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ABSTRACT

In the present study, the Egyptian standard of proper social behavior during the interaction of ancient Egyptians is 
outlined. This social standard is traced through ancient Egyptian texts and iconography. I am mainly interested in 
the appropriate social behavior as it was expressed through various body postures and gestures. This particular “body 
behavior” mainly concerned the proper way in which ancient Egyptians approached and interacted with social superiors: 
higher officials, elders or the Pharaoh. Aspects of appropriate body behavior are evidenced in religious contexts, too: when 
approaching a temple or a divine statue, or even in the mythological afterlife journey of the dead.

It is deduced that the social status of ancient Egyptians strictly defined their public behavior, especially in relation to the 
divine world and their social superiors. The social stratification, as well as Egypt’s superiority and Pharaoh’s power and 
authority were always to be demonstrated and maintained in perpetuity. Moreover, it seems that the stratification of the 
ancient Egyptian society was maintained in the Afterworld, too. The submissive postures and gestures presented in this 
paper in the light of the afterlife journey of the dead, however, rather than reflecting Egyptians’ social inequality, may 
demonstrate the temporary dominance of the deceased Pharaoh and individuals in order to overcome their enemies, be 
transformed into blessed entities and united with the gods.

Text 1: “Συμφέρονται δὲ καὶ τόδε ἄλλο Αἰγύπτιοι Ἑλλήνων μούνοισι Λακεδαιμονίοισι. οἱ νεώτεροι αὐτῶν 
τοῖσι πρεσβυτέροισι συντυγχάνοντες εἴκουσι τῆς ὁδοῦ καὶ ἐκτράπονται καὶ ἐπιοῦσι ἐξ ἕδρης ὑπανιστέαται. Τόδε 
μέντοι ἄλλοισι Ἑλλήνων οὐδαμοῖσι συμφέρονται. ἀντὶ τοῦ προσαγορεύειν ἀλλήλους ἐν τῇσι ὁδοῖσι προσκυνέουσι 
κατιέντες μέχρι τοῦ γούνατος τὴν χεῖρα”

“There is a custom too which no Greeks save the Lacedaemonians have in common with the Egyptians: 
younger men, when they meet their elders, turn aside and give place to them in the way, and rise from their seats 
when an older man approaches. But they have another custom which is nowhere known in Greece: passers-by 
do not address each other, but salute by lowering the hand to the knee.”

(Hdt. 2.80. Transl. by A.D. Godley).
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INTRODUCTION

Respect dominated ancient Egyptian society, as plenty of texts make clear. In the present study I aim to outline 
the appropriate social behavior, as it was expressed through the “body behavior” of ancient Egyptians. By the 
term “body behavior” I mean the postures and gestures ancient Egyptians adopted in every aspect of their 
lives: during their daily interactions, the demonstration of respect and submission to their social superiors, the 
performance of cultic practices, etc.

The Egyptian term that is closest to what I describe as “appropriate social behavior”, according to Kim 
Ridealgh, is “aHa-Hmsi”, literally meaning “to stand and sit”, which can be rendered as “to behave properly” 
(Ridealgh 2016, 250). In the following sections, passages from Egyptian texts, dating from the Old Kingdom to 
the Graeco-Roman Period, that evidence the existence of this standard of the appropriate social body behavior 
in ancient Egypt, will be analyzed, as will representations in ancient Egyptian art.

THE BODY BEHAVIOR OF ANCIENT EGYPTIANS AS AN INDEX OF SOCIAL 
INEQUALITY

The reference of Herodotus in Text 1 presents in the liveliest way the virtue of respect that dominated every 
aspect of ancient Egyptians’ lives. Ancient Egypt was a strictly structured hierarchical society, at the top of 
which was the Pharaoh and in which the demonstration of deference to social superiors was crucial (see also 
Hutto 2002, 218–19; Ridealgh 2013; 2016, 246, 248–49). Social superiority was not exclusively defined by po-
litical, religious, administrative or economic terms, but greater age rendered one a respected person in the 
perception of ancient Egyptians, as the above passage shows.

Herodotus is referring to a much later period than the Bronze Age. However, Egyptian written sources dating 
to the New, Middle or even the Old Kingdom confirm the account of Herodotus and prove the importance 
ancient Egyptians placed on the demonstration of respect and submission towards their social superiors during 
the Bronze Age, too. For example, the Instructions of Ptahhotep, a Middle Kingdom wisdom text, states:

Text 2:  

Xms sA=k n Hrï-tp=k

imy-rA=k n pr-nswt

“Bend your back to your chief,

your overseer of the palace.”

(Ptahhotep 441–442: Žába 1956, 51; cf. also translations by Lichtheim 1973, 71; Allen 2015b, 207).

Bowing was sometimes combined with the lowering of the arms or with placing the hand on the chest. 
Another passage of the Instructions of Ptahhotep reads:

Text 3:  
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ir gm=k DAisw m At=f

xrp ib m ior r=k

xAm a.wï=k Xms sA=k

“If you find a disputant in his moment

and determined, one superior to you,

lower your arms, bend your back!”

(Ptahhotep 60–62: Žába 1956, 21; cf. also translations by Lichtheim 1973, 63–4; Allen 2015b, 172).

The above passages corroborate Herodotus’ testimony, as the “bending of the back” must reflect bowing, 
while this posture finds parallels in ancient Egyptian art. The bowing posture referred to by both Herodotus 
and the Instructions of Ptahhotep are related to figures in Egyptian art, who bow submissively before a social 
superior (e.g., the deceased, an official or the Pharaoh) and deferentially turn their palms downwards or place 
their hand(s) on their knee(s) (for Old Kingdom examples see: Épron and Daumas 1939, pls. XIX, XXII, XXIV, 
XXVII, LXVII; Dunham and Simpson 1974, fig. 9; Dominicus 1994, 22, fig. 7. For Middle Kingdom examples 
see: Newberry 1895, pls. XII, XVIII. For New Kingdom examples see: Davies 1905, pls. VII–VIII, X–XII, XVIII, 
XXXIII, XXXVII; 1906, pls. V, VII, XXI–XXII, XXVIII; 1908, pls. II–IV, VI, XVII–XVIII, XX, XXVI, XXVIII–
XXIX; Martin 1989, pl. 115; Attia 2022, 144–45, figs. 27–27A). The representation of these gestures in Egyptian 
art –which we could correspondingly call “Palms Downwards” (fig. 1p) and “Hand(s) on Knee(s)”– traces the 
movement that Herodotus observed centuries later.

An individual part of the arm (e.g., the elbow or the shoulder) is sometimes used to refer to the arm, as on 
a stela of the First Intermediate Period in the British Museum (EA 614),1 where the high official Tjetji claims 
that he was a person:

Text 4:  

xAm rmn m-m wr.w

“…who lowered the shoulder among the Great Ones.”

(Scott-Moncrieff 1911, pl. 49 [line 7]; Budge 1914, 9, pl. VIII [line 7]; cf. also translation by Lichtheim 1973, 
92).

This passage probably implies that Tjetji lowered his arm or even bowed in respect before the high officials.

It seems that, during conflicts, such gestures and postures –as well as that of the “Hand on Chest” discussed 
below– carry a clear submissive meaning. They also imply self-restraint, as a passage in the Instructions of 
Ptahhotep indicates (Ptahhotep 67: Žába 1956, 21; see translations by Lichtheim 1973, 64; Allen 2015b, 173).

