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Knife - Holders in Ancient Egyptian Tombs
(Religious and Artistic Study)
Associate Prof. Rasha M. Omran®

Abstract

Studying ancient Egyptian tombs have long been an
important source of information regarding many aspects of
Egyptian religion. Walls of New Kingdom tombs are often
decorated with plenty of painted religious scenes. While they
were primarily private structures containing images selected by
the person who expected to be housed there for eternity, the
funerary monuments also reflect religious beliefs. While
numerous researches focused on many of the religious scenes
depicted on the walls of ancient Egyptian tombs, no one focused
on the knife - holders' scenes. Hence, the current study focused
on knife - holders scenes depicted on the walls of both royal and
private tombs dating back to the New Kingdom at Thebes.

The current study was undertaken to shed light on the
meaning and the function of knife in Ancient Egypt. To study the
role of the knife-holders in Ancient Egypt. To spot light on the
actions and behaviors and locations of the knife-holders in
Ancient Egyptian civilization. To spot light on the
representations of the knife-holders on the walls of the ancient
Egyptians tombs in the Valley of the Kings and Valley of the
Queens as well as the private tombs at western Thebes. To focus
on the shapes and positions of the Knife-holders in Ancient
Egypt. To explain the difference between Knife - Holders and
Demons.

To achieve the objectives of the study, the required data
were collected from periodicals, references presenting Knife
Holders scenes. Preserving the scenes of knife - holders on the
walls of the royal tombs in the Valley of the Kings and Valley of
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the Queens dating back to the New Kingdom as well as the
private tombs at western Thebes that contributed to the
interpretation of all the data gathered from literature.

The preliminary results indicated that the term (Knife-
Holders) is an expression which indicates to tomb-guardians,
demons or minor divinities. These minor deities were subordinate
to the major gods and goddesses. They performed specified tasks
upon demand and while the major gods tended to be more
universal in nature, demons were often defined by specific
actions, behaviors and locations. Knife - Holders were often
associated with caves, pits and tombs which were considered
entrances to the underworld. Moreover, they constituted different
categories. Some were clearly portrayed with frightening
instruments of punishment like knives for the damned. Others
were not antagonistic and may often be classed as minor guardian
deities such as the keepers of the various gates of the underworld.
Some were creatures specially tasked with the protection of the
king or the deceased in the journey through the netherworld.
Concerning their forms, Kbnife-holders are represented in
different forms like human forms, half-anthropomorphic with
human bodies. They are represented with the heads of different
creatures such as jackals, rams and falcons.

Key Words

Knife-Holders, Ancient Egyptian Tombs, Thebes, Demons,
Gate-Guardians, Minor divinities, New Kingdom.

Introduction

While studying ancient Egyptian tombs have long been an
important source of information regarding many aspects of
Egyptian religion. The walls of tombs are often extensively
decorated with scenes submitted in paint or in colored relief
sculpture. While they were primarily private structures
containing images selected by the person who expected to be
lived there for eternity, the mortuary monuments also reflect
religious beliefs. While numerous researches have focused on
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many of the religious scenes illustrated on the walls of ancient
Egyptian Tombs, no one focused on the Knife - Holders scenes.
Hence, the current study focused on the scenes of Knife - Holders
in Ancient Egyptian Tombs .The term "Knife-Holders" is an
expression which indicates to minor divinities that were
subsequent to the majestic deities. They performed specified
tasks upon demand, as well as they were often categorized by
specific actions, behaviors and locations. The ancient Egyptian
believed that the deceased king accompanied God Ra as a part of
the sun god’s underworld journey due his desire of reaching the
safe place at the end of this journey. Accordingly, knife — holders
were represented together with other minor deities to release the
dangerous things and creatures that might impede the deceased
person in his journey in the hereafter.
Life after Death in Ancient Egyptian Conception
Death in ancient Egyptian conception had different meanings all
of them represented that it was a stage between life on earth and
life in the netherworld thus it was the passage to a new life in the
netherworld.

Death was the night after which the day with life comes
again as it is mentioned in chapter 179 in the Book of the Dead.”

