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Preface

The scholarship that lies behind this exhibition and this
catalogue is truly exciting—and I am well aware that a great
deal of scholarship is not! This exhibit makes clear that students
of ancient Egypt really are piecing together complex accounts
of gender relations in that world—accounts that not only
enrich our understanding of a particular distant time and place
but also expand our awareness of the possibilities everywhere.
There 1s an unmistakable air of genuine discovery in this
work——and it is quite contagious.

I am delighted that the Institute for Research on Women
and Gender was able to support the preparation of this cata-
logue. It is a pleasure to see how powerful the tools of feminist
scholarship have been in the hands of those studying the
ancient world. When the staff from the Institute were taken on
a preview tour of some of the exhibitions, we came away filled
with wonder at the new ideas we had encountered about
gender (and race and class) in ancient Egypt. We are confident
that others will share out wonder!

Abigail J. Stewart
Director, Institute for Research on Women and Gender






Nick Katopel, Ron LeDesma, and Jason Sprague will provide
security for the exhibition and assistance for its visitors. Further
student involvement came from my undergraduate First Year
Seminar “Women and Gender in Ancient Egypt: Artifact, Text,
Image” in Fall term 1996; 1 would like to thank my students in
that course, whose questions, discussion, and enthusiasm
helped me to see the material in this exhibition from their
point of view.

The idea for this exhibition originated in a suggestion by
Traianos Gagos, Assistant Archivist, University Library, Assistant
Professor of Papyrology and Greek, and Assistant Research
Scientist at the Kelsey Museum. Dr. Gagos has followed his
initial suggestion with much useful help and advice, as well as
contributions to this catalogue. I would also like to thank the
University of Michigan Library for the loan of papyri in their
keeping and to acknowledge the efforts of Leyla Lau Lamb,
who remounted and conserved the papyri. For the loan of a
group of uterine amulets in their collection for use in the
exhibition, I am grateful to the Taubman Medical Library at
the University of Michigan.

In the preparation of this exhibition catalogue, [ am
greatly indebted to contributors Geoffrey E Compton,
Traianos Gagos, Melanie D. Grunow, Janet E. Richards,
Abigail ]. Stewart, and Jennifer Trimble for their hard work and
patience. Robin Meador-Woodruff provided crucial help with
photographs for both exhibition and catalogue. New photog-
raphy for this exhibition was done by Nathan Garcia. The
expert work and infinite patience of Margaret Lourie has
brought this catalogue to press, and I am very grateful for her
efforts. For information and comments on individual objects,
as well as bibliographical help and general encouragement, |
would like to thank Carla Goodnoh, Ann Ellis Hanson, Janet
H. Johnson, Charles E. Jones, Dominic Montserrat, and
Jennifer A. Sheridan.

Finally I am very pleased to acknowledge the support of
the University of Michigan Institute for Research on Women
and Gender for this exhibition and related activities. Not only
has the Institute provided a generous grant to subsidize the
preparation and publication of this exhibition catalogue, as well
as an associated lecture series, but the members of the Instituce,
Patricia Smith, Jayne London, and, especially, Institute Director
Abigail J. Stewart, have given us enthusiastic support, promo-
tion, and encouragement from the beginning.

Terry G. Wilfong
Assistant Curator of Fieldwork
Kelsey Museum of Archaeology






categories exist, how is gender defined, what is the social
organization of relationships between different genders?
Concentration on both women and gender in the context of
this exhibition helps to maximize the benefits of both ap-
proaches to the evidence from ancient Egypt.

The material presented in “Women and Gender in
Ancient Egypt” spans nearly 4,000 years, from later prehistoric
times through the Muslim conquest of Egypt. This chronologi-
cal range was chosen, 1n part, to encompass the available
materials 1n the collections from which exhibited objects were
drawn. But such a range was also chosen to illustrate change
and development over time. Even in a culture with remarkable
continuities over long periods of time, the roles and status of
women, as well as gender definitions and relations, obviously
developed and changed through the millennia. Within this
tume frame, Egyptian history is customarily divided into the
Pharaonic period (a ime of predominantly indigenous rulers)
and the Graeco-Roman period (when Egypt was under the
control of Macedonian Greek and Rioman rulers), while
further chronological divisions reflect additional outside and
internal factors that sometimes affected the definition and
understanding of gender in ancient Egypt. Historical events
and cultural imports are often the most obvious influences on
women’s roles and gender relations, while factors such as class
and status, sexuality and ethnicity affected understandings of
gender in ways that are, 1n some cases, only beginning to be
understood.