Dominicus (1994, 25) argues that social equals can also bow to each other. To support her statement, she 
refers to two Middle Kingdom inscriptions. The first is found on a stela discovered in the Courtyard of Hathor’s 
Temple in Serabit el-Khadim, in Sinai, and dated to the period of Amenemhat III (Gardiner et al. 1952, pl. 
XXVIII [N. edge]; 1955, 100–1 [93]  ; Porter and Moss 1952, 353 [Court P, no. 93]). The fragmented inscription 
reads:

Text 5:  

rx nswt mAa mr=f iw.w n=f wr.w m ksw Hrï-tp […] mH.w

1  The stela can also be found at the following link: https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/Y_EA614.

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/Y_EA614
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“True acquaintance of the King, his beloved, to whom the Great Ones come bowing, Chief of [Upper and] 
Lower Egypt.”

The logogram  can be understood either as wr.w (“the Great Ones”), sr.w (“the officials”), or even 
jAw.w (“the elderly”). Whatever the case, it defines some important people in the Egyptian society. The person 
honored on the stela is the official Ameny-Soshenen. Nowhere on the stela is it stated that Ameny-Soshenen 
himself bowed to the approaching officials, too, in order for this posture to be perceived just as a greeting be-
tween equals. Furthermore, the close relationship of Ameny-Soshenen with the Pharaoh and the official title 
given to him render him a high-status person. Consequently, his social superiority over the other officials is 
clearly stated.

The second piece of evidence Dominicus provides comes from a stela of General Nesumontu, dated, 
according to Obsomer (1993), to the period of Senwosret I, that was found in Syro-Palestine and is now in the 
Louvre (cat. no. C1) (Porter and Moss 1952, 382).2 Part of the inscription (lines 6, 9–10) reads:

Text 6:  

and below:

iw n=f wr.w m ksw HAt.y.w-a m di.y Hr Xt

and below:

wr.w Hr Hz.t=i aA.w m ksw nDs.w iw(.w) m HfAt

“The Great Ones (wr.w – officials) come to him bowing and the High-Officials fall onto their belly”

and below:

“The Great Ones (wr.w – gods) praise me, the Great Ones (aA.w) bow, the commoners come crawling.”

(Translation by the author. Text: Sethe 1959, 81 [lines 18–19], 82 [lines 2–3]; Text and translation: Obsomer 
1993, 105, fig. 1 [lines 6, 9–10], 125 [A.11–12], 126 [C6–8]).

It seems that lesser Egyptians sometimes approached a high-status individual crawling. The status of General 
Nesumontu emerges from the fact that the most important Egyptians come to him bowing and prostrating. In 
this case, too, there is no reference to Nesumontu adopting a particular posture or gesture in response to the 
bowing and prostration of the approaching officials. The general is proud of being an individual in front of 
whom the members of the Egyptian elite bow and fall to the ground. Such a statement can only mean that 
Nesumontu was, in the perception of the bowing men, their superior, so they showed their respect to him by 
bowing, without expecting a corresponding gestural response of any kind from him.

The above epigraphic evidence is far from corroborating that the bowing posture and the “Palms Downwards” 
gesture were performed by people of the same social rank as merely a type of greeting to each other. Even if the 
performers and the addressed individuals actually belonged to the same rank –something that does not seem 
to be corroborated by the above-cited sources– in the perception of the performers, the individuals addressed 
were, for some reason, people of higher status than themselves.

There is one last point to be made. This kind of reference to the “Great Ones”, who bow before the owners 
of the monuments on which these references are found, should perhaps not be taken literally. This is probably 
a figure of speech that projects the prestige these individuals had in Egyptian society. Last, let us consider the 

2  The stela can be found at the following link: https://collections.louvre.fr/en/ark:/53355/cl010022807.

https://collections.louvre.fr/en/ark:/53355/cl010022807
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following: if the above body movements were merely types of greeting between socially equal Egyptians, then 
why would an official bother to record on his monument the fact that other high officials bowed before him and 
feel proud of it?

According to social anthropologists (see, e.g. Morris 1977, 102, 134–35, 142–46; Argyle 1988, 208, 212 tbl 
13.1 [1]), when an inferior person meets one superior to them, they tend to adopt gestures and postures that 
make their body look smaller in front of the high-status person, such as lowering the head, arm-folding or 
bowing. In this way, they project a sentiment of insecurity and awkwardness, as well as their lower social status 
in relation to their superior interlocutor and submission to them.

The hieroglyphic sign A16 , depicting a human figure leaning forwards, is used as determinative in the 
words ksi (“to bow down”), ksw (“bowing”) (Faulkner 1991, 287). These words in Egyptian texts are usually 
placed in a submissive context, where inferior people approach their superiors showing them respect and sub-
mission (see, e.g., Text 24). Furthermore, as Arlette David (2017–2018, 119) points out, the downward motion 
of the above hieroglyphic sign represents humility (“LOW STATUS IS DOWN”).

Two passages from the Duties of the Vizier (for more information see Van den Boorn 1988) corroborate the 
submissive aspect of bowing. The office of Vizier was the highest state administrative and judicial position, and 
its occupant was subordinate only to the Pharaoh himself.

Text 7:  

and below:

ir wpw.tï nb h(A)b.w TAty m wpwt n sr

m SAa[-m] sr tp(y) nfryt r sr n nfryt

m rdi(.w) hnn=f

m rdi(.w) sTA=f [xr…] pA sr

Dd=f tA wpwt n.t TAty

iw=f  aHa(.w) m-bAH pA sr

Hr Dd tA(y)=f wpwt Hna pr.t r aHa.w=f

and below:

wpwt[.ï]=f Hr anan r Dd
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h(A)b.kw(y) m wpwt n sr mn

rdi.n=f sTA.t(w)=i

rdi.n=f di.tw nkt Hr nHbt=i

“As for any messenger whom the Vizier sends with a message to an official,

from the highest official to the lowest official:

it is not allowed that he has to bow,

it is not allowed that he is ushered in [to] the official.

He tells the message of the Vizier,

standing in front of the official

while saying his message,

and then he goes out (back) to his post…”

and below:

“Now, if his messenger comes complaining:

‘While I was sent with a message to official N,

he had me ushered in

(and) he caused something to be put in my neck’.”

(Text: Davies 1943, pl. XXVI [cols. 9–12]; Text and translation: Van den Boorn 1988, 88–9, pl. I [cols. 9–12], 
pl. IV [cols. 9–11], pl. V [col. 12]).

These passages reveal that being the Vizier’s envoy gave such high status to the messenger that he was 
forbidden to bow before any official, whether of higher or lower social rank. The messenger’s complaint that 
something was placed on his neck suggests that he was somehow forced to bow before the official to whom he 
was supposed to deliver the Vizier’s message. This reference reminds us of the scenes depicting the counting 
of taxes paid by Egyptians and the punishment of those who did not deliver the required amount (see, e.g., 
Dominicus 1994, 14–7, figs. 2–5). Often in such scenes the guards are shown pulling the people being punished 
and forcing them to bow and kneel by pressing them down with their hand or a stick. Such a moment of pre-
sentation before the Vizier is depicted in a scene accompanying the text of the Duties of the Vizier in the Tomb 
of Rekhmire (Davies 1943, pl. XXV). Two guards lead two litigants by force into the judicial hall, forcing them 
to bow.

Concluding the analysis of the above-cited passage, it should be noted that later in the text it is stated that 
those officials who behaved towards the Vizier’s messengers in this way, forcing them to bow and ushering 
them in before the officials, were punished by cutting off a body part such as the nose or ear. The inappropriate 
behavior towards the Vizier’s envoy was an insult to the Vizier himself and had to be punished accordingly.

In a New Kingdom text, the Teachings of Amenemope (25.10–11), the bowing posture, as well as a curious 
arm movement, are mentioned:

Text 8:  

bn Tntï xpS n kfAw

bn sAw At n xAbw=s

“The arm is not hurt by being bare,

the back is not broken by bending it.”
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(Text: Budge 1924, 229 [501–502]; Lange 1925, 123 [XXV.10–11]; Laisney 2007, 216, 360 [25.10–11]. 
Translation: Lichtheim 1976, 161).

