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I hereby declare upon my word of honor that I have neither given nor received unauthorized help on this work. Bex Colley
The Nile Chronicles is a podcast that brings together my passions for linguistics and classical studies. This series explores a diverse range of topics, including multilingualism in Ancient Egypt, literacy and the role of scribes, mythology, gender roles within society, and—most importantly—it aims to give voice to those historically marginalized. Through this platform, I have been able to read aloud letters written by Ancient Egyptian women that have survived on papyri and been translated into modern languages. These letters offer profound insight into the lived experiences of women in Ancient Egypt, illuminating aspects of everyday life often absent from official records.
As private correspondence not intended for public consumption, these texts are invaluable to the study of Ancient Egyptian society. They reveal the personal struggles, emotional expressions, and social dynamics of women from this period. The podcast is freely accessible via a dedicated website, with no subscription required. Each episode is accompanied by a supplementary document that defines unfamiliar vocabulary and provides full citations for all referenced sources. While not every letter may have been physically penned by a woman—scribes may have served as intermediaries—the content nonetheless reflects women's voices and perspectives. In amplifying these voices, The Nile Chronicles contributes to a more nuanced and inclusive understanding of Ancient Egypt.




The Nile Chronicles Podcast Final Repot 
Summary of Project: 
The Nile Chronicles is a multi-episode podcast that immerses listeners in the complexities of Ancient Egyptian life, exploring diverse topics such as gender roles, writing systems, and linguistic diversity beyond hieroglyphics. The podcast brings to life ancient papyri letters penned by women, which have survived for millennia, offering a rare glimpse into their individual experiences and societal roles. By giving voice to these letters and critically analyzing them, this series challenges the dominant focus on monumental inscriptions in Egyptology. It argues that these personal writings are not just supplementary sources, but indispensable for understanding the social and cultural fabric of Ancient Egypt, particularly in reconstructing the lived experiences of women.
The first three episodes set up the multilingual nature of Ancient Egyptian society, tracing the evolution of various writing systems across different periods.[endnoteRef:1] This foundational exploration provides critical context for listeners, particularly those with little prior knowledge of Ancient Egypt. The subsequent episodes focus on interpreting and analyzing papyri letters compiled in Women’s Letters from Ancient Egypt, 300 BC–AD 800 by Roger Bagnall and Raffaella Cribiore.[endnoteRef:2] This scholarly work curates and examines letters attributed to women, offering insights into both their content and the languages in which they were written. [1:  James P. Allen, The Ancient Egyptian Language: An Historical Study (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 45-47.]  [2:  Roger S. Bagnall and Raffaella Cribiore, Women’s Letters from Ancient Egypt, 300 BC–AD 800 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2006).] 

Research Process: 
The research process for this project began with a preliminary investigation into Ancient Egypt’s multilingualism. Before undertaking this study, I was unaware of the existence of different writing systems beyond hieroglyphics. The discovery of Bagnall and Cribiore’s book proved revelatory, sparking my curiosity about literacy amongst women in Ancient Egypt.[endnoteRef:3] This, in turn, led to a series of guiding research questions: Were women in Ancient Egypt literate enough to compose these letters independently? Did they employ scribes? What societal roles did women have, and what rights did they have? How were ordinary women perceived, and what evidence exists to support their social status? What languages were spoken and written? What role do scribes play beyond chronicling the laws and histories of the pharaohs? Were women considered socially equal to men, and if so, what evidence substantiates this claim?[endnoteRef:4] [3:  Ibid]  [4:  Jennifer A. Sheridan, “Not at a Loss for Words: The Economic Power of Literate Women in Late Antique Egypt,” Journal of Ancient History 8, no. 3 (2019): 189-212. ] 

