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Emerging Gender Markers in Pre-Old Egyptian
The Umm el-Qa’ab Private Stelae reconsidered
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Abstract. During the period between Dynasty “Zero” and the Fourth Dynasty, the Egyptian state was formed and 
developed numerous elements that remained fundamental for the later state and complex society. Early pictorial 
evidence indicates that both men and women are depicted, although the assignment of gender does not always 
appear to be unambiguous. Archaeological findings, artistic representations and linguistic evidence provide some 
insights about gender representation; in particular the First Dynasty stelae from the subsidiary burials of the 
royal tombs at Abydos are a unique corpus of Pre-Old Egyptian writing. The stelae are inscribed with titles and/
or names, and one of mainly three different signs is often found at the end of such a title/name unit. These signs 
are categorised as [dog], [dwarf] and variants of a seated persons, some of which are the hieroglyphic sign A1, 
others B1 and some are often interpreted as a woman—or not. The difference is not trivial because—of course—
gender matters and is an analytical category for structuring societies. This raises an interesting point: how is the 
sex expressed in Pre-Old Egyptian writing that is presumed to match grammatical gender?
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1. Introduction

1.1. Identifying gender in Early Dynastic contexts

In recent years—probably in response to current debates in modern societies—a number of publi-
cations appeared that dealt with women, minorities or dependence structures in ancient Egyptian 
society. Depending on the topic, the material base is better or worse, but authors are generally 
able to identify the group(s) to be researched. After all, criteria are known that help to distinguish 
men from women: in arts, for example, these are differences in skin color, posture, dress and shape 
regarding the primary sexual characteristics; the writing system presents linguistic indicators like 
the grammatical gender that appears in nouns, adjectives, articles etc. agreeing with them in num-
ber and gender. In case of humans, for example, the sex actually corresponds to the grammatical 
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gender and is often classified with 𓀀, A1 [man], or 𓁐, B1 [woman]—this also goes for personal 
pronouns.

While these criteria are undisputed for the periods from the Third Dynasty onwards and are 
in turn used to answer further questions, their validity in the preceding period is questionable. 
The First and Second Dynasties are the decades in which these features and rules were developed 
and therefore experiments and deviations from the later schemes are to be expected. Shape, pho-
netic value and function (phonogram or logogram) of hieroglyphs were work in progress and so 
the identification of signs is not always fully established. In his recent article on “Lesefunde in 
frühägyptischen Inschriften,” Martin Fitzenreiter questions (under the subheading “Zu viele Frauen 
in Abydos?”) the identification of a sign that depicts a seated person, formerly read as [woman] on 
First Dynasty private stelae (Fitzenreiter 2022: 1). In another article in the same volume, however, 
other authors interpret a similar squatting person, originally read as a [man], now as an image 
of a [woman] (here: Fig. 4b; Sperveslage, Schneider & Bussmann 2022: 230 for sign A2). A sim-
ilar basic assumption about “too many women” among Early Dynastic seal-bearers may already 
have prompted Egyptologists to interpret depictions of people with huge wigs/coiffures on Early 
Dynastic private seals as men by summarily declaring long-haired hairstyles to be a component of 
Early Dynastic male costume (von Bissing 1952: 9; Kaplony 1986: 711), albeit without providing 
any evidence for this, while similar representations in later Dynasties would be classified as women. 
People depicted on objects associated with royalty and power are also more likely to be interpreted 
as men—it was only recently proven that the person in front of Narmer is his queen and not some 
male official (Narmer Palette, upper panel of recto, Kammerzell 2021: 59–62). Obviously, the identi-
fication of men and women in these early samples is less clear than previously assumed and a fresh 
look is required at the differences that matter.

1.2. Archaeological classification

The classification of finds (and features) into categories, types, variants etc. is one of the most intrin-
sic archaeological methods. This way we are able to interpret the subdivision in subsequent steps 
on the basis of recognized patterns or to determine them with the help of analogies to (supposedly) 
better documented information. The assessment of a feature as belonging to a certain type, how-
ever, is usually subject to view, experience or knowledge of the respective researcher, methodolog-
ical or theoretical approach, state of preservation of the respective object, or scope of the available 
or deliberately selected corpus and is likely to change with new findings. Previous classifications 
on the subject dealt with here often seem to be based on assumptions that the respective authors 
were not necessarily aware of—and this will be no different for the following study. A longstanding 
hypothesis is, for example, that women’s burials could be identified by jewelry or the remains of 
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long hair, 1 while men could be identified by weapons or tools, or by over- or under- representing 
a certain group of people in the cemetery, 2 by assigning activities and functions to the deceased, 3 
and the like.

To examine elements that mark gender, various aspects of material culture, iconography and 
written evidence must be considered. Key sources should include burials, human remains, and 
statuary. Clothing and hairstyles often provide gender-specific indications. Body postures and ges-
tures in human representations can further differentiate male and female figures. Additionally, early 
inscriptions, names and titles associated with individuals should offer valuable clues about gender 
and identity. It should be noted that the criteria used to select burials (male/female/social hierarchy 
etc.) for certain cemeteries can vary considerably.

Signs on a specific group of stelae are the starting point for this discussion, namely those found 
at Umm el-Qa’ab. Based on this case study, human remains and linguistic as well as pictorial evi-
dence are then discussed from a broader perspective.

