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Precis 

Nefertiti and Hatshepsut are well-known Egyptian queens, but few people are familiar with 

other note-worthy queens like Sobekneferu or Tausret. More than eleven women may have ruled 

Egypt after the founding of the ftrst dynasty in roughly 3000 BeE; and while there are numerous works 

written about a few famous queens, there is no single work examining female queens as a group in 

ancient Egypt. Despite this lack of comprehensive examination, there exists within Egyptology a belief 

that women have only ruled Egypt at the end of dynasties in the absence of male candidates in an 

attempt to preserve the domination of a dying kinship group. This belief is the result of an incomplete 

understanding of female rule in Egypt, and the examination of the rule of eleven Egyptian queens 

reveals that female succession to the Egyptian throne was based on more than just a simple attempt to 

extend a dynasty. 

The most effective method of gaining a comprehensive understanding of the role of Egypt's 

ruling queens is by carefully considering both the textual and archaeological evidence for their rules. I 

began by discussing the two most fully attested early Egyptian queens, Merytnit of the flISt dynasty and 

Sobekneferu of the twelfth, using both the king lists and various artifacts, such as stelae and statuary. I 

then proceeded to investigate the more obscure early queens: Nitokerti and Ankhesenpepi n of the 

sixth dynasty and Khentykaues I of the ftfth dynasty. The ftrst part of the paper, is not, therefore, 

arranged chronologically. I felt that considering the early queens with the greatest evidenciary support 

first would provide a framework for the understanding of later female rulers which was more important 

than discussing them in order from first to last. This was unnecessary in the later New Kingdom period 

because the reigns and even the existence of ruling female queens and pharaohs is more fully attested. 

In examining the New Kingdom, I proceeded chronologically through the women of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth dynasties: Ahhotep I, Ahmose-Nefertari, Hatshepsut, Nefertiti, Ankhesenamun, and Tausret. 



The majority of my sources were ancient, but I also used journal articles and books dealing with the 

latest Egyptological discoveries, such as Pierre Grandet's article in Le Bulletin de L 'Institut Fran~ais 

d'Archeologie Orientale which details his discovery ofa ostracon related to the reign ofTausret. 

While my research reveals that dynastic circumstances did influence female rule in Egypt, it is 

clear that at least some of Egypt's royal women ruled the country or served as regents based on their 

own abilities. Women often did rule at the end of dynasties, but they did not always do so, as in the 

case of Hatshepsut. My research also reveals that women were often chosen to rule on behalf of under­

aged offspring, and this could be interpreted to mean that women were only tolerated as interim rulers 

for their children. There were always ample supplies of male candidates and advisors eager to fill the 

position of regent, however, and the selection of a woman over qualified male candidates indicates that 

the woman was extraordinary or capable in some way that her competitors were not. The imposition of 

western ideas of the roles of ruling royal women rather than an objective consideration of the unique 

cultural traditions inherent in an ancient, eastern society has resulted in an incomplete understanding of 

ruling Egyptian women. Modem conceptions of gender roles should not be applied to ancient 

societies. The long-held idea within Egyptology that women only ruled at the end of dynasties in a 

desperate attempt to continue the male dynastic line is the result of superficial assumptions about 

female rule, and it can no longer be accepted without question. In the larger context, there is a great 

need for historians to question preconceived ideas about history, and to consider ancient Egyptian 

history and specifically ancient Egyptian women without the traditional biases of western culture. 

Ruling Egyptian women as a group have been sorely neglected, and I hope that this paper will be the 

first ofmany attempting to understand female rule in Egypt from a new perspective. 





female elements.6
! Unfortunately, the evidence associating Nefertiti with Ankhkheperure 

Nefemeferuaten is sparse. Nefertiti's shawabti death doll identifies her as "Nefemeferuaten, 

Nefertiti," but Nefertiti was not the only woman known by the name "Nefemeferuaten" in the 

Amama Period.62 Inscriptions of Nefertiti characterized by both male and female power symbols 

suggest further correlation, but such circumstantial evidence is hardly conclusive. If Nefertiti 

had taken the name Ankhkheperure Nefemeferuaten and ruled as Akhenaten's co-ruler, it would 

explain her disappearance from the records and the absence of any memorial regarding her death, 

but the lack of substantiating proof has led many Egyptologists to explore other solutions to the 

identity ofAnkhkheperure Nefemeferuaten. 

