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EVOLUTION OF THE OFFICE OF “GOD’S WIFE” IN ANCIENT EGYPT
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The article is devoted to the study of the influence of the religious female title of “God’s
Wife”, which was the highest religious female title in Ancient Egypt. Throughout the history of
different Dynasties, it took on political overtones. As the prestige of this title grows, so does the
role and status of women in society. It reached its apogee in the 18" dynasty, during the reign of
the female pharaoh Hatshepsut. We can trace the evolution of the title and the changes in its func-
tionality. The most interesting were the conditions and reasons for these changes.

The title “God’s Wife of Amun” gained a special rise during the reign of the 18" Dynasty and
the Third Intermediate Period. King Ahmose I, the founder of the 18" Dynasty, gave this title to his
wife Ahmose-Nefertari. After the reign of Thutmose III, the title lost its initial influence. During
the reign of the 19" Dynasty, it was owned by only two women — the wives of Ramesses I and
Seti I. In the Third Intermediate Period, the queen, usually the king’s daughter, had to ensure the
king’s influence already in Thebes. Later, with the increase of the priesthood of Amun, the God’s
Wife took more and more care of the temple in Karnak. As for the contribution of the God’s Wife
to the history of Ancient Egypt, the most significant were the cult temples. The main task of the
queens, the holders of the title “God’s Wife”, was to ensure the support of the king and the ruling
dynasty. At the same time, it allowed women in Ancient Egypt to gain unprecedented religious
and political influence.

Keywords: “God’s Wife”, title, Thebes, High Priest of Amun, Ancient Egypt, gender, women
in Ancient Egypt

The role of women in Ancient Egypt remains relevant as the focus of the study
among Egyptologists. During the “Golden Age”, the New Kingdom (ca. 1550-1069 BC)',
the female title “God’s Wife of Amun”, Hm.t nTr n Imn, was one of the most important
and influential. Most notably, the “God’s Wife of Amun” should not be confused with the
“God’s Wife”, that was also quite popular in the early period [Ayad 2009, 4]. Primarily,
the “God’s Wife” was used to an abstract deity, not to a specific one. The combination of
religious and political responsibilities, as well as widespread impact on society changed
women’s status and role in Egyptian history.

The role of the title “God’s Wife of Amun” reached its apogee in the New Kingdom.
The women who carried it became the high priestesses of the cult of Amun. In order to
better understand the importance of this title, consideration must be given to the history
of its evolution from the first mention to the last holder.

Despite the fact that the “God’s Wife” was one of the most significant religious fe-
male titles, the first mention of it dates back to the First Intermediate Period (ca. 2160—
2055 BC). The other three important female titles were: Hm.t nir, i.e. “God’s Wife”,

!'See chronology: [Shaw 2000, 480-489].
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dwAt nTr, i.e. “Divine Adorer”, “Divine Adoratrice”, or “Divine Worshipper”, and Drt nTr,
1.e. “God’s Hand”. The last one particularly emphasized the sexual role of the title. Origi-
nally, there was no link to a specific god, therefore the general word “god”, nTr [Gardiner
1957, 502], was used.

More officially, the title appears in the New Kingdom, at the beginning of the
18™ Dynasty (ca. 1550-1295 BC). The founder of the Dynasty, Ahmose I, gave the title
“God’s Wife of Amun” of a political nature to his wife, Ahmose-Nefertari.

As noted above, the title was first given in the abbreviated form “God’s Wife”,
without reference to a specific deity. It is known that in the Middle Kingdom this title
was held by two non-royal women, ly-meret-nebes and Neferu, presumably they were
priestesses. In that period, the title became more specific. The first god who received a
“god’s wife” priestess was the god Min.

Apparently, the “God’s Wife” served as great support for the power of king during
the unstable periods of ancient Egyptian history. Such assistance was needed, for exam-
ple, during the founding of the new Dynasty by Ahmose I (ca. 1550—-1525 BC), or to le-
gitimize Hatshepsut’s claim to the throne (ca. 1479-1458 BC).

