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Abstract
The subject of our paper is an unusual depiction of a lute and a lute player, which was found
in the tomb of vizier Rekhmire in the Western Thebes Necropolis. In the depiction, the lute is
held by a young maid in a quite unusual vertical position, as if she were playing a contrabass.
We discuss several possible explanations of what the girl is doing.

Introduction
Among the rich Egyptian iconography there are numerous drawings, bas-reliefs and other
depictions of musical scenes. The long-necked lute (without pegs) first appeared in the
archaeological records at the dawn of the New Kingdom. It is commonly believed that the lute
was introduced some time in the late Second Intermediate Period (1640-1540 BC), when the
so-called Hyksoses dominated Egypt. The Hyksoses probably came from Ancient Canaan and
Syria, and artefacts found in these areas also show depictions of lute and lutenists. However,
lute must be much older instrument, its depictions have also been found on much older
cylinder seals from Ancient Sumeria (as early as 3000 BC). In Asia, the lute has been
depicted with connection with deity. However, the lute was also popular among the common
people as an accompanying instrument for singers. It therefore seems probable that the lute
migrated to Egypt from Asia.
However, in Egyptian conditions the harp played a more important role. In the harp, the
height of the tone is determined only by the strings, but in the lute it is modified by laying the
fingers on the fingerboard. This new playing technique brought a new element to the Egyptian
musical world.
Two types of long-necked lutes were in use in Egypt during the 18th dynasty (1540-1307 BC).
A model with a wooden cartouche-shaped sound-box, and a second version with the soundbox made of a tortoise-shell or calabash. Lutes were played by women and (less frequently)
by men, with the instrument held in position on the chest of the (sitting, standing, walking or
dancing) player.
Among many depictions of Egyptian long-necked lutes, one seems to be quite exceptional. It
was found in the tomb of the influential vizier Rekhmire, which is located in the Sheikh Abd
el-Qurna necropolis in western Thebes.

Description of the tomb
The tomb of Rekhmire (TT100) was built in the 18th dynasty during the reign of Tuthmosis III
(1479-1425 BC) and Amenhotep II (1436-1413 BC). It is located about 600 meters to the
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west of the temples of Tuthmosis III and Amenhotep II. The tomb has a T-shaped plan. At the
beginning of the main long chamber (passage) in the entrance hall of the tomb, the ceiling is
about 3 m in height, and it rises to about 8 m at the rear. No burial shaft nor sarcophagus has
been found, so Rekhmire was not buried there!
Rekhmire was an exceptionally influential person, vizier of Upper Egypt, mayor of Thebes
with more than one hundred other titles. He was the most powerful man after the king. He
rose rapidly in his career, followed, perhaps, by a weird downfall.3 During his life, at the time
of the “Golden Empire” of Tuthmosis III, military victories made Egypt one of the richest
countries, stretching as far as the Euphrates in the Near East. Thousands of capture items were
taken back to Egypt, and great amounts of rare raw materials were also imported.

Musical scenes
Among about 300 m2 of paintings of the highest quality, there are three musical scenes
located on the northern wall of the main passage of the tomb. They form parts of the
arrangement of a feast – a celebration of Rekhmire in his eternal underworld dwelling. Out of
the eight registers, four are with men (with 17 scenes) and four with women (also with 17
scenes, probably a harem). The ale and female scenes depict a total of about 139 figures. Two
musical ensembles (female and male) face Rekhmire and play for him.

1.

Female music group – harphist, lutenist, tambourine player, clapping girls, and three singers (?)
inhaling lotus
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2. Male ensemble: harpist, lutenist
(Text behind: “Myrrh in hair of Maat, health and life with it let be in myself.”)

The mouths of the figures are closed, so we cannot recognize whether the ladies and
gentlemen are singing, or declaiming something. According to Davis, all participants of the
scene are singing. Songs are mentioned in the inscriptions, and the texts of songs are written
near the persons.4 Between the male and female scenes in the 4th register from the bottom
there sits a great “threefold” figure (three persons, or a single person in three positions)
reminiscent of a cheironomist.5 We can suppose that they provided some kind of antiphonous
instrument playing or singing.

