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To the memory of Storm Constantine (1956–2021), a true priestess of the ancient goddesses of Egypt



THE FIRST FEMALE PHARAOH
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“With his customary flair for unearthing the secrets of the ancient world, Andrew Collins’s study of the little-known female Egyptian pharaoh Sobekneferu is destined to become a classic. Her life and place in Egyptian history is presented engagingly and forensically, while the author’s own passion for the subject is clear on every page. This is an important book.”

LYNN PICKNETT AND CLIVE 
PRINCE, AUTHORS OF WHEN 
GOD HAD A WIFE: 
THE FALL AND RISE OF 
THE SACRED FEMININE IN THE JUDEO-CHRISTIAN TRADITION

“This new book by Andrew Collins, who I’ve known for more than forty years, deals with the story of the first female ruler in history. Sobekneferu was the last ruler of the Twelfth Dynasty in Egyptian history. More than two centuries later Hatshepsut became the second Egyptian queen. As always, Andrew Collins uses his historical knowledge, along with his deep imagination, to bring the story of Sobekneferu to life.”

AHMED OSMAN, AUTHOR OF 
THE EGYPTIAN ORIGINS 
OF KING DAVID AND THE TEMPLE 
OF SOLOMON AND THE LOST 
CITY OF THE EXODUS

“Finally, a long-overdue opus honoring one of history’s most enigmatic women—Sobekneferu. Andrew Collins has scoured historical records, archaeological discoveries, and scattered images of this mysterious yet powerful female ruler of Upper and Lower Egypt to piece together this first major overview of her Twelfth Dynasty reign as a queen and pharaoh.”

ANI WILLIAMS,
HARPIST, SINGER, SONGWRITER, 
AUTHOR, SOUND THERAPIST, 
AND PILGRIMAGE GUIDE



FOREWORD

History Is Made of Discoveries

By Jan Summers Duffy

Tutankhamen’s highly acclaimed tomb, KV62 (King’s Valley 62), and what we have discovered from it—including the artifacts it contains—are in many ways comparable to the enigma of Sobekneferu (Sobekkara). A lifetime of research and work in Egypt on tomb missions including KV62’s artifacts; KV63, the fascinating storage chamber found next to Tutankhamun’s tomb in 2005; the “lost tomb” TT223 (Theban Tomb 223) at Qurnet Murai, south Assasif, on the west bank of the Nile opposite to Luxor; 
as well as my work with Penn State at the Mendes Delta site, have all convinced 
me of one assurance. This is that there is a great deal more to be discovered 
from further research and exploration just as there was before Tutankhamun’s tomb was found. Whether a hidden burial location, artifacts belonging to family members, or political intrigue, these all tell us new things about the past.

Before the discovery in 1922 of his tomb in Egypt’s Valley of the Kings by Howard Carter, the young boy king Nebkheperure Tutankhamun (1333 BCE–1323 BCE) was unknown. Previously, Carter had discovered minor artifacts that were relevant to his tomb, and this was enough to encourage the British archaeologist to continue digging, knowing that there must be more to be found. Finally, 10 years later, determination led him to Tutankhamen’s final resting place. This important discovery has revealed to us surprising information about ancient Egyptian royal life, culture, art, death, religion, mummification, and the belief in the afterlife. Nevertheless, KV62 may still be hiding some of the secrets even after 100 years. For this reason, we continue working and doing research on ancient Egypt to confirm one thing—there is more to be discovered.

Sobekneferu, the subject of this book, was a strong Egyptian woman destined for the throne of ancient Egypt. Thrust into the forefront, she must have had an absolute determination and destiny to govern the Two Lands as a pharaoh. She lived in the Twelfth Dynasty during the Middle Kingdom (MK) approximately around 1800 BCE. From what we can surmise it was an era of strict rule of a country in transition, and at a time when a female ruler faced many hurdles. With only a few known artifacts and statuettes attested to her name, some of which are available to view in museums today, we know little of Sobekneferu. All that is truly known is that she was significant and the first woman in ancient Egypt to wear the crowns of both Upper and Lower Egypt. She was as central to her time as other female pharaohs were to theirs. This includes Hatshepsut (1479/1473–1458/57 BCE), Nefertiti (circa 1340–1335 BCE), and Cleopatra VII (51–30 BCE).

Sobekneferu is today being brought out of the darkness and into the light, just as the discovery of KV62 did for Tutankhamun in 1922. Like Tutankhamun, Sobekneferu was undoubtedly involved in political intrigues and uncertainties in taking the throne, especially for a woman. Yet little is really known of her life or her burial, a matter now addressed by the author of this present book. Andrew Collins has been able to piece together the life of Sobekneferu, and the monarch’s relationship to her immediate family, by bringing together all available information known about her, not only from contemporary sources, but also from apparent echoes of her memory preserved in Greek, Hebrew, and Arab-Islamic tradition. This can now help us flesh out her world in this first ever biography of Egypt’s first female pharaoh.

As archaeologists, Egyptologists, and students, we strive to find details through archaeological evidence, which can then be published to enhance further research. We know it’s important to find out more. By following this, we enrich everyone’s knowledge of the past and of those who existed in a time when there were no records to survive.

By further exploration of Egypt, we can begin to uncover the secrets of lost pharaohs like Sobekneferu, who played a big role in Egyptian history, but whose history has almost entirely been forgotten.

JAN SUMMERS DUFFY

JAN SUMMERS DUFFY, A.A.S.B.A. archaeology/Egyptology, M.Sc. Classical archaeology, Ph.D. (in progress), is an archaeologist/curator and Egyptologist who divides her time between New York, Idaho, and Egypt. She is with the College of Idaho, formerly with the New York State facility at historic Iona Island’s Native American Collection. Before that, she excavated with New York State Archaeology Association (NYSAA) at Dutchess Quarry Caves, a significant mastodon site in the Northeast United States. In Idaho, she is the discoverer of the Warm Springs Site (10AA-612), an obsidian cache that may be linked to the Western Idaho Burial complex.

In Egypt, Summers has worked at several important sites including Mendes in the Nile Delta with Penn State, Theban tomb 223 (TT223), and several other tombs in the Luxor area. Her specific research is Egyptian funerary objects from KV62. Jan is the editor of a journal published on the KV62 headrests from Tutankhamun’s tomb. In 2020 she consulted for the Tutankhamun exhibit at Boise, Idaho, and she serves as advisor and contributor for several groups and magazines.
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Sobekkara, may she live again
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Artist’s impression of Sobekkara Sobekneferu, ruler of the Two Lands, by artist Russell M. Hossain. It is based on the reconstruction of the now lost Berlin bust from a surviving photograph (see chapter 4 and plate 3).



PREFACE

The Knowing of Sobekneferu

The date is around 1800 BCE and the location the royal palace attached to the temple of the crocodile god Sobek at Shedet in the midst of Ta-she, the Land of the Lake (modern-day Fayum in central Egypt). Having walked slowly through the stone corridors in the company of two of her most trusted advisors, Sobekkara Sobekneferu, ruler of Upper and Lower Egypt, slowly climbed the flight of stairs that would take her to the Window of Appearance overlooking the large open courtyard below.

Some three dozen Egyptians and some Aamu (Asiatic) advisers had assembled to hear the monarch’s regular address to those who ran the country. Among them were courtiers, officials, priests from key temples, some governors of provinces, as well as a few permitted members of their families. No matter who they might be, those present, whether ally or foe, now held sway over her future destiny.

With stern gaze Sobekneferu looked out over the crowd before preparing to welcome them to the royal palace. Her sheer presence was enough to tell all present that she remained firmly in control of the Two Lands, which she had ruled with an iron fist for just over three and a half years. All feared her, but she was also respected by those who remained faithful to her justified cause.

She knew very well, however, that her strict political strategies had not been greeted kindly by some members of the Egyptian population, in Lower Egypt in particular, while the leaders of the highly influential Aamu communities in the Nile Delta saw her actions as highly disfavorable to their presence in the country. But always her decisions had been made to keep the country united as one so that all might live in ma’at—“truth, justice and cosmic harmony”—thus ensuring the continuance of creation in the outside world.

There was, of course, a certain amount of remorse on her part about all that had passed to ensure her own place on the throne. Her will, however, had always been blessed by the gods and her coronation legitimized by the goddess Hathor herself. Gazing out over the audience assembled before her, the monarch knew that among them were those who had carried out her wishes in full, whether this be in public or in private.

