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This book is based on the proceedings of an international conference held in 
Cairo in the fall of 2019, in the frame of the celebrations for the centenary of 
the American University in Cairo. It presents a series of very interesting articles 
dealing with women in Egypt from the birth of the Egyptian state under the 
pharaohs at the end of the fourth millennium bce to Late Antiquity and the 
Coptic period. The reader will find here a broad array of topics dealing with 
royalty as well as with the people of Egypt whose social position and agency 
are revealed through the titles inscribed with their (auto)biographies on the 
walls of their tombs or on artifacts found there.

With the new surge of feminist movements across the world during the last 
decades, research on women has increased noticeably. In the field of Egyptology, 
traditional considerations on the role of women in society, probably based on 
preconceptions of modern women’s agency in the Middle East, are often chal-
lenged by newly discovered data and by a revisiting of ancient documentation. 
These now confirm that ancient Egyptian women were not just decorative 
elements in the royal harim or servants of female divinities in the temples, but 
that they could have access to practically all walks of life through the activities 
they exercised both at home and outside their houses. They were probably 
more active in sectors like weaving or food production, which are essential to 
survival and could be performed inside the home, but their titles indicate 
clearly that they could have access to any profession they wanted when they 
had the proper qualifications. It is also clear that women’s contributions and 
visibility in society depended largely on their social class, economic power, and 
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closeness to the pharaoh, and that their agency fluctuated according to politi-
cal and historical circumstances.

That being said, one must remember that our knowledge is based on the 
documentation that we have and that this documentation largely depends on 
the hazards of excavation. The current data, for example, provide us with less 
material related to women from the First Intermediate Period and the Middle 
Kingdom than for the previous period. This could indicate that female agency, 
more visible during the early dynastic and Old Kingdom periods, lessened for 
a while during the First Intermediate Period and the Middle Kingdom only to 
reappear stronger afterward, as is evident from the much better documenta-
tion that we have from the New Kingdom and later periods. This, however, is 
unlikely as the Middle Kingdom was a brilliant period in Egyptian history, 
inducing creativity in all walks of life. 

It is fascinating to see how history repeats itself and how Egyptian women, 
both royal and ordinary, have always been active in moments of crisis, again 
playing roles corresponding to their positions in society. We know, for exam-
ple, of queens raising and encouraging troops during the wars against the 
Hyksos, such as Tetisheri and Ahmose-Nefertari; and ruling the country when 
a male heir to the throne was not immediately available, like MerytNeith, a 
queen of the Early Dynastic Period, and Sobekneferu, Hatshepsut, and 
Tawosret, to name a few. The biographies of other women of wealth mention 
their support and care for the poor, in this case adopting the classical phrase-
ology used in male discourse.

From the New Kingdom onward, the much richer documentation reveals 
more about women’s visibility and agency at all levels of the society. New titles 
appear, underlining the woman’s position at home, where she is not only the 
nbt pr (“mistress of the house”) with all the administrative and economic 
responsibility the role carries, but she is also called “sister” by her husband, 
meaning his equal. The words akh (“brother”) and okht (“sister”) still convey 
this sense of equality when used in Arabic today. Outside the home, we also 
find a new title: that of anxt n niwt, usually understood as “citizen” of a place. 
As for the queen, her status, already essential in the kingship ideology, is ele-
vated further with such titles as “Wife of the God” or “Votaress of the God.” 
This latter title gradually developed into “Hand of the God” after the New 
Kingdom, when it was held by a king’s daughter and identified her with the 
goddess Hathor in the solar/Heliopolitan creation myth. During her corona-
tion, her names were written in cartouches, clearly indicating that she held a 
politico-religious position similar only to that of the pharaoh whom she repre-
sented in Thebes. This position disappeared after the Twenty-sixth Dynasty, 
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but the power and agency of wealthy women continued, as is evident from 
burials of that period recently discovered in Saqqara.

Unfortunately, power is often stronger than justice and beauty, and the 
position of women in Egypt, so avant-garde in antiquity, received its first 
blows from the West with the conquest of Egypt by Alexander the Great and 
the Hellenization of Egypt—first by the Ptolemies and their imposition of 
Greek laws, then later by the Romans. In neither of those cultures did women 
possess the same freedom and power as they had in ancient Egypt. However, 
genius makes itself known even in restrictive circumstances. We recall the great 
female scholar, Hypatia, who lived in Alexandria under Roman rule, when 
Christianity reached Egypt. Despite the important contributions to society by 
her and others, principles of modesty in the new religion imposed less visibil-
ity upon women, who were often writing from within nunneries or from their 
homes. In contrast, in the Oxyrhynchus papyri, for example, we encounter 
priestesses working as letter writers, copyists of texts, and so forth.

In addition to investigating the social position and agency of Egyptian 
women in antiquity, this volume also presents a number of very interesting 
articles related to medical care for women’s health and fertility alongside med-
ical studies related to people of both genders.