According to the texts of the Donation stela from Karnak, the title “God’s Wife of
Amun” was given to Ahmose-Nefertari by her husband Ahmose I. Her mother, Ahhotep,
was probably posthumously awarded the title of “God’s Wife of Amun” [Gitton 1975]
and Ahmose-Nefertari later passed it on to her daughter, Meritamun, the wife-sister of
Amenhotep I. During the reign of Thutmose I, Hatshepsut inherited this title from her
mother queen Ahmose, following the tradition. Despite the fact that queen Ahmose was
never called a King s Daughter, Hatshepsut portrayed her with all the necessary attributes
of the “God’s Wife of Amun” [Robins 1993, /52], thus, emphasizing Hatshepsut’s he-
reditary right to possess this title.

Meritamun died when Hatshepsut was about 10 years old, and the princess inherited
this title in young age. Probably, it helped her to keep the power for so long in a conse-
quence. Later, the female pharaoh passed on the title to her daughter, princess Neferura
as mentioned in the Red Chapel at Karnak Temple, and on the third terrace in Deir el-Ba-
hari, since Neferura was often mentioned in the records as the “God’s Wife of Amun”,
even without mentioning her name. This title, undoubtedly, emphasized the high status in
society [Cooney 2018, /41—144]. The last mention of Neferura appeared on the stela from
Serabit el-Khadim, dated by regnal year 11 of Hatshepsut. Neferura was unmarried and
had no children [Cooney 2015, 176—179]. Hatshepsut actively used the cult of the god
Amun, spreading the legend of her divine origin. The period of her reign was the stage of
final formation of the title “God’s Wife of Amun”.

Satiah, the wife of Thutmose III (ca. 1479-1425 BC), also was “God’s Wife”. But
her mother, Ipu, a royal nurse, did not have this title, so she could not pass it on. Thut-
mose [II’s other wife, Hatshepsut-Meryetre, served as the “God’s Wife” and “God’s
Hand”. Their daughter, Meritamun, also had the same title.

By conferring the title “God’s Wife of Amun” on his wife Ahmose-Nefertari, king
Ahmose I automatically emphasized her political and religious influence. During the New
Kingdom the queen became a strong partner for the pharaoh in a difficult period. She had
the right to dispose of the funding received after the rituals, which was previously al-
lowed only to priests. Perhaps this in some way diminished the role of the priesthood, al-
though the development of the cult of Amun does not allow us to say it with confidence.
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According to the scenes on the reliefs of the Red Chapel [Lacau 1977, 331], the “God’s
Wife of Amun” had the following responsibilities:

— Participation in daily rituals dedicated to the god Amun.

— Swimming in the sacred lake with the priests before the rituals.

— Staying in special places of the temple.

— Declaiming the menu for the god Amun.

— Burning wax figures of the enemies of Amun to maintain balance.

— Shaking sistrum in front of the sacred statue of the god Amun.

An important fact is that much of the income went directly to the Queen but not to
the temple.

After Hatshepsut’s death, when Thutmose III came to the throne, the title “God’s
Wife of Amun” was banned by the king. It did not appear in official texts until the Third
Intermediate Period (ca. 1069—664 BC). Women were temporarily removed from the pos-
sibility of gaining at least some power, and this prevented a recurrence of the case with
Hatshepsut. There was no evidence of using the title “God’s Wife” during the reigns of
Akhenaten (ca. 1352—-1336 BC), his successors Tutankhamun (ca. 1336-1327 BC) and
Horemheb (ca. 1323-1295 BC).

At the end of the 20™ Dynasty (ca. 1189-1069 BC), corruption was widespread, as
well as general economic instability and political unrest. Thus, under Rameses IX
(ca. 1126-1108 BC) there were also cases of theft of royal tombs. Under the impact of all
these factors, the influence of the royal power and king’s entourage on the solution of po-
litical and social issues rapidly decreased. The High Priest of Amun, Hm nTr tp n Imn, re-
ceived more authority [Grimal 1992, 288—290]. During the reign of the Ramses XI
(ca. 1099-1069 BC), there was a military conflict between the high priest Amenhotep and
the Viceroy of Kush, Panehsy. The last one retreated to Nubia in 1087 BC. After his
death, the territory was ruled by another high priest of Amun — Herihor. He was the per-
son who became de facto the ruler of Upper Egypt.

