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ASPECTS OF CONTINUITY AND CHANGE  
IN THE REPRESENTATION OF THE GODDESS TAYT

Dorotea Wollnerová1

ABSTRACT: The Egyptian goddess Tayt has always been connected with weaving, 
linen, and the clothing of the deities. Overall, one can observe a clear continuity in the 
depiction of Tayt in a purely anthropomorphic form from its earlier occurrences during 
the New Kingdom well into Roman times. However, during the Late and the Ptolemaic-
Roman Period Tayt appears in several different forms, she is at times represented with 
the head of a lioness or with a cobra’s head. The article takes an in-depth look at the 
various occasions in which discontinuity can be observed in the traditional portrayal 
of the goddess and aims to provide answers to the various reasons and implications 
behind this change in appearance.

KEYWORDS: Tayt – Egyptian religion – iconography – offering – Ptolemaic and 
Roman Period

Introduction
Throughout ancient Egyptian history, the goddess Tayt has always been connected with 
weaving, linen, and the clothing of the deities.2 Although she is attested already in the 
Pyramid Texts, her oldest known depictions derive from the New Kingdom overall. 
One can observe a clear continuity in the depiction of Tayt in a purely anthropomorphic 
form from its earliest occurrences during the New Kingdom well into Roman times. 
This standard depiction of the goddess even let El-Saady claim that she was only ever 
portrayed as such.3 The latter assertion was already invalidated a mere two years later 
when Cruz-Uribe4 observed that Tayt during the Late and the Ptolemaic-Roman Period 
could be depicted in several different forms, typical of so many ancient Egyptian deities 
– she is at times represented with the head of a lioness5 or with a cobra’s head6. This 
article focuses on the different variants of her representation, studies their context and 
presents possible reasons that could have caused the choice of a particular display of 
this goddess.

1  Contact: Dorotea Wollnerová, Czech Institute of Egyptology, Charles University in Prague, Czech 
Republic; e-mail: dorotea.wollnerova@gmail.com. The paper was written within the framework 
of the project ‘Continuity, Discontinuity and Change. Adaptation Strategies of Individuals and 
Communities in Egypt at Times of Internal and External Transformations’ supported by the Czech 
Science Foundation (grant no. 19-07268S).

2  LÄ VI, p. 185; Wilkinson 2003, p. 168.
3  El-Saady 1994, p. 214.
4  Cruz-Uribe 1996, p. 20.
5  Edfu I, 127, 7–8, Pl. XXIb; Edfu I, 129, 11–12, Pl. XXIb; Dendera I, 154, 70°, Pl. LXXXIX.
6  Davies 1953, p. 15, Pl. 9.
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The role and function of Tayt

In the Old Kingdom Pyramid Texts (PT), Tayt is identified with the Eye of Horus and 
connected with Neith7, identified with Isis8, while the king is clothed by her9. During 
the Middle Kingdom, Tayt is attested as the one who produces linen (e.g. in the Coffin 
Texts [CT]10), and she relates to other deities, e.g. Ptah (Tayt wove his cloak11). She is 
mentioned even in the most famous literary text from Ancient Egypt – The Story of 
Sinuhe: ‘Sheets of linen and wrappings will be prepared for you, bandages from the 
hand of Tayt, it will be made for your funeral procession on the day of joining the 
land.’12 At this time, her name only features in texts, she is never depicted.

The common view on the nature of Tayt as a goddess involved with weaving and 
the wrapping of the dead with the cloth that she has manufactured still continues 
throughout the New Kingdom, but what is new is a shift from purely funerary textual 
corpora to other types of texts. She occurs for example regularly in a temple context, 
clothing the gods with the garment that she produces (e.g. in Abydos).13 Her name is 
now also mentioned in medical texts,14 while she is likewise associated with liturgical 
fumigation along with fellow deities Hedjhetep and Shesmu (The Songs of the Harpers 
from the tomb of Neferhetep, TT50).15 