Although these papers on Egyptian women in antiquity deal with subjects 
up until the Arab conquest of the country, it is important to note that, con-
trary to what the general public may believe, prestigious and influential women 
continued to exist in Egypt despite their visibility being controlled. Shajar 
al-Durr, who ruled Egypt briefly in the mid-thirteenth century when it was 
fighting the crusaders, is a famous example. In modern Egypt, feminist move-
ments have been well documented for a little over a century. The first and most 
famous of those was probably that of 1919 led by Hoda Sha‘arawy, a young, 
intellectual, upper-class activist who organized the largest women’s anti-British 
demonstration for the independence of Egypt, walking the streets of Cairo 
alongside men. In 1923, she founded the Egyptian Feminist Union, which she 
led until her death in 1947. After Sha‘arawy’s death, the activities of the Union 
slowly decreased until they finally stopped. Yet this first feminist organization 
incited the birth of over a thousand subsequent women’s organizations across 
Egypt and, with the opening of the first Egyptian national university in Giza 
around 1925, accepting both male and female students, women began to 
graduate and work in all professions, including aviation and engineering. 
Today women are employed everywhere in Egypt and, as always in periods of 
crisis—as in the January 2011 upheavals—they have stood with their male 
compatriots on the streets. It is appropriate then that in October of that same 
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year, the Egyptian Feminist Union was reestablished under the leadership of 
Dr. Hoda Badran.

Throughout the long history of Egypt, women have contributed to the 
maintenance, continuation, and development of their culture and society. 
Their visibility in the records has varied according to their social class and 
economic power. In periods of crisis, educated women have always stood 
alongside their male compatriots, faced adverse situations, and encouraged 
and gathered around them strong women from different backgrounds. This 
point emphasizes once more the importance of education and economic 
autonomy for the empowerment of women and for the establishment of 
equality between genders in modern societies.
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Moving Beyond Gender Bias
Mariam F. ayad

1

Ancient Egyptian culture is very well documented.1 Its long history spans 
at least three millennia, and more if we consider cultural survivals into the 
Hellenistic, Roman, and Late Antique periods. Thousands of hieroglyphic 
inscriptions survive on temple and tomb walls, on stone slab stelae, and on 
various sorts of funerary equipment (offering tables, coffins and sarcophagi, 
canopic jars, and shabti figurines, to name a few). In addition to these religious 
texts, thousands of other texts dealing with various aspects of daily life survive 
on ostraca and papyrus fragments. Comprising administrative texts, personal 
letters, legal documents, tax receipts, and a myriad of other business-related 
documents, these texts are written in the cursive scripts of hieratic and 
demotic, and later, in Greek or Coptic. Egyptian women appear in all these 
texts, sometimes as the central figure in a text or on a monument, and other 
times less focally as a family member appearing in a tomb scene next to the 
tomb owner or mentioned in someone’s genealogy or in personal 
correspondence. 

Since the late 1960s, numerous studies and doctoral dissertations have 
focused on the role of ancient Egyptian women in their society, with books 
dealing with women in ancient Egypt appearing on an almost annual basis 
since the early 1990s.2 With their ability to work outside the home, inherit 
and dispose of property, initiate divorce, testify in court, and serve on a local 
town council (qnbt),3 women in ancient Egypt exercised more legal rights and 
economic independence than their counterparts throughout antiquity.4 Yet we 
still encounter statements in current scholarship that misrepresent ancient 
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Egyptian women by undermining their role(s) in their society and particularly 
their ability to act independently. This dismissive attitude is most obvious in 
three areas in particular: 1) women exercising power; 2) women’s economic 
independence; 3) and female literacy. As will be demonstrated below, this dis-
missive attitude and associated labels are not grounded in evidence, but reflect 
a modern, predominately male, scholarly bias regarding what constitutes fem-
ininity and the accompanying notions of what women could do.

Women Exercising Power
Traditional attitudes regarding women exercising power in ancient Egypt share 
the assumption that women held their positions and titles in name only while 
a male relative or high-ranking official wielded actual power or pulled strings 
behind the scenes. This underlying assumption has been repeated in one way 
or another in published scholarship almost irrespective of the surviving evi-
dence. In the next few paragraphs, I will discuss three illustrative examples 
where such attitudes are most pronounced.

Hatshepsut
The clearest example of this attitude is Hatshepsut, whose transformation 
from royal wife and sister into a reigning king in her own right has long fasci-
nated Egyptologists. Although recent scholarship has attempted to rectify our 
views of Hatshepsut,5 Gardiner’s view of her reign has dominated the field, 
primarily because his Egypt of the Pharaohs: An Introduction continues to be 
used as a textbook in introductory courses on the history of ancient Egypt. In 
it, he writes: “It is not to be imagined, however, that even a woman of the 
most virile character could have attained such a pinnacle of power without 
masculine support.”6 Echoes of that view may still be found in more recent 
history books. For example, we read that “during her lifetime, [Hatshepsut] 
faced less opposition than might have been expected . . . [having] relied on a 
certain number of prominent figures of whom the foremost was a man called 
Senenmut.”7 Senenmut held several important positions: he was the chief 
overseer of works of Amun in Djeser-djeseru (Hatsheput’s funerary temple at 
Deir al-Bahari) and, more importantly, he was entrusted with the education 
of Hatshepsut’s only daughter, Neferure, becoming her tutor, often appearing 
in statues with her on his lap or wrapped in his cloak. As chief steward of 
Amun, Senenmut must have also supervised the construction of the new 
Temple of Mut in the southern precinct of Karnak.8 The idea that Senenmut’s 
rise to power was a result of his “intimate relations with the queen” may still 
be found in history textbooks,9 although there is no reliable evidence of such 
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a love affair,10 of him holding power independently of Queen Hatshepsut, or 
of him making or influencing important decisions. In fact, neither Senenmut’s 
rise to prominence from obscurity nor his appointment to multiple positions 
in various administrative and religious spheres is unique. Hatshepsut’s 
appointment of several other trusted officials into key administrative, reli-
gious, military, and economic positions allowed her to create overlapping and 
intersecting spheres of power, which in turn allowed her to insert herself in 
every aspect of the country’s administration.11 So, while previously the focus 
has been on Senenmut’s rise to power as an example of how a senior male 
official held real power, viewing his career in a broader context as one of sev-
eral senior administrators appointed by Hatshepsut illustrates not his unique 
power but the queen’s.