That said, there were those among the crowd whom she could not trust, their motives either unclear or downright contrary to the political decisions she had made to strengthen her rule of the Two Lands. These individuals and their advisors were there to spy on her and plot their strategies against her place on the throne. For the time being, all she could do was accept that her orders would continue to be carried out by those who had remained loyal and acknowledge the fact that the majority of Egyptians still supported her. Despite this comfort she sensed that she was not long for this world.

What she had achieved had brought her great satisfaction as well as a personal feeling of immense gratitude for the opportunities that life had given her. In the eyes of her supporters, she would hopefully be long remembered. Her path to sovereignty had, however, been treacherous and at times had appeared like an impossible course to navigate. This had seemed especially so since her half-sister Neferuptah and full brother Maakherure Amenemhat had been bestowed the full rights of kingship ahead of her by their father, the great king Nimaatre Amenemhat.

Like Hathor, who had swallowed the seven cobras to gain the power of the heka-magic, she too had invoked this same power to ensure the outcome of her own future destiny, and through this act had risen to become the first woman ever to wear the double crown of Upper and Lower Egypt.

Now, however, the tides were turning. Forces were moving against her and there were those who would do anything to show that she was failing in her duties to protect the fertility of the Two Lands. Dissenting priests had spread false rumors that the gods were angry, citing the low floodwaters brought about by the actions of Hapy, the god who brings new life to the great Iteru (the River Nile) each year. They make it clear to all who have ears to listen that this means the seeds cannot be properly sown in the fields and that a poor harvest will spell the beginning of another great famine like those that plagued the early years of her father’s reign.

They say that Hapy is disfavoring the people because Sobekneferu has made the divine crocodile the one true spirit of every god and insists that the priesthoods from every nome (district) come to Ta-she to pay homage to Sobek; a falsehood that will bring only ruin to the Two Lands.

Her political strategies, no matter how harsh some of the people might see them, would remain. As monarch she would change nothing. Those moving against her would be resisted until the very end. Until, that is, they did come for her. This she knew would happen soon enough. She could feel it, and those she most trusted had warned her of dark clouds looming heavily on the eastern horizon.

When the time was right she would remove herself from the path of humiliation and surrender to the gods in her own way. It would then be up to her followers, her devotees, and her chosen successors in the new dynasty to continue what she and her father had begun. Her own fate now was very firmly in the hands of the gods, and what awaited her in death she would readily embrace to ensure the future destiny of Egypt.

This is an imaginary scenario based on what we know of the events surrounding the life of Sobekkara Sobekneferu, the first woman to wear the crowns both of Upper Egypt and of Lower Egypt. So who exactly was Sobekneferu? How did she emerge from a predominantly patriarchal society to become monarch of the Two Lands? What did she believe in? What monuments has she left behind? How did she die, and what lasting impact has she had on the world around us?

As we shall see, Sobekneferu’s life, played out toward the end of the Twelfth Dynasty of Egyptian history, was remarkable in so many different ways. During her early years she would appear to have taken a spiritual path, being linked perhaps with a temple somewhere in Egypt. Two siblings—her half sister Neferuptah and her full brother Amenemhat IV—stood to inherit the throne in front of her. What is more, their father the king, Amenemhat III, had chosen them to rule the country jointly, even allowing Neferuptah to bear her name within the royal cartouche, the first woman ever to be given this unique privilege. Any offspring she and her half-brother produced would have been next in line to inherit the throne.

Then tragedy struck. Just before this arranged marriage could occur, Neferuptah—still just a teenager—died mysteriously, leaving Amenemhat IV to ascend to the throne on his own, seemingly now with his full sister Sobekneferu by his side. What happened to Neferuptah? Did she die of natural causes or was she murdered?

Thereafter Sobekneferu was able to engineer her own accession to the throne and rule the country in a concerted effort to keep Egypt together as a single nation. It was something she ably managed to achieve, but in doing so the monarch would appear to have made enemies of one of Egypt’s most powerful priesthoods, and this would ultimately cost her not only her place on the throne, but also, it would seem, her life.

That a woman, who was not the first or even the second in line for the throne, should rise to become the first female monarch of the Two Lands of Egypt is an extraordinary realization. Yet without her absolute belief and conviction in the fact that she was destined to take the throne of Egypt, her intentions could never have been fulfilled. In this book we find tentative evidence that Sobekneferu took part in unorthodox religious ceremonies to help ensure her future destiny, something that made her believe in herself, and as a consequence believe that it was her divine right to rule the kingdom.

Her strict policies, some of which might well be viewed as contrary to modern progressive attitudes today, enabled those who followed in her footsteps to carry forward the torch of Egyptian sovereignty across the next two and a half centuries. The concerted efforts of these ruling houses, remembered as the Thirteenth and Seventeenth dynasties of Egyptian history, 
would help ensure the kingdom’s survival through one of its darkest hours, that 
of the Second Intermediate Period. Their actions would eventually lead to the vanquishing of the Hyksos, the Asiatic warlords who had taken control of the north of the country around 1675 BCE and had ruled from their capital Avaris in the Nile Delta for the next 125 years. In doing so, Kamose, the final king of the Seventeenth Dynasty, and his brother Ahmose, the first king of the Eighteenth Dynasty, would initiate the foundation of one of the most powerful and most successful periods of Egyptian history, the New Kingdom, which opened with the Eighteenth Dynasty, circa 1550 BCE.


STRUCK FROM EXISTENCE

History itself, however, has not been kind to Sobekneferu. Even though she was deified in death, later generations would seem to have wrongly blamed her for the events leading up to the Hyksos invasion. Sobekneferu’s name would appear to have been ignored by some later king lists. The Fayum, her power base, would also seem to have suffered afterward because of its affiliations with the crocodile god Sobek, who in later dynastic history would come to be seen as a vehicle of the evil god Seth (also written Set). On top of this, her place of burial was lost and her achievements absorbed into those of her more successful father, Amenemhat III, whom she herself had deified.

We learn how Sobekneferu’s memory survived, how she was portrayed by Egyptologists during the nineteenth century, and how she has arisen as an important pop icon through her role as Bram Stoker’s ruler of the Two Lands who returns from the dead in his Egyptian novel The Jewel of Seven Stars. It was through this fortutituous association with gothic fiction that the female monarch came to be seen as the initiator of potent occult traditions that continue to thrive today. For the first time ever we learn the story of this remarkable woman and how she came to control one of the most powerful nations of the ancient world, and how when her adversaries did finally come for her she found a way to ensure that Egypt’s future destiny was indeed secured.

“I say a great thing; listen!

I will teach you the nature of the Eternal One.”

SEHOTEP-AB-RA (BRUGSCH 
1881, 2ND EDITION, VOL. I, 197)
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Female Pharaohs

Cleopatra. Nefertiti. Hatshepsut. All of them are ancient Egyptian female rulers, immortalized in films, in books, and on television. They celebrate the great achievements of powerful women in history who rose above predominantly patriarchal societies to become leaders of what was arguably the greatest empire of the ancient world. Each bore royal titles signifying their dominion over both Upper and Lower Egypt, a vast kingdom that at times stretched from the Mediterranean Sea in the north to the limits of Palestine-Syria in the east and ancient Nubia, modern-day Sudan, in the south.


THE CHARACTER OF CLEOPATRA

Very few people will not know the story of Cleopatra (fig. 1.1), with her charismatic and highly intellectual personality, her penchant for entertainment, and the political ingenuity and cunning she displayed in her dealings with the mighty empire of Rome. In addition to this she spoke as many as a dozen languages and studied astronomy, mathematics, and philosophy, as well as the art of persuasive public speaking.

Cleopatra is most remembered, however, for her controversial relationship with the Roman dictator and general Julius Caesar, along with her later love for the Roman military commander and administrator Mark Antony. As we are informed by the classical writers, it was after the defeat of a joint Roman and Egyptian fleet at the battle of Actium in 31 BCE that Antony and Cleopatra both committed suicide, which in her case was effected, it is said, by the bite of a poisonous snake (a matter explored in chapter 20).

[image: image]

Fig. 1.1. First-century CE portrait of Cleopatra from Herculaneum in Italy. Painted posthumously, the original shows the monarch with red hair and realistic features, wearing a diadem and pearl-studded hairpins.

