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‘She’s my prisoner, you know,’ the Red Knight said at last.
‘I don’t know,’ Alice said doubtfully. ‘I don’t want to be anyone’s prisoner. I want to be a queen.’
Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found There


Introduction: In the Beginning

The woman is at the back of the temple, a beautiful carving in stone. She is making offerings to the gods, behind a taller man. Slight and youthful, dressed to the ankles, she is huge, over six foot tall, but then all the figures are huge. She wears a simple gown, holds the sistrum, a sacred musical instrument, in her hand, with the young man in front of her depicted as more important. To the passing eye, she might be a temple priestess. Visitors hurry past, preferring the exquisite carvings and the sensational zodiac clock inside the bustling main temple. Yet she is Cleopatra VII, queen of Upper and Lower Egypt, the terror of Rome, speaker of over seven languages, war leader, economist, a survivor who fought and won against her siblings for power, held Egypt’s independence against all the odds. In front of her is Caesarion, her child with Julius Caesar; he wears the crown of the ruler of Upper and Lower Egypt, while she wears the smaller crown of Hathor, goddess of fertility, love and motherhood. Here at Dendera Temple near Luxor one of the greatest female rulers in history is displayed as she wished to be remembered: as a holy mother-queen, founder of a new dynasty and a queen who ruled thinking of her son.

Cleopatra is called a sex goddess, a tragic failure, a cautionary tale about what can happen if you give women power: showy theatrics, death. This was how she was written about by her enemies, not how she had herself depicted, here at her favourite temple and across Egypt. In the respectable guidebook I bought at the Egyptian Museum, the author declared it ‘odd’ to see Cleopatra at Dendera thus, in this ‘anonymous form’ rather than ‘flesh and blood’, the ‘centre-spread fold out who bedded the two most powerful Romans of her day’.1 Centre-spread! This reduces Cleopatra to a seductive nude model, a sex queen, the object of men’s desires who is punished for provoking them, with the associations of ‘spread’ and ‘flesh and blood’. The ‘real’ Cleopatra is not a ruler portraying herself to her people as a queen making offerings to the god, mother of a king, but rather a woman who poses undressed for male magazine readers. The divine mother representation of her wasn’t ‘odd’ but probably in many temples across Egypt. But the ‘spread’ is only a slightly more extreme version of the Cleopatra that the world likes to think of: glamorous, led by her desires, the woman who ruined Egypt due to her passion for men. Not the queen of incredible courage who did more to stave off occupation than any other ruler, the first of her line to speak Egyptian, the bureaucrat who saved her country from famine and inflation. We are served up sexy, sex-mad Cleopatra, reclining, whether in Shakespeare’s barge or a centrefold magazine. Our images of women and women leaders are constructed, mostly by men, even when the queens might try to present themselves. If Cleopatra, the most famous queen in history, is cast as being led by vanity, sexual desire and emotion (anger, an emotion associated with men, is never seen as a problem), it plays into a deep-rooted fear of giving women power, for they waste it, lose their country.

Across society, throughout history, there is an impulse to reduce queens to a single image: tragic sex goddess, warrior queen, doomed queen. Queens are criticised, portrayed as failures or seductresses to save the reputations of husbands or other male rulers. Cleopatra is castigated to make the Roman men look better, just one example of an intelligent, successful, adept ruler, reduced to a ‘centrefold’, a cartoon, a caricature.

This book investigates 3,000 years of female rulers – queens regnant, consorts, princesses and queens-in-waiting – and shows how female power is often erased, compromised and twisted by words and images. Sometimes, women are literally scraped off their monuments. Or if, like Cleopatra, they hang too heavily over history to be excluded, they are instead reduced to lurid examples of sex and destruction. Why do we see queens and royal women in the way we do? They are either feted beyond measure as warrior queens, saints or fairy princesses or castigated as monsters, sexual obsessives, feminine failures.

Queens are mythological beings. They are so woven round with myths and stories, legends that dress them more vitally than their crowns. Cleopatra becomes a seductress, Catherine the Great loved a horse, any male counsellor is assumed to be a lover. Their contribution tends to be minimised. Marie Antoinette’s shoe-shopping threw a whole nation into debt; she was so reviled that she had to be executed along with her husband in a much less fair trial, while her husband’s brothers, the male heirs to the throne, were left alive (and later took the throne). Cutting off the queen consort’s head was to symbolise the end of the monarchy. Ranavalona of Madagascar was a monster, Mary I is not known as the first queen regnant of England but ‘Bloody Mary’ because she burned over 280 at the stake – while her father, Henry VIII, had executed tens of thousands and her nephew, James I, would burn around 2,500 Scottish women because he decided they were witches (spoiler: they weren’t). Joanna of Spain was declared mad by her husband and father and even her son so they could seize her country. Queen Lili‘uokalani of Hawaii was imprisoned in her own palace after being presented as despotically hanging on to royal privilege, not allowed to write in prison but permitted a needle and thread, she sewed her story of resistance into a quilt. Even the ‘good’ queens, whom history has presented as protecting and improving their country, get swamped by their image, whether warrior like Boudica or Zenobia, or virgin queen like Elizabeth I. And most royal woman are, particularly Elizabeth, seemingly, punished for ‘vanity’, a catch-all that encompasses wearing royal jewels or being portrayed as the mythological figure the public wanted, Venus or Gloriana, or at the top of the social tree at Versailles. Even suffering from an eating disorder is cast as ‘vanity’.

The portrayal of queens and royal women matters. They are often the most visible women in history, and in some periods of history they are the only women we really know about. What is said about them impacts the perception of all women. If a queen, meant to be above all women, can’t hold power or manage money or stay faithful, why should any female be given any self-determination, independent income or freedom in real life? Early monastic chroniclers wrote about shocking queens as cautionary moral tales, later we have satirists or newspaper reporters who create caricatures for public consumption, and then, in the modern day, repeatedly come accusations that women are self-indulgent, vain, lacking intellect, seducing, ruling men, blamed for their own sexual assault. Even though royal women live in gilded cages of money and privilege, exercising power over the lives of thousands, still their representations matter. They rebound on all women. We live on a planet on which women in many regions are denied a voice; even in the most powerful country in the world it looks pretty unlikely that a woman will be voted president – and what we say about female rulers in the past impacts on how we see the likelihood of being led by women again. By placing all these royal women in one book we see how narratives are repeated, across countries, across centuries.

Nearly 1,500 years before Cleopatra, a pinnacle was commissioned by the woman who may have been the first Egyptian female monarch, Hatshepsut, to top her stupendous obelisk at the Temple of Karnak, near modern-day Luxor. The obelisk was inscribed with her figure giving offerings to the great god Amun. After Hatshepsut died, her stepson (and nephew) Thutmose became sole ruler and sent out stonemasons and builders across the country to literally erase her image and name. They did a hack job, rushed and incompetent. On the obelisk they replaced her figure with some hastily etched flowers. And so the obelisk made no sense: as if a random bunch of flowers were making offerings to Amun. Thutmose wanted her forgotten – and she was, until nineteenth-century archaeologists questioned the inscriptions, which seemed to vary between ‘she’ and ‘he’. The slapdash stonemasons had inadvertently left some ‘she’s behind. If they’d made more effort, perhaps we would never have known about Hatshepsut at all.