It is probably the extending and/or bending of the arm that is implied here, in a gesture of respect that 
consequently reveals the arm under the cloth (see also BD 17 in Faulkner 2004, 49; Nyord 2009, 247). In another 
passage from the Teachings of Amenemope (26.2), a different submissive gesture is mentioned:

Text 9:  

imi irï=f onon=k

iw Dr.t=k m onw=k

“Let him beat you

while your hand is on your chest.”

(Text: Budge 1924, 230 [514]; Lange 1925, 127 [XXVI.2]; Laisney 2007, 220, 361 [26.2]. Translation: 
Lichtheim 1976, 161).

The text concerns a young man interacting with an elder. It suggests that New Kingdom Egyptians also 
showed their humility, submission and respect to their superiors, elders in this case, by bringing their “Hand on 
Chest” (fig. 1a). This gesture is represented in Egyptian art as early as the Old Kingdom with the same meaning, 
while in some cases it may also project the high status of the performers or their gratitude for an offering (see, 
e.g., Kekes 2021, 169–84. For Old Kingdom examples see: Vandier 1958, pls. VIII.2, XX.4; Simpson 1978, figs. 
26, 34; Kanawati 2001, pls. 32, 42; 2002, pls. 45, 52–53, 63. For Middle Kingdom examples see: Blackman 1915, 
pl. XVIII.2; Vandier 1958, pls. LXXV.9–10, LXXVIII.2, LXXXII.6; Kanawati and Evans 2014, pls. 132, 139. For 
New Kingdom examples see: Vandier 1958, pl. CXL.3; Naville 1898, pls. LXI, LXIX).

The symbolic function of a gesture is directly dependent on the social identity of the performer and that of 
the addressee. Even the same gesture performed by two individuals during their interaction may convey dif-
ferent meaning. In tomb scenes (see, e.g., El-Khouli and Kanawati 1990, pl. 38) one observes the deceased in a 
seated position before an offering table bringing their hand on their chest. While the same gesture is performed 
by the deceased’s relatives approaching them. This does not mean that the people performing the same gesture 
are to be perceived as social equals. Rather, in this case, the approaching individuals demonstrate their respect 
to their deceased relative, while the latter expresses gratitude for the visit of the living or an offering by them 
(see, e.g., Kekes 2021, 182–83).

Some texts reveal the hierarchical structure of ancient Egyptian society and the ways in which it was 
expressed through the Egyptians’ public body behavior and their spatial relationships during gatherings. First, 
another passage of the Instructions of Ptahhotep reads:

Text 10:  
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ir wnn=k m ryt

aHa Hms r nmt.w=k

wdd n=k hrw tp(y)

m swA xpr Sna.t(w)=k

zpd Hr n ao smi(.w)

wzx ist n.t iAS n=f

iw ryt r tp-Hsb

zxr nb xft xAy

in nTr sxnt ist

ni ir tw rdi.w oaH

“Whenever you are in court,

behave (lit. stand and sit) according to your steps (i.e. rank)

decreed for you the first day:

don’t bypass, or you will turn out to be banned.

Sharp is the face of the one who enters announced,

wide the place of the one summoned.

Court operates according to a standard;

every procedure is according to measure.

The god is the one who advances a place;

those who give the elbow are not appointed.”

(Ptahhotep 220–231: Text: Žába 1956, 33–4; Allen 2015b, 186. Translation: Allen 2015b, 186–87. Cf. also 
translation by Lichtheim 1973, 67).

The text concerns court hearings by a high official (probably with judicial responsibilities), according to 
the order of speaking decreed on the first day of the court. This order was probably decided based on each 
individual’s rank. During public gatherings, Egyptians of various social statuses would co-exist, although they 
would be differentiated by the place they occupied in the court and the way they were seated and stood, that is, 
the way they behaved. We can hypothesize that those of higher status, whether it was a matter of rank, age or 
gender, would have the privilege of sitting on seats. On the contrary, lesser Egyptians would stand while waiting 
for their turn to be heard or sit on the ground. It appears that some people tried to bypass the order using their 
elbows to push others aside, so they could be heard earlier than scheduled.

Although the above-cited text concerns behavior during public hearings, such behavior would probably be 
followed in every public gathering, as relevant texts and representations imply. Michael Argyle (1988, 208) and 
Desmond Morris (1977, 145–46) state that, when a person of higher status meets a social inferior, the person 
who has the privilege of “relaxing” is always the higher-status individual. This “relaxation” may be expressed 
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through the adoption of free body movements by the higher-status person, in contrast to the submissive and 
tense movements of the socially inferior person, or by the seated posture of the social superior compared to the 
standing posture of the lower status person.

A significant source of information on the spatial relationships of higher officials during the hearings by the 
Vizier is the Duties of the Vizier. A passage of this text reports:

Text 11:  

ir ir.t nb.t pA sr TAty

Hr sDm m xA n TAty

Hms=f Hr pHDw

on Hr sAtw

Snp Hr=f

Sd Xr psd=f

Sd Xr rdwï[=f]

[…] Hr=f

abA r a=f

Ssm.w 40 sS(.w) m-bAH=f

wr.w-mD-Sma.w m-itrtï m-bAH=f

imy-rA aXnw.ty Hr wnm=f
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iry-xt-ao Hr iAb=f

sS.w n TAty r-a=f

wa ggw n wa m z(i) nb r-aoA=f

sDm(.w) wa Hr-sA sn.w=f

nn rdit sDm(.w) Xr(.y)-pH r-Hat Hr.ï

“As for every act of this official, the Vizier,

when hearing (cases) in the bureau of the Vizier,

has to sit on the pHDw-chair,

the reed-covered dais on the ground,

the vestment on him,

a leather cushion under his back,

a leather cushion under his feet,

the […] on him,

the abA-scepter in his hand,

the 40 Ssmw spread out before him,

the Great Ones (i.e. higher officials) of the Ten (i.e. Nomes) of Upper Egypt in two rows in front of him,

the Chamberlain on his right-hand side,

the Curator of the Access on his left-hand side,

the scribes of the Vizier beside him.

While one stands rigid fixedly facing the one opposite to him amongst everyone (present at the session),

one has to be heard after the other without allowing the low (ranking official) to be heard before the high 
(ranking official).”

(Text: Davies 1943, pl. XXVI [cols. 1–3]; Van den Boorn 1988, 12, pl. I [cols. 1–3], pl. IV [cols. 1–3]. 
Translation: Van den Boorn 1988, 13; cf. also translation by El Menshawy 2000, 11).

The higher social status of the Vizier is clearly projected not only by the insignia of his office mentioned in 
the text, but also by his seated posture. Indeed, he has the privilege of sitting on a special type of chair, perhaps 
of royal origin (Van den Boorn 1988, 25–6 n. 11). His subordinates stand beside him. The Chamberlain appears 
to hold a higher status than the Curator of the Access, as he occupies the place of honor to the right of the Vizier 
(for the predominance of “right” over “left” in the ancient Egyptian symbolic thinking see, e.g., Kekes 2021, 
986–90; 2024, 171–73). On the contrary, the high officials of the ten nomes of Upper Egypt, who are about to 
be heard, are not seated but stand in front of the Vizier, arranged in two rows, as they are inferior to him. The 
posture of the attendants standing opposite each other is “an indication of the proper, respectful, attitude of 
officials”, according to El Menshawy (2000, 13).

