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Gender, Ritual, and Manipulation of Power. 

The God’s Wife of Amun (Dynasty 23–26) 
 

 

Mariam F. Ayad 

 

 

In the aftermath of civil war and a period of intense intra-dynastic turmoil, Osorkon III and Takeloth III, 

the last rulers of the Libyan Twenty-third Dynasty, commemorated the installation of Shepenwepet I, 

the daughter of the former and sister of the latter, as God’s Wife of Amun by erecting a chapel de-

dicated to Osiris, Ruler of Eternity in East Karnak. The chapel depicts Shepenwepet engaged in 

exclusively royal rites of affirmation, and sets the precedent for later God’s Wives’ iconographic 

depiction and building activity. The God’s Wives’ appropriation of royal iconography increases under 

the Kushite rule of the Twenty-fifth Dynasty, and culminates in Shepenwepet II’s celebration of the sed-

festival. The gradual rise in the power of the God’s Wife coincides with a deliberate marginalization of 

the office of the High Priest of Amun and its holders. By the end of the Saite Twenty-sixth Dynasty, the 

high priesthood is bestowed on a woman, Ankhnesneferibre, who later becomes God’s Wife of Amun at 

Thebes. This paper examines the ritualistic duties of the God’s Wife of Amun and attempts to link the 

concurrent rise of their power and the decline of the high priesthood to the tumultuous political situation 

of Egypt’s Third Intermediate Period. 

During a period spanning almost two centuries (c. 740–525 BCE), a group of five women attained 

unprecedented status and power. They all held the title and position of God’s Wife of Amun at Thebes.
1
 

The first was the Libyan Shepenwepet I, who was succeeded in office by two Kushite princesses: 

Amenirdis I and Shepenwepet II. Lastly, two Saite princesses Nitocris and Ankhnesneferibre held the 

office of God’s Wife. Each of these God’s Wives was a royal princess, the daughter and sister of a 

ruling king. None seem to have had spouses – at least none that appear in the historical and archaeo-

logical records.
2
 Although originally introduced in the early 18

th
 Dynasty, when the founder of the 

dynasty Ahmose bestowed the title and office of God’s Wife of Amun on his Chief Royal Wife 

Ahmose-Nefertary, the office reached unprecedented heights during the tenure of the God’s Wives of 

the Twenty-third to the Twenty-sixth Dynasties. The God’s Wife of Amun of that period dedicated 

chapels to the god Osiris – sometimes in association with the ruling king, other times on their own – and 

each had a funerary chapel erected in the precinct of the mortuary temple of Ramesses III at Medinet 

Habu
3
 (Fig. 1). Remarkably, despite their different ethnic and cultural backgrounds, and the fact that 

they belonged to warring dynasties, these women not only shared several attributes, but each God’s 

Wife was able to utilize and build on the power and legitimacy gained by her predecessor. The impetus 

for the re-introduction of the office of God’s Wife and giving its holders such unprecedented power and 

prestige may be found in the political events immediately preceding the appointment of Shepenwepet I, 

the first of this group, as God’s Wife of Amun at Thebes. 

																																																													
1
 See, most recently, Ayad 2009 and Koch 2012. 

2
 Roth 1999. 

3
 Hölscher 1954, 17–30. 
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Fig. 1: Funerary chapels of the God’s Wives of Amun, Medinet Habu   

Appointment to office and legitimation 

Shepenwepet I was daughter of Osorkon III and sister of Takeloth III.
4
 Although no document survives 

detailing the circumstances surrounding her appointment, it seems plausible to assume that she attained 

her office around the same time that her brother Takeloth was promoted from High Priest of Amun at 

Karnak to co-regent.
5
 Török suggested 761 BC as the year of Shepenwepet I’s appointment into office.

6
 

Scenes preserved on the walls of the chapel of Osiris, Ruler of Eternity at Karnak (Fig. 2) suggest that 

the chapel was erected to commemorate her appointment as God’s Wife.
7
 There, Shepenwepet I appears 

more frequently than either her father, the ruling king, or her brother, his co-regents.
8
  

 In the chapel of Osiris, Ruler of Eternity, not only is Shepenwepet I depicted at the same scale as the 

gods in this chapel, but she consecrates offerings to them and is shown crowned by Amun and suckled by 

Hathor.
9
 Scenes of crowning and suckling by the deities were previously an exclusively royal prerogative. 

