
Warlike Women in Ancient Egypt 
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In this paper, I am going to give a more or 
less chronologic al overview of the warlike aspect 
of women in ancient Egypt, including the belli­
cose goddesses. I>ack of space prevents me from 
giving more than only a short sketch. 

Neith 

The earliest sources relevant for our subject 
date back as early as the predynastic period, that 
is about 3000 B.C. In this epoch (and still later), 
the goddess Neith* played an important role in 
the Egyptian pantheon. Two attributes are typical 
for Neith: the Lower Egyptian Red Crown on her 
head and arrow and bow in her hand. Therefore, 
Neith originally was not only a goddess of the 
not (hern half of Egypt ­ and indeed her main 
cult centre in historical times was at Sais ­ but 

1. I ' i m r i M i c s de Munich e< de Wurzburg. I would like 
to thank C.J. Martin for patiently correcting my English. 

2. Hans Bonnet, Reallexikon der igjptischtn 
RdigjMtgmthitkt* (Berlin - New York: Walter de Gruyter, 
•8000): 512-517; Wolfgang Melck. Kbcrhard Otto. Wolfh.ut 
Westendori (eds.), Isxihm der Aftptologir, 7 vols. (Wiesbaden: 
Otto Harrassowitz, 1975-92) 4: 392-394; Donald B. Bedford 
(ed.), The Oxford EntyrUifrdui id Anrirnt Egypt, 3 vols. (Oxford 
- New York - O x f o r d University Press, 2001) 2: 516-517. 

also a goddess of hunting and warfare. For the 
Egyptians, both hunting wild animals and light­
ing against enemies were aspects of the same 
effort of maintaining the order of the world and 
dispelling chaos. Although Neith had or with 
time got many further qualities, her aspect as 
goddess of hunting and war was still alive in the 
Roman Period. The so­called Book of the Fayum, 
whose preserved manuscripts date from this time, 
also includes a vignette showing Neith with her 
weapons.3 The Greeks and Romans not unsur­
prisingly identified Neith with Athena. 

Sakhmet 

Another old Egyptian warlike goddess is 
Sakhmet/ whose name means „the Mighty One". 

3. Horst Beinlich, Dim llurh vmn Fayum. '/.urn reli^iisen 
Eigmverstandnis ana agyptisdien Landschafi, 2 vols. (Wiesbaden: 
Otto Harrassowitz, 1991) text: 131. Cf. also the Ptolemaic 
religions papyrus Louvre N 3079 col. 111 1. 87 (S8), where 
< KM IS is addressed thus: „Neith has put her arrow in her bow 
in order to fell your enemies every day." (ed. [ean-Claude 
Goyon, "Le ceremonial de glorification d'Osiris du papyrus 
Louvre I. 3079 (colonnes 110 a 112)," liulletin de llmMul 
Emnrnis d'Archfohgii Oriental* {\b 11967]: 106). 

4. Bonnet 643-646; Helrk, Otto, Westendorf (eds.) 5: 
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She is already attested in the Old Kingdom, that 
is the 3rd millennium B.C., and is normally repre­
sented as a woman with a lion's head. Sakhmet, 
whose main cult centre was at Memphis, was a 
really fierce goddess. She was thought to accom­
pany pharaoh in hattle. In the poem on the battle 
of Kadesh, it is said of the Egyptian king: 

„Lo, Sakhmet the great is she who is with him. 
She is together with him upon his horse, and 
her hand is with him. As for whoever goes to 
approach him, a breath of fire comes to burn up 
his body."5 Sakhmet truly can be called a goddess 
of war.fi 

But Sakhmet does not only help pharaoh 
against his enemies in battle. Sakhmet and 
goddesses that can be connected with her and 
with the complex idea of the sungod's burning 
eye also kill the evildoers in the netherworld with 
their fiery blast.7 

Sakhmet is also the one who sends out poison­
ous arrows and wild demons in order to cause 
sicknesses and plagues. In a myth of the New 
Kingdom Hathor­Sakhmet was even chosen by 
the sun­god to destroy mankind completely8. 

Another goddess that can be associated with 
Sakhmet is Shesemtet/Smithis9. 

323-333; Sigrid-Eike Hoenes, Vnlersuchungen zu Wesen und Kult 
iler Collin Sachmet (Bonn: Habelt, 1976). 

5. Trans la t ion after Alan Gardiner , The Ktidesli 
Inscriptions of Harnesses 11 (Oxford: Griffith Institute, 1975): 
13, P287-8. For a more recent translation see K.A. Kitchen: 
Ramesside Inscriptions. Translated & Annotaled. Translations 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1996) 2: 12. 

6. So B o n n e t 644. Sakhmet is cal led «woman who 
'makes' an army» in the t emple of Hathor at Dendara 
(l)endara III 165,5; cf. S. Cauville, Dendara III. Traduction 
[Leuven: Peelers, 2000]: 280-281). 

7. Cf. Erik Hornung, Tal der Kiinige. Die Ruhestatte der 
I'haraimen (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellsrlialt, 
H983): 161. 

8. Translation: Erik I forming, Der ajgptiwhe Mylhos von 
der Ilimmelskuh. Eine Alitdogie des Unvollkommenen (Freiburg 
Schweiz: Universitatsverlag - Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht,'1982): 37-40. 

9. Bonnet 679; Helck, Otto, Westendorf (eds.) 5: 587-90 
and 992; Philippe Derchain: El Kab I. l<es mimumenls religieux 
a Ventree df I'Ouadi Hellal (Brussels: Fondation Egyptologique 

AnaVn 

At the end of the Middle Kingdom, a warlike 
goddess entered the Egyptian pantheon, whose 
origin was in the Near East: Anat." First attested 
in Egypt in onomastic material, Anat became 
better known only in the New Kingdom, an epoch 
of close contacts between Egypt and the Near 
East, especially during the Ramesside period 
­ that is about the 13th century B.C. Anat often 
appears together with Astarte, who was also of 
Near Eastern origin. Anat was almost exclusively 
connected with the Egyptian royal family. Her 
main task was to protect the king in battle. Alter 
the Ramesside period she shows up only sporadi­
cally, but is attested in Egypt up to the time of 
Augustus, still enjoying cult worship. 

