Originalveréffentlichung in: Mariam F. Ayad (Hrsg.), Women in Ancient Egypt. Revisiting power, agency, and autonomy,
Kairo/New York 2022, S. 27-38; Online-Veréffentlichung auf Propylaeum-DOK (2025),
DOI: https://doi.org/10.11588/propylaecumdok.00006644

Early Dynastic Women:
The Written Evidence

Eva-Maria Engel

OLp KinepoMm WOMEN are attested in countless decorated mastabas and rock-cut
tombs as well as three-dimensional images." In all of these formats, queens, prin-
cesses, wives, mothers, and priestesses are depicted, in addition to women working
in different positions in the households of the respective tomb owners. Due to a
shortage of similar sources, the evidence for women from the preceding Early
Dynastic Period is much scarcer. Although some female members of the royal
family are known by name for the First and Second Dynasties—for example,
Neithhotep, Merneith, and Nimaathapi—their precise status is still subject to
debate:> Whose wife or mother were they? What impact did they have?

For historical research purposes, objects bearing the names of these women
are useful in that they help date archaeological findings. In his description of
the so-called Narmer mace head, Walter B. Emery exemplified how royal
women were treated in Egyptological literature: “a representation of the union
of Nithotep and Narmer, for there is strong evidence to show that the con-
queror of the North attempted to legitimize his position by taking the
Northern princess as his consort,” displaying a rather romantic idea of
Narmer’s approach to power, especially since neither Neithhotep’s origin or
position nor her connection with Narmer is attested without doubt.

Nonroyal individuals are even less well attested in written records owing to
the developing and not yet widespread use of writing. Still, there are two large
corpora which are taken as sources for the present study on written evidence of
women in the Early Dynastic Period: first, a group of 359 stelae from Abydos,*
and second, several hundred privately owned cylinder seals (table 2.1).
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Table 2.1. Comparison of Early Dynastic stelae and private cylinder seals

Cylinder Seals
Abydos (royal tombs, enclosures) mostly unprovenanced
359 objects ca. 600 objects
Dyn. 1 Dyn. 1 - Old Kingdom?
Personal name Personal name
Personal name + classifier Personal name + classifier
Personal name + title Personal name + title
Personal name + title + classifier Personal name + title + classifier 3
Stelae

The stelae were mostly excavated by Emile Amélineau, William Matthew
Flinders Petrie, and the German Institute of Archaeology at Abydos during the
re-excavation of the site.” The stelae marked subsidiary graves that surrounded
the royal tombs of the First Dynasty and, while the poor quality of limestone
often renders reading of the stelae’s inscriptions difficult, it is still possible to
sort them into different groups. At a minimum, the stelae mention a personal
name® that, in many cases, is complemented by a determinative or classifier
(fig. 2.1); the most complete ones also give a title.®

A single elaborate example from the end of the First Dynasty has one of the
oldest sequences of titles known from Egypt, mentioning that the owner
served as chief of different magazines or institutions (fig. 2.2).” The determina-
tive indicates that Sabef, the owner, was of short stature.'® Other classifiers on
the stelae are crouching women and men, foreigners, and dogs (table 2.2).
Still, there are many stelae without any additional information that can assist
in interpreting the inscriptions. Furthermore, differentiation between genders
is made difficult by the fact that the feminine marker .z was not yet used in
writing, The stelae usually appear as one homogeneous group in the literature,
where we read of “sacrificial servant burials”"! or “members of the royal
harim.”'* Women are mentioned in line with “dwarfs, hairdressers, other arti-
sans, and dogs.”"? For many Egyptologists, men were professionals of some
kind, while women were perceived as “concubines.”'* Depending on the find-
spot, information on the stelae varies.' The oldest examples from the burial of
King Djer (Tomb O) mostly have the crouching woman as a determinative
(see table 2.2), while stelae without classifiers are rare. By the middle of the
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First Dynasty, during the reign of King Den (Tomb T), there are female and
male classifiers, sometimes combined with titles, and this pattern is main-
tained until the end of the dynasty (Tombs U/King Semerkhet and Q/King
Qa’a). Classifiers were therefore being increasingly used, as they were the only
means to distinguish between women and men.