Additionally, Hatshepsut implemented a very elaborate religious program 
that included the instigation of several key religious festivals and the promo-
tion of the cult of the goddess Mut at Karnak.12 In her funerary temple at Deir 
al-Bahari, Hatshepsut also gave pictorial form to the myth of royal divine 
conception and birth, wherein Amun-Re took on the form of her earthly 
father during a conjugal union with the queen mother. The impregnated 
queen later gave birth to baby Hatshepsut, who is subsequently presented to 
various gods. Later, that cycle of scenes was copied by Amenhotep III and 
inscribed verbatim on the walls of the Luxor Temple.13 Politically and ideolog-
ically, Hatshepsut further affirmed her legitimacy to rule by claiming 
responsibility for the expulsion of the Hyksos more than 150 years after their 
departure from Egypt.14 During her twenty-year reign, Hatshepsut mounted a 
seafaring expedition to the land of Punt15 and launched four to six military 
campaigns, possibly leading one herself.16 Yet her reign is often described as 
“peaceable,” and her campaigns “few in number and . . . undertaken on a lim-
ited scale.”17 Similarly, her titulary, iconography, and textual pronouncements 
have been labeled as propagandistic “fabrication(s)” aimed to legitimate an 
otherwise unacceptable reign.18 However, such labels may reflect a modern, 
predominately male scholarly bias regarding what constitutes femininity and 
the accompanying notions of womanly inclinations and capabilities.19 

Hatshepsut’s adoption of royal titles, regalia, and iconography were part of 
the legitimation process of a new king.20 She was neither a lovestruck figure-
head doing the bidding of a powerful male lover nor a manipulative usurper 
scheming to steal what was not rightfully hers. Instead, as Williamson sug-
gests, Hatshepsut’s ascent to power was necessitated by a compelling national 
crisis and the subsequent power vacuum and was thus well within the legiti-
mate religious and political framework of her milieu.21
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The idea that an influential woman must have been a figurehead manipu-
lated by powerful male subordinates is not limited to Hatshepsut alone nor is 
it confined to older, dated scholarship.

The God’s Wife of Amun
The same dismissive attitude may also be found in connection with the women 
who held the title of God’s Wife of Amun (GWA) during the Third Intermediate 
and Saite periods. The title first appears in its full form, Hmt nTr n Imn, at the 
beginning of the Eighteenth Dynasty, when Ahmose conferred the title on his 
Chief Royal Wife, Ahmose-Nefertari.22 He also established an endowment 
associated with this office that “no future king” would be able to revoke.23 The 
title continued to be held by royal wives, including Hatshepsut, who often 
used it as her sole title, indicating that perhaps it was her favorite title. But 
shortly after Hatshepsut’s reign, the title fell into abeyance. Later, in the polit-
ically tumultuous Third Intermediate Period, Osorkon III of the Twenty-third 
Dynasty revived the title, but instead of giving it to a royal wife, his royal 
daughter, Shepenwepet I, became a GWA. Her appointment served to consol-
idate his power in the Theban region. Four more princesses became GWA: two 
were Nubian—Amenirdis I and Shepenwepet II—and two were Saite—
Nitocris and Ankhnesneferibre. In those uncertain times of dynastic change, 
the GWA became instrumental in achieving a smooth transition of power in 
the Theban region.24 With the position of the high priest of Amun vacant for 
over fifty years, the Nubian GWAs became the highest-ranking individuals at 
Karnak, at the head of the Theban clergy.25 As evidenced by the Nitocris 
Adoption Stela, the estates of GWAs were not limited to the Theban region. 
Furthermore, a newly installed GWA was provided with vast amounts of daily 
and monthly rations.26 As a result, the cumulative wealth of a GWA only 
increased with time. Despite the tremendous religious power and economic 
independence that these royal princesses enjoyed, their influence and effective-
ness have been regularly undermined by scholars in several ways, some of 
which have already been discussed in the treatment of Hatshepsut.

