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THE ROYAL KILT IN NON-ROYAL ICONOGRAPHY? 

The tomb owner fowling and spear-fishing  
in the Old and Middle Kingdom 

 
Lubica Zelenková 

University of Vienna 
 
 

Many aspects of the scenes in the private tombs of the Old and Middle 
Kingdom showing the tomb owner fowling and fishing in the marshes are of 
immense interest. This article seeks to analyse one special detail which 
researchers have interpreted as originating in the royal iconography, namely 
the marsh-hunting dress which has been equated with the royal kilt or SnD.wt.1  
 
The origin of the fowling and spear-fishing scene 

The oldest attestation of a fowling scene comes from the Mortuary Temple of 
Sahure at Abusir.2 The north wall of the north passage showed the king not only 
fowling in the marshes but also spear-fishing. The same scenes were most probably 
also depicted in the Valley Temple of Sahure, on the portico of the southern 
entrance.3 However, the theme might have already been in use earlier as a fragment 
from the Mortuary Temple of Userkaf showing part of a papyrus thicket with 
several species of birds, was most probably also part of a fowling scene.4 From 
later times, similar fragments are known from the Valley Temple of Niuserre.5 The 
oldest preserved depiction of a high official fishing and fowling comes from the 
tomb of Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep at Saqqara and was executed in the 
second half of the 5th Dynasty, in the time of (late) Niuserre to Menkauhor.6 It is 
therefore widely accepted that, soon after the appearance of the large-scale scenes 
in the royal Mortuary Temple of Sahure, the high officials modelled scenes in their 
own monuments on them thereby adopting some the iconography.7  

Unfortunately, the examples from the royal context are very fragmentary so that 
many details which can be observed in the non-royal tombs cannot be compared to 
their royal counterparts. The garment worn by the main figure, however, is one of 
the elements that can be subjected to a comparative analysis.  
 
The garments in royal iconography 

Only the relief from the Mortuary Temple of Sahure shows part of the body of 
the king with a pleated, most probably projecting, kilt somehow tied at the 
front.8 So far, this is the only document from the corpus of royal fishing and 
fowling scenes where the king's garment is preserved. Overall the typical royal 
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kilt is one of the most consistent and invariable features in the royal 
iconography and appears regularly in the royal reliefs and statuary from the 
beginning of the Old Kingdom. In its form, the royal kilt is short and worn with 
a trapezoidal apron with slightly concave lateral edges narrowing towards its 
lower edge. While the kilt is pleated vertically, the apron is pleated 
horizontally, and the combination is held by a belt (Figures 1.1 and 1.2).9 This 
garment is not attested before the 4th Dynasty.10 The earliest representations 
come from the reign of Snofru and show the king wearing this type of kilt in 
the reliefs11 as well as in the three-dimensional art.12 From then on, this kilt 
becomes a characteristic feature of the royal iconography and retains its exact 
shape and style throughout all periods of Pharaonic history. In the Old 
Kingdom, it can, for example, be seen on the statues of Kheops,13 Khefren14 or 
Menkaure15 (Figure 1.1). In the Middle Kingdom examples are not only found 
on the statuary of Senwosret I,16 Senwosret II,17 Senwosret III18 or Amenemhet 
III19 but also in the two-dimensional art such as in the Koptos relief of 
Senwosret I with the god Min (Figure 1.2).20 Very rare are examples where the 
royal kilt remained unpleated as, for example, on the dyad of Menkaure with a 
female figure, most probably the king's mother Khamerernebty I.21 
 
The garments in the iconography of the elite 

Old Kingdom and First Intermediate Period 

By examining the garment worn by the high officials in the fowling and spear-
fishing scenes of the Old Kingdom, insight may be gained into a gradual 
development of this feature. 22 In the earliest examples, where the garment is 
preserved, the tomb owner wears a short kilt with a diagonal fold, where one 
end of the cloth is tucked in at the waist.23 This type can be observed in the 
Saqqara tombs of Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep24 (Figure 2.1) and 
Hetepherakhti,25 both decorated in the time of Niuserre to Djedkare. By 
contrast, the tomb of Za-ib at Giza dated to the time of Menkauhor to Djedkare 
(Figure 2.2),26 presents the tomb owner wearing a short plain closed kilt.27  