Much of what we know about Cleopatra from classical writers is perhaps based on some variation of the truth according to which sources are consulted. 
For better or worse, however, these stories admirably reflect the manner in which this extraordinary woman ruled Egypt for 22 years, between 51 and 30 BCE.




ENTRY INTO ROME

Of all the tales told about Cleopatra VII (she was the seventh Ptolemaic queen to bear this name, but the only one to become outright ruler of the country), it is her dramatic entry into Rome to present her son, the future king Ptolemy XV Caesarion, to his father Julius Caesar that might be seen as the most triumphant. Whenever one thinks of this monumental event it is difficult not to picture its spectacular cinematic portrayal in the 1963 film Cleopatra, directed by Joseph L. Mankiewicz. Starring Elizabeth Taylor as the iconic Queen of Egypt, it was the film that not only helped Cleopatra become a household name but also created the stereotypical view we have today of ancient Egyptian royal women. This, most assuredly, was down to Taylor’s charismatic performance, with her future husband Richard Burton starring opposite her as Mark Antony and Rex Harrison as Julius Caesar.

When we think of a Queen of Egypt some part of us will always unconsciously picture Elizabeth Taylor in her role as Cleopatra complete with her signature black wigs, beautiful gold jewelry, dazzling costumes, period-perfect makeup, and stylized kohl eyeliner. It is a stereotypical image that remains strong, despite being gradually replaced by a more inclusive and realistic portrayal of ancient Egyptian royal women in both fictional and nonfictional settings.




THE BEAUTY OF NEFERTITI

When we think of Queen Nefertiti it is that stucco-painted limestone bust that comes to mind. Found during excavations in 1912 in an artist’s workshop at Tell el-Amarna in Middle Egypt, where Nefertiti’s husband and co-regent Akhenaten had created a new capital city, it was removed to Germany, where it has since had a checkered history. Today it attracts around half a million visitors a year as a central exhibit at the Egyptian Museum in Berlin. Everyone who has ever gazed into the eyes of this iconic bust (one of which was left unfinished by the artist—see fig. 1.2) cannot help but be mesmerized by the stunning features of this iconic woman who thrived in a troubled world some 3,350 years ago.
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Fig. 1.2. The famous bust of Nefertiti found at Tell el-Amarna in 1912 and on display today in the Egyptian Museum of Berlin (from Breasted 1936, pl. 130).

Like Cleopatra, the life of Nefertiti has also been portrayed in films, in books, and on television. Most often she is cast as the devoted wife and queen of the pharaoh Akhenaten and as the mother of their many children. His main claim to fame was outlawing the kingdom’s many gods in favor of a single, omnipotent deity called the Aten. This was the nourishing force of the sun represented in art as a golden sun disk from which emerged rays of light in the form of arms, each ending in hands that hold an ankh, the Egyptian symbol of life.

The story of Akhenaten and Nefertiti, and how together they attempted to change the art, religion, and lifestyle of the ancient Egyptian world is well known, and need not be recounted here. Suffice to say that Akhenaten’s explosive 17-year reign, circa 1351–1334 BCE,*1 managed to stir considerable outrage among the existing priesthoods, particularly that of Amun, the patron god of Thebes (modern Luxor) in the south of the country. In the end this caused the collapse of Akhenaten’s regime, which in turn led, inevitably, to the return of the old gods. Not only was Akhenetan’s new capital at Tell el-Amarna destroyed, but all memory of his name and that of his dreaded Aten faith was chiseled out of every possible monument and inscription. Akhenaten was, in effect, unpersoned, his wife and consort Nefertiti suffering a similar fate simply by association.

With the old gods back in their rightful place, the newly reinstated Amun priesthood under the control of the military genius Horemheb, himself a future pharaoh, attempted to restore order and stability in the country by engineering the election to the throne of Akhenaten’s young son Tutankhaten. His name would quickly be changed to the more acceptable Tutankhamun, honoring Amun’s time-honored relationship with kingship in Egypt.




THE EMERGENCE OF NEFERNEFERUATEN

What is less well known about Egypt’s Amarna age is that Nefertiti not only ruled Egypt alongside her husband before his death, but that she might also have risen to become monarch herself, taking the name Neferneferuaten, meaning “beautiful are the beauties of the god Aten.”1 If correct, then her brief reign must have preceded that of the boy king Tutankhamun, who reigned for 10 years circa 1333–1323 BCE and died at the age of 18. (See fig. 1.3 for a breakdown of Egyptian royal kingdoms, dynasties, and individual rulers.)

Some scholars think Neferneferuaten was not Nefertiti at all, but Akhenaten’s eldest daughter Meritaten,2 the elder queen having disappeared or died before this time. Whether or not this was the case, the tantalizing possibility that Nefertiti might have worn the double crown of Upper and Lower Egypt is a thought-provoking idea at the very least. She was not, however, the first queen who rose to become outright ruler of Egypt. There had been others before her including her husband Akhenaten’s great ancestor Hatshepsut.




THE ACHIEVEMENTS OF HATSHEPSUT

As the daughter of king Thutmose I, who ruled circa 1504–1492 BCE, Hatshepsut became queen of Egypt after marrying her half-brother, Thutmose II, when he was just 12 years old. After his death around 1479 BCE, Hatshepsut assumed the role of regent on behalf of her stepson. This was the infant Thutmose III, the son of Thutmose II (circa 1492–1479 BCE) and his secondary wife or concubine Iset. Through the immense power Hatshepsut 
now wielded and the manner she conveyed herself in public, the queen would quickly rise to assume the position of sole ruler of the country wearing the all-important double crown of Upper and Lower Egypt.

Now, as a fully-fledged pharaoh, Hatshepsut was able to motivate the kingdom in a number of different ways. During her six-year reign, circa 1479/1473–1458/1457 BCE, Hatshepsut extended foreign trade into distant lands like Punt, an exotic country located at the southern end of the Red Sea, while at the same time overseeing a large number of ambitious building projects. They included the creation of sanctuaries and obelisks at Karnak, the sprawling religious center serving the city of Thebes, as well as the construction of a breathtaking terraced mortuary temple on the western side of the Nile River at a site known today as Deir el-Bahri (you can read more about this important religious location in chapter 5). Hatshepsut’s extraordinary complex is famous not only for its striking aesthetics, built as it is into a natural rockface, but also for the fact that within its interior is a frieze celebrating a remarkable trading expedition to the land of Punt that took place during the monarch’s reign.

[image: image]

Fig. 1.3. Chronology of ancient Egypt showing dates, periods, and dynasties featured in this book (from the University College London website). Dates for the Second Intermediate Period are approximate.
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Fig. 1.4. Red granite sphinx of Hatshepshut found at Deir el-Bahri, West Thebes, and today housed in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Note that the monarch wears a false beard as a sign of sovereignty. Photo by Postdlf.

What’s so important about Hatshepsut is that she not only assumed the double crown of Upper and Lower Egypt, but she also deliberately went out of her way to depict herself as male in public statues. Along with the familiar nemes-headdress of kings, she would be seen wearing a false beard, which was an important symbol of kingship (see fig. 1.4). Being portrayed as a male was, very clearly, something she saw as important in a highly patriarchal world unlikely to accept her for the way she was; that is, as a king who was a woman. For a while her strategy worked. Hatshepsut was accepted as rightful pharaoh, trusted by the royal court, by the priesthoods, and, most important of all, by her subjects.




HATSHEPSUT’S FALL

Following her death, however, circa 1458/1457 BCE, everything changed. Her successor, the now fully grown Thutmose III, went out of his way to extinguish all trace of his mother’s reign. Monuments were defaced or destroyed, and her royal name was chiseled out of cartouches. These were the ornate oval-shaped frames used to contain the names of kings as well as some royal women. Worse still, all evidence of Hapshepsut’s rule was expunged from official records with her architectural achievements now credited to Thutmose III.

Hatshepsut’s legacy was thereafter forgotten until the nineteenth century when explorations by pioneering Egyptologists at various sites along the Nile started to uncover indisputable evidence of her reign. This was followed by the discovery in 1902 of her tomb during excavations in the Valley of the Kings under the leadership of British archaeologist Howard Carter (1874–1939). He, of course, would go on to discover Tutankhamun’s tomb in the same valley exactly 20 years later in 1922. Very gradually a much clearer picture of who Hatshepsut was and what she achieved was finally obtained, allowing her place in Egypt’s long history to be rightfully restored.