2. The stelae from Umm el-Qa’ab

The stelae from Umm el-Qa’ab are assumed to belong to the altogether approximately 800 subsid-
iary burials around the royal tombs of the First Dynasty. The number of (surviving) stelae is much 
lower: 359 limestone stelae are listed by Martin 2011 (many of them fragmentary), with some of 
them originating from the contemporary enclosures and not the royal tombs. 4 About 60 additional 
stelae made of a green hard stone were observed during the re-excavation of Tomb U/Semerkhet 
(Dreyer, in: Dreyer et al. 2011: 83). While the stelae seem to have been found predominantly in 
some areas of the necropolis (Tombs O, Z/W, T as well as U and Q in the south), some areas pro-
vided hardly any at all (Cemetery B, Tombs Y, X). 5 Therefore, stelae are preserved only for approx-
imately 50 % of the subsidiary tombs. Unfortunately, the situation for the osteological evidence is 
not any better, as many bodies—if not destroyed before the first excavations—were inadequately 
documented during that process. 6

1 Kaplony 1963: 217; Amélineau 1899a: 57, 66; Amélineau 1905: 451–452.

2 The initial remark by Fitzenreiter 2022: 1.

3 Concubines: Troy 1986: 180; Morris 2007: 19; Trigger 1983: 52; Reisner 1936: 109; scribes: Morenz & Kuhn 
2011: 8.

4 An additional object was found in Tomb Y (Köhler et al. 2023: 98, fig. 31).

5 During the re-excavations of the German Archaeological Institute in Cairo at the site, a large number of fragments was 
collected that might have been stelae that are so badly weathered that nothing remained of the original surface. Apart 
from a few examples from Tombs T and U, none of them are published (see Martin 2011: 194–199, there often called 
“rough blank for a stela”). General assumptions taken from the remaining published stelae have, therefore, always to be 
taken with a grain of salt.

6 For a list of tombs and anthropological remains see Engel 2021a: 125. In all tombs the number of surviving skeletons 
is so small that it seems difficult to conclude a “ausgeglichene[n] Geschlechtermix“ (Fitzenreiter 2022: 3, note 8): of 
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Since the tombs in Umm el-Qa’ab were excavated several times, beginning in the Middle 
Kingdom and ending with the recent re-excavations of the German Archaeological Institute, hardly 
any finds were preserved in situ but scattered over the whole area (see Engel 2015 for examples). 
As a consequence, the origin of objects has to be established using distribution charts to observe 
clusters in certain areas.

As the number of “green” stelae approximately equals the number of subsidiary chambers in 
Tomb U and were found only in this tomb and its surroundings, it seems that these stelae were 
exclusively made for this tomb. The “green” stelae, therefore, can be excluded from attempts to 
assign the remaining stelae to the tombs. Unlike most of the limestone stelae, the “green” stelae had 
an ink inscription that only left very few traces (Dreyer et al. 2017: 87, fig. 94).

The remaining limestone stelae do not form a uniform corpus but can be divided using several 
criteria indicating different workshops or developments within the same: one is the kind of lime-
stone that varies between a rather porous and a denser variety (see the photographs in Martin 2011): 
inscriptions on stelae made of the porous variety are executed in raised relief and are clustered in 
and around Tomb O/Djer 7 giving the name (fig. 1b) or the name and the classifier in question on a 
baseline (fig. 1a, c). The same stone variety was used for two stelae of persons of short stature. Other 
stelae with a denser limestone can also be attributed to the same tomb if they show this particular 
feature (the baseline) (fig. 1c). The inscriptions are arranged vertically.

a) Stela 55 (Martin 2011: 51) b) Stela 108 (Martin 2011: 91) c) Stela 58 (Martin 2011: 53) 

Fig. 1. Stelae coming from Tomb O/Djer (not to scale)

the about 20 skeletons in Tomb Q, for instance, several skeletons were removed by Petrie without giving any indication 
on gender determination or present location; less than 30 bones of approximately 4200 that should have been there 
were found during the re-excavation by the German Archaeological Institute, many of which were so fragmentary 
that they did not allow a determination of sex or other characteristics (Zink in Dreyer et al. 2003: 131–133). The 
same difference in numbers holds true for the remains of fifteen individuals published in Amélineau 1905: 730–736 
(as quoted by Fitzenreiter) of originally 318 persons in the subsidiary chambers of Tomb O/Djer. Zink 2008: 693, 
however, describes the gender and age ratio in Cemetery U and cannot be taken to represent any of the royal tombs 
at Umm el-Qa’ab.

7 Some objects were moved to the environments of Tombs B (Aha) and P (Peribsen).
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Inscriptions on stelae from the reign of “Serpent” are also arranged vertically, as can be seen in ste-
lae from Tombs Z and W as well as from the contemporary enclosure. These stelae are made from 
a harder and denser limestone than the older stelae and are usually less than 20 cm wide, but have 
a lengthier appearance than the older ones from Tomb O. Many give only the name of the owner. 
These stelae are distributed over a wider area with single objects found in the area of Tomb T (e.g., 
Stela 278), Y, or U (Stela 301) (fig. 2a–b).

a) Stela 203 (Martin 2011: 145) b) Stela 14 (Martin 2011: 25)

Fig. 2. Stelae coming from Tomb Z and W/“Serpent” (not to scale)

The location of Tomb T in the middle of the cemetery makes it more difficult to single out typical 
stelae of this reign since it is surrounded by Tombs Z, Y, U, Q and even O, so that it is likely that 
finds in this area are mixed with objects from the adjoining tombs. Still, some statements seem 
possible: the stelae appear to be generally wider again (> 20 cm) 8—and remain so until the end of 
the dynasty. The top of the stelae is usually rounder than in the examples from Tomb Z/W or nearly 
square. Many stelae now mention name, title and feature a larger range of classifiers: In addition to 
those used during the reign of Djer two generations earlier (the supposed B1 and a14) A1 and E14 
are used.

8 The width of the objects is, however, an unreliable criterium since many of the measurements given in Martin 2011 do 
not state whether the original surfaces are preserved or not. 
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a) Stela 125 (Martin 2011: 99) b) Stela 
(Amélineau 1899b: pl. XLII)

c) Stela 34 (Tomb U) 
(Martin 2011: 37)

d) Stela 18 
(Tomb Y) 

(Martin 2011: 29)

e) Stela 35 (Tomb U) 
(Martin 2011: 37)

f) Stela 37
(Tomb U)

(Martin 2011: 37)

g) Stela 281
(Martin 2011: 187)

h) Stela 212
(Martin 2011: 

151)

Fig. 3. Stelae from the reign of Den/Tomb T and surroundings (not to scale)

A couple of stelae mention women from the king’s circle with the titles mꜣꜣ ḥr.w wr ḥts rmn/ꜥ.w stẖ 
or show other exceptional representations (fig. 3a–c). All in all, for the (non-royal) stelae found in 
and around Tomb T two different patterns of inscriptions are observable: one has the signs arranged 
in a column (fig. 3d, f, h), while the other has the title and the name or a second title in a horizontal 
line above the classifier. Three rather uniform stelae mention pr.w-bš perhaps referring to people 
responsible for grain magazines (fig. 3h).