In the late 5th Dynasty, approximately in the reign of Djedkare, a new type of 
garment appears,28 the earliest examples of which are attested in the tombs of 
Kayemnofret29 and Rashepses30 at Saqqara (Figure 2.3). It consists of a short 
kilt and a trapezoidal apron with straight lateral edges widening towards its 
lower end and almost triangular in shape. Both parts of the garment are plain 
and held by a type of sash tied with a loop at the front of the body. This attire, 
henceforth termed marsh-hunting dress, establishes itself only gradually. In the 
tomb of Akhmerutnesut31 from the end of the 5th Dynasty, the scene still shows 
the tomb owner wearing the plain closed kilt. From the beginning of the 6th  
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Dynasty, however, the marsh-hunting dress with the triangular apron becomes 
and remains the distinctive attire in the fowling and spear-fishing scenes. The 
illustrations in the tombs of Mereruka32 (Figure 2.4), Methethi33, Pepyankh 
Henykem34 or Hem-Min35 all feature this type of garment. In the Old Kingdom, 
the apron can also have remarkably concave lateral edges, as seen in the tombs 
of Ibi36 (Figure 2.5) or Khunes,37 but in comparison to the royal kilt, the lower 
end of the apron is always wider. 

The corpus of the Old Kingdom scenes also offers some special examples, 
where the garment does not occur in its usual form. In the fowling scene in the 
tomb of Iynefret,38 the tomb owner seems to wear a combination of the earlier 
kilt with the diagonal fold and the apron (Figure 2.6); similar depictions also 
occur in the tombs of Neferirtenef,39 Akhethotep40 and Kaemankh,41 but in 
these cases the "diagonal fold" is slightly shorter. The suggestion is made here 
that what looks like the fold is actually the long end from the loop of the 
knotted sash. 

So far only one example from the Old Kingdom seems to feature the apron in 
its royal form: the much destroyed spear-fishing scene in the tomb of Idu I at 
Dendera,42 dated to the very end of the Old Kingdom / First Intermediate 
Period, depicts the tomb owner wearing a short kilt and trapezoidal apron with 
concave lateral edges narrowing towards its lower end (Figure 1.3). This 
example marks the beginning of a phase during which diversity of internal 
detail for this motif is developed. Other late examples show many variations; 
plain closed kilts or mis-shapen aprons can also be observed.43 The painted 
decoration in the tomb of Ankhtifi (Figure 1.4)44 depicts him wearing a short 
kilt striped in three colours. The apron, decorated in the same manner, is 
similar to the royal one, but extremely deformed, being very narrow and long, 
like the long end of a sash rather than an apron. 

Overall, the most common attire in the corpus of the Old Kingdom scenes is 
the marsh-hunting dress with its short kilt and triangular apron. There are 
several features that distinguish this garment from the so-called royal kilt 
described above. Firstly, the kilt worn by the high officials is never pleated.45 
Secondly, the apron is generally trapezoidal with its lower edge wider than the 
upper one. Thirdly, the kilt is held by a sash and regularly features a loop, very 
often with one or both of its long ends at the front of the body.46 
 
Middle Kingdom 

In the corpus of the Middle Kingdom fowling and spear-fishing scenes, the two 
principal garment types of the Old Kingdom reappear: the short kilt with the 
apron and the short plain closed kilt. In general, the corpus is less homogenous 
than in the Old Kingdom as the details of the garments' design are very 
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variable. The reason is most probably to be found in the fact that the tombs are 
not concentrated in the necropolis of the capital. The cemeteries of the local 
elite are dispersed throughout the country, which may explain the diversity in 
the finer detail. Within a particular cemetery, however, the depiction of the 
garment is quite uniform, which means that local traditions appear to have been 
adhered to.47 

In the Delta, in the tomb of Khesw the Elder at Kom el-Hisn, in both the 
fowling and the spear-fishing scene, the tomb owner wears a short kilt with a 
pleated apron (Figures 3.1 and 3.2).48 In the spear-fishing scene, on the one 
hand, the shape of the apron is comparable to that of its royal counterpart: it is 
pleated with the lower edge narrower than the upper; the lateral edges are, 
however, more concave (Figure 3.2). In the fowling scene, on the other hand, 
these edges are extremely concave and the contour is reminiscent of an 
hourglass (Figure 3.1). As no long sash ends are depicted with either kilt, the 
garment appears to be held by a belt, a feature common in the royal 
iconography. 

In el-Saff, the tomb of Ip shows the tomb owner spear-fishing wearing a short 
plain kilt.49 Beni Hassan is one of the Middle Kingdom necropoli that 
continues to feature the garments that were traditional in the Old Kingdom with 
examples of both the plain closed kilt and the marsh-hunting dress with the 
triangular apron. In the tombs of Baket I,50 Baket III51 and Khety52 (Figure 3.3), 
the tomb owner wears a short plain closed kilt held by a sash tied with a loop at 
the front.53 By contrast, the large-scale depiction of fowling and spear-fishing 
in the tomb of Khnumhotep II displays the garment typical for the late 5th and 
6th Dynasty: the short kilt with the triangular apron (Figure 3.5),54 its wider 
lower edge creating its triangular shape. The unpleated garment is held by a 
sash tied with a loop at the front. In the spear-fishing scene, Khnumhotep II 
wears an additional medium-length semi-transparent kilt over the kilt and 
apron (Figure 3.6). 