For instance, the GWA’s role in temple ritual has often been inaccurately 
sexualized.27 Like other representations of musicians and dancers, scenes showing 
a GWA playing the sistrum before Amun-Re have been interpreted as aimed at 
arousing the god sexually. I have argued elsewhere against this interpretation.28 In 
the Karnak chapel of Osiris, Ruler of Eternity (HqA Dt), originally built under 
Libyan rule and later enlarged by the Nubians, an inscription captioning a scene 
showing Amenirdis I playing the sistrum before Amun-Re clearly states that “her 
father is pleased with her,” not because of her music, voice, or appearance, but 
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rather because she had “erected her monument for her father, Osiris, Ruler of 
Eternity. She erected for him an august temple <for> her Lord, a place for eternity 
through the work of knowledgeable craftsmen in a work project for eternity.”29 

Likewise, further undermining the power and influence of the GWA, Redford 
asserted that real power lay in the hands of the high-ranking Theban adminis-
trators in the employ of the GWA and further suggested that the GWA’s court 
“was more a theme park than city hall.”30 This clever turn of phrase manages to 
trivialize the GWA by applying infantilizing language to their court, while 
simultaneously denying them the more official-sounding “city hall,” which is, 
by implication, considered as a necessarily masculine space.

Similarly, a distinct aversion to using proper vocabulary can be seen when 
describing iconographic scenes depicting the GWA participating in what were 
traditionally exclusively royal rites. On the jambs leading into the Libyan sec-
tion of the chapel of Osiris, Ruler of Eternity (HqA Dt), Shepenwepet I appears 
four times in two sets of symmetrically opposed scenes. On the upper register 
of both jambs, she is suckled by a goddess, while on the lower register, Amun 
places elaborate crowns on her head.31 However, when these scenes were first 
published, Fazzini chose to caption them as “Amun . . . adjusts or imposes the 
GWA Shepenwepet I headdress.”32 Fazzini’s overly cautious choice of words 
obscures the fact that the king’s crowning scenes are very similarly depicted. In 
fact, scenes of suckling and crowning are commonly found in the king’s coro-
nation cycle and are part of his legitimation process. The milk of a goddess was 
believed to imbue the king with his divinity.33 Shepenwepet’s scenes should be  
similarly interpreted as part of her investiture as GWA.

I have argued elsewhere that each of the five GWA built on and expanded 
on the legitimacy and privileges acquired by her predecessor.34 This trend 
includes the gradual assumption of priestly duties,35 which culminated in 
Ankhnesneferibre officially becoming the High Priest of Amun (HPA), even 
prior to her appointment as GWA. Notably, she is named HPA three times on 
her adoption stela.36 Disregarding her attainment of the high priesthood of 
Amun, a privilege never accorded a woman before, some have suggested that 
Ankhnesneferibre’s accumulation of titles and epithets was a sign of weakness, 
not an expression of her increasingly far-reaching powers.37

A Female Vizier?
Toward the end of the Sixth Dynasty, Nebet, an elite woman, held the title of 
vizier. She is known from a funerary stela (CG 1758) bearing her name and 
title, TAtyt, a feminized form of the Egyptian term for vizier.38 The stela, which 
was recovered from Abydos, shows Nebet standing, facing right, and holding 
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a lotus flower to her nose (fig. 1.1). Opposite her, on the right side of the 
stela, a man is depicted standing facing her. He is represented at a slightly 
larger scale, possibly to indicate his anatomically larger size or his more ele-
vated status. Although scale was regularly used to indicate status in Egyptian 
art,39 Nebet’s rightward orientation breaks away from the more conventional 
way of depicting couples in two-dimensional art. Typically, the rightward 
orientation—considered to be the position of primacy—would be reserved 
for the man.40

Fig. 1.1. Nebet standing on 
the left, her titles inscribed 
in the three columns just 
above her figure. Stela gC 
1578 from abydos.
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Explanations of Nebet’s title and epithets, seemingly unique until the 
Twenty-sixth Dynasty,41 are wide-ranging and occasionally contradictory. 
Although there is no agreement on whether the titles were conferred upon her 
during her own lifetime or posthumously, either way, they are considered 
“wholly honorific.”42 Fischer and Strudwick have assumed that if indeed Nebet 
held the title of vizier during her lifetime, then she would have held the title in 
name only, while her husband performed the duties of vizier.43 Although there 
is no evidence of this peculiar arrangement occurring in this particular case or 
indeed ever in Egypt’s long history, the idea of “job sharing” has been repeated 
several times in conjunction with Nebet. In an alternate theory, Nebet acquired 
the titles posthumously in an attempt to elevate her status and obscure her oth-
erwise humble background after two of her descendants married into the royal 
family and became mothers to kings Merenre and Pepi II.44 However, the fam-
ily’s status would have been equally elevated—possibly even more effectively 
so—if the title of vizier had been given to her husband instead.45 Behind the 
different theories, which are sometimes espoused simultaneously despite their 
contradictory premises,46 is the assumption that Nebet, and by extension her 
descendants, came from a common or nonroyal background and that this was 
a situation that needed to be remedied somehow, even if posthumously. In a 
recent article, however, Kanawati has argued that Nebet may actually have been 
a member of the extended royal family, and suggested that she was the daughter 
of King Wenis and his wife Nebet.47 By marrying two of her daughters, Pepi I 
would have married two of his own cousins, not two commoners.48 Nebet’s 
appointment as vizier would then have been part of a deliberate royal strategy 
aimed at consolidating royal power by appointing trusted members of the royal 
entourage, or family, into key government positions.49 Kanawati’s explanation 
of Nebet’s exceptional position seems more plausible than a convoluted, and 
equally exceptional, posthumous honorific appointment. Be that as it may, 
there are several documented instances in Egyptian history where we find kings 
hailing from modest backgrounds or marrying into nonroyal families, boasting 
about their rise to power or the families they married into or, at the very least, 
not attempting to obscure their backgrounds by awarding titles, posthumously, 
to deceased family members.50 Underlying these various theories is a deep-
rooted belief that a woman could have never become a vizier in ancient Egypt, 
and if the evidence indicates otherwise, then it must be explained away, dis-
missed, or ignored altogether.51 Nebet’s title as vizier is indeed intriguing, as are 
her other epithets, but it seems that several prominent scholars are willing to 
consider all imaginable possibilities except that Nebet may have actually per-
formed the duties of vizier.
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On Women’s Economic Independence
Egyptian women, especially of the Old Kingdom, certainly held religious and 
administrative titles. Several Old Kingdom women are known to have been 
responsible for the burials of their sons, indicating that these mothers had 
accumulated enough economic resources to pay for the construction and dec-
oration of their sons’ tombs.52 Later, in the New Kingdom, the evidence 
suggests that women had a measure of autonomy regarding the dispensation 
of their resources. For example, we know from Ramesside documents that 
women could indeed dispose of their property as they wished, disinheriting 
some and bequeathing property to others.53