One such candidate for the role of the female pharaoh is Nefertiti and Akhenaten's oldest 

daughter, Meritaten, but as she is identified as Great Royal Wife in inscriptions with both 

Ankhkheperure Nefemeferuaten and Ankhkheperure Smenkhkare, Ankhkheperure 

Nefemeferuaten's probable successor, it seems unlikely that Mertitaten ruled Egypt as 

Akhenaten's co-ruler.63 Other Egyptologists believe that Ankhkheperure-Smenkhkare was 

Akhenaten's sole male co-ruler and successor, but the primary evidence associating Smenkhkare 

with Akhenaten is a jar inscribed with the cartouches of the two pharaohs, an object that easily 

could have been constructed after Akhenaten's death to lend Smenkhkare legitimacy by 

association, a common practice.64 A number of stelae dated from the end of Akhenaten's reign, 

61. Marc Gabolde, D'Akhenaton aToutankhamon, (Lyon: Boccard, 1998),215. 

62. Dennis C. Forbes, The Amarna Letters, 78. 

63. Marc Gabolde, D'Akhenaton aToutankhamon, 180. 

64. William J. Murnane, Ancient Egyptian Coregencies, Studies in Ancient Oriental 
Civilizations, no. 40 (Chicago: Oriental Institute, 1977),213-215. 
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however, show Akhenaten with a co-ruler, first identified as a female king by J.R. Harris, and the 

only known candidate for this female pharaoh is Ankhkheperure Nefemeferuaten.65 

James P. Allen of the Metropolitan Museum of Art has even theorized that 

Ankhkheperure Nefemeferuaten must have been Nefertiti and Akhenaten's fourth daughter, 

Nefemeferuaten-tasherit, the only other royal woman known to have used the name 

Nefemeferuaten. He suggests that Akhenaten appointed Nefemeferuaten-tasherit as his co-ruler 

in the hope that she would produce a male heir where her mother and sisters had failed, and 

baring that preserve Akhenaten's direct dynastic line on the throne for at least one more 

generation after his death.66 This theory, for which there is little direct evidence, implicitly 

embraces the common idea that a king would only choose a woman as his successor if he had no 

appropriate male descendants, while also assuming that Tutankhamen was not Akhenaten's son 

but rather a collateral relative descended from Thutmosis IV, Akhenaten's grandfather, or 

Amenhotep Ill, Akhenaten's father. 

If it is accepted that a pharaoh would never be succeeded by a woman given a male 

candidate, and it is also accepted that Tutankhamen was not Akhenaten's son but rather a distant 

relative, an argument could be made for Akhenaten's choice ofAnkhkheperure Nefemeferuaten 

as his co-ruler and heir over the infant Tutankhamen. Most Egyptologists believe, however, that 

Tutankhamen was Akhenaten's son; albeit not fully royal, and if this is true, Akhenaten's 

selection of a female co-ruler is all the more puzzling. As his radical pursuit of monotheism 

65. J.R. Harris, "Nefertiti Rediviva," Acta Orientalia 35 (1973): 5-8. 

66. James P. Allen, "The Amama Succession," Causing His Name to Live: Studies in 
Egyptian Epigraphy and History in Memory ofWilliam J. Murnane, (2006) 
<htyl://history.memphis.edulmumane/> (15 July 2006): 15-17. 
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indicates, Akhenaten was hardly a predictable or traditional monarch, but the choice of a 

daughter as heir in preference to a son seems unlikely. 

Whether Ankhkheperure Nefemeferuaten was Nefertiti or someone else, it can be 

claimed with some certainty that a female pharaoh did exist before or after the end of 

Akhenaten's reign. Her canopic jars, designating her as king, have been found reused in the 

tomb of the later pharaoh Tutankhamen, and Manetho recorded the twelve-year rule of a female 

pharaoh named "Akenhkeres," a plausible cannibalization of Ankhkheperure.67 Manetho's dates 

remain unverified, but it is known that Ankhkheperure Nefemeferuaten ruled for at least three 

years, as indicated by a Theban graffito from the tomb of Pairi that identifies the regnal year of 

the ruling king at that time.68 All the records seem to indicate that a female monarch of some 

sort, probably named Ankhkheperure Nefemeferuaten, ruled Egypt in the eighteenth dynasty 

before Tutankhamen's succession to the throne. 

