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Abstract

Ancient Egyptians made use of every natural aspect in their surroundings and illustrated in their tombs. Papyrus was
one of the plants that grew naturally in Egypt across the Nile River. Ancient Egyptians used papyrus in many aspects;
the prominent, even in modern times, was as a writing material. They used to collect papyrus from the marshes, stack in
piles, and then use the plant after processing in various things. Several scenes depict collecting and carrying papyrus
piles while workers are in different positions. This study explains the papyrus carrying scene on walls of the tomb of
Ukhhotep son of Senbi (B 2) at Meir. The researcher describes the scene and compares it with similar ones from the old
and new kingdoms. This research testifies on the scene's originality, besides the high skill of Meir's local artisan to
depict difficult carrying positions and workers distinctive features.
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Introduction

Papyrus, Cyperus papyrus, was a very important plant in ancient Egyptians' daily life. It was employed in modelling
sandals, basketry, skiffs, writing paper, and sometimes for eating. ! Farming papyrus to prepare writing material was
under the government control; to maintain quality and to retain the industry secrets.”? In modern times, farming papyrus
started in 1962 by @assan Ragab. It is farmed in many places to supply tourist needs of painted papyrus sheets.® A
number of Old Kingdom tombs' Scenes depict collecting Papyrus; and represent carrying papyrus in a minor icon.* In
later periods; this icon appeared less frequent than before. Over than thirty scenes of papyrus carriers were attributed to
the Old Kingdom; two from the Middle Kingdom, and other two from the New Kingdom.

Discussion and Results

Here is a papyrus carrying scene — of specific interest- from the 12 Dynasty tomb of Ukhhotep son of Senbi at Meir (B
2).> The unpainted high relief scene is on the lower part of the northern wall (Fig. 1). It represents a group of six
workers carrying bundles of papyrus, while the seventh worker who is supposed to receive the bundles is damaged.
Each worker embodies a different motion but in a logical sequence to fulfill the required work. This scene's significance
is due to being one of the Middle Kingdom two scenes, and represents carrying papyrus in uncommon pose.® The
second scene comes -as well- from Meir, exactly from the 12" Dynasty tomb of Ukhhotep son of Ukhhotep and Mersi
B4)

Starting from right to left; two workers are tying papyrus stems with ropes and push the bundle with their
knees. The right-side man is supporting the bundle with his right arm, and grasping the rope with his left. The other
worker is turning his body to the back to tighten the rope knot (Fig.1, first two figures). The workers' facial features
reflect seriousness, while their protruding muscles testify on their power. Both figures are naked except from a short
length apron to facilitate movement during work.® In modern times, workers carrying heavy stuff usually tie their waists
with a cloth to support their backs and protect it from being ripped. This also the case with lifting weights athletes who
use a belt to support themselves while lifting weight to protect their backs.

According to the National Strength and Conditioning Association (NSCA), a weight lifting belt helps to lift
more weight due to the recoil occurs when the backbone makes interact with the stiff belt. It creates intra-abdominal
pressure, strengthens the torso, and protects the backbone while lifting heavy weights.” Pushing knees against the
bundle is seen in scenes of carrying papyrus in Saqqara tombs of Ptahhotep (Fig.2),'? in the chapel of Ahkethotep'!, Thy
reused by Idut'?, Nebkauhor,*Irenkaptah,'* Niankhnesut,'> and in traces of a scene from the tomb of Hesimen at El
Hawawish; the only provincial tomb depicts the motif of tying papyrus.'® The workers in these scenes are depicted in
symmetrical.

The next worker is carrying his heaviness on back. He is holding the bundle through a rope by his right hand
while leaning by the other hand on the ground. Several differences are obvious for the crouching or bending workers of
carrying papyrus between Memphis and other provinces.!” From the tomb of Ukhhotep son of Ukhhotep and Merci (B
4), on the eastern end of the northern wall near a marsh, are traces of a worker carrying a papyrus bundle on his bent
back, while holding or pulling a papyrus stem.'® In this course, the scene resembles some of the Old Kingdom scenes
combines between papyrus marshes and the carrying workers. "

The third person (Fig.1) is totally naked. Nakedness in ancient Egypt was not only associated with poverty, but
various types of nude figures appeared in reliefs. Children were represented nude as to signify their innocence. Nudity
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seems to be connected to some careers' conditions; like hot weather, and dirty or wet surroundings. Of these careers;
farmers, bakers, potters, and herdsmen, though some of these careers' owners depicted dressed. However, in those cases
the workers wearing kilts; lift them up so uncovering their genitals.?’ Nudity here helps the worker to easily fulfil his
career. Examples are known elsewhere depicting nude papyrus carriers (Figs 3-5).2!