Religious rituals were very important in ancient Egyptian
life because it was considered the entrance to the nether ending
life.® Resurrection was also considered as the unification between
the spirit and the deceased body according to what is mentioned
in chapter 89 in the Book of the Dead.*

The daily circulation of the sun played a very important role
in the ancient Egyptian conception of resurrection which let the

! Taylor, J. H., Death and the after Life in Ancient Egypt, London, 2001, p. 12
Hodel- Hoens, S., Life and Death in Ancient Egypt, London, 2000, p. 1
Gardiner, A., Life and Death, London, 1933, p.20
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* Bonwick, J., Egyptian Belief and Modern Thought, London, 1878, p. 71.
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ancient Egyptian to think about the world to which the sun went.
This led him to realize that the underworld was a place that was
not entered by the livings.”

The ancient Egyptians believed that eternity was in the
underground or the underworld as burying the deceased so they
concluded that their second life was in the same place which was
beginning of eternity.® This eternity was in its turn in the west
where tombs were built.” Contrary, some persons thought that the
residence of the netherworld was the sky to which the soul the
deceased spirit was flying up.®

Concerning the destiny, the deceased person would receive
different fates like destroying by fire, swallowing by monsters or,
he would accompany the god Ra as the gods in the under world
journey either at day or night.’

Resurrection and eternity for the deceased had to be
warranted, so the tomb had to be provided with some religious
texts and spells that were responsible for protecting and guiding
the deceased in the afterlife.™

The walls of the tombs, chapels, coffins, stelae and papyrus
rolls were covered with religious texts and spells.”* They had
been recited before the burial process to provide the deceased
with all facilities that enabled him to obtain never ending life,
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° Dorey, F., Life Beyond the Tomb "Death in Ancient Egypt", London, 1956, p. 6-7.
" Taylor, J., H., op. cit, p. 193.
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and eternity after death."

Pyramid texts dating back to the Old Kingdom were the
beginning of the deceased protective texts that helped him to face
dangers in the netherworld.*®

Coffin texts appeared during both the First Intermediate
Period and the Middle Kingdom to warranty the eternity and
immortality for the dead person. During the New Kingdom, Book
of the Dead or prt m hrw was the most popular way that enabled
the deceased to achieve eternity.* After that, Book of what was
in the underworld or mDAt imy dwAt as well as other religious
books such as Book of the Gates, Book of the caves, Book of the
carth.....etc, appeared on the walls of the ancient egyptian
tombs. ™
It is very important to mention that, the oldest texts of MDAt imy
dwAt were depicted in the tomb of Tuthmosis Il especially on
the walls of the burial chamber.*®

Book of what was in the under world was still regarded the
only text that decorated the walls of the royal tombs dating back
to the New Kingdom as the tombs of Tutankhamun and Ay. On
the other hand, King Horemheb used part of it because he entered
Book of the Gates beside it. MDAt imy dwAt represented god Ra

2 oc.cit.
3 1bid., p. 194
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'® Faulkner, R., O., A Concise Dictionary of the Middle Egyptian, Oxford, 1972, pp. 99,
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Hornung, E., The Valley of the kings, Translated by David Warburton, New York, 1990,
p. 206.
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in his underworld journey throughout the twelve hours at night.
Each hour is divided into three registers representing the passage
of the sun god Ra with the deceased king through the gates."’

Tombs of the nobles at Western Thebes depended on The
Bool1<8 of the Dead or prt m hrw which means coming forth by
day.

Chapters 146 and 147, in this book, were dedicated to
describe the Gates which were often found before the judgment
hall in the nobles' tombs.*

The difference between Gates in the Royal Tombs and the
Private Tombs

On the walls of the royal tombs in the valley of the kings, each
gate was depicted as an architectural feature and it was giving a
name of one deity and protected by a fire spitting - serpent with
its guardian deity which was different from the funerary texts
depicted on the walls of the nobles’' tombs. In Chapter 147 of the
Book of the Dead, for example, seven gates were mentioned each
of which had its own deity, a doorkeeper and a herald. Chapter
146 contains 21 gates each of which was given a name and
guarded by a deity usually given different names. These
guardians were usually depicted in a sitting position while
holding a knife in their hands.?