The connection of Tayt with Hedjhetep and Shesmu occurs very often in other 
contexts as well, especially in temple scenes during the Ptolemaic and Roman Period.16 
At this time, Tayt adopted several new attributes – she is mw.t nTr.w (mother of the gods) 
and Hnw.t nTr.wt (lady of the goddesses).17 The king is said to be ‘the son of Hedjhetep, 
born of Tayt’.18 She also extends the terror of the gods19 or herself,20 eliminates violence,21 
and makes the bodies of the gods thrive in their places.22

7  ‘May you awake in peace! Awake, Tayt, in peace! Awake, you of Tayt-town, in peace! Horus’s eye in 
Dep, in peace! Horus’s eye in the Red-Crown compounds, in peace!’ – PT 81; Allen 2005, p. 25

8  ‘Greetings, Tayt on the lip of the great nest! Associate the god to his brother, whether you are present 
or not, whether are ever-present or not. Care for my head so that it won’t pass away, and collect my 
bones so that they won’t pass away, and give love for me into the belly of every god who will see me’ – 
PT 415; Allen 2005, p. 89

9  ‘As the Great One lies on his mother Nut, your mother Tayt will clothe you and carry you to the sky in 
her identity of a kite. Foundling, she has found her Horus.’ – PT 417; Allen 2005, p. 89

10  ‘Ho N! Anubis the embalmer will enwrap you with wrappings from the hand of Tayt.’ – CT 345; 
Faulkner 2004, p. 280

11  ‘The horizon is shut away, the pillars are broken [...], its curtain is the cloak of Ptah which Tayt 
herself wove.’ – CT 60; Faulkner 2004, p. 55, for the relation between Ptah, clothing and Tayt see also 
Altenmüller 1975, p. 65.

12  Sinuhet B 191–193, Míčková and Wollnerová 2018.
13  Gardiner 1935, Pl. 8, 16.
14  pLondon  41, 13, 15; pLondon 42, 14, 1; Wreszinski 1912, p. 157.
15  Lichtheim 1945, pp. 198–199.
16  Backes 2001; Zecchi 2001.
17  e.g. Dendera IV, 101, 12; Dendera VIII, 91, 9.
18  Dendera III, 119, 7.
19  Dendera IV, 126, 11.
20  Dendera III, 12, 8.
21  Dendera III,156, 17.
22  Dendera IV, 101, 13.
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Variants of the representation of Tayt

Although Tayt herself is attested already in the Pyramid Texts, the oldest known 
depictions of Tayt derive from the New Kingdom tomb of Ramses VI (KV 9), where she 
appears in the context of the sixth hour of the Amduat sitting behind ‘the Bull With 
The Voice of Thunder’ and ‘the Divine Eye of Ra’,23 in the guise of a woman with no 
others significant attributes, and identified as Isis-Tayt.24 The same female form can 
be observed once again in the Amduat where she has a star above her head and is 
identified with the seventh hour.25

In the wsjr-HqA-Dt chapel in Karnak, on blocks dated to the time of Osorkon IV, 
Tayt is depicted in a very typical position, bringing two folded pieces of linen.26 During 
the Late Period (Darius I), the goddess can be found likewise in the el-Hibis temple in 
Kharga Oasis.27

The widest spread of Tayt’s representation is definitely during the Ptolemaic-Roman 
Period, and especially in the Hathor temple of Dendera. In most cases the goddess is 
portrayed in a purely anthropomorphic form – a female standing, sitting, or kneeling 
holds in her hands folded piece(s) of linen [Fig. 1],28 boxes for linen [Fig. 2],29 or the 
wAs sceptre and anx-sign [Fig. 3].30 A very typical position also involves her carrying 
a plate heaped with a variety of linen offerings, usually as part of a procession with 
other deities. This can be observed for example in the temple of Kom Ombo (the rule 
of Ptolemy VIII Euergetes II) [Fig. 4],31 in the Opet temple (the rule of Augustus)32, or in 
Medamud (the time of Nerva).33 She can be also represented on sarcophagi as a seated 
mourning female figure with one hand in front of the face as a sign of sorrow.34

Cruz-Uribe35 mentions other depictions from the tomb of Petosiris in the Dakhla 
Oasis36 and Tuna el-Gebel37 dated to the Roman Period. The figures there do not have 
a label, but according to him the identification with Tayt can be inferred from the 
context, especially the placement near the bier of the deceased holding a cloth and 
standing behind Isis and/or Nephthys. These two are the only other goddesses that can 
be seen in this context while holding cloth/linen bandages.

