
     
 
 
 

        

 
 

 

 

The Two Brothers: Kinship in 
Ancient Egypt 

 
 

Saturday 16th February, 2019 
Roscoe Building (lecture theatre B) off Oxford Road, The University of Manchester 

 
10th Annual Study Day, presented by the Manchester Museum 

in association with the KNH Centre 
 

Programme 
 
  9.15  Registration: tea/coffee 
 

  9.45  Welcome and Introduction 
 

10.05 Representing the Two Brothers at Manchester Museum –  
Campbell Price 
 

11.00  - Tea/coffee break –  
 
11.30  The Two Brothers: Health and disease – Rosalie David 
 

12.20  Were they brothers? The DNA evidence – Roger Forshaw   
 

1.00 - Lunch - (please make own arrangements)  
         

2.00  So what did it mean to be brothers in ancient Egypt? – Leire Olabarria  
 

3.00  - Tea/coffee break –  
 

3.30  ‘Gladden her heart as long as you live’: Wealth, death and divorce in 
non-royal close-kin marriages in ancient Egypt – Joanne Robinson 

 

4.30  Conclusion 
 
  

For further details and to book a place please visit: 
www.bit.ly/AEkinship  
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Statue of Sekhmet, goddess of medicine 
 Temple of Karnak, Luxor 

 
 
The Two Brothers:  
Health and disease 
Rosalie David 
  
 

The mummies of Khnum-nakht and Nakht-
ankh, unwrapped and subsequently 
investigated by Dr Margaret Murray and her   
team in the early 20th century, have revealed 
a wealth of evidence about the health status of 
these brothers. Initial studies identified 
osteoarthritis in both skeletons; Khnum-nakht 
(the weaker man) also suffered from kypho-
scoliosis (curvature of the spine); however, 
more recent research has proved that an initial 
diagnosis of club foot was inaccurate, the 
malformation of the left foot being due instead 
to excessively tight bandaging applied during 
mummification. The dentition of both brothers 
exhibits excessive wear on the tooth surfaces, 
resulting from the diet, but only one incidence 
of caries (tooth decay).  A rare developmental 
abnormality – double gemination or ‘fusion of 
the teeth’ – was noted in the case of Khnum-
nakht.   
 
Later investigations undertaken by the 
Manchester Egyptian Mummy Research Project 
produced more evidence of disease. Using 
histology, electron microscopy and 

immunology as diagnostic tools, it has been possible to identify Sand 
Pneumonconiosis, pleurisy, pericarditis, and parasitic infestations in 4,000-year-old 
lung, heart and liver tissue found in Canopic Jars associated with Nakht-ankh’s burial.   
 
The lecture explores how biomedical investigation of these mummies has helped to 
provide a vivid and accurate picture of their daily existence. 
 
 
Further Reading: 
 

David, R. (2007), The Two Brothers: Death and the Afterlife in Middle Kingdom Egypt 
(Bolton: Rutherford Press). 

David, R. (ed.) (2008), Egyptian Mummies and Modern Science (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press). 

Murray, M. A. (1910), The Tomb of Two Brothers (Manchester: Sherratt & Hughes).   

Professor Rosalie David is Emerita 
Professor and Co-Director of the 

KNH Centre for Biomedical 
Egyptology at The University 

 of Manchester 
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Students examining the Two Brothers’ 
               coffins’ in the 1970s  

Drawing of the 
inner coffin of 

Khnum-nakht and 
canopic chest of 
Nakht-ankh from 

the 1960s 

 
 

Displaying and interpreting the 
Two Brothers at Manchester 
Museum – 112 years in review 
Campbell Price 
 
 

 
An intact Middle Kingdom tomb group 
from Deir Rifeh has been a central exhibit 
in the Manchester Museum. Discovered in 
1907 by an Egyptian workman called Erfai, 
working for W. M. Flinders Petrie, it 
contained the burials of two men, Nakht-
ankh and Khnum-nakht, who name the 
same mother. 
  
Since their well-known 1908 unwrapping 
by Margaret Murray, interest has focused 
on the mummies themselves, notably in 
DNA results published in 2018. This 
lecture reviews how the ‘Two Brothers’ 
have been interpreted over the past 
century and the questions they raise 
about the museum presentation of Ancient 
Egyptian individuals, family and society. 

 

 
     

 
 
   
Further Reading: 
 

David, R. (2007), The Two Brothers: Death 
and the Afterlife in Middle Kingdom Egypt 
(Bolton: Rutherford Press). 
 
Sheppard, K. L. (2012), ‘Between Spectacle 
and Science: Margaret Murray and the 
Tomb of the Two Brothers’,  
Science in Context 25, 525–49. 
 

 
 
 

Dr. Campbell Price is  
curator for Egypt and the 
Sudan at the Manchester 

Museum 
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Were they brothers? 
The DNA evidence 
Roger Forshaw 
 
 
 

 
 
Khnum-nakht and Nakht-ankh were discovered side by side in an intact 12th Dynasty 
tomb and were subsequently known as the ‘Two Brother’ from inscriptions on their 
coffins indicating that they were born of the same mother. An early investigation of 
their bodies in 1908 determined not only an age difference, of perhaps twenty years, 
but also a variation in anatomical form, with the medical investigator at the time 
proposing that they might be of different races. This led to the conclusion that they 
were half-brothers. A later suggestion was that one or even both of the individuals 
could have been adopted.  
 