Leclant has suggested that the milk of a goddess imbued the king with his divinity.
10

 Accordingly, it is not 

surprising to encounter suckling scenes among the king’s coronation rites.
11

 To an Egyptian, seeing She-

penwepet receiving the milk of a goddess, not once, but on three separate occa-sions in the chapel of Osiris, 

Ruler of Eternity would have sent a very strong message regarding her (divine) status. 

																																																													
 
4
 Kitchen 1995, 91, 476–477 (table 10). 

 
5
 Ayad 2009a, 16; Kitchen 1995, 126–127, 201. 

 
6
 Török 1997, 148. 

 
7
 Redford 1973, 21. 

 
8
 Redford 1973, 20–21; Ayad 2009b, 124–129. 

 
9
 PM II, 206 (9a–b); Schwaller de Lubicz, pl. 235; Redford 1973, 21, pl. XX; Fazzini 1988, 20–21; Ayad 2009a, 

34–37; Ayad 2009b, 125–128. 
10

 Leclant 1951 and 1960.  
11

 Bonhême – Forgeau 1988, 85–86, 272–273; Leclant 1960. 
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Fig. 6: Shepenwepet II pours libations before Re-Horakhty, Isis, and deified Amenirdis I. lower register, eastern 
half of the southern wall, courtyard, Funerary Chapel of Amenirdis I, Medinet Habu 
 
To date, the Saite “adoption” decrees of Nitocris and Ankhnesneferibre remain without immediate 
precedent. No documents survive that may shed light on the installation of the Libyan Shepenwepet I, or 
the Kushite Amenirdis I and Shepenwepet II. 

In the absence of a legal document asserting their right to the new office, each of the Nubian God’s 
Wife utilized ritualistic and iconographic means to assert her qualification for the new office and 
legitimate her succession to it. 

 

The God’s Wife and royal rituals 

Shepenwepet II was not merely satisfied with the performance of mortuary rites for her predecessor at 
the funerary chapel of Amenirdis I at Medinet Habu, There, she also assumed the role of Horus when 
performing the ritual Driving of the Four Calves for the benefit of the Osirian triad (Fig. 5). In this 
instance of the ritual, Amenirdis, deified, replaces Isis, as the feminine, third member of the triad. In the 
chapel of Amenirdis, the Driving of the Four Calves appears on the eastern part of the south wall of the 
courtyard. On the immediately adjacent eastern wall, a version of the Rite of Striking/Consecrating the 
Meret-Chests appears. The two rites were often depicted in close proximity to one another and had 
Osirian and agrarian connotations.42 Although the two rituals appear on a limited number of Twenty-
first Dynasty coffins,43 never had the High Priests of Amun been depicted performing either ritual on a 
publicly visible monument. Prior to their appearance on the walls of the funerary chapel of Amenirdis, 
these two rituals were exclusively royal prerogatives. 

																																																													
42 Egberts 1995. 
43 Egberts 1995, 44–46 and 244–246. 
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In the edifice of Taharqa by the Sacred Lake at Karnak, an unnamed God’s Wife, most probably 
Shepenwepet II, appears partnering with the King in the Rites of Protection of the Cenotaph of Osiris.44 
While the king is batting 4 balls, the God’s Wife draws an arrow through a double-curved bow.45 
Elsewhere in the same room, the God’s Wife, most probably Shepenwepet II, partners with four 
different priests in the rites of the elevation of the Tst-column, a ritual that was meant to proclaim Amun-
Re’s university dominion, and by extension, the king’s as well.46 In these rites, the God’s Wife partners 
with either the highest ranking priests,47 or the King himself, the ultimate high priest of all gods. There, 
she also appears on an equal footing, being represented at the same scale as the king. 