The titles indicate that there were several high-ranking persons buried in
Abydos, such as the above-mentioned Sabef, as well as chiefs of a palace'® and
queens.'” The burials of queens and high-ranking officials in close proximity t0
the kings contradicts the interpretation that they served solely as “servant buri
als,” the latter of which, nevertheless, are present in the same context.'® Actual
titles in combination with a female classifier are rare, but there is an example
in which a woman might have been a weaver, although it is difficult to deter-
mine because of the condition of the object.”” Another stela points to an
individual dealing with linen,? while a third seems to connect its owner to
spinning.”' These examples link these persons to the production of textiles,
which formed a major part of funerary equipment.”

The connection of these persons with the Aarim might thus be correct since
in later periods the royal sarim was connected with the production of tex-
tiles.”” However, the Egyptological understanding of these women as solely
sexually exploited individuals, as implied by the widely used term “concu-
bine,” has to be refuted since these women had professions of their own.

Cylinder Seals

The case of the cylinder seals is more difficult, as they were mostly purchased in
the art market at different locations all over Egypt. Neither their findspots nor
their dates are secure, and only a small number were found in situ in private tombs
of the First and Second Dynasty at Naga al-Deir by George Andrew Reisner.?* It
thus seems likely that the majority were obtained by looting similar burials.

In 1963 and 1964, Peter Kaplony published about six hundred seals from
museums and private collections all over the world.?> However, since then the
seals have received very little scholarly attention. Kaplony’s publication serves
as the principal source for the drawings presented here.?® The inscriptions of
the seals are quite similar to those of the stelae: they mention names, titles, and
epithets in varying combinations. Their dates are less restricted than the stelae:
some were found in a First Dynasty context, and paleographic evidence dates
others to the period between the First and Third Dynasty or possibly even
later.?” It has been argued that these seals were used solely to mark the produc-
tion of funerary equipment for the deceased,”® as up until a few years ago
hardly any impressions of similar objects had been found. However, recent
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Fig. 2.3. Cylinder seal of htp-nb(.i) (New York Fig. 2.4. Cylinder seal of
26-2-48) hms.t/msh.t (Berlin 20333)

finds in the tomb of Khasekhemwy in Abydos,? at Tell al-Iswid,** and from
the settlement on Elephantine Island, prove that these seals were indeed used
cither for controlling different commodities during the lifetime of the owner
or for purposes other than the seal-holder’s private burial.

While these seals have hardly been mentioned in the literature as a group,
some recurring details, such as the standard of the goddess Neith® (fig. 2.3)
and the image of a person sitting at an offering table (fig. 2.4), have gained
attention. The latter was entered as a15/a30 into the Early Dynastic Sign list,*
and Kaplony read it as §ps, taking it to be the title of the deceased.** He and
others interpreted the images that mostly show figures with a large wig or
headdress as “part of a traditional costume for men and women alike”® and, as
a result, identified many of the individuals represented as men.* While these
interpretations only dealt with the images concerned, another more recent
statement claims that only the male Early Dynastic intellectual elite made use
of writing as a means of communication,?” implying that there was no need for
women to employ cylinder seals.

In the case of the stelae, we have seen that while the feminine marker .z was
not used in writing, at least figures of crouching women served to identify
them. For the seals, however, the images of figures with a large wig have largely
been interpreted as men, with only a few exceptions in which the feminine .7
indicates otherwise. These latter exceptions are, however, probably of a Second
or Third Dynasty date, and therefore later than the stelae. It thus seems that all
“classical” techniques of interpreting grammar and image are inconclusive.
How then do we read the Early Dynastic inscriptions, interpret them, and
recognize women in the written record?

If we accept continuity from the Early Dynastic Period to the Old
Kingdom, then we can assume that personal names are similar or even identi-
cal. It is indeed possible to relate many signs on the seals with the personal
names compiled by Hermann Ranke®® and Katrin Scheele-Schweitzer,”” the
names often spelled identically or with variations. Other elements, like the
Neith-standard, do not seem to be part of the names.