So, what was the true relationship between the two men? DNA investigations in 2005 
and again in 2007 attempted to answer this question, but conflicting results were 
obtained from these studies. In 2017 the very latest DNA technique was utilised at the 
Manchester Institute of Biotechnology in an attempt to break this impasse and finally 
determine their true relationship. This presentation will discuss the results of this 
research and bring the story of the kinship of the Two Brothers up to date.    
 
 
 
Further reading: 
 

Marchant, J. (2011), ‘Curse of the pharaoh’s DNA’, Nature 472, 404-06 
doi:10.1038/472404a 
 
Drosou, K., Price, C. and Brown, T. A.   (2018), 'The kinship of two 12th Dynasty 
mummies revealed by ancient DNA sequencing', Journal of Archaeological Science 17, 
793-97.   

 

Dr. Roger Forshaw is a 
lecturer at the KNH Centre, 
Faculty of Biology, Medicine 

and Health at the 
University of Manchester 
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So, what did it mean to be  
brothers in ancient Egypt? 
Leire Olabarria 

 
 
 

Family is often perceived as a universal social institution, but its roles should not be 

taken for granted. Sometimes our own categories are uncritically applied to kinship in 

other socio-cultural contexts, disregarding the fact that different societies will have 

their own classifications. In this talk I explore some of the ways kinship was conceived 

and experienced in ancient Egypt, paying particular attention to relations of 

siblingship. The ancient Egyptian term that is traditionally translated as ‘brother’ is sn, 

but it can also denote many other ways of being related. In fact, sn has been used to 

refer to cousins, colleagues, and even spouses. This presentation aims to challenge 

our own preconceptions of what it meant to be a ‘brother’ by analysing the primary 

sources through a performative approach, that is, by asking what a brother does 

instead of simply what a brother is. 

 

Stela of Ibu (detail) 
CG 20722, Egyptian Museum, Cairo 

 
 

Further reading: 
 

Campagno, M. (2009), ‘Kinship and Family Relations’, in E. Frood, W. Wendrich (eds.), 
UCLA Encyclopedia of Egyptology, Los Angeles. 
http://digital2.library.ucla.edu/viewItem.do?ark=21198/zz001nf68f  
 
Carsten, J. (2004), After Kinship (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press).  
 
Revez, J. (2003), ‘The metaphorical use of the kinship term sn “brother”’. Journal of 
the American Research Center in Egypt 40, 123–31. 

Dr Leire Olabarria is a postdoctoral 
researcher at The Queen's College 
and associate faculty member at 
the Faculty of Oriental Studies 

(University of Oxford) 
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‘Gladden her heart as long as you live’:  
Wealth, death and divorce in non-royal 
close-kin marriages in ancient Egypt 
Joanne-Marie Robinson 
 

We now know that Khnum-nakht and Nakht-ankh probably shared the same mother, 
Khnum-aa, but had different biological fathers. If Khnum-aa is their mother, we do 
not know whether she was widowed, divorced or had two simultaneous husbands. 
Whatever her marital status may have been, the Two Brothers (and any of their 
surviving siblings) all had equal rights of inheritance from their mother and father 
according to Egyptian customary laws of inheritance. In contrast, Khnum-aa could not 
inherit from either of her husbands or they from her, although there were legal 
methods to circumvent this. We know from documentary evidence that this system of 
partible inheritance could lead to bitterness, family conflict and extended legal 
proceedings, particularly following the death, divorce or remarriage of one or both 
parents. Using specific examples of marriage contracts and family disagreements over 

inheritance, this talk 
considers whether marriage 
to close biological kin, such 
as cousins, mitigates the 
fragmentation of property 
and potentially provides 
mechanisms to resolve 
intrafamilial conflicts. Or, as 
some famous Ancient 
Egyptian legal documents 
reveal, family bitterness 
over the internal allocation 
of property could prove to 
be deeply contentious. 

 
 

 

 

Further Reading: 
 

Eyre, C. (2007), ‘The evil stepmother and the rights of a second wife’, Journal of 

Egyptian Archaeology 93, 223-43. 
 

Johnson, J. H. (1996), ‘The legal status of women in ancient Egypt’, in A. K. Capel and 

G. Markoe (eds), Mistress of the House, Mistress of Heaven: Women in Ancient Egypt 

(New York: Hudson Hills Press in association with Cincinnati Art Museum), 175-86. 
 

Robins, G. (1993), Women in Ancient Egypt (London: British Museum Press), 56-74, 

127-41. 

Dr Joanne-Marie Robinson 
is a Visiting Scholar at the 

KNH Centre, Faculty of 
Biology, Medicine and 

Health at the University of 
Manchester 

Anhurkhawy, a foreman at Deir el-Medina, with his wife 
Wabet and their family, 20th Dynasty, Theban Tomb 359 