In such an unstable situation, Rameses VI (1143—1136 BC) asked his daughter Isis to
go to the residence in Thebes and receive the title “God’s Wife of Amun”, which she
owned for about 25 years [Tamas 1995, 7—11]. She was mediated by another Isis, the wife
of Rameses III (ca. 1184—1153 BC), who also combined the titles “God’s Wife of Amun”
and “Divine Worshipper”. Also, she was the only one who, like Ahmose-Nefertari of her
time, recorded the full version of the title, Hm.t nTr n Imn [Gosselin 2007, 148—154].

At the beginning of the Third Intermediate Period, during the reign of the pharaoh
Smendes (ca. 1069—1043 BC), instability and fragmentation were observed. There were
three women who held the title “Divine Adorer” during the early Third Intermediate Pe-
riod: Maatkara (I) Mutemhat (a daughter of Pinedjem I, and queen Henuttawy, 21" Dy-
nasty), Henuttawy (a daughter of high priest of Amun Pinedjem II and Isetemkheb), and
Karomama Meritmut (a daughter of the High Priest of Amun Nimlot and Tentsepeh,
22" Dynasty). Maatkara (I) Mutemhat combined dwAt nTr and Hm.t nTr titles and wrote
the name in the cartouche, which later became characteristic of the 23 Dynasty [Gosse-
lin 2007, 237]. Karomama was also the earliest known “God’s Wife of Amun”, who used
female versions of the king’s titles: “Daughter of Re” and “Mistress of tiaras/perfor-
mances”. Later, during the 9"—6" centuries BC, the 23-26™ Dynasties (ca. 818-525 BC),
it is known that only five women held the title “God’s Wife of Amun”. Again in an unsta-
ble period. These were princesses Shepenwepet I, Amenirdis I, Shepenwepet II, as well
as Saite Nitocris I and Ankhnesneferibre.
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Shepenwepet I, daughter of Osorkon III (777-749 BC), was the only “God’s Wife of
Amun” since the time of Isis, daughter of Rameses VI. Other women before Shepen-
wepet [ held just the title “Divine Worshipper”. The texts do not mention her husband or
children, so she may have been single.

With the arrival to Egypt, the Nubians realized the importance of the “God’s Wife of
Amun”, and established authority in Thebes through political potential [Kitchen 1995,
352, 359]. In the 740’s BC Shepenwepet I shared her power to Thebes as a co-ruler of
king. The queen wrote her name in cartouches, combining it with the title “Mistress of
Two Lands”. She became a counterweight to the priesthood. The next one, Amenirdis I,
the daughter of pharaoh Kashta (ca. 760-752 BC) and Queen Pebatjma, was the first
known royal woman, since the time of Ahmose-Nefertari, who reunited all three titles
“God’s Wife”, “Divine Adorer”, and “God’s Hand” [Lohwasser 2001, 6/—76]. She was
adopted and passed the title from Shepenwepet . Amenirdis I ruled as High Priestess
during 714-700 BC. Subsequently, the title “God’s Wife of Amun” was transferred to
Shepenwepet 11.

The merger of religious and political functions of the “God’s Wife of Amun” took
place in the Third Intermediate Period. If earlier, according to the traditional notion,
“God’s Wife of Amun” had to be unmarried and childless, now it became especially rele-
vant. And ceased to be purely symbolic. Such “celibacy” protected against encroach-
ments by possible heirs on the power and priesthood of Amun.

During the reign of the 26" Dynasty (ca. 664—525 BC), the most known women were
Nitocris II (ca. 665-585 BC) and Ankhnesneferibre (ca. 595-525 BC) [Kitchen 1986,
403—405]. However, their functions were mainly concentrated only in the religious sphere
(building temples in Karnak, performing rituals, celebrating the Sed-festival, etc.). As for
the reduction of the role of the title, the fact that its purpose was often purely symbolic
speaks for itself. These princesses received powers in early childhood, and certainly
could not somehow manage political affairs at that age. They were often accompanied by
mothers or relatives. The last known “God’s Wife of Amun” was Ankhenesneferibre
[Gardiner 1961, 354], daughter of Psamtik II (ca. 595-589 BC) and Queen Takhuit,
during 595-525 BC. She was adopted by Nitokris II. Thus Ankhenesneferibre, in the
26" Dynasty, completed the long history of the “God’s Wife”.