Class and status are crucial factors in any consideration of
gender roles and relations in ancient Egypt. It is important at
the outset to note a major bias in part of the source material
from ancient Egypt: texts and images most often come from
elites in Egyptian society and reflect their views. Much of what
we currently know about women and gender in ancient Egypt
comes from textual and representational sources with this elite
bias, so our understanding of these issues is skewed towards
those elites. This is not to say that we cannot know about the
lives of non-elites and the roles that gender played among them
but merely that the relevant evidence has not usually been
examined from this point of view. For the most part, only the
archaeological sources provide any substantial amount of
unfiltered-evidence for non-elites; remains of their dwellings
and burials offer insight into non-elite lives not found in other
sources. Texts and images tend to be relatively explicit about
gender, but archaeological remains require more work to
discern biological sex from human remains, gender in the
artifactual record, and gendered space. Non-elite domestic and
mortuary remains contain important information for gender in
ancient Egypt that can greatly expand our understanding of all
classes in Egyptian society.






has been descriptive: identification of the relevant evidence,
consideration of the problems posed by the evidence, and
examination of trends within this evidence. Such work is
essential, especially in a field in which the sources are often
fragmentary, the languages and visual vocabularies involved are
so remote from the present, and the relevant material pertains
to subjects often ignored or marginalized. More recent work,
however, shows encouraging turns towards analysis of the
evidence, application of theoretical frameworks from a wide
range of disciplines, and a greater openness to new approaches
to the material. Moreover, the increasing publication of
material relating to women and gender in ancient Egypt in
formats accessible to nonspecialists—ancient texts in transla-
tion, collections of images, and the increasing availability of
relevant material in electronic form—bring such evidence to
the attention of scholars in other disciplines, opening the door
to collaborative and interdisciplinary work that has the poten-
tial to take this area of study into fascinating and unexpected
directions. This is an exciting time in which to be researching
women and gender in ancient Egypt.

Exhibiting Gender

Putting together an exhibition on “Women and Gender
in Ancient Egypt” is a challenge. There have been relatively
few precedents, and almost all of these have focused on
“women” in ancient Egypt, without involving any wider
considerations of gender. Such an approach 1s, in itself, enor-
mously useful; women have been omitted or marginalized in
so much of the past work on ancient Egypt that it is entirely
appropriate to concentrate specifically on women to restore
them to their highly visible place in Egyptian society. Exhibi-
tions on women in ancient Egypt tend to include images of
women in Egyptian art, objects of daily life assumed to have
been used by women, funerary equipment belonging to
women, and items worn by women (ornaments, clothing,
etc.), often from a specific ime period. Such material can also
lend itself to the exploration of more general issues relating to
gender: how gender was defined in ancient Egypt, what
gender roles, relations, and categories in Egyptian society were,
and how Egyptian understandings of gender developed over
time. To examine such issues in depth, however, additional
material 1s necessary; the present exhibition includes objects
illustrating gender ambiguity, family relations, the relationship
between fertility and sexuality, and “third” gender categories,
as well as artifacts pertaining specifically to women. Thus, the
aim of the present exhibition is twofold: to show and interpret
material relating to women’s lives in ancient Egypt but also to
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Suggested Reading

The standard reference for women in ancient Egypt by
Gay Robins, Woemen in Ancient Egypt (1993), is by far the most
accurate and reliable of the recent surveys on this subject.
Geraldine Pinch’s article surveying private life in ancient Egypt
also has much revelant information (1995b), as does Lise
Manniche’s Sexual Life in Ancient Egypt (1987). The exhibition
catalogues cited above are also useful sources. For women in
Graeco-Roman Egypt, no single survey is currently available,
although the sourcebook of translated texts relating to women
in Graeco-Roman Egypt currently being edited by Jane
Rowlandson (forthcoming) will be a useful resource. For
women in Ptolemaic Egypt from Greek sources, Sarah
Pomeroy'’s Women in Hellenistic Egypr (1990) is a useful survey,
although ignoring much of the Egyptian language evidence;
there is no comparable work for Roman Egypt. Dominic
Montserrat’s Sex and Sociefy in Graeco-Roman Egypt (1996a)
illuminates many aspects of women's lives and gender relations
and is valuable for its up-to-date approach. For later Roman
Egypt, Roger Bagnall's Egypt in Late Antiquity (1993) frequently
attends to the status and roles of women. For putting issues of
women and gender into the wider context of the ancient Near
East, the collection of essays edited by Barbara S. Lesko
Women’s Earliest Records (1989} is a useful starting point with
extensive bibliography. For slightly more recent bibliography,
see Wilfong 1992, currently available on-line at http://www-
oi.uchicago. edu/OI/DEPT/RA/WOMEN.HTML.