Often in feasting scenes some figures are represented sitting on chairs or stools, while others are crouching 
on reed or straw mats on the ground (see also Hartwig 2004, 99, 210, fig. 8). Tyldesley (1995, 110) states that 
the crouching figures belong to a lower social class than those sitting on furniture. This suggestion agrees with 
what I have presented above. Even among the seated people, a social hierarchy may be observed based on their 
arrangement in space and sitting techniques (see, for example, the study of Carl Walsh [2014, 201–8] on ancient 
Egyptian court sitting etiquettes). The depictions imply that during this kind of event men were separated from 
women. This distinction in Egyptian art, however, may just be due to artistic conventions rather than reflecting 
ancient Egyptian reality.
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In the Teachings of Any (19.10–12), a New Kingdom text (Lichtheim 1976, 135), the social distinction of 
Egyptians, as expressed through the various postures they adopted during their interactions, becomes apparent:

Text 12 :  

im=k Hmsi iw ky aHa

iw=f m iAwt ir=k m r pw iw=f saAy ir=k m iAwt=f

“Do not sit when another is standing.

One who is older than you or greater than you in his rank.”

(Text: Suys 1935, 59 [Maxime XXIX]; Quack 1994, 104, 302. Translation: Lichtheim 1976, 139).

Once more, Herodotus’ testimony is corroborated and traces the public body behavior of the Egyptians of 
his times back to previous periods. The behavior recorded in the above passage appears to be diachronic. As 
already mentioned, if a person is allowed to assume a relaxed posture, this is always the person of higher status; 
consequently, when a high-status individual approaches a seated inferior, the latter is obliged to stand up. The 
above passage also makes it clear that elders were perceived as social superiors, too.

The prestige of those who had the honor of sitting during a gathering is also evidenced by another passage 
from the Instructions of Ptahhotep:

Text 13:  

ir wnn=k m z(i) ior

Hms(.w) m sH n nb=f

sAo ib=k r bw ior

gr=k Ax st r tftf

“If you are a worthy man,

who sits in the council of his lord,

focus on perfection,

your silence is better than chatter.”

(Ptahhotep 362–365: Text: Žába 1956, 45; Allen 2015b, 199. Translation: Lichtheim 1973, 70; cf. also 
translation by Allen 2015b, 199).

The proper social body behavior appears to have been implemented in every aspect of ancient Egyptians’ 
public interactions. The Teachings of Amenemope (25.6–7) even dictate how one must walk when meeting a 
social superior outdoors:

Text 14:  
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ir ptr=k aA r=k m bnr

Sms m sA=f tr tw

“If you see one greater than you outdoors,

walk behind him respectfully.”

(Text: Budge 1924, 229 [497–498]; Lange 1925, 123 [XXV.6–7]; Laisney 2007, 216, 359 [25.6–7]. Translation: 
Lichtheim 1976, 161).

In a Middle Kingdom text, the Instructions (or Teaching) of Dua-Khety, also known as the “Satire of Trades”, 
similar advice is given:

Text 15:  

ir Sm=k m-pHwï sr.w

m tkn wA.w m-xr(.t) nfr.t

“If you walk behind officials,

do not come too close in good bearing.”

(Text: Helck 1970, 128 [XXIVa]. Cf. also translation by Lichtheim 1973, 190).

It might be very disrespectful of lesser Egyptians to overtake and precede their social superiors. The calm 
and humble step of lower officials is directly contrasted in the Pyramid Texts (text: Sethe 1910, 516 [Spruch 
691: 2121c]. Translation: Allen 2015a, 322 [691A]) and the Book of the Dead (text: Budge 1910, 1:34 [Chapter 
XI]. Translation: Faulkner 2004, 37 [Spell 11]; Quirke 2013, 28) to the wide, determined stride of the Pharaoh, 
although these texts concern an entirely different context, that of the Pharaoh’s afterlife journey.

It might also be an example of disrespect by young Egyptians to touch an elder, as the following passage from 
the Teachings of Amenemope (4.6–7) underlines:

Text 16:  

 

m ir Aw Dr.t=k r tkn iAw

mtw=k TA r n aA

“Do not extend your hand to touch an old man,

nor interrupt the speech of an elder.”

(Text: Budge 1924, 188–89 [62–63]; Lange 1925, 35 [IV.6–7]; Laisney 2007, 54, 329 [IV.6–7]. Cf. also 
translation by Lichtheim 1976, 150).

Silence appears to be crucial in ancient Egyptian wisdom literature, being described as one of the highest 
virtues (Fox 1983, 12–4; Hutto 2002, 231–32; Cariddi 2013, 2023). Ridealgh (2016, 250–51), however, doubts 
that silence was considered as important in ancient Egyptian daily life as is implied in the texts. In the Satire 
of Trades placing the hand on the mouth is mentioned, highlighting the importance placed on silence as a 
demonstration of respect, self-restraint and morality (Lichtheim 1973, 190; Hutto 2002, 228, 232).
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However, it must be noted that most of the above-cited texts belong to didactic literature that probably 
presents an ideal Egyptian society, as Kim Ridealgh (2016, 250) underlines. So, it is not certain that these rules 
of social behavior were strictly followed in the daily life of ancient Egyptians. Consequently, when Egyptian 
wisdom texts refer to specific intertemporal behaviors, this means that it was necessary for the appropriate so-
cial behavior to be repeatedly highlighted. For the purposes of this study, what always needed to be stressed was 
the correct manner of interaction with high-status people: elders and higher officials.

Moreover, the texts of this kind were written by members of the Egyptian higher social classes and are 
mostly addressed to people of these classes (Quack [1994, 79–81], for example, has shown that the Teachings 
of Any were recorded by a middle-class Egyptian, and the text was addressed to lower officials of civic centers). 
We do not know if lower-class Egyptians consistently followed these rules, although the nature of Egyptian so-
ciety, as it is outlined here, indicates that these rules probably applied to all, especially the common people, who 
formed the base of the Egyptian hierarchical pyramid.

In the ancient Eastern Mediterranean, it was common for submission to be expressed with specific postures, 
the most characteristic of which were bowing, kneeling and prostration. In Egypt, as well as in the Levant, these 
postures were performed in an exaggerated manner. A person approaching a superior (most characteristically, 
their ruler) or a divine statue had to bend forward (even at 90 degrees) or kneel and touch the ground with their 
forehead.

These submissive postures are often recorded in Egyptian sources. Prostration is usually referred to as 
“kissing the earth” (sn tA) (see, e.g., De Buck 1954, 18 [Spell 362, e], 333 [Spell 460, k]; Dominicus 1994, 30, 
33–5, 181; Allen 2015b, 116–17 [188)]), while other idioms are also found, such as: “come on the face/fall on 
the face” (iwi Hr Hr/xr Hr (or m) Hr) (see, e.g., Budge 1910, 2:178 [Chapter CXXXIV.11–2]; De Buck 1954, 42 
[Spell 378, a], 397 [Spell 469, l]; Faulkner 1977, 12 [Spell 378, V.42], 103 [Spell 469, V.397]; 2004, 123 [Spell 134]; 
Dominicus 1994, 33–6, 181–82; Quirke 2013, 299), “lay on the earth” (ptx Hr tA) (see, e.g., Dominicus 1994, 
35), “come on the body/the belly” (iy Hr Xt/Dt) (see, e.g., Budge 1910, 2:277 [Chapter CXLIX, X.4]; De Buck 
1956, 222 [Spell 609, e]; Faulkner 1977, 197 [Spell 609, VI.222]; 2004, 144; Dominicus 1994, 35, 182; Quirke 
2013, 361; Allen 2015b, 24–5 [68]), “bow the head to the earth” (wAH tp m tA) (see, e.g., Dominicus 1994, 24–5), 
“kneel” (mAs) (see, e.g., Budge 1910, 2:53 [Chapter XC.3]; Sethe 1910, 87 [Spruch 491, 1057a]; De Buck 1935, 
236 [Spell 51, a]; 1956, 407 [Spell 773, b–c]; Faulkner 1973, 50 [Spell 51, I.236]; 1977, 302 [Spell 773]; 2004, 85 
[Spell 90]; Dominicus 1994, 24, 33, 36; Allen 2015a, 148 [491B]), “bow” (xAm) (see, e.g., Dominicus 1994, 24–5, 
58), “touch the ground/touch the earth with the forehead” (dmi zAtw/dhn (n) tA) (see, e.g., Dominicus 1994, 24, 
34–6, 182; Allen 2015b, 37 [137–138]), “come crawling” (iwi m HfAt) (see, e.g., Dominicus 1994, 25, 36, 182), etc. 
(for a detailed analysis of Egyptian idioms expressing respect see Bahgat 2020).

