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Abstract

The human body has been a site of much theoretical reasoning in the social and cultural sciences since the 1970s.
Egyptologists too have explored the rich evidence from ancient Egypt and placed bodies back in history. The bulk of the
Egyptological research literature is focussed on two- and three-dimensional representations that were predominantly
produced and displayed in ‘elite’ contexts and on written evidence, such as healing instructions and ritual texts that
exhibit little interest in situating bodies in a specific social milieu. This paper develops an alternative perspective and
discusses evidence for bodies of the non-elite population. I adopt a relational approach to social modeling assuming
that the social is a dynamic and context-bound process of positioning individuals relative to each other. My point of
departure is a recently excavated non-elite cemetery at Zawyet Sultan. The discussion revolves around the positioning
of bodies in changing iconographic and material contexts during the late fourth to the third millennia bce. Bodies
have a better potential than the terms ‘individual’ or ‘person’ for approaching the non-elite population of ancient Egypt
because they raise questions on close social and physical relatedness that was presumably typical of non-elite contexts.
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يطبارتجهنوحن:ةميدقلاةلودلارصعيفعمتجملاةماعداسج

صخلملا

اضًيأتايرصملاءاملعماقذإ.يضاملانرقلاتاينيعبسذنمةيفاقثلاوةيعامتجالامولعلايفيرظنلاريكفتلانمريثكـللاًعوضوميرشبلادسجلاحبصأ

ملعيفثاحبألانمربكألاءزجلازكريثيح.يخيراتلااهقايسيفاهعضواوداعأو،ةميدقلارصمنمداسجألابةقلعتملاةلدألانمديدعلافاشكتساب

ةبوتكملاةلدألاىلعاضًيأزيكرتلاىلإةفاضإلاب،يسيئرلكشبءالبنلابةصاختاقايسيفاهضرعواهريوصتمتيتلاداعبألاةيثالثوةيئانثرظانملاىلعتايرصملا

ريوطتىلإثحبلااذهىعسي.ددحميعامتجاقايسيفنكـلو،داسجألالمشتاهنإذإاًليئضاًمامتهارهظُتيتلا،ةيسقطلاصوصنلاوةيبطلاتاباتكلالثم

ثيح،ةيعامتجالاجذامنلاعضوةيلمعيفيطابتراجهنمينبتىلعةقرولاهذهيفلمعأ.ناكسلانمةماعلاةئفداسجأبةقلعتملاةلدألاةشقانموليدبروظنم

ةربقملوحثحبلاةيادبةطقنروحمتت.ضعبلامهضعبلةبسنلابدارفألاةيعضوديدحتىلعلمعت،قايسلابةطبترمةريغتمةيلمعيهةيعامتجالانأضرتفأ

ةرتفلالالخةريغتملاةيداملاوةيريوصتلاتاقايسلايفداسجألاةيعضوىلعثحبلازكري.ناطلسةيوازةقطنميفاًثيدحاهنعبيقنتلامتءالبنللةعباتريغ

ةساردل"صخشلا"وأ"درفلا"يحلطصمنملضفأتايناكمإ"داسجألا"موهفمرفوي.داليملالبقةثلاثلاةيفلألاىتحوةعبارلاةيفلألارخاوأنمةرخأتملا

.ةماعلاتاقايسيفةعئاشتناكاهنأضرتفُييتلاةقيثولاةيدسجلاوةيعامتجالاطباورلالوحتالؤاستريثيهنألةميدقلارصميفعمتجملاةماع

ةميدقلاةلودلا،ةميدقلارصم،يطبارتلاريكفتلا،ةيعامتجالاةجذمنلا،دسجلاةلادلاتاملكلا
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1 Introduction

Egyptology and cognate subjects are facing an elite bias in the preserved record and its interpretation (Buss-
mann &Helms, 2020). On the empirical side, objects that might classify as ‘non-elite’ were often made from
perishable materials, and villages and low-status cemeteries were located in areas unfavorable for long-term
preservation. At a theoretical level, the identification of an object or a site as ‘non-elite’ depends on the as-
sumptions that researchers make. For example, inscribed stelae that counted a century ago as evidence of
‘the religion of the poor’ (Gunn, 1916) are today considered as expressing the views of low- to mid-ranking
elites. The lines between elite and non-elite are also not very clear as, for instance, pyramid temples of kings
that embody an elite institution were in reality sites of practices shared among a much wider population.

