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Abstract

The examination of artistic representations of women’s
costume throughout the ancient Egyptian era reveals a notion of
style, taste, and appealing expression. In the ancient Near East,
Egypt was well known for its weaving of linen cloth as it was
valued at such a high level that labourers received lengths of
textiles in return for their work and offerings of fine linen were
given to temples. This celebrated feature of ancient Egyptian
society continues to carry significance as depictions of ancient
Egyptian women in dresses remain prized pieces of museum
collections. As the garments themselves have mostly deteriorated
with time, the modern researcher is mostly left with artistic
representations of dresses from various periods of ancient
Egyptian history, but not necessarily with the intention of
creating chronological timeline of women’s costume by dynasty.
Though styles are shared between periods, exemplary examples
of the use of linen within different styles of dress have been
chosen to represent the artistic character of the age and the
evolution of the ancient woman’s signature garment.
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The central role of White Linen in
Ancient Egyptian Women’s dresses & Fashion

Introduction

The role of linen in the ancient Egyptian society was
immensely important. Linen was so central because of its wide
diverse of function — it was used for clothing, beddingl, nets for
animals, or even sails of a ship2. Egypt was famous in the
ancient Near East for their practice of weaving linen cloth and for
its production goods. Linen cloth was an essential component of
ancient Egyptian everyday life. The majority of textiles were
made from flax. Any cloth made from the latter plant fiber is
defined as linen.3
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The process of preparing flax seeds for linen production
included several stages; three of which are most important to
note. Firstly, sowing the flax seeds occurred after the annual
flooding of the Nile by mid- November. Next, the flax seeds
were harvested; they took approximately three months to mature.
Thus, it was crucial for the seeds to be pulled out at the right time
once they reached maturity. Finally, the flax seed heads were
removed either by hand or by a long plank, where the seeds fell
into a pile around the base of the plank.

Nevertheless, the scope of this paper does not extend
beyond clothing. The above mentioned intricate, meticulous
process of flax production was key in maintaining clothing style,
which revolved around linen. Tradition was essential to ancient
Egyptians — life and religion were completely interlaced — and
this was reflected in self- representation, like clothing. Clothing
styles did not change much, and when new garments were
introduced into the fashion, they were worn with older, more
traditional garments. Due to the extreme heat of the weather,
clothing had two consistent attributes: it was roomy and light.
Linen was also most commonly used for clothes because it was
flexible, producing clothing that was neither heavy, nor hot, it
could be draped over the body simply, and it was easy to launder.

The stunning, elaborate costumes that one normally
attributes to ancient Egyptian clothing style should be replaced
by historical reality: the white linen schenti — a man’s loincloth,
or shendyt - kilt and the kalasiris — the long, close fitting sheath
dress worn mainly by women, among other simple garments
worn at the time. 4
Societal VValues Concerning White linen

White, Hdj was associated with pureness, supremacy,
peace, happiness, death, and mourning. Thus, white perceived the
notions of reincarnation5. The most important element of white
color is the ancient Egyptians day and its brightness. It was the
C 3 )

N2




__The central role of White Linen in Ancient Egyptian Women’s dresses & Fashion

colour commonly used in the ancient Egyptian wardrobe,
although this was partly for practical reasons. Plain white linen
was preferred over other colours during most Egyptian era. In
fact, to increase the whiteness of the linen, the fabric was
exposed to the intense desert sun to bleach it. The popularity of
white linen in ancient Egypt is striking because most people
would assume that it was a rare sighting in daily life.
Furthermore, the centrality of white linen is compelling because
it enabled experimentation with decoration and embellishment
that would not have been as necessary if the linen was a more
vibrant colour. For instance, white fabric could more easily be
hand painted with various figures

and hieroglyphs.6 Thus, the presence of white linen in
ancient Egypt furthers an exploration of self-expression in the
simplest forms, and how this self-expression was compared with
more highly decorated clothing and costume. This comparison
could have taken place on one person’s body, clothed in white
linen along with other embellishments, or in among different
people, where an unadorned outfit was preferred versus a very
adorned outfit.
Fabrics

