
QUEENS    EGYPT
A new National Geographic exhibition in Washington, D.C., shines a light on the lives (and afterlives) of the royal 

women of ancient Egypt. From the founding queen of the New Kingdom, Ahmose-Nefertari, to Cleopatra VII, Egypt’s 
last queen and pharaoh—a span of more than 1,400 years.

Martina Minas-Nerpel from Swansea University tells us that “while the king was the unquestioned political and 
religious figurehead of Egypt, queens had a complex role with more power than is usually recognized. Wife and 

mother, the Egyptian queen also had divine status, serving as the earthly embodiment of Hathor and thus  
‘a regenerative medium for the king in his role as representative of the sun god on earth’ (Silke Roth, 2009).”

Now, let’s have a closer look at some of the fabulous artefacts from Queens of Egypt.

REPLICA BUST OF NEFERTITI, 
CA. a.d. 1913–1932.

ORIGINAL: 18TH DYNASTY, 
REIGN OF AKHENATEN,  
CA. 1353–1336 b.c. 

RIJKSMUSEUM VAN OUHEDEN, 
LEIDEN, NETHERLANDS.  
CAT. F 1932/5.1.

PHOTO BY MARK THIESSEN/ 
NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC.
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One of the most famous pieces of 
Egyptian art ever discovered. 
This replica bust of Nefertiti was 
produced soon after the original 
was discovered in 1912. 

The distinctive, flat-topped 
blue crown is unique to Nefer-
titi, allowing us to identify the 
face. While we don’t know how 
realistic this depiction is, the 
original—a delicate, life-like 
masterpiece—ensures that 
Queen Nefertiti will remain an 
eternal icon of feminine beauty.
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They call her the mother of 
ancient Egypt’s glorious 18th 
Dynasty—arguably the greatest 

royal family in history.
As a child, Ahmose-Nefertari saw 

the end of the war with the foreign 
Hyksos rulers who had settled in the 
Delta. Her brother, Ahmose I, had  
returned home victorious, and founded 
a new dynasty (the 18th) and a new 
age of prosperity and dominance—the 
likes of which Egypt had never seen.  
We call it the New Kingdom.

Ahmose-Nefertari married her 
war-hero brother and the royal couple  
had several children, including the 
future Pharaoh Amenhotep I. When 
Ahmose I died, young Amenhotep 
assumed the throne and the widowed 
queen had a new role—that of regent 
until her son was old enough to rule 
outright. The New Kingdom, therefore, 
began on the strong shoulders of this 
powerful and shrewd woman.

Together, Ahmose-Nefertari and 
Amenhotep I inaugurated the royal 
tomb-builder’s village at Deir el- 
Medina, and likely selected the Valley 
of the Kings as the new royal burial 
ground. They were certainly dear  
to the workers’ hearts, as Ahmose- 
Nefertari and Amenhotep I were  
adopted as the village’s patron deities.

Neither Ahmose-Nefertari or 
Amenhotep I’s tombs have been iden-
tified. Their special veneration by the 
workers could suggest that they may 
been the first 18th-Dynasty rulers to 
build tombs in the Valley of the Kings, 
but for now, the honour goes to Amen-
hotep I’s successor, Thutmose I.

This wooden statuette of Ahmose-
Nefertari came from the workers’ 
village of Deir el-Medina and was 
probably a votive offering, used in 
asking for the queen’s divine favour.

Here, Ahmose-Nefertari appears 
with “masculine” reddish skin tones, 
rather than the traditional female 
yellow. This is also the case with the 
tomb painting of Queen Nefertari (no 
relation), opposite. Because the Egypt-
ians saw fertility and creation as male 
attributes, it may be that they felt 
having “masculine-toned” skin would 
help in becoming a manifestation of 
Osiris, and sharing in his rebirth.

WOODEN STATUETTE OF AHMOSE-NEFERTARI
DEIR EL-MEDINA
18TH DYNASTY (ca. 1539–1292 b.c.)
C. 1389
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PHOTO COURTESY OF DE AGOSTINI PICTURE LIBRARY/S. VANNINI/BRIDGEMAN

The final room of the Queens of Egypt exhibition 
is dedicated to Queen Nefertari, the first and 
most beloved queen consort of (“The Great”) 

Ramesses II.
Nefertari’s tomb (QV 66) in the Valley of the 

Kings is one of the most beautifully decorated 
and remarkably well-preserved burial sites ever 
found in Egypt.

While the tomb was plundered (probably 
not long after Nefertari was interred), the vivid 
wall paintings remain, which were meant to 
guide Nefertari through the arduous journey 
to Osiris, god of the underworld.

This scene, showing Nefertari standing 
before the god Thoth, is an illustration of 
Chapter 94 of the Book of the Dead. The text 
behind Nefertari provides the title of the spell: 
“Utterance for requesting the water bowl and 
writing palette from Thoth in the necropolis, by the 
Osiris, the King’s Great Wife, Mistress of the Two 
Land, Nefertari, Beloved of Mut, True of Voice.”