Sometimes, as we also see in Egyptian iconography, those who kneel and prostrate, raise or extend their 
arms (Davies 1905, pls. XXXVII–XXXVIII; Blackman 1924, pl. XV; Martin 1989, pls. 114–115; Dominicus 
1994, 34, fig. 10; 53, Marochetti 2010, fig. 15, pl. XIV). This movement in Egyptian texts is probably defined by 
the term wAH a.wï (“stretch out the arms”) (indicatively, see De Buck 1961, 425 [Spell 1102, c]; Faulkner 1978, 
158 [Spell 1102, VII.425]; Dominicus 1994, 34). Another body movement that expressed the submission and 
respect of ancient Egyptians (and foreigners) towards their superiors was that of head inclination (m wAH tp) 
(Erman and Grapow 1971, 257; Kitchen 1979, 237 [3–6]; 1996, 89 [237:1]; Hsu 2017, 284).

Various more or less complex gestures of deference are also depicted in Egyptian art (fig. 1). Most combine 
placing one hand on the opposite shoulder (or rarely the opposite arm) with a similar movement of the other 
hand, on the opposite shoulder, on the torso, or on the opposite arm (for Old Kingdom examples see: Borchardt 
1913, pls. 1, 13, 50; Wilson and Allen 1938a, pls. 9, 37, 83, 94; 1938b, pls. 140, 168; Épron and Daumas 1939, 
pl. XVII; Dunham and Simpson 1974, figs. 5, 7–8; Simpson 1976, fig. 27; 1978, fig. 26; Harpur 1987, 503, fig. 
133, 505, fig. 138, 514, fig. 166; Kanawati 2001, pl. 42; 2002, pls. 57, 64; Kanawati and Abder-Raziq 2003, fig. 
54, pl. 71; 2004, pl. 46. For Middle Kindgom examples see: Blackman 1915, pls. XV, XVIII.1–2; Davies 1913, pl. 
XXX.1; Vandier 1958, pls. LVII.3; LXXVI.3; Russmann 2001, 90, fig. 48, 123, no. 46; Kanawati and Evans 2014, 
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pls. 118, 121, 126, 132, 139, 141; 2016, pls. 96, 105–108; 2018, pls. 63, 67–68, 70–71, 79, 82. For New Kingdom 
examples see: Naville 1898, pl. LXIX; Breasted and Allen 1932, pls. 90, 98; Davies 1906, XXIII; 1922, pls. XXXII, 
XXXVI–XXXVII; 1933, pl. XI; 1943, pls. XXV, LV; Vandier 1958, pl. CLII.3; Seele 1959, pl. 5; Caminos 1974, 
pls. 32, 80.2, 92.1; Ockinga 2004, pl. 60). These gestures are performed by inferiors to superiors, expressing their 
submission, humility and respect, or even sometimes by important individuals, further indicating their social 
status and identity (e.g., members of the deceased’s family, chiefs, foremen, foreign emissaries, etc. For fur-
ther information on the various types and symbolism of these gestures see, e.g., Kekes 2021, 169–216, 326–32, 
346–403; 2023, 673, 677, fig. 1).

Fig. 1. Various gestures represented in ancient Egyptian art (drawings by Christina Antoniadou). A: After Kanawati 2001, pl. 42. B: After Kanawati 2002, pl. 57. 
C: After Simpson 1978, fig. 26. D: After Davies 1943, pl. XXV. E: After Breasted and Allen 1932, pl. 101. F: After Kanawati 2001, pl. 42. G: After Harpur 1987, 
514, fig. 166. H: After Épron and Daumas 1939, pl. XVII. I: After Dunham and Simpson 1974, fig. 8. J: After Davies 1943, pl. LV. K: After Borchardt 1913, pl. 
50. L: After Épron and Daumas 1939, pl. XVII. M: After Épron and Daumas 1939, pl. XVII. N: After Davies 1933, pl. XI. O: After Davies 1936, pl. XLII. P: After 

Davies 1922, pl. XXXVI.
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THE PROPER BODY BEHAVIOR WHEN APPROACHING THE PHARAOH

The most important individual in the Egyptian social hierarchy was, of course, the Pharaoh. The protocol 
of approaching the Egyptian ruler and presentation before him imposed the adoption of some of the above 
gestures and postures, often performed in an exaggerated manner.

Bowing and prostration are very often represented in procession scenes, where Egyptians and foreign envoys, 
either independent or subjects, bring offerings to the Pharaoh or his representative (for further information on 
the presentation of gifts and tributes ceremony (mz inw) see Hallmann 2006; Matić 2012; 2019; Wang 2022). 
According to Diamantis Panagiotopoulos (2001, 272), prostration must not be interpreted as an indicator of 
submission, but as the traditional court ritual of presentation before the Pharaoh, since not only subjugated 
people but also emissaries of independent lands, such as the Keftiu, assume this posture (Panagiotopoulos 2006, 
381–82). In the Egyptian perception, however, the adoption of a prostrated posture, even by non-subjugated 
foreigners, confirmed the power of Egypt and its superiority over every other country (see also Gnirs 2009; 
Mynářová and Coppens 2011; Coppens 2019; Baines 2023, 80–8).

I have briefly mentioned some idioms concerning various postures and gestures found in Egyptian texts, 
especially that of prostration. As I have said, one of the most characteristic terms defining prostration was the 
“kissing of the earth” (sn tA). Those who approached the Egyptian king had to prostrate themselves and kiss the 
ground before him.

For example, in the Middle Kingdom Story of Sinuhe, the Pharaoh sends a letter to Sinuhe, in which he 
encourages him to return to Egypt and “kiss the earth (sn tA) at the great double gate and join with the courtiers” 
(Allen 2015b, 116–17 [B 188–189]). When the letter was read to Sinuhe, he fell on his belly (di.n=i wi Hr Xt=i) 
and touched the ground (dmi.n=i zAtw) (Allen 2015b, 123 [B 200–201]). He is later escorted to the Pharaoh 
and touches the ground with his forehead between the sphinxes (dh(n).n=i tA imitw Szpw) and falls on his belly 
before the king (dwn.kw Hr Xt=i) (Allen 2015b, 136–37 [B 249–250, B 252–253]).

In exceptional cases of trusted officials, the Egyptian ruler allowed them the privilege of kissing his feet in-
stead of the ground he stood on. Physical contact of unauthorized people with the divine person of the Pharaoh 
plausibly was forbidden or even dangerous for common mortals, although we do not have enough information 
to support such a statement (see, e.g., Wilson 1946, 75–6. See also below. As Text 16 also indicates, touching 
a respected individual, such as an elder, was not appropriate). On the contrary, in a First Intermediate Period 
royal inscription from Deir el-Ballas it is said that people come to the victorious Egyptian king bowing (m ksw) 
and kiss him at his every limb (Hr sn=k r a.t=k nb.t) (Darnell 2008, 85). Nevertheless, as Baines (2023, 80) notes, 
this is clearly a narrative formula expressing their love for their ruler.