CYLINDER SEALS 3]



Table 2.3. Female and male names on Early Dynastic cylinder seals

Female | Probably|? Probably . Total
female male

Name 9 6 4 19 38
Name + Neith 6 1 % 10
Name + “offering table" 25 4 2 2 5 384
Name + Neith + “offering table® 21 6 b % 3 ar
Name + title (including shn-3h) 16 9 33 12 60 1108
Name + epithet 2 1 9 12
hm-ntr hw.t-hr.w 17 17 |
? 282 282
Excluded 58 58
Total 79 25 376 23 99 602

From a total of 602 seals,” fifty-eight must be excluded, as they are either only
partially preserved or possibly fakes (table 2.3). It is not possible at present to read
another 282 seals or to sort them into one of the following categories. Seventeen
mention the title im-ntr, “priest of the goddess Hathor,” but do not contain 4
personal name.*' There are therefore only 245 seals of the 602 that contain per-
sonal names: thirty-eight seals have only personal names (fig 2.5),” often repeated
several times; ten have a personal name and the standard of the goddess Neith;*
thirty-eight have a personal name and an image of a figure sitting in front of an
offering table;* thirty-seven have all three groups of personal name, standard, and
offering table scene (fig. 2.6);* fifty-four seals show a personal name and title;*
forty-seven present a personal name and the title shn-3h (fig. 2.7),” an Early
Dynastic title of a funerary priest; nine have a title and an additional shn-3/; and
there are a final twelve examples with personal names and epithets.*

After establishing a reading of the names that is supported by later, bet-
ter-known examples, we then can attribute single seals to male or female
owners. There are, however, some limitations: in many cases, an attribution is
not possible and some names are attested equally for men and women alike
(table 2.3). Despite these limitations, however, a tendency is recognizable:
contrary to the prevailing opinion in the literature,*® we have a percentage of
women in this sample that is nearly as high as that of men.

Still, we should take a closer look at one group of inscriptions: that with
the so-called offering table scene. Although the majority of recognizable names
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Fig. 2.7. Cylinder seal of the skn-3h k(3)r/ki (UC 11741).

in these scenes are female, there are, indeed, a few male names. Furthermore,
it is possible to differentiate gender in the accompanying offering table
scene—a figure with a large headdress often accompanies female names, while
male names are accompanied by bald-headed figures or figures with a beard,
which, in several cases, represented writing for the name $ps (fig. 2.8). The
sitting figures in cases of the female names are not, however, a part of the
name.’! Another distinction is the presence of a small triangle or table sign that
is missing on the “male” seals. The assumption that the wig is part of a male
dress, as forwarded by von Bissing, Kaplony, and others, thus cannot be main-
tained. In fact, one can now tentatively identify all holders of seals with
representations of sitting figures with a large wig as women, as many of these
representations are accompanied by female names (table 2.3).

Conclusion

The treatment of Early Dynastic women works on two different levels. As far
as the ancient Egyptians are concerned, the vast majority of attestations show
that it was obviously necessary to use a determinative or classifier if 2 woman
was mentioned, as seen in the crouching woman on the stelae or the woman
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Fig. 2.8. Cylinder seal of sps-ki-nds (UC 11730).

in front of the offering table on the seals. The same was true for persons of
short stature, foreigners, or dogs on the stelae. Men, on the other hand, did
not need an explanation. It therefore seems that men were seen as the “stan”
dard” version of human beings, deviations from which had to be marked.

Modern Egyptologists, on the other hand, have treated Early Dynasti¢
women in two different ways. Only in cases where women were, like men
victims of ritual mass killings (as was the case in the environment of the First
Dynasty tombs, documented by the Abydos stelae) are they recognized by
scholars. Furthermore, these women have only been seen as objects of male
desire. On the other hand, if women appear in the same elite environment a$
owners of cylinder seals and, therefore, as persons who controlled property
and had the same responsibilities as men, Egyptologists have ignored them
and turned them into men.

In summary, we can recognize from both corpora a large percentage of
women being treated like men—being buried like men as parts of the royal
household at Abydos after having participated in the production of grave
goods; holding seals and titles like their male counterparts in other crafts of
positions; and being engaged in the cult of the goddess Neith. This percentage
is less than approximately 50 percent of the population, but is still far more
than the close to 0 percent that Egyptologists have recognized previously. The
evidence shows that women were responsible for their property and owners of
estates, as in the case of two women from the royal family—Nimaathapi, the
mother of the king’s children,’ and the “king’s daughter of his own body;"
Nebtireput’>—who contributed more to the funerary equipment of King
Khasekhemwy, the last king of the Second Dynasty and predecessor of
Netjerikhet (Djoser), than all other private persons put together.

