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The marriages of the ancient Egyptian kings were

not incestuous

Susanne Koch-Meyer, Germany
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1 Consanguineous marriages

The inbreeding coefficient (F)! of a father-daughter or full sibling marriage (0.25) carries
a high risk of a recessive genetic disease becoming apparent in one or more of the
children. Mankind recognized the connection early on, as such marriages are tabooed in
virtually all human societies.?2 Only in cultures where a divine sibling pair was part of the
cosmogony or religious cult3 was this taboo softened. However, children, whether related
or not, who have been raised continuously in the same household since birth, are usually

not sexually attracted to each other as adults (the so-called Westermarck effect).*

On the other hand, there is a desire not to have to share inherited or acquired property

with another family. Therefore, an uncle-niece or cousin marriage was a popular

1 The inbreeding coefficient is the statistical probability that the two copies (alleles) of any gene of an
individual are identical by descent from a common ancestor of the two parents of this individual.

2 Refl.

3 For example, the couples of the Heliopolitan Ennead of Gods, Anshar and Kishar (Mesopotamia), the
Theoi Adelphoi (Ptolemaic Empire), Zeus and Hera (Roman mythology), etc.

4 Ref1; Ref 2.



Egyptological Hypotheses 2025, no. 19 Page 2 of 13

compromise in pre-modern societies and royal families. Even today, most countries
accept such marriages. However, their inbreeding coefficients (0.125 and
0.0625, respectively) are still riskily high and can have a significant impact on the life and
survival of the offspring.> With each subsequent generation in which a consanguineous
marriage takes place, the coefficient of inbreeding will continue to increase.®
Nevertheless, from the subjective point of view of those involved, the advantages

outweigh the disadvantages.

2 Terms of kinship in ancient Egypt

To approach the question of whether incestuous marriages occurred in ancient Egyptian
royal families, we must familiarize ourselves with Egyptian kinship terms. These terms
had a much broader meaning than in living languages, since there were no specific words
for certain degrees of kinship. Only when it was important in a text to accurately reflect
the degree of kinship, were unambiguous phrases used, e.g., beloved daughter of his body
(his biological daughter), son of the son, wife of the son, wife of the brother, etc. In an
ancient Egyptian royal family, kinship relationships to the king were used like titles.
Sexual intercourse within or outside of a marriage was not explicitly addressed unless its

mention was necessary in a tale, love poem, or legal document.

Tab. 1: Some terms for relatives and household members

Word Main meaning Possible other meaning

zj Man

o Man Husband, young man, boy

hj, h3j Husband

zj.t’ Woman

hmt Wife Female representative of a household®

JtGg) Father Grandfather, stepfather, adoptive father, male ancestor,

father-in-law, protector, mentor

mw.t Mother Grandmother, stepmother, adoptive mother, female ancestor,

mother-in-law, female tutor of a young woman,? mother

goddess
z3 Son Grandson, son-in-law, stepson, adopted son
znz Grandson
5 Ref3.
6  Ref 3; Ref 4.

7 Very rare.
8  Explanation in the text.
9 Ref5, p408.
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Word Main meaning Possible other meaning

z3.t Daughter Granddaughter, daughter-in-law, stepdaughter, adopted
daughter

Z3.t n ht=f1" Biological daughter

ztnz.t Granddaughter

hm.tn.tz; Sister-in-law

sn Brother Half-brother, cousin, uncle, nephew, other male relative,

brother-in-law, close friend, colleague of equal rank

sn.t Sister Half-sister, cousin, aunt, niece, other female relative,
sister-in-law, female friend, female regular sexual partner

(concubine)!

hrd Child

hrd.t Girl Daughter; as a collective term: sum of all children of a person
nn Infant Toddler

hs.w Relatives Confidants

ms.w, msw.t Offspring

hnw Relatives Housemates

nb.t pr Lady of the house!2

hbs.t, hbsy.t (female, unclear)?3

3 Hypothesis

It is often claimed in Egyptological literature that there were incestuous marriages in the
Egyptian royal dynasties. This has even been written about queen Nefertiti, although the

title “King’s sister” or “King’s daughter” has not been proven for her.1* The fundamental

question is whether the word =Y hm.t was used exclusively to mean "wife". Many
traditional translations are influenced by 19th and early 20th century European
conventions. Only married couples were allowed to share a household at that time, and a
sexual relationship between the two was taken for granted. However, the Egyptians did
not leave behind a detailed description of what Ma'at (the all-encompassing order and
norm of behavior) permitted in this regard. Therefore, we cannot rule out a platonic
partnership between man and woman a priori. It is conceivable, for example, that /im.¢

was a female role defined under private law and ceremonially. Perhaps an ideal

10 Literally: “daughter of his body,” often in the form of “beloved daughter of his body.”
11 Especially in the royal family.
12 The role of a woman in an elite household who commands the servants and slaves.