At Deir el-Bersha, only the tomb of Djehutyhotep II55 contains the types of 
scenes considered here. As far as preserved, the tomb owner wears a short 
plain closed kilt and a sash tied with a loop at the front (Figure 3.4).56  

In the necropolis at Meir, only two tombs offer reference material. In the 
fowling and spear-fishing scene in the tomb of Senbi, the figure wears a short 
pleated kilt with a pleated apron held by a belt without a loop.57 The apron has 
concave lateral edges and its lower edge is narrower than its upper. This 
garment, represented in the spear-fishing scene (Figure 4.1), is in fact the only 
example from the Middle Kingdom that bears a definite resemblance to the so-
called royal kilt. That in the fowling scene, the lower edge of the apron is not 
straight but rounded, is a unique feature and should be noted (Figure 4.2). The 
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second tomb at Meir where the garments are preserved, is that of Ukhhotep 
III,58 known for its significant usage and reproduction of royal motifs in its 
decoration.59 In the two scenes relevant to the current discussion, the garments 
are completely different: in the spear-fishing scene Ukhhotep III wears a short 
pleated kilt with a triangular pleated apron and a belt without a loop (Figure 
4.3) under an additional medium-length semi-transparent kilt; in the fowling 
scene, he wears a hitherto unknown garment, namely a short plain closed kilt 
most probably pleated and decorated with anx, wDA, sA and Dd-emblems; there 
is also a sash or belt under a medium-length semi-transparent kilt from above 
the waist (Figure 4.4) as well as dagger-like object on the belt.60  

At Asyut, in the tomb of Djefaihapi,61 only the garment in the fowling scene is 
preserved (Figure 4.5). It corresponds to the spear-fishing scene in the tomb of 
Khnumhotep II and comprises the marsh-hunting dress with the triangular 
apron. The garment is plain, held by a sash tied with a loop at the front and 
worn under a medium-length semi-transparent kilt. 

The examples from Abydos deviate from the costumary iconography and only 
two wall fragments can be discussed. One of these bears the name of 
Imenyseneb and shows the tomb owner spear-fishing (Figure 5.1).62 He wears 
a medium-length closed kilt, horizontally pleated or simply striped, with a sash 
tied with a loop at the front. The same garment can be observed on the figure 
on the wall fragment from the tomb of Kemes.63 Both these kilts show a 
vertical line on their front, and one may therefore consider them to either 
represent a projecting kilt64 or a closed65 kilt with a diagonal stripe. 

At Thebes, in the tomb of Intef (TT 386), two different spear-fishing scenes are 
preserved. In the main one of the two, in antithetic position to a now much 
destroyed fowling scene, the tomb owner wears a short kilt combined with an 
apron of unusual form and a sash tied with a loop (Figure 5.4).66 Like in the 
tomb of Khesw the Elder, the apron has extremely concave lateral edges, and 
its lower edge is in fact narrower than its upper. This latter feature makes this 
apron resemble the royal example in shape. In the second spear-fishing scene 
on one of the pillars, the shape of the apron is identical to the royal garment 
(Figure 5.3).67 In both cases, however, the apron seems to be unpleated, and 
therefore cannot be interpreted with certainty as an imitation of the royal 
garment. 

The spear-fishing scene from el-Kab from the tomb of Sobeknakht dated to the 
very end of the Middle Kingdom, shows the tomb owner wearing a short plain 
kilt with a hem dipping at the front and a bag-tunic68 with elbow-length sleeves 
(Figure 5.2).69  
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The southernmost necropolis is that at Qubbet el-Hawa, where only in the tomb 
of Sarenput I the spear-fishing and fowling scenes are preserved. The fowling 
scene on the facade of the tomb, shows the tomb owner in a short plain kilt 
with a trapezoidal apron whose lower edge is narrower than the upper one 
(Figure 5.5).70 While the form corresponds exactly to the form of the royal 
apron, and the kilt is furthermore held by a belt, there is no indication of 
pleating. The fowling scene on the south wall of the pillared hall, is much 
damaged but as discernible today, Sarenput wears a short pleated kilt under a 
medium-length semi-transparent kilt (Figure 5.6).71  

In addition to the examples discussed so far, there is a well-preserved set of 
dislocated blocks from the tomb of Hepi, most probably from Saqqara, one of 
which bears the depiction of the tomb owner fowling,72 another the spear-
fishing.73 In both cases Hepi wears the marsh-hunting dress typical for the late 
5th and 6th Dynasty, namely the short plain kilt with a triangular apron, held by 
a sash tied with a loop at the front (Figure 4.6). 