Tutankhamen assumed the throne of Egypt at a very young age, and it is entirely likely 

that his Great Royal Wife, Ankhesenamen, was several years his senior. Ankhesenamen is 

believed to have been the third daughter of Akhenaten and Nefertiti, originally named 

Ankhesenpaaten; and reliefs from Amama indicate that Ankhesenpaaten produced at least one 

child during Akhenaten's reign, a daughter named Ankhesenpaaten-tasherit.69 Many 

Egyptologists believe that Akhenaten was the father of his daughter's child; but regardless of the 

67. Marc Gabolde, D'Akhenaton aToutfmkhamon, 185; Manetho, The History ofEgypt, 
109. 

68. A.H. Gardiner, "The Graffito from the Tomb ofPere," Journal ofEgyptian 
Archeology 14 (1928): 10-11. 

69. Rainer Hanke, Amarna Reliefs Aus Hermopolis: Neue Veroffentlichungen und 
Studien, (Hildesheim: Gerstenberg, 1978), 142-145. 
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child's parentage, Ankhesenpaaten would have had to have been at least in her early teens to give 

birth during the last years of Akhenaten's seventeen-year reign. Tutankhamen, however, is 

estimated to have inherited the throne between the age of ten and eleven years based on the 

wine-jar records found in his tomb, suggesting that Ankhesenamen was quite a few years older 

than her child-husband.70 

If Ankhesenamen was in her middle or late teens, she could have acted as her young 

husband's regent, ruling the country in his stead. Such a situation is certainly possible and would 

not have been unacceptable to the Egyptians, but there is little evidence to support this theory. 

This scenario would, however, certainly explain Ankhesenamen's unprecedented actions after 

Tutankhamen's early death. Clay tablets from the Hittite capital of Hattusas record 

correspondence between Ankhesenamen, called Dahamunzu, and the King of the Hittites, 

Suppiluliumas, wherein Ankhesenamen requests a royal husband: 

My husband is dead. I have no children. Your sons are said to be grown 
up. If you will give me one of your sons, he will be my husband, he will be of 
help to me. Send him forthwith and thereafter I will make him my husband.71 

Suspicious of overtures from Egypt, an old enemy of the Hittites, Suppiluliumas requested more 

information, and Ankhesenamen's reply makes her intentions explicit: 

He [Tutankhamen] is dead and I have no son. Should I take a servant? I 
have not written to any country on this matter, I have only written to you. Your 
sons are said to be grown up. Send me one of your sons, and he shall be my 
husband and King of Egypt.72 

70. J. Cerny, Hieratic Inscriptions/rom the Tomb o/Tutankhamun, (Oxford: Griffith 
Institute, 1965), 23-24. 

71. Albrecht Goetze, trans. "Suppiluliumas and the Egyptian Queen," in Ancient Near 
Eastern Texts Related to the Old Testament, ed. James B. Pritchard, 3rt! edition (princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1969), 319. 

72. Ibid.
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The obvious implication is that marriage to Ankhesenamen was the only qualification required 

for the rule of Egypt, an implication that would tend to support the heiress theory of female 

succession. Previous pharaohs had asked for foreign wives, but this is the first known instance 

of a queen requesting a foreign husband. Ankhesenamen's solicitation of a foreign spouse 

indicates that she was attempting to maintain a position that was threatened in some way; the 

most obvious source of such a threat was the activity of the government official Ay. 

Ay is believed to have been an older relative of Tutankhamen and Ankhesenamen, and 

some scholars have even speculated that he was Ankhesenamen's maternal grandfather. The 

records indicate that his career stretched from the reign of Amenhotep ill into the reign of 

Tutankhamen, whom he served as vizier; and painted scenes in Tutankhamen's tomb depict Ay 

presiding over the burial of the dead pharaoh. Conducting the burial rites of a dead pharaoh was 

an act of legitimization performed by the kingts successor, so by burying Tutankhamen, Ay was 

making a claim to the throne. Ankhesenaments actions in seeking a foreign alliance showed that 

she believed that Ay would usurp her position in the government; and since Ay would hardly 

have been interested in usurping the role of a queen, it can reasonably be concluded that 

Ankhesenamen was attempting to protect her role as a ruling monarch. 

Ankhesenamen's eventual fate is unclear; however, it is known that her attempt to 

maintain control of Egypt failed. Suppilulimnas did send his son Zannanza to marry 

Ankhesenamen, but the Hittite records show that the prince was ambushed and murdered on the 

border of Egypt.?3 Although there is little evidence to support their views, many scholars 

73. Albrecht Goetze, trans. "Plague Prayers of Mursilis," in Ancient Near Eastern Texts 
Related to the Old Testament, ed. James B. Pritchard, 3rd edition (princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1969),395. 
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speculate that Ay was responsible for Zannanza's death. A questionable blue glass ring bearing 

the cartouches of both Ankhesenamen and Ay has led some scholars to suggest that 

Ankhesenamen was forced to marry her nomoyal grandfather to legitimize his claim to the 

throne, but all that can be said with certainty is that after Ay's ascension Ankhesenamen, like her 

mother Nefertiti, disappears from the record. 

