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Abstract 

 

One of the peculiarities of the Third Intermediate Period, and especially of the Twenty-first Dynasty, is the 

number of sources dealing with women, even when limiting the scope to funerary literature. Whereas during 

the entire New Kingdom, the female owners of Books of the Dead represent a tiny minority, the number of 

papyri owned by women dramatically increases at the beginning of the Third Intermediate Period.  
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There has been considerable scholarship 
in the last fifty years on the role of 
ancient Egyptian women in society. 
With their ability to work outside the 
home, inherit and dispose of property, 
initiate divorce, testify in court, and 
serve in local government, Egyptian 
women exercised more legal rights  
and economic independence than  
their counterparts throughout antiquity. 
Yet their agency and autonomy are 
often downplayed, undermined, or 
outright ignored. In Women in Ancient 
Egypt twenty-four international scholars 
offer a corrective to this view by 
presenting the latest cutting-edge 
research on women and gender in 
ancient Egypt.
    Covering the entirety of Egyptian 
history, from earliest times to Late 
Antiquity, this volume commences  
with a thorough study of the earliest 
written evidence of Egyptian women, 
both royal and non-royal, before  
moving on to chapters that deal with 
various aspects of Egyptian queens, 
followed by studies on the legal status 
and economic roles of non-royal  
women and, finally, on women’s health 
and body adornment. Within this 
sweeping chronological range, each  
study is intensely focused on the  
evidence recovered from a particular  
site or a specific time period. 

MARIAM F. AYAD is an associate 
professor of Egyptology at the 
American University in Cairo. In 2020–
21 she was a visiting associate professor 
of Women’s Studies and Near Eastern 
Religions and a research associate of 
Harvard Divinity School’s Women’s 
Studies in Religion Program. She is the 
author of God’s Wife, God’s Servant: 
The God’s Wife of Amun (c. 740–525 
BC), and the editor of three volumes 
on Coptic culture, including Studies 
in Coptic Culture: Transmission and 
Interaction (AUC Press, 2016). 
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AYADWomen in Ancient Egypt provides an indispensable collection of the 
freshest and most creative research on women in ancient Egypt from 
the dawn of the state to Late Antiquity, exploring the lives of women 
at various levels of society as well as ancient Egyptian perceptions of 
the female body. This volume aims to be a counter to previous studies 
which have downplayed, dismissed, or oversexualized the evidence  
of women in the archaeological record, and it hits the mark.” 
—Kara Cooney, UCLA

This book is the first comprehensive treatment of women in ancient 
Egypt in general, both royal and non-royal, from the Early Dynastic 
Period to Late Antiquity. The brilliant in-depth studies covering 
diverse sources—texts, pictures, and material culture—provide
excellent insight into very different aspects of the lives of women, 
thus illuminating a broad thematic framework. The inclusion  
of considerations of power, economy, law, and health and the  
body is a welcome extension to the focus on the feminine world  
in ancient Egypt.” 
—Angelika Lohwasser, University of Münster, Germany

If women are absent from the scholarship on ancient Egypt,  
it is not because they are absent from the sources. The stunning 
new research gathered here by Mariam Ayad demonstrates not 
only women’s presence, but their power, diversity, and importance. 
Egyptology takes a huge step forward with topics ranging from  
the authority of royal women to incantations to stop bleeding  
after miscarriage.”
—Ann Braude, Harvard Divinity School
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16
Some Notes on the Question 
of Feminine Identity at the 
Beginning of the Twenty-first 
Dynasty in the Funerary Literature
Annik Wüthrich

One of the peculiarities of the Third Intermediate Period, and especially of 
the Twenty-first Dynasty, is the number of sources dealing with women, even 
when limiting the scope to funerary literature.1 Whereas during the entire 
New Kingdom, the female owners of Books of the Dead represent a tiny 
minority,2 the number of papyri owned by women dramatically increases at 
the beginning of the Third Intermediate Period. In the New Kingdom Book of 
the Dead corpus, women’s destiny in the afterlife seems to have been closely 
connected to that of their husbands; in other words, they were associated with 
their husbands not as co-owners, but as dependents.3 The vocabulary used to 
describe their relationship is indeed always unilaterally focused on the men 
(“his wife” (Hmt.f), “his beloved” (mrt.f), “his female companion” (snt.f)).4