Shepenwepet II’s depiction in those rituals was not a fluke. For, it was during Shepenwepet II’s 
tenure that the God’s Wife of Amun acquired most of the ritualistic functions of the king, the ultimate 
High Priest of all the gods of Egypt. Of the five women who held the office of God’s Wife during the 
23–26th Dynasties, Shepenwepet II comes across as the one to borrow most extensively from royal 
iconography. The ritualistic duties of a God’s Wife may have peaked during the Kushite period, 
possibly reflecting an attempt to express Kushite queenship ideology in a manner acceptable to 
Egyptians. For whereas it was common for a Kushite queen to appear next to the king in ritual scenes 
depicted on Nubian monuments, it is the God’s Wife, not the queen, who appears next to the king in 
Theban scenes.48  

Blocks recovered from the ramp of the Ptolemaic temple of Montu in North Karnak depict 
Shepenwepet II celebrating, on her own, the sed-festival, the ultimate royal rite.49 The sed-festival was 
likely a rite of investiture, where the king was imbued with his priestly powers.50 While other royal 
women, particularly royal daughters, could previously take part in the celebrations of the sed-festival, as 
seen for example in the sed-festival scenes of Osorkon II,51 their role was primarily restricted to playing 
the sistrum and other musical accompaniment.52 Never before had a woman celebrated it in her own 
right. Bleeker has suggested that it was during the sed-festival that the king acquired his priestly 
functions.53 If so, then, what we have here is an official, ritualistic affirmation of the priestly role of the 
God’s Wife. Epigraphic evidence suggests that this dismantled building was probably erected and 
decorated sometime during the first nine years of Psametik I’s reign, before he affirmed his control over 
the Theban region.54 During this transitional period, the God’s Wife and high officials such as 
Montuemhat were virtually unaccountable to anyone and probably had complete authority over the 
Theban region.  

Whatever priestly powers the God’s Wife of Amun may have had under Libyan and Kushite rule, 
these were finally codified and given official expression under the Saites. Ankhnesneferibre, the 
daughter of Psametik II, and the last of the five women, officially held the title of High Priest(ess) of 
Amun, even while she was “heiress apparent” prior to becoming a God’s Wife.55 

																																																													
44 Parker 1979, 62, pl. 25; Leclant 1965, 23, pl. xvii. For the identification of the GWA as Shepenwepet, see Ayad 

2007, 6–8. For a discussion of the scene, see Ayad 2009b, 87–90; Fazzini 1988, 22–23, pl. xxvi; Cooney 2000, 
34–36. 

45 Parker 1979, 62 and pl. 25; Ayad 2007. 
46 Parker 1979, pl. 26; Ayad 2007; Ayad 2009b, 96–99. 
47 Ayad 2007, 4–6. 
48 Lohwasser 2001, 69–70. 
49 Perkins 1951; Barguet – Leclant 1954, 109–111, 116, pl. CVI; Ayad 2009b, 110–115; Bonhême – Forgeau 1988, 

304–306. 
50 Bleeker 1967, 120–123. 
51 Lange, 2009. 
52 See Epigraphic Survey 1980 for the Tomb of Kheruef (TT 192), where the royal daughters feature prominently 

in Amenhotep III’s sed-festival. 
53 Bleeker 1967, 122. 
54 Ayad 2009b, 111. 
55 Leahy 1996, 148 and 157. 



GENDER, RITUAL, AND MANIPULATION OF POWER 97 

While the Saite God’s Wives may have been equally bold in borrowing royal iconography, their 
surviving monuments are so fragmentary that it is almost impossible to ascertain whether they engaged 
in similar ritual activities.56 

 

The God’s Wife of Amun and the High Priest(hood) of Amun  

Shepenwepet I was probably appointed as God’s Wife only when her brother, Takeloth (III), vacated 
the position of the High Priest of Amun to become Osorkon III’s co-regent. Similarly, Piye could have 
arranged for Amenirdis I’s appointment into office, probably during his first Egyptian campaign.57 
Several arguments favor this assumption. There is no evidence for Kashta ever being in Egypt past 
Elephantine and, elsewhere, his name appears only in the filiation of his children.58 Likewise, it is not 
clear exactly who was responsible for the appointment of Shepenwepet II, the successor, niece and 
adoptive daughter of Amenirdis I. It seems likely though that Shepenwepet II was quite keen on 
legitimating her role as God’s Wife.  