Astarte 

Astarte12 seems to have played a more promi­
nent role. She appears in royal and non­royal 
documents. She was especially associated with the 
horse, which in Egypt was mainly used in warfare. 
Therefore Astarte is often shown riding. One­
should note that driving in a chariot, not riding, 
was the normal way of using horses in ancient 
Egypt. Matters are complicated by the fact that 

Reine Elisabeth, 1971): 15-32. 
10. Recent general works on Near Eastern goddesses 

include: J o h a n n a H. Stuckey, «The Great Goddesses of 
the Levant,» The Journal of the Society for the Stwly of Egyptian 
Antiquities 29 (2002): 28-57; Joan Goodnick Westenholz , 
"Great Goddesses in Mesopotamia: The Female Aspect of 
Divinity," The Journal of the Society /or the Study of Egyptian 
Antiquities 29 (2002): 9-27; Izak Cornelius, The Many Faces 
of the Goddess. The Iconography of the Syro-Palestmian Goddesses 
Anat, Astarte. (ledeshet, andAsherahc. 1500-1000BCE (Freiburg 
Schweiz: Universitatsverlag - Gottingen: V a n d e n h o e c k & 
Ruprecht, 2004); Edward Lipinski, "Syro-Canaanite Goddesses 
in Egypt," Ckronique d'Egypte80 (2005): 122-133. 

11. Bonnet 37-8; Helck, Otto, Westendorf (eds.) 1: 253-
8; cf. also the works cited in the previous footnote. 

12. Bonnet 55-7; Helck, Otto, Westendorf (eds.) 1:499-
509; see also footnote 10. 
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there was probably n o t o n l y o n e g o d d e s s Astarte 
in Egypt but a c o m p l e x o f several similar forms or 
closely c o n n e c t e d g o d d e s s e s w h o s e n a m e s can b e 
written sl ightly dif ferent ly , as in a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n 
in the t e m p l e o f Hibis o f the fifth century B.C.1* 
Astarte is at tes ted well into the R o m a n p e r i o d . 

As far as l i terature is c o n c e r n e d , there exists a 
papyrus f r o m the 5th year o f A m e n o p h i s II ( i .e . 
a b o u t 1423 B.C.) with t h e tat tered r e m a i n s o f a 
story o f the Fight against the S e a in w h i c h Astarte 
plays an i m p o r t a n t ro le in the bet ter preserved 
p a r t s . " A l t h o u g h t h e r e m a i n s o f a b o u t 2 0 
c o l u m n s are extant , it is nearly i m p o s s i b l e to g e t 
an i d e a o f the plot . It is ev ident , h o w e v e r , f r o m 
the structure of the better preserved b e g i n n i n g of 
the text , f r o m certain m o t i v e s a n d f r o m the fact 
that the earth gives birth, a l t h o u g h it is mascu l ine 
in the Egyptian l a n g u a g e a n d mytho logy , that the 
Egyptian text is based o n N e a r Eastern mytho logy 
a n d is probably a trans lat ion o r an a d a p t a t i o n o f 
a Human or Hitt i te original.1'' 

The Egyptian Queen Defeating Foreign 
Women in the New Kingdom 

In t h e s a m e p e r i o d , t h e N e w K i n g d o m , 
E g y p t i a n queens c o u l d b e d e p i c t e d in q u i t e 
w a r l i k e poses ." ' They c a n b e s h o w n s m i l i n g 

IS. Norman dc Garis Davis, The Temple «/ Hibis in el 
Khargeh OCMS. e d Ludlow Bull, Lindsle] F. I [all, 9 parts (New 
York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1953) S? plate S, third 
register. 

14. Alan H. Gardiner, IatiFtyftim Stories (Bruxelles: 
Kondation cgypto log ique reine Elisabeth, 1981): 76-81a; 
Philippe Collombci t, I .anient Coition, "1 .es dieux contre la 
mer, Le debul du "papyrus d'Astarte" (pBN 202)," BIFAO 
100 (2000): 193-242. 

15. W o l f g a n g l l e l c k , «Die E r / a h l u n g d e s sog . 
"Astartepapyrus",» ManfredGorg (ed.), Etmtesat<piefxmtes. Eine 
Festgabe fur llellmut fhliami (Wiesbaden: Otto I Iarrassowitz, 
1983): 215-223. For a mote general perspective on the myth, 
cf. Donald B. Bedford, „The Sea and the Goddess," Sarah 
Israelit­Groll (ed ). Studies in Egyptology Presented to Milium 
l.ichtheim, 2 vols. (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1990) 2: 824­
835. 

16. Silke Roth, ('•ebietsrin ulln l/intler. Die liolir der kiinig-

t h e e n e m y in t h e s a m e w a y as p h a r a o h is 
d e p i c t e d . " 

M o d e l l e d a c c o r d i n g to royal i co no g ra phy , the 
t h r o n e of the Egyptian q u e e n c o u l d also s h o w the 
c o n q u e r e d peop les . In the t o m b o f Kheruef (14th 
century B.C. ) , the d e f e a t e d women are d e p i c t e d 

at the q u e e n ' s throne . 1 8 T h e Egypt ian king a n d 
q u e e n are obv ious ly c o n s i d e r e d to b e c o m p l e ­
mentary to e a c h other: the Egyptian king kills the 

m e n , the Egypt ian q u e e n d e f e a t s the w o m e n o f 
the e n e m y . S h e e v e n c a n a p p e a r as a sph inx , 1 9 a 

s h a p e that n o r m a l l y is restr icted to the k i n g o r 

to g o d s a n d , with its semi­ l ion f o r m , hints at the 

fierce t r i u m p h a n t nature o f the s u b d u e r o f t h e 

f o r e i g n p e o p l e s . 2 0 

T h e s e v i o l e n t i m a g e s o f q u e e n s h i p 2 1 a re 
b a c k e d u p with the a p p r o p r i a t e titles. Many o f 

t h e m a re f e m i n i n e f o r m s o f k i n g ' s t it les , e .g . 