Yet evidence for women’s employment and their economic independence 
has been regularly undermined or dismissed altogether. All too often, evidence 
of women’s employment outside the home, as signified by their titles, is down-
played, their titles considered “honorific.”54 Women’s titles in the temple and 
the administration are hardly, if ever, viewed as potentially income-generat-
ing.55 For example, Fischer presents evidence of two Old Kingdom sisters, 
both of whom held a feminized version of the title “director of the works,” but 
he dismisses the possibility that their titles could have entailed any supervisory 
duties, arguing that “the term ‘director’ [was] a relative one,” and suggesting, 
once again, that their titles were honorific.56 In this volume, Kelly presents 
some of the results of her doctoral research and argues that women’s titles in 
the Old Kingdom could indeed reflect their activity in the economic domain.57

Noting the fragmentary nature of the evidence, Quirke points out that two 
of the “most splendid sets of burial equipment” belong to women, suggesting 
that the women, both chantresses, may have acquired their wealth not only 
through inheritance but possibly due to their association with the choral ser-
vice in the temple, which would have allowed them a “share in the divine 
estates.”58

Apart from temple service, women’s involvement in income-generating 
activities has been downplayed by scholars. For example, the feminine title 
Smst is usually translated as “handmaiden” or “maidservant,”59 while a mascu-
line version of the title, Smsw, has been understood as “guard” or “bodyguard,” 
depending on the context.60 The widely varying translations obscure the fact 
that both the masculine and feminine versions of the title share the same root. 
A gender-neutral, literal translation of “follower” (or “retainer”),61 would 
convey the original sense of the Egyptian title while simultaneously avoiding 
the denigration of the women who held this title.

In a similar manner, while several women are labeled as “female scribes” 
(sSt/sXAt) on objects dating to the Middle Kingdom,62 the evidence for such 
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women has been dismissed, ignored, or misinterpreted. In several instances, 
the argument has been that the final letter, the feminine marker “t,” is missing 
or that it is a mistakenly read, superfluous blot of ink or surface damage.63 At 
other times, the hieratic sign for sS/sXA itself has been called into question.64

The most creative dismissal of “female scribes,” however, may be traced 
back to a short article published by Posener in 1969. In it, he rejected the 
possibility that the female holders of the title sSt/sXAt nt r.s, literally translated 
as “(female) scribe of her mouth,” were scribes acting in a secretarial capacity 
in the service of other women, suggesting instead that they were cosmeticians, 
who would arguably apply lip liner to the mouths of the elite women they 
served.65 Regrettably, Posener’s translation of the title as “make-up artist” or 
“cosmetician” was uncritically accepted and included in such standard refer-
ence works as Ward’s Index to Middle Kingdom Titles and Essays on Feminine 
Titles.66 Although Fischer pointed out that the Egyptians did not use lip liners 
and that a cosmetician’s title would have referred to eyes rather than lips or the 
mouth, the translation of the title as “beautician” or “cosmetician” persisted 
even after the publication of Fischer’s 1976 essay.67 One of the main reasons 
cited for adhering to Posener’s translation is that this title occurs among a list 
of subordinates that include hairdressers,68 a point that was deemed irrelevant 
by Bryan.69

I have argued elsewhere that the title should really be translated as 
“(female)-scribe of her utterance.”70 The possessive in the title remains enig-
matic and could be taken as a reference to an elite woman in whose service a 
female scribe worked, possibly taking down dictation and generally acting as a 
secretary or personal assistant.71 Evidence of women serving women abounds, 
and ranges from the Old Kingdom up to the Late Period.72 An alternate inter-
pretation would view the possessive after “utterance,” r.s, as referring to the 
female scribe herself, not her mistress, leading to a translation of the epithet as 
a “scribe of her [own] utterance.” According to this interpretation, the title 
would refer to some sort of a creative composition on the part of the female 
scribe, possibly as a lyricist. In my view, either interpretation would better 
resolve the issues posed by the preposition and associated pronoun than 
Fischer’s suggestion that the title describes a “woman who was able to report 
on inventory and accounts as a scribe did, but orally.”73

However that may be, it seems reasonable to link the reluctance to acknowl-
edge female scribes with the broader discussion of female literacy in ancient 
Egypt and the seemingly relentless effort to dismiss evidence pointing to wom-
en’s literacy.