These are the stories behind ancient Egypt’s most well-known female rulers, their legacies having persisted down through the ages, despite concerted attempts to eradicate all memory of their achievements by those who followed them. Through both serendipity and the accomplishments of Egyptological exploration across the past two centuries these remarkable women have been able to speak to us across the millennia, allowing them to become household names throughout the western world. More than this, in the cases of Cleopatra and Nefertiti at least, they have risen to become icons of modern pop culture.




OTHER FEMALE RULERS

There were, of course, other women in ancient Egypt’s 3,000-year dynastic history who rose to become rulers of its people. The earliest of these was Queen Merneith (also written Merit-neith or Meryt-neith, and meaning “beloved of the goddess Neith”). She lived during Egypt’s Early Dynastic Period (circa 3100–2686 BCE) and is thought to have been the great wife of a king named Djet and the mother and regent of his successor, Den.

For her achievements in life Merneith was granted a tomb in a royal cemetery usually reserved for male rulers. Some believe the manner she was treated in death warrants her being classified as Egypt’s first female ruler. At Naqada in southern Egypt, a seal was found showing Merneith’s name within a serekh exactly in the same manner that the names of male rulers were written.3 Not enough, however, is known about her life and achievements to confirm whether or not this was the case.

Then there is Khentkhawes I, a powerful royal mother and queen of Egypt’s highly influential Fourth Dynasty of kings. (Circa 2600–2450 BCE, the Fourth Dynasty formed part of Egypt’s Old Kingdom period, which embraced dynasties Three to Six circa 2686–2181 BCE.) As the daughter of Menkaure, the builder of Giza’s Third Pyramid, Khentkhawes I is thought to have been the royal wife of two kings, Shepseskaf, the last ruler of the Fourth Dynasty, and Userkaf, the first king of the Fifth Dynasty (circa 2450–2300 BCE). She may also have been the mother of two kings of the Fifth Dynasty, Sahure and Neferirkare.

For all that she achieved in life Khentkhawes I was honored with an extraordinary monument at Giza often referred to as the Fourth Pyramid or, occasionally, the “false pyramid.”4 Located within the plateau’s main cemetery, a little east of the Third Pyramid and southwest of the Great Sphinx, its upper portion was constructed of limestone blocks while its lower half was carved directly out of the existing bedrock. It is within this monument that her shaft tomb can be found.

According to Egyptologist archaeologist Selim Hassan (1886–1961) an inscription noted on a granite doorjamb in the chapel attached to Khentkawes’s tomb appeared to refer to her under such titles as “Mother of the King of Upper and Lower Egypt,” “Daughter of the god,” and, more controversially, “King of Upper and Lower Egypt.”5 This suggested to Hassan that she had risen to become sovereign herself,6 a conclusion supported by German archaeologist Hermann Junker (1877–1962).7 If correct, then Khentkawes I should be honored as Egypt’s first female ruler of Upper and Lower Egypt, especially since she is shown in one bas-relief seated on a chair, holding a flail, and wearing a ritual beard. Against the idea of Khentkawes I’s outright sovereignty, however, is the fact that her name is never seen contained in a cartouche, a prerequisite of any crowned ruler, nor is she featured in any contemporary king list.

So, did Khentkawes I really rule Egypt immediately after powerful Fourth Dynasty kings such as Khufu, Khafre, and Menkaure, the builders of the three main pyramids at Giza? The matter would appear to have been resolved in the 1970s when a Czech archaeological team working at the pyramid field of Abusir, about 6 miles (10 kilometers) south of Giza, excavated a small pyramid complex belonging to Khentkawes II, a queen who lived a generation after the aforementioned Khentkawes 
I. Remarkably, this second Khentkawes bore the same royal titles as her predecessor.8 This showed clearly that Selim Hassan had wrongly interpreted the original inscription at Giza, which when understood in full referred not to the fact that she had been “king of Upper and Lower Egypt,” only that Khentkawes I had been mother to two “kings of Upper and Lower Egypt,” her royal titles honoring this achievement.9

Another queen who produced two future kings of Egypt was Ahhotep I. Toward the end of the Seventeenth Dynasty (circa 1580–1550 BCE) she would come to rule the country on behalf of her eldest son Kamose. Ahhotep is thought to have been the sister and wife of the Seventeenth Dynasty king Seqenenre Tao.

It was Kamose, the last king of the dynasty, and his brother Ahmose, the first king of the Eighteenth Dynasty, who following in the footsteps of their father, brought together an army to drive out of Egypt the Asiatic peoples known as the Hyksos or Shepherd Kings. They had controlled most of the country for around 125 years from their capital at Avaris in the Nile Delta circa 1675–1550 BCE. While Kamose was engaged in these military campaigns, his mother, Ahhotep I, acted as ruler, although she was never given any official title to this effect.

Then there is the story of Twosret or Tausret, the last known ruler of the Nineteenth Dynasty (1194/93–1186/85 BCE). She was the wife of king Seti II, and when he died she became regent for their son Siptah, heir to the Egyptian throne. In this manner Twosret reigned the country for around two years before Egypt was suddenly plunged into a civil war that only ended with her demise and the foundation of the next dynasty, the Twentieth, by a king named Setnakht (1186/85–1183/82 BCE).

The Egyptian priest and historian Manetho, who somewhere between 300–250 BCE compiled a definitive history of the kings of Egypt (see chapter 12), refers to Twosret under the name Thouoris, whom he accredits a reign of seven years, although this includes that of her predecessor Siptah who ruled circa 1194/93–1186/85 BCE. She is missing from some king lists, meaning that at the time she was not recognized as a legitimate pharaoh.

Just two female rulers of Egypt remain to be mentioned, the first being the legendary, although somewhat nebulous, Nitocris. Manetho lists her as the last ruler of the Sixth Dynasty (circa 2300–2181 BCE),10 but no hard evidence of her existence, never mind her reign, has ever been found. It is a mystery that needs more than just a few lines to explore in any detail, and since the stories of Nitocris will turn out to become extremely relevant to our own quest of discovery, I shall say no more about her until chapter 16.




ENTER SOBEKNEFERU

The only other notable female ruler that carved out her mark during Egypt’s dynastic age is the highly enigmatic and quite mysterious Sobekneferu (pronounced sob-bek-nef-frew). She remains the country’s first fully attested female ruler to wear the crowns of both Upper and Lower Egypt, her reign lasting for just under four years circa 1798/7–1794/3 BCE. Despite this, she remains relatively unknown outside of Egyptological circles. Sobekneferu has simply not received the same type of mass exposure that her later compatriots Cleopatra, Nefertiti, and Hatshepsut have received.

Sobekneferu exists like a ghost in the darkness, her story ever hidden behind a veil of mystery and imagination. Remarkably, however, the ominous lack of clarity surrounding her short but unquestionably eventful reign has, for better or worse, permitted Sobekneferu to become an unwitting icon of modern pop culture. Not, however, in the same manner as her betterknown female compatriots.

Sobekneferu’s fame, admittedly quite anonymously for the most part, derives from 150 years of speculation regarding the somewhat bold nature of her little-understood religious revolution. It is an extraordinary journey of discovery that, for me, began with a very memorable visit to one of the world’s most renowned public institutions in the study of ancient history—London’s British Museum.
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Ruler of the Two Lands

The year is 1990. With the sound of car horns, black taxis, and red buses filling the air I passed through the visitor’s gate into the grounds of one of London’s most iconic institutions, the British Museum. Walking alongside groups of mostly foreign tourists I made my way toward the magnificent flight of stone steps that leads up to the building’s huge colonnaded entrance.

I had visited the museum on many occasions before, usually focusing my attention on its Egyptian and Mesopotamian rooms filled with thousands of exhibits of all shapes and sizes. Here you can find everything from small gold rings bearing inscriptions in the name of Akhenaten and his family to the monolithic Neo-Assyrian winged bulls from the palace of Khorsabad in Iran. This, however, was not my reason for being there that day. I had come to see a single object—one that was an obvious start in any quest to truly understand the life of Sobekneferu, Egypt’s first official female ruler. A formal request to examine and photograph the object in question had duly been granted by the Museum’s Trustees on behalf of its Department of Egyptian and Mesopotamian Antiquities. All I had to do was present myself at its entrance door and someone would go and fetch the item for my inspection. I hoped this would permit me a much clearer idea of Sobekneferu’s status both as a female pharaoh and as a woman of royal blood living in Egypt around 3,800 years ago.