„ f e m a l e ruler" (hql.t). Q u i t e i n t e r e s t i n g is t h e 
title "mistress o f all w o m e n " {hnw.t hm.wt nb.wt), 

w h i c h c a n serve as a g o o d e x p l a n a t i o n f o r t h e 

lichen Erauen in tier fiktiven und realm Aufienpoiitik des iigtp-
tischen Neuen lieiches (Freiburg Schwciz: Universitatsverlag ­
Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2002): 23­42; Robert 
Morkot, „Violent Images of Queenship and the Royal Cult," 
Wefrwawett (1986): 1­9. 

17. Sayed Tawfik, «Aton Studies,.­ Milteilungen des 
Deutschen Archaologischen Instiluts Abteitung Kairo 31 (1975): 
163. (:f. also Earl L. Ertman, ..Smiling the Enemy in the Reign 
of Akhenaten: A Family Affair," Kmt 17,4 (Winter 200c3­O7): 
59­65 with notes to the later development. 

18. The Epigraphir Survey, The'Tomb of Kheruef. Iheban 
Tomb 192 (Chicago: Oriental Institute of the University of 
Chicago, 1980): pi. 49; similar on the throne dais of Ncfei ni\ 
Donald B. Redford, From Slave to Pharaoh, 'The Black Exfierience 
of Ancient Egypt (Baltimore­London:Johns 1 (opkins University 
Press, 2004): 6 fig. 1 (row of captured women) . 

19. Dorothea Arnold, Ihelioyal Women ofAmama. Images 
of Beauty from Ancient Egypt (New York: Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, 1996): 107. 

20. T h e sph inx is attested already in the Middle 
Kingdom as a form ol royal women: Louvre AO. 13075 is 
a sphinx of princess It, daughter of Amenemhat II (Bertha 
Porter, Rosalind L. B. Moss TopogriaphkalBibtiography of Ancient 
Egyptian Hieroglyphic Texts, Reliefs, ami Paintings (Oxford: 
(.lilliil i Inst i tute­Ashmolean Museum, 1962) 8: 392. 

21. This is the title of Morkot (cf. footnote 16)! 
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depict ions of the Egyptian q u e e n subduing the 
foreign women.'22 

A Woman Fighting a King 
(Ostracon Cairo CG 25125 [fig. T*]) 

Directly relevant to our subject is an ostracon 
in the Egyptian Museum in Cairo.24 In the upper 
register, a royal or divine25 woman is s tanding on 

22. The warlike image of the Egyptian queen during 
the New Kingdom is different from the Egyptian attitude 
during the Middle Kingdom, when it was considered to be 
unheard of that women had troops (Teaching of Amenemhat 
IXa; cf. Richard B. Parkinson, Poetry and Culture in Middle 
Kingdom Egypt. A Dark Side to Perfection [London - New York: 
Continuum, 2002]: 244 bottom with references). For a 20th 
dynasty letter to a high ranking woman who is explicitly asked 
to order a murder, see the famous Fall abgek&rz&erJustiz (P. 
Berlin 10489; Adolf Erman, Kin Fall al/gekurzter/ustiz in Apypten 
[Berlin: Verlag der Konigl. Akademie der Wissenschaften, 
1913]; Edward F. Wente, Late Ramesside Fetters (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1967): 69 no. 35. 

23. This is a reproduction of the woman only. I would 
like to thank Joachim Friedrich Quack for his agreement to 
include this detail here. The drawing, done by Olga Koch, is 
published in its entirety in the anthology of Demotic narra­
tives by Quack and myself. 

24. Reproduced e.g. in Nojret - die Schime. Die Frau im 
Allen Agyplen (Mainz: Philipp von Zabern, 1984): 181 no. 
89 (in colour) or William H. Peck, John G. Ross, Agyplische 
Zeichnungen aus drei Jahrtausenden (Bergisch Gladbach: Gustav 
Lubbe, 1979): 158­159 (detail). 

25. This is the traditionally held opinion. But the typi­

a chariot, fighting a male person also standing on 
a chariot. They are shooting arrows at each other, 
as d o some people in the lower register who seem 
to represent the t roops of the main protagonists. 
In in te rpre t ing this picture which is to be dated 
to the Late New Kingdom 20th dynasty, i.e. the 
12th or 11th century B.C., Egyptologists have put 
forward several interpretations. According to one 
of them, Astarte is shown fighting pharaoh . T h e 
picture would express the political vision of the 
dest ruct ion of the co r rup t Egyptian reg ime at 
the end of the New Kingdom by Astarte as a dea 
ex machinal In my opin ion this interpretat ion is 
completely u n f o u n d e d and must be rejected.2 7 

For it is the horses of the woman that are hit by 
arrows, not those of the man. Apart f r o m this, 
the peop le fighting the woman inc lude differ­
ent h u m a n races traditionally represent ing the 
enemies the Egyptian king smites. Why should 
they be i n c l u d e d a m o n g t he t r oops of t he 
regime? And finally also the t roops ­ not only 
the horses ­ of the supposed dea ex machina suffer 
losses as can be seen on the left side of the lower 
register, where an archer2 8 is about to be hit by 
an arrow. 

Another scholar sees this as a depiction of the 
quar re l between t he Egyptian q u e e n Tawosret 
and the Egyptian king Sethnakhte who became 
the f o u n d e r of the 20th dynasty.29 This theory 
would at least explain why the woman seems to 
be the defea ted party. Yet ano the r explanat ion 
was sought in declar ing the ostracon an illustra­

cally Ramesside clothing does not speak in favour of identify­
ing the woman as a goddess. 