Nefertari was considered the living embodiment of 
the goddess Hathor, the wife of the sun-god. The famous 
inscription on the facade of the “Small Temple” at Abu Simbel 
(“for whose sake the sun shines”), could similarly apply to Re’s 
beloved spouse:

“The enclosure of the great and grand monument of the great king’s wife, Nefertari, beloved of Mut,  
for whose sake the sun shines, given life, beloved.”
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(OPPOSITE)

This triad was dedicated by Ramesses II at the great 
Temple of Amun complex at Karnak, around 3,250 
years ago. 

The king is seated in the centre, embraced and pro-
tected by Amun and his divine consort, the goddess Mut. 
The three figures are roughly the same size, demonstrating 
the king’s divine status.

Ramesses II wears the royal nemes head-cloth, topped 
by ram horns, sun disk, and a pair of ostrich feathers. Two 
tall feathers also adorn Amun’s crown, whereas Mut wears 
bovine horns with the sun disk.

It may be that Ramesses II, flanked as he is by Amun 
and Mut, is cast in the role of their son, the lunar god 
Khonsu, and thus completing the holy Theban triad.

(RIGHT)

Visitors entering the Queens of Egypt exhibition 
encounter “Sekhmet’s Temple”, dominated by four 
imposing statues of the goddess Sekhmet. The 

goddess has the head of a lioness atop a woman’s body.
As a daughter of Ra, Sekhmet could be called upon by 

the sun-god to act as an agent of his wrath. Living on the 
edge of the searing Sahara Desert, the Egyptians would 
have been very aware of the power of the sun’s rays to give 
life or take it away. The (now broken) sun-disk reinforces 
Sekhmet’s solar connection and frightful potential.

Each of the four statues show Sekhmet holding an ankh, 
the divine gift of life—her lioness head, however, reminds 
us of her potential for rampaging violence

During the reign of Amenhotep III (18th Dynasty,  
ca. 1390–1352 b.c.), more than 700 statues of Sekhmet were 
produced. They were originally located in Amenhotep III’s 
memorial temple at Kom el-Hettan on Luxor’s west bank 
(behind the Colossi of Memnon). Later pharaohs moved 
some of the statues across the river to the Temple of Mut, 
part of the vast Karnak Temple complex.

It was also a relatively simple procedure for subsequent 
rulers to connect themselves with the statues and receive 
Sekhmet’s simmering blessing. The front of the throne in 
this example is inscribed with the Throne Name (left) and 
Birth Name (right) of the 22nd Dynasty king Sheshonq I 
(ca. 945 –924 b.c.). Over 400 years after Amenhotep III 
commissioned his multitude of Sekhmets, the statues were  
still “active”, and worthy of being honoured (and, perhaps, 
a little feared.)

MONUMENTAL STATUE OF THE GODDESS SEKHMET
18TH DYNASTY, REIGN OF AMENHOTEP III (CA. 1390–1352 b.c.)
GRANODIORITE. 
TEMPLE OF MUT, KARNAK
PHOTO COURTESY OF MUSEO EGIZIO, TURIN. C. 252.

STATUE OF RAMESSES II, SEATED BETWEEN THE GODS AMUN AND MUT
19TH DYNASTY, REIGN OF RAMESSES II (ca. 1279–1213 b.c.)
TEMPLE OF AMUN, KARNAK
GRANITE. H. 170 cm, W. 113 cm, D. 94 cm.
PHOTO COURTESY OF MUSEO EGIZIO, TURIN. C. 767
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LIMESTONE SCULPTURE OF THE GODDESS MUT
NEW KINGDOM, EARLY 19TH DYNASTY (ca. 1292–1250 b.c.)
UNKNOWN PROVENANCE
PHOTO COURTESY OF MUSEO EGIZIO, TURIN. C. 769

This limestone statue fragment depicts the goddess 
Mut wearing the ancient double crown of Upper 
and Lower Egypt. It once belonged to a dyad includ-

ing Mut’s spouse, the god Amun. The pair were the king 
and queen of the gods in the New Kingdom, as well as the 
patron deities of Thebes. The location of the other half of 
the statue is unknown.

While much of the paint has been lost from this sculp-
ture, traces of Mut’s bright red dress remain. She was usually 
depicted wearing a red or blue dress, and often marked 
with a pattern suggestive of feathers.

Mut was a powerful symbol of divine motherhood, and 

so became identified with Egyptian queens, whose role 
included providing the pharaoh with a bouncing royal son 
and heir. Mut’s name was written with the hieroglyph of a 
griffin vulture ( ), which also wrote the word “mother”, 
and the vulture headdress became the standard adornment 
for queens from the New Kingdom onwards. (See Nefertari 
wearing hers on page 53.)  