In summary, there are remarkable differences between the cemeteries of the 
Middle Kingdom. The tombs of Saqqara, Beni Hassan, Deir el-Bersha and 
Asyut seem to follow the tradition of the Old Kingdom by using the marsh-
hunting dress or the short plain closed kilt. The cemeteries at Kom el-Hisn, 
Meir, Thebes and Qubbet el-Hawa would appear to have copied the royal 
garment to some extent, thus creating a royal-like dress, while the examples 
from Abydos and el-Kab remain without parallels. 
 
Imitation of the royal kilt in other scenes 

As stated above, the tombs at Kom el-Hisn, Meir, Thebes and Qubbet el-Hawa 
display the tomb owner wearing a royal-like dress when fishing and fowling. 
Interestingly, further examination of these tombs revealed that the imitation of 
the royal kilt also occurred in other scenes. The most important clues can be 
obtained from the tombs of Ankhtifi at el-Mocalla and Intef at Thebes where 
the copying of the royal kilt is widely used. In the tomb of Ankhtifi a royal-like 
dress is worn by the tomb owner as he inspects a variety of activities; but even 
workers and peasants, and thus persons of lower rank including soldiers, 
offering bearers, cooks or carpenters,74 are represented in this costume as well. 
Even though the aprons are very narrow and unusually elongated like that of 
Ankhtifi himself in the fishing and fowling scenes (Figure 1.4), the attempt to 
imitate a royal attribute cannot be denied. The same can be observed in the 
decoration programme of the tomb of Intef where the frequency of occurrence 
is even higher: apart from the tomb owner, tanners, metal workers, carpenters, 
butchers, herdsmen and fowlers are also represented in the royal-like dress.75 
Even if the imitation does not correspond to the royal kilt in every detail, its 



BACE 21  (2010) 

150 

general appearance would suggest that it is closely modelled on the royal 
example.  

The adaptation of the royal kilt for secondary figures is no longer present in the 
later tombs at Meir and Qubbet el-Hawa. The tombs of Senbi and Ukhhotep III 
at Meir contain three more depictions with garments based on a royal 
prototype. Senbi wears a royal-like dress fully pleated when inspecting cattle 
together with his wife.76 The royal kilt is almost exactly reproduced, the only 
difference being in the fact that the official's kilt is depicted wrapped right over 
left. Ukhhotep III also wears a good copy of the royal kilt in a similar context, 
when inspecting marsh-land activities.77 The garment is unpleated and held by 
a sash but it is wrapped left over right as in the royal iconography. The second 
example from the same tomb occurs on the north wall of the statue niche where 
Ukhhotep III wears an unpleated royal-like dress in the offering scene seated at 
the offering table.78 At Qubbet el-Hawa, a scene on one of the pillars depicts 
Sarenput I with an unpleated royal-like dress before the god Khnum.79 In these 
last three images, the tomb owners also wear an additional long kilt. 

It is interesting to note that copying the royal kilt took place predominantly in 
the First Intermediate Period and at the very beginning of the Middle Kingdom, 
at a time when kingship was either in the process of weakening or of gaining 
strength. Decline of central governance and the king's control may have created 
conditions allowing the high officials to depict themselves as well as their 
subordinates to some extent with royal attributes. In the course of the 12th 
Dynasty, this tendency wanes and only powerful nomarchs were in a position 
to wear the royal-like dress in a selection of the most important scenes. 
 
Imitation of the royal kilt on the non-royal stelae of the Middle Kingdom 

In the Middle Kingdom, the imitation of the royal kilt is not limited to 
depictions in the tombs as mentioned above. Remarkably often, it can be 
observed on the non-royal stelae from Abydos. While all the examples come 
from a funerary context, there is a notable variability in that it is worn by 
seated as well as by standing figures, and it can be either partly or wholly 
pleated. The majority of them show the deceased, the owner of the stele, 
wearing this type of garment in the offering scene, seated at the offering table. 
When represented worn by a seated person, the garment is shown in profile and 
the exact shape of the apron cannot be determined. But generally, one can 
observe that the apron seems to have a narrower lower edge like the royal type. 
Completely pleated garments with such an apron are found on the Abydos 
stelae CG 20145,80 CG 20309,81 CG 2039282 (Figure 6.1) and CG 20708,83 and 
also on stela CG 2047684 from Qurna. The imitation of the royal kilt could also 
be worn in a combination with a long, most probably semi-transparent kilt, as 
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depicted on CG 20102.85 A garment of this type, but with an unpleated apron, 
is preserved on CG 20395 from Abydos.86 The reverse combination, an 
unpleated kilt with a pleated apron, appears on CG 20436.87 A completely 
unpleated garment of the discussed shape is also represented and can be 
observed on CG 20455,88 CG 2047589 and CG 2013790 (Figure 6.2). The latter 
is especially interesting as the garment is not shown from the side but from 
above. Thus the shape of the apron is clearly recognizable and it is in fact 
completely in accordance with the common shape of the royal variety. Copying 
a royal kilt is not restricted to the seated figure of the deceased as he is also 
attested standing wearing the imitation of the  royal garment. CG 2024391 (Figure 
6.3) bears the image of a male, accompanied by his wife and an offering formula 
before him, standing and leaning on a long stick; he not only wears a copy of the 
royal kilt but also a long semi-transparent kilt over it. 