We can write a history of the world through queens because there are more than we think, even though so many have been forgotten. Their countries remember them, but the world does not recall the queen of the Maldives, the queen of Hawaii, the early empresses of Japan. When a male monarch loses his country or throne, history discusses the economy, the army, the political conditions. We find reasons. With a woman it is all about her personality, her passions, her flaws. In the end, there is an elision of country and monarch. And to make a country female, even if only for a little while, excavates thoughts about women and their role in society which encase mistrust, fear and a belief that in the end, women are there to submit, and so having a female ruler means you will have to submit.

More rarely, queens are seen as extraordinary warriors, incredible governors, brilliant minds – and therefore not ‘really’ women. Too often, female power is tolerated by declaring it exceptional. So that ordinary women don’t get ideas above their station. If we look behind the image of supposedly ‘failed’ queens, from Cleopatra to Lili‘uokalani to Mary I, we see that they were in fact more successful than has been admitted. As for the ones we see as great, we should consider how they fit into a tradition, building on women who have come before, often on the work of their mother and grandmother, rather than as magical, strange women who only come along once in a blue moon. Queens consort, thus, often create formidable queens regnant, and indeed many queens regnant created and secured their power, like Hatshepsut, while they were wife to the king. But the queen consort tends to get it the worst: if the public turns against the king and what he stands for, they will revile her with more force (he might just be sacred after all). We often undervalue the queen consort and overvalue the contribution of the queen regnant (everything that went wrong was due to her); consorts are, in this book, so often power brokers.

Monarchs are images, sold to us through carvings, oral stories, paintings and more recently photography and film. And we might say women are elided with their image more than men, for a woman’s appearance matters – it is taken to explain her personality and motivations. One of the biggest burdens on a queen is that she must be symbolic – of motherhood, purity, power, even sexuality. The threads of symbolism, expectation and misogyny, the belief that a woman can only survive if she is seen as useful (usually meaning young and beautiful), are wrapped tightly round royal women. Some queens harness this symbolism effectively to create their power, and then it is turned against them. As we will see, queens can perform their role with excellence but if society decides it no longer needs them they will fall. The image imposed on a queen tells us what society wants to say about female rule, and women in general.

And what do we do with a ruler in a woman’s body? The woman’s body is cast as inferior, the heterosexual act so often cast as submission. Queens are often either sexualised or cast as male in their qualities, from Hatshepsut and Khadijah wearing male dress to Elizabeth, as the Virgin Queen, reported as saying she had the heart and stomach of a king. Thus the queen, all queens, have a problem with the female body; deny it exists and be called unfeminine (and such behaviour is generally only allowed in war), or admit it, like Cleopatra, marry and procreate and be called weak and sensual. Monarchs need to have heirs and they need to marry in order to create international alliances. But marriage is often a disaster for queens, husbands try to seize power or the queen is presented as dominated. Queens are supposed to have children (sons), but when the consort of a ruler has a son, as in ancient Rome, the chroniclers cast her as power-hungry for him; she can’t win. It is only, perhaps, when rule turns constitutional that female monarchs can be admired: Queen Victoria becomes the exemplary image of motherhood and Elizabeth II is valued for her judicious silence.

Queens live in a world of impossible riches and privilege (unless they are thrown in prison), they eat well when many in their countries have nothing, they can direct the death of their subjects. Yet to be a queen is to take a poisoned chalice: their position makes them dangerous, so they are likely to be seized, assaulted, killed – and if they are defrauded, like Marie Antoinette, or sexually assaulted, like Mary, Queen of Scots, or even chronically ill, they will be blamed for it. Because surely a queen should be able to resist. There are three key historical periods in which female power was particularly strong apart from the ancient world: from around 400 to 900 CE; the sixteenth century; and the nineteenth. Sometimes queens gain the most power in times of chaos – perhaps people think, nothing else has worked, why not try a woman? Overall, these periods see the emergence of different realities: from warrior society into settled culture; from agrarian civilisation into a civil service bureaucracy; and from separate states to empires. And yet, from the matriarchal monarchies in Cambodia to the early female empresses of Japan to Henry VII and the Tudors claiming a male lineage, the often militarised regimes that come next cross them out. Many of the last monarchs of countries before they were taken over by imperial powers were queens, from Ranavalona III of Madagascar to the queen of Tahiti. Lili‘uokalani wished to be a true queen regnant of her country, but the colonising powers she lobbied wanted her to appear at their parties, for her to be content to play a symbol of a bygone age. Queens seem like a glittering thing, female images of power. But they are often there to be cast into a hole, lined up and have things thrown at them. This book is about queens who resisted. They are extremely unlikely rebels, royal revolutionaries. Yet this is what they are. The queen is supposed to uphold rule, and that means society geared towards men. But her very act of being there lets in a chink; the suggestion that male rule doesn’t always work.

I have combed through letters and archives, searching for the voices of these ruling women, trying to reconstruct their lives and stories, been to their palaces and ruins, archaeological sites. Some women we see through fragments, the words of hostile male chroniclers; some we find through their own letters and diaries; some of them are swamped in the images that survive. About so many, we still know so little; we have no contemporary portrait of Anne Boleyn, no tomb for Cleopatra. Commentators in different forms had their turn, from Roman commentators to religious writers, portraitists, and then much later, paparazzi photographers. If Princess Diana’s ‘smile’ held up whole businesses in Fleet Street, it reminds us that this is a story about power but also about money. Commentators make profit from the royal woman’s body and they also want their riches. It was Cleopatra’s money that Rome really wanted, but they couldn’t say that; it had to be a war of ‘honour’. We have to dig hard through the sheer weight of representations, searching for the real woman in the gaps in the archive, in the cracks and fissures in what men say.

We often hear that history is the story of kings and queens, but in reality we usually only discuss the men, with only the odd exceptional woman such as Elizabeth I allowed to join the club. Queens, otherwise, are often cast as failures, or seen as irrelevant. This history of the world through queens indicates that if society can avoid giving women power, it will. But when women rule they are often successful, although we often have to excavate past sexist representations to find evidence of their achievements. The world was fashioned by women in so many ways, by ordinary women creating economies and families, and by queens creating mythologies and fighting for their nations. This book will look at numerous female rulers and power brokers and show how they reformed the societies over which they reigned and how much what we think of them still shapes how we see the world today.