The Passage of the Sun — God Ra through the Underworld
Journey

In the Underworld on two sacred boats called the manDt and the
msktt.?* These two boats took God Ra in his journey throughout
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9 Abdul-Qader, M., The Development of the Funerary Beliefs and Practices Displayed in
the Private Tombs of the New Kingdom at Thebes, Cairo, 1996, p. 203.
2 Wwilkinson, R., H., The Complete gods and goddesses of Ancient Egypt, London, 2003, p.
82.
2! Gardiner, A., Egyptian Grammar, Oxford, 1976, p. 499.
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the sky and the dwAt.?

While Ra was on the msktt, he was in his ram-headed form.
When Ra traveled in his solar bark, many Gods and Goddesses
accompanied him such as Hu, siA and nhs. In his journey, some
of the Ennead Gods helped him to defeat Apophis, and Sekhmet.
The sun God Ra was represented in all his shapes during the
underworld journey.?

The Ancient Egyptians believed that the ram was the
manifestation of God Atum at night. He was carried by the night
bark heading to the east in order to accomplish the resurrection or
the rebirth purpose.*

In the netherworld the Sun God Ra was coming from the
God of the dead and according to that it was considered to be the
God of the dead.” The serpent God known as Apophis was used
to stopping God Ra in his journey every night. He attacked the
sun in his bark and after each defeat he returned again as a
permanent threat to the world. Many rituals were performed to
protect the bark of the sun, to prevent the victory of the chaos
demon or to destroy his evil eye. Finally, the world, Egypt, gods
and men were bound to be threatened or attacked by demons
wanting to gain power. Other demons were invoked to keep the
world in order, people and gods at peace.”®

%2 |bid., p. 570.
2 Faulkner, R., A., op. cit., pp. 105-118
Hart, G., The Routledge Dictionary of Egyptian Gods and Goddesses, Oxford, 2005, pp.
31,32
YEYY. Ga a ca‘)s.'lé.p.nc;).e TSN daal Aeuépj}'@u
* Hart, G., Ibid., pp. 179-182.
% Griffit, J., G., Osiris, in: The Oxford Encyclopedia of Ancient Egypt, Oxford, 2001,
Vol.2, pp. 615- 619.
% Hart, G., op. cit., pp. 179-182
Meeks, D., Demons, in: The Oxford Encyclopedia of Ancient Egypt, Oxford, 2001, p.
378
Boughouts, J., F., The Evil Eye of Apophis, in: JEA, London, 1973, Vol. 59, pp. 114-150
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The Ancient Egyptian conception of the underworld
included many gates, portals or pylons which must be passed by
the sun god on his journey at night accompanying the deceased
king as a part of the entourage of the sun god or by the deceased
who must pass these barriers in order to reach the place of
afterlife existence. Different versions of the underworld gates
were preserved in many funerary texts including more than one
thousand Gods depicted, but in all cases the barriers were
guarded by semi gods who had the power to leave the deceased
who knew his secret name to pass.?’

Demons

Ancient Egyptians believed that every human being either
prodigious or human was considered a god as it was involved in
rituals. There is no Egyptian identification to explain the word
demon, but they were categorized by the Egyptologists as minor
divinities.?®

In Ancient Egypt, major gods and goddesses had minor ones
whose job was performing and acting tasks instead of the major
divinities. Minor deities could be transformed to major gods if
only they succeeded in getting red of their dependency and
subsidiary to the major gods.”