General guides to the past University of Michigan
excavations in Egypt can be found in catalogues from previous
exhibitions on Karanis (Gazda 1983b) and Terenouthis
(McCleary 1987). Information about the Kelsey Museum, its
collections, and its past exhibitions can be found on its World
Wide Web site at hetp://www.umich.edu/~kelseydb. For
Greek papyri at the University of Michigan, see Gagos 1995
and htep://www.lib.umich.edu/pap/. An on-line version of
the present exhibition, with installation views, expanded
information, and links to other relevant sites, will be made
available after the exhibition closes, accessible through the
general Kelsey Museum URL above.
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maintenance of their associated animals as part of their cult.
The animals themselves were not worshipped; rather they were
venerated as manifestations of the divinity they represented.

The coming of Greek religion in the Graeco-Roman
period brought new gods and goddesses and new religious
traditions to Egypt, but the old traditions remained active;
indeed, the two were often combined in some way. Thus, the
Greek goddess Aphrodite was worshipped alongside the
Egyptian goddess Isis, and the attributes of the two goddesses
were merged together in a combined form of Isis-Aphrodite.
The cult of Isis herself gained great popularity outside of Egypt
in the Graeco-Roman period while maintaining great promi-
nence within Egypt. The eventual predominance of Christian-
ity in Egypt in the fourth century CE gradually supplanted the
older religions, although the iconography of early Christianity
adapted many earlier forms. Reepresentations of the Virgin
Mary and infant Jesus, for example, often bore a close resem-
blance to images of Isis and her son Horus. Even after Chris-
tianity became firmly established in Egypt, the old Egyptian
gods and goddesses were still evoked in magical texts.

Throughout ancient Egyptian history, roles in religious
employment were connected to the gender of the employee. In
general, men were in charge of temples and their administra-
tion, but women could and did fill a variety of religious offices
in the Pharaonic period. In the earlier periods, women were
often priestesses associated with the cults of goddesses, espe-
cially Hathor. By the New Kingdom, this was no longer the
case; the priesthood had become part of the state bureaucracy,
an area from which women were excluded {Robins 1993:
142-45). As if to compensate, though, we find an increase in
the number of elite women associated with temples as “musi-
cians’ of a particular deity. These women participated in
religious rituals in a temple context: the shaking of the rattle
known as the sistrum sacred to the goddess Hathor (6 and 25)
was an essential component of religious worship in ancient
Egypt. These musicians also sang and danced in religious
ceremonies {Teeter 1993). Also in the New Kingdom, the
important office of “God’s Wife” to the god Amun came to be
held by elite women based in the city of Thebes. In the
Graeco-Rooman period, women could and did fill priestly roles
in a variety of contexts. Under Christianity, however, women
were again excluded from formal religious office in Egypt.
Female officiants were often associated with the cults of female
deities, although by far the most common female religious
titles relate to the worship of male gods. Similarly, male priests
would often officiate for goddesses; see 3 below and the
offering cup 5 inscribed by a man for the “Great Goddess”
Hathor.

Religion was not just for the priests and temple employees;





















3. Engendered Protection

Many of the images of divine beings seen in the previous section are
protective in some way, helping to insure the safety, status, or afterlife of
the person who wore, owned, dedicated, or even saw the image. As in
most preniodern societies, life in ancient Egypt was a precarious
endeavor for everyone: life spans were short, mortality rates in child-
birth and infancy were high, and the natural environment bore frequent
threats of flood, famine, and dangerous animals. To counteract these
dangers, the ancient Egyptians developed strategies involving protective
itnages, amulets, and the use of magic. Many of these strategies
involved the invocation of female deities who were known for protective
powers; goddesses such as Isis and Hathor were specialists in specific
protective functions. Wonten and their children were especially at risk at
certain points of life, and their protection was seen as a particular
priority. Given the state of Egyptian medical knowledge, childbirth was
a time of special danger for both niother and newborn, while children
remained vulnerable to disease and their environment as they grew up.
A whole complex of protective strategies involving specialized goddesses
and gods developed to ensure the safety of women and children.
Protection was a gendered activity in Egyptian thought, specific in
terns of both protective deities and protected entities.