The presence of the royal-like dress in the funerary scenes on the stelae from 
Abydos stands in contrast to its apparent absence in the fowling and spear-
fishing scenes on the wall fragments of the same cemetery (see above). This 
observation can, however, not be considered conclusive as the material on wall 
fragments is very limited. 
 
The term SnD.wt 

The word SnD.wt appears in the Old Kingdom for the first time in the 3rd 
Dynasty, on an ivory plaque found in the complex of Sekhemkhet at Saqqara.92 
While the term is recorded several times in the Pyramid Texts,93 it is relatively 
rare in the Old Kingdom,94 and the examples generally seem to refer to a 
garment worn by the king as the hieroglyphic sign used to determine the word 
SnD.wt depicts a short kilt with an apron of the royal shape.95 

In the time of the Middle Kingdom, the expression appears more often.96 The 
term in combination with the image of a particular garment, is known from 
many object friezes on the Middle Kingdom coffins that offer two-dimensional 
representations of ancient Egyptian clothing. One can find the plain closed kilts 
as well as the short kilts with the apron. The simple kilts, like the plain closed 
kilt, are not designated and differentiated by special names. They are most 
frequently referred to as mstr.t, which is the term for a type of simple cloth.97 

The short kilts represented with an apron are in fact the royal kilts, mostly 
made of red or white cloth, and either the kilt or the apron or both items are 
pleated (or striped). The apron is trapezoidal in shape with slightly concave 
lateral edges and with the lower edge narrower than the upper one. In most 
cases the belt is also depicted, the representation of an animal tail does not 
occur as often.98 This is the garment frequently designated a SnD.wt99 and 
Jéquier already observed that it was reserved for kings and gods.100 On the 
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basis of this information, it can be stated that the term was used to describe the 
royal kilt, at least in the Old and Middle Kingdom. The expression should not 
be used with reference to the non-royal marsh-hunting dress as it does not 
seem to be the common term for any short kilt with an apron. 
 
Imitation of the royal kilt in non-royal statuary 

Old Kingdom 

In the non-royal statuary of the Old Kingdom, the imitation of the royal kilt is 
extremely rare.101 There are actually only three group statues, of the official 
called Sankhuptah from the 5th Dynasty, depicting the figure in a short pleated 
kilt with a pleated apron102 and yet, some features of his garment differ from 
the royal iconography. As already noted by Staehelin,103 he wears a short plain 
closed kilt under the pleated one, and the kilt is not held only by a belt but there 
is also the looped tie with the long sash end typical for the so-called 
"Galaschurz" (festive kilt). The apron itself is very wide with straight lateral 
edges and the kilt is wrapped right over left, while in the royal iconography the 
opposite is typical. Moreover, the right end is pleated in two directions,  
horizontally and vertically. Staehelin104 is certainly right in stating that the 
statue owner used a "königlich-private Mischform" (royal-private hybrid form) 
of the royal kilt and that the imitation of royal iconography was a result of his 
marriage into the royal family, his wife being the king's daughter Nebibnebty. 

First Intermediate Period and Middle Kingdom 

The Middle Kingdom non-royal statuary is much more courageous in adopting 
and adapting elements from royal iconography. A noteworthy number of 
statues show figures wearing a royal-like dress,105 with the majority of them 
even having the kilt wrapped left over right, thus fully corresponding to the 
royal iconography. Some examples can already be traced in the 11th Dynasty. 
The seated statue of Meri,106 made of limestone and found at Thebes, shows the 
statue owner wearing such a copy of the royal kilt. There is also a pair of 
wooden statues belonging to the scribe of the divine offerings Merer, from 
Asyut dated to the Heracleopolitan Period.107 Here however, there is no 
pleating and the kilt is inscribed with cursive hieroglyphs. During the 12th 
Dynasty, according to Vandier, the use of the royal kilt becomes more 
common.108 There are statues made of stone, such as the seated limestone 
statue of Au from the tomb of Senwosretankh at Lisht,109 the granite statue of 
Sarenput I from his tomb at Qubbet el-Hawa,110 or CG 404 and CG 405111 
representing Harhotep and Sasobek wearing a royal-like pleated kilt.112 
Wooden statues showing this type of garment worn by the officials appear as 
well, as for example the standing statue CG 444 from Meir. Overall, these 
Middle Kingdom statues feature quite precise copies of the royal kilt. 
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Typology of the garments in the fowling and fishing scenes in summary 
 
The iconography related to the fowling and spear-fishing scenes in the non-
royal tombs of the Old and Middle Kingdom, is rich in displaying internal 
details of the garments, and yet only four principal types are in fact depicted.  