Demons were very offensive because as had to protect
something or some one. They had two very important roles in the
under world which were dynamic and protective roles. The
duality in demons' nature made them both momentous and useful
for human beings.*

R )}1\ APEN :2.:;\)4 OS5 }1\ H_'\.J\ die Z.AA‘)S ca..e:;ﬁj\ pas 4l O] A_ﬂj.li
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2" Wilkinson, R., H., op. cit., p. 81.
&N odeie
 Meeks, D., op. cit., p. 375.
¥ |oc. Cit
Wilkinson, R., H., op. cit, p. 81
Sylvie, C, A propos des 77 génies de pharbaithos, in: BIFAO 90, Paris, 1990, pp. 115-
133
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Demons and genies were different from each other due to
the attacker protective aspect of demons. Contrary, Genies did
not act the protective aggressive activity although they assigned
to certain tasks and were under the power of the major gods like
the creator god. They were appeared on the crowns and scepters
of royal power. Demons in ancient Egypt were also characterized
by their emissions of human beings both dead and alive.*! They
were found everywhere around people such as doors and water.*
Troubles were happened by a large number of herds used by
major deities to act their tasks against both men and other gods.
Pyramid Texts were considered the first religious books in which
demons were known. They were also mentioned in all religious
and magical spells worn on necklaces. Furthermore, spells were
used to protect the patient from influence of such demons.® In
addition, supplications were recited by priests to avoid the anger
of the dangerous gods and goddesses.**
Gate Guardians (Knife Holders)

In the hereafter, the deceased was surrounded by different
powers such as demons which accompanied him and influenced
on his fate in both good and bad ways.*

A plenty of demons dwelled in the underworld especially in the
spaces between the living world and the judgment court of God
Osiris that gave a pass to the eternal paradise for the deceased.
They guarded the gates and every place which the deceased
person had to pass until achieving eternity by arriving at the safe
place in the netherworld. Demons had to be persuaded to let the
deceased person to pass just after answering all their questions.
Demons created to protect the sun god against enemies might be

Georges, P., Lés ‘afarit dans I' ancienne Egypte, in: MDAIK, Cairo, 1981, Vol. 37, pp.
393-401.

¥ Meeks, D., Ibid; Meeks, D., and Anges, G., Démons en Egypte, Paris, 1971, pp. 19-84.

¥ Meeks, D., Demons, Ibid., pp. 375, 376.

* Ibid., p. 377.

* Loc. cit.

* Ibid., p. 375.
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invoked. They were sometimes depicted in the anthropomorphic
form, human form as well as half-anthropomorphically with
human bodies and animal heads, whose power could be used for
protection. The animals were different in their shapes such as
felines, canines, goats, hippopotami, baboons, bulls, insects,
scorpions, and birds. All of which were usually represented
holding emblems in their hands such as knives. Accordingly, the
name Knife- Holders sometimes was given to them.*

Knife in Ancient Egypt

Ancient Egyptian hieroglyphic word ds means flint and also
indicate to a knife. It was appeared as a determinative for
different kinds of knives as well as other words which giving cut
meaning, carve and slaughter.’” Knife in ancient Egyptian
conception was recognized as the protection emblem.®

Serpents and scorpions were considered as harmful creatures
in ancient Egypt. They were often shown using knives to cut on
wall scenes of Ancient Egyptian tombs.**

Some goddesses like goddess tAwrt (Figure 1) and gods like
bs may be represented while holding knives in their hands. The
same has been happened by the Egyptian underworld residents
who could have devastated the Sun god's scampers by using such
knives (Figure 2).%

% Meeks, D., Demons, op. cit., p. 377
Wilkinson, R., H., op. cit., p.81
Lucarelli, R., The Guardian - Demons of the Book of the Dead, in: BMSAES, Oxford,
2010, Vol. 15, pp. 86.
Meeks, D., Fantastic Animals, in: The Oxford Encyclopedia of Ancient Egypt, Oxford,
2001, Vol. 1, p.504-507.
%" Gardiner, A., Egyptian Grammar, op. cit., p.515
Wilkinson, R., H., Reading Egyptian Art, London, 1994, p. 189.
% Wilkinson, R., H., Ibid., p. 189.
¥ Loc. cit.
0 Houser-Wegner, J., Taweret, in: The Oxford Encyclopedia of Ancient Egypt, Oxford,
2001, Vol. 3, pp. 350-351
Rolf, G., Thoeris, in: LA 6, Weisbaden, 1985, pp.494-497
Wiedemann, A., Religion of the Ancient Egyptians, London, 1897, pp. 1, 169.
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The knife also had a very important purpose in both solar
and lunar religious believes as the moon God DHwty was also
represented catching a knife in his hand. Magical knives were
related to a serpent as the adversary of the sun. A knife was
shown accompanying Ra in his daily journey by his boat through
the underworld. Accordingly, God Ra in the form of the wild cat
was represented cutting off the head of the great serpent with a
knife as it threatened the symbol of the sun god Ra himself which
is the sacred iSd tree (Figure 3).** This scene can be found in
many of the private toms at Thebes like sn nDm tomb.* The
walls of the New kingdom royal and private tombs are covered
with many scenes showing a large number of knife - holders in
different forms, positions and attitudes while guarding god Ra as
well as the king in the underworld like (Figures 4, 5, 6, 7, 8)
Moreover, the walls of the private tombs are also carved with
different scenes of knife — holders such as (Figures 9, 10, 11, 12)
Study Methods of the Research

