜣ⸗f n ẖt⸗f—and its variants—in the primary sources,
with a focus on its connection with royal filiation. The different components of this genitival construction
are analysed individually in order to attain a more nuanced understanding of this self-presentation device.
The ways in which this expression has been studied and interpreted provide an eloquent example of how our
own personal experience shapes our approach to ancient Egyptian body worlds. In particular, I argue that
the translation ‘bodily son’ reflects our own concerns with biology as the basis for kinship, obscuring other
possible meanings that may have been associated with an individual’s insertion within a coetaneous social
group.

2 The expression z ♅f n Ρt♅f: variants and usage

The phrase zꜣ⸗f n ẖt⸗f is relatively common in self-presentation inscriptions, especially in a funerary context.
The early Dynasty 5 chapel of Kaninisut, found in situ in his mastaba in Giza’s western cemetery (G 2155)
and currently kept in Vienna (KHM Vienna ÄS 8006), features an excellent example of its use (Junker, 1931;
Hölzl, 2005).

1In this article I follow the standardised Leiden Unified Transliteration system developed in 2023.
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Line drawing of the relief between false doors, west wall of chapel of Kaninisut, Giza. Line drawing
following Junker (1934: pl. 18). Image cropped and used with permission.

In Figure 12 we see the mastaba owner Kaninisut standing on the right, with his wife Neferhanisut behind
him. Opposite them are three people depicted at a smaller scale and captioned as his ‘bodily’ children. The first
one is zꜣ⸗f n ẖt⸗f rḫ-nswt ḥr-wr, ‘his bodily son the royal acquaintance Horwer’, who is followed by zꜣt⸗f n(t) ẖt⸗f

wꜣḏt-ḥtp, ‘his bodily daughter Wadjethetep’, and zꜣ⸗f n ẖt⸗f kꜣ-n-nswt šri ‘his bodily son Kaninisut the younger’.
This inscription is illustrative of the most common usage of this expression, namely as a caption identifying
one or more filial relations within a larger scene. We see also that one individual could be said to have more
than one ‘bodily’ child, and that the phrase is not only reserved for sons, but it can also be applied to daughters.
Indeed, other attestations confirm that n ẖt⸗f could also accompany a more encompassing term denoting
filiation such as msw. For example, an inscription on the west wall of the interior chamber of the mastaba of
Seshemnefer in Giza (G4940) reads msw⸗f n ẖt⸗f sšm-nfr šri ͗ pḥw-n-ptḥ ꜣb, ‘his bodily children Seshemnefer the
younger, Pehuenptah, and Ab’ (Kanawati, 2001: pls. 22, 42, 47).3

The examples above demonstrate the most common and basic use of the expression, but occasionally it
can be complemented with additional qualifiers. For instance, the Dynasty 6 mastaba of Mereruka at Saqqara
features the following inscription in the false door on the west wall of room C3 (i.e. the tomb of his son
Meryteti): ir͗ï-pꜥt mry zꜣ⸗f n ẖt⸗f smsw mry⸗f im͗ꜣḫw ḫr in͗pw tpï ḏw⸗f mry-tti,͗‘the ir͗ï-pꜥt Mery, his eldest bodily son
whom he loves, revered one before Anubis who is upon his mountain Meryteti’ (Duell, 1938: pl. 62).4

Interestingly, in this inscription Meryteti is said to be a ‘bodily son’ of Mereruka, but in other instances in the
tomb he claims to be a ‘bodily son’ of the king, an idea to which I return below. Both qualifiers, namely smsw

and mry⸗f, tend to appear together, although there are a number of instances where smsw is not followed by
mry⸗f,5. so one should not assume that they always co-occur.

2A photograph of the relief seen in Figure 1 can be found in the online collection of the Kunsthistoriches Museum, Vienna (KHM
Vienna ÄS 8006), available here (accessed 28 March 2023).

3See also http://giza.fas.harvard.edu/ancientpeople/1870/full/ (accessed 29 March 2023).
4The title ir͗ï-pꜥt is a high honorific title in Old Kingdom sources often translated as ‘count’ or ‘prince’. On this title, its connection
with the vizirate, and changes in its use during Dynasty 5, see Strudwick (1985: 307–312, 338–340) and Baud (1999: 257–259).

5For example, from the mastaba of Djaty in Giza (G 2337 X), door-jamb MFA 27.445 features a relief where a son is identified as an
‘eldest bodily son’, with no reference to him being a beloved one (Simpson, 1980: pl. liv.c)
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Survey of attestations according to data from TLA.