26. Nofrel ISl. 
27. Compare also footnote 25. 
28. Unfortunately it is impossible to determine whether 

this is a male or female person. 
29. Vivienne G. Callender, «Queen Tausret and the 

EndofDynasty 19,» Studim zur allagytvichen Kullur 32 (2004): 
103­4; Michael Hoveler­Miiller, Am An/'anp war Apyplen. Die 
Geschichte derpharaomsehen Hochkidtur von tier Friihzeil bis zum 
Fnde des Neuen lieiclies r.a. 4000-1070 v. Ckr. (Mainz: Philipp 
von Zabern, 2005): 257 and 259. 
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t ion of a story.*1 It would be a m o o t quest ion, 
however, whether the ostracon might illustrate 
the story familiar as „King and a Goddess".31 In 
feet, we merely know of the existence of such a 
literary composi t ion but are unab le to get any 
clear idea abou t its plot, because the surviving 
manuscr ip ts ­ all dat ing to the New Kingdom 
­ are mere tatters. Military actions, however, d o 
occur.32 

I personally would be reluctant to try to give 
an in terpre ta t ion of the scene. But it is certain 
tha t we are deal ing he re with a woman fight­
ing with a man and that the Egyptians in some 
way were acqua in ted with the idea of fighting 
women. 

Female Rulers of Foreign Countries 

Perhaps the Egyptians combined this not ion 
with their knowledge of real fore ign countr ies 
ruled by queens. Famous examples are the queen 
of Punt shown in an 18th dynasty relief of the 
first half of the 15th century B.C.,33 a n d la ter 
also on an ostracon,34 and the female ruler of a 
town in Cyprus dur ing the Thi rd In te rmedia te 
Period who appears in the Tale of Wenamun.*5 

But already in Egyptian execrat ion texts of the 

30. Peck, Ross 158-9. 
31. Gardiner, I .ale-Egyptian Stories95-8a. 
32. Cf. P. Vienna 36 5 and 10 (Gardiner, LateJZgyptian 

Stories 96). 
33. Cairo JE 14276. Often reproduced, e.g. Mohamed 

Saleh, Hourig Sourouzian, Jflrgen Liepe, Die Hauplwerke im 
Agyptischen Museum Kairo (Mainz: Philipp von Zabern, 1986): 
no. 130a. 

34. Heinrich Schafer, «Agyptische Zeichnungen auf 
Scherben,» Jahrbuch iter Kemiglich-Pnuflischen Kunstsammhtngm 
37 (1916): 38. 

35. Wenamnn 2.74ff. (Gardiner, I .ale-Egyptian Stories 
74-6a; B e m d U. Schipper, Die Erzahlung lies Wenamun. Kin 
I.ileralurwerk im Spannungsfeld von Politik, Ceschirhle und 
Religion [Freiburg Schweiz: Universitatsvcrlag - Gottingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2005]: 97-101 and 215-219). 

very beginning of the second mil lennium B.C., a 
foreign female ruler is found.3 6 

God's Wife ofAmun 

T h e Egyptian idea of warlike women must 
have b e e n alive d u r i n g the first m i l l e n n i u m 
B.C. We n o t only have goddesses like Nei th 
and Sakhmet, but we also find the god 's wife of 
Amun, a posit ion of considerable in f luence in 
the temple of Amun at Thebes , and which was, 
at this period, typically held by a daughte r of the 
king,37 per fo rming kingly rites like the shooting 
of arrows in the directions of the four cardinal 
poin t s which symbolises the s u b d u i n g of the 
ent i re world.3" 

Asiatic Sorceresses in Demotic Stories 

F r o m a n ear ly R o m a n p e r i o d d e m o t i c 
papyrus,39 we know of a story in which Djoser, 
the famous king of the 3rd dynasty in the 27th 
cen tury B.C., a n d his vizier I m h o t e p play an 
impor tan t role. Djoser marches into Ninive, the 
Assyrians are subjugated a n d br ing t r ibute. In 

36. Geor ges Posener, Cinq figurine's d'envoutement (Cairo: 
Institut Francais d'Archeologie Orientale, 1987): 29. For 
the most recent translation of this section see Hans-Werner 
Fischer-Elfert, Altdgyptisrhe Zauberspruche (Stuttgart: Reclam, 
2005): 79-81, esp. 79. 

37. Erhart Graefe, Vnlersuchungen zur Verwaltung und 
(',rsi hit hie iter Institution der Oottesgemahlin lies Amun vom lleginn 
des Neuen lieirlws Ins zur Spi'itzeit (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 
1981). 

38. For a scene of the 7th century B.C., compare 
Richard A. Parker, Jean Leclant, Jean-Claude Goyon, The 
Edifice ofTaharqa liy the Sacred Lake of Karnak (Providence: 
Brown University Press - London: Lund Humphries, 1979): 
pi. 25. 

39. Cf. Joachim Friedrich Quack, Einfuhrung in die 
aUSgtptische I .iteraturgesehiehte III. Die ilemotiselie und grdken'igyf>-
tis, he l.iteralur (Munster: Lit, 2005): 27-8 and Kim Ryholt, „The 
Assyrian Invasion of Egypt in Egyptian Literary Tradition. A 
survey of the narrative source material," J. G. Dercksen (ed.), 
Assyria and Beyond. Studies Presented to Mogens Troll/' Larsen 
(Leuven: Peeters, 2004): 500-502. 
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a n o t h e r f r agment , I m h o t e p fights in a magical 
duel against an Asiatic sorceress who, however, 
bears the Egyptian n a m e Seshemnefer tem. 