The text on a false door of the tomb of Ptahshepses in Saqqara (Old Kingdom, 5th Dynasty), fragments of 
which are in the British Museum (inv. no. EA 682) and the Institute for the Study of Ancient Cultures (former 
Oriental Institute)3 Museum of Chicago (inv. no. OIM 11048), states that:

Text 17:  

 

rdi Hm=f sn=f rd=f

nn rdi.n Hm=f sn=f tA

“His Majesty caused him to kiss his foot,

for His Majesty would not allow him to kiss the earth.”

(Dorman 2002, 100, fig. 3, 102 [6]; Strudwick 2005, 304–5 [226]; Gundacker 2015, 76–7, 96. See also 
Dominicus 1994, 33; Strudwick 2005, 318 [235.A7–8]).

3  I thank Filip Taterka for pointing this recent change out to me.
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The fact that Ptahshepses is proud that the Pharaoh allowed him to kiss his foot, rather than the ground 
he stood on, has a twofold meaning. On the one hand, it means that it was forbidden to touch the king. On 
the other hand, it seems that Ptahshepses was a highly respected individual of a social status that allowed him 
to have a close relationship with the Pharaoh. Indeed, Ptahshepses was married to Khamaat, a king Userkaf ’s 
daughter, as the text informs us (Dorman 2002, 95, 100, fig. 3, 101–2 [3]).

A noteworthy incident confirms the above-presented interpretation. During a ritual, the scepter of Pharaoh 
Neferirkare accidentally touched or stroked Rewer, a high priest, so the latter came in direct contact with the 
former. The king, realizing that the contact happened by accident –and given that it involved an individual 
very close to him– not only did not punish Rewer, but wished him to be sound and ordered the incident to be 
recorded in his tomb (Hassan 1932, 18–9, pl. XVIII; Sethe 1933, 232 [lines 5–16]; El Menshawy 2000, 39–42; 
Strudwick 2005, 305–6 [227]). Allen (1992) offers a different explanation of the accident. According to him, 
Pharaoh’s intention was to prevent Rewer from being punished for interrupting the ritual. 

Late and Graeco-Roman Period texts make clear that established rules defined the Egyptians’ behavior in 
front of the Pharaoh, recording the body movements to be performed by those who approached the king. 
This established “protocol” of presentation before the Pharaoh, as we have already seen, undoubtedly existed 
in earlier periods too (see also Quack’s [2010, 4–5] study on access to the royal court and the proper behavior 
there and Bahgat’s [2023] study on the appropriate social behavior in the presence of Pharaoh during the New 
Kingdom).

A passage from the late Ptolemaic Instructions of Ankhsheshonqy (P. BM EA 10508,2 25.11), for example, 
records:

Text 18: rx p gy n Hms m-bAH pr-aA

“Learn the manner of sitting in the presence of Pharaoh.”

(Glanville 1955, 56–7 [11]; Simpson 2003, 526).

The Adventures of Setna and Si-Osire (P. BM EA 10822,1 3.1), a Roman Period text, states:

Text 19: “He bowed himself to the ground, he adored [Pharaoh], he [raised] himself, and he stood on his feet 
performing the salutations of the adoration of Pharaoh.”

(Griffith 1900, 164–65 [III.1]; Simpson 2003, 477).

The above passage can easily be correlated with references to the “kissing of the earth”, as well as depictions 
where those who approach the Pharaoh or his representative place their “Hand on Opposite Shoulder” (fig. 1b), 
bow, kneel, touch their knees with their hands, turn their palms towards the king, or fall on the ground (see, 
e.g., Davies 1905, pls. XXXVII–XXXVIII; 1908, pls. XVIII, XXIX, XXXI; Dominicus 1994, 26, fig. 8, 34, fig. 10; 
Attia 2022, 144–45, fig. 27. See El Menshawy 2000, 30–1 for more relevant texts. See also Kekes 2021, 422–50; 
2023, 673–74 for an overview of the “Palms Outwards” gesture). In the Great Abydos Inscription of Ramesses II, 
a reference similar to that of Text 19 is found:

Text 20:  
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Dd in Hm=f n xtm.ty bit.y nt.ï r gs=f

Dd=k nis Snywt Sps.w nswt

imyw-r mnfAyt mi-od.w

imyw-r kA.wt mi aSA=sn

Hr.ï.w-tp n.w pr mDAt

sTA.i n.tw.w m-bAH Hm=f

fnd.w=sn xam.w m sAtw

pd.w=sn Hr tA m hA.y sn tA

a.wï=sn m iAw n Hm=f

dwA=sn nTr pn nfr

m saA nfr.w=f m-bAH

“Then, His Majesty said to the Royal Seal-bearer who was by his side:

‘Speak and summon the courtiers, the King’s nobles,

all the army commanders,

the Overseers of Works –as many as they may be–,

and the Chiefs of the Archives’.

Thereupon they were ushered in before His Majesty,

their noses touching the ground,

their knees on the earth, in jubilation, kissing the earth,

their arms in praise of His Majesty.

They adored this good god,

in magnifying his beauty in the Presence.”

(Kitchen 1979, 326 [6–9]; 1996, 166 [326:5]; El Menshawy 2000, 19; Spalinger 2009, 28–9).

This text also shows that a high official of the royal court (usually the Royal Seal-bearer) was responsible for 
ushering in the audience before the king (on this matter, see El Menshawy 2000, 17–25). His responsibilities 
included arranging the audience according to their rank, moving them in and out, and calling them to stand 
up, as they might be seated while waiting to be announced (Sethe 1909, 966 [lines 6, 10–14], 967 [lines 6, 14]; El 
Menshawy 2000, 24. See also Walsh 2016, 36).

Before meeting the Pharaoh, the officials first had to be purified (El Menshawy 2000, 15–7). In the Middle 
Kingdom story of the Shipwrecked Sailor, some advice is given to an official who is about to be presented before 
the king:

Text 21:  

ia tw imi mw Hr Dba.w=k
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“Wash yourself, put water on your fingers.”

(El Menshawy 2000, 15–6; Allen 2015b, 12–3 [13–14]).

Foreign enemies expressed their submission to Egypt and its ruler, adopting various body behaviors. 
The most usual submissive actions of foreign captives represented in Egyptian art are kneeling, prostrating 
themselves and turning their open palm(s) to the Pharaoh or Egyptian deities (see, e.g., Breasted 1930, pl. 11; 
Breasted and Allen 1932, pls. 101–102, 105, 121B. It must be noted, however, that the Egyptian “Palm[s] Out-
wards” gestures convey a wide range of symbolism depending on the performer, the addressee, and the context 
[see Kekes 2021, 272–98, 422–50]). Hands placed on the head (Dr.tï Hr tp) during military conflicts demonstrate 
foreigners’ submission, pleading and praise to the Egyptian king (for example, see epigraphic evidence of the 
Second Libyan War of Ramesses III from Medinet Habu in Breasted and Allen 1932, pl. 83 [col. 44]; Kitchen 
1983, 64 [14]; 2008, 50 [64:10]; Dominicus 1994, 70; Peden 1994, 46–7).

Let us now examine the interaction between the Egyptian ruler and the vassal kings of the Near East, as it 
emerges from the Amarna Letters. Almost every letter sent by the vassal kings to the Pharaoh mentions their 
prostration in front of him. Although in the context of diplomatic correspondence prostration seems to be a 
common form of greeting their superior (see also Morris 2006, 179–80), the Pharaoh, it is suggested that this 
posture might also have been adopted during their face-to-face meetings with him. Besides, as we have already 
seen, prostration was obligatory in the context of the court ritual of the presentation of Egyptians and foreigners 
before the Pharaoh.