Research into ancient Egyptian bodies is affected by these considerations. An important early source
for physical anthropology were mummies that arrived in European and American collections (d’Auria et
al., 1988). Most of the examined mummies presumably stem, broadly speaking, from middle- and upper-
class contexts whenever they were found in a decorated coffin or a larger inscribed tomb. Today physical
anthropologists deal with skeletons from a wide range of contexts including lower status cemeteries, such as
those around the North and South tombs at Amarna (Stevens, 2018). They are predominantly concerned
with the lived realities that are archived in the human remains of deceased individuals, for example their
diet, health conditions, biological sex, and age of death. Inquiries into cultural dimensions of the body place
the focus on different types of questions relating among others to discourse analysis, phenomenology, and
semiotics. They investigate, for example, how bodies were subjected to social order (Meskell, 1999: 24–
32), how they functioned as instruments for selves to experience the world (Meskell, 2002), and how they
were theorized in speculative thought (Nyord, 2009). Such analyses are usually based on textual and visual
material. The bodies in these sources either appear according to elite conventions, such as in tomb painting
and sculpture, or are socially not situated, as in healing texts, but are rarely accessible unambiguously from
perspectives of ‘commoners’. Yet, bodies—and the material culture in which they were embedded within a
burial—were important channels for the articulation of ideas in social contexts that operate beyond the scope
of writing and art.

This paper confronts interpretive discussions of the body with the human remains of low-ranking in-
dividuals. It takes theories of relational thinking as a point of departure for setting a recently discovered
cemetery at Zawyet Sultan, in Middle Egypt, in perspective. The tombs date to the early Old Kingdom (late
Dynasty 3–early Dynasty 4), c. 2700-2600 bce, the first zenith of political centralization in northeast Africa.
The well-preserved skeletons are a major source of information about the deceased given that the burials
were poorly equipped with objects. The paper offers some preliminary thoughts on what it means to classify
these bodies as non-elite and how this may impact other aspects of social modelling.

2 Relational modelling

One way of approaching the non-elite is to imagine ancient Egyptian society as a matrix of positions—the
king, the queen, the vizier, courtiers, provincial governors, workmen, farmers etc.—and associate them with
specific objects, sites, and practices. A convenient mode for visualizing this approach is with a ‘social pyr-
amid’, an example of which is critically discussed by Grajetzki (2010: fig. 10.6). The non-elite would be
represented in such graphs somewhere in the field of farmers and unskilled workmen at the bottom. But find-
ing ‘social structure’ along these lines has come under much critique in archaeology and the social sciences.
Theoreticians of agency have argued that human responses to social order must be factored in, for example
for an explanation of the dynamic exchange of ideas and practices between social groups and in order to ap-
preciate the archaeological record as a lived context of the past (Barrett, 2001; Gardner, 2004; Kienlin
& Bussmann, 2022).

Relational thinking offers further points of critique. The key idea here is that something only exists in
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relation to something else. Entities are created by differentiation, and the way in which the difference between
them is modelled gives shape to the entities (Harris, 2021a: 51). Methodologically, understanding an entity,
such as the non-elite, requires shifting from the description of entities towards an analysis of the relations
that constitute them.