The research depended on the historical approach which is
applied to introduce the period of time considered in the research
(New Kingdom) and the descriptive approach that is applied in
its role to describe the selected scenes of Knife - Holders in
Ancient Egyptian tombs royal and private tombs as well as the
analytic approach is applied to explain and comment on the
details and components of the selected scenes.

Study Problem

The ancient Egyptian recorded every detail of his life as well
as his journey in the netherworld including the difficulties facing
him through it and possibility to overcome them in order to reach
eternity peacefully. Accordingly, the researcher identified the
current research problem in one question; "Why we have knife
holders' scenes in the tombs of Valley of the Kings and the
Queens as well as in the private tombs at western Thebes?"

*! Hart, G., Egyptian Myths, London,1992, p. 54.
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Study Limitations

This research focused on the New Kingdom period
comprising the dynasties from the 18" to the 20™ at Thebes.
Results

The results indicated that the term knife-holders in Ancient
Egypt was used to describe demigod word which in its turn refers
to minor divinities. The function of knife-holders was to repulse
the evil which faced the deceased in his journey in the
underworld before reaching the field of laru or the eternal
paradise. These minor deities were subordinate to the major gods
such as god Ra as represented on the walls of the tombs
especially in the religious scenes. They performed specified tasks
upon demand such as eliminating the obstacles facing god Ra,
the deceased king and the deceased person in the Underworld
journey. These beings were often associated with caves, pits and
tombs which were considered entrances to the underworld. The
Underworld demigods constituted different categories. Some
were clearly portrayed as frightening instruments of punishment
like knives for the damned; many were not inimical and may
often be classed as minor guardian deities such as the keepers of
the various gates of the underworld. Some were creatures
specially tasked with the protection of the king or the deceased in
the journey through the netherworld such as knife-holders. The
Underworld demigods took many forms such as human forms,
semi-anthropomorphically with human bodies. They are
represented with the heads of different creatures (birds and
animals) like falcons, jackals, bulls, hippopotamus, and rams.
They took different positions either sitting or standing.
Methods of making the research useful for Tourism
Guidance

Introducing unconventional scenes (Knife — Holders) from
the royal tombs in the Valley of the Kings and Valley of the
Queens as well as private tombs at western Thebes dating back to
the New Kingdom. Providing people who have particular interest
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in archaeology and ancient Egyptian civilization, including tour
guides with academic material that might help them in explaining
some of the religious scenes in the ancient Egyptian tombs.
Conclusion

To conclude, this research studied a type of the religious
scenes, the journey of the deceased in the Netherworld and his
elimination of all the obstacles facing him in order to reach his
goal of resurrection and immortality as the scenes explained that
both individuals and kings had the same right to immortality in
the Netherworld and that was their doctrine since ancient times.
Nevertheless, the right to depict those scenes on the walls of
tombs explicitly was not available to individuals only in the era
of the New Kingdom which indicates that the Ancient Egyptian
was aware of and believed in the idea that people were equal in
everything that they faced in the Netherworld since ancient times.
Accordingly, the idea of judgment in the Netherworld was a
logical idea in the history of humanity.
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Figures