The Amarna Letters suggest that this practice may have been a usual behavior during the presentation of 
people in every royal court in the Eastern Mediterranean. Indeed, in the Amarna Letters the performance 
of prostration is described in detail. I will present some typical texts below. In Amarna Letter EA 60 (1–5), 
‘Abdi-Ashratu addresses the Pharaoh:

Text 22: “[T]o the king, the sun god, my lord, the message of ‘Abdi-Ashratu your [ser]vant, the dirt under 
your feet: [a]t the feet of the king, my lord, seven times and seven times have I fallen…”

(Moran 1992, 131–32; Rainey and Schniedewind 2015, 418–19 [1–5]).

This is the most common form of a typical reference to prostration. We can imagine those who came before 
the Pharaoh falling to the ground with their forehead touching it, raising their upper body while still kneeling, 
turning their palms towards him, and repeating the movement “seven times and seven times”. Although this 
phrase comes from Near Eastern (con)texts, it is worth mentioning that number seven in the Egyptian per-
ception had a multilevel symbolism. It was associated with several deities, possessed great magical power and 
incorporated various concepts such as effectiveness, perfection, plurality, completeness and totality (Wilkinson 
1994, 135–7; Matić 2017, 322–4. For further information see also Rochholz 2002).

However, such a phrase might just symbolize the indefinite performance of this submissive posture 
(Mynářová and Coppens 2011, 290). Some of the letters provide further detail on the performance of prostra-
tion. Letter EA 65 (1–6) reports:

Text 23: “[Spe]ak [to the king, my lord; the message] of ‘Abdi-Aštarti your servant. At the feet of my lord 
seven and seven times \\ have I fallen both on the stomach and on the back, at the feet of the king, my lord.”

(Moran 1992, 136 [ΕΑ 65.1–6]; Rainey and Schniedewind 2015, 430–31 [1–6]).

References like the one above (see also letters EA 64, 211, 213, 215) attest that vassal kings presented before 
the Pharaoh not only fell with the forehead to the ground, but sometimes performed this submissive action 
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by also lying on their backs. A relief from the Memphite tomb of Horemheb depicts a foreigner lying on his 
back and turning his palms in obeisance towards the official Horemheb (Martin 1989, pls. 114–115. See also 
Mynářová and Coppens 2011, 290).

These various ways of performing the prostration probably suggest a corresponding different social status of 
the performers greeting the Pharaoh. According to Ellen Morris (2006), those kings who used the simplest form 
of greeting and prostration (without mentioning the number of prostrations) had a higher social status and 
their kingdoms were considered to be of major importance to Egyptian foreign policy, compared to those who 
prostrated themselves with exaggerated details and flattery (e.g., Text 23). Some vassal kings claimed to fall at 
the Pharaoh’s feet without mentioning the number of prostrations, or prostrating themselves only seven times, 
while others fell on the ground at the Pharaoh’s feet, or under his feet, seven times and seven times, showing that 
they were kings of minor importance (see, e.g., letters EA 126, 175, 254, 321. See also Morris 2006, 184–85, 188).

SHOWING RESPECT AND SUBMISSION IN THE AFTERWORLD

The status of the deceased Pharaoh in the Afterworld is evidenced by references in various funerary texts to the 
gods who come bowing to the Pharaoh, recognizing his authority in the celestial world, too, as well as his divine 
nature. Spell 579 of the Pyramid Texts characteristically states:

Text 24:  

 

 

 

 

 

di=k a=k r=sn

di=k a=k ir nTr.w

di=s(n) n=k iA(w)

iw.t=sn n=k m ksiw

mi di.t=sn iA(w) n Ra

iw.t=sn n=f m ksiw

“You put out your arm toward them.

You put out your arm toward the gods

and they give you praise

and come to you bowing,

like their giving praise to Ra

and their coming to him bowing.”

(Text: Sethe 1910, 329 [Spruch 579, 1541c–1542a]. Translation: Allen 2015a, 188 [579]. A similar reference 
is found in Spell 614 of the Pyramid Texts. See Sethe 1910, 417 [Spruch 614, 1740c]; Allen 2015a, 230 [614]).

The symbolic aspect of respect in the movement of lowering the arms is strongly projected in the Coffin 
Texts, too. Spell 44, for example, reads:
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Text 25:  

xAm n=k wr.w a.wï=sn

“The Great Ones will lower their arms to you.”

(Text: De Buck 1935, 184 [Spell 44, e]. Cf. also translation by Faulkner 1973, 36 [Spell 44, I.184]. See also 
Nyord 2009, 255 n. 2524).

The hieroglyphic sign used as a determinative of the word xAm confirms the way in which the gesture is 
performed, with the arms lowered to the ground (as is also the case in Text 4). When the gesture is accompanied 
by a bow, it may be correlated with the “Palms Downwards” or the “Hand(s) on Knee(s)” respectful gestures. It 
may also be related to the “Palms Outwards” gesture (fig. 1o), since this movement includes the bending of the 
arms –another meaning of the above verb– and on some occasions expresses the performer’s submission and 
respect (see, e.g., David 2017–2018, 118–20; Kekes 2021, 442, 444), especially when combined with the bowing 
or kneeling postures.

In Coffin Texts Spell 67 a similar reference is found:

Text 26:  

iA N pn iab n=k wr.w hA n=k a.wï

“O N, join the Great Ones, for arms go down for you.”

(Text: De Buck 1935, 285 [Spell 67, b–c]. Translation: Faulkner 1973, 62 [Spell 67, I.285]. See also Nyord 
2009, 255 n. 2525).

In this text the verb hAi is used instead of xAm, although it describes the same movement of lowering the arms 
in front of the body. Other submissive postures and gestures briefly mentioned previously are also recorded in 
funerary literature (see also above, p. 69). Indicatively, in Coffin Texts Spell 1102 the deceased commands the 
Keeper of the Third Gate that he must pass:

Text 27:  

Hr Hr=k wAH a.wï=k

“Down on your face! Stretch out your arms!”

(Text: De Buck 1961, 425 [Spell 1102, c]. Translation: Faulkner 1978, 158 [Spell 1102, VII.425]. See also 
Dominicus 1994, 34).

The stretching out of one or both arms in Coffin Texts Spell 1099 is combined with a special posture that also 
seems to express submission:

Text 28:  

in nt.ï Hr=f m mAst=f wAH a(.wï)=f

“It is he whose face is on his knee who stretches out his arm(s).”

(Text: De Buck 1961, 398 [Spell 1099, d]. Translation: Faulkner 1978, 154 [Spell 1099, VII.398]. A similar 
reference is found in Book of the Dead Spell 130, where, however, the posture does not seem to be submissive in 
nature. See Budge 1910, 2:167 [Chapter CXXX.19]; Faulkner 2004, 119; Quirke 2013, 289).

N
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Another gestural idiom that concerns the stretching out of the arm is found on a Middle Kingdom stela of 
the Chief Priest Wepwawet-aa from Abydos (12th Dynasty, Amenemhat II), now in Leiden (inv. no. V 4), where 
post-mortem wishes of the deceased are recorded (the so-called “Abydos Formula”. For more information see 
Lichtheim 1988, 55–8; Rosell 2018):

Text 29:  

mz n=f MHwn rmn=f Xr-HAt sha.w

sxnt Wsir st=i r wr.w im.y.w tA Dsr

ink wn.t z(i) n Aw.t n=f rmn

“May Mehun extend his shoulder to him before the Noble Ones.

May Osiris advance my seat over the Great Ones that are in the necropolis.

I am a man to whom one extends the shoulder.”

(Sethe 1959, 73 [lines 7–9]; Lichtheim 1988, 76–77; Dominicus 1994, 86; Calabro 2020, 296, 308).