3. The “cheironomist” (clappers?) between the female and male scenes
(after Davis 1963)

There are three lutes in the depiction of the preparation of Rekhmire’s feast there, which is
exceptional. This could testify to Rekhmire’s liking for this instrument. From the musical
point of view, it is remarkable that the harp and the lute were being played together. (It would
be interesting to know how they were mutually tuned.) The harps evidently played the

4
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dominant role. The woman’s harp is more important, since it bears the symbol of the goddess
Maat, and is nearest to Rekhmire. Both harps had nine strings, the longest string is double.6

4. The harp with the doble string

The female figures are arranged into 17 scenes (portraying 67 ladies and girls) in four
registers. The women in these scenes are divided into three sorts according to their role:

5. Three classes of women: ladies (sitting on a mat), helpers in white tunics (standing left), and maids in
darker (brown) tunics

1. Noble ladies, who face towards Rekhmire. (The central person here is Rekhmire`s
mother. She is sitting in a chair, while the others are kneeling on mats.) The bodies of the
ladies are larger than the bodies of the maids and helpers; they are dressed in tight white
tunics with straps, and protective necklaces or collars (Usekh). They are wearing long hair or
wigs and aromatic cones on their heads. They are decorated with lotus buds and flowers.7 The
ladies are drinking probably wine or beer, and the dishes around them perhaps contain
ointments.
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2. Helpers (?), who are standing, wearing white tunics with straps, without lotuses or
necklaces, holding or passing attributes. Their hair or wigs are shorter. (One of these women
is filling Rekhmire’s mother’s cup.)

6. Maid drawn from behind (with incorrectly depicted legs)

3. Serving girls or maids, who are standing. They have wigs (or hair) with pigtails and
brown (or darker) tunics with sleeves. Some of them are dark-skinned. The ancient
draughtsman depicted them more dynamically, even frivolously. One of them is even drawn
in three-quarter view from behind, so that her backside is apparent. Another interesting detail
is that her legs are incorrectly depicted. Was this a lapse, or was it done intentionally?
These girls could be captives educated in Egypt, maybe from the Near East. Our lutenist is
one of these girls. (She is also depicted in rather unusual position, see below.)
As concerns the social hierarchy of “servants” and “helpers”, we should mention that Davis
considered our “helpers” to have a lower social status than the “serving girls” (maids), who
were probably daughters of noble ladies.

The vicinity of the lutenist
Our solitary lutenist is depicted in the 3rd women’s register in the first group on the left. In
front of her is a lady or ladies kneeling on a mat (it is not clear whether three figures are
depicted, or a single figure in three positions)8. The lady has been supplied with drink and
ointment (?) by a maid and a female helper. The text is appended above the lady: “Can it be
Maat in whose face is desire for deep drinking?” (Davis [4]), or “Is there verity in her face
enthusiastic by drunkenness?” (Translation by R. Landgráfová). The text seems to be a
witticism rather than a song.9 We should mention that members of higher society frequently
got drunk on wine or beer. According to Davis [4], there are three ladies who are beating time
for the music of the lutenist. However, in our opinion, the time is more likely being beaten by
the figure in a lower register, which we have labelled as a “cheironomist”.
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7. Female scenes

Our lutenist
The drawing of the lutenist is 44 cm high. Her more distant (right) leg is behind her nearer
(left) leg, which is exceptional. She is holding (like other lutenists) a long-necked lute with a
wooden sound box. (Her lute is also depicted at an odd angle - from side.) It has three thongs,
but only two tassels are visible. The third tassel must be hidden behind her hand. The lute is
without tuning pegs, and also no frets are visible.

8. Upper women scene with the lutenist
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What is the lutenist doing?
The position of the thumb of girl’s left hand testifies to some “playing activity”. However, the
whole activity of our lutenist is weird. What is she really performing? We can offer several
explanations, or rather hypotheses:
1. The lutenist is playing with a bow.
In an earlier paper [8], we formulated the supposition that the maid is playing her lute with a
bow. Something like a bow can indeed be recognized. If this interpretation was correct, it
would be the first depiction of a bowed musical instrument not only in Egypt, but in the whole
Mediterranean area.
This interpretation is based on the observation that her body position is appropriate for
playing with a bow. The position of her left hand may show shortening of a string or strings.
According to Davis [4] “the lute is resting on the ground like a cello”. However, a better
formulation would be that she in the playing position as for a contrabass (she is not sitting).
Nevertheless, there remain many doubts [9]. Firstly, the bow itself is not clearly visible (and
there could also be a plectrum, which is also not clearly apparent). The apparent bow or
plectrum might well be only some damage to the wall.10 A more general objection is that no
bowed instruments have been found in the region, and no other similar depictions have been
found before.
2. The lutenist is playing with a plectrum.
This assumption was formulated by R. P. Arroyo in his reaction to our paper. [1] Ancient
lutes were usually played with a plectrum, but the position of the lutenist`s body is not best
appropriate for this purpose. In addition, no plectrum is clearly visible in the drawing.