Conclusions

In the Middle Kingdom, there was a “predecessor” of the title “God’s Wife of Amun”
without reference to a specific deity, and later to the gods Pta or Min. The title flourished
in the New Kingdom, particularly during the reign of the female pharaoh Hatshepsut.
This was due to the process of legitimizing her power and the rise of the cult of Amun.
The title disappeared during the reign of Thutmose III, and at the time of the new reli-
gious reform of Akhenaten it lost its relevance. Before the revival of the 20" Dynasty, the
only one who held this title was Tia, the wife of Thutmose IV.

In the Third Intermediate Period, the formation and further development of the title
“God’s Wife of Amun” started having the most effective and long-lasting impact on the
status and role of women in Ancient Egypt. It also became the most powerful political
tool in the Third Intermediate Period. This was confirmed by the appearance of the
queen’s name in cartouches, and sometimes even wearing a Crown.

The king’s power weakened after the reign of Ramses III, after the coup, which may
have been arranged by one of his wives. Then the de facto real power passed to the High
Priest of Thebes, who managed not only the land, workshops, farms, and provision in the
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Karnak and Medinet Habu temples, but also the region’s economy. Therefore, at the end
of the New Kingdom — the beginning of the Third Intermediate Period, power passes
from the hands of King to the Priesthood of Amun. Meetings and communication be-
tween priests and the people remained important. The oracles influenced the people, and
the priesthood controlled oracles. That’s why gradually the “God’s Wife of Amun” began
to supervise the priesthood.

As of the 26" Dynasty, the “God’s Wife of Amun” was already superior in status to the
High Priests of Amun. The priesthood controlled 2/3 of the temple land, 90 % of the ships,
and 80 % of the farms, and when they received this, they gained control of all Egypt. Also,
the presence of the “God’s Wife” ensured the stability of the succession of adoption.

This is exactly the situation we have with the evolution of the title “God’s Wife” in
Ancient Egypt from its founding to the holder. This also had an impact on the status of
women in society and their rights.
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H. M. banoapsnxa
PA3BILLE POJIITTMHATA ThITYJIA “)KOHKA BOT'A”
¥V CTAPAKBITHBIM ET'TIIIE

APpTBIKYJ IPBICBEYAHBI TACIICIABAHHIO YIUIBIBY ThITYNA “YKoHKa Oora”. “XKonka 6ora” — rata
HaWBBIIIUIIBI PANITiHHBI )kaHOUbl THITYN y CrapaxbiTHeIM Erinme. Ha npausry xipaBaHHs po3-
HBIX JBIHACTBII E€H yc€ 00JIbIl HAObIBAY MaNiTEIYHYIO ahapOoYKy. 3 pocTaM MP3CTIXKY I3Tara Thl-
TyJa ¥3pacTarolb posis i CTaTyC *KaHYbIH y TrpaMajacTBe. ThITyl facsrHyy cBaiiro amarero majgdac
npayaeHHs xaHdbHbI-(papaona XarumncyT, X VIII apHacTeIs. MBI MOXKaM ITpacadblilb HBATIO-
B0 THITYJIA 1 3MEHBI ATO (yHKIbIITHATRHACT. AcabiiBail yBari maTpalyioib YMOBBI i TPBIYBIHBI
raThIX 3MeHay. TreiTyn “YKoHka 6ora AMoHA™ aTpbIMay aJIMBICIIOBYIO MAMYJISIPHACIH MTaqdac Ki-
paBannst XVIII geHactei 1 Tpansra mepaxogHara nepwisany. ®apaon Sxmac I, 3acHaBaJIbHIK
XVIII gprHacThIi, JapaBay raThl THITYI cBaéil sxoHIbl Sxmec-Hedeprapsl. [lacns kipaBannas Tyrt-
Mmaca III TeITy) cTpaniy cBoi mepiranadarkoBbl YIuibry. [Ipsr XIX mbIiHACTBII iM Bajgoaali TOJbKI
JI3B€ JKaHUYbIHbI — jkoHKa Pam3aca I 1 xonka Ceui . ¥V Tpaui nepaxonHsl nepblis LapbIla, 3BbI-
yaiiHa nadka 1apa, naBiHHa Oblja 3a0screysilb YUY Hapa yxo ¥ disax. [lasneii, 3 y3mail-
HeHHeM cBaTapcTBa AMoHa, “JKonka Oora” ycé Oonpln kiamaminacsa npa xpam y Kapaaky. LTto
TeIubIIIA Ykaany “XKouki 6ora” ¥ ricropsito CrapaksiTHara ErinTa, TO caMbIM 3HAUHBIM OBLT
KyJbTaBbIsl XpaMmbl. ACHOYVHAsI 3a1a4a apblll, yaaaanbHil TeiTyna “YKoHka Oora”, 3axirodanacs ¥
3a0eCTIsIYdHHI MaaTPBIMKI (hapaoHa 1 Kipyrodaid IbIHACTBII. Y TOH Ka Yac raTa Ja3BoJiiia JKaH9bl-
HaMm CrapaxebiTHara Erinra arpsiMalis OeCIpIIA3HTHBI PATITIHHBI | TATITBIYHBI YTUTBLY.

