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The notion of gender feels more present as a social phenomenon, having more freedom and autonomy on the part of the 
people, allowing them to decide their identities for themselves and is determined by innumerable aspects. Ways of dressing, 
styling hair and/or makeup, and behavior are just some ways we identify gender, where sex is a concrete and biological 
element, one proven at birth. An individual cannot easily manipulate something biological, but can change social constructs 
that compartmentalize gender. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Gender roles are transforming all across cultures. 
These changes are not a new phenomenon. However, 
the gender transformation has met with antipathy in 
the Western world in recent history, despite having 
been rooted in Ancient Egypt. The ancient Egyptians 
lived out of their mortal lives within common social 
gender constraints, but their transition into the 
afterlife was a literal transformation of genders. 
Egyptologist Kathryn Cooney states in an article 
titled “Where does the Masculine Begin and the 
Feminine End? The Merging of the Two Genders in 
Egyptian Coffins during the Ramesside Period" 
Ancient Egypt, built socially from mythologies of 
rebirth after death were highly masculinized, forcing 
a variety of creative gender adaptations for the dead 
woman through her funerary sarcophagus. The topic 
of gender is one that has become complicated to 
examine. As gender identity becomes more fluid with 
the characterization and segmenting of the variations 
of gender there is much debate about what gender is 
in reality, and how it relates to ones sex. A confusing 
topic for those secure in a binary identity, but one 
hotly discussed within the LGBTQ community and 
among legislators.  Gender is not necessarily easy to 
identify, as it is how one identifies, rather than being 
identified by the sex with which one was born. 
Gender identity often confuses people outside of the 
binary spectrum, which has lead to more struggles 
and strife for those still battling to understand their 
own identity, or be identified as they see fit. This is 
nothing new, however. Gender fluidity is seen across 
cultures around the world both today and in the 
ancient world. The struggle of self-expression is one 
an artist can often identify with, not because of the 
fear or backlash of being who you are, but the 
struggle to know oneself. It is an admirable 
understanding of who one really is, and not an easy 
thing to comprehend for those on the “outside” [of 
the community]. There are always sympathizers to 
the cause, which often leads to a greater expansion of 
understanding, but not necessarily an inclusion into 

the general society. It is not fair to compare an artist 
(of any genre) to someone attempting to find their 
gender identity or someone who is gender fluid 
searching for inclusion in society, but there are 
similarities in their handling of their identity crisis. 
 
As an artist, I found myself drawn to gender roles and 
how they affect the way sexes are valued and their 
functions in society. Throughout world history there 
have been stereotypes of how sexes should behave, 
but that was thought to be gender. Now that people 
have discovered the gender scale, that other cultures 
have known about for thousands of years and pushed 
out of the common eye, it is interesting to see it creep 
back into the limelight and see its evolutionary affects 
on society, but moreover art. Art has always driven 
societies and cultures, and so cultural norms have 
influenced art. This is undeniable. Gender fluidity 
challenges societal norms and in doing so challenges 
art itself. As an artist I feel a connection with those 
who struggle to rise above cultural norms and 
challenge those who categorize them, but as a female 
who identifies as straight binary, I am more 
privileged than others to not have to struggle to 
justify who I am in my sexual identity. These 
contradictory feelings have influenced my research. 
 
II. TRANSFORMATION 
 
Transgender and cross-dressing into the afterlife 
 
For a woman to pass on to her next life in ancient 
Egypt, she would have to undergo a gender change in 
order to match the gods Osiris and Re (male creator 
gods). Mummy wrapped funerary texts and the 
androgynous coffin mask physical femininity of the 
deceased. In essence, the female deceased body 
needed a masculine identity to be reborn because of 
the nature of the male creator gods (Cooney, K. 
2009). 
 
Adapting male norms, regulations in accordance with 
religion, were common, and are still common in 
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many religions around the world. Thus, in ancient 
Egypt women would temporarily transform their 
feminine identity while being ‘processed’, or while 
passing on, into the afterlife as a matter of masking 
their own feminine identity in the hope of a next life. 
Prompting these types of confrontations and 
situations of inequality we encounter in many cases 
today, such as gender confusion, cross-dressing, and 
even gender identity disorder (GID). 
 