9. The lutenist

3. The lutenist is strumming with her fingers (or with fingers extended by thimbles).
This seems to be a distinct possibility: her fingers are slightly raised. However, there remains
the question of why she is holding her lute in this impractical position.
4. The lutenist is tuning her instrument (Hickmann [5], [6], Manniche [9])
The untypical position of the lute might speak for this possibility. However, why is she not
tuning in the “normal” position? Was her lute too heavy for her?
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Several arguments speak against this hypothesis. Above all, tuning cannot be done by pulling
the string (contra Hickmann). It is necessary to pull the band (thong) and press it to the neck.
However, her left hand is in too low a position for this purpose; the tuning bands (thongs) are
located higher, where the tassels are fastened.
To the best of our knowledge, there is no other known depiction in which a maid is tuning (or
playing) an instrument during the preparations for a burial feast. Maids were not players, and
did not tune instruments.
5. The lutenist is giving tone for the singers.
However, it does not fully explain any of the weirdness of the depiction, namely why she is
holding her instrument in the unusual vertical position.
6. The lutenist is performing some ritual activity.
She could be performing some activity not apparently connected with producing music.
Perhaps some magical rites dedicated to the lady and not to Rekhmire. It could be “massage”
by vibration, because the lute is resting on the sole of the foot of the lady kneeling in front of
her. It could be also some “charging by vibrations or energy”.11
However, “unknown ritual activity” is a very broad and therefore less valuable explanation
for anything weird. It cannot be falsified, so according to the Popper criterion it is not a
“scientific” explanation ...

Conclusion
We have to conclude that the probable reason for the strange vertical position of the maid’s
lute is that it needs to be in contact with the sole of the foot of the lady kneeling in front of
her. The lutenist is serving the lady in a similar way as the other two girls in front of her.
However, we are not able to specify the type of service. The depiction of the lutenist in
Rekhmire`s tomb remains an enigma.

References
1.

Arroyo, R. P., private email correspondence

2.

Černý, M. K., Hudba antických kultur, (The Music of Ancient Cultures), Academia, Praha 2006 (in
Czech)

3.

Černý, M. K., Nové poznatky o nejstarší hudební kultuře světa, (New Information about the Oldest
Musical Culture in the World), Opus Musicum XXV/1993, 5-6, p.140-145, Praha 1993 (in Czech)

4.

Davis Norman de Garis, The Tomb of Rekh-mi-re at Thebes, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New
York 1943

5.

Hickmann, H., Quelques précurseurs égyptiens du luth court et du luth échantré, Miscellanea
Musicologica 6, in: ASAE 49, Cairo 1949, p. 437-444

6.

Hickmann, H., Les luths aux frettes du Nouvel Empire, Miscellanea Musicologica 11, in: ASAE 52,
Cairo 1952, p. 161-183

11

It seems that the contact with the sole of the foot is not just an apparent contact, i.e., due to the geometrical
alignment. The ancient Egyptians tried to depict everything clearly, without confusing alignments. They avoided
confusing the situation for those “reading” the depiction. (Although they used alignments to express multiplicity,
or various stages of motion, this is not the case here.)

8
You created this PDF from an application that is not licensed to print to novaPDF printer (http://www.novapdf.com)

7.

Krah, K., Die Harfe im Pharaonischen Ägypten, ihre Entwicklung und Funktion, ed. Re. Orbis
Musicarum 7 1991

8.

Krejčí, D., Zamarovský, P., Mysterious Lute player in the Rekhmire Tomb TT100, Göttinger Miszellen,
227, Göttingen 2010 p. 61-63

9.

Landgráfová, R., private communication

10. Manniche, L., The lute-player in the tomb of Rekhmira (TT100), Göttinger Miszellen, 230, Göttingen
2011, p. 107-110
11. Sachs, C., Die Musikinstrumente des alten Ägyptens, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Mitteilungen aus der
Ägyptischen Sammlung, Band III., Berlin 1921
12. Sachs, C., The History of Musical Instruments, London 1942

9
You created this PDF from an application that is not licensed to print to novaPDF printer (http://www.novapdf.com)