Having arrived early, I awaited the appearance of my colleague Caroline Wise. Being an authority on ancient Egyptian goddess cults and religions she had agreed to join me for the meeting.

Standing between the building’s entrance columns, I gazed out over the rooftops of the pubs, cafes, shops, and residential buildings of central London and thought about how the life of Sobekneferu had become important to me. It was not simply because of my avid interest in the mysteries of ancient Egypt. What intrigued me more was the manner in which this female monarch had captivated the imaginations of those interested in everything gothic and occult, even though so little was really known about her. It intrigued me why her story had become of such interest to a whole new following in the modern age through her supposed religious revolution and her fictional representation in horror films. Who was she really, and what could be learned about the real person behind the few vague references we have of her from contemporary inscriptions and ancient king lists? What do we really know about where she lived, how she lived her life, and what became of her? Only by examining every known relic from her reign could we learn more.

Caroline soon arrived, and together we entered the museum’s Entrance Hall, alive as always with the sound of echoing voices speaking in an assortment of languages. We edged our way past the crowds of visitors and headed first into the Assyrian Transept, where we paused momentarily to examine the aforementioned Assyrian winged bulls, before passing through into the Egyptian Gallery. Here it is very easy to get waylaid examining one or another of the hundreds of exhibits on display, such as the room’s exquisite life-sized statues of the lioness-headed goddess Sekhmet from Karnak in southern Egypt. On this occasion, however, we allowed ourselves just a few moments to acknowledge their presence before moving toward the rear exit. Beyond the Egyptian Hall a staircase took us up to the entrance of the Department of Egyptian and Assyrian Antiquities, today renamed the Department of Egypt and Sudan.

Ever since the museum opened its “Mummy Room” as far back as 1837, allowing visitors to inspect its large collection of mummies and countless other related antiquities for the first time, its Egyptological Department has played host to some of the great names of Egyptology. They have included Sir Edgar Wallis Budge, Henry Reginald Hall, I. E. S. Edwards, and T. G. H. James, the last of whom I had had cause to correspond with some years earlier. All of them made massive contributions to our understanding of ancient Egyptian history, and we were now about to walk in the footsteps of these great luminaries, a humbling experience if ever there was one.

After pressing the bell to announce our arrival, we were finally met by an assistant who ushered us through a long corridor into a fair-sized side room overlooking the City of London. A large table occupied its central area where, we quickly realized, any contact would take place between us and whatever it was we were there to see.

Following a brief wait, the door opened and into the room came a man in his mid-thirties with beard, glasses, and tweed jacket. He held before him a slim wooden tray that under any other circumstance might have been used to serve biscuits.

“Mr. Collins?” the man said casually as he moved toward our position by the table. I said yes, and once satisfied we were who we said we were, the Egyptological assistant introduced himself and affirmed that he was there to show us the item we had requested.

At this the tray was placed down on the table before us. What it contained was a fair-sized cylinder seal carved from a type of stone known as white schist.*2 It had been glazed with faience so that its inscribed hieroglyphs stood out in turquoise against a much paler background. Sizewise it is recorded as being 1.7 inches (4.4 centimeters) in length with a diameter of 0.61 inches (1.55 centimeters), somewhat larger than most cylinder seals of this type. It had been drilled longitudinally so that it could be strung from a cord and worn perhaps around the neck.


THE ROYAL TITULARY

Having been given permission to pick up this precious object, I turned it over to examine its carved hieroglyphs. They were arranged in a series of columns, which when holding the cylinder seal were to be read from top to bottom and from left to right (see fig. 2.1 below and also plate 1). The inscription listed four out of five of Sobekneferu’s royal titulary, the titles adopted by every ruler of Upper and Lower Egypt on ascending the throne; only one of which, the so-called nomen, or personal name, being borne from birth. Each title relates to the monarch’s royal status with respect to the country’s oldest religious institutions, which were tied to the veneration of specific deities associated with rites of kingship.
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Fig. 2.1. The British Museum cylinder seal showing the royal titles and titulary of Sobekneferu (from Habachi 1954, XIII, B).

First up on the cylinder seal was an honorary title, no doubt chosen by the monarch herself, which was “Beloved [meryt] of Sobek Shedety.” It was a reference to her devotion to the crocodile god Sobek and his principal cult center of Shedet in the Fayum. This was followed by the first of the titulary titles, her so-called Horus name, honoring the fact that in life the pharaoh was seen as an incarnation of the hawk or falcon god Horus. It was a role that, in theory, a pharaoh was destined to fulfill from birth, something Sobekneferu must have come to accept was her rightful destiny. The Horus name is usually contained inside what is known as a serekh, a tall rectangular box, signifying the niched or gated façade of a palace, on top of which the god Horus is shown as a bird. In Sobekneferu’s case her Horus name was Meryt-Ra, meaning “Beloved of the sun god Ra.” (For Sobekneferu’s full royal titulary see fig. 2.2.)
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Fig. 2.2. Complete royal titulary of Sobekneferu (from “Neferusobek,” Pharaoh.se website). Illustration by Nick Burton.

Interestingly, the hieroglyph for the Horus bird on top of the serekh had been changed from its original male form (Hr, the root of Horus) by the addition of a small symbol, like a small semi-circle (the hieroglyph for the letter “t”), creating a feminized form of the name reading something like Hrt, Heret, or even Horusette as Egyptologist Kara Cooney has proposed.1 This then was just one of the many ways that, as we shall see, Sobekneferu attempted to make a male-dominated world of kingship fall in line with her own brand of female masculinity, in other words masculinity that was not male in nature.2

Sobekneferu’s Horus name can be seen to honor the sun god Ra (also spelt Re, and pronounced something like “rar,” as in “car”). This name was chosen not simply to appease the Ra priesthood, whose cult center was at Heliopolis, somewhere lost today beneath the sprawling suburbs of northeastern Cairo. The monarch’s dedication to Ra was associated very strongly with the religious beliefs and practices attached to the Fayum depression, a huge fertile oasis situated around 62 miles (100 kilometers) south-southwest of Heliopolis. It was the center of worship of the crocodile god Sobek of Shedet, with Shedet (the Greek city of Crocodilopolis) being the name of the region’s main cultus place during dynastic times. It lay around 6 miles (10 kilometers) northwest of the massive Twelfth-Dynasty necropolis at Hawara, the two locations probably having once been connected by a processional avenue of some sort. Today all that’s left of Shedet is a neglected area of disturbed ground and scattered remains at a site known as Kiman Faras, located at the northwestern edge of the modern city of Medinet Fayum (see fig. 2.3), the capital of the Fayum region. In addition to a major temple of Sobek, Shedet also housed a royal palace that contemporary documents indicate formed part of the same complex, the two linked perhaps by a central court.3
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Fig. 2.3. Map of the Fayum region showing key sites featured in this book.




DAUGHTER OF SEKHEM AND MISTRESS OF THE TWO LANDS

Next up on the British Museum’s cylinder seal was the queen regnant’s Nebty or Two Ladies name, with the ladies in question being the vulture goddess Nekhbet and the snake goddess Wadjet. Each one guarantees the reigning monarch divine protection, which stemmed from Nekhbet and Wadjet’s cult centers in, respectively, Upper Egypt in the south and Lower Egypt in the north. Sobekneferu’s Nebty name was Sat-sekhem-nebet-tawy, which means something like “Daughter of power [sat sekhem], mistress of the Two Lands [nebet tawy].”

This choice of name on Sobekneferu’s part would have reflected the fact that the monarch was considered to rule from the place where the Two Lands, that is Upper and Lower Egypt, were seen to come together or meet. Usually this was deemed to exist at a latitude corresponding with Memphis, the ancient city known as “White Walls,” which acted as the capital of Lower Egypt. One of its titles was Ankh-tawy, meaning “life [ankh] of the Two Lands [tawy].” Sobekneferu, however, and her immediate ancestors saw the demarcation between Upper and Lower Egypt as existing farther south, coincident to the Fayum region. This was where she and her immediate predecessors had ruled the Two Lands from their capital Itj-tawy, meaning “Seizer of the Two Lands.”

