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How did women rise to power in the ancient world?   
In this inquiry students will analyze extracts and depictions of ancient powerful women 
including Nefertiti, Hatshepsut, and Kubaba. Students will debate what these documents say 
about how women rose to power in ancient societies. 
 
Inquiry 
After you read each source, ask how this source suggests women rose to power in the ancient 
world. Once you have made your decisions, tick the boxes you think your document applies to.  
 

 Class Marriage Gender 
ambiguity 

Violence Religion Beauty Other (give 
examples) 

Document 
A 

       

Document B        

Document C        

Document 
D 

       

Document E        

Document F        

Document 
G 

       

Document 
H 
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Questions for Analysis 

1. Count which column has the most ticks. Which topic weighed more? Why do 
you think it worked out that way? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

2. In conclusion, How did women rise to power in the ancient world?   
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An introduction to Kubaba.  
Kubaba is the only woman listed as an ancient Sumerian ruler. Overall, little is known for sure 
about who Kubaba was or how she got to her position. The Sumerian King List, however, makes it 
clear that Kubaba was a King, not a wife of a King. 
 
Document A: Gender and Aging in Mesopotamia 
This secondary source from Rivkah Harris gives a brief overview of who Kubaba was and how she 
rose to power. Particularly important is the imagery of male and female genitalia.  
 

Although the wives and daughters of rulers and high officials in Mesopotamia 
were important in various administrative and economic activities, no woman, with one 
exception, ruled in Mesopotamia.  
 

The only woman who ruled was Ku-Bau [Kubaba] of Kish, a barmaid, who in 
Early Dynastic times, according to late legend, “became king and ruled one hundred 
years”. Not surprisingly, her reign was viewed as an ominous anomaly that did not augur 
well for Mesopotamia: “If an anomaly has (both) penis and vulva - omen of Ku-Bau who 
ruled the land; the land of the king will become waste”.  
 

Interestingly, she is also described as having seized the throne, in short, a usurper.  
 

Harris. R (2003) Gender and Aging in Mesopotamia: The Gilgamesh Epic and Other 
Ancient Literature. Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma Press.  

 
Document B: The Weidner Chronicle 
The Weidner Chronicle is a religious ancient Babylonian text that acted as propaganda to 
illustrate the Mesopotamian rulers who insulted the god Marduk. In the text, Kubaba convinces a 
fisherman to offer his catch to Esagila (a temple dedicated to Marduk). In return, Marduk gives 
Kubaba her kingship. 

In the reign of Puzur-Nirah, king of Akšak, the freshwater fishermen of Esagila 
were catching fish for the meal of the great lord Marduk; the officers of the king took away 
the fish.The fisherman was fishing when 7 (or 8) days had passed [...] in the house of 
Kubaba, the tavern-keeper [...] they brought to Esagila.  

… Kubaba gave bread to the fisherman and gave water, she made him offer the fish 
to Esagila. Marduk, [a god] the king, the prince of the Apsû, favored her and said: "Let it 
be so!" He entrusted to Kubaba, the tavern-keeper, sovereignty over the whole world. 

Weidner Chronicle, Livius. Available at: 
https://www.livius.org/sources/content/mesopotamian-chronicles-
content/abc-19-weidner-chronicle/ (Accessed: October 25, 2022).  
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Document C: The Sumerian King List 
This document is an extract from the Sumerian King List introducing Kubaba. The Sumerian 
King List is famous for blurring the line between fiction and reality. ‘Kiš’ refers to the ancient 
city of Kish. Mari is a  king.  
 

Then Mari was defeated and the kingship was taken to Kiš. In Kiš, Ku-Baba, the 
woman tavern-keeper, who made firm the foundations of Kiš, became king; she ruled for 
100 years.  One queen ruled for 100 years.   
 

Then Kiš was defeated and the kingship was taken to Akšak. 
 
The Sumerian King List, Livius. Available at: https://www.livius.org/sources/content/anet/266-

the-sumerian-king-list/ (Accessed: October 5, 2022).  
 