In the "Inaros Epic", known f r o m demot i c 
papyri of the first and second century A.D., a 
due l between Inaros, t he main Egyptian hero , 
and an Assyrian sorceress in the shape of a griffin 
takes place.40 

The Story of Sarpot: 
Egyptians and Amazons 

While the Djoser-text and the Inaros Epic have 
only a marginal bear ing on our subject, ano the r 
demot ic story is extremely important.4 1 T h e text 
is generally called ..Egyptians and Amazons" or 
„The Story of Sarpot" , Sarpot be ing t he main 
f e m a l e c h a r a c t e r . Two f r a g m e n t a r y R o m a n 
demot ic papyri42 which pardy parallel each other 
are known. As far as the deplorable state of pres­
ervat ion allows, o n e can r econs t ruc t t he story 
roughly as follows. 

T h e Egyptian pr ince Pe tekhons , a f a m o u s 
character in many of the other Inaros­Petubastis­
Texts, enters43 a country which is called the I^ind 
of the Women. T h e r e he and his troops, which 
interestingly include Assyrians, pitch their camp. 
Sarpot , the q u e e n of the Land of the W o m e n , 

40. Ryholt, «The Assyrian Invasion of Egypt in Egyptian 
Literary Tradition," 493-4. 

41. Friedhe lm H o f f m a n n , Agypler und Amazonen. 
Neubearbeitung zweier demolisr.her Papyri. P. Vindob. I) 6 / 6 5 
und P. Vindob. I) 6 / 6 5 A, (Wien: Bruder Holl inek, 1995); 
Friedhelm Hoffmann, „Neue Fragmente zu den drei groBen 
Inaros-Petubastis-Texten," Enchorial (1995) 27-29; Michel 
Chauveau, „Les romans du cycle d'Inaros et de Pedoubastis," 
Egyple. Afrique & Orient 29 (2003): 22-28. For an attempt to 
find a historical background cf. Jeremy Goldberg, "Legends 
of Iny and "les brumes d'une chronologic qu'il est prudent 
de savoir flottante", I"he Journal of the Society for the Study oj 
Egyptian Antiquities 26 (1996): 22^11. 

42. Some still unpublished fragments are also kept at 
Vienna. 

43. Or is about to enter: Cf. 2.28 ( The women who want 
to fight against Petekhons prepare themselves to fight against 
a foreign country which lies outside their own land.). 

sends h e r y o u n g e r sister Ashtesh i t i n t o t he 
enemy's c a m p as a spy. Ashteshit puts on male 
dress, is successful and repor ts back to Sarpot 
about the enemy. Sarpot, asking Isis and Osiris 
for help, decides to preempt the Egyptian prince, 
calls together the army of the Land of the Women 
into what I th ink must be the main fortress of 
that country and musters he r troops, which also 
includes cavalry and perhaps even chariots (cf. 
2.32). T h e n Sarpot puts on he r a r m o u r , gives 
encouragement to her army and advances against 
Petekhons. Now he sends his t roops against the 
women. Sarpot , however, carries out a terrible 
slaughter amongst Petekhons 's soldiers, who are 
forced to flee back to their camp. 

P e t e k h o n s , who obviously did n o t fight 
himself, fills his soldiers with new courage. O n 
the next day he goes to the battlefield. Sarpot , 
too, prepa re s herself a n d fights Pe tekhons in 
single comba t . Only in t he evening, when it 
becomes dark, do they stop fighting. Obviously, 
when they take off their helmets, they fall into 
love with each other (4.5ff.). 

Nevertheless Sarpot, Petekhons and the two 
armies fight again on the following day (5.2ff.). 
T h e r e is then a missing section, but in the next 
surviving par t we find Sarpot , Pe tekhons a n d 
the i r peop l e feas t ing t oge the r (col. 6). After 
this episode there is again an almost completely 
lost section. Later we read that the Indians have 
invaded the Land of the Women (7.35ff„). Very 
soon after this the text is lost once more and when 
it reappears (A, l .x+lff . ) , we are in the middle 
of difficult to unde r s t and military matters and 
movements, perhaps different attempts to outma­
noeuvre t he enemy. In the end , Sarpot fights 
for two days successfully against the Indian army 
(1 l.x+8ff.) and captures the chief of the Indians 
(12.301.). In the last preserved lines of the text 
the Indians seem to pay t r ibute (12.40ff.). 

Already Volten, who was the first editor of the 
demot ic story, had been struck by the fact that 
the same motive of a land inhabi ted by warlike 
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women appears also in Greek l i terature. In the 
commenta ry of my re-edition I expressed doubts 
as to whethe r this similarity really goes beyond 
t he constel lat ion of a female a n d a male h e r o 
f ighting against each other . T h e rest of the story 
abounds in differences.4 4 For example: Achilleus 
kills Penthesilea and only then falls in love with 
her . Alexander the Great on his way to India15 

does not en te r the land of the Amazons - unlike 
Petekhons . And, as far as I can see, the Greek 
male hero never fights together with the Amazon 
q u e e n against a third country.4h 

O t h e r researchers 4 7 th ink I went too far in 
stressing the differences between the Greek and 
Demotic texts. I cannot go into detail here . T h e 
discussion has focused solely on w h e t h e r t he 
Sarpot-Text is purely Kgyptian or inf luenced by 
Greek l i te ra ture . O t h e r possibilities have n o t 
been taken into account. In the most recent book 
o n Demot ic l i t e ra ture by Quack, 4 8 the a u t h o r 
gives only o n e reason why in his opin ion the re 
must be Greek i n f luence on t he Sarpot-Story, 
namely thai the geographical expansion of the 
plot would only be u n d e r s t a n d a b l e in lighi of 
„the actual experience of Alexander 's expedition 
and the myth of Dionysos' campaign to India".1" 

44. Sceptical also John Ray, «Two Inscribed Objects 
in the Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge,* Journal »/ Egyptian 
AnduHology 58 (1972): 250-251; Michel Chauveau, review of 
I [offmann - Dei Kampf urn den l'an/ei des Inaros, IliMiollura 
Orientalis 5 6 . 5 / 6 (1999) : 611; Mark Smith, "Egyptian 
Invective," JimmalofEffiplian ArrhtwolopyRb (2000): 186 note 
54. 