Before examining the depiction of women’s dresses in
ancient Egyptian art, it is necessary to discuss the variety of
fabrics and the process of textile making. Nearly all ancient
Egyptian clothing was made of linen. Herodotus, writing in the
fifth century, is responsible for the previously held
misconception that this was because of the ancient Egyptians’
religious aversion to wool.7 He falsely noted how, “noting of
wool is taken into their temples or buried with them for their
religion forbade it.”8 However, Rosalind M.H. Janssen’s 1995
research documents that wool from sheep and goats were used in
both funerary and domestic contexts. Though this evidence
asserts the use of animal-derived textiles and disapproves
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Herodotus’ observation, the use of fabrics other than linen was
much less common. Janssen notes how wool would likely only
be used for warm clothing, especially shawls. 9As an ancient
Egyptian would not often need a warm shawl in the region’s
climate, light, breathable fabrics were better suited for the desert
environment. Essentially, linen was the most used textile because
it was made from the widely available flax plant and was
comfortable in the warm climate. Non-linen plant-based textiles
made from grass, reed, and hemp were occasionally used,
however, evidence of linen weaving from the Neolithic period
circa 5000 BCE proves how linen remained the dominant
material from its earliest presence onward.10
Production of Linen

The production of linen was elaborate and required the
labour of many skilled workers. Tomb decoration and miniature
models depict stages of the process and remain the primary
source for research into ancient Egyptian textile production. Flax
was planted in the late fall after the inundation of the Nile and
took roughly three months to mature. Depending on when the
plant was pulled, flax produced fibers that would produce either
closer woven textile with a finer texture or coarse, stronger fibers
to be used for rope or utilitarian purposes. The tomb of Paherill,
dating back to the reign of Tuthmosis Ill at El Kab (EK-3)
depicts the agricultural process from planting to harvest and
namely shows both men and women pulling flax and binding it
into bundles (Plate 1). 12
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(Plate 1) Agricultural scenes from the 18th Dynasty tomb of Paheri at El
Kab.13

After pulling, the flax is then dried, de-seeded, soaked and
beaten before being spun into thread.14 No depictions of the
spinning process are found until the Middle Kingdom, wherein
three different methods are shown.15

A model from the Middle Kingdom tomb of Meketre
shows a busy weavingl6é workshop with female workers
spinning the thread with spindles as their coworkers weave a
section of cloth — a pile of linen fabrics in the corner show how
hard they had been working (fig. 1). Like the figurines, ancient
craftspeople would have used either horizontal or vertical looms.
A bowl depicting a horizontal loom found in a pre-dynastic tomb
in Lower Egypt demonstrates how long standing the practice of
horizontal loom weaving was in ancient Egypt.17 However, it
was not until the New Kingdom that the vertical loom was
introduced, likely from the Near East during the Hyksos
occupation.18
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(Fig. 1) Model of a weavers’ workshop from the Meketre collection.19

Variations of linen

Linen would have been embroidered and even pleated. The
pleating of garments required special equipment, pleating boards,
to hold the fabric in place. This method resulted in remarkably
sturdy pleats. Modern scholars from the 1990s have recreated the
process with replica pleating boards and noted how the pleats
were strong enough to withstand a modern steam iron. However,
in ancient times, garments needed to be reset and pleated after
every wash.20

Plain linen could be adapted in a variety of different ways
that affected both its structure and external decoration. Four
different kinds of weaves have been identified from the most
basic tabby weave to the “warp patterned” weave that is most
famously known in a belt-like assemblage known as the girdle of
Ramses 111.21 ( fig. 2) Interestingly, the author believes the girdle
has a design of inverted signs of life ankh and water waves.
Some weaves were reserved for high-profile individuals like
C 7))
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royalty and officials while the simpler weaves were used

throughout the classes. Beyond weaves, fringe could be added to

the border of garments, as found in the tomb of Khaa TT 8, an

architect of Amenhotep II1.
T

)
(Fig. 2) Ramses III’s girdle.22

Depictions of White linen fashion in tomb chapels

There is a multitude of scenes depicting the popularity of
white linen in the ancient Egyptian society. A striking example is
the east wall, southern side of Nakht’s offering chapel, TT52.
(Plate 2) This scene originally dates back to approximately 1400
BCE. Nakht served as the scribe of the granaries in the royal
court of Tuthmosis IV. The scene is compelling for its rich
imagery, depicting an abundance of white linen worn by all
human figures, except for one naked figure. (fig. 3) The tomb
owner Nakht and his wife are represented on a larger scale
overseeing a harvest scene split amongst two registers. The
depiction of white linen is an essential aspect of this scene, in