The first type appears on the earliest documents from the 5th Dynasty. The 
costume is evidently a short kilt with a diagonal fold, where one end of the 
cloth is tucked in at the waist, creating a flap/fold where the end of the cloth is 
turned inside out.113 In the tomb of Niankhkhnum and Khnumhotep (Figure 
2.1) as well as in the tomb of Hetepherakhti, the fold has the appearance of the 
apron commonly seen in later depictions. It is possible that by folding the cloth 
in the middle of the front, the kilt was intended to cover and better protect the 
genital region. 

The second garment type is a short plain closed kilt, occasionally recorded in 
the 5th Dynasty (Figure 2.2) and in the late Old Kingdom to First Intermediate 
Period, as well as in the Middle Kingdom, especially at Beni Hassan (Figure 
3.3) and Deir el-Bersha (Figure 3.4) but also at el-Saff. The kilt is made of a 
rectangular piece of cloth wrapped around the waist and fastened with a sash 
knotted at the front, creating a small loop.114  

Of special interest is the garment type most often represented, consisting of a 
short kilt with an apron that covers the genital region. The garment has 
previously often been compared to the royal SnD.wt-kilt and even equated with 
it. Such conclusions were mainly based on the corpus of the Old Kingdom 
without incorporating the evidence from later periods. Bonnet argued that only 
in exceptional cases was the form of the apron royal-like and that "man eine 
Annäherung an diesen eher meidet als sucht" (transl.: one rather sought to 
avoid it [the royal kilt]).115 By contrast, Vandier wrote that "le prince, lorsqu'il 
pêche au harpon ou lorsqu'il chasse au boomerang, porte presque toujours la 
chendjit, c'est-à-dire le pagne royal par excellence" (transl.: the official when 
harpooning or hunting with the boomerang nearly always wears the shendjit, 
ie. the typical royal kilt ).116 Staehelin spoke also of "relativ getreuen Kopien 
der königlichen Vorbilder" (transl.: fairly true copies of the royal models).117 
More recently, Feucht commented that the officials' apron in the Old Kingdom 
fowling and fishing scenes differs from the royal form and thus drew the 
attention back to Bonnet's observations.118  

Based on the pictorial material compiled and discussed above, a contribution to 
the debate can be made: the garment used for fowling and fishing obviously 
underwent a development and one must distinguish between two types, namely 
the marsh-hunting dress and the royal-like dress.  
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The marsh-hunting dress is typical for the Old Kingdom. It does not appear 
until the end of the 5th Dynasty but becomes the standard from then on. It is 
characterized by an apron of triangular shape; the kilt is short with rounded 
sides119 with the apron held by a sash knotted at the front; not only the loop but 
also the long ends of the sash are very often depicted, as seen, for example, in 
the tombs of Neferirtenef120, Iynefret121 (Figure 2.6), Akhethotep122 or Hem-
Min.123 The form of the apron and the use of a sash instead of a belt 
distinguishes this garment from the royal kilt, which means that the 
resemblance of the two is only superficial and that the use of a kilt-apron 
combination does not automatically imply that the garment is an imitation of 
the royal iconography. As suggested by Bonnet, this combination of items of 
clothing was preferred because it enables free movement. Furthermore, the idea 
of covering the genital region goes back to prehistory.124 Not only its 
appearance speaks against equating the marsh-hunting dress with the royal kilt, 
an additional piece of evidence may be found in the very same scenes, where 
the marsh-hunting dress is also worn by the male family members (mostly the 
tomb owner's sons) accompanying the deceased in the boat. This phenomenon 
appears quite often in the Old Kingdom. The earliest example is provided in 
the scene from the tomb of Rashepses,125 where at least three figures wear the 
marsh-hunting dress: the eldest son is standing in the boat, armed with a throw 
stick in his left hand and holding a bird in his right. He is obviously 
participating in the fowling and his active role is emphasized by the depiction 
the appropriate costume. The multiple representation of the marsh-hunting 
dress in such an early example precludes the interpretation of this garment as 
the royal kilt. The idea of an adoption of royal iconography may be 
conceivable for the main figure but not the secondary figures. The occurrence 
of the marsh-hunting dress with the accompanying figures actively fowling or 
fishing or at least holding an additional weapon, is also found in the tombs of 
Seshemnefer IV,126 In-snefru-ishtef,127 Ibi,128 Akhethotep129 and in Tomb 3 at 
Dahshur.130 It may also be attested in the partly destroyed scene in the tomb of 
Meryre Meryptahankh.131 The marsh-hunting dress did not disappear after the 
end of the Old Kingdom. It is still found in the tombs of the Middle Kingdom, 
in the necropoli at Beni Hassan (Figures 3.5–3.6), Asyut (Figure 4.5) and 
Saqqara (Figure 4.6).132 