However, next to these typical, frequently attested, anthropomorphic depictions of 
Tayt, the goddess is also portrayed in a completely different guise: a) anthropomorphic 

23  Hornung 2005, p. 67.
24  Piankoff 1954, Pl. 89.
25  Hornung 1963, p. 132, no. 549.
26  Baines 1985, p. 308; Legrain 1900, p. 134.
27  Cruz-Uribe 1988, pp. 50–52; Davies 1953, p. 15, Pl. 9.
28  Dendera IV, Pl. CCCXI.
29  Dendera VII, Pl. DCLXXXIV; Dendera VIII, Pl. DCCLII; Dendera X, Pl. CIV.
30  Dendera IV, Pl. CCLXXX.
31  Kom Ombo, 57.
32  Cruz-Uribe 1996, C25; de Wit 1958, 226, 4; de Wit 1968, Pl. 21.
33  Drioton 1926, p. 59, Fig. 11.
34  Sarcophagus of anx-Hp, son of TAy =f-nxt, CG 29303; Gauthier and Maspero 1914, pp. 96, 111, Pl. XII, 

Pl. IX.
35  Cruz-Uribe 1996, p. 21.
36  Chambers 1 and 2; Osing 1982, p. 87, Pl. 26–27.
37  GB 29; Gabra 1941, p. 41, Pl. XI, 1.
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Fig. 1. Tayt offering a linen, 
Dendera (after D IV, Pl. CCCXI).

Fig. 2. Tayt in the economic 
procession, Dendera (after D VII, 
Pl. DCLXXXIV).

Fig. 3. Tayt with the wAs sceptre 
and anx-sign, Dendera (after D 
IV, Pl. CCLXXX).

Fig. 4. Tayt with a plate of 
linen offerings, Kom Ombo 
(after KO 57).

Fig. 5. Tayt with the head of 
a lioness, Edfu.

Fig. 6. Tayt with the head of 
a lioness, Dendera (after D I, 
Pl. LXXIX).
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with the head of a lioness, b) as a snake with the head of a lioness, and c) one unique 
example of an anthropomorphic form with the head of a cobra.

Tayt with the head of a lioness
Tayt is depicted as a woman with the head of a lioness in the second and the third 
register on the south wall of the Chamber of Linen in Edfu where the king offers jrtjw 
and jdmj linen38 and mnpH cloth39 to a row of six gods or goddesses. Tayt is depicted 
sitting, while portrayed with the head of a lioness and sun disk on top of it [Fig. 5]. In 
the third register, there are four goddesses of the same feline appearance (Tayt, Iret-Ra, 
Wadjet, Iret-Hor), apparently symmetrically to the four Renenets with snake’s head in 
the same setting on the opposite, north wall. 

There are also some occurrences of Tayt with a lioness’ head in Dendera. In the 
frieze of the exterior west wall of the sanctuary, Tayt sits while receiving the mnx.t-linen 
from the king in the scene entitled Hnk mnx.t (offering of the mnx.t-linen) [Fig. 6].40 
A standing Tayt with the head of a lioness (or some type of feline) occurs in the line of 
deities in the frieze of the Chamber of the Ennead in the Roman mammisi in Dendera,41 
where she receives the necklace offered by the king. In this case, it is necessary to 
disclose that every second goddess in this line-up has this feline shape while alternating 
with figures in human guise, so there is a definite different pattern of representation at 
work in this instance, not directly related to the figure of Tayt. In the above-cited frieze 
of the exterior wall of the sanctuary, the lioness’s form of Tayt has probably a similar 
explanation, because many deities in the friezes of all exterior walls of the sanctuary 
have this specific appearance, while the lioness regularly alternates with other animal 
or human forms.