CHAPTER ONE

Broken Statues: Hatshepsut

In a temple a mile or so from the Nile, there is a carving of a little king. Over three thousand years old, he is much deteriorated, but we can make out on the walls the story of his conception. The infant is part divine, shaped on the potter’s wheel by the creator God, complete with male genitalia. The all-powerful god Amun visited the queen in the Palace and he was conceived, the child who would rule Egypt. And yet this story is not that of a king – it is a she-king. She is Hatshepsut, one of the earliest female rulers in known history, who reigned for some twenty-one years from around 1479 BCE and became one of the greatest monarchs in history.

She was admired, all powerful.

And then she was forgotten.

Thousands of years later, nineteenth-century Egyptologists were examining a major temple on the west bank of the Nile, the place of the dead, as the sun set. The temple was surrounded by broken monuments and statues, covered in symbols, which the Europeans thought to be ornamental. When French scholar Jean-François Champollion published his breakthrough attempt at cracking the code of the Rosetta Stone, revealing that hieroglyphs were a language, scholars returned to look anew at the broken statues. Champollion himself went to the temple. The more he translated, the more he was baffled. For the carvings praised a pharaoh, and yet the pharaoh was referred to as female, ‘she’. It didn’t seem possible. But, as he and the other scholars realised, there had been a female king; or a roi-reine. The spectacular temple was that of Hatshepsut, her Mansion of Millions of Years, the broken statues were tributes to her, and she had, they saw, been scrubbed out of history.

Temple recycling was a common phenomenon between Egyptian monarchies and dynasties, but this was something more. After her death, Thutmose III, her stepson, nephew and successor (and a few other monarchs) had ordered her statues broken and the images of her removed from her temples, or turned into references to kings. We are fortunate that destroying the mighty Mansion of Millions of Years itself was, for him, a step too far. Even more happily for us, workmen at the mortuary temple and on the other monuments cut corners: her body is scrubbed off but not entirely lost. The baby on the potter’s wheel has been damaged, but not removed. In the section where she is paid tribute at her coronation, she is merely a scrape on the wall – but you can tell someone was there. She is a shadow everywhere in her Mansion of Millions of Years, and also at the wondrous, world-famous temple at Karnak, where she was once a priestess. She is even replaced by a random bunch of flowers on her own magnificent obelisk. And destroying a statue had far-reaching effects. Statues and other images had to be ritually activated, usually identified by a written name. And they could also be deactivated, negating an aspect of the dead person’s ‘use’ of that image as a conduit. Breaking her statues would mean blocking Hatshepsut from getting to the afterlife.

Perhaps the workers were afraid to remove her name and likeness entirely. They left shadows of the queen where she had been removed, in case she truly was the daughter of the god. Or perhaps they had no idea which representation of her was which, and only took out the most obvious ones. Or they simply knocked off early for lunch. Either way, it was a lackadaisical effort (and the whole thing was accelerated by general decay and the later advent of Akhenaten, who decided Aten was the supreme God, not Amun, and sent out workers to scrub out mentions of Amun). We are fortunate. Had a better job been done, we might never have known about her.

The broken statuary, and Thutmose III’s attack on her legacy, were interpreted by scholars as evidence she was a power-mad monster whom her stepson had rightfully punished by destroying her legacy. One distinguished 1950s curator who had worked on her temple dubbed her ‘the vilest type of usurper’, a ‘vain, ambitious and unscrupulous woman’ (vanity is often a slur thrown at queens who attempt to memorialise their achievements).1 She had not stepped up to the job in a time of crisis – she had stolen it out of pure ambition. Plenty declared that Hatshepsut’s key advisor, Senenmut, had been her lover and had pushed her forward – another common theme about women rulers, thousands of miles and thousands of years apart, is that they must be sleeping with any male advisor or supporter. For why else would a man assist or support a woman? It is a version of the old suspicion that any woman in power must have slept her way to the top. We don’t ask why men in certain positions exploit their status to get sex, instead we accuse women. And so even female monarchs are accused of retaining men’s loyalty through having sex with them. Why on earth would any men work for a woman otherwise? It is emasculating, thus, for a man to be advising a female monarch, without being able to redress the status quo in the old way, through being in a relationship with her. So Hatshepsut must have seduced her main advisor. And, as a vile usurper, she was the wicked stepmother of Thutmose III. Thank heavens he took revenge and restored the tradition of male rule! Even now it is said that the destruction was not too bad, that much can be explained by the usual temple-recycling that occurred between pharaohs.2

Hatshepsut’s temple, facing the city of Luxor, is now one of the greatest ancient sites in the world, the route to it flanked with stalls selling flashing pyramids and ice cream, when once it was an avenue of sphinxes. It was the Mansion of Millions of Years, called ‘Holy of Holies’, built to unite her perpetually with Amun. And it was once a riot of colour, trees and greenery, a beautiful oasis. Standing in the Temple of Hatshepsut, facing all the magnificent carvings and reliefs and pillars, you are as close as you can be to her. This was the monument she created that all Thebes, the city on the site of our modern-day Luxor, could see and it would have been entered only by her inner circle and the gods themselves. It contained the images of herself she wished to be memorialised. You pass up into the most important two terraces, the middle levels, one on the left and one on the right. To the north-west it is the trade mission that she sent to the dazzling land of Punt. To the south-west it is her birth story, telling how she was born to rule. Elsewhere we see her as a sphinx crushing Egypt’s enemies. Interestingly, more sphinxes seem to have been created in Hatshepsut’s reign than that of any ruler before her, perhaps because they were often associated with royal women, or because their hybrid nature appealed to those memorialising a king-queen.3

There is a section of the temple suggesting a mighty battle against Nubia, which she vanquished as her father had done. But for me the most important is her birth story, her book describing herself. She told how she was a female pharaoh, a queen-god, a daughter of a god and a queen, created through divine conception when Amun entered the palace, always destined to rule. In fact, she was an excluded female who had to fight for the throne, using networks of loyalty and political acumen to win it and myth-making and financial skill to keep it. The wondrous story leaves out her life as chief queen and queen consort, which gave her the temporal influence to secure her power while she built her network of supporters, as well as her role as high priestess, through which she was allied with the priestly class – and already chosen by the god. Hatshepsut, it has been said, was doing something unique and original with her story here, but also she was adopting the male tradition of telling a semi-divine birth story, one which would go on and on through history. However, I would say she emphasises the position of her mother, the queen, more than other kings had done. The queen and Amun are communing, happily conversing side by side. Hatshepsut was a brilliant narrative weaver, a storyteller.

Amun, the all-seeing god, often refers in the carved temple sequence to Hatshepsut as female, declaring: ‘I will join for her the two lands in peace’, and also, ‘I will make her appearance above the gods, because of her dignity of king of Upper and Lower Egypt’ 4. And yet she has a male shape. Thousands of years before the modern era, she was founding a new mythology as a female king. And yet getting to that position was only possible because she used all the available routes of female power: the role of queen consort and king’s sister, the position of Regent and most of all the sensational authority given to her because she was appointed Amun’s high priestess.