Tombs Q/Qa’a and U/Semerkhet yielded a variety of stelae many of which probably originated 
from Tomb T. Only two stelae can be assigned to Tomb Q: Stela 286 (fig. 4e) since it was found in 
the royal burial chamber in an area that was neither touched by Amélineau nor by Petrie and there-
fore was less far removed from its original location than other stelae, and Stela 48 which belongs 
to Sabef, a person of small stature (fig. 6c) which was found by Petrie in a chamber probably not 
excavated previously by Amélineau. Both stelae do not deliver enough information to determine 
characteristics regarding shape or layout of the other stelae from Tomb Q.
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a) Stela 44
(Martin 2011: 41)

b) Stela 39
(Martin 2011: 39)

c) Stela 41
(Martin 2011: 39)

d) Stela 42
(Martin 2011: 41)

e) Stela 286
(Martin 2011: 189)

Fig. 4. Stelae from the southern part of the necropolis (Tombs U and Q) (not to scale)

Keeping in mind the starting point of stelae from Umm el-Qa’ab, the following points will shed 
light on more general questions such as: if and how is gender marked in burials, in language or in 
art?

3. Human remains

Despite a large number of excavated Early Dynastic sites, osteological studies are only available for 
comparatively few cemeteries—and in the cemeteries that were already in use during the Predynastic 
period, only a minority of the burials can be attributed to the First and Second Dynasties. Examples 
for this paper are taken from Tarkhan in Upper Egypt and Minshat Abu Omar in Lower Egypt, 
since publications of both offer an osteological determination of the human remains as well as 
evidence of the grave goods found in the respective tombs. 9

No differences in costume can be determined from these two sites. This is partly due to the 
state of preservation, as no remains of clothing or hair were preserved. Moreover, there are also no 
clear differences in the surviving grave goods or costume components: both men and women were 
buried with jewelry (beads, bracelets), 10 and grave goods such as flint or copper tools; 11 a simple 
equation of jewelry = women, tools = men can therefore not be maintained, although a certain 
prevalence for jewelry in female and tools in male graves is obvious. Any findings from Umm 
el-Qa’ab were destroyed during Amélineau’s excavations who described large quantities of fabrics, 

9 Petrie, Wainwright, Gardiner 1913; Petrie 1914; Kroeper & Wildung 1994, 2000.

10 Men: Minshat Abu Omar 170 (109), 173 (126), Tarkhan 4, 61, 170, 538, 949; women: Minshat Abu Omar 
14 (673), 80 (758), 111 (340), 137 (866), 142 (322), 152 (400), 167 (329), 172 (404), Tarkhan 80, 269, 
415, 763, 797, 874, 1430, 1438, 1528, 1795, 1907, 1919 (Kroeper & Wildung 1994: 13–15, 105–108, 
153–154; Kroeper & Wildung 2000: 34–41, 47–55, 69–72, 91–95, 102–105, 109–113, 114–119; Petrie 
1914: pls. LXIV, LXVI; Petrie, Wainwright & Gardiner 1913: pls. XLII, XLIII).

11 Men: Minshat Abu Omar 173 (126), 189 (853), Tarkhan 122, 170, 176; women: Minshat Abu Omar 167 (329) 
(Kroeper & Wildung 2000: 91–95, 114–119, 141–142; Petrie 1914: pls. LXIV, LXVI).
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skeletons, hair and different grave goods from the Tomb of Djer, but without giving proper docu-
mentation and sexing of the bones. 12

The impression gained from the Early Dynastic osteological findings is confirmed by various 
depictions in contemporary three- and two-dimensional images, in which men and women are 
shown wearing jewelry, for example, necklaces and bracelets. 13

However, Stephan Seidlmayer was able to establish for burials of the Old Kingdom on 
Elephantine some generations later that: “women […] had clothes, jewelry, cosmetics, men head-
rests, staffs, weapons” in their graves, whereas children had no grave goods or only “a small chain 
with a few pearls” (Seidlmayer 2003: 67).

So social, regional or temporal differences/developments are possible.
Attempts are repeatedly made to draw conclusions about the social position of the buried per-

sons in this world on the basis of grave goods: certain people are referred to as “artisans” because 
their burials, among other things, include most notably copper tools such as knives, adzes, chisels, 
needles and even axes (Bestock 2009: 49; O’Connor 2009: 173).

In the same way, Bestock 2009: 50 interprets ivory game pieces due to their materials and “their 
indication of leisure activity” as a reference of high social status, but as we have no external evi-
dence to identify the individuals’ professions/social status this has to remain a circular reasoning.

In rare cases, remains of hair are found, as was the case in the eastern row of chambers of 
Tomb O (temp. Djer) 14 or in some eastern chambers of Tomb T (temp. Den). 15 Amélineau describes 
his finds as being braided with great skill, the hair being of different colors: black, brown and white, 
suggesting that persons of different ages were buried in the tombs. He first took it for granted that 
the hair belonged to women buried in the subsidiary chambers 16 but changed his mind afterwards 
and interpreted them as votive offerings instead. 17 Since no anthropological examination of the 
remaining bones was undertaken, the attribution to women remains questionable, but Amélineau’s 
description of the hair as “nattes des cheveux” with delicately braided hair points indeed more to 
female hairstyles or wigs (see below) than to longer male hair 18.