45. I would like to correct a mistake in Hoffmann , 
ng/bUr unit Amaztnu-n 30 end of third paragraph: Alexander's 
campaign to India took place after he had c o n q u e r e d 
Egypt. 

46. According to Arrianus: Anabasis VII 14,1-3, however, 
the satrap of Media brings Amazon warriors as support for 
Alexander's 11 c>c>ps. 

47. ('.fuller Vitlmann, (Tradit ion uod Nei icrung in 
del deii iotischen Literatur,» Zritschrift fiir agfptiickt Sprat hr 
unit Allrrtum\kundr 125 (1998) : 62-77; Heinz J. Thissen, 
,.l lonierisrher Einlluss mi liiaios-l'etiibastis /.vkliis?," Stniluni 
zuralUipryptisrhfn Kultur'Zl (1999): 369-387. 

48. Quack, Ckmotiitht tmdgnSt^igfMhdtt l.itrratur. 
49. Quack 59-60 («das reale Erlebnisdes Alcxandeiv.uges 

Quack adds, however, that o n e also has to take 
into account the Egyptian t rade with India.50 

In my opin ion Quack mixes u p two differ­
ent things. O n e is the real historical Alexander 
campa ign , t he o t h e r a mythological narrat ive. 
Only the latter can be really decisive for the ques­
tion of literary in f luence , since knowledge of a 
real military campaign could easily have reached 
the Egyptians by o the r means. They could have 
known of India exclusively f rom real historical 
exper ience, maybe even direct contact. Think of 
the t rade between Egypt and India in the later 
Ptolemaic and in the Roman times. 

And the Amazons? I would like to ask two 
quest ions which are pe rhaps not al together new 
but which have not played so far a role in the 
d e b a t e a b o u t Greek l i terary i n f l u e n c e on t he 
demot ic text. 

My ques t ions are: first, cou ld t he Amazons 
be historical? And second , which ideas a b o u t 
Amazons were c o m m o n in antiquity apar t f rom 
the Greek stories? In e i the r case, t h e r e would 
be good reasons for reject ing a specifically Greek 
literary i n f l u e n c e o n t he Egyptian story. T h e 
Egyptians could have l earned about reed warlike 
women by direct or indirect contact of any kind. 
And as the Egyptians had b e c o m e acqua in t ed 
with foreign ethnographic or fictional texts, there 
would be n o reason to assume a recept ion of just 
Greek literature. There fo re , I would like to present 
h e r e some details tha t t he d e m o t i c story gives 
about the Land of the W o m e n , h o p i n g to find 
matches and agreements with the archaeological 
data or with non­Greek texts that the readers of 
this article might know of. 

A c c o r d i n g to t h e d e m o t i c text , t h e L a n d 
of the W o m e n is si tuated somewhere between 
"Syria" (hr) and "India" (/wrw).M A problem with 
the Inaros­Petubastis­Texts, to which the Sarpot­

towie den Mythos von Dionysos' Siegeszug bis Indien»). 
50. Quack 60. 
51. 7.35ft. (Indian invasion); cf. 3.27 (Assyrians in the 

.ii iu\ of Petechons). 
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S t o r y a l s o b e l o n g s , is t h a t t h e y t e n d t o m i x u p 
e l e m e n t s f r o m d i f f e r e n t e p o c h s . T h i s m e a n s t h a t , 
d e p e n d i n g o n t o w h i c h h i s t o r i c a l s i t u a t i o n t h e 
t e r m s „Syr ia" a n d „ I n d i a " a p p l y , t h e l o c a t i o n o f 
t h e L a n d o f t h e W o m e n m u s t b e s h i f t e d w e s t o r 
e a s t . 5 2 1 g u e s s t h e P a r t h i a n E m p i r e w o u l d give a 
r o u g h i d e a o f w h e r e t o l o o k f o r t h e L a n d o f t h e 
W o m e n . 

T h e r e a l s o s e e m s t o b e a t l e a s t o n e r i v e r i n 
t h e L a n d o f t h e W o m e n . 5 3 

A c c o r d i n g t o t h e s t o r y , t h e L a n d o f t h e 
W o m e n is d i v i d e d i n t o s e v e r a l „ n o m e s " o r 
„d i s t r i c t s " (ts.w),M b u t o n e h a s t o t r e a t t h i s i n f o r ­
m a t i o n w i t h c a u t i o n , s i n c e i t c o u l d b e a t r a n s f e r 
o f E g y p t i a n n o t i o n s . T h e b a d s t a t e o f p r e s e r v a t i o n 
o f t h e t e x t m a k e s i t i m p o s s i b l e t o d e c i d e w h e t h e r 
t h e r e was o n l y one " t o w n " (tmy) in t h e L a n d of t h e 
W o m e n o r w h e t h e r t h e t o w n m e n t i o n e d is j u s t 
t h e o n e p l a y i n g a n i m p o r t a n t r o l e a t t h i s s t a g e of 
t h e s tory . 5 5 B u t a n y w a y , t h e r e m u s t h a v e b e e n a t 
l e a s t o n e t o w n i n t h e L a n d o f t h e W o m e n . T h e r e 
is a l s o a f o r t r e s s (htm,x sbf1) o b v i o u s l y o n l y o n e , 5 8 

u n l e s s i t is s i n g l e d o u t , b e c a u s e i t is p e r h a p s t h e 
c a p i t a l . H e r e t h e r e a l s o s e e m s t o e x i s t t h e b i g 
„ b a s t i o n " (htl)Another t y p e o f b u i l d i n g c o u l d 
p e r h a p s b e a p a l i s a d e (dr) .60 

52. "Herein the Land of hr" in A,2.x+29 means that the 
Land of the Women is to be sought in Syria (in the broadest 
sense); Vittmann, "Tradition und Neuerung," 76 does not 
take the "here" into account. But it is of course evident from 
the whole plot that the Land of the Women must have been 
thought of as having a common border with "India", which 
itself, however, is not well defined. 