Hatshepsut was a successful ruler, but the greatness she achieved was enabled by a culture that was familiar with female influence and authority, bolstered by a unique situation in which the wife and the daughter of the male ruler were the formidable priestesses. As we will see, often more female rulers come up from the position of being the wife of the king, as opposed to the daughter of the king, taking over from husband not father – she was both wife and daughter, but in her battle for the throne, wife was more important. Egypt had no word for a ‘queen’, you were King’s Daughter or King’s Wife or King’s Sister. But being the chief sister or daughter or wife could bring influence. The decades before Hatshepsut saw an extraordinary elevation of royal women at court, and particularly through adopting the role of high priestess of the god Amun. To say, as earlier scholars did, that she seized the throne out of cruel ambition is an impossible sexist fantasy: if a woman takes the reins it is because the significant elites around her agree with her doing so. Hatshepsut was effective at creating loyalty. She was also in the right place at the right time, alive in a period that allowed females particular influence at court. Hatshepsut spun a narrative around herself as a scion of the gods, a man-woman, female king, gradually adopting male insignia, and her court was delighted to consume the story.

Under Hatshepsut, wealth rolled into the country. She made monuments to herself across her realm, created a magnificent temple carved with the story of her birth, sent out trade missions. She was a king-queen-goddess, perhaps the greatest queen of the ancient world and one of the most powerful monarchs in history. And, yet, she is not always valued in the history books, not always seen as one of the most powerful queens. More attention is given to the women perceived as dramatic failures, presented as crashing their way through the treasuries of their country, unable to control themselves with spending (this ‘feminine’ inability to control spending is the reason given as to why credit cards were not allowed for women without male oversight until 1974 in the UK). The fact is that those female rulers who can be accused of a tragedy in history – like Cleopatra, who is blamed for the loss of Egypt to Rome – are the ones that history can’t forget, as everybody must make it very clear it was not the male rulers’ fault. And these female rulers, cast as sexy, tragic failures, can intersect with our fear of giving women power. Those like Hatshepsut who, as one scholar puts it, ‘did everything right’, filled the coffers, expanded the realm, created prosperity, fought back against enemies or worked with diplomacy to keep them on side, are more easily wiped out, as the next rulers want to take their achievements for their own.5

Egypt is old. We are closer to Cleopatra than she was to the building of the Great Pyramids. Cleopatra would not have known of Hatshepsut, who lived 1400 years before her, but although her own line was a long one of powerful women, she would probably have known there were female monarchs before the Ptolemies. For ancient Egypt accorded more authority to the wife of a king than almost everywhere else in the ancient world. In the Great Pyramid Ages of the fourth to sixth dynasties (2613–2181 BCE), queens consort were given their own pyramids, as well as in the twelfth dynasty (1991–1802 BCE), and many have elaborate graves, notably buried separately from their husbands. Pharaohs often married their half-sisters, and royal daughters were only allowed to marry their brothers – which meant a rather confined life for those who did not marry, but significant influence for those who did. At his coronation, each pharaoh was given four new names as well as his birth name, including one referring to two goddesses of Egypt – even the male leaders carried a female reference. Perhaps it was Hatshepsut herself who introduced the use of the term ‘Great House’ or ‘per aa’, and thus pharaoh to refer to the monarch. The use of Great House (meaning palace) certainly came in during her dynasty, the eighteenth, and denoted neither woman nor man; it referred to the house, and thus the royal blood that she possessed in abundance. Although, notably, it was never the official title of the monarch (using it as a name for all Egyptian kings comes from the Hebrew Bible).6

Egypt was always the breadbasket of the world (so said the Roman Empire), and its religion was always predicated on fertility, its rich agricultural land and the flooding of the Nile: when the river burst its banks in summer it left the land in prime condition for crops. Its religion was full of goddesses who played a key part, from when Isis (dating back to the Old Kingdom, long before Hatshepsut), after her brother-husband was killed, reconstructed him with her magic and gave birth to his son. Women had life-giving qualities, like the Nile, and they were magical. By the time of the New Kingdom and Hatshepsut, religion had given a significant role to the high priestess, always a royal woman, to interact with the god Amun himself – significantly, the role of High Priest and God’s Wife of Amun only came in not long before Hatshepsut appeared on the scene. Egypt was ruled by a series of families, and within these dynasties, security was derived from extraordinary investment in the importance of blood. The monarchy of Egypt demonstrates a point that will weave through this book: that monarchies which give roles to women as consorts, queen mothers, sisters or religious ministers usher in female agency. Give more influence and authority to a consort, and her daughter may one day be queen. And yet so many women, inheritors of this long line of female significance, tend to be remembered merely as failures or placeholders for men. They are erased.

One of the earliest queens in history was long held to be Queen Kubaba of Mesopotamia but she is now believed mythical, partly because she was said to have ruled for 100 years. Mesopotamia did accord many of its royal women great influence. Elite women took on a crucial role for the monarch, conducting rituals as priestesses, caring for the gods and goddesses. They also worked as mobile diplomats, travelling to cities and towns across their kingdoms to conduct rituals and attend banquets, keeping up good relations with gods across the kingdom. Queen Baranamtarra of Lagash, from around 2400 BCE, in modern day south-east Iraq, left records of her administration of the extensive queen’s estate, employing over 700 people in agriculture and fishing. Her role as queen was also to create diplomatic relations with nearby city states such as next-door Adab. She and the queen consort of Adab kept up a flow of gifts and letters back and forth, from copper to donkeys.

In the royal burial cemetery at Ur, archaeologists in the 1920s found over 2,000 tombs. One had been untouched over the centuries and it was found to be that of Queen Puabi, who reigned around 2550 BCE. It was crammed with astonishing grave goods, including a chariot and jewellery of gold and lapis lazuli. She had been buried with dozens of attendants in death pits around her tomb. But there was no mention of her husband, so it may be that she ruled in her own right.

The first queens we truly know are Egyptian. Queen Merneith ruled from around 2950 BCE, initially for her young son, who was later her successor, but it is possible that she ruled in her own right. Much of our knowledge of her comes from Abydos, a sacred city where early rulers were buried. Merneith’s tomb there is as big as those of the other pharaohs, her husband and son, suggesting she had similar status. She is interred with over forty courtiers and servants, along with a wealth of other grave goods. A seal found in her son’s tomb at Saqqara, an hour or so from Cairo, lists her as a ruler, noting her as ‘King’s Mother’, probably because she was regent. There may be others; as men went to war, royal women took the role of regent, a custom of a temporary assumption of power that meant that they would always be surrounded by circles of influence, men waiting for that moment when they might become the stand-in monarch.7

Over 1,500 years after Merneith came Sobekneferu, who reigned for about four years, probably around 1780 BCE, until her death. On the passing of the king before her, Amenemhat IV, most likely her brother or husband or her brother-husband, she claimed the throne – and, like Hatshepsut later, would trace her line of legitimacy to her father, not her husband. When the king was thought of as a god on earth, it was only a small jump to see his daughter as a goddess too – and who would want to unseat a goddess? Sobekneferu, whose name means ‘the beauties of Sobek’, adopted the style of a king and presented herself as full ruler. And she wielded the iconography of Sobek, the crocodile god, after the sacred Nile crocodile.