 The crucial question is why Tayt is regularly portrayed as a woman, but occasionally 
also as a lioness? What is the key to understanding this diversity in her representations? 

The answer may revolve around the position and function Tayt assumes in each 
specific scene. Looking at the aforementioned figures, one observes that in the majority 
of cases Tayt is the one who is presenting the offering – linen –, and in these depictions, 
she always has an anthropomorphic form. However, the above-mentioned Tayts with 
the head of a lioness are always on ‘the other side of the scene’ – she is now the one to 
whom the offering is brought, she is one of the recipients. 

Although this explanation seems acceptable, one scene may appear to interfere 
with this theory. On the north wall of the Chamber of Linen in Dendera, Tayt has an 
anthropomorphic form although she is in the position of the recipient of the offering.42 
The inscription above the fifth sitting person in the second register says: 

Dd-mdw jn tAyt-As.t sA.t nw.t Hnw.t nTr.w swab nTr.wt pA.n=s sSn SAa.n=s msn jr dr qmA 
nTr jnq tAS sTAm arq mdw m DbA-rnn.t

38  2nd reg.; Edfu I, 127, 7–8, P. XXIb.
39  3rd reg.; Edfu I, 129, 11–12, Pl. XXIb.
40  Dendera I, 154, 70°, Pl. LXXIX.
41  Dendera Mammisi, 197, 10°, Pl. LXIX, C.
42  Dendera IV, 125, 5–6, Pl. CCLXXX; Cauville 2001, pp. 216–217.
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Recitation by Tayt-Isis, the daughter of Nut, the lady of gods, who purifies the 
goddesses, she has started to weave, she has begun to spin, the one who makes 
dr-cloth, who creates the nTr-cloth, who unites what is divided, who clothes and 
dons the mdw-staff with the cloth of Renenet.

According to LGG,43 there are only two occurrences of Tayt-Isis. Apart from this one 
in Dendera, she is, firstly, mentioned in the inscription related to the divinities above 
the offering scene in the Vestibule of the Treasury in Edfu.44 The inscription does not 
only contain the same name but also a very similar (almost identical) description of the 
general activities of Tayt. The excerpt of this inscription reads:

tAyt-As.t sA.t nw.t jr dr qmA nTr jnq tAS sTAm arq mdw m DbA-rnn.t

Tayt-Isis, the daughter of Nut, who makes dr-cloth, who creates nTr-cloth, who 
unites what is divided, who clothes and dons the mdw-staff with the cloth of 
Renenet.

Tayt is portrayed as a woman in the Edfu publication,45 however, Stefan Baumann 
published a corrected drawing of this scene, and it shows that the last two sitting 
deities in the row are very damaged, and the faces are not recognizable.46 Therefore, 
it is impossible to decide whether Tayt was represented as a woman or if she had the 
head of a lioness.

The reason why Tayt in the Chamber of Linen in Dendera does not have the head of 
a lioness, as she has in other occurrences of this goddess in the position of the one who 
is offered gifts, is that, in fact, this sitting woman (even though named as Tayt just next to 
the depiction) is not Tayt, but Tayt-Isis. The use of the head of a lioness for Tayt appears 
hence to be limited to those occasions when she appears solely under the name Tayt.

Since the Old Kingdom, lioness goddesses were represented as the mother of 
the king (PT 262 – ‘Unis has been conceived by Sekhmet, and Shezmetet is the one 
who gave birth to Unis’), who suckled him and hugged him.47 The king in Ptolemaic 
temples is often titled as ‘the son of Tayt’,48 ‘begot from Tayt’49, or the one who is 
‘suckled by Tayt’.50 Tayt in this period also often bears the epithet ‘mother of the 
gods’.51 It is, therefore, possible that the new way of depicting Tayt relates to the new 
attributes that she acquires in the Ptolemaic Period when she is perceived as a mother 
who takes care of her son and protects him through the different kinds of linen that 
she endows him with.