which both Nakht and his wife are represented in white.23
D)
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Nakht’s wife wears a long, body-hugging, one shoulder dress that
Is also translucent on one arm and above her ankles. (fig. 4) 24
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(Plate 2) Agricultural scenes of threshing, a grain store, harvesting with
sickles, digging, tree-cutting and ploughing from the tomb of Nakht (TT 52)
18th Dynasty, western Thebes. 25
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(Fig. 3) Details 6f the agricultural scene with men in kilts while one was
represented naked (TT 52). 26
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(Fig. 4) Nakht wears a long translucent drape showing his short kilt and the
lower part of his legs. Whilst, his wife wears a long, tight, one shoulder
dress reaching above her ankles while one arm has a translucent sleeve. 27

The lower register has a representation of two women
harvesting flax; a job which was usually done by men. The men
working in the fields were represented wearing different kinds of
linen Kkilts. Some wear a knee-high kilt with a straight edge, while
the rest of the men are also shown with kilts that have slits at the
bottom resulting in a triangular form. While the women are
represented wearing a similar dress to that of Nakht’s wife except
that the sleeve is not transparent (fig. 5). The transparency of
clothing was very much popular during the New Kingdom
times.28
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(Fig. 5) The women wear dresses, one of which wears the common strapped
dress, whilst the other wears a long sleeve dress similar to Nakht’s wife,
however it is not translucent. 29

By the eighteenth dynasty new dress styles became
popular, the most prominent style being the long, flowing,
pleated linen dress.30 Later by the nineteenth dynasty, queen
Nefertari wife of Ramses Il is represented in her tomb (QV 66) at
the Valley of the queens, she wears a white linen dress that is not
at all form-fitting like, and her waist is emphasized by a long, red
sash. The sleeves of Nefertari’s dress are loose and flow
outwards, joining in a triangular shape at the ends, near her
elbows. There are notable pleats on the body and sleeves of the
dress caused by the shading applied on the painting.

The 19th dynasty tomb of Sennedjem (TT 1), shows
intricate pleating in both men and women’s clothing. The top
three registers of the east wall of the vaulted burial chamber have
representations of different kinds of white linen clothing.
Pleating was performed on the fabric while it was still damp. 31
The tailors quickly pressed the fabric into the serrated grooves of
the pleating boards — two of which are on display in Turin. Rows
of constant running stitches held the pleats in place during work
on other sections of the garment, and the pressing was carried out
with stones. The various poses of Sennedjem in the latter
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mentioned registers are mere proof of the garments’ flexibility
and comfort.

Most representations of ancient Egyptian clothing depict
simple white garments. This is not necessarily inaccurate as the
natural colour of linen varied from white to golden brown. 32
The strong desert sunlight would also likely lighten the darker
natural shades of linen regardless. 33 Linen could also be
bleached using natron, a naturally occurring mineral salt, to reach
the whitest whites that are depicted in artistic examples. 34 The
practice of dying fabrics existed from the predynastic era
onwards, but it was uncommon and surviving dyed textiles are
rare. 35 Additionally, no archaeological evidence of dye
workshops nor models and paintings depicting the practice have
been found. However, textiles found at the workmen’s village at
Amarna exists an exceedingly rare example of a double-dyed
textile wherein the linen had been dyed one colour at an earlier
stage in production, and later dyed a different colour to produce a
mixture of two colours.36 As dyes were made from mineral
substances or plant extracts, most archaeological examples of
dyed textiles from ancient Egypt have aged poorly and turned
dark with age.37
Adornment of Ancient Egyptian White Attire

White linen cloth was paired with adornments of all
different kinds so that the stark difference between the simple
fabric and the ornate decoration complemented each other. Due
to the environmental conditions at many burial sites — the
humidity and heat — jewellery, amongst other artifacts, have been
lucky to have outlived such weather conditions.38 Colourful
waist sashes were sometimes adorned with religious symbols,
such as the cow face of goddess Hathor, or by earthly motifs,
such as the lotus flowers. The simple strapped tunic worn by
most women was adorned by a web of bead netting worn over as
an overdress (fig. 6). This bead net dress was either sewn onto a