13 Several literal meanings are possible: "the veiled one", "the one kept secret”, "the one who receives
protection”; possibly an unmarried woman who was supported by a family.

4 Ref6,p87.
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ma'at-compliant household needed a male head and representative to the outside world
and a female representative to assist her partner on certain occasions and to perform the
"female" tasks in the house?> and cult. The two household representatives were usually
married, but this was not necessarily required. Sex was a private matter and a sexual
relationship only became apparent to outsiders when children were born. This is not to
say that intimate relationships were unregulated. Documents from the New Kingdom
indicate that there were criminal offenses such as adultery and neglect of a wife, with the
cheated or neglected wife being addressed with the word sm.t. However, this word may
not have been used exclusively in the sense of a sexual partner. This could explain why, in

the royal palace, a sister or half-sister, or even the king's mother, was given the title of

U [
+2013 hm.t nsw wr.t (traditional translation: “Great Royal Wife”) without violating the

Ma'at, and even though the king had only a platonic relationship with this woman.16

So if an Egyptian king made his “sister” the Great Royal Wife, there were three possible

scenarios according to the present hypothesis:

a) She was really his sister or half-sister who, for dynastic reasons, took on the role of the
female representative of the palace, when the king had no wife at that time or was too
young to marry. After all, there were other women available for the sexual life of an
adult king. Likewise, when a king appointed his daughter as the Great Royal Wife, it
was for purely economic, social, or religious reasons, not incest.

b) She was an unmarried or widowed relative referred to in common parlance as a
"sister", such as a cousin, aunt, niece, or sister-in-law (Table 1). This relationship may
or may not have been sexual.

c) She was a secondary wife who was risen to Great Royal Wife because she had given
birth to the heir to the throne.1”

Such an arrangement with a close female relative was understandable from an Egyptian
perspective. Mortality was high for both sexes (infectious diseases, childbirth problems).
Many Egyptians therefore had to experience widowhood. There was not a large pool of
young candidates for replacement wives, as girls were married early and often promised
to someone before puberty.18 Lower-class Egyptians often could not afford the bride price
for a remarriage. In such a situation, a female relative, unmarried herself at the time, came

in conveniently, either temporarily or permanently, to ensure the smooth running of the

15 Lower- and middle-class women were generally expected to perform chores such as grinding grain,
cooking, baking, weaving, helping with the harvest, and caring for children. Ref 7, pp 118-120.

16 They were not living together anyway. The Great Royal Wife had her own palace or palace wing plus an
agricultural domain. The secondary wives and women of the royal harem (%nr.f) and their children were
housed in separate residences. Ref 7, pp 46-48; Ref 8.

17 Ref 7, p 48.

18 Ref7,p37.
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household, to look after the children, to fulfill duties in the cult of the gods and ancestors,
and to represent the family at her partner’s side. It was particularly important for the king
to always have a partner of appropriate status at his side to carry out representing and
cultic tasks, so that occasionally even daughters were entrusted with this honorary role
(e.g., the daughters of Amenhotep III). On the other hand, nb.t pr.t ("Lady of the House")
was, in my opinion, the prestigious job title of a related or unrelated employee at the head
of the servants in an elite household.