Nevertheless, it is difficult to trace precisely the diachronic evolution of the 
funerary status of women during the New Kingdom, especially for its latter 
part, due to the scarcity of sources dating to the Twentieth Dynasty.5 The same 
type of documentation from the beginning of the Twenty-first Dynasty, at least 
in Thebes,6 however, leads to a completely different picture. The papyri owned 
by women are almost as numerous as those owned by men while, at the same 
time, manuscripts which associate a wife with her husband’s fate are exceptional, 
although not entirely nonexistent.7 It is, therefore, of major importance to 
understand how women expressed their identity and orchestrated their self-
presentation during the first part of the Third Intermediate Period.8

This contribution focuses specifically on the restricted circle of the ruling 
family during the Twenty-first Dynasty in Thebes. We know of approximately 
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thirty women who can be linked to the family of the High Priests of Amun in 
Thebes.9 Some of them are well known, others are attested only indirectly.10 
The funerary equipment of most of these women was discovered in the Royal 
Cache TT 320 and represents an incomparable source of information for the 
understanding of the chronology and the sociology of this period, particularly 
for its beginning.11 The chronological position of each of these women within 
the Twenty-first Dynasty is almost certain, even if some of their filiations are 
still (and will probably remain) a matter of discussion.12

The first thing we must not neglect are the differences in the kinds of 
media on which any of this information is found. As noted by Eyre:

the target audience for self-presentation is never clear, because neither 
the social context of text, nor the monumental display—size, location, 
and visual effect—is itself unitary, in purpose or effect. Nor was the 
location of the text uniformly accessible, even for the limited number 
of people able to read it.13

As already mentioned, the majority of the information we have for the 
beginning of the Twenty-first Dynasty comes from a funerary context, 
particularly from papyri containing the Book of the Dead or from coffins. What 
function can a funerary papyrus therefore have in the matter of self-
presentation? Can we really speak of social legitimation through an indication 
of filiation or titles in this very particular context?

The texts written on papyrus are intended, foremost, to ensure the survival 
of its owner in the underworld. Moreover, in the development of this funerary 
literature, we observe a tendency to select—and therefore to reduce—the 
number of titles held by the owner, mostly in an attempt to demonstrate their 
devotion in connection with personal piety.14 The relation to the god is based 
on the personal identity of the papyrus’s owner, and it seems that social identity 
is of less and less importance over time. In other words, titles and filiation are 
often to be found on other types of sources rather than funerary papyri of the 
Twenty-first dynasty, whereas this information was contained regularly in the 
New Kingdom Books of the Dead.

For the beginning of the Twenty-first Dynasty, other types of media are 
attested that are directly connected with the women of the high Theban elite. 
Hereret, chronologically the first woman of this line, is known from only two 
kinds of documents: two late Ramesside Letters (LRL) and the Book of the 
Dead of her daughter, Nodjmet.15 Hereret’s religious title is expressed in LRL 
38 and 39,16 where it is stated that she is wr(t) xnrt Imn[-Ra nswt] nTrw, 
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“Great one of the sacred musical troupe of Amun-Re, King of the gods.”17 This 
title, with variants, is transmitted from Hereret to Nodjmet according to a 
pattern of mother to daughter or mother-in-law to daughter-in-law, attested 
in the ruling family until the beginning of the Twenty-second Dynasty.18 Its 
exact mode of transmission is still unclear, but some Egyptologists suggest that 
these women were married to the High Priest of Amun, as a feminine 
counterpart to this title, and gave birth to the next High Priest of Amun. They 
should have acquired the higher title of Hryt wrt xnrwt n(t) Imn-Ra nswt nTrw 
once these two conditions were fulfilled.19 At least fifteen women of the 
Twenty-first Dynasty had the title of “Great one of the sacred musical troupe 
of Amun-Re”; eight of them are qualified as “Great Superior” (Hryt wrt 
xnrwt).20 The identity of the spouse for a number of these women can be 
established only by deduction. Interestingly enough, none of these women 
explicitly express their marital ties. The name and title of Isetemkheb (A), for 
instance, appears only on a number of bricks associated with the name of the 
High Priest of Amun, Pinudjem I.21 No other documents can be attributed to 
her, and we presume that she was the mother of some of Pinudjem I’s children 
who cannot be attributed to his other wife, Henuttawy (A).22 If the theory of 
the maternity of the High Priest of Amun proves to be correct, then Isetemkheb 
(A) could be the mother of one (or two) of Pinudjem I’s sons, whose maternal
lineage is unclear.23

The women presented thus far, unfortunately, are attested on only a few 
documents or referred to indirectly on others, and the question of their self-
presentation is, in this case, irrelevant. However, at least four women belonging 
to this high elite are of interest for this topic.