12 Amélineau 1904.

13 Nesa (Louvre N39/LP 1702/A38 <https://collections.louvre.fr/en/ark: /53355/cl010009482> [accessed: 
2.12.2024]); Netjerikhet (Ne/He/4 = Turin Omv-Sppl. 2671 = Kahl, Kloth, Zimmermann 1995: 116–117); […]-
sjsj (EM99–32 [= D3/Hl/3 = Kahl, Kloth, Zimmermann 1995: 178–179)] (Third Dynasty). Costume and hair style 
identify the owner of the stela as Nubian who obviously climbed up in Egyptian society: Raue 2018: 120).

14 Amélineau 1899a: 57, 1905: 450–460.

15 Dreyer, in: Dreyer, Hartung, Pumpenmeier 1993: 59.

16 Amélineau 1899a: 57; see also Kaplony 1963: 217; Fitzenreiter 2022: 5 [13].

17 Amélineau 1905: 451.

18 See also Tassie 2008 for an exhausting catalogue of hair.

https://collections.louvre.fr/en/ark:/53355/cl010009482


77

Emerging Gender Markers in Pre-Old Egyptian

Archaeological evidence, therefore, seems to be of little help in determining elements that mark 
gender in written or pictorial records.

4. Linguistic evidence

Since the uncovering of Cemetery U in Umm el-Qa’ab/Abydos and, above all, the discovery of U-j, 
a great deal of predynastic inscribed material is known; in Tomb U-j alone there are 175 labels and 
145 vessels inscribed with one to three signs that can be clearly identified as hieroglyphs (Dreyer 
1998; Regulski 2015). Other Predynastic and Early Dynastic objects like the labels are inscribed 
with hieroglyphs and hieroglyph-like signs belonging to different Modes of Graphic Information 
Processing (Kammerzell 2021: 1–3). It is often difficult to distinguish between a pictorial and a lin-
guistic mode for the signs and sign sequences that are displayed on the text carrier because:

(…) there is no fundamental difference between the shape of an individual pic-
torial element and the shape of a hieroglyph. Both are figurative, there are almost 
identical conventions for sign shaping, and the respective inventories of basics 
elements are also very similar: either constitutes an open class controlled by more 
or less the same set of rules. In addition, a hieroglyph may be even used as an 
ambimodal sign (…) with one and the same instance belonging simultaneously to 
the pictorial as well as the linguistic mode. 19

Kammerzell 2021 has shown that there is a way to decipher these texts with reference to the medium 
they are applied to.

The reading of Early Dynastic inscriptions often takes place with the aid of and recourse to 
established knowledge about the structure of the language, such as Edel’s Altägyptische Grammatik 
(Edel 1955). Variants in the phoneme system, sound change and function of the corresponding 
phonogram or diachronic changes in the inventory of signs, i.e. differences in vocabulary and 
grammar, 20 must also be taken into account. Two phases are evident here: the first phase involved 
the creation, expansion and standardization of the corpus of signs from a wide range of possibili-
ties as well as the introduction of morphological and lexical elements, syntactic structures and the 
phonetic characteristics typical of later hieroglyphic writing. Kammerzell therefore calls this very 
early status of the language “Pre-Egyptian” 21 from which Pre-Old Egyptian was formed. 22 From 
the second half of the First Dynasty onwards, standardization intensified: with increasing phone-
tisation, the corpus of signs was reduced, the vocabulary changed, and more complex grammatical 
constructions could be reproduced.

19 Kammerzell 2015: 2; for ambimodal signs see Lapčič 2014.

20 e.g. the use of nb as a noun versus the later use only as a modifier (Kahl 2000).

21 Kammerzell 2021: 7 sees Pre-Egyptian “not in the sense of a reconstructed proto-language but as a historically attested 
state of language which still lacks some of the typical traits of Egyptian.”

22 Kammerzell 2005; Regulski 2015: 13–14.
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The paleographical development shows that graphical modification can be observed at the 
beginning of the First Dynasty and is marked by three phases: 1: new versions/outlines for signs 
that already existed; 2. changes in preference for modified versions; and 3. the omission of sign 
shapes. 23

wr.t-kꜣ nb.t=f or nb.t-jt(j) ḥḏr.t or mzḥ.t mrj.t-kꜣ
a) Stela 77

(Martin 2011: 67)
b) Stela 82

(Martin 2011: 71)
c) Stela 64

(Martin 2011: 59)
d) Stela 61

(Martin 2011: 55)

Fig. 5. Stelae with feminine marker .t (not to scale)

4.1. Genera

Classification of nouns to which a grammatical gender is assigned is one of the assumed features 
of Pre-Old Egyptian. Edel 1955: 91 states that Old Egyptian recognizes two genera: a masculine 
without its own ending and a feminine with the ending .t. The grammatical gender corresponds to 
the natural gender when it comes to people, i.e. women or men. For the Fourth Dynasty, Schweitzer 
found that:

zwei Genera zu unterscheiden [sind]. Substantive sind entweder maskulin (…) oder 
feminin (…). Dabei muß nicht notwendigerweise die Femininendung in der Schrift 
erscheinen (Schweitzer 2005: 104–105, § 205).

This statement is probably also true for the Early Dynastic Period. In view of Schweitzer’s relatively 
frequent grammatical-morphematic defective spelling of .t, 24 the question of the grammatical gen-
der of certain words also arises in early spellings. The word wḏꜣ/wḏꜣ.t may serve as an example for 
the Early Dynastic Period: it appears in various seal inscriptions in the title ḥr(.j)-wḏꜣ or -wḏꜣ.t, 
whereby the feminine form only appears in the reign of Khasekhemwy 25. FrühWb and TLA list 
both words with identical translations, but there is comparatively little evidence for the feminine 

23 See Regulski‘s 2010 extensive study of the paleography of early writing. See Loprieno 2020: 492–494 for the stan-
dardization of writing.