Itj-tawy is thought to have been located close to a Twelfth Dynasty necropolis at Lisht in the Nile Valley.4 (See fig. 2.3 
above for the location of ItjTawy in relation to the Fayum region.) It acted both as the place of coming together of the Two Lands and as the ruling seat of the kings of the Twelfth Dynasty and subsequent Thirteenth Dynasty.5 It would have been the official seat of Sobekneferu’s rule, although due to her devotion to the crocodile god Sobek she would no doubt have shared her time between Itj-tway and the royal palace at Shedet.

Reigning pharaohs (and some queens) would wear the symbols of the Two Ladies, the vulture and snake, as part of a headdress or diadem, showing that they ruled Upper and Lower Egypt under Nekhbet and Wadjet’s divine patronage. As we see in chapter 6, Sobekneferu found a very unique way of incorporating the vulture and snake into a highly stylized form of royal headdress.

The Golden Horus

Turning the cylinder seal still further revealed Sobekneferu’s Golden Horus name, which usually appears in association with the hieroglyph for the divine falcon either perched on or next to the symbol for gold (nebu). The term Golden Horus was a very ancient name for the Pharaoh, although during the Middle Kingdom the hieroglyph for gold was shown alongside another that symbolized the word goddess, feminizing the title and associating it with the goddess Hathor who was a divine protector both of kingship and of queenship. In Sobekneferu’s case, her Golden Horus name was Djedet khau (ddt-h‘w), which meant something like “Stable is she [djedet] in rites of kingship [khau].” The djed-pillar was a major symbol of stability in ancient Egypt, and was identified with the backbone of Osiris, the god of the underworld and of the dead.

The Beauties of Sobek

The monarch’s Golden Horus name is followed on the cylinder seal by her more familiar personal name (or nomen) Sobekneferu (or Neferusobek as it can also be written*3). It means “the beauties [neferu] of the god Sobek,” the patron god of the Fayum region. The name is yet another indication that the monarch held a special interest in the Fayum’s crocodile god, and that she truly was “beloved of Sobek of Shedet” as the British Museum’s cylinder seal makes clear. This was a familiar expression used not only by Sobekneferu, but also by various of her predecessors, including her father Amenemhat III (1853–1806/05 BCE), who was responsible for construction work both at the Shedet temple complex and also at its royal palace.6 In this manner Sobek of Shedet rose to become one of the most important and also one of the most interesting gods in the whole of Egypt.7

Not only was Sobek of Shedet seen as the vehicle of important gods such as Horus and Ra, both of which the pharaoh was identified with in life, but during the reign of Amenemhat III the crocodile god also came to be associated with the right of kings to rule,8 something that had previously only been the case with other more obvious cult centers such as that of Ra at Heliopolis. Following in the footsteps of her father Amenemhet III, Sobekneferu, as her name suggests, was quite literally born to serve the god Sobek and in doing so support its extremely powerful priesthood.

The one royal title missing from the British Museum’s cylinder seal providing Sobekneferu’s titulary was her prenomen or throne name, which is usually headed by the nswt-bjtj, which means “of the Sedge and Bee.” Shown as the hieroglyphs for the sedge plant and bee, these two signs were ancient symbols of kingship going back to Egypt’s First Dynasty (circa 3100 BCE). They would normally be seen above Sobekneferu’s throne name, which was Sobekkara, meaning “Sobek is the soul [ka] of Ra,” although on the cylinder seal the sedge and bee signs appear above the monarch’s personal name. The hieroglyphic elements of her prenomen can also be rearranged to spell Kasobekra, although I have chosen to remain with the more recognizable Sobekkara. (For a full explanation of the usage of English transliterations of Sobekneferu/Neferusobek and Sobekkara/Kasobekra see the previous footnote.)

Sobekneferu’s throne name appears to reflect the close association that existed between Sobek and the sun god Ra, which in Fayumic tradition was seen to take the form of the crocodile god to pass through the waters of the region’s great lake at night before rising anew on the eastern horizon at dawn the following morning.9 Although this tradition is only recorded during the Graeco-Roman period (it being contained in an important hieroglyphic text known as the Book of the Fayum explored in detail later in this book), there is every reason to believe that this myth cycle involving the sun’s nightly journey through the waters of the lake formed part of the cult of Sobek of Shedet at its greatest stage of development under Amenemhat III and his daughter Sobekneferu, thus explaining the female monarch’s adoption of the throne name Sobekkara.

A pharaoh’s fivefold titulary expressed his or her right to ascend to the throne of Egypt and rule the country in a manner begun as early as 3100 BCE with Menes, the legendary first king to unite the Two Lands and wear the double crown of Upper and Lower Egypt. Pharaonic kingship was seen as a divine institution bestowed on the rightful candidate by gods such as Horus, Ra, and, during the age of Sobekneferu, by Sobek of Shedet. It was this age-old tradition, already as much as 1,300 years old by Sobekneferu’s time, that she embraced when she succeeded to the throne of the Two Lands.

Sobekneferu, however, wanted to establish new precedents in her own interpretation of kingship, which she and her father saw as exclusively associated with the cult of Sobek of Shedet.10 For instance, in the case of both her nomen and prenomen, instead of using hieroglyphs to spell out “Sobek” the monarch used the theophoric form of the god’s name, which was a pictorial hieroglyph showing a recumbent crocodile on a boxlike shrine.11 In this way she was able to emphasize the importance of the god (and his cult center) every time either her personal name or throne name was included within an inscription. Not only was this use of the crocodile sign a break from existing tradition, but it also showed that she aligned herself with a highly dangerous and very fierce male deity, an action that was unquestionably meant to instill fear in everyone who gazed upon her name.

In adopting Sobek as her principal deity, and promoting him as a symbol of kingship, Sobekneferu was moving away from the religious affiliations established by her own direct ancestors. Prior to her reign every pharaoh of the Twelfth Dynasty had borne names honoring either the god Amun, patron of the city of Thebes in southern Egypt, or Wosret, Amun’s consort who was the tutelary goddess of the same city.

Sobekneferu’s clear political allegiance to the cult of Sobek with its powerful priesthood was yet another sign that she was attempting to achieve something quite different, both for herself as Egypt’s first official female ruler and for the royal dynasty, the Twelfth, which was arguably one of the most successful to date. As we shall see, however, all this was short lived for there were dark clouds looming on the horizon not just for her but also for the future destiny of the country.




A SECOND CYLINDER SEAL

The British Museum cylinder seal is important because it is the only object from Sobekneferu’s reign to tell us the monarch’s Nebty/Two Ladies and Golden Horus names.12 Nowhere else have they been found. Having said this, it is not the only known cylinder seal bearing her royal titulary. Another housed in the Egyptian Museum, Cairo,13 shows her throne name Sobekkara preceded by the title Sa-Ra, “Son of Ra.”14 What’s interesting about this is that the form of the epithet used is very clearly masculine, since it does not have the additional semicircle or “t” hieroglyph, which both feminizes the word and changes it to Sat-Ra instead of Sa-Ra (also written Sa-Re). This is in contradiction to other documents and inscriptions bearing Sobekneferu’s throne name, which do show it in its feminine form. In addition to this, on the Cairo cylinder seal the monarch’s Horus (or Horusette) name, written Meryt-Ra, “beloved of Ra,” on the British Museum cylinder seal, is here spelled Mery-Ra, its male form (that is, without the inclusion of the feminizing letter “t”).15

How did so much confusion come about regarding the genderization of Sobekneferu’s royal names? Did the queen regnant gradually transform her names from their original feminine form into their male equivalents, or did this happen in reverse—male forms of her name being gradually feminized? Or can these sharply contrasting spellings of her names and titles be put down simply to inconsistencies on the part of royal scribes who didn’t know whether to address her as a man or as a woman?

Frustratingly, there are no hard answers to this enigma. There is simply not enough evidence to say one way or another. What we can say, however, is that similar problems dogged Hatshepsut when, some 350 years later, she too attempted, very successfully it must be added, to introduce the concept of female masculinity into the long-held male dominated rites of kingship during Egypt’s New Kingdom.