The above passage literally refers to the shoulder; however, both gestural idioms mentioned (mz rmn n / Aw.t 
rmn n) can be understood as extending the arm. Lichtheim (1988, 77 n. 12) believes that the first idiom (mz rmn 
n) functions as a presentation of offerings by the god Mehun to the deceased, while Dominicus (1994, 86) con-
nects it with a sacrificial recitation. Despite the fact that Mehun is a god of sacrificial slaughter (Lichtheim 1988, 
77 n. 12), there is no reference for a ritual offering (either verbal or material) in the text. The placement of the 
deceased amongst the “Great Ones” in the necropolis suggests that he will receive an honorable place. According 
to Calabro (2020, 308–9), the symbolic function of Mehun’s outstretched arm (mz rmn n) is suggested later in 
the text, when the deceased claims to be a man to whom everyone extends the shoulder (Aw.t rmn n). According 
to this reference, the extended arm (lit. shoulder), in both idioms, can be interpreted as an “honorary salute”, 
as Calabro calls it. Simpson (1958, 305 [e]) gives a similar meaning to the second gestural idiom (Aw.t rmn n), 
considering the extended arm as “incumbent upon an inferior upon approaching (?) a superior”. The above 
idioms could be correlated with the “Palm Outwards” gesture depicted in Egyptian art (fig. 1e).

New Kingdom tomb paintings often depict the deceased waiting for the weighing of his heart and presented 
before a deity (usually Osiris). In such scenes, the deceased usually performs some of the typical respectful 
gestures. More specifically, the deceased expresses his deference to the divine entities by placing his “Hand on 
Opposite Shoulder” (Seele 1959, pl. 5), or his “Hands on Opposite Shoulder and Forearm” (Davies 1927, pl. 
XIII) (fig. 1b, m).

ANCIENT EGYPTIAN BODY BEHAVIOR DURING THE PERFORMANCE OF 
CULTIC ACTIONS

The proper body behavior outlined here did not exclusively concern the Egyptians’ interactions with each 
other, but was also applied to their relations with the divine world. That is, Egyptians (the Pharaoh included) 
also gesturally showed deference when approaching religious places or divine images. For example, a Middle 
Kingdom stela of Intef in the British Museum (inv. no. EA 581) records:4 

4  The stela can be found at the following link: https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/Y_EA581.

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/Y_EA581
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Text 30:  

sn tA n Xnty imnt.y.w

“Kissing the earth for the Foremost of Westerners (an epithet of Osiris).”

(Text: Scott-Moncrieff 1912, 8, pl. XXIII, pl. 23 [line 1]. Translation: Lichtheim 1973, 121).

Curiously, instead of the usual D19 sign (face in profile) as a determinative of the word sn (see Text 31), the 
sign N34 (ingot of metal) is used in this case. Might it be a scribal error?

A similar reference is found in an inscription from the Ramesside period tomb of the Chief Priest of Onuris, 
Anhurmose:

Text 31:  

and below:

 

 

ink xAm sw swA=f Hr xm

r saA nTr HH.w

and below:

ink dd Hknw aSA

sn tA m is.wt Hw.t aA.t

“I am one who bows when he passes by the shrine,

in order to magnify the god a million (times)”

and below:

“I am one who offers many acclamations,

who kisses the earth in the stations of the Great Temple.”

(Ockinga and Al-Masri 1988, 34–6, pl. 25 [cols. 25, 31]; Frood 2007, 110).

The above-cited indicative passages suggest that those who approached a divine statue or a temple bowed, 
fell on the ground and touched it with their forehead (see also Mynářová and Coppens 2011; Coppens 2019). 
They also turned their palms towards the divine images to worship and praise the superior transcendent entities 
(see, e.g., Kekes 2021, 422–50; 2023, 673–4). Wall paintings, reliefs and stelae depict Egyptians approaching a 
sacred space or a divine image turning their palm(s) towards the object of adoration (fig. 1e, o), kneeling, or 
prostrating themselves in front of it (see, e.g., Davies 1906, pl. XVIII; Ockinga 2004, pl. 56).

Last, the idiom sn tA is also used in laudatory texts of the New Kingdom to introduce an hymn or a prayer, in 
which the ancient Egyptians established a direct connection with the worshipped deities expressing deference 
and devotion to them (personal communication with Guilherme Borges Pires. See, e.g., Davies 1908, pls. XXV 
[col. 2], XXXI; Zandee 1992, 221–2).
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CONCLUSION

The above-presented analysis reveals the existence of an established model of proper social behavior in ancient 
Egypt. This proper behavior was expressed through a wide range of postures and body movements. The cor-
relation of Old, Middle and New Kingdom texts, Graeco-Roman Period texts and Herodotus’ testimonies with 
Egyptian iconography implies the long tradition in the usage of these specific gestures and postures, meaning 
they were regarded very important to ancient Egyptians and remained unchanged throughout the centu-
ries. Their importance probably lies in their role in maintaining the status quo. The literary and iconographic 
evidence presented in this paper also corroborates the diachronic continuity of the proper social behavior out-
lined here. Egypt was a strictly structured hierarchical society, in which the primary concept was the virtue of 
respect. Pious Egyptians showed respect, first and foremost, towards the Egyptian deities, as well as towards the 
Pharaoh, their elders and members of the elite, through the adoption of a particular “body behavior”, among 
other things. The preceded analysis of Egyptian representations and texts implies the symbolic function of spe-
cific gestures, postures and body movements as indicators of ancient Egyptian social inequality. The social rank 
of each Egyptian strictly defined their proper mode of public behavior and especially in relation to their social 
superiors. Their position in space, as well as whether they had to stand or were permitted to sit during gather-
ings, derived from their social status. Lesser Egyptians were obliged to walk behind their superiors outdoors. 
Ancient Egyptian behavior, in every aspect, had to demonstrate the hierarchical structure of ancient Egyptian 
society, as well as preserve it in eternity.

A crucial part of the Egyptians’ expression of submission and respect was to make their body look smaller 
than that of their superiors. In this context, they usually touched their body with their hands, while they bowed, 
kneeled, or even prostrated themselves in front of high-status individuals or divine images. However, some 
of the gestures presented here were also adopted by high-status individuals to project their social status and 
authority.

Touching an elder was also forbidden, as was touching the Pharaoh without his permission. The Pharaoh’s 
divine nature probably rendered the direct physical contact with him as prohibited or even dangerous for the 
common mortals. Only officials close to the Egyptian king had the privilege of touching him, after his explicit 
permission. All other Egyptians, as well as foreigners, were obligated to prostrate themselves and kiss the ground 
before him. It seems that vassal kings performed the prostration before the Pharaoh in a much-exaggerated 
manner. The submissive behavior of Egyptians and foreigners before the Egyptian ruler stressed Egypt’s superi-
ority (as well as each Pharaoh’s political power and authority), that had to be maintained in perpetuity.

The status of the deceased Pharaoh in the Afterworld emerges from the fact that the gods bow before him. 
Bowing can also be performed in front of a dead individual, while various texts imply that specific gestures 
could symbolically function as greetings honoring the deceased, as indicators of their divine transfiguration. 
The deceased sometimes adopts specific deferential gestures when approaching Osiris or, rarely, other divinities. 
It seems that the stratification of the ancient Egyptian society was maintained in the Afterworld. However, the 
submissive postures and gestures even the gods adopt before the social superior Pharaoh or even a deceased 
individual should be interpreted in the light of the afterlife journey of the dead. In this context, the power, 
authority and dominance of the deceased may be temporary (at least in the case of individuals); it may last until 
the deceased overcomes the dangers of the Afterworld, completes the journey to immortality, is transfigured 
into a blessed entity and united with the gods.
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