24 Schweitzer 2005: § 185; see also Kahl 1994: 959–1020.

25 We are indebted to Anke Ilona Blöbaum for discussions and comments on this word.
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form. 26 The absence of the.t is conspicuous during the reign of Netjerikhet, for example, in a spell-
ing for the king’s daughter sꜣ.t-nzw, while the accompanying title or personal name indicates that 
it actually refers to a female member of the family. 27 The same applies to an epithet of Queen 
Nimaathapi (ḏd(.t) jr(.t) n=s) 28 whose designation as mw.t-nzw leaves no doubt as to her gender. 
Despite all obstacles in recognizing female endings, some stelae do mention a .t in the writing of the 
personal name (fig. 5) that point to women as the interred.

4.2. Classifiers

One of the characteristics of the hieroglyphic writing system is the so-called classifier 29, an extra 
sign added at the end of the word. Classifiers emerged in the course of the invention of writ-
ing from Naqada IIIA–B onwards (Kahl 1994: 22, 52; Kahl 2001: 118–119; Kahl 2003: 129–131; 
Regulski 2015). They usually have a non-phonetic value, are related to the word they classify or 
serve as a homophonic repeater and are therefore only important for the written word. Classifiers 
are meaningful signs, iconic and thus not arbitrary linguistic signs but rather pictorial signs. Given 
the pictorial character of hieroglyphs, one of the features of a classifier is that they can be used as 
a picture or part of a picture of the written word to narrow down the meaning and indicate the 
general idea of the word. Goldwasser describes their general function and relation to the preceding 
word as follows:

Determinatives are related to the word preceding them in two main ways: meta-
phoric and metonymic, i.e. categorical or schematic. Together they form part of a 
domain. Sometimes the word carries two determinatives representing both axes. 
Any arbitrary look at the determinative in the dictionary will reveal the kind of 
movement we are already familiar with—from the iconic to metaphoric relations. 
The determinative must have an iconic relationship with the preceding word or 
may relate to it in metaphoric or metonymic ways (Goldwasser 1995: 84).

26 FrühWb. 129; TLA: https://thesaurus-linguae-aegyptiae.de/lemma/52110 (accessed 2.12.2024) and 
https://thesaurus-linguae-aegyptiae.de/lemma/885329 (accessed 2.12.2024).

27 Ne/Sa/51 = Kahl, Kloth, Zimmermann 1995: 72–73.

28 Ne/Be/17 = Kahl, Kloth, Zimmermann 1995: 22–23.

29 We follow Goldwasser 1995, 2006, Goldwasser & Grinevald 2012 and Grinevald 2015 and use the term Classifier 
instead of Determinative. The conceptual world created in this way is therefore subordinate to reality (Köhler 2016: 
76–77).

https://thesaurus-linguae-aegyptiae.de/lemma/52110
https://thesaurus-linguae-aegyptiae.de/lemma/885329
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a) Stela 36 (Martin 2011: 37) b) Stela 205
(Martin 2011: 145)

c) Stela 48 (Martin 2011: 45)

Fig. 6. Stelae with [dwarf] (not to scale)

The corpus of First Dynasty stelae from Abydos shows combinations that can be read phonetically 
as a personal name or sometimes a personal name with title. The name ist often followed by a sign, 
usually a seated person, a dog, a dwarf or a soldier. 30 The seated person varies in shape depending 
on their date:  (Djer),  (Den),  (Den) (see below). 31 Regardless of their shape the signs all 
follow the above-mentioned scheme and therefore the preceding phonetic hieroglyphic combina-
tion. They show the aforementioned “iconic relationship” due to their location behind or below the 
other sign units and their orientation. The signs also represent the written word: the name belongs 
to a human (male? /female?, dwarf, soldier) or a dog. Their size often corresponds roughly to that 
of the other groups of signs, 32 so that it becomes clear that they are not to be interpreted as images, 
as is the case, for example, in the somewhat younger offering table scenes from Helwan (Köhler & 
Jones 2009).

While these signs are usually written at the end of the sign unit, there are two stelae that stand 
out: Stelae 36 and 37 (fig. 3f, 6a) show a person with shortened long bones standing in front of the 

30 e.g., Lincke (2011: 94). Fitzenreiter (2022: 1), on the other hand, doubts that these signs are linguistic signs and 
thus classifiers: “Stelen aus dem Bereich der Königsgräber der 1. Dynastie in Umm el-Qaab zeigen neben einer 
Namens- und ab Den auch regelmäßig einer Titelinschrift oft eine Darstellung, die zwischen Personenabbildung und 
Determinativ oszilliert. […] Dazu kommen einige seltener auftretende Bildzeichen, bei denen es nicht immer möglich ist 
zu entscheiden, ob es sich um einen Teil der Titel und Namensinschrift handelt, oder um eine Abbildung/Determina.”

31 The most prototypical examples of each were taken for this purpose. There are rare samples that vary e.g. in the length 
of hair, but these varieties never interfere with the prototypical outline.

32 Stela 48 of Sabef (Martin 2011: 44–45; here: fig. 6c) could be seen as an exception to this as Sabef is depicted as 
large as the two lines above his head that mention his titles; however, his image is as tall as the signs forming his name 
behind him. As this stela was found in the last of the Umm el-Qa’ab tombs with subsidiary burials (Tomb Q/Qa’a) and 
is contemporary to the stela of Merka from S3505 in Saqqara (Emery 1958: pl. 23, 39), both stelae might mark a 
transition to a different importance of images on these stelae, as is emphasized by the Helwan offering plates (Köhler 
& Jones 2009).



81

Emerging Gender Markers in Pre-Old Egyptian

sign unit, which obviously is to be read as the name . The person with the shortened long bones 
is similar to the sign on other stelae and can clearly be interpreted as a so-called dwarf (fig. 1c, 
6b–c). From the arrangement of the signs on Stelae 36 and 37 it can be concluded that the dwarf is 
not an image, but a sign with the linguistic meaning [dwarf]. It is possible that the prefixing means 
that [dwarf] also served as a title—it is also possible that the classifier was placed in front for other 
reasons.