The inscriptions from the New Kingdom onwards suggest that many royal children died
in childhood. This is also often seen as an indication of an incestuous marriage between
their parents. But child mortality was generally high. Until the 19th century, an average
of 40 to 50 percent of the world's children died before reaching adulthood.1® The average
life expectancy at birth in Roman Egyptian females was only about 22 years.20

From the New Kingdom to the Late Period, the female honorary title 2 e8]
hm.t ntr n Jmn (traditional translation: "God's Wife of Amun?21") existed in Thebes. It was
given to a woman of the king's family.?2 As an incarnation of the goddess Mut (wife of
Amun) she held the role of a representative of the temple at Karnak, Amun's household
on earth, so to speak.23 This entailed a priestly role and considerable political influence.24
However, a (symbolic) sexual relationship with the god was never indicated in text or
image. Some of the title bearers were the king's wife while exercising this office and gave
birth to children who were then not considered to be Amun’s children, except for an heir
to the throne.25 This proves that the word /m.t is not necessarily synonymous with a
female sexual partner, but was rather defined by certain tasks of a representative and
ceremonial nature. Not that Amun could not be the sexual partner of an earthly woman;
Queen Hatshepsut (18th Dynasty), who portrayed herself as the daughter of Amun,

unmistakably recorded Amun’s “visit” to her mother in a relief cycle in the temple of

19 Ref9.

20 Ref 10.

21 Amun was the supreme god of Theban theology, understood in the New Kingdom as one of the
manifestations of the sun god Re (Amun-Re).

22 Usually a king's principal wife, secondary wife, or daughter was appointed "God's Wife of Amun."”
Amenhotep II, who did not like the power of the God's Wife, and Akhenaten, who had renounced his
belief in Amun, temporarily abolished this office.

23 The temple of Amun in Karnak (with precincts for Mut and Khonsu, Amun's wife and son) was the
largest temple at Thebes. Aside from its cultic function, it was a huge economic enterprise with
associated agricultural land.

24 Ref11.

25 There is some evidence that at least from the Third Intermediate Period onwards, God's wives of Amun
were expected to be celibate. In any case, they were never depicted with a husband. Ref 5.
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Deir el-Bahari.26é

4

Example: The 18th Dynasty

The family relationships to the reigning king of women at the royal court were

reconstructed from their joint depiction with the king, from titles such as

"[Great] Royal Wife", "King's Mother", "King's Daughter”, or "King's Sister”, and not

infrequently also on the basis of mere conjecture.2” The secondary meanings of the word

"daughter” or "sister" were usually not taken into account (Table 1). Nor was it

considered that genitive phrases can be translated with an indefinite article, e.g., z5.7 nsw

“daughter of a king”. This can also refer to a predecessor of the reigning king.

These considerations will be taken into account below, when examining the family

relationships of the 18th Dynasty kings (names are highlighted in the text) and their

Great Royal Wives.28

1.

Ahmose I: His Great Royal Wife, Ahmose Nefertari, is often considered to be his sister
or half-sister, since she held the title "Sister of a King". In addition, the titles
"Daughter of a King" and "Mother ofaKing" are recorded for her. Thus,
Ahmose Nefertari may have been a young aunt, cousin, or niece of her husband
(younger sister of Segenenre Taa Il or daughter of Kamose, if he was a brother of
Segenenre Taa Il or Ahmose 1).22 The couple had several children, including the heir to

the throne, Amenhotep .30

Amenhotep I: His Great Royal Wife, Ahmose Meritamun 1,31 is believed to have been
his sister or half-sister because she held the titles "Sister ofaKing" and
"Daughter of a King". She could just as well have been a young aunt or cousin of

Amenhotep | (sister of Ahmose | or daughter of Kamose, if he was a brother of

26

27

28

29

30

31

It shows Amun visiting Hatshepsut's mother, whereupon she became pregnant and gave birth to
Hatshepsut. Amun was very happy about his daughter, gave her her name and promised her the
kingship. Hatshepsut used these scenes to legitimize herself as reigning queen. Ref 12, pp 13-17, plts
46-52.

I even found an author who substantiated the presumed incest with pictorial scenes of Akhenaten'’s
naked daughters next to him, or in which a king (Akhenaten or Ramesses III) tenderly touches his
daughter’s chin.

Unless otherwise noted, this section draws from the following referenced works: Refs 6, 7, 13, 14, 16,
19, 22, 32-38.

The skeletons of Ahmose I and Ahmose Nefertari show anthropological differences. Ref 13, p 42.

The two were later worshipped as gods in the artisan village of Deir el-Medina.

Whether or not Ahmose Meritamun II held the title of "Great Royal Wife" is not consistently reported.
(Ref 14, p 229).
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Ahmose 1).32 The heir to the throne was Thutmose |, an adopted son, a relative of a

branch line, or a brother-in-law of Amenhotep |.