Hatshepsut’s own inspiration had unquestionably been Sobekneferu, whose own introduction of a form of female masculinity into ancient Egyptian kingship she both embraced and developed in her own unique way. This has been something recognized by a number of scholars who have noted strong similarities between the reigns of the two female monarchs.16

In adopting male aspects of kingship it would have helped convince the priesthoods, courtiers, officials, as well as the Egyptian population as a whole, that even though Sobekneferu was a woman she was strong enough to rule the country with an iron rod, something that would have been necessary to ensure a long lasting status quo not only on a sociopolitical level, but also on a religious level as well. Perhaps more crucially, it would have helped convince detractors that, as an embodiment of the god Horus, Sobekneferu had the divine right to wear the double crown of Upper and Lower Egypt and also bear a full royal titulary, the first woman ever to do so.




THE ROBERT JAMES HAY COLLECTION

As for the British Museum cylinder seal (which bears the item number BM16581), it was acquired in 1868 having previously formed part of a large collection of antiquities belonging to a famous Scottish traveler, antiquarian, and draftsman named Robert James Hay (1799–1863). In 1818 he visited Egypt’s capital, Alexandria, while in the British Navy. He would later return to the country staying there between November 1824 and 1828, and again between 1829 and 1834. During these visits Hay would routinely record details of any temples or monuments he came across, making copies of the inscriptions they bore. He also made a series of architectural plans, which are today housed in the British Library, London. Following his death in 1863, Hay’s extensive collection of antiquities was sold partly to the British Museum and partly to the Boston Museum of Fine Arts.17

Tracing where Hay might have acquired the cylinder seal bearing Sobekneferu’s royal titulary has, unfortunately, proved difficult. It probably came from the Fayum, where the Egyptian Museum’s own cylinder seal also most likely came from.




PERCY NEWBERRY’S DISCOVERY

For completion, it is perhaps important to mention that British Egyptologist Percy E. Newberry (1869–1949) recorded the existence of a third cylinder seal bearing Sobekneferu’s throne name. It was found, he says, at a mound site named Kom el-Aqarib, close to the site of the ancient city of Heracleopolis Magna (Egyptian Hemen-nesw), situated around 9 miles (14 kilometers) south-southwest of the entrance to the Fayum depression.

Newberry chanced upon the slightly damaged cylinder seal in a “dealer’s shop” in Cairo, where he was permitted to make a copy of its hieroglyphic inscription (see fig. 2.4 below). It included the line, “Sobekkara, beloved of Shedet,” with the word “beloved,” mery, written in its masculine form (that is, without the added “t” hieroglyph).18 Presumably the storeowner in Cairo was able to tell him where it had been found. What happened to the cylinder seal after this time is not recorded. As we shall see in chapter 26, the Kom el-Aqarib mound, which lies close to the modern town of Ehnasya el-Medina, will be found to have other connections to Sobekneferu and her reign.




A FOURTH CYLINDER SEAL

In addition to the cylinder seals mentioned already, a “bead” recorded by Egyptian Egyptologist Labib Habachi (1906–1984) also gave Sobekneferu’s throne name, Sobekkara, along with the fact that she was “Lord of Shedet, residing in the palace.”19 Habachi suspected that the bead was owned by King Faraok, and described it as 1.8 inches (4.5 centimeters) long, and made of green faience so pale the whole thing was almost white. It had the appearance of an elongated cylinder “resembling the known perfume vases [of ancient Egypt]” and was said to have come from the Fayum.20 The unique nature of this bead, and the fact that it bore an inscription in Sobekneferu’s name, makes it likely that it was once a personal possession of the monarch, perhaps forming part of a necklace or bracelet.
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Fig. 2.4. Hieroglyphs on the cylinder seal seen in a “dealer’s shop” in Cairo by Percy E. Newberry. It was apparently found at the site of Heracleopolis Magna just outside the Fayum (from Newberry 1943a, 75). They read “Sobekkara, beloved of Shedet,” with the word “beloved,” mery, written in its masculine form.

So did the British Museum’s own cylinder seal also once belong to Sobekneferu? Had it been worn around her neck at some point? Although we shall probably never know I was humbled by the thought that it was one of the few surviving items from her reign that had almost certainly passed through her hands.

Just holding this small cylindrical object connected me not just with her world, but also with her as a person—this remarkable woman who virtually wrote the book on female empowerment in ancient Egypt. In one way or another Hatshepsut, Nefertiti, and maybe even Cleopatra, might all have been inspired by Sobekneferu’s achievements. But who exactly was she? What do we know about the age in which she lived, and, more pressingly, what became of her? It is these questions that we start to look at next.
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Sobekneferu—The Story As We Know It

Sobekneferu was the last ruler of Egypt’s Twelfth Dynasty, which spanned a period of approximately 182 or 183 years circa 1976–1794/3 BCE. During this time the country had gained its greatest stability since the Pyramid Age several hundred years earlier. In all it saw a total of eight kings, all of whom, except for its last, Sobekneferu, were called either Amenemhat, “Amun is in front,” or Senusret (also written Senwosret or Usertesen) meaning “Man of the Goddess Wosret.” Both names showed the dynasty’s strong alliance to the Theban god Amun and his consort Wosret, who acted as divine patrons of the city of Thebes. It was an affiliation the Twelfth Dynasty kings had inherited from the outgoing Eleventh Dynasty (circa 2046–1976 BCE), which had established a close bond with the cult of Amun and its priesthood.1

Sobekneferu was almost certainly the daughter of one of those Amenemhat kings, the third, whose reign lasted for at least 45 years, circa 1853–1806/05 BCE (see fig. 3.1). Toward the end of his life, he is thought to have entered into a co-regency, or co-rule, with the next king, Amenemhat IV,2 whom the Turin Canon says ruled the country for 9 years, 3 months, and 27 days (circa 1807/06–1798/97).3 How long this co-regency lasted is unclear, although in all likelihood it was no more than one to two years, after which time the new king ruled on his own.4

According to Manetho, Amenemhat IV—whom he calls “Ammenemes” and says reigned “8 years”—was replaced by a ruler named Skemiophris.5
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Fig. 3.1. Head of Amenemhat III in granite housed in the Egyptian Museum (from Breasted 1936, pl. 103).

This is unquestionably Sobekneferu, since Skemiophris (from the original Greek Σκεμιoφρις) is probably just a corrupted form of the monarch’s personal name. She, Manetho writes, was Ammenemes’s “sister,” adding that she ruled for “4 years.”6 Whether or not Sobekneferu was a full sister of Amenemhat IV is something we’ll explore in chapter 12, when we look more closely into the familial relationship between these various different royal individuals. In the Turin Canon, written in Egyptian hieratic script during the Nineteenth Dynasty (1292–1185 BCE), we find an entry for Sobekneferu stating she ruled for 3 years, 10 months, and 24 days.7 This figure corresponds very well with the four-year reign of Skemiophris offered by Manetho.

It is not known whether Amenemhat IV entered into a co-regency with Sobekneferu. No inscriptions or monuments suggest as much,8 although some scholars have proposed this possibility.9 Equally, nothing has been found indicating that Sobekneferu might have been Amenemhat IV’s royal wife during his reign.10 In fact, other than a statue base found at Tel Gezer in what is today Israel,11 and a black granite offering bowl found close to the pyramid of her great ancestor Senusret I at Lisht,12 which bears an inscription in Sobekneferu’s 
name from when she was still a princess (see chapter 7), almost nothing is known 
about her until she succeeds to the throne following the assumed death of her brother in around 1798/1797 BCE.

Some scholars have proposed a co-regency between Sobekneferu and her father, Amenemhat III, based on the discovery of certain reliefs showing their two names side-by-side found in his funerary complex at Hawara.13 Although an interesting proposition, knowledge that the crown passed from her father to her brother Amenemhat tells us that any kind of co-regency between father and daughter makes no sense at all.

The fact, however, that Sobekneferu was, according to Manetho, Amenemhat IV’s “sister” does suggest a close bond existed between the two siblings, meaning that there is every chance she did become his royal wife and queen before she herself assumed control of the country.14 Under what circumstances all this came about remains unclear, although it is a topic we shall return to later on in this book.