Therefore, the sign [dwarf] classifies the aforementioned name as well as the signs 𓃡 [dog], 33 
[soldier] (fig. 4e) and the seated human—the question is whether a gender classification was 
always intended. At the same time, there are also stelae with names or names with titles that do 
not have a classifier. What is already apparent from this corpus of stelae from Abydos is the need 
to differentiate between groups buried alongside the king. While the groups of [dog], [dwarf] and 
[soldier] are clear, the group of unclassified names or names with title and those classified with 
a seated human should be examined more closely with a focus on whether the seated person indi-
cates the gender of the aforementioned name. A development can be observed: While unclassified 
names/titles (or Ø-writing of a classifier) and names/titles with the classifier  are attested in the 
stelae from Tomb O/Djer at the same time, the inventory of classifiers on stelae from Tomb T/Den 
has expanded. The following are now documented: , ,  and no classifier (Ø-classifier). 34 , 

 and  have in common the absence of gestures and therefore can be identified as 𓁐 (B1) and 
variant  (B8A), while the “running arms” of  are clearly recognisable (see fig. 7, d, g, h) which 
can be identified as 𓀀 (A1). 35 At the same time, it is the most recent sign (see also fig. 14). How can 
unclassified names/titles be explained? Already during the First Dynasty A1 together with B1 (𓀀𓁐) 
are attested as classifiers (Kahl 1994: 421, 435–436): A1&B1 𓀀𓁐 are used as classifiers on a more 
encyclopedic level for the word rmṯ which together are “the people” (fig. 10). The order is fixed and 
reflects the basic gender hierarchy. 36 For the Fourth Dynasty, A1, 19, 20, 32, 40, 51 and 299B are 
attested for [man] and B1 and 21A for [woman], as well as A1&B1 and A1&B1&B2 for [people] 
(Schweitzer 2005: 95–96), but the process of creating these classifiers for different functions in the 
Old Kingdom is not yet complete (Goldwasser 2002: 18–19).

33 Stelae 173, 178, 192, 206, 283.

34 Morenz 2020 and Beaux 2008 address the development of classifiers A1 and B1 in the early writing systems; how-
ever, both refer to later sources and omit the stelae of Umm el-Qa’ab, so that Morenz 2020: 58 incorrectly assumes that 
A1 is attested before B1 (“The decidedly iconically open basic type MAN—𓀀—was created out of the older group of 
signs depicting warrior-like men in warlike activities in the context of this complex process. The seemingly slightly later 
sign for woman 𓁐 was subsequently created by analogy, and more specifically through structural correspondence, to 
the former.”).

35 To be identifiable as a hieroglyph sign, a certain economy must be observed; on one hand, the sign should maintain a 
connective iconicity, typically by identifying prototypical features of the represented entity. On the other hand, the sign 
should convey a distinctive iconicity, e.g. the running arms of A1 versus no arms of B1. See Loprieno 2020: 492.

36 Goldwasser & Grinevald 2012: 23; Goldwasser 1995: 31.
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If we, therefore, assume that these classifiers are motivated by the specification of the pro-
totypical agent plus gender marker (Goldwasser & Grinevald 2012: 28–29)—as in rmṯ 𓀀𓁐 “all 
[people]”—than we should also assume that the names on the stelae from Abydos are classified 
considering their gender. In the case of stelae with titles and names but without a classifier, we can 
therefore assume that it belonged to someone who was not in need to make a difference. Usually and 
reflecting the basic gender hierarchy, the default setting is [man] that therefore could be expressed 
in a Ø-writing of 𓀀 A1. 37 This implies that “gender classification” was intended. 38

4.3. Names and titles

In addition to grammatical endings and classifiers, writing offers various references to individuals 
of both genders via names and titles. As in the Old Kingdom, personal names are constructed sim-
ilarly for men and women, i.e. it is not possible to tell from the name alone whether it is that of a 
man or a woman (Scheele-Schweitzer 2014: 44–47, esp. 45). In some cases, a suffix referring to the 
bearer allows determining the gender. 39 Still others are provided with a classifier that—as discussed 
above—indicates the gender.

smr sš.t fd.j šrs
a) Stela 69

(Martin 2011: 63)
b) Stela 118

(Martin 2011: 95)
c) Stela 197

(Martin 2011: 141)
d) Stela 20

(Martin 2011: 29)

37 The absence of A1 during the reign of Djer does not mean that there was a lack of the category [male] (contrary 
Fitzenreiter 2022: 5). It only shows what seemed important to be reflected in the script. In case of the stelae the inscrip-
tion is only one part of the information while the knowledge where the stele was erected, who made the funeral offerings 
etc. are inherent. See Fischer 1973 for Old Kingdom male names that show classifiers less often than female names.

38 This development might correlate with the development of pronouns. Within the forms of personal pronouns, it can 
also be seen that the second- and third-person pronouns indicate both number and gender. The dependent personal 
pronouns sw (3ms) and sj (3fs) and the suffix pronouns =f (3ms) and =s (3fs) are attested in the Fourth Dynasty, while 
the 1ms of the suffix pronouns is usually not written, see Schweitzer 2005: 125–131.