From these social gender obstacles, that impact the 
economy, politics, and other sectors, bureaucratic 
constraints encouraged women to follow this process 
in their crusade to the next life in ancient Egypt. 
Cooney says, "Craftsmen could also provide an 
androgynous mummy box, giving the dead women a 
totally new and bound body of Osiris." The scribes 
could also use the masculine pronouns "he" and 
"him" Rather than feminine in funeral inscriptions of 
transformation. " This transformation is, in essence, a 
sort of cross-dressing facilitated by artisans and 
scribes, to confuse the gods in the crusade to the 
afterlife. And, in a sense, they have adopted an 
alternate identity and become their opposite, or 
transgender. When (or if) they reached the next life 
they could continue with their original female lives 
and identities, assuming their names remained 
unchanged and their depictions were feminine, 
reacquiring their buried possessions and valuables. 
These chauvinist undertones in the funerary 
proceedings should not discourage or dismay as the 
women of these ancient times found ingenious ways 
around it, and to their credit, were quite cunning. 
 

 
(Cooney, K. M., 2009) 

 
Dynastic Egypt was a time when the body of the 
deceased woman was shaped in the form of the god 
Osiris, placed in an anthropoid coffin, identifying her 
as a man. In the New Empire this coffin is a reflection 
of the mummy itself and echoes its feminine aspects 
but still identifies it as a male god. The creative 

evolution of funerary practices shows the female 
effort to be recognized as a man while still being 
accepted as a woman, or cross-dressing. The coffins 
of the Ramesside period began to exhibit the female 
as women in white dresses and feminine postures, but 
only in the second coffin, where the outer 
(anthropoid) coffin represents her as a manifestation 
of Osiris (a masculine figure). 
 
More and more transformations were occurring 
within the funeral process where the woman 
undergoes transformation, but only partially, 
therefore never affecting her final form in the 
afterlife. The woman, then, escapes the eternal 
transformation of gender and is reborn as a feminine 
being in the next life. Men adopted some of these 
feminine traditions, as they were found in long white 
garments, usually reserved for women, but then also 
found in "androgynous positions, like Osiris," 
according to Cooney. 
Gender diversity and equality in ancient Egypt is seen 
as a noble act today but became more and more 
common throughout the ancient kingdoms of Egypt. 
The idea that everyone has a particular gender is a 
lost concept; in fact, many cultures recognize five or 
six genders, rather than the Western vision of two. 
This is a lesson learned even in ancient Egypt, 
 
"These coffin spaces can also be gendered. External 
anthropoid coffin decoration usually remakes the 
deceased in the image of the masculine gods Osiris 
and Re, with crossed arms and stylized mummy 
bandages. But the external decoration of a Ramesside 
coffin still allowed the female deceased some gender 
flexibility; it included her feminine wig, name, titles, 
and sometimes molded breasts. She was Osiris, but 
also herself. This is the purpose of association with 
Osiris; it provided adaptability.” -Cooney, K. 2009 
 
III. FINDING IDENTITY 
  
Diversity and gender equality have given different 
forms and questions to art, writing, and cultural 
traditions. The culture of ancient Egypt is one of the 
cases that necessarily adapted these forms and 
questions, and some of their answers have been a 
long and beautiful imagery. Cases like Pharaoh 
Hatshepsut (formally queen, who became named and 
identified as a man) who did not convert from woman 
to man to pass into the afterlife, or to have more 
power, but because (s)he identified as a man and for 
which (s)he dressed, was addressed, and acted as 
Pharaoh (Cooney 2014). This is not a denial of her 
feminine identity but an understanding of her current 
identity. In his time Hatshepsut was accepted as she 
was, throughout her gradual transformation. There 
was no negative reaction, though some concern, 
during her transformation into man, nor with respect 
to temple leaders or other politicians. People in 
ancient Egypt accepted Hatshepsut as they did 
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because they believed that if their actions were to turn 
against the will of the gods they would suffer from 
droughts, floods, or plagues for her not being the 
correct pharaoh for Egypt. All royalty was considered 
to be the gods reincarnate. Therefore, one should not 
speak against the pharaoh as they were god 
personified, so Hatshepsut’s actions had to be 
accepted and taken as the will of the gods. 
 