If she did rule Egypt, Ankhesenamen was the last known female ruler until the end of the 

nineteenth dynasty, when Tausret became pharaoh. Tausret was the Great Royal Wife of Seti II; 

and while there is no indication that she had royal ancestry, her prominence during her husband's 

reign implies a near joint rule.74 After Seti II's death she was appointed regent for her young 

step-son Siptah, another indicator of her power in Seti Irs government; but traditionally 

Egyptologists have regarded a prominent government official, Chancellor Bay, as the real power 

behind Tausret. The publication of a section of a recently translated potsherd sent to the 

workmen of Bay's tomb reveals, however, that Chancellor Bay had been executed by or before 

the fifth year of Tausret's regency: 

Pharaoh life-prosperity-health, has killed the great enemy Bay.75 

The ostracon cites Siptah as the pharaoh responsible for Bay's death; but considering Siptah's 

youth and Tausret's regency, it is entirely possible that Tausret had a hand in the demise of an 

official who interfered with her authority. Regardless of who was directly responsible for Bay's 

elimination, after Siptah's premature death six years later, Tausret assumed the throne unopposed, 

74. A.H. Gardiner, Egypt ofthe Pharaohs. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1961), 
278-279. 

75. Pierre Grandet, "L' execution du Chancelier Bay. O. IFAO 1864," Bulletin de 
l'Institut Fran~ais d'Archeologie Orientale 100 (2000): 339-342. 
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counting the six years she ruled as regent as her own six regnal years. Imagery of Tausret is 

unabashedly female, and she was undeniably a female pharaoh. She has been identified as 

Manetho's nineteenth dynasty pharaoh "Thouris," and it is believed that after four more years of 

rule, Tausret died.76 The cause of her death is unknown and her mummy has never been 

positively identified, and like so many female monarchs she simply disappears from the record. 

Her tomb in the Valley of the Kings was converted into a tomb for Sethakhte, the founder of the 

twentieth dynasty. 

A careful evaluation of the rule of Egyptian Queens from the first through the nineteenth 

dynasty shows that female succession to the throne of Egypt was more complex than a mere 

desire to extend a dynastic family line. While dynastic circumstances did influence female rule 

in that membership in the exclusive kinship group was a prerequisite of power, it is clear that at 

least some of Egypt's female monarchs ruled or served as regents based on their own abilities, 

not simply because they were the last representatives of dying dynasties. There was always a 

supply of male candidates eager to fill the position of regent or pharaoh, and the selection of a 

woman over qualified male candidates indicates that the woman was extraordinary or capable in 

some way that her competitors were not. The application of western ideas of royal female rule 

and gender roles is not appropriate within the context of an ancient eastern society with a 

different culture and traditions. The idea within Egyptology that women only ruled at the end of 

dynasties in a desperate attempt to continue the male dynastic line is the result of a superficial 

examination of female rule, and it can no longer be accepted without question. 

76. Manetho, The History ojEgypt, 149. 

26 



BIBLIOGRAPHY
 

Allen, James P. "The Amama Succession," Causing His Name to Live: Studies in Egyptian 
Epigraphy and History in Memory ofWilliam J. Murnane. (2006) 
<ht1;p://history.memphis.edulmurnane/> (15 July 2006): 1-17. 

Barguet, Paul. Le livre des morts des anciens Egyptiens. Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 1967. 

Breasted, J.H. Ancient Records ofEgypt. Vol. 2, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1906. 

Cerny, J. Hieratic Inscriptionsfrom the Tomb ofTutankhamun. Oxford: Griffith Institute, 1965. 

Cooney, J.D. Amarna Reliefs from Hermopolis in American Collections. Brooklyn: The 
Brooklyn Museum, 1965. 

Davies, Norman de Garis. The Rock Tombs ofel-Amarna: Tombs ofPenehesy and Meryra II. 
Vol. 2, London: Egypt Exploration Society, 1905. 

Delange, Elisabeth. Catalogue des Statues Egyptiennes du Moyen Empire. Paris: La Revue du 
Louvre et des Musees de France, 1987. 

"Details of the object: Three Golden Flies," The Egyptian Museum Online. (May 2003) 
<http://www.egyptianrnuseum.gov.eg/details.asp?which2=692> (20 June 2006). 

Donnan, Peter. Monuments ofSenenmut: Problems in Historical Methodology. Studies in
 
Egyptology Series, ed. W. Vivian Davies. London: Kegan Paul, Ltd., 1988.
 

Edwards, I.E.S., C.l Gadd, N.G.L. Hammond, and E. Sollberger, eds. Cambridge Ancient
 
History. Vol.2, part 1, 3rd edition, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973. S.v. 
"Egypt: From the Expulsion ofthe Hyksos to Amenophis I," by T.G.H. James. 