The systematic imitation of the royal kilt and the adaptation of the marsh-
hunting dress to becoming a royal-like dress did not begin until the First 
Intermediate Period, where it appears in the tomb of Ankhtifi with an 
extremely misshapen apron (Figure 1.4). Clear evidence of deliberate and 
accurate copying is, however, not attested until the Middle Kingdom and then 
it is restricted to the necropoli at Kom el-Hisn (Figures 3.1–3.2), Meir (Figures 
4.1–4.4), Thebes (Figures 5.3–5.4) and Qubbet el-Hawa (Figure 5.5). The 
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copies vary: the kilts are often unpleated; the lateral edges of the aprons are 
mostly more concave in comparison to the royal standard but the lower edge of 
the apron is narrower than the upper one, and the garments are mostly held by a 
belt. As demonstrated above, the royal-like dress can be worn in several 
contexts: the scenes of fowling and fishing in the marshes, the offering scenes 
on the stelae from Abydos (Figures 6.1–6.3), even by subordinate figures in 
scenes of daily life as well as in funerary activities in the First Intermediate 
Period and at the very beginning of the Middle Kingdom. It is in this period 
that the royal-like dress finds its way even into the non-royal statuary and, as 
outlined above, the statues of the Middle Kingdom display fairly exact copies 
of the royal kilt. 

In the literature, the headband is identified as having been adopted from the 
royal iconography in combination with the royal kilt. This accessory consists of 
a band encircling the head with two flowering papyrus umbels and two long 
straps at the back of the head. The argument that both iconographic elements 
were adopted together is not convincing. The headband is not restricted to the 
scenes of the tomb owner fowling and fishing, but can also be worn in other 
activities such as observing the fowling with the clapnet or the agricultural 
pursuits, or when inspecting cattle. According to Staehelin, the headband with 
flowering papyrus generally appears on the head of the tomb owner and his 
wife when depicted in outdoor contexts.133 A review of the fowling and fishing 
scenes further provides us with an interesting observation: the preserved reliefs 
do not show the tomb owner with this headdress until the end of the 5th / 
beginning of the 6th Dynasty. To date, the earliest example appears in the tomb 
of Iynefret from the end of the 5th Dynasty; in this case, the headband is very 
unusual as it is without long straps and has two lotus flowers at the forehead as 
well as at the back. The common headdress with flowering papyrus and straps 
seems to appear for the first time in the fowling and fishing scenes in the tombs 
of Mereruka,134 Hem-Min135 and Akhethotep136 at the beginning of the 6th 
Dynasty. At the end of the 5th Dynasty, the marsh-hunting dress consisting of 
the short kilt with the triangular apron, also found its way into the iconography. 
Therefore both the kilt with an apron and the headdress occur in the non-royal 
fowling and fishing scenes at approximately the same time, which could 
strengthen the theory that these motifs were adapted from their royal 
counterparts together. However, the earliest examples of the marsh-hunting 
dress in the tombs of Rashepses and Kayemnofret, do not feature the 
headdress. Especially in the Middle Kingdom, when in some necropoli the 
imitation of the royal kilt was fairly common, one would also expect to 
regularly find the headband. This is however not the case; it is not present in 
the scenes of Intef at Thebes or Senbi at Meir where copying the royal kilt is 
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fairly well established. It does not even occur in the large-scale paintings in the 
tomb of Khnumhotep II at Beni Hassan. 

Although the New Kingdom scenes of fishing and fowling are not discussed 
here in detail, a brief overview should be given to complete the analysis. It 
seems that the imitation of the royal kilt was almost abandoned at that time; it 
can only be assumed for the tomb of Amenhotep (TT 73) where the owner 
wears a sort of rectangular apron.137 By contrast, the tombs of Ineni (TT 81),138 
Intef (TT 155),139 Baki (TT 18)140 and Amenemhat (TT 123)141 show the 
marsh-hunting costume with the triangular apron. In the second half of the 18th 
Dynasty, approximately from the reign of Amenhotep II, the scenes feature the 
deceased wearing a short kilt in combination with a pointed apron, like in the 
tombs of Nakht (TT 52)142 and Menna (TT 69).143 It is remarkable that the 
fowling and fishing scenes of the New Kingdom never depict the tomb owner 
wearing the headband.  
 