During the Early Dynastic Period, orthographical rules thus developed to
differentiate between women and men in writing. It seems that Egyptian men
were considered the “standard,” as their names were only rarely accompanied
by classifiers, while women (as well as foreigners, and men and women of short
stature), on the other hand, had to be differentiated. What was used by the
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Early Dynastic writers to identify women (and the other groups) as being dif-
ferent from men has thus been subsequently ignored in research. The real
problem of the study of Early Dynastic women, therefore, seems to be the
gender bias of modern Egyptologists.
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Vordere Orient 3500-2700 v. Chr., ed. Ludwig D. Morenz and Robert Kuhn, Philippika 48
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2011), 8: “Auferdem ist bis dato davon auszugehen, dass vorwiegend
die minnliche Elite sich der Schrift als Kommunikationsmittel bediente. Dies wird zumindest
durch die Uberlieferung von Schreibertiteln belegt, die bisher nur fiir Mdnner ab der 1. Dyn.
unter Pharao Semerchet bekannt sind.”

Ranke, PN.

Scheele-Schweitzer, Die Personennamen des Alten Reiches.

Since this research is a work in progress, the numbers presented here are subject to change. See
note 26, above.

E.g., Kaplony, Die Inschriften der igyptischen Friihzeit 3, fig. 633.

E.g., mri-k3: Kaplony, Die Inschrifien der dgyptischen Friihzeit, Suppl., fig. 919 (Cairo JdE
72554); for the name, see Scheele-Schweitzer, Die Personennamen des Alten Reiches, 389 [1345]:
m and Stelae 61, 126 (Martin, Umm el-Qaab VII, 54-55, 100-101).

E.g., iti; it.it: Kaplony, Die Inschrifien der dgyptischen Friihzeit, Suppl., fig. 924; for the possible
names, see Scheele-Schweitzer, Die Personennamen des Alten Reiches, 273 [553, 552]: m, f.

E.g., ds.ti: Kaplony, Die Inschriften der dgyptischen Friihzeit, Suppl., fig. 939; for the name, see
Scheele-Schweitzer, Die Personennamen des Alten Reiches, 757 [3874]: f.

E.g., mr(i).t-it(i.s): Kaplony, Die Inschrifien der dgyptischen Friihzeit 3, fig. 613; for the standard,
see el-Sayed, La déesse Neith de Sais [Doc. 33]; for the name, see Scheele-Schweitzer, Die
Personennamen des Alten Reiches, 394-95 [1377]: £.

E.g., ())r(i)-(i)h.t (title) + nfr.iinfr-"nh (name): Kaplony, Die Inschriften der dgyptischen Friihzeit
3, fig. 332 (Abydos Tombs P and V); for the names, see Scheele-Schweitzer, Die Personennamen
des Alten Reiches, 465, 488 [2027; 1860]: m.

E.g., hn.t: Kaplony, Die Inschrifien der dgyptischen Friihzeit, Suppl., fig. 923; for the name, see
Scheele-Schweitzer, Die Personennamen des Alten Reiches, 525 [2300]: hn.tw/m.

E.g., 3h, s3m (titles) + $ps-ntr (name): Kaplony, Die Inschrifien der igyptischen Frithzeit, Suppl., fig,
921; for the name, see Scheele-Schweitzer, Die Personennamen des Alten Reiches, 674 [3295]: $ps-pth.
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E.g., im3-ib (epithet) + k3-pr (name): Kaplony, Die Inschrifien der idgyptischen Friihzeit 3, fig.
424; for the name, see Scheele-Schweitzer, Die Personennamen des Alten Reiches, 694 [3430]: m-
See above, notes 34-36.

By reading the offering table sign as $ps(f) and taking it to refer to women, it would denote the
female title of a noblewoman; see Reiser, Der kinigliche Harim, 19.

Kaplony, Die Inschriften der dgyptischen Friihzeit 3, fig. 325.

Giinter Dreyer, “Funde,” in “Umm el-Qaab. Nachuntersuchungen im friihzeitlichen
Konigsfriedhof. 11./12. Vorbericht,” ed. Giinter Dreyer et al., MDAIK 56 (2000): 127, Abb. 27g
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