Focusing on the genitival construction itself (i.e. expression of filiation followed by n ẖt and suffix pro-
noun), the Thesaurus Linguae Aegyptiae (TLA) lists 144 attestations of this phrase.6 Although the scope of
the TLA is naturally limited because the selection of textual sources included in this digital corpus cannot be
comprehensive, it is very useful as a starting point for an approximate idea of the frequency and distribution
of zꜣ⸗f n ẖt⸗f and its variants. As can been seen from Figure 2, the expression zꜣ⸗f n ẖt⸗f makes up half of the
attestations, with 72 cases recorded. Its female counterpart zꜣt⸗f nt ẖt⸗f includes 8 attestations. The rest of
the sample, namely 64 cases, include a reference to the king, comprising 26 cases for ‘son of the king’ and
38 cases for ‘daughter of the king’. The sample may be admittedly skewed, as the vast majority of examples
referring to the daughter of the king come from the well-documented mastabas of Meresankh or Idut, while
the attestations for ‘son of the king’ appear in a variety of different tombs. This overview, however, is useful in
demonstrating that n ẖt⸗f is employed in relation to royals almost as often as in the classification of apparently
non-royal kinship. In addition, the reference to daughters seems to be mainly restricted to the royal sphere.

In terms of provenance, most attestations of this expression date back to the Old Kingdom, specifically
in elite contexts in the cemeteries of Giza and Saqqara, with a site distribution as shown in Figure 3. It is
hardly surprising that these two sites accumulate the majority of examples from the Old Kingdom; what
is interesting is that the number of attestations decreases dramatically during Dynasty 6 until disappearing
almost completely after the reign of Pepi II. Post-Dynasty 6 examples are mainly related to the divine sphere;
for instance, there are some New Kingdom references to the king being the ‘bodily son of Ra’,7 and the
Contendings of Horus and Seth, a New Kingdom source that I discuss in further detail below, features the
expression in relation to deities.

Despite a few attestations, its frequency is almost negligible after the Old Kingdom. This could suggest
either that after the Old Kingdom it was no longer considered important to display this sort of relationship,

6On the basis of searches of combined occurrences of lemma 122080 (ẖt) with the following lemmata: zꜣ (125510), zꜣt (125630), zꜣ-nswt
(450223) and zꜣt-nswt (400447). Qualifiers that occur between zꜣ and ẖt have been disregarded for the purposes of this survey.

7For example, in the battle reliefs of Seti I at Karnak, where Amun-Ra refers to him as his bodily son and his beloved (The Epi-
graphic Survey, 1986: pl. 8).
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Distribution of attestations according to data from TLA.

or that other terms were preferred to highlight an alleged ‘bodily’ connection. Expressions of relatedness and
their range of meanings can change over time, and this may be indicative of new perceptions of contemporary
body worlds and their connection to kinship. An examination of the specific usage of ‘bodily’ in connection
with the king’s son illustrates some of the issues that we encounter when we use the body as a proxy for
‘biological’ relations.

3 Kingship or kinship? Body, biology, and inheritance

From the data above, it seems noteworthy that just under half of the known attestations do not refer simply
to zꜣ/zꜣt, but instead to zꜣ-nswt or its female counterpart zꜣt-nswt, which are traditionally translated as ‘king’s
son’ and ‘king’s daughter’ respectively. The mastaba of Meresankh III, for example, features several instances
of both examples. In the main room of the chapel of mastaba G 7530 (room A, north wall of pillar leading to
room C), there is a relief of Meresankh standing with a diminutive representation of a man by her side with
the caption zꜣ-nswt n ẖt⸗f dwꜣ-rꜥw, ‘the bodily son of the king Duare’ (Dunham & Simpson, 1974: 13, pl. vi, fig.
6).8 This man is probably the owner of mastaba G 5110, where he is identified by a number of high ranking
titles (Strudwick, 1985: 162–163; Baud, 1999: 606–607, dossier 248). Meresankh III was a granddaughter
of Khufu, and wife of another king of the Dynasty 4 (unclear whether Khafra or Menkaura), and she herself
was also captioned as a zꜣt-nswt in her tomb (Dunham & Simpson, 1974: 13–15, pl. vii, fig. 7).

The use of the term in this and other tombs sparked a heated debate in scholarship regarding what it may
tell us about royal lines. If n ẖt⸗f is understood as an expression of a direct biological relationship, as proposed
by Junker, then its usage may have implications in the construction and demarcation of royal genealogies of
the Old Kingdom. However, prosopographic analysis of the elites of the time seems to indicate that a zꜣ-nswt

8Dunham and Simpson (1974: 13) note that this figure and its caption are not carved in relief, so theymay have been a later insertion.
See also http://giza.fas.harvard.edu/ancientpeople/560/full/ (accessed 28 March 2023).
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