43  LGG VII, 362.
44  Edfu II, 163, 14–15. There are also two appearances of Isis-Tayt in the tomb of Ramses IV; LGG I, p. 78; 

Hornung 1987, pp. 478, 479, Nr. 421.
45  Edfu II, 163–164, Pl. XLIIb.
46  Baumann 2013, Abb. 2.
47  Borchardt 1907, Abb. 21, 23; Fakhry 1961, p. 126, Fig. 141, frontispiece.
48  e.g. Edfu I, 98, 4.
49  Dendera III, 12, 8–9.
50  e.g. Edfu I, 124, 6; Edfu I, 422, 14.
51  Dendera IV, 265, 13; Dendera VIII, 91, 9.
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Three attestations of the depiction of Tayt as a snake with the lioness’ head have 
been identified. All of them occur among the long lines of deities in friezes, two in the 
Offering Hall of the temple of Dendera52 and one in the sanctuary of the nearby Roman 
mammisi.53 In my opinion, the rules of the above-suggested theory cannot be applied to 
these depictions, because in these cases there is unmistakably another pattern at work 
– every second deity has the form of a lioness headed snake and in the mammisi they 
even alternate with anthropomorphic gods with a falcon head. The general pattern in 
these friezes clearly overrides the Tayt-specific pattern.

Tayt with a head of a cobra
A very rare representation of the goddess Tayt can be 
found in the el-Hibis temple in the Kharga Oasis [Fig. 
7].54 On the north wall of the Hypostyle hall B, a woman 
with the head of a cobra offers linen to Amun-Ra, the 
main god of the temple, Osiris and Isis. The inscription 
clearly indicates that it is Tayt. A goddess with the same 
appearance stands on the left of the linen offering 
scene and Cruz-Uribe suggests that it is also Tayt.55 
Unfortunately, apart from the same form, there is no 
clear evidence that could prove her identity, because the 
inscription does not mention linen and the inscription 
listing the name of this goddess is damaged, while the 
associated epithets are too general to be able to attribute 
to a specific goddess.

Another connection between Tayt and the cobra 
can be found in the ritual of fumigation for the cobra 
executed by the jn-mwt=f priest.56 The name of Tayt has 
the determinative of the cobra and she is named in the 
list of other goddesses with the same determinative. 
Therefore, one can assume that she is depicted as such, 
because it is part of the larger pattern in this list, once 
again overriding the pattern typical for Tayt.

Tayt as a solar deity
Looking at all variations of the representations of Tayt, it appears that the most 
common aspect to which they refer and which they wanted to emphasize was the light 
and the sun. The Tayt-lioness in the Chamber of Linen in Edfu has the sun disk with the 
uraeus on her head and the lion itself has been often identified as a solar deity.57 The 

52  Dendera VII, 55, 12°; 58, 40°, Pl. DCXXX, DCXXXII.
53  Dendera Mammisi, 120, 33°, Pl. LXI.
54  Cruz-Uribe 1988, pp. 50–52; Davies 1953, p. 15, Pl. 9.
55  Cruz-Uribe 1996, p. 20.
56  e.g. Edfu III, 160, 2; 166, 6–7; Edfu IV, 226, 11.
57  de Wit 1955, pp. 138–147.

Fig. 7. Tayt with a head of a cobra, 
el-Hibis (after Davies 1953, Pl. 9).
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connection between the uraeus (the form in which Tayt is represented in el-Hibis) and 
the sun is very common.58 The recitation of Amun receiving the linen offering from Tayt 
in el-Hibis59 quotes the offering of the jdmj-linen from the daily ritual for Amun,60 that 
also mentions light and illumination:

Ssp jmn hbt m StA=f m jdmj r-a.wj jqr.w tAyt r jwf=k dmj.t-nTr sTAm nTr.w ja ntt=s (j)
n hapj sHD=s Hr=k n jAx.t mnx(.t) ntj Hr=k m sSn (j)n As.t n msn (j)n nb.t-Hw.t jr=sn 
sSp(.t) n jmn-ra hbt mAa-xrw=k r xftjw=k jr(.t)-ra nb(.t) tA.wj

