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Mace-head from female 
burial at Abydos, 
bottom left corner (Peet 
1914, Pl. III). 

Upper part of east face of 
Hatshepsut’s Karnak North 
obelisk. The female pharaoh 
Hatshepsut is depicted 
holding a mace in the 
bottom right corner 
(Stevenson Smith 1942, 48). 

The mace is a weapon that has endured throughout Egyptian history, from Predynastic times 
through to the era of Roman rule (c.3500 BC to early centuries AD). The mace was a common 
and prominently depicted artefact in Pharaonic Egypt, as both a weapon and piece of regalia 
closely connected with royal power. There are two main types of mace-head: piriform 
(rounded), and conical (disc-shaped). Within the discipline of Egyptian archaeology, the 
notion that women were unable to physically employ weaponry has long prevailed. The 
assumption that most mace-heads found in female burials were mere votives was explored 
through experimental archaeology, which was used to demonstrate the effectiveness - or 
otherwise - of maces in combat, using exact replicas of two of the main types of mace-heads 
held in the Harrogate museum collection (Dean 2009).  

Within the discipline of Egyptian archaeology, the notion that women were unable to 
physically employ weaponry has long prevailed. Female burials at El Amrah and Abydos 
suggest that the maces could be functional (Dean 2009). Other burials at these sites contained 
clay model mace-heads as votive objects, so why would female burials have typically 
functional mace-heads if they were meant to have votive weapons? Epigraphic evidence of 
women employing weaponry is highlighted by Petrie’s work at Deshasheh (1898), which 
clearly revealed women fighting to defend a town (above left). This wall scene in the tomb of 
Anta (5th Dynasty – c.2494 to 2345 BC)  portrays women of the town enclosure of Sati fighting 
Egyptian invaders and Bedawi auxiliaries, the women apparently using daggers. Other 
examples of women wielding weaponry also include royal women such as the 
aforementioned Hatshepsut, Nefertiti (above centre) and Ahhotep (above right). These 
particular examples are the subject of the author's current PhD research.  

The two replica maces, and images of 
the Harrogate mace-heads replicated. 
Photo courtesy of Dr Joann Fletcher. 

Testing the globular mace. Photo 
courtesy of Dr Joann Fletcher. 

Testing the conical mace. Photo 
courtesy of Dr Joann Fletcher. 

The mace-heads used for the experimental archaeology were recreated for Dr Joann Fletcher 
by professional stonemason Matthias Garn of York in 2007. Pigs’ heads were used as a 
human proxy. As a pig skull is approximately two to three times thicker than that of a 
human, any damage sustained by a human skull with a blow from a mace would be greater 
than the damage incurred by the pig skull in this experiment (Dean 2009). 
 
A metal stand was used to raise the pigs’ heads to a height roughly comparable with the 
height of a kneeling prisoner prior to execution. Three pigs’ heads were required, with the 
first required for testing out different types of swings and blows with both mace-heads. The 
first pig head was set up on the metal stand, and was then hit first with the globular mace-
head, and then with the conical mace-head. The second pig head was hit three times with the 
globular mace-head. The third pig head was hit three times with the conical mace-head. 
Though the typical smiting stance in ancient Egyptian iconography depicts the pharaoh 
inflicting the blow with the mace-head single-handedly, this was found to be ineffective. A 
two-handed blow was found to be much more successful (Dean 2009).  

The pig head struck with the with the globular mace-head appeared to sustain little damage, 
though it was possible to feel a slight crack in the skull through the skin. The pig head that 
was struck with the conical mace-head again revealed damage. The part of the skull just 
above the eye-socket was definitely broken, with the skin split open over the same area. The 
replica conical mace-head was also damaged during the striking of the pigs’ heads.  The 
damage to its edge, which had been ‘chipped’ away in one part, replicated the damage seen 
on some of the mace-heads in the Harrogate Museum collection.  It is possible that whilst 
some of the damage to the mace-heads was depositional and post-depositional, there is the 
possibility that the damage also came from the use of the mace-head in some form of active 
combat (Dean 2009). 

Dr. Stephen Buckley carried out the x-rays at the King’s Manor. The x-rays of the pig heads 
shows the damage caused by the maces. The left image shows the damage caused by the 
globular mace.  This is visible in the top left-hand corner of the x-ray. There is some slight 
cracking and damage to the skull of the pig, though not as much as was perhaps expected. 
The right image shows the damage caused by the conical mace. In this case, the damage is a 
little more extensive than the damage caused by the globular mace. Again, in the top left-
hand corner, just below the ear, there is evidence of damage to the skull, where there is a 
sizeable crack, almost a ‘step’, in the bone (Dean 2009). This is seen more clearly on the two 
images above of the pig skull struck with the conical mace, de-fleshed after being buried for 
a period of two years. 

The results of the experiment above showed that the type of mace-heads found in female 
burials certainly had the potential to be functional rather than votive weapons, even when 
wielded by an untrained female (Dean 2009). Further research on this topic forms the 
author's current PhD, which continues to examine ancient Egyptian women in the context of 
warfare while also focussing on the actual weapons with which they were associated in 
literature, art and/or burial. For example, the image of Nefertiti smiting A prisoner with 
khopesh and the  daggers and axes found in the burial of Queen Ahhotep (both discussed 
earlier). The weapons above are a dagger, an axe and a khopesh, created by bronze sword-
smith Neil Burridge. These are being tested on pigs' ribcages as a human proxy, and have 
already been tested as part of a Masters' thesis examining ancient Egyptian armour and 
shields by William Stonborough at the University of York. 

Thanks go to Dr Joann Fletcher, Dr Stephen Buckley, Professor 
Terry O’Connor, and Thom Richardson of the Royal Armouries. 
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X-ray of pig 
head hit with 
globular mace. 
Photo courtesy 
of Dr Stephen 
Buckley. 

X-ray of pig 
head hit with 
conical mace. 
Photo courtesy 
of  Dr Stephen 
Buckley. 

The visible cut made by the conical 
mace-head on pig head number three. 
Photo courtesy of Dr J. Fletcher. 

Damage to the conical mace-
head from hitting the pig head. 
Photo courtesy of Dr J. Fletcher. 

Harrogate mace-head displaying 
similar damage to that sustained 
by the mace in the experimental 
work (Dean 2009, 92). 

Replica 18th Dynasty 
dagger. Photo: author’s 
own. 

Replica 18th Dynasty 
axe. Photo courtesy of 
William Stonborough. 

Replica 18th Dynasty khopesh sword. Photo courtesy 
of William Stonborough. 

The siege at Deshasheh 
(Petrie 1898, Pl IV). 

Nefertiti smiting a female prisoner, the 
Boston Museum of Fine Art (anon 
2007). 

Burial goods from the tomb of Queen 
Ahhotep, including daggers and axes 
(anon, nd). 

De-fleshed pig skull 
showing damage 
caused by the 
conical mace. 
Photo: author’s 
own. 

Close-up of conical mace 
damage on the de-fleshed 
pig skull showing damage 
caused by the conical 
mace. Photo: author’s 
own. 