10 MOvINg bEyONd gENdEr bIaS

On Female Literacy
Attitudes toward evidence pointing to female literacy have not been much 
different from attitudes toward females holding power and influence or being 
economically independent. In 1983, Baines and Eyre published an article on 
literacy in ancient Egypt in which they briefly discussed the issue of female 
literacy in ancient Egypt.74 In that article, they narrowly defined literate per-
sons as “those who completed their training and then exercised a literate 
function in adult life.”75 They then used that definition to estimate the per-
centage of literacy in ancient Egyptian society, which they placed at 1 percent 
for the general population and ranging between 5 and 7.5 percent for the 
community of workers at Deir al-Medina.76 These percentages, however, have 
been criticized as too low for a culture as prolific as that of ancient Egypt, and 
the methodology and models used to arrive at these estimates have been ques-
tioned.77 Using this narrow definition excludes not just women, but also a 
sizable portion of Egyptian society.

It is remarkable that, in their discussion of female literacy, the authors do 
not acknowledge that women bearing administrative titles would have needed 
to be literate in order to fulfill their official duties. Rather, they dismissively 
consider female administrative titles as honorific, exceptional, or unworthy of 
inclusion because most of these titles are attested in the service of other women. 
Thus, Nebet’s employment as vizier is deemed “uncertain” at best, while the 
Middle Kingdom scarabs of female scribes are but a few that “must naturally 
be set against the thousands of known scarabs with male titles.”78 Ireteru, a 
Twenty-sixth Dynasty female scribe in the employ of the God’s Wife Nitocris, 
is mentioned in this context, but the authors seem ambivalent about the evi-
dence, writing that “the title ‘female scribe’ was itself striking enough to convey 
an important message of status.”79 Others have considered the evidence pro-
vided by her titles “too late” to be relevant for discussions of female literacy in 
earlier periods.80

The debate regarding Nebet’s titles has been summarized above and does 
not need to be repeated here, but the evidence for Middle Kingdom female 
scribes extends beyond the few scarabs cited by Baines and Eyre. In addition 
to p.Boulaq 18, discussed above, women are identified as sSt/sXAt, or “female 
scribes,” on several Middle Kingdom stelae.81 Further, since the publication of 
their remarks on Ireteru, her tomb has been excavated by the South Asasif 
Project and more information regarding her status and titles has emerged.82

As for women working for women, it is not only conceivable but also quite 
probable that a queen or a princess, as well as other elite women, would need 
to use the services of an underling to do their accounting, correspondence, and 
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so forth. Indeed, the God’s Wives of Amun had an extensive staff of male and 
female attendants from the early Eighteenth Dynasty through the end of the 
Twenty-sixth Dynasty,83 as did the queens of the Old, Middle, and New 
Kingdoms. In fact, the evidence suggests that Queen Ashayet employed one or 
more female scribes who were considered important enough to be included in 
the inscriptions on the queen’s coffin (CG 47267).84 On the interior of her 
coffin, a hieratic inscription identified a woman carrying a jar and a mirror as 
a (female) scribe. On the coffin’s exterior, a woman leads the queen by the 
hand.85 She is labeled as a “scribe.” However, since the signs are not fully 
carved, the identification remains tenuous, leading Bryan to consider this as 
the “most ambiguous example.”86

Baines and Eyre used five categories of evidence in their assessment of lit-
eracy: iconographic scenes and material objects such as scribal palettes; titles; 
letters (to the living and to the dead); and (auto-)biographical texts. However, 
in their discussion of female literacy, they fail to treat two categories that may 
point to female literacy: iconographic evidence and (auto-)biographical texts.

In the Sixth Dynasty tomb of Princess Seshseshet Idut in Saqqara, the 
princess is represented standing in a boat, sniffing a lotus flower as she inspects 
six registers of attendants, hunting, fishing, and snaring birds. She wears a 
tight sheath dress, anklets, and a sidelock of youth. Her larger-than-life scale 
of representation points to her importance. Behind Idut, at a much smaller 
scale, is a female attendant who is identified as “mnat nbt.” Represented behind 
both women is a scribal kit depicted atop a scribal desk (fig. 1.2).87 The 
Egyptian title mna/mnat is attested for both men and women. When a woman 
is labeled as mnat, the title has traditionally been taken to indicate that she was 
a “wet nurse.” However, when men hold the masculine version of the title, it 
is typically translated as “tutor.”88 The scribal kit and box represented behind 
the two standing women may then indicate that Nebet was Idut’s governess, or 
that either or both women were proud of their ability to write. Regardless, the 
message is that it was acceptable for a woman to indicate her possession of 
such items, thus indicating her literacy visually.