39 e.g. names like ꜥnḫ=f and ꜥnḫ=s (Scheele-Schweitzer 2014: 309–310 [769, 771]).
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sn=f-ꜥnḫ mr=f-kꜣ wn-kꜣ=f (r)dj.n=f
e) Stela 262

(Martin 2011: 179)
f) Stela 263

(Martin 2011: 179)
g) Stela 175

(Martin 2011: 129)
h) Stela 200

(Martin 2011: 143)

Fig. 7. Stelae with names with identified gender as inferred from analog Old Kingdom names (not to scale)

In other names, only a .t distinguishes between male and female names, a criterion that is not 
very reliable due to the inconsistent spelling of this element (Fitzenreiter 2022: 4 note 10). For still 
others, there are analogies to later epochs, which suggest that certain titles or names only apply to 
one gender or the other which works with some of the stelae (fig. 7). Although the use of a god’s 
name within a personal name is often used to determine the gender of the bearer of the name (god 
= man, goddess = woman), it is not always unambiguous, as some people have names with gods of 
the opposite gender. 40

The inconsistency of spellings becomes clear in individual inscriptions with several details 
(title, epithet, name) relating to one person: in seal inscriptions of private individuals from the reign 
of Khasekhemwy, it can be observed that words that appear masculine to us are the norm. However, 
some inscriptions indicate that a woman was the bearer of the seal, as this can be inferred either 
from the name or from a feminine form of the respective title. At the same time, other words in the 
same inscription may show the masculine form. 41

In case of the Umm el-Qa’ab stelae, this means that there are only a few names that indicate 
the gender of the person without doubt by adding a .t or another suffix pointing to a female owner 
while the majority remains inconclusive (but not pointing to men as owners).

40 e.g., female names with jrj.t- + male gods: Scheele-Schweitzer 2014: 256–257.

41 e.g., Engel 2021b: 26, tab. 12; Engel 2021c: 200, fig. 6c, e.
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5. Pictorial evidence

The classifiers with their pictorial character have proven to be good indicators for the determina-
tion of gender; now it has to be examined how certain typical features are shaped in three-dimen-
sional representations.

Pictorial evidence from better identifiable representations of men and women offers different 
aspects that might be used for differentiation of the sexes: posture, dress, hairstyle, and skin color. 
Of those only posture and hairstyle seem to be relevant for the signs on the early stelae as details of 
dress are hardly visible and possible coloration of the images disappeared long ago. 42

Fig. 8. Statue of Ankh (Musée du Louvre N40, 
https://collections.louvre.fr/ark: /53355/cl010009174 

[accessed 2.12.2024]

Fig. 9. Statue of Redj (Museo Egizio Torino C3065, 
https://collezioni.museoegizio.it/en-GB/material/

Cat_3065 [accessed 2.12.2024])

5.1. Hair

In many depictions, men wear a short, round, tiered curly wig, while women wear a long-haired 
tripartite wig consisting of individual braided plaits that end in small knots at the top of the back. 43 
Occasionally, images of men with straight hair falling to their shoulders can be found 44 (Fig. 8), but 
this hairstyle is less voluminous and stringier than those of the female depictions, which sometimes 

42 Only a few stelae preserve remains of color: e.g., Stela 124, 289, while Stela 102 was inscribed with ink, as were 
the green stone stelae from Tomb U.

43 The Helwan Funerary Slab Stelae show this consistent pattern (Köhler & Jones 2009). For an extensive documentation 
see Tassie 2008.

44 Quibell 1913: pl. XXIX–XXXI for different wigs worn by Hesira.

https://collections.louvre.fr/ark:/53355/cl010009174
https://collezioni.museoegizio.it/en-GB/material/Cat_3065
https://collezioni.museoegizio.it/en-GB/material/Cat_3065
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leave an almost teased impression (fig. 9). The seated statues of Rahotep and Nefret, on the other 
hand, show him without a wig and with short hair, while she again has individual plaits that end at 
shoulder level (e.g., Borchardt 1911: Blatt 1 [3, 4]). Hetepheres II and Mersyankh III, on the other 
hand, are occasionally depicted with short hair (e.g., Fay 1998: 135, fig. 25), so that this seems to be 
common for both genders, indicating that even at this early date hairstyle is a question of which 
wig to wear—at least in that part of society that could afford it—and not of individual hair for both 
genders.

A1 & B1 First Dynasty (temp. Den)
Label (after Dreyer 1990: Pl. 26b + 
joining fragment from Tomb U)

Third/Fourth Dynasty Tomb inscription, Metjen

Third/Fourth Dynasty Tomb inscription, Metjen

B1 Fourth Dynasty Statue of Nofret

Fig. 10. Examples of classifiers A1 and B1 until the early Fourth Dynasty

However, the result is different when looking at classifiers A1 and B1 which we can identify without 
doubt, that is mostly in writings for rmṯ or other contexts: 45 there, the length of hair seems to be a 
fairly safe way to differentiate between squatting men and women: women always are shown with 
long hair/a wig while men are depicted as short-haired (fig. 10). 46

5.2. Pose

The signs on the Umm el-Qa’ab stelae mostly show persons squatting on the floor. Only persons of 
short stature are depicted standing, obviously to make different proportions of arms and legs visible 
(see above, fig. 6).

Given the crude style of many signs on the stelae, not many possibilities for the differentiation 
of genders exist. The squatting persons are shown either with raised knees or in a position that looks 
like kneeling when seen from the side. A three-dimensional ivory object in Munich, for example, 
preserves a predynastic version of this by showing a man and a woman next to each other, assumed 
to be an unnamed king and a queen (Dreyer & Josephson 2011: 47–50): he is sitting on a shallow 
chair while she is kneeling next to him (fig. 11a). In later periods, the kneeling posture is typical for 

45 The vast majority of attestations quoted in Kahl 1994 and Regulski 2010 were taken from the stelae in question and 
are, therefore, not included.

46 The picture is different with other classifiers, e.g. 𓀻 A50 which often has men with longer, stringy hair.
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women in combination with other, higher ranking persons: 47 Old Kingdom representations show 
female members of the respective royal family sitting on the floor next to the king with the legs 
tucked to a side (so that would seem from the side that they are in a kneeling position). 48 A statue 
represents the king’s daughter of (possibly) King Snofru, Wemtet-ka, alone in this pose, as others do 
later in company of the king (fig. 11b–c).

a) Ivory object, Munich, SMÄK 1520 (Dreyer & Josephson 2011: fig. 1–2)

b) King’s daughter Wemtet-(ka)
 (Fakhry 1961: pl. XLIII)

c) King Djedefra with female family members 
(© Louvre https://collections.louvre.fr/ark: /53355/

cl010006350 [accessed 2.12.2024])
Fig. 11. Kneeling women

47 Cf. Fay 1999: 135, fig. 25 for Mersyankh III and Hetepheres II.

48 See the examples by Fay 1998, 1999.

https://collections.louvre.fr/ark:/53355/cl010006350
https://collections.louvre.fr/ark:/53355/cl010006350
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The statue of Hetepdief as an example of a kneeling man, on the other hand, rests the feet on their 
toes which results in a different angle of the thigh when seen from the side (fig. 12). 49 Sign 𓀽 A52, 
the classifier for [ancestor], depicts a kneeling male person similar to the representations on the 
stelae, but with a flail in one of the hands which, therefore, can be ruled out as being the sign on the 
Umm el-Qa’ab stelae: sign A52 is not yet attested for the Early Dynastic Period (Regulski 2010). It 
seems therefore that mostly women were, at least at this early date, depicted in this kneeling pose 
with the feet flat on the floor.