From the appointment of Takeloth III as a co-regent (in ca. 769 B.C.)59 to the installation of Hare-
makhet, son of Shabaqo, as High Priest of Amun, no High Priests of Amun are attested.60 The lack of 
evidence implies a gap of 40–50 years, during which the position of the High Priest of Amun was left 
vacant.61 Török has suggested that Haremakhet’s appointment was ideologically motivated by 
Shabaqo’s desire to legitimate his own rule. He similarly views the appointment of the God’s Wife as 
ideologically motivated and argues that since there was a recently-appointed incumbent, who was 
reasonably young, a royal daughter could not be installed as God’s Wife in Thebes. Accordingly, 
Shabaqo, according to Török, had to resort to appointing his son instead.62 However that may be, I 
would argue that Haremakhet’s appointment to the priesthood was now possible precisely because the 
office of the God’s Wife of Amun had attained so much power, and was so well established by that 
point in time that it was deemed “politically safe” to return to the tradition of appointing a royal son to 
the high priesthood. That Haremakhet’s appointment coincided with Shepenwepet II’s tenure in office 
was thus no coincidence.63  

Haremakhet was succeeded in office by his own son Harkhebit.64 Both father and son are named 
among the list of witnesses included in the so-called Saite Oracle Papyrus, currently in the Brooklyn 
Museum.65 There, the names of Haremakhet and Harkhebi appear at the end of a long list witnesses, 
followed by the name of pr-aA (“Pharaoh”) Shabaqo, father of the former and grandfather of the latter.66 
In the vignette accompanying the text of the oracle, both father and son are depicted in brown skin 
tones, setting them apart from the other priests who are shown in a light shade of pink. But whereas the 
senior priest is shown in a very dark shade of brown to indicate his Kushite descent, his son appears in a 
lighter shade of dark brown.67 Harkhebi was a traditional Egyptian name, occurring no less than three 
times in the text of the oracle. All were members, of various ranks, of the Amun priesthood.68  
  

																																																													
56 Perdu 2010; Traunecker 2010; Coulon – Masson 2010; Koch 2012. 
57 Ayad 2009, Kitchen 1995; Depuydt 1993. 
58 Russmann, 116; Kitchen 1995, 151, n. 289; contra Török,1997, 149. 
59 Broekman 2009, 96. 
60 Kees, 1964, 163–164; Kitchen 1995, 150–151 and 478 (genealogical tables), 197, 201.  
61 Kitchen 1995, 197, 201; Török 1997, 168. 
62 Török 1997, 168.  
63 Török 1997, 168; contra Kitchen 1995, 382. 
64 Kees, 1964, 164–168; Kitchen 1995, 151, 197, 390. 
65 Parker 1962.  
66 Parker 1962, 29. 
67 Parker 1962, pl. 1. 
68 Parker 1962, 18, 19, and 22. 
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Harkhebi is also mentioned in the Nitocris Adoption Stela, where he pledges to give the newly-installed 
Saite God’s Wife “100 debens of bread and 2 hin of milk” daily and “10 cakes, 5 heben of beer and 10 
bundles of herbs” on monthly basis.69  
 Now stripped of all military and political powers,70 a High Priest could no longer pose a threat to the 
ruling king. Military leadership of the armies was given to a royal brother, such as Taharqa, while 
administrative duties in the Theban area and elsewhere were given to members of the household of the 
God’s Wife,71 to local dignitaries,72 or to royal appointees who were brought specifically from Nubia 
for the purpose of holding office at Thebes.73 

While Kitchen suggested that “with the death or disappearance of Har-Khebi[t], the pontificate of 
Amun faded into total insignificance,”74 that was not quite the case. As ‘heiress apparent’, Ankh-
nesneferibre bore the title of Hm-nTr tpy n Imn, or “First Prophet of Amun,” or High Priest of Amun. 
The title, which was not modified to reflect Ankhnesneferibre’s gender, appears on line 5 of her 
Adoption Stela (Cairo JE 36907).75 Her investiture with the priesthood seems to have been a public 
occasion, with the statue of the god Amun brought out of the sanctuary in confirmation of her 
appointment, and as a sign of his approval of it.76 Clearly then, the office of the High Priest of Amun 
was not abolished, but rather it was re-assigned – progressively and through a rather involved and 
gradual process – to the God’s Wife of Amun.77 

 

The God’s Wife of Amun as a politically safe choice? 