Questions for Analysis 

1. For Document A, what two conclusions can be made about how Kubaba rose 
to power?  

2. How does Document B differ from the other two sources on Kubaba’s reign? 
What could this piece of propaganda tell us about how projected herself?   

3. All three documents include fictitious information. Isolate the fact from the 
fiction and discuss why myth and exaggeration may have been used to secure 
Kubaba’s power.  

 
An introduction to Nefertiti.  
At the age of 11 Nerfetiti became the first wife of Akhenaten, a 18th Dynasty pharaoh of Egypt. It 
seems Nefertiti was thought of as Atkhenaten’s  co-regent and many seals and stela show them as 
equals. There are also numerous love poems written for Nefertiti by Akhenaten and sources 
document her beauty and their love. Sources also exist of Nefertiti leading religious festivals, 
welcoming foreign dignitaries and leading diplomatic meetings. However, in year 14 of their reign, 
Nerfetiti suddenly disappears from records. There is some debate as to why this is. Some historians 
think Nefertiti could have fallen out of favor with her husband before his death. It is more likely, 
however, that Nefertiti began to use a different name as she reinvented herself into co-king alongside 
her husband. This means, Nefertiti may have risen to power not once, but twice. She first slowly 
grew power during the reign of her husband before possibly claiming the throne herself.  

 
Document D: Nefertiti: Egypt’s Sun Queen 
The following is an extract from historian Joyce Tyldesley on how Nefertiti increased and 
established her position in the ancient world.  
 

Women in the 18th Dynasty enjoyed a freedom that made them unique in the 
ancient world. They had the same legal rights as men, and were permitted to own 
property, to work outside the home, and to live alone and raise their children without the 
protection of a male guardian. Nevertheless, few women received a formal education and, 
in a country where maybe between two and ten percent of the population was literate, 
few women could read or write. Women were not expected to train for careers. THey were 
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expected to marry and produce children, and mothers enjoyed a position of great respect 
within their home and the wider community.  

 
Nefertiti was no exception. Born a non-royal member of Egypt’s elite, she was 

married as a young girl to the most enigmatic individual of Egyptian history. By the age 
of thirty Nefertiti had borne at least six children and had transformed herself into a semi-
divine human being.  

 
… 
 
Nerfifi, too, had developed a cultural life beyond death. Unlike Akhenaten, who 

is respected and hated for his thoughts and beliefs, Nefertiti is celebrated worldwide first 
and foremost for her beauty. The Berlin bust [a statue of Nefertiti] shows us an aloof, 
remote being, seemingly attractive to every race, every generation and every gender of 
every age. It is a powerful, compelling and curiously modern image which allows 
Nefertiti’s name and face to sell beauty products to women born three thousand years 
after her death.  
 

 
Tyldesley. J (2005) Nefertiti: Egypt’s Sun Queen. London: Penguin  
 
 
Document E: Shrine Stela of Nefertiti and Akhenaten 
This shrine stele depicts Akhenaten and Nerfiti facing each other with the god Aten shining down 
on them. Both hold one of their daughters. Nefertiti is depicted only as slightly smaller than 
Akhenaten. This is unusual as often in ancient Egyptian art the female is depicted as 
dramatically smaller. Furthermore, the facial features, dress and posture of the pair are very 
similar. Nefertiti is not over sexualised or feminized but seen as equal. Finally, there are also two 
symbols stretching from Aten in the sky to the noses of the couple suggesting the god also  viewed 
the pair as equals. Such intimate depictions of royals were rare at the time pointing to the love 
and respect Akhenaten had for his first wife.  
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Laura Taronas Harvard University, Nefertiti: Egyptian wife, mother, Queen and icon, ARCE. 

Available at: https://www.arce.org/resource/nefertiti-egyptian-wife-mother-queen-and-
icon (Accessed: October 5, 2022).  