Relational modelling has been adopted in Egyptology for the analysis of social networks which has its
roots in sociology and anthropology. According to the anthropologist Radcliffe-Brown (1940), what
makes a person, i.e. a socialized individual, is the relationships he or she is embedded in. Social structure, in
his view, is eventually a network of relationships. Social Network Analysis (SNA) and its derivative Historical
Network Analysis (HNA) have taken up this idea (Brughmans& Peeples, 2023; Terrell et al., 2023) and
are rapidly developing in Egyptology with network graphs visualizing types and quantities of relationships
(Dulíková & Bárta, 2020; Tambs, 2022). SNA and HNA are designed to understand networks and the
positioning of individuals (or other entities) in them but they use relations (‘edges’ in network terminology)
as given analytical units instead of looking at how these create entities (‘nodes’).

Another branch of relational thinking that has become important in interpretive archaeology developed
from discussions of agency. It criticizes anthropocentrism and places human beings, other beings, and the
material world in a symmetrical relation instead of privileging human beings (Watts, 2013). Human-thing
entanglement (Hodder, 2012) is not the main question for this paper but the fact that bodies are embedded
in the material world—not just as objects in burials but in a phenomenological sense—is significant for the
discussion.

Marilyn Strathern reviews existing approaches to relational thinking in Relations: An anthropological ac-
count (Strathern, 2020: 1–21) which I summarize here to sketch out the wider field to which this paper
might eventually pave the way. Relational thinking transcends the common idea, as expressed by Radcliffe-
Brown, that ‘culture’ or ‘society’ is the sum of relations between entities, for example persons, institutions, or
ideas. Rather, relational thinking is better understood as a tool in societies for organizing the world. Strategies
used to this end vary from society to society. Some cosmologies place greater focus on relations and others
on entities which cautions against mapping relational analysis unquestioned on indigenous ontologies. Irre-
spective of which of the two is foregrounded relations have a double function by separating and connecting
entities at the same time. In the research literature relations are predominantly perceived as those between
persons but definitions of a person might extend beyond human beings even if the latter are distinct in so
far as they actively reflect on, change, and manipulate the relations in which they are engaged. Sets of re-
lations have also been theorised as assemblages that assign new capabilities to entities and relations as they
themselves change. Immediate contacts between entities might be termed ‘connections’ distinguished from
abstract and mediated ‘relations’. Strathern develops relational thinking in a comprehensive manner in the
main chapters of the book with her primary incentive being perhaps best defined as an ontological inquiry
into personhood.

Relational thinking raises a range of fundamental issues in cultural theory. The archaeologist OliverHar-
ris (2021b: 16–20) suggests for clarification distinguishing between ‘relations as epistemology’ (those that the
studied societies or people consciously construct), ‘relations as methodology’ (those that researchers detect
beyond the first group), and ‘relations as metaphysics’ (those questioned in Western philosophy, specifically
post-humanism). According to his classification, this paper is predominantly concerned with ‘relations as
methodology’. It investigates how people were positioned relative to each other in specific historical, social,
and material contexts. Relational thinking offers a more powerful model for interpretation than assuming
that people defined themselves by relating to an invisible master plan, that is ‘social structure’. The term
‘non-elite’ is, no doubt, problematic. It implies that elite standards were the norm in ancient Egyptian society,
and it says little about the ‘non-elite’ apart from deviating from this norm. However, alternative terms, such
as ‘commoners’, ‘ordinary population’ and even ‘lower social groups’, have deprecative connotations that are
inadequate. ‘Non-elite’ therefore seems better and, for the purpose of the argument in this paper, is a rela-
tional term that foregrounds the positioning of social groups relative to each other. The immersion of the
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Map of Egypt with sites mentioned in the paper. Compiled by the author.

body in the physical and social world holds specific potential for approaching the non-elite in ancient Egypt.