The potentially disastrous outcome of overly ambitious High Priests found clear expression in the 
Chronicle of Prince Osorkon, recorded on the Bubastite Portal at Karnak.78 The text gives an account of 
several Theban uprisings that occurred in the ninth century BC, taking place in Takeloth II’s 12th, 15th, 
and 26th regnal years. Each time, Osorkon was dispatched to Thebes to vanquish the rebels. In 
Takeloth’s 12th year, Osorkon’s titles are given as: “First Prophet of Amun-Re,” “Great General and 
Leader,” and “Eldest Son,” i.e. Crown Prince.79 One of the main revolts was led by Harsiese, a High 
Priest, who challenged Sheshonq III’s claim to the throne.80 This particular revolt probably occurred 
shortly after Sheshonq’s accession to the throne.81 In year 26 of Takeloth II’s reign, Osorkon, then both 
crown prince and High Priest of Amun, was dispatched to Thebes, to quell another Theban uprising. But 
this time, Osorkon was defeated and stripped of the High Priesthood.82  

At the height of the God’s Wife’s power, and for a period of about 50 years starting with the tenure 
of Shepenwepet I, the office of High Priest of Amun was vacant. In my view, that was the result of 
deliberate state policy. In the aftermath of civil war and bloody power grabs, the powers that be felt it 
safer to delegate the highest religious functions to a woman, who could not produce offspring of her 
own or put forward a rival claim to the Egyptian throne. 

While the initial recreation of the office of God’s Wife in the late 23rd Dynasty may have been a 
rather delayed reaction to the turmoil experienced a number of years earlier, the full ritualistic potential 

																																																													
69 Caminos 1964, 75 [lines 22–23]. 
70 Kitchen 1995, 201, 382.  
71 Graefe 1981; Kitchen, 1995, 370, 387. 
72 Kitchen 1995, 390; Leclant 1961. Theban officials such as Montuemhat or Pediamenope constructed huge 

funerary monuments (Grabpalast) in the cemetery of Asasif. The size of these monuments attests to their vast 
wealth. For the tombs, see most recently, Traunecker 2014 and Gestermann – Gomaà 2014. 

73 Pischikova 2014; Schreiber 2014. 
74 Kitchen 1995, 405. 
75 Leahy 1996, 146–148. 
76 Leahy 1996, 157. 
77 Ayad 2009b, 116–124. 
78 Caminos 1958; Epigraphic Survey 1954. 
79 Caminos 1958, 159–160; Ritner 2009a, 359. 
80 Ritner 2009a, 366; Epigraphic Survey 1954, pl. 22, lines 2–21; Kitchen 1995, §294. 
81 Ritner 2009a, 366. 
82 Kitchen 1995, 332. 
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of the office of God’s Wife was realized under Kushite rule and specifically during the tenure of 
Shepenwepet II. The idea that a woman could be entrusted with rituals the proclaimed/asserted Amun’s 
universality and by extension, the king’s global dominion is intriguing. It is around this time that the 
office of High Priest of Amun is filled again through the appointment of Haremakhet, son of Shabaqo to 
the High Priesthood.83 