53. 12.12. 
54. 2.27; 4.13; 4.19; cf. perhaps also A,2.x+29. 
55. 6.X+29 and 7.35ff. In A,2.x+29, there are mentioned 

«the towns». But it could be simply a current Egyptian expres­
sion. Furthermore, it is not absolutely clear whether the towns 
of the Land of the Women are meant, because the text contin­
ues «here in the Land of hr" after a short lacuna. 

56. 2.48; 5.5; 5.6; 5.10. 
57. 2.10; 2.18; 2.30 (readpi] sbt); 6.X+22. 
58. Always pi htm/sht "the for tress" unless used attr ibu­

tively (as in 6.X+22). 
59. 2.30; cf. 6.x+22. 
60. 8.5. 

F i n a l l y a „ h a l f ­ r o o f e d " b u i l d i n g 6 1 u s e d f o r 
f e a s t i n g o c c u r s . T h i s m e a n s t h a t t h e w e a t h e r i n 
t h e L a n d o f t h e W o m e n is o f t e n fine. B u t w e d o 
find a r e f e r e n c e t o r a i n , t o o . ' * 

A t t h e h e a d o f t h e A m a z o n s t h e r e is a q u e e n 
­ t h e E g y p t i a n w o r d „ f e m a l e p h a r a o h " (pr-rlt) 
is u s e d as h e r d e s i g n a t i o n . 6 3 I n t e r e s t i n g l y h e r 
n a m e . .Sa rpo t " 6 4 is S e m i t i c , m e a n i n g „ lo tu s " . B u t 
p e r h a p s i t w a s a f o r e i g n n a m e t h a t w a s i n c o r ­
r ec t l y a s s u m e d by t h e E g y p t i a n s t o b e c o n n e c t e d 
w i t h t h i s S e m i t i c w o r d . 6 5 By t h e way, t h e n a m e o f 
S a r p o t ' s s i s te r , A s h t e s h i t , h a s s o f a r w i t h s t o o d all 
a t t e m p t s t o find a n a c c e p t a b l e e t y m o l o g y . 

T h e L a n d o f t h e W o m e n d o e s s e e m t o b e 
i n h a b i t e d o n l y b y w o m e n . A t l eas t , m e n d o n o t 
s e e m t o p l a y a n y i m p o r t a n t r o l e . 6 6 I n a n y way, 

61. ks-hbs in 6.x+3­6.x+11. 
62. 2.5. 
63. Passim. In our text, the word pr-ri.t seems already 

to be used as a gener al word for "queen", like Coptic pptu. 
But note Gunter Vittmann, " "Feinde" in den ptolemaischen 
Synodaldekreten. Mit einem Anhang: Demotische Termini 
fur "Feind", "Rebell", "rebellieren"," Heinz Felber (ed.), Feinde 
und Aufruhrer. Konzepte von Gegnerschafi in dgyptischen Teeten 
besonders lies Mittteren Reiches (Stuttgart ­ Leipzig: Hirzel, 2005): 
199­201, who points out that for demotic this is indeed a quite 
unusual use of the term. In the meantime another instance 
of pr-r! as a designation of a foreign king has appeared; 
see Gunter Vittmann, „Iranisches Sprachgut in agyptischer 
Uberlieferung," Thomas Schneider (ed.), DasAgyptische und 
die Sprachen Vorderasiens, Norilafrikas und der Agais. Aklen des 
Basler KoUoquiums zum agyptisch-nichtsemitischen Sprachkontakt, 
llaset 9.-11. Juli 2003 (Munster: Ugarit­Verlag, 2004): 157 (I 
owe this reference to G. Vittmann). 

64. Written srpt(.t) in P. Vienna D 6165 and srpti(.i) 
in P. Vienna D 6155A; cf. Hoffmann, Ampler und Amazonen 
168. 

65. The Semitic word is to be found in Egyptian since 
the New Kingdom (Adolf Erman, Hermann Grapow (eds.), 
Worterbuch der aegyptischen Spmche, 7 vols. (Ber lin: Akademie­
Verlag, 11982) 4: 195,2­3). An earlier transfer of the same 
word resulted in the Egyptian form sipt (Erman, Grapow 
[eds.] 4: 18,5­7). 

66. If the Chicago Demotic Dictionary r: 39 (http://www. 
oi ­ r rchicago.edu/OI /DEPT/PUB/SRC/CDD/CDn.html . 
version of 23 July 2003) is right in translating rys (2.27 and 
1 l .x+10) as "herald" and not as "trumpet", then we would 
have to reckon with a male herald (pl!rys) in the Land of 
the Women. 

5 6 CliiriiL 27 (2008) 

http://www
http://oi-rrchicago.edu/OI/DEPT/PUB/SRC/CDD/CDn.html


WARLIKE WOMEN IN ANCIENT EGYPT 

fighting spec i f i ca l ly s e e m s t o b e r e s e r v e d f o r t h e 
w o m e n . 

N o r m a l l y t h e y w e a r f e m a l e dress . B u t in o r d e r 
t o spy in t h e e n e m y ' s c a m p t h e y h a v e m e n ' s d r e s s 
a t t h e i r disposa l . 6 7 T h e y u s e h o r s e s a n d a n o t h e r 
k i n d o f r i d i n g a n i m a l - d u e t o a l a c u n a i t is 
u n c l e a r w h i c h th i s m i g h t b e - a n d p e r h a p s a l so 
cha r io t s . 6 8 

T h e w o m e n ' s a r m o u r i n c l u d e s w h a t is c a l l e d 
a b u l l ' s h e a d h e l m e t , ™ a t y p e o f h e l m e t w h i c h 
s e e m s t o c o v e r m o s t of t h e f a c e 7 0 a n d w h i c h is 
- a t l ea s t a c c o r d i n g t o d e m o t i c n a r r a t i v e s - n o t 
exc lus ive ly u s e d by t h e i n h a b i t a n t s of t h e L a n d 
of t h e W o m e n . 7 1 W e a l so find r e f e r e n c e s t o b o d y 
a r m o u r o r a c u i r a s s o f s o m e s o r t {lbs.w)n a n d 
a shield715 w h i c h obv ious ly c a n b e r e f e r r e d t o as 
. . p r o t e c t i o n " (mky.w) i n t h e text . 7 4 