Henuttawy (A) is known in the Egyptological literature as the wife of the 
High Priest of Amun and King Pinudjem I, as well as the mother of several of 
his children. Her rich funerary equipment was found in the royal cache TT 
320,24 and includes, notably, two poorly preserved coffins, four canopic jars, 
and two funerary papyri, all with inscriptions.25 While these inscriptions 
establish the identity of this woman, they do not distinctly identify her marital 
affiliation. Indeed, if we exclude the monuments on which she is represented 
by his side,26 we have no precise indication that she was the wife of Pinudjem I.27 
We can deduce this information from iconographical association and because 
of the (at least) four children they have in common. Nevertheless, once more, 
the filial relationships are sometimes imprecise and need deductive work. On 
the basis of the inscriptions on two bracelets found in Tanis A543 and 547, on 
which the name of Henuttawy (A) with the title of “royal mother” faces the 
one of King Psusennes I, we can surmise that she is his mother.28 Then, if we 
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cross-reference this with the fact that Queen Mutnodjmet and Psusennes I 
shared a sibling relationship,29 we can infer that these latter are two of 
Henuttawy (A)’s children.30 The identification of Pinudjem I as their father 
must be extrapolated from the fact that Henuttawy (A) is his wife. Indeed, 
unlike another son of Pinudjem I, the High Priest of Amun Menkheperre, 
who claims his paternal ascendance on several documents,31 Psusennes I did 
not associate his name with that of his father. His wife-sister Mutnodjmet is 
also defined as a royal daughter, but she does not name her father either. A 
secondary inscription on the wall of the court of Ramesses II in the Temple of 
Luxor presents three daughters of the High Priest of Amun Pinudjem I,32 one 
of whom bears the name of Nodjmetmut. If the two other women seem to be 
clearly identified with the Divine Adoratrix Maatkare and the wind instrument 
player (wDnt) Henuttawy (B), the question of the identity of the third woman 
has been hardly discussed. It seems quite justified to see in this third woman 
another daughter of Pinudjem I, otherwise undocumented, and not an early 
representation of the queen Mutnodjmet.33

The God’s Wife of Amun, Maatkare (A), sister of both Psusennes I and 
Mutnodjmet, is also identified as a “royal daughter,” but the name of her father 
is not included after her title. For instance, on the façade south of the pylon in 
the Temple of Khonsu, Maatkare (A) is called iryt-pat wr(t) Hsyw Hmt-nTr n(t) 
Imn m Ipt-swt sAt nswt n Xt.f nbt tAwy, “princess, great of praises, divine wife 
of Amun in Karnak, king’s daughter of his body and mistress of the two 
lands.”34 Nevertheless, their close iconographic association35 leaves no doubt 
about the identification of Maatkare (A)’s father as Pinudjem I. In the same 
way, Maatkare (A) also defined herself as the “daughter of the mistress of the 
two lands,”36 but, once more, without naming her mother. Yet, in an inscription 
on the window of an otherwise anepigraphic chapel from the Temple of 
Karnak,37 there are two cartouches facing outward, one with the name of 
Maatkare and the other with the title of royal daughter, followed by the name 
of Henuttawy (sAt nswt @nwt-tAwy). The unresolved question is whether to 
recognize in this association a title and a name (the royal daughter Henuttawy)—
Henuttawy (A) does in fact bear the title of royal daughter—or a title and a 
direct genitive (the royal daughter of Henuttawy). Nevertheless, at the same 
time, Maatkare (A) is also described on other documents as the “mistress of the 
two lands” (nbt tAwy).38 It is also possible that the second part of the cartouche 
is again a title, meaning “mistress of the two lands,” and does not present her 
filiation. However, the title Hnwt tAwy does not appear linked to this woman 
in the rest of the documentation.39 Even if it is quite clear that these three 
persons are Henuttawy (A)’s children, I would like to point out that this 
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genealogical information has to be deduced from circumstantial evidence and 
is not stated explicitly. Contrary to their father and spouse Pinudjem I, who 
systematically and specifically emphasizes his paternal filiation even when he 
bears his royal title, thus adopting the usual way of indicating personal identity 
outside of the royal court, female members of his entourage resort to the royal 
practice of using the genealogical expressions not to state their personal identity 
or relation to an explicitly mentioned king, but rather as a title.