It is noticeable, papyrus bundles are represented with stem lines rather than a package as in the majority of
scenes. Such representation appeared in limited tombs; such as the tombs of Kayemnofret, Nebemakhet, Ti, Nefer and
Khahy, Werirni, Khunsu, Inti, Hesimin and Puymera.??> Another posture from Meir appears in the Sixth Dynasty tomb
of Pepyankh: Heneykem (A2), where bending and kneeling figures are featured in symmetrical scale to the standing
figure, but lesser in vitality and elegance than the Middle Kingdom Meir figures, the source to the developing of artistic
technique of Meir's local art.?

From Sheikh Said; the tomb of Werirni displays two postures; a carrier trying to stand up with his load, the
other worker is bending his back to carry the bundle.?* Although the workers are in activity, neither their expressions
nor limbs demonstrate such motivation. The tomb of Ti provides a beautiful example of a worker falling and his mate
helps him to rises up again, while another one is supporting the papyrus bundles from behind (Fig.3).” Another
beautiful figure of a man crouching under his heaviness is recovered from the tomb of Sendjemib: Inti at Saqqara, he is
stretching his arm and leg to balance himself.?

A scene from the early New Kingdom tomb of Puyemra (TT 39) represents a man slightly bends his back
under a precisely arranged bundle; he seems to hold the bundle by a stick not by a rope as usual. He seems not suffering
from his heavy load as he looks like the god Hapi with his abdominal folds (Fig. 4).%

Crouching and bending figures of the middle kingdom at Meir are comparable to Memphite examples in
modeling figures, and distinctive facial features; yet with stiff expressions. Meanwhile, they are more gorgeous than
their Old Kingdom provinces counterparts. The fourth worker in the studied scene is another naked worker bending his
back to support his load with both hands in abbreviated shoulder position (4™ person, fig.1). This is a common posture
to handle heavy loads, with lots of alternatives,?® as in the tombs of Nebemakhet at Giza,?® Nefer and Khahy,*Nebet at
Saqqara,’! Ptahshepses at Abusir .32 Similar postures are extant in the provincial tombs of Werirni at Sheikh Said,
Khunes at Zawyet el Mayetin.’, Ibi at Deir el Gabrawi,*® Kar at El Hawaish,* and a relief now in the Egyptian
Museum (CG 1735).3

A scene from the tomb of Ukhhotep son of Ukhhotep and Mersi (B 4) depicts the carrier holding his load in a
forward-shoulder position,’ a relatively difficult posture to control heavy loads. Some examples of such posture occur
in Saqqara, in the tombs of Iymery,*® and Kapi,* in Giza, tomb of Tepemankh at Abusir,*’ beside samples from the
provinces include the tomb of Inti at Deshasheh.*!

Following the bending figure; are two identical standing workers; with strange haircuts, beards and heavy lips
(Fig.1, fifth and sixth persons). Judging from their features, they differ from other papyrus carriers, they seem Nubians.
They are holding their weight in unfamiliar painful posture; twisting both arms backwards to hold the bundles. In this
case, the common postures are putting one arm around the bundle while holding it against the back line or waist, or
holding the bundle with both hands in front, as tombs of Persen,*> Ptahhotep,*’ Nebkauher,** Mehu,*lhy reused by
Idut,*® and Ti in Saqqara, ’ tomb of Kapi at Giza ,*® Werirni at Sheikh Said, Khunnes at Zawyet el Mayetin and Inti at
Deshasha.