Forbes, Dennis C., ed. The Amarna Letters: Essays on Ancient Egypt ca 1390-1310 B.C. Vol. 2, 
San Francisco: KMT Communications, 1991. 

Gabo1de, Marc. D'Akhenaton 11 Toutankhamon. Lyon: Boccard,1998. 

Gardiner, A.H. Egypt ofthe Pharaohs. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1961. 

---------------. "The Graffito from the Tomb of Pere." Journal ofEgyptian Archeology 14 
(1928): 10-11. 

Goetze, Albrecht. Trans. "Suppiluliumas and the Egyptian Queen." JnAncient Near Eastern 
Texts Related to the Old Testament, ed. James B. Pritchard. 3rd edition. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1969. 

27 



----------------. Trans. "Plague Prayers ofMursilis." In Ancient Near Eastern Texts Related 
to the Old Testament, ed. James B. Pritchard. 3nl edition. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1969. 

Grandet, Pierre. "L' execution du Chancelier Bay. O. IFAO 1864." Le Bulletin de L'Institut 
Fran~ais d'Archeologie Orientale 100 (2000): 339-345. 

Hanke, Rainer. Amarna Reliefs Aus Hermopolis: Neue Veroffentlichungen und Studien. 
Hildesheim: Gerstenberg, 1978. 

Harris, lR. "Neferneferuaten Regnans." Acta Orientalia 36 (1974): 11-21. 

-----------. "Nefertiti Rediviva." Acta Orientalia 35 (1973): 5-13. 

Herodotus. The Persian Wars. Translated by George Rawlinson. New York: Random House 
Inc., 1942. 

Hill, Jenny. "Abydos King List," Ancient Egypt Online. <http://www.ancientegyptonline 
.co.uk/abydoskl.html> (I April 2006). 

Kaplony, Peter. Die Inschriften der Agyptischen Fruhzeit. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 
1963. 

Kinnaer, Jacques. "Turin Kinglist," The Ancient Egyptian Site. 
<http://www.ancient-egypt.org/index.html> (14 February 2006). 

Lauer, Jean-Philippe. "Quelques remarques sur la Ire dynastie," Le Bulletin de L'Institut 
Fran~ais d'Archeologie Orientale. (1966) <http://www.ifao.egnet.net/doc 
/PubEnLigneIBIFAO_064.php> (l April 2006). 

Lichtheim, Miriam, ed. Ancient Egyptian Literature: The New Kingdom. Vo1.2, Obelisk 
Inscriptions ofQueen Hatshepsut, translated by J.H. Breasted. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1976. 

Manetho. The Complete Works ofManetho. Translated by W.G. Waddell. The History ofEgypt. 
London: William Heinemann Ltd., 1948. 

Mumane, William J. Ancient Egyptian Coregencies. Studies in Ancient Oriental Civilizations, 
No. 40. Chicago: Oriental Institute, 1977. 

Petrie, W.M. Flinders. Hawara, Biahmu, andArsinoe. London: Egypt Exploration Fund, 1889. 

-------------- The Royal Tombs ofthe First Dynasty 1. London: Egypt Exploration Fund, 
1900. 

28
 



Robins, Gay. Women in Ancient Egypt. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993. 

Roehrig, Catherine H., and Glenn E. Markoe, eds. Mistress ofthe House, Mistress ofHeaven: 
Women in Ancient Egypt. New York: Hudson Hills, 1996. S.v. "In women good and bad 
fortune are on earth: status and roles of women in Egyptian culture," by Betsy M. Bryan. 

Seipel, Wilfried. "Hatschepset I." In Lexikon der A'gyptologie, eds. H.W. HeIck and W. 
Westendorf. Vol. 2. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1981. 

Sitek, Darius. "Tablet ofSaqqara," Ancient Egypt: History and Chronology. 
<http://www.narmer.pUmainisakkara_en.htm> (1 April 2006). 

Trigger, B.G., et. al. Ancient Egypt: A Social History. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1983. 

Tyldesley, Joyce. Daughters ofIsis: Women ofAncient Egypt. New York: Penguin Putnam, 
1994. 

----------------. Nefertiti: Unlocking the Mystery Surrounding Egypt's Most Famous and 
BeautifUl Queen. Revised edition. New York: Penguin Books, 2005. 

Van Siden, Charles. "The Date of the Granite Bark Shrine ofThutmosis ill." Gottinger 
Miszellen 79 (1984): 53. 

Wente, Edward. "Some Graffiti from the Reign of Hatshepsut." Journal ofNear Eastern 
Studies 43 (1984): 47-54. 

29
 