The two funerary manuscripts of Henuttawy (A) are of particular interest 
for the matter of her self-presentation. The first holds an initial vignette 
representing the deceased adoring Osiris and Isis, followed by a series of images 
belonging to the Litany to the Sun, separated by columns of text containing 
various titles and the name of Henuttawy (A).40 The second papyrus has a 
layout reminiscent of the Book of the Dead of the New Kingdom Theban 
recension.41 The format of this papyrus is the same as those of that period: the 
text is written in retrograde cursive hieroglyphs, and the vignettes are finely 
and colorfully executed. The deceased is represented four times in human 
shape and once as a ba-bird. Henuttawy (A) is depicted executing ritual 
gestures: praying, shaking the sistra, and fumigating with incense; in another 
vignette, she is sailing. On her head, she wears the vulture crown with the 
cobra or a diadem with cobras, two very common symbols of royalty, although 
unparalleled for Book of the Dead papyri, except for the beginning of the 
Twenty-first Dynasty.42 This is a very important document for the reconstitution 
of the genealogical tree of the Theban High Priest’s family, because the legend 
of the vignette of BD 66 includes the names of Henuttawy (A)’s mother and 
maternal grandfather.43 The inscription in the initial vignette, however, 
contains a long string of descriptions and titles that can be seen as her entire 
titulary.44 When analyzing it, one can observe that it follows this pattern:

• 	Her royal origin and her ancestry: sAt nswt/sAt Hmt nswt—she is royal
daughter and daughter of the king’s wife.

• 	Descendants: mwt nswt45 / mwt n(t) pA Hm-nTr tpy n Imn/mwt n(t) dwAt-
nTr n(t) Imn46/mwt n(t) Hmt nswt wrt—she is a royal mother/mother of
the High Priest/mother of the God’s wife of Amun/mother of the great
royal wife.47

• 	Religious functions: Hmt-nTr n(t) Mwt wrt nbt ISrw / aAt n(t) pr n #nsw-
m-WAst-Nfr-Htp / Hmt-nTr n(t) In-Hrt-^w sA Ra / mwt nTr n(t)
#nsw-pA-Xrd—priestess of Mut the great, the mistress of Isheru/Great
of the Temple of Khonsu in Thebes-Neferhotep/priestess of Onuphris-
Shu son of Re/divine mother of Khonsu the child.
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• 	Royal functions: Hmt nswt wrt tp(yt) n(t) Hm.f / nbt tAwy—main great
royal wife of his majesty/mistress of the two lands.

• 	Identity: (_wAt @wt-@rw @nwt-tAwy) ms.n (&A-nt-Imn)—(Adoratrix
of Hathor Henuttawy)| born of (Tanutamon)|.

This long titulary holds all the information on the most important aspects 
of her life, but without naming any of the persons concerned, except for her 
mother. The model for this string of titles can be found already in the Eighteenth 
Dynasty, which L. Troy described as “a litany of female roles.”48 What actually 
differs from these earlier constructions, which were based mostly on the relation 
to the king—these queens are king’s daughter, king’s mother, and king’s wife, 
as well as king’s sister—is that the roles mentioned here are connected with her 
entire nuclear family as an ensemble, as well as her other religious and royal 
titles. As for the construction of Henuttawy (A)’s identity, it revolves around 
several aspects which H. Bassir calls the three spheres of manifestation and 
interaction:49 origin, family (these two levels remain particularly imprecise), 
and social status (religious and royal); and, finally, her personal identity as 
revealed through her name and her mother’s name. This long titulary appears 
to me to be some kind of an “idealized biography.” It does not focus on the 
affirmation of the social or ideological status of this woman in relation with the 
king.50 Moreover, it does not need to tie her to specific persons to legitimize her 
function or her rank, but it is the constellation of this information, the royal 
ancestry and descent, the high religious and royal functions, that constitutes 
her identity independently from the people involved. As noted by Troy, “the 
roles of daughter, sister, wife and mother, which play such important roles in 
the mythological expression of the generation of cosmic powers, are actualized 
in the kingship on the status of the royal women, adding yet another level to 
the pattern of queenship.”51 It means that while Henuttawy (A), as well as her 
direct predecessors and successors, integrated the old codes of queenship, they 
also used them to legitimize their royal functions, with a deep integration into 
their family. Henuttawy (A) is, of course, not an exception, as the women of 
the highest lineage of the Third Intermediate Period used this form of varying 
long strings of titles or epithets regularly; what is exceptional is the diversity of 
Henuttawy (A)’s designations and titles.