.
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For many of the people attending the Queens of Egypt  
exhibition there will be one woman they primarily 
come to see: Cleopatra.

This statue is believed to be one of the few surviving 
sculptures of the famous queen. As the least “Egyptianized” 
example, it may indeed be a faithful, contemporary portrait, 
made during her lifetime. Despite the damage, this statue 
provides us with the best opportunity to see what Cleo-
patra VII may have actually looked like.

None of the statues attributed to Cleopatra are authen-
tically inscribed with her name, so to identify a sculpture 
as hers, we need to look at both style and iconography.

The queen wears a long, braided tripartite wig, crowned 
by a vulture headdress displaying three uraei (royal cobras). 
The statue’s short neck and rounded shoulders are typical 
of the late Ptolemaic Period, and other queens have some-
times been suggested as being the owner. However, the 
uraei are a dead giveaway: Cleopatra was the only Ptole-
maic queen to bear three cobras on her brow.

So what do the three royal cobras mean? Cleopatra  
never explicitly tells us, so we are left to try and deduce 
from what we know of the events of her life. Cleopatra 
researcher and author Geoffrey Prince believes that the 
triple uraei symbolise her oversight of Upper Egypt, Lower 
Egypt, and the territories outside of Egypt.

Prince notes that Cleopatra’s triple uraei statues all 
display a more mature-looking woman, and would coincide 
with her later title as “Queen of Kings”. This may have come 
into being after the spectacle known as the Donations of 
Alexandria. This was a showy public ceremony held by 
Cleopatra and Mark Antony in which they granted titular 
authority over vast swathes of Roman territories to each of 
Cleopatra’s three sons. 

Coins minted by Antony at this time describe Cleo-

patra as Reginae regum filiorumque regum: “Queen of kings 
and of the children of kings” (or possibly “Queen of kings 
and of her children who are kings”).

Cleopatra VII is often remembered today as a seductress 
with a tragic end. Yet it was more likely her intelligence, 
charm and political prowess that Roman historian Cassius 
Dio described 200 years later, when he wrote of Cleopatra’s 
“power to subjugate everyone”.

BASALT SCULPTURE OF CLEOPATRA VII
DATE OF SCULPTURE: 44–30 b.c. 
LIKELY FOUND IN ALEXANDRIA, EGYPT, IN THE 1820s.
PHOTO COURTESY OF MUSEO EGIZIO, TURIN. C. 1385

QUEENS OF EGYPT EXHIBITION ORGANIZED BY POINTE-À-CALLIÈRE,  
MONTRÉAL ARCHAEOLOGY AND HISTORY COMPLEX AND MUSEO EGIZIO, 
TURIN, IN PARTNERSHIP WITH THE NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC SOCIETY.
SHOWING AT THE NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC MUSEUM, WASHINGTON, D.C., 
THROUGH TO 2 SEPT 2019.
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Part of the tour through the Queens of Egypt exhibition 
includes the Valley of the Queens, which became a 
burial place for royal women during the reign of the 

19th Dynasty’s Seti I (ca. 1290 b.c.).
Just over a century later, Ramesses III (20th century) 

chose the valley for the burials of his sons; Tombs QV 43 
and QV 44 were commissioned for princes Sethherkhepshef 
and Khaemwaset respectively. QV 43 was probably never 
used, however, as Sethherkhepshef ascended to the throne 
as Ramesses VIII, and he likely commissioned a new  
tomb in the Valley of the Kings.

In 1903, Italian Egyptologist Ernesto Schiaparelli, while 
looking for artefacts to bolster the collection of the Museo 
Egizio in Turin, discovered QV 43 and 44. Inside were huge 
numbers of coffins that had been jammed in. 

These coffins were from later burials, dated to the late 
22nd–26th Dynasties. For several centuries, QV 43 and 
QV 44—the 20th-Dynasty tombs of royal princes—served 
as family vaults for wealthy Theban temple priests and their 
families. The coffin pictured above was one of them.

This coffin belongs to a man named Bes. Aside from 

the hieroglyphic texts informing us that Bes was “Lord of 
the House”, we know little about him. This inconvenience 
doesn’t, of course, prevent anyone from admiring this tall, 
dark stranger, now travelling the world with the artefacts 
of some of ancient Egypt’s most famous queens. 

QUEENS OF EGYPT

Showing until  2 September 2019
National Geographic Museum, Washington

www.nationalgeographic.org/events/exhibition/queens-egypt

OUTER COFFIN OF BES
VALLEY OF THE QUEENS, THEBES
LATE PERIOD, 25TH–26TH DYNASTY (CA. 722–525 b.c.). 
STUCCOED WOOD AND PAINT
PHOTO COURTESY OF MUSEO EGIZIO, TURIN. C. S. 5252
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