 
Document F: Luxor talatat block 
The following is a line drawing of a block from Luxor. The drawing depicts Nefertiti smiting her 
enemies. The queen is depicted in many different forms. The first kiosk depicts Nefertiti wearing a 
crown and holding her enemy by the hair as she raises her sword. The second depicts her in the 
form of a sphinx as she tramples on the back of an enemy. The third kiosk replicates the first as 
Nefertiti raises her sword to an enemy but this time she wears a different crown. Finally, the 
fourth kiosk is mostly unreadable but appears to replicate the second. Throughout all the sun god 
shines down. Scholars have used depictions like this to suggest Nefertiti was a forceful, powerful 
and energetic woman and that her power and violence may have been how she probably  was able 
to establish her power after the death of her husband.  



8 
Hanna McNulty 

Dr. Bonnie Rock-McCutcheon 
Remedial Herstory 

Inquiry-Based Lesson Plan 
 

 
*This lesson plan was sponsored in part by the Library of Congress Teaching with Primary Sources 
Eastern Region Program, coordinated by Waynesburg University, the History and Social Studies 
Education Faculty at Plymouth State University, and the Patrons of the Remedial Herstory Project. 

 
 
 
Matić. U (2017) ‘“Her striking but cold beauty”:: Gender and violence in depictions of Queen 

Nefertiti smiting her enemies’ In Matić. U, Jensen. Bo (Eds) Archaeologies of Gender and 
Violence Oxford: Oxbow Books.  

 
Questions for Analysis 

1. Identify three ways Document D tells us Nefertiti rose to power.  
2. Discuss the presence of the sun god and religion in all sources.  

 
 
An introduction to Hatshepsut 
Hatshepsut (1479-1458 BCE), like Nerfertiti, was one of the few female pharaohs. Ruling New 
Kingdom Egypt for two decades, Hatshepsut’s rule began after her husband (Thutmose II) died in 
1473. The imagery used throughout her reign is incredibly interesting.  While at the start of her 
reign Harshepsut depicted herself as a female king of divine birth, as her rule continues, there are 
an increasing number of representations depicting her as dual-gendered or entirely male. Her 
twenty-year reign saw numerous military campaigns and an explosion of artistic, architectural 
and creative advances. Sadly, much of Hatshepsut’s captivating art and architecture was lost after 
her stepson Thutmose III took the throne in 1458 and erased Hatshepsut from history. 

 
 

Document G: Statue of Hatshepsut 
This life-statue depicts Hatshepsut in a rather ambiguous way. While she is in female attire, she 
also wears the royal nemes-headcloth for a king. Largely however, she remains largely female in 
representation and columns of text inscribed to the sides of her legs use feminine pronouns. 
Finally, she also appears to have been carved to resemble the protector goddess of women and 
children. Scholars believe this statue dates to early in her reign. 
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The Female Pharaoh Hatshepsut, The Met Museum. Available at: 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/544849 (Accessed: October 8, 2022).  

 
Document H : Place IV from Memphis 13 - Hatshepsut as a young male.  
Below is an image found at Memphis in the wall scenes of her temple. The image depicts 
Hatshepsut as a male adult. Note the beard, the male stature and the absence of breasts. Note how 
her image changes throughout her life.  

 
 



10 
Hanna McNulty 

Dr. Bonnie Rock-McCutcheon 
Remedial Herstory 

Inquiry-Based Lesson Plan 
 

 
*This lesson plan was sponsored in part by the Library of Congress Teaching with Primary Sources 
Eastern Region Program, coordinated by Waynesburg University, the History and Social Studies 
Education Faculty at Plymouth State University, and the Patrons of the Remedial Herstory Project. 

 
Margetts. E. L (1951) ‘The Masculine Character of Hatshepsut, Queen of Egypt’ IN Bulletin of 

the History of Medicine, Vol. 25, No. 6, pp. 559-562. The John Hopkins University Press 
 
Questions for Analysis 

1. How does Document E and F represent Hatshepsut differently and why might 
this be? What does this tell us about her development as she established 
power? 

 
 
 

2. Compare Hatshepsut with Kubaba and Nefertiti. Go to the table at the start 
and make a note of the similarities and differences across all three. Keep in 
mind the different power each of these women held - while Kubaba’s grasp of 
power appears to be rather fast, sources on Nefertiti suggest a slow growth. 
Where would you place Hatshepsut?  