3 Non-elite burials of Zawyet Sultan

Zawyet Sultan, a village 10 km to the south of the modern city of el-Minya, is located next to an archaeological
site with extensive remains dating from late prehistory up to the early Islamic period. The ancient Egyptian
name of the site wasHebenu. Hebenuwas a regional capital of an administrative district known in Egyptology
as the Sixteenth Upper Egyptian nome (Figure 1) (Kessler, 1981: 209–224; Piacentini, 1993). King Huni,
the last king of Dynasty 3, or his successor King Sneferu, the first king of Dynasty 4, had a small pyramid built
at Hebenu, an attempt by the developing central state to anchor its power in the provincial hinterland of the
early Old Kingdom (Seidlmayer, 1996: 119–127; Bussmann, 2018). Surveys carried out at the site since
2015 have revealed a cemetery from the same period (Bussmann et al., 2022). Three trenches were opened
in the cemetery in 2022 and 2023 (Bussmann & Vanthuyne, 2023; Vanthuyne, 2023). The findings are
not yet fully documented but enough has been excavated to raise broader questions for their interpretation.
The pyramid and the early Old Kingdom settlement whose layers were hit in a deep trench in 2023 add local
context to the cemetery but will not be discussed in this paper.

The cemetery is located on a gentle slope that rises from the river Nile up to the rock tombs high up in
the desert escarpment (Figure 2). The main phases of occupation were the early Old Kingdom (late Dynasty 3
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Photo of zone 5, looking from the river to the desert escarpment. Compiled by Bart Vanthuyne and the
author using Google Earth (Map data: Google, ©2022 Maxar Technologies).

and early Dynasty 4) and the late Old Kingdom plus early First Intermediate Period (Dynasties 6 and 7) with
dispersed evidence for the reuse of the cemetery in the New Kingdom. The tombs of the early Old Kingdom
comprise sub-surface burials and shaft tombs. The sub-surface burials are located on the lower fringe of the
slope (Figure 3). Stone boulders arranged in a circle serve as visible superstructure for some of these burials.
The shaft tombs were built a little bit higher up (Figure 4). Their superstructure is not preserved but it can be
hypothesized from parallels that amastaba, a rectangular structure with a niche for the deposition of offerings,
was built over the shafts (Alexanian, 2016). Pottery discovered in and around the shafts presumably derives
from the funeral and is material evidence of ritual investment for the deceased individuals. The bodies both
in the sub-surface burials and the shaft tombs were arranged in a flexed position, knees bent, hands before the
face, placed on the side, with rather little burial equipment other than occasional faience beads and pottery
vessels. The location of the tombs in the landscape, the differences of the architecture, and the greater material
investment in the shaft tombs suggest that the sub-surface burials belong to individuals of lesser standing than
those buried in shaft tombs.

Classifying the shaft tombs as belonging to a local elite needs some further thoughts. The tombs are
still rather modest compared to the much larger tombs of Dynasty 3 and 4 found at other provincial sites,
for example at Bet Khallaf and Elkab (Alexanian, 2016: 40–52, 130–135). The number of excavated tombs
at Zawyet Sultan is as yet rather low, which cautions against too far-reaching observations. However, the
interpretation of the observed differences at Zawyet Sultan as a reflection of a ranked community, however
flat the hierarchy was, can be supported with additional observations. As in the early Old Kingdom, the
funerary landscape of Zawyet Sultan was physically and socially structured in a vertical fashion in the late
Old Kingdom and First Intermediate Period with the rock tombs of the local elite placed highest up, followed
by large mastabas with multiple chambers located at the foot of the rock tombs and simpler graves further
down the hill (Bussmann & Vanthuyne, 2023). A similar arrangement of rock tombs and mastabas with
multiple shafts is known from Beni Hassan, c. 20 km south of Zawyet Sultan, during the Middle Kingdom.
The depiction of individuals on the walls of the rock tombs and the titles inscribed next to them and on
objects found in the mastabas suggest that rank within the administrative apparatus was reflected in the size
and position of the tombs of officials in the vertical landscape (Seidlmayer, 2007). None of the burials in
Beni Hassan belongs to an individual of low-rank but simple sub-surface burials of the early Old Kingdom
were discovered on the fringe of the desert in the entire region from north of Beni Hassan to Zawyet Sultan
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