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Nintu temple in "Khafaji",

about 3000-2340
ig. 3). 

Like the previous tablet (see Figs. 1, 2), the right of this scene shows two athletes 
facing each other and holding each other by the arms. In the central scene the athlete 

ground, as his opponent appears to 
According to Orthmann and Festuccia, 

Murry surmised that the two individuals on the right 
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According to Orthmann and Festuccia, 
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OLD BABYLONIAN PERIOD
Another terracotta tablet
dates
Larasa 
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boxers are represented with musicians playing instruments
left plays a drum, and a standing one on the right 
that games were accompanied by music in the ancient 
leaping.
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games were accompanied by music in the ancient 
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Fig. 5: Two Boxers with two men playing drum and 
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Terracotta relief from Eshnunna, boxers with gloves, 

TERRACOTTA RELIEF FROM
OLD BABYLONIAN PERIOD
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Old Babylonian period 
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left plays a drum, and a standing one on the right 

games were accompanied by music in the ancient 
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2. ANCIENT EGYPT

The mastaba of Ptahhotep II, at Saqqara, contains the oldest depiction of boxing 
training in ancient Egypt
kilted bare
celebration of raising the D
tomb of Meryre II may also be boxers
dynastic 
fighting
2.1 THE MASTABA OF PTAHHOTEP
On the south wall of the offering room of the mastaba of Ptahhotep II at Saqqara, 
dating back
to observ
hunting, fishin
each with an arm 
they appear to be going in opposite directions and each perhaps was attempting to free 
his own arm.
was part of a larger representation of 
men training for a fight.
legs. 
this means that Egypt 
to the available evidence, the fact remains that this sport 
Mesopotamia centuries before 
sport was imported from Mesopotamia to Egypt
discussion

Fig.
Dynasty
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ANCIENT EGYPT

The mastaba of Ptahhotep II, at Saqqara, contains the oldest depiction of boxing 
training in ancient Egypt
kilted bare-knuckled boxers participating alongside
celebration of raising the D
tomb of Meryre II may also be boxers
dynastic periods. However, they appeared in 
fighting, dating to the Greek

THE MASTABA OF PTAHHOTEP
On the south wall of the offering room of the mastaba of Ptahhotep II at Saqqara, 

ing back to Old Kingdom F
observe activities on his estate, including harvesting of papyrus, dancing, games, 

hunting, fishing, 
each with an arm 
they appear to be going in opposite directions and each perhaps was attempting to free 
his own arm.5 There was no hieroglyphic caption to the scene.
was part of a larger representation of 
men training for a fight.
legs.  This may be 
this means that Egypt 
to the available evidence, the fact remains that this sport 
Mesopotamia centuries before 
sport was imported from Mesopotamia to Egypt
discussion.  

ig. 6: South wall of offering
Dynasty; two men fighting like boxers on the second row from the left (under the arrow) 
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ANCIENT EGYPT 
The mastaba of Ptahhotep II, at Saqqara, contains the oldest depiction of boxing 
training in ancient Egypt1. The

knuckled boxers participating alongside
celebration of raising the Djed
tomb of Meryre II may also be boxers

periods. However, they appeared in 
to the Greek-

THE MASTABA OF PTAHHOTEP
On the south wall of the offering room of the mastaba of Ptahhotep II at Saqqara, 

Old Kingdom F
activities on his estate, including harvesting of papyrus, dancing, games, 

 etc. (Fig. 6)
each with an arm around the other
they appear to be going in opposite directions and each perhaps was attempting to free 

There was no hieroglyphic caption to the scene.
was part of a larger representation of 
men training for a fight. Here, the 

This may be the oldest evidence of boxing training in 
this means that Egypt and Mesopotamia 
to the available evidence, the fact remains that this sport 
Mesopotamia centuries before 
sport was imported from Mesopotamia to Egypt

outh wall of offering-
; two men fighting like boxers on the second row from the left (under the arrow) 
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The mastaba of Ptahhotep II, at Saqqara, contains the oldest depiction of boxing 
. The New Kingdom

knuckled boxers participating alongside
ed-pillar.2 A

tomb of Meryre II may also be boxers3. The boxers’ gloves did not appear in Egyptian 
periods. However, they appeared in 

-Roman period, 
THE MASTABA OF PTAHHOTEP

On the south wall of the offering room of the mastaba of Ptahhotep II at Saqqara, 
Old Kingdom Fifth Dynasty

activities on his estate, including harvesting of papyrus, dancing, games, 
6).4 In the second register

round the other’s neck
they appear to be going in opposite directions and each perhaps was attempting to free 

There was no hieroglyphic caption to the scene.
was part of a larger representation of wrestling figures and players, it showed two 

Here, the men 
the oldest evidence of boxing training in 

and Mesopotamia 
to the available evidence, the fact remains that this sport 
Mesopotamia centuries before Ancient Egypt
sport was imported from Mesopotamia to Egypt

-room of the mastaba of Ptahhotep II at Saqqara (D64), Fifth 
; two men fighting like boxers on the second row from the left (under the arrow) 