O f f e n s i v e w e a p o n s i n c l u d e t h e sc imi ta r , t h a t is 
t h e s ickle s w o r d (hps n sfy) ,n a n d spea r s . 7 6 S a r p o t 
o p e n s t h e b a t t l e by t h r o w i n g a s p e a r i n t o t h e 
e n e m y ' s a r m y . D u e t o a p r o b l e m a t i c e x p r e s s i o n , 
it is n o t c lear , h o w e v e r , w h e t h e r it is a s p e a r w h i c h 
b e n d s b e c a u s e it is so l o n g a n d heavy , o r w h e t h e r 
i t is a s p e a r w h i c h is r o t a t i n g w h e n t h r o w n . 7 7 

W e d o n o t l e a r n very m u c h a b o u t t h e r e l i g i o n 
o f t h e w o m e n . T h e i n f o r m a t i o n t h a t t h e y p r a y 
t o Isis a n d Osir is 7 8 c o u l d b u t d o e s n o t n e c e s s a r ­
ily r e f l e c t a r e a l r e l i g i o u s s i t u a t i o n . I t c o u l d well 

67. 2.12-2.16. 
68. 2.32. 
69. 2.33. 
70. Cf. 4.261T. 
71. In P. Spiegelberg 4.15 this kind of helmet is also 

worn by the people of the Horus priest of Buto (Wilhelm 
Spiegelberg, Der Sagenkreis des Kiinigs Petubastis nach dem 
Strajiburger demotischen Pafryrus sowie den Wiener und Pariser 
liruchslurken [Leipzig: Hinrich, 1910]: 18-19). 

72. 2.35; 5.4; 8.34; l l .x+11; l l .x+13 . 
73. 3.47. 
74. 3.43. 
75. 12.18. 
76. 3.46; 12. If. 
77. Suggestion by Joachim Friedrich Quack (personal 

communication) . The problem ist the word sqrqr in 12.1. 
78. 2.10; 2.22; 2.39; 2.45; 3.35; 3.41; 4.11; A,2.x+18; 

perhaps also 6.16; 7.15 and A,2.x+33. 

b e a n E g y p t i a n p r o j e c t i o n . I n H e l l e n i s t i c a n d 
R o m a n t i m e s t h e c u l t of Isis a n d O s i r i s s p r e a d 
all o v e r t h e a n c i e n t wor ld . 7 9 S o t h e y c o u l d easily 
b e c o n c e i v e d of as b e i n g v e n e r a t e d in a n y f o r e i g n 
c o u n t r y i n c l u d i n g t h e L a n d o f t h e W o m e n . I t 
is w o r t h m e n t i o n i n g t h a t i n o u r s t o r y O s i r i s is 
a l so t h e g o d of t h e I n d i a n s . 8 0 A c o n n e c t i o n w i t h 
D i o n y s o s ' c a m p a i g n t o I n d i a c o u l d b e p o s s i b l e . 
B u t a g a i n it c o u l d b e t h e i n v e n t i o n of a n Egyp t i an 
in t h e H e l l e n i s t i c o r R o m a n p e r i o d w h o t h o u g h t 
it was n a t u r a l t h a t O s i r i s is a l so t h e g o d of t h e 
I n d i a n s . 

As I said, it w o u l d b e real ly i n t e r e s t i n g t o k n o w 
w h e t h e r all t h e s e t ra i t s c o u l d s p e a k i n f a v o u r of 
t h e poss ib le his tor ic i ty of t h e L a n d of t h e W o m e n 
a n d w h e t h e r t h e y c a n b e c o n n e c t e d w i t h o t h e r 
a n c i e n t s o u r c e s a p a r t f r o m E g y p t i a n o r G r e e k 
l i t e r a t u r e . 8 1 

Amazons in Coptic Art 

I w o u l d l ike t o c o n c l u d e with t h e r e m a r k t ha t , 
t o t h e b e s t o f m y k n o w l e d g e , w i t h t h e e n d of t h e 
p a g a n E g y p t i a n c u l t u r e t h e cu l t s of t h e E g y p t i a n 
war l i ke g o d d e s s e s a n d t h e i d e a of t h e i r e x i s t e n c e 
was a l so e x t i n g u i s h e d . D e p i c t i o n s of A m a z o n s in 
C o p t i c , t h a t is in t h e l a t e a n t i q u e p e r i o d , d o n o t 
r e f l e c t a n u n i n t e r r u p t e d E g y p t i a n t r a d i t i o n b u t 
m a k e u s e of class ica l G r e e k a n d R o m a n m y t h s 
a n d i c o n o g r a p h i c f e a t u r e s . 8 2 

79. For a vivid picture cf. Laurent Bricault, Alias de la 
diffusion des cultes isiaques (IV s. av. ].-(',. - rV s. ap. /.-('..), (Paris: 
DeBoccard, 2001). 

80. 9.4 + A,2.x+7. 
81. Egyptian accounts of foreign countries tend to be 

rather sober and free of monstrous and fabulous elements. 
But of course, this does not imply that foreign countries are 
necessarily described in a realistic way (Gunter Vittmann, 
«Zur Rolle des "Auslands" im demotischen Inaros-Petubastis-
Zyklus,» Wiener Zeitschrifi fur die Kunde. des Morgenlandes 96 
12006]: 317-318). O n e should not forget, however, that 
costumes, weapons, artifacts etc. of foreigners are rendered 
in great detail in Egyptian art. 

82. Aziz S. Atiya (ed.) , The Coptic ICncyelof>edia, 8 vols. 
( N e w Y o r k - T o r o n t o ...: Macmillan, 1991) 6: 1750-1752. 
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