Thutmose I: His father is unknown. His Great Royal Wife, Ahmose,33 was according to
isolated sources "Sister of a King" and "Mother of a King". Some scholars believe that
Ahmose (despite the unproven title “Daughter of a King”) was a daughter of
Amenhotep | with a secondary wife. This would make Thutmose | her adopted brother.
Others assume that she was somehow related to Thutmose | and was therefore called
"Sister of a King". According to another assumption, Ahmose was a younger sister of
Amenhotep |, and Thutmose | took her as his wife in order to legitimize his succession
to the throne. In any case, the couple had a sexual relationship and had at least four
children. Ahmose was called "Mother of a King" only after the coronation of her
daughter Hatshepsut (see point5). Hatshepsut was the only survivor of
Ahmose's children. Since female succession was impossible, the son of a secondary
wife, Thutmose Il, became the heir to the throne.

Thutmose II: The role of the Great Royal Wife of the still very young and sickly king
was taken over by his older half-sister Hatshepsut. The girl Neferure is commonly
regarded as their daughter and thus the child of an incestuous half-sibling marriage.
However, the title "Daughter of a King" appears for the girl only after the coronation
of Hatshepsut. Theoretically, Neferure could also have been their little sister or
half-sister, who was only born after the death of her father Thutmose | and therefore
was not mentioned among his children, and for whom Hatshepsut developed maternal

feelings. The heir to the throne was the son of a secondary wife, Thutmose Ill.

Hatshepsut: Since her nephew Thutmose Il was still an infant when he was enthroned,
she became his co-regent and pro forma Great Royal Wife. Seven years later, she had
herself crowned queen (with all the powers of a king) and the two ruled together.34

After her death, the now adult Thutmose Il ruled as sole ruler for another 32 years.

Thutmose Ill: In his adult life, his first Great Royal Wife was Satiah, the daughter of a

royal nurse. She and the eldest crown prince died young. The second Great Royal Wife

32

33

34

In late inscriptions, she was erroneously given the title “Mother of a King”.
Ahmose (“Offspring of the Moon God”) was a common name for both men and women at that time.

There are speculations about an inappropriate relationship between Hatshepsut and Senenmut, the
architect of her temple at Deir el-Bahari, who was also the nurse and educator of the girl Neferure (see
point 4) (BM EA174; Cairo JE 36923). After Neferure's death, he was removed from his high offices and
his name was removed from his buildings. Ref 15, pp 32-35. Some believe that Neferure was the
daughter of Hatshepsut and Senenmut who came from a humble background, and this "blemish" had to
be removed later.
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10.

was Meritre Hatshepsut, a woman with no known royal ties, who was given the title

"Mother of a King" when she bore the heir to the throne, Amenhotep II.

Amenhotep Il: One of his wives named Tiaa, who had no known relationship to the
royal family, became the mother of the heir to the throne, Thutmose IV. However, the
title "Great Royal Wife" only appears for her during the reign of her son. It seems that
Thutmose IV had given her this honorary title after the fact (also to strengthen his own

legitimacy for the kingship).3>

Thutmose IV: His first Great Royal Wife was Nefertari (Nefertiry), whose origin is
unknown, and who probably died early in the reign of her husband. His second
Great Royal Wife, Jaret, is said to have been his sister, half-sister or daughter, as she
held the titles "Daughter of a King" and "Sister of a King". Had she been a younger
sister of Amenhotep Il instead, she would have been the aunt of Tuthmose IV. But if she
was indeed Thutmose IV's (half-)sister or daughter, she probably took over the
representing and cultic duties of the deceased Nefertari. In any case, the heir to the

throne, Amenhotep Ill, was the son of a secondary wife.

Amenhotep llI: His Great Royal Wife was Tiye, the daughter of an official named Yuya.
Genetic evidence suggests that Yuya was a maternal uncle of Amenhotep Ill, making
Tiye her husband's first cousin.3¢ After the 30th year of his reign, Amenhotep Ill's
daughter Satamun also received this title, and the other daughters were later
appointed secondary wives.3” However, Tiye remained at his side throughout his life.
It is doubtful that he had sexual relations with any of his daughters.38 The mother of
all his legitimate children, including the heir to the throne, crown prince

Amenhotep [IV] who later called himself Akhenaten, was Tiye.