Kiarwuaseist caoBbl: “XKonka Oora”, Teityn, ®iebl, HaliBeimsitmer Cestap Amona, Crapa-
KBITHBI ETinet, reHnap, skanusiabl ¥ CrapaxeiTHEIM Erinie

H. M. bonoapenxo
Po3BuTok peJiriiinoro Turyay “/JApy:xuHa 6ora” y CrapopaBabomy €runti

CraTTs npucBsiueHa AOCIIKEHHIO BIUIMBY PENIrifHOTO *kiHOUoro Tutymy “Jpyxuna Oora”.
e naitBummii peniriitanit Tutyn napuii y CrapogaBusomy €runti. [Ipotsrom npasiiHHs pi3HHX
JIMHACTIN BiH BCe OlNblIe HAOyBaB MOJITHYHOTO XapakTepy. 31 3pOCTaHHSAM MPECTHXKY IIi€i moca-
JIA 3pOCTAE TAKOXK POJIb 1 CTATYC JKIHKK y CycHiiabcTBi. CBOTO amorer0 BIUTUBY THTYJ JOCST TTijT
gac MpaBliHHS KiHKHA-(papaoHa Xarmerncyt, X VIII guaactis. MU MOXXeMO MTPOCTEKUTH SBOJTFO-
IO TUTYITY Ta 3MIHU HOTO (DYHKIIIOHATBHUX MOKIHBOCTEeH. OCcOONMMBOT yBaru moTpedyroTh YMOBH
Ta MpUYUHK KX 3MiH. Tutyn “/IpyxuHa 6ora” HaOyB 0COOIUBOTO MiTHECEHHS 3a YaciB MpaBJliH-
Hs XVIII qunacrii ra Tperboro nepexigxoro nepiogy. @apaon Axmoc I, 3acnoBuuk X VIII nunac-
Tii, JapyBaB 1ieil TUTYA cBOil npyxuHi Sxmec-Hedeprapi. [licna npasninas Tytmoca 11 tutyn
BTpaTHB CBill movyaTKkoBUi BIUMB. 3a XIX AMHACTI] HUM BOJIOIUIM JIUINIE Bl KIHKH — APYKHUHU
Pamseca I 1 Ceri I. YV Tpertiii nepexigHuii nepiox napuipsd, 3a3BH4ail JOHbKA Iapsi, Mycuia 3a0e3-
neuyBatyu 30epexeHHs BBy (apaona y Pisax. [lizHime, 31 301IbIICHHAM aBTOPUTETY CBSAIICH-
ctBa AMoHa, [lpyxwuna Oora gemani Oinbine mikmyBamacs mpo xpam y Kapnami. 1o crocyerses
BHecKy JlpyxuHn Oora B icropito CTapoJaBHhOr0 €THITY, TO HAM3HAYHIIINM OYJIH MacoBi Kyib-
TOBI Xpamu. ['0JI0BHE 3aBIaHHS [APHII, BOJIOJAPKH THTYMY “JlpyxkuHa Gora”, moysrajio y -
TpuMII (hapaoHa Ta 3a0e3MCUCHHI CTAOUTLHOCTI TAHIBHOT JMHACTII. BogHOYAC T1e T03BOJTHIIO JKiH-
kaMm y CrapomaBHbOMY CTHIITI OTPUMATH O€3MPEleICHTHII PENIriifHAH Ta MOMITHYHAH BILIHB.

Kurouosi caoBa: “/pyxuna 6ora”, turyi, ®@isu, Bepxouuii xxpenr AMona, CtapogaBHiit
€runer, reuaep, xkinku B CrapogaBHboMy €THITI
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