(Davies 1900: pl.xxi, xxiiia)
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The mastaba of Ptahhotep II, at Saqqara, contains the oldest depiction of boxing 
New Kingdom tomb of Kheruef (TT

knuckled boxers participating alongside
A contemporary pair of figures in the Amarna 
. The boxers’ gloves did not appear in Egyptian 

periods. However, they appeared in a represent
Roman period,  

THE MASTABA OF PTAHHOTEP, FIFTH DYNASTY (2560
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ynasty. The deceased Ptahhotep II 
activities on his estate, including harvesting of papyrus, dancing, games, 

In the second register
s neck and holding his other arm around his fellow; 

they appear to be going in opposite directions and each perhaps was attempting to free 
There was no hieroglyphic caption to the scene.

wrestling figures and players, it showed two 
men are training for a free fight, with hands and 

the oldest evidence of boxing training in 
and Mesopotamia might knew boxing 

to the available evidence, the fact remains that this sport 
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room of the mastaba of Ptahhotep II at Saqqara (D64), Fifth 
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The mastaba of Ptahhotep II, at Saqqara, contains the oldest depiction of boxing 
tomb of Kheruef (TT

knuckled boxers participating alongside other martial artists in the 
contemporary pair of figures in the Amarna 

. The boxers’ gloves did not appear in Egyptian 
representation of a cat and mouse

FIFTH DYNASTY (2560
On the south wall of the offering room of the mastaba of Ptahhotep II at Saqqara, 

he deceased Ptahhotep II 
activities on his estate, including harvesting of papyrus, dancing, games, 

In the second register,  two boys 
and holding his other arm around his fellow; 

they appear to be going in opposite directions and each perhaps was attempting to free 
There was no hieroglyphic caption to the scene.

wrestling figures and players, it showed two 
are training for a free fight, with hands and 

the oldest evidence of boxing training in A
knew boxing concurrently

to the available evidence, the fact remains that this sport 
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. The author 

room of the mastaba of Ptahhotep II at Saqqara (D64), Fifth 
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The mastaba of Ptahhotep II, at Saqqara, contains the oldest depiction of boxing 
192), shows 

other martial artists in the 
contemporary pair of figures in the Amarna 

. The boxers’ gloves did not appear in Egyptian 
ation of a cat and mouse 

2420 BCE) 
On the south wall of the offering room of the mastaba of Ptahhotep II at Saqqara, 

depicts twice 
activities on his estate, including harvesting of papyrus, dancing, games, 

standing together, 
and holding his other arm around his fellow; 

they appear to be going in opposite directions and each perhaps was attempting to free 
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2.1 THE TOMB OF KHERUEF
AMENHOTEP III 

The tomb of Kheruef, 
eighteenth dynasty private tombs.
the only source showing boxing in 
the men 
The three lower registers have processions of offering bearers and dancers
also performed
Amenhotep III
the depiction of  fighters of 
erection of Djed

F
Amenhotep III, 

 

All of the boxers had short hair and wore short kilts. They
combat stances with their hands balled into fists, some poses being repeated
In his analysis of the hieroglyphic text accompanying the boxers, C.
concluded from the attitude of the boxers that the word 
aggressive action, and he translated the term as 
which occurs six times, is clearly associated with a defensive position
protect".

                                        
1 PM. 
2 Decker & Foster., 
Nikephoros Beihefte 8
3 Decker., 
Guttmann
4The Epigraphic Survey, The Tomb of Kheruef, Theban Tomb 192, 
(http://oi.uchicago.edu
5 Decker & Herb & Brill, 
Leibsübungen
Le Sport Dans L
6 The Epigraphic Survey, 
https://oi.uchicago.edu/research/publications/oip/tomb
(1976) 
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THE TOMB OF KHERUEF
AMENHOTEP III 

The tomb of Kheruef, 
eighteenth dynasty private tombs.
the only source showing boxing in 

men as wrestlers
The three lower registers have processions of offering bearers and dancers
also performed, which
Amenhotep III4 (

depiction of  fighters of 
erection of Djed-

Fig. 7: Scene from the tomb of Kheruef
Amenhotep III, 

All of the boxers had short hair and wore short kilts. They
combat stances with their hands balled into fists, some poses being repeated
In his analysis of the hieroglyphic text accompanying the boxers, C.
concluded from the attitude of the boxers that the word 
aggressive action, and he translated the term as 
which occurs six times, is clearly associated with a defensive position
protect". De Vries 
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THE TOMB OF KHERUEF
AMENHOTEP III (1390

The tomb of Kheruef, TT 
eighteenth dynasty private tombs.
the only source showing boxing in 

as wrestlers3 (Figs. 7
The three lower registers have processions of offering bearers and dancers

, which were all
(Fig. 7). There are six pairs of boxers, divided into two groups, 

depiction of  fighters of 
-pillar.  