Akhenaten: His Great Royal Wife was Nefertiti. It has been suggested that she was a
sister of the king (despite the lack of kinship titles), his first cousin,3? a woman from
the family line of the high official and later King Ay, or a foreign princess#%. The couple
had atleast six daughters. His eldest daughter, Meretaten, and a secondary wife (Kiya)
were titled "Greatly Beloved Wife" (hm.t mrj.t wr.t), which was probably confused
with the title "Great Royal Wife" (hm.t nsw wr.t).41 At the end of Akhenaten's reign,

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

Ref 14, p 254.

Ref 28, pp 192-193.

Ref 16, p 9.

Cf.Ref16,p 7.

Ref 28, pp 199-201.

Based on the translation of the name “Nefertiti”: “The beautiful one has come”.
Ref 14, p 278; Ref 17, p 77.
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11.

12.

Meretaten held the title "Great Royal Wife" as the wife of Semenkhkare (see point 12).

The line of succession is not clear.4?

Neferneferuaten (female): According to epithets, this queen was "beloved by
Akhenaten" and "useful to her husband".#3 Akhenaten's Great Royal Wife, Nefertiti,
probably had herself crowned co-regent or interim regent under the name
Neferneferuaten.** Her ephemeral successor, Semenkhkare, used the same throne
name as her, but epithets with a masculine ending. Some scholars believe that
Semenkhkare was just another name that Nefertiti chose for herself after her
coronation.*> Others believe that Semenkhkare was a half-brother or nephew of

Akhenaten.46

Semenkhkare (unclear gender): According to a single source,#’ his (or her)
Great Royal Wife was Meretaten, the eldest daughter of Akhenaten and Nefertiti. If
Semenkhkare was identical to Nefertiti, this would be a unique case of a daughter
becoming the Great Royal Wife of her royal mother. However, if Semenkhkare was
male and a half-brother or nephew of Akhenaten, then Meretaten was his niece or
cousin. The successor was Tutankhamun (Tutankhaten), described in a single
inscription as the "bodily son of a king".#8 M. Gabolde provided epigraphic evidence
that Tutankhamun was the youngest child of Akhenaten and Nefertiti.*® Genetic data
identify him as the son of a man whose skeletonized mummy was found in the royal
tomb KV55.50 It is the mummy of Akhenaten or another son of Amenhotep IlI, or of

Semenkhkare, if he was male.5!

42

43

44

45

46

47

48

49

50

51

Ref 14, p 281. After the death of Akhenaten, Egypt was in a time of great political turmoil. The order of
Neferneferuaten and Semenkhkare is often given in reverse.

Ref 18, pp 118-120; Ref 19, pp 153-157; Ref 20, pp 202-202. The hall in the palace complex at Amarna
dedicated to Semenkhkare proves a close family relationship with Akhenaten.

Nefertiti's full name in cartouches was "Neferneferuaten Nefertiti" and there is further evidence that
Nefertiti was Queen Neferneferuaten. Ref 21. For example, a scenario in which Akhenaten was still alive
but no longer able to rule is conceivable. Alternatively, the legitimate heir to the throne, Tutankhamun
(Ref 28, pp 196-199), was a baby, and the time until at least infancy had to be bridged. If there was any
significant time span at all between the end of Akhenaten's reign and the beginning of Tutankhamun's
reign, it was a maximum of 4 years. Two daughters of Akhenaten and Nefertiti also had the name or
nickname "Neferneferuaten".

Ref 14, p 281. Nefertiti probably took Hatshepsut (point 5) as a role model, who in her statues and
monuments at times concealed her femininity in iconography and name endings.

Ref 14, p 281; Ref 22, pp 337, 345; Ref 23, p 180.

Tomb of the official Meryre II (Tell el-Amarna tomb #2), Ref 24.
Ref 14, p 278.

Ref 28, pp 196-199.

Ref 25.

Refs 25-28. Gabolde's arguments that these are the skeletal remains of Akhenaten are convincing.
Ref 28, pp 180-181, 183, 196-199. In addition, genetic analysis showed that Tutankhamun's parents
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13.

14.

15.