C D)
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linen dress or worked into a separate net worn over the linen. It
was discovered as part of the untouched burial of a female
contemporary of King Khufu. The color of the beads has sadly
faded, but the beads were originally of blue and blue green
colours imitating lapis lazuli and turquoise. At other times, beads
or buttons, which were never used to close openings, were sewn
to the dress in pattern like formations.39

(Fig. 6) A bead net dress. 40

Jewellery of all kinds was key to adornment the ancient
Egyptian white attire. Colourful accents took the form of
necklaces, bracelets, armbands, ankle bands, earrings, and finger
rings for both men and women. Arguably, the least subtle
jewellery was that worn around the neck. Neck jewellery
included single stranded necklaces, multiple strands, pectorals,
pendants, some broad collars that were more than 25 cm wide.
Neck jewellery (fig. 7) served for decorative purposes, as well as
Ca3)
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amuletic and status purposes. An example was the beautiful
necklace of one of the three foreign wives of Tuthmosis Ill. On
the back of the falcon-headed terminals is the name of King
Tuthmosis inscribed demonstrating that it was a present to his
wife. All the latter imagery was not possible to be represented
within the use of white linen. Therefore, adornment in the form
of jewellery was pivotal for making certain societal statements
that were key in representing an individual’s place in society. 41

(Fig. 7) A falcon-headed terminals necklace belonging to Tuthmosis III’s
foreign wife. 42

Wealth was displayed through jewellery and not through
clothing, except for the royal garments. Despite the riches gained
from foreign conquests, tribute obtained from the defeated
countries, and trade between foreign regions, Egyptian cloth was
practically unadorned.43 The author believes that linen’s central
role was highlighted and brought to life by the vibrant
adornments and complemented simplicity. However, the
ornamentation of jewellery did not overshadow the importance of
white line. White linen was depicted in paintings, reliefs,
frescoes, leaving remnants behind in tombs, which left scholars
some kind of archeological evidence.

C 1D
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Conclusion

The varying artistic depictions of ancient Egyptian dresses
reveal more to us in the present day than the aesthetic held across
dynasties. The artistic evidence shows how the lives of the
ancient Egyptian women, separated from our historical moment
by thousands of years, valued their appearance not only for
vanity’s sake, but for the sake of continuing a shared cultural
thread. The author appreciates how the concern for clothing
unites the ancient women with the people, both men and women,
in their aesthetic consciousness and care of reflecting oneself
through their outer appearance. The latter was revealed in a New

Kingdom funeral lament that reads “She who was rich in fine linen,
who loved clothes, lies in the cast-off garment of yesterday.”**

The role of linen in ancient Egyptian society has been
overshadowed by assumptions about Egypt, creating an image of
lavish costumes in everyday life rather than focusing on the
actual simplicity involved in ancient Egyptian dress. Clothing
reflected the strictly hierarchical nature of the ancient Egyptian
society and distinguished social rank. It was not the clothing that
determined a person’s social rank, it was the cloth to make them.
The higher the person’s rank, the better the cloth he or she could
wear. Linen was worn by rulers and other high-status individuals
— varying among different kinds of weaving.

White linen is a fascinating fabric as it highlights the
beauty of simplicity and finesse, while also emphasizing the
elegance of pairing lavish jewellery with plain clothing.
However, artistically it exhibits self-expression through the use
of jewellery, that would contrast with the simple and plain fabric
of their clothing. Although it is undisputed that the ancient
Egyptian society appreciated embellishment and adornment, it is
essential to acknowledge the central role of white linen within the
ancient society — during the everyday life, as well as their belief
of their subsistence during the afterlife.
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Expressively enduring through the clothing statements of
the Old Kingdom Nofret45, the Middle Kingdom Kemsit46, and
the estate figure of an unknown body-figure from the New
Kingdom Amarna, Nefertiti47 have all demonstrated, a woman
in fine dress may be remembered and celebrated for millennia.
As expressed, the material remains of women’s dresses in ancient
Egypt leave the author with a limited picture of what the female
costume could have looked like throughout the kingdoms. Thus,
an artistic analysis has proved itself indispensable.
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