Sobek was associated with fertility and military success and was invoked to protect against danger. Amenemhat III, her father, engaged in building works to praise Sobek, and the centre of his worship was the city of Fayoum, sixty miles south-west of Cairo, dubbed ‘Crocodilopolis’ by the Greeks. By associating with the crocodile god, Sobekneferu at once portrayed herself as the true inheritor of her father and as a crocodile god, a queen who brought riches and fertility. She used a male god, one who was also explicitly linked with male qualities such as military power. This stunning act of self-presentation, staking herself as equal to her father, succeeded – for four years at least. A statue of her face and bust was lost in the Second World War after being on show in the Egyptian Museum in Berlin, but the lower section was found in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, and the throne shows the inscription ‘uniting the two lands’ – an inscription for a king. Another statue of her, headless and now in the Louvre, shows her wearing at once male and female dress – a woman’s shift dress, with a male kilt over the top and a king’s headdress over her shoulders.

Sobekneferu’s skill at narrative building suggests she may not have been the first to be a queen-ruler-god, but she laid down the rules for the success of a female monarch: become the male god and adopt male insignia. Egyptian society was one of buildings, temples, tributes and statues, rather than war efforts, and imagery was key. Sobekneferu stuck to one idea: the crocodile god. As she knew, the image of the ruler had to be instantly recognisable.

Hatshepsut also knew this – and the god she took on was Amun, the all-powerful god himself. And she began early. As block 287 on her wondrous Red Chapel at Karnak portrays, during a mighty festival watched by all the elites celebrating Amun, the child Hatshepsut was selected, pretty much out of nowhere, as the future ruler by the god himself. And then it was destiny. Or so she said.

Hatshepsut was born around 1500 BCE to the king, Thutmose I and the Great Royal Wife, Ahmose. She was raised at the palace under the doting eye of her mother; Ahmose had no other children and all her hopes were invested in Hatshepsut. Thutmose had sons by other wives, but these women were very much less favoured than Ahmose. She was the Great Royal Wife and she wanted to cement her power through her daughter. Thutmose himself had been given the throne in the absence of any children of King Amenhotep, possibly even, as Kara Cooney suggests, manoeuvred in by queen Ahmose-Nefetari, the mother of Amenhotep.8 Probably a general and a minor royal, Thutmose was swiftly married to Ahmose, probably a relation to Ahmose-Nefetari. She positioned young Ahmose to retain influence – likely the girl was royal, as she was named for the pharaoh Ahmose I. Thutmose owed his throne to being judged capable by the military and political elites – and to female power. And he and Ahmose were keen to use Hatshepsut as an asset.

At roughly seven or eight, little Hatshepsut was watching a festival, in front of the Temple of Karnak. Priests carried the statue of the god Amun out of his sanctuary so that he could perform his act of revelation, a miraculous moment when he communicated with the crowd. Amun was the supreme god of the sun, who brought life to the world. He was shown to the crowd. Usually he was carried on a barque on the shoulders of the priests, and he naturally swayed from one side to another – so the side he favoured would be seen as the answer. And yet on this occasion the god did not move. The watchers were struck with anxiety. And then the god’s statue started to move towards the river, and then to the nearby royal palace, and Hatshepsut herself came forth and threw herself to the ground. The god was talking to her. She called out that the plans of his majesty were great, and he was her father, the being that created all. She asked him, ‘What is it you desire to happen? I will do according to all that you have ordered.’ The god then sent her to the Great Chapel and there she was told her destiny, that she would rule. The people had never seen anything like it. Hatshepsut had been chosen.

Hatshepsut told the story in the Red Chapel, the most sacred and central part of Karnak during her reign and her funerary temple. As she later had inscribed on one of her huge obelisks dedicated to Amun at Karnak, ‘I acted under his command, it was he who led me. I did not plan a work without his doing. It was he who gave me the directions.’ It was shockingly courageous and bold. In a world where power was passed between men and there were men ready to take it, she was claiming it for herself on the basis that she had been chosen by Amun.

She did have a head start. When the ceremony that picked out Hatshepsut took place, the princess had already been working towards becoming the high priestess, called God’s Wife of Amun – a job always given to the wife or daughter of the king. The role of priestess or god’s wife had been elevated under the great ruler Ahmose I and his wife and sister, Ahmose-Nefetari, who reigned only a few decades before Hatshepsut was born. Ahmose-Nefetari had been the first God’s Wife of Amun. She was worshipped as a full-blown goddess and patron of workers in the Valley of the Kings. She performed rituals for the God, and she had unique access to the temple and the religious ruling class. God’s Wife was the equivalent of the high priest, who had ruled access to the gods and interpreted their desires for hundreds of years, who created the rituals that would summon the gods to their statues, and Hatshepsut began training for the role as a toddler. It may have been that the role of God’s Wife was created because the king no longer had the time for all the rituals, and wanted to keep the priest class happy by giving them a good stand-in. Whatever the reason, it was a benefit to the woman.

It’s impossible to overstate the importance of the God’s Wife. From her earliest years, Hatshepsut was communing daily with Amun – and he, the sun god, was everything. The ancient Egyptians invented the twenty-four-hour clock, not to designate the days or times to work but to ascertain when precisely the god should receive his offerings and prayers, to keep the sun god on his journey through the day. When life was ruled by agriculture and the longed-for yearly flooding of the Nile, the god needed persuading to bring riches to Egypt. And so the young priestess who encouraged him into action had prodigious influence. Every day Hatshepsut was at work in the small temple room at Karnak, worshipping the god and praising him, asking him to send his blessings to Egypt. She had a set of complex rituals to learn: singing, chanting, using the sistrum, a metal rattle used in worship, in what would have been rites of religious ecstasy. If she failed, the crops would fail. Her role was to love Amun, spiritually, emotionally and even physically, giving him the divine revelation of her beauty; if she loved the god, she would bring plenty and peace to her land. The sexual nature of the process of regeneration gave the woman a unique power; no priest could do what she did, love the god mentally and physically. Eventually, she became a full priestess, moving through the rituals with the statue of the god, her beauty and semi-deity part of the colossal cycle of regeneration. And she could become a vessel for his wishes, the one who understood his wants.

God’s Wife of Amun, visiting Amun regularly in the inner temple of Karnak, was given her own palace, hundreds of staff and lands which generated immense profit, storerooms of goods in the treasury. And most of all, she was on close terms with the priest class; the men who held all the power. She learned that to succeed you needed not a few men but a group behind you. Her role was sacred and truly divine, but also rooted in the Egyptian structures of power and money.