Excursus: Fowling with the clapnet in the Old and Middle Kingdom 

A possible transfer of the clapnet scene from the royal into the non-royal 
iconography has so far not been discussed; the reason for this was the absence 
of the scene among the known royal reliefs. However, in 2002, the excavations 
around the causeway of Sahure brought to light a fragment that shows an 
image of Sahure accompanied by his wife Meretnebty, fowling with the 
clapnet.144 On a low platform, Sahure is seated on a throne decorated with smA 
tA.wj; he has a walking stick under his arm and is adorned with a uraeus and a 
ceremonial beard. His arms are outstretched, pulling a clapnet (now 
unfortunately lost) by its cord attached to a peg behind the throne. The king 
wears a fully pleated short kilt with a projecting triangular apron, also pleated 
and held by a sash.145 This costume is restricted to the royal iconography at the 
time of the Old Kingdom.146 

The representation of an official handling the clapnet occurs only occasionally. 
There are in fact only five examples from the discussed periods that show the 
tomb owner actively participating in this operation. The Old Kingdom 
examples differ from each other and are less distinctive. In the tomb of 
Nefermaat and Atet at Meidum, Nefermaat is pulling the clapnet and wears a 
simple plain closed kilt, slightly parting on account of his stride.147 In the tomb 
of Ty, by contrast, the tomb owner is acting as the scout,148 hidden behind the 
reeds observing the net and waiting for the best moment to give a signal to the 
men to close the net. Ty's garment is more spectacular as he wears a projecting, 
vertically striped kilt over a plain kilt and a sash.149  

The scenes from the Middle Kingdom have more in common with each other 
and their concept is of special interest. They are obviously based on an Old 



ZELENKOVÁ, THE ROYAL KILT IN NON-ROYAL ICONOGRAPHY? 

157 

Kingdom royal prototype as they resemble the relief of Sahure. Khnumhotep II 
at Beni Hassan (Figure 7.2)150 and Djehutyhotep II at Deir el-Bersha (Figure 
7.1)151 are both seated on a lion-legged chair on a low platform (or mat), with 
their feet, however, placed on the ground. In the royal relief, by contrast, both 
Sahure's throne and his feet are resting on such a base. The way the officials 
hold the rope is very similar to their royal counterpart; in the tomb of 
Khnumhotep II the rope is even identically attached to a peg behind the chair. 
The focus of our interest is their costume: Djehutyhotep II wears exactly the 
same garment as Sahure, which would indicate the direct modelling of this 
scene on the royal iconography. The garment worn by Khnumhotep II is the 
same in form, but the costume is not pleated and begins from above the waist 
and is held with an additional shoulder strap. The copying of the royal garment 
with a projecting triangular apron in these clapnet scenes in both tombs is 
significant inasmuch as Khnumhotep II and Djehutyhotep II did not imitate the 
royal SnD.wt-kilt in fowling and spear-fishing scenes. 
 
Closing remarks  

The ambition to present oneself in the best possible light is one of the ideas 
behind the decoration of the tombs of the officials, and it is undisputed, that to 
achieve this aim, the elite was inspired by the royal iconography. Adopting and 
adapting motifs was a natural consequence of the interaction of the people from 
different strata of society. In order to prove, however, that the one or other 
detail originates in the royal iconography the entire corpus of accessible 
material needs to be investigated. Based on such an analysis, interesting 
developments can be traced. This paper has aimed to illustrate that the 
imitation of the so-called royal kilt or SnD.wt by the high officials did not begin 
in the 5th Dynasty, at which time different garments were represented until the 
distinct marsh-hunting dress with a triangular apron started to appear. The 
imitation of the royal kilt and the adaptation of the marsh-hunting dress to 
make it resemble the king's attire, are attested for the first time in the First 
Intermediate Period and only appear frequently in the Middle Kingdom. At that 
time, the paintings and reliefs started to depict the kilt as pleated and held by a 
belt, the form of the apron becoming interchangeable. This royal-like dress 
features a trapezoidal apron with the lower edge narrower or just as wide as the 
upper edge. Despite the possibility that this resemblance to the royal kilt was 
intentional, it was never reproduced to perfection: hardly any depictions of 
fowling and fishing show the tomb owner wearing an exact copy of the royal 
kilt. In its statuary, however, the Middle Kingdom elite did not hesitate to take 
over a true imitation of the royal kilt. It is subject to further research to 
establish why such a difference in two- and three dimensional art existed. Be 
that as it may, the elite of the Middle Kingdom generally seems bold in 
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copying motifs from the royal repertoire, as exemplified by the scene of the 
deceased fowling with the clapnet where pictorial elements initially known 
from King Sahure's causeway subsequently recur in the decoration of non-
royal tombs. 
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