Fig. 12. Statue of Hetepdief (Borchardt 1911: Blatt 1 [1])

As a result, there seem to be two designs for classifier B1 which probably added to the difficulties 
in accepting both versions (see above). Mapping the different signs (A1, and both versions of B1) 
on a site plan from Umm el-Qa’ab (fig. 13), however, a clear division becomes visible: examples 
with B1/“kneeling” are concentrated in and around the Tomb of Djer with some objects moved to 
Tomb P and Cemetery B in course of the early excavations. 50 Only two examples were found in the 
southern part of the necropolis but they differ in layout (no baseline) and quality of stone (dense, 
not porous) from the examples from Tomb O. 51 The second version of B1/“raised knees”, on the 
other hand, is grouped in and around the Tomb of Den, as are the first attestations of sign A1 (or 
mentions of queen’s titles).

49 Other three- and two-dimensional examples for squatting men show their legs similar to the layout in A1 (e.g., a lime-
stone statue from Hierakonpolis [Quibell 1900: pl. II] or a depiction of bound prisoners [Petrie 1901: pl. IV [19]).

50 As a consequence, the attestations for B1 that are taken to date to the reign of Aha (sources 259, 268: Kahl 1994; 
Regulski 2010) have to be shifted to the reign of Djer leaving no attestation of B1 before the reign of Djer. 

51 Stelae 32, 35 (here: fig. 3e, see also fig. 14).
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This finding indicates that in the middle of the First Dynasty, during the reign of Den, the stan-
dard shape for B1 was modified at the same time as A1 was introduced, with a certain overlapping 
period: This is supported by the writing for rmṯ on a label from the reign of Den that attests to the 
use of this early form of B1 until his reign (fig. 10 first line) 52 and the two stelae with the “old” shape 
of B1 which were found in Tomb U (Stelae 32, 35) but probably originate from Tomb T. Both shapes 
of B1 are, therefore, not different signs but refer to a chronological development in the creation of 
later standard hieroglyphs.

Fig. 13. Distribution of stelae with classifiers A1 and B1 and with queen’s titles

52 Dreyer 1990: pl. 26b; in the meantime, the lower part of the label was found in Tomb U (still unpublished), see here 
fig. 10 [first line].
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Conclusion

The archaeological evidence yielded hardly any information for identifying the discussed sign(s) as 
no general differences between male and female burials could be established that would be iden-
tifiable in writing. Yet, linguistic evidence as well as comparison to other, later representations of 
men and women indicated that the persons depicted on the stelae from Tomb O were most likely 
women, and therefore the sign “kneeling person” was a version of B1. The spatial and chrono-
logical distribution of the objects indicated that sign B1 underwent a change during the reign of 
Den (fig. 14) as was the case with other signs before the final shape as standardized hieroglyphs 
developed. 53

By showing that B1 was clearly used as a classifier, the study emphasizes the use of classifiers 
that mark differences from the (male) standard, and shows that there was a need in the written 
language to link names and titles to a specific prototypical agent. The written language did not 
need a classifier [man] for male agents at this time. However, words like rmṯ [people] are classified 
with A1and B1 highlighting that [people] are male and female, at the same time reflecting gender 
hierarchy by writing the man in front of the woman.

Coming back to the situation in Umm el-Qa’ab, the earliest setting in which these classifiers 
were used on a larger scale, it seems as if this development is an answer to the diverse section of the 
population buried close to the kings which had to be identified by later generations. In Egyptian 
antiquity, too, a gender ratio of approximately 50: 50 can be assumed and a corresponding distri-
bution in the cemeteries is expected. However, occupancy of many cemeteries is influenced by 
selection criteria: already during the Predynastic Period, Cemetery U at Umm el-Qa’ab/Abydos 
developed into a cemetery of the elite (e.g., Hartung 2007; 2024), so that here the selection was not 
based on gender, but on family or status affiliation. Burials at the enclosures of Aha in Abydos con-
tained exclusively women while the subsidiary tombs of Aha’s seem to have been predominantly 
male (Bestock 2008: 53–54). In later periods, burials of followers in the vicinity of a large tomb do 
not display a “normal” distribution, as for the Old Kingdom Seidlmayer was able to observe shifts 
by comparing the necropolises at Elephantine and Qubbet el-Hawa, which can be attributed to 
external circumstances (Seidlmayer 2001: 218).

53 See Regulski 2010: 290–291 for changes in the middle of the First Dynasty. For B1 already suggested by Fitzenreiter 
2022: 4.
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In case of the individuals who were buried in the subsidiary chambers around the royal tombs in 
Umm el-Qa’ab, there are further options that might explain an uneven representation of the sexes: 
either due to the individuals’ proximity to the king (“concubines”, see note 3), their function in the 
household (Engel 2021a: 133) and/or due to their function in the ritual during the burial (Engel 
2023: 323). These options do not stand in the way of “too many” women, as long as we do not know 
the criteria that prompted the selection of people to be buried in the surroundings of the First 
Dynasty kings 54—on the contrary: by “eliminating” women from the subsidiary tombs in Umm 
el-Qa’ab one would end up with definitely too many men.
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