Karnak became little Hatshepsut’s home from home. Now one of the most visited sites in the world, its huge carved pillars in a million photographs, few remember it as once Hatshepsut’s place. She first entered the sacred walls as trainee Wife. It was where she learned to be a ruler. Thebes, now Luxor, had been built up by her father and Hatshepsut’s dynasty installed it as the capital of their vision of a unified Egypt, a flourishing site for business and the civil service. Religion was at the heart of everything, and the Temple of Karnak was all-commanding. She appears to have had a palace there, keeping an eye on the building works.

Hatshepsut knew the god better than anyone, so it was little wonder that he had selected her as a successor. Her half-brother, whom she was destined to marry, was not strong. Hatshepsut was a dynamite combination: a myth-weaver and an efficient networker and bureaucrat. Modern-day politicians who fail to win leadership within their party are judged as failing to have won over enough fellow party members, chatting in the tea rooms or on WhatsApp groups. It was no different in ancient Egypt. You needed a band of supporters, who would then expect a reward. Most of the grand Temple of Karnak was inaccessible to the nobles and politicians; even on festivals they could essentially only stand in the front garden. Hatshepsut went all the way in, right to the very heart, even alone. And court and priests both would speak to her as a confidante, ask her for information. She used this relationship as she moved towards power, leveraging her strong connections with the priesthood. The story of Amun picking out the little girl in his festival wasn’t magic: the priest class had chosen Hatshepsut as a successor they could trust.

When she was around fourteen, Thutmose I, Hatshepsut’s father, died and her half-brother by a secondary wife was anointed successor as Thutmose II. The boy was young and had weak health and her own mother, Ahmose, became his regent – and soon Hatshepsut was married to him. She was a king’s daughter, a king’s sister, a king’s wife and great high priestess, and her mother was regent. Ahmose, as king mother, directed the army and politics; she was allowed to do so because the elites around her saw her as the secure ruler compared to the frail little boy. And what Ahmose could not achieve as regent she achieved through her daughter as high priestess. Intelligent, divinely adored by Amun, watchful and alert to the impact of spectacle and show, Hatshepsut negotiated the labyrinthine world of the court – with her mother as guide. And plenty of course would have believed that Amun really had selected her out. No doubt she believed the same.

The young Hatshepsut’s next step towards power would be to bear a son and thus become regent for her child when her husband-king died. Instead, she had a daughter, Neferure. And then her husband died after only three years on the throne. Hatshepsut was sixteen or seventeen, mother of a daughter who could not reign. It seemed as if it was time for her to sink into the background. And yet, fortunately, the next ruler was decreed by the god to be a two-year-old son of her husband by a minor wife. The priest class would have chosen him – and the benefit of a tiny child and such a minor wife was that a Regent must be put in place, and who better than the Great Wife? Hatshepsut declared she had been designated as regent in the moment when the god Amun had turned to her at Karnak and said that Neferure would marry the boy when she was older. The elites were behind her – her mother had proved that the Great Wife was the best person to reign for a minor king. And she knew the political circle of advisors as they had served her brother and indeed, some of them, her father.9 She began to appoint her own advisors. And, still only a teenager, she initiated huge building projects, as her father had – temples, chapels, statues and other buildings – which made those around her rich and brought glory to the god Amun. We have little evidence that Queen Ahmose commissioned monuments, but Hatshepsut was acting like her father. The architect and courtier Ineni, who had supervised building projects for Thutmose I and then for his daughter, had inscribed on his tomb in the Valley of the Nobles at Luxor: ‘Her majesty praised me and she loved me. She knew my excellence in the palace. She provided me with things and she made me great.’ This was her strategy, to say to supporters, follow me and you will become rich. Wise.

The new regent commissioned images of herself as God’s Wife of Amun in temples across Egypt as well as tributes to her husband. She also continued to work as God’s Wife of Amun, consolidating her power. At the same time, she began her mighty partnership with the architect Senenmut, whom she advanced into high position. Totally loyal, he was tutor to her daughter, and as her architect she sent him to Aswan to commission from the red granite quarries majestic obelisks paying tribute to Amun. These giant needles soaring to the sky would be erected at the Temple of Karnak. Senenmut then let everyone know what he was doing by carving into one of the rocks on the river, for all those sailing past, an image of him offering his work to Hatshepsut as God’s Wife of Amun and an inscription declaring her as the one to whom the god had given majesty; captions that only the elites could read. She was ‘King’s Daughter, King’s Sister, God’s Wife, Great King’s Wife’. This inscription contains the first ever Egyptian wording of hemet es, literally ‘Her Majesty’. This idea of a female monarch, a female majesty was new and challenging. But she, as a temple in Nubia put it, was the daughter of the gods, ‘the daughter who has come forth from you’.10 The act of construction, especially commissioning obelisks, so hard to excavate and transport, is that of a king. Hatshepsut put allies in roles of influence at court, controlling religion, building and the treasury. She had garnered power as a princess, as a priestess and as a consort. She had put images of herself on buildings. She gained influence – and then made her move.

When Hatshepsut was about twenty-five, at around year seven of the little boy’s reign, she declared herself sole ruler. It was a stunning moment. The boy king was thrust out just as he should have been moving into his role as full king.

Hatshepsut, astonishingly, said she was monarch even though the male heir was very much alive, albeit a child. She repeatedly justified her new position with the claim that she was commanded by Amun, doing his bidding, as well as emphasising her lineage from her father. And most of all, she made a pact with the priesthood. They knew she would build temples to their glory and pay tribute to Amun.

When Hatshepsut took the role of king, she passed the position of priestess and God’s Wife of Amun to Neferure. Her stepson was not in the role of consort. Hatshepsut was the pharaoh and her daughter was cast as the queen. She erected the obelisks from Aswan at Karnak, explaining that Amun had told her to do so, decorating them with a vision of herself performing rituals directly with the god. The two obelisks, the tallest structures that her people would ever have seen, were specifically positioned. Their coating of silver and gold would catch the sun in the morning and late afternoon, sending the rays of the sun into the heart of the temple and creating a brilliant sheet of light through which Amun could be present. Hatshepsut’s image was carved into the pillars, which reminded the world of her connection to the temple where she had first been greeted by Amun. Every power move proclaimed her legitimacy and was portrayed as religious devotion. It is the top of one of these obelisks that is now in central position in the first gallery of the Grand Egyptian Museum – with her form scratched out and replaced by poorly etched flowers.