May Amun of Hibis receive his StA-cloth of jdmj-linen, the excellent work of 
Tayt for your flesh. Demit-netjer(?),61 <she> clothes the gods, her impurities are 
washed away by Hapi, she illuminates your face with sunlight. The mnx.t-cloth 
that is on you is one that is spun by Isis and woven by Nephthys62, they make 
the bright-cloth of Amun-Ra of Hibis, so that you may be justified against your 
enemies. The Eye of Ra, lord of both lands.

Tayt herself is often described with connection to light, she is ‘the mistress of light’63, 
‘the female sun disk that fills the land with gold dust’ (i.e. the morning sun)64, or she 
is ‘installed as the female sun disk’.65 The bright cloth (sSp.t) is moreover one of the 
offerings that Tayt brings.66

Conclusion
Even though known since the Old Kingdom, the representation of the goddess Tayt first 
appears during the New Kingdom. However, the by far largest number of her depictions 
derive from the Ptolemaic and Roman Period, mostly from temple scenes. Throughout 
this time Tayt was commonly represented as a woman. The predominance of this 
guise let El-Saady67 conclude that this anthropomorphic form is her sole appearance. 
Nevertheless, Cruz-Uribe68 pointed out that the depiction of Tayt as a woman is the 
most common, but some cases break this continuity in her appearance.

Besides the many depictions of a purely anthropomorphic form, a few Tayts with 
a lioness’ head are also attested. As was suggested in this study, the factor that was 
decisive for the ancient priests to use one or the other form could relate to her specific 
position and function within an individual offering scene – whether she presents the 
offering or whether she is its recipient. The reason why she has the head of a lioness 
only while receiving the offerings remains unclear.

58  The development of its relationship is described in Westendorf 1961.
59  Davies 1953, p. 15, Pl. 9.
60  Moret 1902, pp. 187–188; parallel text also occurs in Edfu; Edfu I, 122, 8–12.
61  For variants of writing of Demit-netjer see LGG VII, 541b.
62  Wilson 1997, pp. 930–931.
63  Dendera VIII, 157, 13.
64  Dendera VIII, 157, 13.
65  Dendera III, 156, 17.
66  Dendera IV, 179, 14.
67  El-Saady 1994, p. 214.
68  Cruz-Uribe 1996, p. 20.
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Keeping in mind the sophisticated and complicated patterns in the decorative 
programs of Egyptian monuments (and especially of Ptolemaic and Roman temples)69 
we can presume that the priests did not choose the head of a lioness or the cobra to 
portray Tayt accidentally, but they undoubtedly had a very good reason, most likely 
related to some aspects of this goddess that they wished to express in this matter. 

Tayt is a very ancient goddess of the Egyptian pantheon who, as has been 
mentioned, took care of the king since the Old Kingdom. This study shows two 
interesting and very typical aspects of an overall development in expressing Egyptian 
religious beliefs. The first one is continuity – the long-lasting tradition of the king who 
is equipped with linen from the hands of Tayt because it ensures the protection of his 
body. The notion of this protection is very stable and remains unchanged throughout 
all of Egyptian history from the Old Kingdom until the Ptolemaic and Roman Period. 
During the New Kingdom, the ancient Egyptian priests decided on development and 
provided for the first time this very ancient deity with a visual appearance. From this 
point onward, Tayt was continually represented, predominantly, as a woman, usually 
bringing a linen offering.

On the other hand, an incessant development and enlargement of associated 
attributes of this goddess can be observed, and some of these characteristics acquired 
over time, such as her maternal aspect and the importance of illumination, are newly 
reflected in the way that she is portrayed: the purely anthropomorphic form was 
supplemented with the guises of the lioness and the cobra. This study hence indicates 
both the continuity of the tradition of religious ideas and, at the same time, the constant 
change of the forms of their expression.
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