COLLAPSE OF THE DYNASTY

What we do know is that Sobekneferu’s brief reign brought to a close not only the Twelfth Dynasty of ancient Egyptian history, but also, according to some scholars, the entire Middle Kingdom, which up until that time had spanned a period of almost 250 years (circa 2046–1794/3 BCE). Some Egyptologists today extend the Middle Kingdom beyond the Twelfth Dynasty to embrace the Thirteenth Dynasty, thought to have lasted for approximately 154 years. This is because the Thirteenth Dynasty can be seen as a basic continuation of the Twelfth Dynasty.15

What is clear, however, is that the Middle Kingdom gave way to what is referred to as the Second Intermediate Period (circa 1794/1793–1550 BCE), within which we shall include the Thirteenth Dynasty for this present study. It would be marked, according to Manetho, by five dynasties ruled in many cases by faceless and often weak princes. It seems possible that these dynasties either partially or completely overlapped with each other, their kings ruling from different locations in the country.

The first of these dynasties, the Thirteenth, consisted of a series of rulers whose exact relationship with their predecessors of the Twelfth Dynasty remains unclear. As many as seven of them bore names honoring Sobek, showing a close association with the religious affiliations of Amenemhat III and his daughter Sobekneferu. Both pharaohs would appear to have been deified after their deaths, Amenemhat III during the reign of his daughter16 and Sobekneferu at the beginning of the Thirteenth Dynasty.17 The Thirteenth Dynasty was shadowed by the Fourteenth Dynasty, the two almost certainly having run parallel with each other.18

Like the Twelfth Dynasty, the incoming Thirteenth Dynasty was ruled from the existing capital of Itj-tawy, or to give it its correct name Amenemhat-itj-tawy, which means “Amenemhat, Seizer of the Two Lands.” As previously mentioned, this was located at Lisht, east-northeast of the Fayum on the edge of the Nile Valley. (See fig. 3.2 for a map of Egypt showing key sites featured in this book.)
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Fig. 3.2. Map of Egypt showing key sites featured in this book.

The kings of the Thirteenth Dynasty also reestablished a dynastic relationship with Thebes and its cult of the god Amun, making the city their secondary seat of power. This reaffirmation of the importance to kingship of the cult of Amun with its powerful priesthood is displayed in the fact that some of the Thirteenth Dynasty kings continued the tradition of calling themselves Amenemhat, meaning “Amun is in front.”




ASIATIC IMMIGRANTS

In contrast, the main seat of power of the Fourteenth Dynasty was probably the city of Avaris (modern Tell el-Dab‘a) in the eastern Nile Delta.19 This is despite the fact that Manetho tells us they ruled for a period of 184 years from Xois (modern Sakha) in the central-northern part of the Delta.20 *4 Its kings had close ties with the region’s western Asiatic population, which had emerged in the Nile Delta during the reign of Amenemhat III,21 and arguably even earlier during the reign of his father Senusret III.22 
This incoming population, which spoke a West Semitic language similar to Arabic 
and possessed its own distinctive material culture, originated in the Levant, and is remembered under names such as the Aamu—meaning “Asiatics”—and the Retjenu, which simply means “highlanders,” in other words the people from the highlands of Palestine and Syria.23

The Asiatic population of the Nile Delta would go on to adopt an Egyptian lifestyle and create its own royal dynasty—the Fifteenth—before a new Egyptian dynasty, the Seventeenth, based in Thebes, would eventually rise up against these foreigners who are remembered in Jewish and classical sources as the Hyksos or Shepherd Kings. (Note: A lack of firm information regarding Egypt’s Sixteenth Dynasty makes it impossible to tell for certain what its affilitions were.)

The Egyptian army, led by Kamose, the last king of the Seventeenth Dynasty, embarked on a fierce military campaign against the Hyksos warlords, their final banishment being accomplished by Kamose’s brother, Ahmose (or Aahmes). He was the first king of the incoming Eighteenth Dynasty (circa 1550–1292 BCE), which also marked the commencement of the country’s New Kingdom (circa 1550–1069 BCE). It was during this period that dynastic Egypt rose to become one of the most powerful and successful empires of the ancient world.

Factored somewhere into these tumultuous events in the history of ancient Egypt is Sobekneferu’s brief reign. That she was the first female ruler to wear the double crown of Upper and Lower Egypt, something that was supposed to bring order and stability to the Two Lands, must have had some impact on why both the Twelfth Dynasty and the country’s Middle Kingdom collapsed soon after her death in circa 1794/1793 BCE. Its fall could simply be down to the fact that neither Sobekneferu nor her predecessor Amenemhat IV produced an heir to continue the dynasty. Even if this was the case, and certainly as we shall see there is some evidence to suggest that the first kings of the incoming Thirteenth Dynasty were the natural successors to Amenemhat IV, it has occasionally been proposed that Sobekneferu’s reign was a major contributory factor in the demise of the dynasty.24




AN ABNORMAL REIGN

Scholars such as Nicolas Grimal have concluded that Sobekneferu’s rule ended in violence,25 while Alan Gardiner (1879–1963) wrote that her reign was “so abnormal” it was a situation that by its nature contained the “seed of disaster.”26 What would not have helped is the fact that graffiti inscribed on a rock face above the banks of the River Nile, at Kumma (or Semna East) immediately south of the Second Cataract and close to Egypt’s border with Sudan (ancient Nubia), records that in Year Three of Sobekneferu’s reign the floodwaters at the time of the annual inundation had reached a height of just 6 feet (1.83 meters) above the average water level of today. This was considerably lower than in previous years.27 (Note: The Cataracts of the Nile are areas of the river that are impassable due to a series of whitewater rapids caused by countless boulders and stones either jutting out of the water or present just below the surface. They occur between Khartoum in Sudan and Aswan in southern Egypt.)

It was a situation that might well have spelled disaster for Egypt since the country relied heavily on the arrival of these surging waters produced each summer by the arrival of the monsoon rains in the Ethiopian highlands. They would flow into Egypt via the River Nile and flood the lowlying agricultural lands of the Nile Valley and Fayum depression leaving behind not only water for irrigation but also a nutrient-rich alluvial deposit that was essential for the successful planting of seeds the following season. Without a good inundation, famine and drought could result, along with any number of other economic difficulties.28

In a superstitious world of the past, natural calamities of this sort would have been blamed both on the inability of the monarch to properly rule coupled with the belief that such actions were the result of gods who had been angered in some way. What would not have helped is that Sobekneferu’s patron god, Sobek, was intimately linked not only with rites of kingship, but also with the Nile and its floodwaters.29 So Sobekneferu, with her close association with the god, could very easily have been blamed for what happened in Egypt as a result of this particularly low inundation during Year 3 of her reign.30 Unfortunately, no similar graffiti exists for the rest of her reign, so we have no idea whether the annual inundation was high or low for these years.31

What might have happened to Sobekneferu to cause her untimely death after just four years on the throne of Egypt should be understood in the knowledge that some of the female pharaohs who came after her ended their reigns under quite tragic circumstances. Hatshepsut’s reign, as we saw in chapter 1, was erased from all official records and her achievements suppressed by her successor Thutmose III. Nefertiti’s reign was also expunged from the official records as the Amarna age collapsed into chaos, while the reign of Twosret or Tausret, the last ruler of the Nineteenth Dynasty, ignited a civil war that only ended with her violent death. Lastly, Cleopatra’s reign collapsed when both she and her partner, the Roman general Mark Antony, committed suicide following the defeat of a joint Roman-Egyptian naval fleet at the Battle of Actium in 31 BCE.

Of course, the exact circumstances behind all these tragic demises of female pharaohs were probably quite different, although unfortunately in a heavily patriarchal world the fact that they were women will have played at least some small part in how their reigns came to an end. In this knowledge one could be forgiven for not at least considering the possibility that Sobekneferu herself might have succumbed to an untimely death. So is this correct? Did she die of natural causes, or did something untoward happen to her?

The answer to these questions will require examining every last piece of information we have, not only on her reign, but also those of her father Amenemhat III and her brother Amenemhat IV. Only then might we be able to come to a better understanding of what truly happened to her and even where she might have been buried, for that too remains unclear. Before getting into that, however, it is important to learn more about the woman behind the pharaoh, and for this we shall start by looking at her known statuary, some of which is on display in museums, while other examples, sadly, are today lost to the world. Examining these can hopefully tell us something about Sobekneferu’s character, her motivations in life, and, possibly, what she might have looked like.
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