As sole ruler Hatshepsut needed a new iconography, more formid­able than the one she had used as regent and Great Wife. She was now a manifestation of a god and occupying the role of a man. But how to be a female king? As she began her reign, Hatshepsut commissioned images of herself with a female body and gown and a male crown on her head. On a carving on a block at Karnak, which may have been made before she had officially assumed power, Hatshepsut is offering wine to Amun, a job that only kings would do. She wears a queen’s gown, a typically long, feminine one fitting close to the body and ending at the ankles, in a female pose with feet close together. But she bears a short wig, that of a man, then the great atef crown, ram’s horns and ostrich feathers, the crown that would declare her king of Upper and Lower Egypt and indeed the text dubs her exactly this, king of both realms. She wears the king’s crown and gives herself a new name, Maatkare (The Soul of Re is Truth). This was standard practice for kings – but astonishing for a queen.11 Most likely she wore that very king’s crown in real life. Hatshepsut breaks apart what Egypt thought about divine rule: she is a king, making offerings, wearing the crown, called a king, but she has not even been crowned.

To become king, Hatshepsut spent nights in the temple sanctuary, communing with Amun. When she emerged, she was crowned. Then, as declared on her Red Chapel, ‘the majesty of the Lord of All fixed the titulary of her majesty as beneficent king in the midst of Egypt’. She then spoke to her people and declared ‘I am a beneficent king … the wild horned bull coming from heaven … the falcon who glides over the lands, landing and dividing his borders … I am excellent of heart, one who glorifies her father, attentive of deeds to render justice to him’.12

After she gained the throne, she began to change her self-representations. In a carving from a temple in Nubia she is depicted with feet apart, in the male pose, yet still wearing the female’s ankle-length gown. And then, eventually, over time, in keeping with her general approach of testing out strategies before she adopted them wholesale, she decided to adopt full male dress. As the male dress was a kilt, with the chest exposed, it would be indecent for a woman to be seen wearing it. So she styled herself as a man, with a male torso, her stance widened and her shoulders broadened. All along, she was referred to in the writings with both female and male pronouns. As time went on her face became less feminine. She adopted a beard, part of the iconography of male-coded kingship.

All through history, queens who styled themselves as men have been the most praised. Societies needed a monarch to present themselves as having male qualities; it is not until we reach constitutional monarchy that stereotypically ‘feminine’ qualities become celebrated. The most successful female monarchs need to be able to create spectacle and self-mythologise. All monarchs must create a show and a narrative to survive, but female monarchs have to do so most of all. From the earliest times to the modern day, even between authoritarian and constitutional monarchy, the same expectations are placed on women: to rule they must claim to be doing so for a son or husband, they must always declare they are sacrificing themselves to serve their people, that God has chosen them to do the job and they would never have expected it, but God must be obeyed. They cannot say they want to do it because they want power or think (rightly) that they are the best person to wield it.

Hatshepsut’s use of male imagery may have been a response to her stepson’s growing age: as he became close to being old enough to be seen as king and his circle demanded she step back for him, she showed herself as a god and a man. Thus people did not need to think of replacing her with her stepson; they already had a man. Certainly we can argue, due to how she adopted it gradually, that she tested the waters, found her people appreciative, and continued. We might be able to draw a comparison with notions in other cultures that a woman post-menopause could turn into a form of a man, freed from (what society saw as) troublesome female emotions. Of course, twenty-five was still young, but by thirty-five or so, many Egyptian women were grandmothers and no longer expecting to bear children. Whatever her motivations, it was a supremely successful strategy. There was no model for a female ruler, so she made her own and as perhaps the most prolific builder in ancient Egypt, she put the representations across her country. Amun put the crown on her head and said she was ruler. Did Hatshepsut believe that she had been transformed into a man on the throne or see herself as what we might define as gender fluid? Maybe so. It seems just as likely that she saw herself as moving past the set notions of gender, at least of femininity. As scholars have noted, when a woman died, she assimilated with the god Osiris to facilitate her own rebirth, becoming temporarily male and female.13 It was possible to be both, particularly in death, and Hatshepsut’s Mansion of Millions of Years was of course her mortuary temple. In tombs, the masculine gender is used. In her tomb in the Valley of the Queens, Queen Nefetari is called ‘true of voice’ with the masculine gender, and moreover in her tomb, her skin has the reddish hue of male deities. Sobekneferu had styled herself after a god, and adopted both male and female dress.

Thutmose III, around nine, was firmly pushed away. Ostensibly he was co-monarch; really, he was a footnote. She even downgraded his name, adding ka or spirit to it, rendering him the ‘manifestation of the soul of Re’, not the manifestation of Re – a significant demotion. Where he is allowed to appear in reliefs, he plays second-best, merely burning incense while she wields the sceptre. She even adopted his reign as her own, so his year seven became hers – essentially saying she had been king alongside him as soon as her husband died. As she put it on one of her obelisks, those who heard the story of her birth would not say ‘It is a lie’ but ‘How like her it is, she is devoted to her father. The god knew it in me.’ 14 In her earliest days, she staked the importance of her role as wife to her brother. By this latter part of her reign, in her late twenties and beyond, she understood that her audience was more interested in the passage of power from father to daughter. It seems as if she began creating representations of herself as a regent to Thutmose III during the early years of her regency – then ordered them removed. She built up and expanded Thebes, promoting herself as the true inheritor of her father. At Karnak, later in her reign, she added a special Red Chapel to house the barque or gilded boat used to carry the god in festivals. The chapel was covered with reliefs of her greatness, her divine birth story and her relation with the god. Hatshepsut shows herself engaging in rituals, assiduously caring for the god, anointing him, changing his clothing, offering him food and drink and then leaving the chapel. As Kara Cooney has said, she herself is sweeping away her footprints as she leaves.15 Even after she had defined herself as sole ruler, she was still communing with the god, in rituals that were kingly but also perhaps not too distant from the duties of the priestess. She was both the wife and the son of Amun. And it is here, in the Red Chapel, on block 287, where she tells the story of how she was picked out by the god.

If Hatshepsut had not engaged in such wholesale building, we would not have known about her. Perhaps there were many other female pharaohs, who did not do much building, and thus are forgotten.

Somewhere between her seventh and twelfth year of governing, Hatshepsut embarked on her supreme monument – her mortuary temple, her very own Mansion of Millions of Years, one of the greatest architectural wonders of the ancient world. If you stand in the small temple to Amun that Hatshepsut built and decorated in Karnak, you can see all the way through to her temple on the other side of the river. She had stood in Karnak so often, facing the West Bank. Now she built on that very land. The East Bank was home to the bustling city of Thebes and the huge Temple of Karnak, the West Bank was the land of the dead, the land where the sun set, poetically called ‘the deathbed of the world’ by Florence Nightingale, where kings were buried and modern-day visitors marvel at the Valley of the Kings. The cliffs that Hatshepsut had looked at from Karnak were now the site of her superb temple, dedicated to the goddess Hathor. As she had written, ‘He who will praise her, he will live. He who will speak an evil thing, ignoring her majesty, he will die.’ 16 There, at the temple, her elites could be reminded of her greatness.