A rare example of a carrier twisting his arms to hold the bundles on his back stands in Akhethotep tomb in
Saqqara (Fig.5).* The carrier is represented with a folded- over shoulder, first appeared with the man holding a basket
on the mace head of the scorpion king.*° Such posture in carrying objects was familiar in the Middle kingdom tombs of
Beni Hassan, however, was lesser in the New Kingdom.’! In this scene, the figure is rigid and stiff if compared to Meir
figures, where the backbone is stretched against the bundles. The second carrier's figure is depicted with his left arm
totally surrounding the load from its middle, while his right arm supports the bundle's top. Most likely, it is the same
case in the first figure, which is slightly broken in the middle.

The New Kingdom tomb of Huya at Amarna provides a marshland scene, with traces of unalike posture of
papyrus carrier. The carrier holds the bundle on his left shoulder and his right hand supports it. The bundle is bent
because of its weight,*? a reminder of modern sugar cane carriers in Upper Egypt.

One can expect that carrying papyrus follows collecting it; however, this was not constant. The studied scene
of carrying papyrus at Meir was independent, neither collecting scenes nor marshlands are
depicted. It is rather preceded by offering bearers and followed by forming boats.>* The papyrus probably was used for
forming the boat, but unexpectedly the workers are directed to the other way, where the offering bearers are. Perhaps
papyrus here is a kind of offerings. Particularly, there are scenes of papyrus carriers among offering bearers,** in the
tombs of Mereruka,and Khewen-wekh at Quesir el Amarna.> Unlike other scenes; Papyrus here is small bundles
carried by one hand not like the huge loads.
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Conclusion

Papyrus carrying scene was common in the Old Kingdom tombs. The theme appeared either alone or accompanied by
papyrus marshes or modeling boats and making ropes. Those scenes appeared in many sites; Giza, Saqqara, Abu Sir,
besides a number of provincial tombs. In the Middle and New Kingdoms tombs; such themes were rarely depicted.
During the new kingdom, religious scenes were prominent. While the majority of the Middle Kingdom findings came
from sarcophagi and stelac. The attained scenes through all periods displayed carrying papyrus in variant postures.
Some tombs depict large papyrus carrying scenes; thus various postures can be detected in one scene; while others
depict only one or two postures. Table 1 details papyrus- carrying postures in relation to Meir studied scene.

Going through the scenes; some postures were not frequently represented, such as pushing the knees to tighten
the papyrus bundle, though when occurred enlivened the scene and gave it vitality. The twisted arms posture to carry
papyrus is very rare regarding to its difficulty in real life. Carrying papyrus bundles with both hands in front was
common, though frontward and condensed postures were attested as well. Crouching figures either of the heaviness or
falling down during work were also uncommon. Representing the workers extremely bent under their heaviness was
less depicted than those slightly bent. Sometimes, workers were depicted standing and holding the loads on their backs
which is difficult. Carrying a bundle on one shoulder, supporting it with both hands has once appeared at Amarna. The
most common posture of handling papyrus was on their backs.

Though Meir scene has some identical ones; it gives various vivid postures with rare arm positions. It gives
more attention to expressive facial features and illustrates the physical strength a carrier of heavy loads should possess.
It provides an image of the distinctive local art school of Meir, where the artisans became efficient and unrestricted to
the influence of the traditional Memphite School of art during the Middle Kingdom. As a result they emulated other
provincial schools.
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Figures

Fig. 1: Papyrus Carriers-Tomb of Ukhhotep son of Senbi (B, No.3)
(Blackman, Meir 11, pls. III-IV).

Fig. 2: Two workers tying Papyrus, tomb of Ptahhotep, 5" Dynasty.
(Harpur/Scremin, Chapel of Ptahotep, fig.115.

Fig.3: A papyrus carrier being helped by his mate, Tomb of Ti, 5 Dynasty
(Wild, Le Tombeau de Ti IL,pl.cx).
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Fig. 4: a papyrus carrier from the tomb of Puyemra, 19" Dynasty
(Davies, theTomb of Puyemra, Pl. XV)

Fig. 5: Papyrus carrying with hands turned back, Tomb of Akhethotep, 5" Dynasty
(Davies, Ptahhotep and Akhethotep I, pl. xiii)
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