Tutankhamun: His Great Royal Wife was Ankhesenamun (Ankhesenpaaten), a
daughter of Akhenaten. If Tutankhamun was the son of a secondary wife of Akhenaten,
then Ankhesenamun was his older half-sister and was probably appointed a pro
forma partner to the sickly, disabled>2 10-year-old.>3 But if Tutankhamun was a son of
Semenkhkare, and Semenkhkare was a half-brother or nephew of Akhenaten, then
Ankhesenamun was his cousin or great-cousin. In Tutankhamun's tomb lay the
uninscribed mummies of two female fetuses who could have been his stillborn
daughters, but whose mother was not Ankhesenamun.>* His successor was the older
high-ranking official Ay, who may have been Akhenaten's father-in-law or

brother-in-law, and who had served as regent and mentor to the young Tutankhamun.

Ay: His Great Royal Wife, Tiye (same name as the wife of Amenhotep I, but usually
called Ty, Tiy, or Tey to distinguish her), was the "Great Nurse of Nefertiti". The
inscriptions on two finger rings indicate that Ay also married Tutankhamun’s widow,
Anchesenamun.>> The heir to the throne was General Haremheb, who during his
career as an official referred to himself as the prince regent (jry-p©.t) of Tutankhamun

and the “Chosen One of Horus of Hut-nesu”.56

Haremheb: His Great Royal Wife was Mutnedjmet, a younger "sister" (sister, cousin,
or niece) of Nefertiti. Some scholars believe that she was the daughter of Ay. She died
without a surviving son.>” The heir to the throne was Ramesses |, an unrelated political
foster son from the military, who had himself titled "son of King Haremheb" for

legitimacy. With him began the 19th Dynasty.

Conclusion:

The example of the 18th Dynasty shows that one must be very careful when claiming that

incestuous marriages were contracted in Ancient Egypt. Other explanations are possible,

52

53

54

55

56

57

were siblings. Ref 25, p 641; Ref 28, pp 187-189. However, this claim was challenged by arguing that
the genetic data also fit double first cousins. Ref 28, pp 194-196.

Ref 25, pp 642-646.
Ref 29. Tutankhamun died before the age of 20.

Ref 25, p 641 (figs 1, 2); Ref 28, p 186. Genetic analysis of Egyptian mummies is generally uncertain due
to embalming materials, poor condition, and possible contamination with modern DNA. Ref 28, pp 178-
179.

Anchesenamun may have been that certain widow who sent a cuneiform letter to the king of the Hittites
asking for one of his sons to take as a husband, so that she could avoid marrying one of her "servants".
However, the Hittite prince who was sent in reply died on his way to Egypt. Ref 14, p 292; Ref 30.

The reason why Ay ascended the throne before Haremheb is unknown. It may have been because he
married Tutankhamun's widow while Haremheb was away fighting the Hittites. Ref 14, pp 292-294.

The skeleton of a baby was also found in her tomb in Saqqara. Ref 31, p 321.
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if only because of the ambiguity of the words "sister" and "daughter". However, the
majority of marriages were consanguineous. A woman naturally retained the title
"Sister of a King" or "Daughter of a King" even after the death of this king.
"Great Royal Wife" was an honorary title defined by duties but not necessarily by a sexual
relationship with the king. This title was also kept by a woman for life, i.e., often beyond
the lifetime of her partner (e.g. Ahmose Nefertari, Great Royal Wife of Ahmose |;
Meritre Hatshepsut, Great Royal Wife of Thutmoselll; Tiaa, GreatRoyal Wife of
Amenhotep ). In at least one case in the 18th Dynasty, a boy-king was given an older
half-sister at his side (Thutmose |l and Hatshepsut; possibly also Tutankhamun and
Ankhesenamun). In another case, a reigning queen may even have appointed her own
daughter as her Great Royal Wife (Nefertiti as Queen Neferneferuaten/Semenkhkare and
her eldest daughter Meretaten). All this gives rise to the misconception that an Egyptian

king took his mother, sister, or daughter as his wife in a sexual sense.

Abbreviations

Ed/eds: Editor(s); JAMA: Journal of the American Medical Association; JARCE: Journal of the American
Research Center in Egypt; JEA: The Journal of Egyptian Archaeology; KV: Kings’ Valley; MDAIK: Mitteilungen
des Deutschen Archéologischen Instituts, Abteilung Kairo; p/pp: Page(s); plts: Plates; Ref/Refs:
Reference(s); Vol/vols: Volume(s).
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