Instead of contemplating the significance of depicting this scribal kit, this 
scene has typically been excluded from all discussion. Idut’s tomb was origi-
nally intended for the use of a male official. Accordingly, the assumption has 
been that the writing equipment belonged to the tomb’s previous owner and 
should not be considered as Idut’s or her attendant’s. Their presence in this 
scene is thus dismissed as a mistake or an oversight on the part of the ancient 
artists and scribes. In actuality, this is not the case. In her doctoral research 
examining female reuse of previously decorated tombs, Betbeze was able to 
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demonstrate that when women appropriated tombs originally decorated for 
male officials, scenes that were inappropriate for female use were recarved and 
repainted.89 Those scenes that were considered suitable and acceptable for the 
use of females were retained. Thus, even if the scribal desk and kit had been 
part of the tomb’s original decorative scheme, the fact that they were retained 
for Idut’s use indicates that it was acceptable for a woman in her position, a 
princess and an “overseer of cloth,”90 to possess and use writing equipment.

Further iconographic evidence of women possessing scribal kits was col-
lected and published by Bryan in 1985.91 In five New Kingdom Theban tombs, 
writing equipment appears underneath the chairs of women, where normally 
one might find prestige objects such as mirrors, unguent jars, or the occasional 
pet baboon.92 In a few instances, the women seem to share their seat with a 
husband, or their separate seats overlap in the representation (e.g., fig. 1.3). 

Fig. 1.2. Idut standing, a scribal box behind her, Hall b, west wall (= pM III2, 617 
and plan lxIII (7)).
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This arrangement has led some scholars to suggest that the scribal kits actually 
belonged to the men and not to the women. However, this is not the case in 
the five tombs studied by Bryan, including TT 148, where male and female 
members of the deceased’s family are depicted seated on separate, non-overlap-
ping chairs.93 Underneath each chair is a prestige object: an unguent jar or a 
scribal pouch (fig. 1.4), but the assignment of objects does not seem to be 
gender-specific. Several of the women have scribal pouches underneath their 
chairs, just as several men have unguent jars under theirs.

Fig. 1.3. Henuttawy and Menna seated, a scribal kit under her seat, Tomb of 
Menna (TT 69), broad Hall, right

Fig. 1.4. Tomb of amenemope (TT 148), broad Hall, southern Statue room, west wall
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While it might be argued that the interpretation of such iconographic 
scenes is up for debate, one would think that scribal palettes, inscribed with a 
woman’s name, would provide sufficient evidence of that woman’s literacy. Yet 
that has not been the case, as the evidence provided by women’s palettes has 
been deemed inconclusive. For example, a scribal palette bearing the name of 
Akhenaten’s daughter, Princess Meketaten (MMA 26.7.1295), has been vari-
ously interpreted as a votive object, a toy, or even a painter’s palette.94 Contrary 
to Hayes’s assessment, this ivory palette, with its four ink wells (of red, black, 
and yellow pigments), is reasonably sized to have been used by a royal prin-
cess.95 Furthermore, as Bryan pointed out, the presence of a pen holder in this 
palette sets it apart from other known painters’ palettes.96 In Dorothea Arnold’s 
assessment, Meketaten’s is a “writing palette.”97 A pen holder is also found in 
another palette belonging to another Amarna princess, Meritaten, whose pal-
ette was discovered in Tutankhamun’s tomb.98 Baines and Eyre considered 
Meritaten’s palette (but not Meketaten’s) in their discussion of female literacy, 
suggesting that its small size made it only usable for painting a “vignette or 
figured ostracon.”99 Size, coupled with the atypical presence of several colored 
pigments (white, yellow, green, and traces of blue in addition to the more typ-
ical red and black pigments normally associated with scribal palettes) led 
Baines and Eyre to discount it as evidence of the literacy of its royal owner. 
Although a royal princess could conceivably have had access to a luxury item 
with luxury pigments and would not have been limited to what was commonly 
available to regular scribes, the lighter pigments (white and yellow) especially 
seem to indicate that Meritaten’s palette may indeed have been used for paint-
ing rather than writing. That does not preclude, however, that a royal princess, 
especially of the Amarna Period, would have had access to a palace education.

Finally, by omitting from their discussion the evidence for women’s (auto-)
biographical texts, Baines and Eyre further assumed that women did not possess 
this particular marker of literacy. But (auto-)biographical texts are attested for 
women. An Eleventh Dynasty biographical text was discovered in Bersha and at 
least four different inscriptions dating from the Twenty-second to the Twenty-
sixth Dynasties have been published and discussed in recent scholarship.100

The next category of evidence that Baines and Eyre used in their essay is 
“letters to the living and to the dead.” Once more, they dismissed letters 
addressed by or to women on the assumption that they might have been writ-
ten by someone else.101 A similar opinion that has been echoed more recently 
as well is that “[i]t is practically impossible, however, to prove that women 
penned the letters themselves, and it remains a plausible possibility that they 
dictated the letters to a literate person.”102 The implication is that such a 
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“literate person” would be some male relative or professional scribe. However, 
this and similar statements do not take into account that notes from and to 
women are frequently very brief, often abrupt, lack the florid language of more 
formal letters, and would not need the services of a scribe. Moreover, some of 
the women’s notes to one another discuss very personal matters that would 
best remain private.103

