The Importance of Music, Women, and the Gods in Ancient Egypt
Music as a core role in ritual
1. Essential to caring for the gods: Used to appease deities in temple rituals, processions, and funerals
1. Part of daily liturgy: Priests sang hymns daily. Without musicians, ritual was incomplete
1. Royal support: Tutankhamun’s Restoration Stela records chantresses consecrated for reopened temples, paid from royal treasury
The Cult of Hathor and the origins of musician priestesses and their instruments
1. Old/Middle Kingdom musician/singer title: Hemet Netjer priestesses of the cult of Hathor served many other deities, but Hathor’s cult became the most popular
1. Hathor was the goddess of music and dance: The Sistrum and Menat became Hathor’s sacred emblems in Middle Kingdom
1. Instruments conferred blessing: Using sistrum/menat invoked Hathor’s favor on the participants of the ritual
1. A shift in the New Kingdom: The use of the Sistrum and Menat spread beyond the cult of Hathor. They appeared in funerary scenes with common women seeking divine favor
Another Shift in musical titles
1. Hemet netjer title declined after Middle Kingdom:
0. Declining central authority in late 12th to early 13th Dynasties brought about reforms
0. Senusert III’s reforms unseated elite families who held priestly roles
1. New Kingdom with new titles emerge: Women’s cultic roles defined as specifically musical
1. Chantress (smayt), singer (hsyt), sistrum player (ihyt)
1. The most common title being Chantress (Smayt)
1. 18th to 22nd Dynasty was the peak. Chantress replaced hemet netjer as most popular female religious title
1. Amun elevated to state god in early 18th Dynasty
1. Title of Chantress of Amun became dominant thereafter
1. Timeline of Chantress of Amun:
3. Rare in late Middle Kingdom
3. Elite women adopted it under Hatshepsut
3. Middle-class women held it by Ramesses II
3. Ubiquitous in Thebes by Third Intermediate Period. "Nearly every woman" held it
1. Served multiple deities: They did not serve only Amun. Title linked to powerful and popular cults of the era
Musical roles in other Theban cults 
1. Singers (Hsyt): Often linked to Mut at Karnak during the New Kingdom era
0. Third Intermediate Period: Some women held chantress of Amun and singer of Mut and also nurse of Khonsu. This was the full Theban triad
0. 22nd – 26th Dynasties. Singers of the interior of Amun’s temple were tied to the God's Wives of Amun
1. Sistrum players (IHyt): Continued to be utilized, but less common after 22nd Dynasty
1. Evidence during Late Period: Canopus decree still mentions chantresses and singers praising deified Berenice daily during the Ptolemaic period
Musical Troupes & Choirstolemaic
1. Khener (xnrt): This is the Musical troupe of the temple
0. Perform at larger religious gatherings, such as festivals and funerals
0. A block in Hatshepsut’s Red Chapel depicts a Khener troupe of women and male musicians performing at an Opet festival
0. "Great one of the Khener of Amun" this position is held by the family of the High Priests of Amun, Third Intermediate Period
1. Choir (Sspt dxn): Performed at festivals and funerals alongside Khener
1. Temple scenes: Thutmosis III Karnak scene shows unnamed/untitled chantresses leading a procession with wab-priests to Amun, placing them in close proximity to the deity
1. Acceptable access: Tutankhamun’s Opet reliefs show chantresses crossing temple gateway entering the temple. Not as high clergy but as an important participant
Festivals & Participation
1. Opportunity for women: Festivals needed large numbers of musician priestesses leading processions
1. Episodic devotion: This large scale periodic participation allowed women to express their religious devotion and to serve without full-time phyle duty
1. Royal women included: Ramesses III’s family depicted as chantresses in Opet procession at Karnak
1. Continuity: Ptolemaic/Roman temples like Medamud, Dendera, Edfu show musicians in gateways and forecourts of the temples with the intent to "please the god with harp playing"
Decline After 22nd Dynasty
1. Fewer titled women: Sistrum players and singers recorded but not as numerous
1. Continued Khener: Temples still retained chantresses and singers, just fewer claimed titles
1. Possible causes: Late Period political instability changed temple administration and religious practices