Figure 1 Figure 2
Guardian of the 5" gate, chapter 146, Tomb of Imn Hr xp S.f, Valley of the
Book of the dead Queens, Western Thebes
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Tomb of in Hr xa (TT359) — Ramses 3™ and 4™ — Deir EI-Madina
God Ra in the form of the cat — He slices Apophis with a knife beside the iSd tree
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Wilkinson, R., H., Reading Egyptian Art, London, 1992, pp. 116,117,189
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Yo oa oY Boalal o Jaite 488 ale 3 gana dan) s
http// www. Osirisnet. Net// Nobles Tombs at Luxor// TT359 (Last Accessed 5/
11/ 2013).
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Flgure 4
Tomb of Amenhotep 11, The 3™ hour in the Book of imy dws3t, Burial
Chamber

dph pilie plia jBU. L8 AY) allal) 8 cldel) o Qi (Gaua daal dw (328 65 Asals
JOOSE YT Ga Y e A S Ay cola¥) A4S (Ayaal) A gal) s Ay a0)
JEJSE YA e Y00 B alal cAapadl) Ay paal) ALl (L) 2 Ma alas
http://www.osirisnet.net/tombes/pharaons/amenhotep3/e_amenhotep3.htm(last
Accessed 01/01/2014)
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Flgure 5

Tomb of Seti 1 (KV 17), Valley of the Kings, 2™ hour from the Book of imy
dw3t, Burial Chamber
b jlia i jBUL A AY) allal) L8 cillall o QA (Cpn daal a3 g8 el
Y OUSE FYe Ga Y e e ol i) deala cla¥) ALS (Aaald) A gal) as uﬁ;\,,uﬂ‘
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Flgure 6 Figure 7 |

Tomb of Queen Nefertari QV66, Valley of | Tomb of Queen Nefertari (QV66),
The Queens, Burial Chamber — Western Valley of the Queens, Burial

Wall, Nefertari's passage through the gates | Chamber - Eastern wall and part of
- Chapter 144 from the Book of the Dead the north

http://www.osirisnet.net/tombes/pharaons/ | Nefertari's passage through the gates
nefertari/e_nefertari_06.htm (last Accessed | - Chapter 146 from the Book of the

01/01/2014) Dead
http://www.osirisnet.net/tombes/pha

raons/nefertari/e_nefertari_06.htm
(last Accessed 01/01/2014)
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Figure 8

Tomb of Ramses 6™, The 11" Gate from the Book of the Gates, Hall of Pillars —
South Wall — West one
Aub jlia i jlUL B AY) allal) 8 cilladl o Qi) (Cppea daal B (30 g5 Al
JS& (Yol o Y A sl daaly (Y] AdS (Aaad) DAl e B Ay )
Yo
http://www.osirisnet.net/tombes/pharaons/ramses6/e_ramses6.htm (last Accessed
01/01/2014)
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Figure 9

Tomb of p3 nhsy (TT16) — Ramses 2™ — Dra Abu El-Naga
The deceased in front of the underworld's Gate Guardians.
Foucart, G., Tombes Thebaines Necropole de dira Abu Naga Le Tombeau
d’Amonmos, MIFAO, Cairo, 1932, Vol. 57,Fig. 6.

Figure 10

Tomb of nht imn (TT341) — Ramses 2™ - Sheikh Abd EI-Qurna
The deceased in front of the underworld's Gate Guardians.
Davies, N. and Gardiner, A., Seven PrivateTombs at Kurnah, London, 1948, PI.
25.
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Figurell

Tomb of s3 mwr kiki (TT409) — Ramses 2™ — Al-Asasif
The deceased and his wife in front of the underworld's Gate Guardians.
Abd-el-Kader, M., Two Theban Tombs, Kyky and Bak- en- Amun, ASAE, Cairo,
1966, Vol 59, PI. 9

| Fre 12

The deceased and his wife in front of the underworld's Gate Guardians.
http// Www. Osirisnet. Net// Nobles Tombs at Luxor// TT1(|Last Accessed 25/ 11/
2013).

49



https://www.google.com/search?biw=1252&bih=563&q=Al-asasif+necropolis&spell=1&sa=X&ei=1B13UuXoLNKUhQf8moDYBQ&ved=0CCUQvwUoAA