Not precluding that this appointment served to legitimate the king’s rule, who could not install a 
daughter of his own as God’s Wife since that position had been recently filled by Shepenwepet,84 I 
would argue that it is precisely the great religious (and undoubtedly political) power attained by the 
God’s Wife during the tenure of Shepenwepet II that ultimately allowed for the appointment of a High 
Priest of Amun. With military leadership given to a royal brother (e.g. Taharqa) and administrative 
duties assigned to various local officials, or those associated with the estate of the God’s Wife, the High 
Priest now could no longer pose a danger to the king’s authority. 
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NLR Nile Level Record. 
OBO Orbis Biblicus et Orientalis (Fribourg, Göttingen). 
OIC Oriental Institute Communications (Chicago). 
OIM Oriental Institute Museum (Chicago). 
OIP Oriental Institute Publications (Chicago). 
OLA Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta. (Leuven). 
OMR Opening of the Mouth Ritual. 
Or Orientalia. Nova Series (Roma). 
OrAnt Oriens antiquus (Roma). 
PÄ Probleme der Ägyptologie (Leiden). 
pBerlin Papyrus Berlin. 
pBM Papyrus British Museum. 
PC  Papyrus Carlsberg (Kopenhagen). 
pGreenfield Papyrus Greenfield. 
pHarkness Papyrus Harkness. 
pLeiden Papyrus Leiden. 
pLouvre Papyrus Louvre. 
PM B. Porter – R. L. B. Moss. Topographical Bibliography of Ancient Egyptian 
 Hieroglyphic Texts, Reliefs and Paintings. 7 vol. 1927-1995 (Oxford). 
PMMAEE Publications of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Egyptian Expedition 
 (New York). 
pMunich Papyrus München. 
PT Pyramid Texts. 
Ptol. Lexikon P. Wilson. A Ptolemaic Lexicon. A Lexicographical Study of the Texts in the 
 Temple of Edfu. OLA 78. 1997 (Leuven).   
QV Valley of the Queens. 
RAPH Recherches d’archéologie, de philologie et d’histoire. IFAO (Le Caire). 
RdE Revue d’Égyptologie (Paris/Louvain).  
Rec.Trav. Recueil de travaux relatifs à la philologie et à  l’archéologie égyptiennes 
 et assyriennes (Paris). 
RSE Rassegna di Studi Etiopici (Roma). 
SAGA Studien zur Archäologie und Geschichte Altägyptens (Heidelberg). 
SAK Studien zur Altägyptischen Kultur (Hamburg). 
SAKB Studien zur Altaltägyptischen Kultur. Beihefte (Hamburg). 
SAOC Studies in Ancient Oriental Civilizations (Chicago). 
SARS Sudan Archaeological Research Society (London) / Sudan Archaeological 
 Research Society Publications (London). 
SCA Supreme Council of Antiquities (Cairo). 
SEAP Studi di Egittologia e di Antichità Puniche (Bologna, Pisa). 
SHR Studies in the History of Religion (Leiden). 
SL Gardiner Sign List. 
SMB Staatliche Museen zu Berlin (Berlin). 
SMPK Staatliche Museen Preußischer Kulturbesitz. 
SOAS School of Oriental and African Studies. University of London (London). 
SNM Sudan National Museum (Khartoum). 
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SRaT Studien zu den Ritualszenen Altägyptischer Tempel (Dettelbach). 
SSEA Publications Society for the Study of Egyptian Antiquities Publications (Mississauga). 
SSR Studien zur Spätägyptischen Religion (Wiesbaden). 
Stockholm MM Medelhavsmuseet Egyptiska Advelingen (Stockholm). 
TÄB Tübinger Ägyptologische Beiträge (Bonn). 
TIP Third Intermediate Period. 
TLA Thesaurus Lingua Aegyptiae. Berlin-Brandenburgische Akademie der 
 Wissenschaften (Berlin). 
TT Theban Tomb. 
Turin ME Museo Egizio (Torino). 
U. E. Upper Egypt(ian). 
UC University College (London). 
UGAÄ Untersuchungen zur Geschichte und Altertumskunde Ägyptens (Leipzig, 
 Berlin, Hildesheim). 
UMR Unités Mixtes de Recherche (Lyon). 
VA Varia Aegyptiaca (San Antonio). 
VA Ass Vorderasiatisches Museum Berlin, Assur Sammlung. (Berlin). 
Wb A. Erman – H. Grapow (Hrsg.). Wörterbuch der ägyptischen Sprache. 
 1926–1963 (Leipzig, Berlin).  
Wb Med. Texte H. von Deines – W. Westendorf. Wörterbuch der medizinischen Texte. 
 1961–1962 (Berlin). 
WVDOG Wissenschaftliche Veröffentlichungen der deutschen Orient-Gesellschaft 
 (Berlin/Leipzig). 
YES Yale Egyptological Studies (New Haven). 
ZÄS Zeitschrift für ägyptische Sprache und Altertumskunde (Leipzig, Berlin). 
  
 