A mortuary temple was a sign to the living. It is perhaps an oversimplification, but we might see it as an advertising billboard, colours and lights, proclaiming the excellence of Hatshepsut, in a temple that all of Thebes and its people could see. Every time an ordinary person looked across to the other side of the Nile they saw this tribute to her, and inside it was decorated with the most colourful images of her majesty, testament to her brilliance, preserving her legacy for the future. Her giant temple was, as she put it, ‘a garden to my father Amun’, and the climax of it was the shrine that she had built to Amun, the walls decorated with images of offerings to the god from Hatshepsut, Thutmose I, Ahmose and Neferure. The walls of her temple do not feature her stepson, Thutmose III, or her brother-husband, Thutmose II. This is the story of her as the inheritor of her father and mother – and her inheritance from Amun. And her birth story was so important. As we have said, Amun came into the palace and visited Queen Ahmose. He ‘gave her his heart to her and showed himself in his godlike splendour’ and his ‘love passed into her limbs’. Hatshepsut shows the god presenting her mother with the symbol of life, and the two sitting on a couch together. And then, wonderfully, Hatshepsut herself is made out of pottery by the potter god Khnum and is later born to Ahmose, with gods in attendance – the very image that began this chapter.

According to her inscriptions, her father said: ‘This daughter of mine, Khnumetamun Hatshepsut – may she live! – I have appointed as my successor upon my throne … she shall direct the people in every sphere of the palace; it is she indeed who shall lead you. Obey her words, unite yourselves at her command.’ Amun told her: ‘Thou art the Pharoah, taking possession of the Two Lands.’ 17 The name Khnumetamun means ‘united with Amun’ and was even adopted before she declared herself full pharaoh. She would always be joined to Amun and Egypt and had no need of an earthly spouse (the idea that a queen was married to her people only was one that female monarchs would deploy many times after her).

At her mortuary temple, Hatshepsut was depicted as a life-sized male pharaoh, giving offerings to the gods, a role that was normally assumed by men. And, as she extensively depicted on the walls of her temple, she sent her armies not on invasions but on trade expeditions. One beautiful series of pictures shows a mission to Punt, a country rich in gold, ebony, myrrh, frankincense, ivory and exotic animals, which has been estimated to be in the vicinity of modern-day Somalia, Eritrea and South Sudan. Middlemen had been controlling the Egyptian business with Punt and taking their cuts, so Hatshepsut planned her own expedition. Shiploads of sailors set out and returned loaded with treasures. Hatshepsut’s representation rather overegged the heroism, claiming they had demanded tribute, for in actual fact the visitors were enthusiastically received by the king and queen of Punt. The point was proving to the people that direct trade was worthwhile, that Egypt could be a seafaring nation, and the reliefs show one of the earliest depictions of a sea expedition in history. After this success Hatshepsut launched further missions to Byblos and Sinai. Her temple declared that she slaughtered her enemies in Nubia. It has been suggested that she ‘borrowed’ these battles from her father when she did not have such wars – in fact there were skirmishes in the area during their reign, as a piece of graffiti by a man called Ti, who served the queen, recorded when he was fighting in the south.18

Under Hatshepsut, the coffers were full, the buildings and temples a tribute. The gods were smiling upon her. We cannot know if a woman on the throne generated more opportunities for women in real life – apart from in the case of her daughter, who gained great significance. It seems as if Neferure was God’s Wife early, at about six, when her mother had been Regent for five or so years, and it may have been that both shared the position for a while.* She was given queenly titles. And then Neferure was married to Hatshepsut’s stepson. She hoped that Neferure would have a son, and then the line would go to him. It appears as if Hatshepsut was considering raising her daughter as an heir. She had ruled, why could not her daughter? There is a large female figure on the reliefs on Hatshepsut’s Mansion of Millions of Years standing before a goddess, which might very well be Neferure and she was elsewhere described as Mistress of Upper and Lower Egypt, titles that Hatshepsut had used, with a date of ‘year 11 of the majesty of the God’s Wife Neferure’.19 However, it appears as if this was going too far and the references to Neferure were altered to Ahmes or Thutmose I, and this happened during Hatshepsut’s reign.20 It is possible that Neferure died, putting an end to Hatshepsut’s hopes, or perhaps the elites around her refused the idea: one female king in a generation was quite enough! Hatshepsut attempted to alter the mode of the succession to favour women, but could not. And the other references to Neferure were removed after Hatshepsut’s death. Neferure may have gained significant influence during her mother’s life, but it did not continue and her children by Thutmose, if she had them, do not appear in the record. The rule of women flamed with Hatshepsut, and then the usual tradition of men resumed.

How much were the images of divinity Hatshepsut created believed? In a cave near the Mansion of Millions of Years, used by workers, there is crude graffiti of a woman’s figure, and she is wearing Hatshepsut’s crown. Most workers on long and tedious projects complain about the boss. Were these men also doing so by saying, ‘everybody knows she’s a woman, despite all of this’? Still, they etched her wearing the crown; that was unassailable. Her kingly body held onto power. As Thutmose III himself grew into a man, she made herself look increasingly male, with naked torso and muscled legs. By the end of her reign, as Hatshepsut moved into her forties, she began to show herself as a joint monarch with Thutmose III, performing rituals together. He is usually walking behind her, and often they look very similar, same height, same stance, same crowns. So her reign saw her move from female dress, to a hybrid style, to full male dress, back to joint monarch. She knew, by the end, she was handing over her power.

Hatshepsut died around 1458 BCE at the age of forty or so. She had enjoyed a long and prosperous reign. She was buried in the tomb she had created in the newly consecrated Valley of the Kings. She had, like her father, commissioned one commemorative tomb, then another secret tomb for her actual body, perhaps to deter grave-robbers or to create more mystery around the death of the king. In another stunning act, she ordered the coffin of her father to be put into her own grave (or she may have even added a burial chamber onto his tomb) emphasising her direct lineage with the former king. Tombs were the advertisements of the time. But Thutmose III removed his grandfather from the tomb with Hatshepsut and created a new burial place for him, telling Egypt that he himself was the true heir of Thutmose I. It’s even possible that he moved Hatshepsut too, to lie by her old nurse in an adjoining tomb – a shocking act to remove a queen from her grave goods.

Hatshepsut had secured the throne for Thutmose III and left him a successful country. He used the treasury she had filled to wage military campaigns and try to gain a reputation for being a great pharaoh. When he came to the throne in his mid-twenties, he initially identified himself with her, finished her unbuilt monuments and added his own name to her structures. Her supporters and courtiers were swiftly pushed from power, but Thutmose kept up the idea of his debt to her, publicly at least. But then, after twenty-five years, when he was near to the end of his life, he sent out builders to destroy her legacy. It was not uncommon for pharaohs to delete the name of their predecessors; repurposing a predecessor’s monument to glorify yourself saved a lot of money. But Thutmose III’s campaign went further than the occasional reutilised temple. He
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