Scene from the tomb of Kheruef
Amenhotep III, Eighteenth D

All of the boxers had short hair and wore short kilts. They
combat stances with their hands balled into fists, some poses being repeated
In his analysis of the hieroglyphic text accompanying the boxers, C.
concluded from the attitude of the boxers that the word 
aggressive action, and he translated the term as 
which occurs six times, is clearly associated with a defensive position

De Vries suggests that the statement 
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THE TOMB OF KHERUEF 
(1390-1352 BCE
TT 192 in the Theban necropolis, was one of the largest 

eighteenth dynasty private tombs.1 W. Decker 
the only source showing boxing in ancient

7-9).  
The three lower registers have processions of offering bearers and dancers

were all part of 
There are six pairs of boxers, divided into two groups, 

depiction of  fighters of stick fencing

Scene from the tomb of Kheruef (TT
Dynasty (The Tomb of Kheruef, Theban Tomb 192,

Chicago,1980, pl.47

All of the boxers had short hair and wore short kilts. They
combat stances with their hands balled into fists, some poses being repeated
In his analysis of the hieroglyphic text accompanying the boxers, C.
concluded from the attitude of the boxers that the word 
aggressive action, and he translated the term as 
which occurs six times, is clearly associated with a defensive position

suggests that the statement 
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192 in the Theban necropolis, was one of the largest 
W. Decker and F. F
ncient Egypt.2 However, 

The three lower registers have processions of offering bearers and dancers
part of the celebration

There are six pairs of boxers, divided into two groups, 
encing. They are associated with the ritual of the 

(TT 192), celebration of the third Sed festival of 
(The Tomb of Kheruef, Theban Tomb 192,

Chicago,1980, pl.47). 

All of the boxers had short hair and wore short kilts. They
combat stances with their hands balled into fists, some poses being repeated
In his analysis of the hieroglyphic text accompanying the boxers, C.
concluded from the attitude of the boxers that the word 
aggressive action, and he translated the term as "to strike".
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times in the scenes
ʽAmenhotep III
performed in hono
which appears before the second pair of priests, without an obvious connection 
between the priest and the boxers.
do not have an opponent”.
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CONCLUSIONS 
Boxing in Mesopotamia has evidence that predates that originating from Egyptian contexts. It 
is depicted as a sport with regulations in the Sumerian and later cultures  of Mesopotamia. 
The earliest scene from Egypt is found in the Fifth Dynasty tomb of Ptahhotep, with people 
training for a sport that resembles boxing. This may be the oldest evidence of boxing training 
in ancient Egypt. If true, this means that Egypt knew boxing after Mesopotamia. According to 
the available evidence, the fact remains that this sport was practiced in Mesopotamia 
centuries before Ancient Egypt. The tomb of Kheruef, TT 192 in the Theban necropolis holds 
the first clear evidence of boxing as sport in ancient Egypt (Figs. 7-9). It remains as yet 
unknown whether boxing as a sport was imported from Mesopotamia to Egypt; the present 
author thinks this is possible (Tables 1-2). 

The appearance of gloves in Mesopotamia predates that in Egypt. Gloves appeared in the 
Early Dynastic Sumerian period in the third millennium BCE in Ancient Mesopotamian 
(Figs.1, 3 ,5). The boxers on the terracotta relief from Eshnunna have straps or bands around 
their wrists for support and protection (Fig. 5). There is no evidence that the boxers in 
Egyptian scenes were depicted wearing gloves, except for the scene from Memphis, dating 
back to the Greco-Roman Period (Fig. 12) kept at the Museum of Copenhagen. This first 
apparition in Egypt of gloves is more likely to be due to the Greek boxers than the 
Mesopotamian boxers. Sources of Greek-Roman period report that boxers wore gloves/straps.  

Some depictions of boxing in Mesopotamia, dating back to the third and second millennia, 
show that it was accompanied by music, either a harp or a drum (Figs. 1, 2, 5). On the 
contrary, there is no evidence that boxing was accompanied by music in Ancient Egypt. 

TABLE 1: COMPARISON BETWEEN EARLY BOXING 
REPRESENTATIONS IN ANCIENT EGYPT AND MESOPOTAMIA IN THE 
THIRD MILLENNIUM BCE. 

Origin Scene Date Gloves Music Trainer Boxing 

scene 

Iraq 

Museum, 

No. 9012 

Stone plaque 

(Figs. 1-2) 

Early Dynastic 

period (3000-

2350 BCE.) 

Yes Yes Yes? Yes 

Nintu 

Temple, 

Khafaji 

Terracotta 

fragment 

(Fig. 3) 

Early Dynastic 

period (3000-

2350 BCE.) 

No No No Yes 

Saqqara Mastaba of 

Ptahhotep II 

(Fig. 6) 

Old Kingdom, 5th 

Dynasty (2560-

2420 BCE.) 

No No Yes? yes 

 

TABLE 2: COMPARISON BETWEEN EARLY BOXING 

REPRESENTATIONS IN ANCIENT EGYPT AND MESOPOTAMIA IN THE 

SECOND MILLENNIUM BCE. 

Origin Scene Date Gloves/ Music Trainer Boxing 
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