Mothers, Children, Ferocious Dwarves, and Other Protectors

Having children was one of the most dangerous activities
in ancient Egypt. The childbearing mother was at considerable
risk of death throughout the process, and the child was likewise
very vulnerable before, during, and long after birth. The
Egyptians understood much about the physiology of pregnancy
and childbirth and had some idea of prenatal care, but given
the state of scientific knowledge in ancient Egypt, medical
intervention could offer only limited help. Thus, it is not
surprising that a complex system of magical practice developed
to bridge the gap and provide reassurance against the un-
known. Magic was an integral part of the ancient Egyptian
worldview and its use an important and acceprable part of
religious experience {Ritner 1993; Pinch 1995a).

The protector of mothers and children par exceflence was
the goddess Isis. Isis was renowned for her magical powers
overall but had a special reputation when it came to protecting
children. In part, this is due to her history with her own son
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her rear legs, baring her teeth and often carrying a knife, must
have been a powerful image, for Taweret appears on many
amulets and other protective objects. Taweret was not alone 1n
this endeavor; the god Bes (18, 27, 79) also performed similar
functions. Represented as an achondroplastic dwarf wearing a
feather headdress, baring his teeth and sticking out his tongue,
Bes also presented a ferocious appearance to the perils facing
children. As a god associated with music and dancing, Bes was
also linked with fertility and women’s sexuality. The frighten-
ing aspect of Bes persisted long after the introduction of
Christianity: Coptic texts record the struggle of Christians
with a terrifying demon named Bes, who jumps around and
makes loud noises while haunting an abandoned pagan temple.

Women’s reproductive health was protected in a number
of ways in ancient Egypt. Gynecological texts and casebooks
survive from the Pharaonic period, while the Greek medical
writers’ works on women's health were widely known along-
side indigenous Egyptian texts on the subject in the later
periods. There is limited evidence for the existence in the
Pharaonic period of a “place of women” where women went
when they were menstruating, which seems to survive in some
form into the Late Antique period (Wilfong forthcoming aj.
Menstrual seclusion now usually has a negative connotation
but does not seem to have been so regarded in ancient Egypt.
In the Graeco-Rooman period, objects known as uterine
amulets (19) became common in Egypt. Uterine amulets were
carved from stone with schematic representations of a woman’s
uterus and worn to protect against gender-specific health
complaints {Fanson 1990; Ritner 1984),
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together through excessive love. The hermaphrodite became a
frequent subject in Graeco-R.oman art, represented with a
female face, full breasts and hips, and male genitals (Johns 1980:
104). Hermaphrodites were often depicted reclining or turning
to one side, so that the male genitals of the figure would not be
immediately apparent to the viewer, who would first see the
feminine breasts and hips. Representations of hermaphrodites
are found in both comic and erotic contexts and were fre-
quently used as decorative devices (Johns 1980: 105). The
iconography of hermaphrodites in Egypt appears to be a Greek
import; there seems to be no comparable figure in indigenous
artistic traditions.

The excavated figures from the University of Michigan
come from Karanis and Terenouthis. Of these, only 96 can be
identified as a hermaphrodite with some certainty; the others
(97-98) resemble hermaphrodites seen in Graeco-Roman art
but could also represent other beings. The figure from Karanis
(96) comes from a domestic context and was probably part of
an elaborately decorated faience vessel. The other two (97-98)
come from a funerary context at Terenouthis; both, however,
probably also came from similar faience vessels. Thus all three
of these pieces are decorative elements from larger objects and
not intended as individual works of art.
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and stone structures that vielded thousands of artifacts (see
Gazda 1983b). Nearly 50,000 objects from the eleven-year
excavation were ceded to the University of Michigan by the
Egyptian Antiquities Service; they are currently divided
between the Kelsey Museum and the Papyrology collection of
the University of Michigan Library. Supplementary seasons at
the sites of Soknopaiou Nesos (1931) and Terenouthis {1935)
yielded a number of important pieces for the collection,
including the extensive series of funerary stelae from
Terenouthis. In 1936, the Kelsey Museum acquired an impor-
tant group of Late Antique Coptic ostraca from Coptic scholars
Carl C. Schmidt and William H. Worrell. Other Graeco-
R.oman and Late Antique artifacts come from the donations
and purchases described above.
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