By very narrowly defining literacy as a skill needed for a professional role 
in the administration, Baines and Eyre managed to exclude not only women 
but also the vast majority of ancient Egypt’s population from the “literate 
classes.” Applying those stringent criteria to women, they engaged in what has 
been called the “‘add women and stir’ approach . . . where gender issues are 
tacked on to existing, usually androcentric, paradigms.”104 Despite various 
flaws in their methodology, pointed out by Lesko and others, their suggested 
literacy rate of 1 percent for the general population during the Old Kingdom 
has now acquired the status of “fact.” It is a status never originally intended by 
the authors, who wrote that their article was meant to generate discussion on 
the issue of literacy in ancient Egypt.105 A more nuanced approach to female 
literacy, and literacy in general, may be found in Szpakowska’s discussion of 
this issue, in which she acknowledges that reading and writing, while related 
abilities, are two different skill sets.106

Concluding Remarks
In ignoring the evidence for women’s (auto-)biographical texts and not consid-
ering iconographic evidence showing women in possession of scribal kits, Baines 
and Eyre discounted two major elements from their consideration of female lit-
eracy. While they may not have been aware of the evidence at the time of their 
article’s original publication in 1983, it is remarkable that these elements were 
not considered in the updated version of the article, published in 2007.

While applying their own androcentric criteria to female literacy, insisting 
on examining the evidence for women’s literacy through the very narrow lens 
of administrative function, Baines and Eyre went a step further. They set about 
dismissing all evidence for female involvement in the administration, as seen 
in their discussion of the Old Kingdom vizier Nebet and Middle Kingdom 
female scribes, as well as downplaying the impact of women working in the 
service of other women and the need for at least some of them to be literate in 
order to carry out their duties. The tendency to downplay the impact of wom-
en’s work is not limited to its potential impact on literacy rates but extends to 
issues pertaining to women’s earning power and implications about their work 
outside the home.
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When elite women are shown to have held titles denoting work outside the 
home, their titles are considered “honorific” (e.g., Smayt, Hmt-nTr, and TAyt), 
bearing no actual responsibility, or are interpreted in an inaccurate or overly 
sexualized manner (e.g. Xkrt-nsw, xnrwt, and Hmt-nTr).

Male and female titles sharing the same root have been translated in dras-
tically different ways. For example, as mentioned previously, Smsw may be 
translated as “guard” when found in association with the king or his palace, 
but its feminine counterpart, Smst, is translated as “handmaiden” or “maidser-
vant.” A more gender-neutral and literal translation of this title as simply 
“follower” might be more prudent.

Unfounded sexualized interpretations of female titles can be seen, for 
instance, in the interpretation of the feminine title Xkrt-nsw. That title was 
initially interpreted as “concubine,” but careful examination of the women 
who held it demonstrates that the title was borne by high-ranking provincial 
women who were connected to the royal palace. Eventually, the revisionist 
translation of “lady-in-waiting” became a standard way of translating this 
title.107 Conversely, xnr/xnrwt is still regularly translated as “harim,” despite 
several studies showing the unsuitability of this interpretation.108

In spite of consistent efforts by (predominately female) Egyptologists from 
the late 1970s onward, titles and epithets denoting ancient Egyptian women’s 
work outside the home still are often dismissed as honorific, or treated in an 
overly sexualized manner, or reduced to servant status. Considered separately, 
some of these arguments may appear cogent, logical, or even plausible. However, 
viewed collectively, they have the effect of a concerted effort—conscious or 
unconscious—to undermine ancient Egyptian women’s agency, as seen in their 
ability to exercise power in influential positions, in their self-expression through 
written modes of communication, or in exercising economic autonomy.

The studies presented in this volume aim to help correct this skewed view 
of ancient Egyptian women. The volume commences with a thorough exam-
ination of the earliest written evidence of Egyptian women, both royal and 
nonroyal, followed by six studies dealing with Egyptian queens. Ten papers, 
representing the bulk of the studies presented in this volume, deal with evi-
dence pointing to the legal status and economic role of nonroyal women from 
the First Dynasty through the Old, Middle, and New Kingdoms, the Late 
Period, the Greco-Roman Period, and up to the fifth century ce. Within this 
sweeping chronological range, each work is intensely focused on the evidence 
recovered from a particular site or a specific time period. Two studies deal with 
the funerary texts and funerary equipment of elite women of the New 
Kingdom and Third Intermediate Period, while three focus on the female 
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body, its health and adornment. This volume concludes with a chapter that 
examines female bodily adornment and tattoos. Rather than following a 
strictly chronological arrangement in this volume, a thematic presentation 
enables the readers to discern diachronic patterns of continuity and change 
within each group of women. It is hoped that this volume will be the first 
among many in a series focused on current research on women in ancient 
Egypt resulting from meetings similar to the one held at the American 
University in Cairo in Fall 2019, where we can come together to compare 
notes and learn from one another.
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