Gender fluidity in ancient Egypt seems to have been 
more accepted at that time than previously thought 
and Egyptians now suffer for thinking that their 
country was always conservative with respect to 
gender and gender roles, which is not correct. The 
implementation of Islam influenced and caused the 
country to be defensive against anything outside the 
religious norm. Texts, images, and reliefs in all parts 
of Egypt can be said that although they had traditions 
and regulations, they had an open gender dialogue 
and gender roles were not as concrete as they are 
today. By the New Kingdom the general belief 
among the Egyptians was that to be reborn the 
deceased would need to become both genders. This is 
a far cry from the beliefs of Egyptians today, as well 
as many others. This goes to show, however, that the 
ancient Egyptians were open to the belief that both 
powers of the feminine and masculine were necessary 
in life and life after death. It is not absurd to say that 
society, as an international whole, needs to recognize 
the balance we have within. Identities are what make 
us who we are and all of us understand and have a 
different balance within us. 
 
IV. ART AND EXPRESSION 
 

 
(Voronin, P., 2015) 

 
Graffiti is questioned as an art form throughout the 
world. Some see it as a plague within cities, a 
nuisance, whereas others can see it as beautiful self-
expression. Graffiti is not uncommon now as was in 
ancient Egypt. Yes, graffiti existed in ancient Egypt 
as well. Perhaps because Egyptians were, and are 
still, known for their humor and expressiveness; they 
talk often and loudly, even with their hands, they are 
capable of finding humor in horror. There is evidence 
of these same characteristics in the ancient Egyptians 

as well. However, most notably, there is expression 
through graffiti. Where there is art there is 
expression, and where there is expression there is 
politics. The ancient graffiti found in Egypt is not 
unlike what we see today, though not spray painted, it 
was painted. Evidence of painted images over 
renderings in temples, markedly one of Queen 
Hatshepsut being bent over and penetrated from 
behind by her former teacher and assumed lover, 
Senenmut (Keegan, P. 2016). 
 
Though it was heresy to speak against the will of the 
current pharaoh (god incarnate), this scene was 
painted where it would most definitely be viewed, in 
Deir El-Bahri (Keegan, P. 2016). It also speaks to the 
expression of the views of the people; many 
suspected Hatshepsut of infidelity, even after her 
husband/brother’s death, but one wouldn’t discuss it, 
and so it was painted, not spoken; yet still expressed. 
Art, in this sense, exposed political distrust or 
disapproval. It allowed artisans to reform or 
transform a Queen to King, allowed Hatshepsut’s 
royal tailor to delve into strange, yet familiar designs 
intended to conceal her breasts yet express her power 
and authority as a living god. Art ultimately giving 
way to identity and expression. Artisans and scribes 
were valued members of society and necessary to the 
survival of ancient royalty, and so we find that 
through the will of the artisans and scribes to recreate 
identities for royalty and other social elites, they were 
not only doing their jobs, but conveying a message to 
the world, etched eternally in stone and on coffins, 
written in the spells and directions in the Book of the 
Dead, that identity is fluid, expression is necessary, 
and they themselves created its acceptance. 
 
V. THE VEIL 
 
According to Webster’s Dictionary, the medical 
definition of 
 
Medical Definition of gender 
 
1: sex 1 
2: the behavioral, cultural, or psychological traits 
typically associated with one sex gender has two 
references: 
 
The veil over the eyes of the western world is one of 
ignorance. This veil is exclusive to all people and 
forces those of non-binary identity into the shadows 
of society. This veil allows our world to be one of 
simplicity; black or white, male or female, yes or no, 
in or out. The ancient Egyptians were an open 
culture, fluid society. Art through artisan work and 
scribes allowed them to demonstrate their flexibility 
for eternity. 
 
Let us not ignore gender, but rather understand and 
accept that there is more to gender than simply sex. 
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The gender veil must be lifted in order for us to see 
the scale in which we all slide at different points 
along the line. It is not easy to define, but it is also 
not hard to accept. 
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