Within the scope of this study, another woman has captured my attention 
due to the singularity of the documentation attributed to her. Queen Nodjmet 
was very probably the owner of two funerary papyri.52 On the first one, 
P.London BM EA 10490,53 she appears as the “mistress of the two lands” (nbt
tAwy) and “daughter of the royal mother Hereret” (sAt (nt) mwt nswt @rrt) as



283some noTes on The QuesTIon of femInIne IdenTITy

well as “the one Hereret gave birth to” (ms.n @rrt). She is also “royal mother” 
(mwt nswt); this title is written regularly in the cartouche before her name. 
Furthermore, she is defined as the “royal mother of the lord of the two lands” 
(mwt nswt n(t) nb tAwy) and “the one who gave birth to the mighty bull, lord 
of the two lands” (mst kA-nxt nb tAwy). As in the case of Henuttawy (A), 
Nodjmet never names her relatives, either ascendant or descendant, other than 
by their titles, except for her maternal lineage.

In contrast, her second funerary papyrus54 contains two representations of 
her with a man who is gesturing in adoration at her side. In addition to her 
title of “royal mother,” Nodjmet bears her main religious titles.55 The man is 
identified as Herihor, King and High Priest of Amun.56 In both cases, Herihor 
precedes Nodjmet. These kinds of scenes mirror the vignettes of the deceased 
couple during the New Kingdom and before. Nevertheless, the presence of the 
couple, independently from their relationship, remains exceptional for the 
Twenty-first Dynasty.57 The identification of Herihor as her husband is totally 
missing from the text. He is named and identified by his titles, but the relation 
of dependence connecting these two persons is never expressed, as it had been 
for New Kingdom Book of the Dead manuscripts. This precedent is actually the 
basis for interpreting this representation as one of a married couple.58 This is 
also based on her representation and identification as Hmt nswt in the so-called 
“procession of the princes and princesses” in the Temple of Khonsu in Karnak, 
although she is not qualified as the wife of Herihor, but only as great royal 
wife.59 “Uncertainty” concerning her identity is a very complicated (even 
unsolvable) problem for the historian. However, in the case of Nodjmet, it 
seems that the construction of her identity did not require making the exact 
nature of her relationship with this man clear. In the first place, we should 
consider the rules of decorum for feminine burials, established, among others, 
by G. Robins and A.-M. Roth:60 the absence of the husband is explained by 
the fact that the woman should be the most important person, as owner and 
recipient of the funerary monument. That is why she has to be the most 
prominent figure in the iconography. On the other hand, to conform to the 
rules of ancient Egyptian iconography, she should be represented on a smaller 
scale than her husband. To avoid this paradoxical situation, her husband must, 
for reasons related to gender hierarchy in two-dimensional representations, be 
excluded from the decoration of the tomb.

How then can we explain the presence of Nodjmet’s husband in her most 
important passport for eternity? Whether we should see a connection with the 
new theocratic system remains very hypothetical, but is not to be excluded. I 
would like to underscore the fact that, by including her husband in her 
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funerary papyrus, Nodjmet’s Book of the Dead manuscript is unique, although 
it does not allow us to draw any definitive conclusions. However, if we compare 
the association of Nodjmet and Herihor in her Book of the Dead with the 
representation of Nodjmet in the secondary inscription in the Luxor Temple,61 
we observe that in the Luxor secondary inscription, she occupies a peculiar 
position. She is indeed placed behind the god Amun in the same position as 
that of the consorts of male divinities—in this case as Mut.62 Therefore, I 
would like to tentatively suggest that the presence of Herihor, the High Priest 
of Amun, in the Book of the Dead of his wife Nodjmet could have the function 
of symbolizing the Theban divine couple Amun–Mut and not that of 
connecting her to someone in particular.

It seems then that the female members of the governing family in Thebes 
at the beginning of the Twenty-first Dynasty established new conventions in 
the matter of self-presentation in funerary literature. While familial 
relationships obviously played a key role, these women did not justify their 
position by mentioning the name of the person(s) through whom they 
obtained their religious, social, and even political status. The relationship itself 
and the resulting function are, therefore, more important than the person.63
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