Once these research questions were formulated, I delved into both primary and secondary sources, systematically analyzing the available scholarship. In doing so, I identified areas of academic debate and noted discrepancies within historical interpretations.[endnoteRef:5] As my research progressed, I sought additional guidance from the Digital Knowledge Center to familiarize myself with the technical aspects of podcast production. Learning how to use the podcast studio was a crucial step in my workflow, enabling me to structure recording sessions efficiently. I meticulously scheduled recording days, ensuring that I allocated sufficient time for each episode. To maintain clarity and coherence, I drafted scripts in advance, which provided a structured framework for each episode while allowing room for organic discussion. To edit the audio, I utilized the free editing platform Adobe Podcast.[endnoteRef:6] [5:  Arietta Papaconstantinou, The Multilingual Experience in Egypt, from the Ptolemies to the Abbasids (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 55-60.]  [6:  https://podcast.adobe.com/en ] 

A key consideration was accessibility. To ensure the podcast reached a broad audience, I explored various free hosting platforms before deciding to create a dedicated subdomain on my website through Domanie of one’s own through the Digital Knowledge Center. This website not only houses the podcast episodes but also includes transcriptions, glossaries for specialized terminology, and a bibliography detailing the sources referenced throughout the series. The transcriptions are housed under their own page that can be navigated to at the top of my subdomain.[endnoteRef:7] [7:  https://nilechronicles.bexcolley.org/ ] 


Challenges: 
Despite careful planning, I encountered several challenges throughout this project. Managing the workload alongside a full course schedule was particularly demanding, requiring diligent time management.[endnoteRef:8] Adapting to the process of recording a solo podcast also presented unexpected difficulties, speaking into a microphone without an interactive audience initially felt unnatural, but with time and practice, I became more comfortable.[endnoteRef:9] Additionally, maintaining focus within the vast scope of research, particularly regarding linguistic complexities, proved challenging. It was all too easy to become engrossed in different topics.[endnoteRef:10] Furthermore, trying to establish a cohesive timeline was challenging as many of the sources talked about different evidence, or lack thereof, for literacy amongst women. Another unforeseen obstacle was the fluctuation in motivation. While I was deeply enthusiastic about the subject, sustaining momentum over an extended period required conscious effort, which I did not initially expect considering that Egyptology has always been a keen interest of mine.[endnoteRef:11] [8:  Personal reflection and perseverance ]  [9:  Practice helped the anxiety go away]  [10:  James P. Allen, The Ancient Egyptian Language, 78-80. and Baines, John. “Literacy and Ancient Egyptian Society.” Man 18, no. 3 (1983): 572–99]  [11:  A passion for both disciplines that I discovered during my time at the University of Mary Washington] 

Overcoming the Challenges:
To navigate these challenges, I adopted a disciplined approach by working incrementally on the project each day and setting realistic milestones. When recording, I allowed myself time to acclimate to the studio environment, and the presence of a script provided a reliable anchor throughout each episode. The easiest way to combat the different time periods was to write down every time each source mentioned to create a cohesive historical timeline. Balancing my dual passions for Ancient Egyptian studies and linguistics necessitated a structured focus, ensuring that I remained aligned with the central objectives of the project. When motivation fluctuated, I found that discussing my research with others rekindled my enthusiasm. Sharing my findings not only reinforced my own excitement but also fostered external interest, which further encouraged me to persevere.
The greatest challenge arose when I was advised to pivot my project midway through the semester. Shifting to an entirely new topic in the fifth week required an accelerated research process. I had to locate new sources, analyze them, compile a bibliography, and construct a comprehensive historiographical framework in a condensed period. Recognizing the urgency of this shift, I prioritized these tasks and remained resolute in my commitment to completing this project successfully.
Ultimately, The Nile Chronicles represents the culmination of rigorous research, creative adaptation, and a passion for bringing overlooked voices from Ancient Egypt to the forefront. Through this podcast, I aimed to bridge the gap between academic scholarship and public engagement, making the complexities of Ancient Egyptian society accessible to a wider audience. The process was both challenging and deeply rewarding, reinforcing my appreciation for historical inquiry and linguistic exploration.
Use of Research:
The purpose of this project is to make Ancient Egyptian history, specifically gender roles, multilingualism, literacy, and the voices of ancient letters, more accessible to the public. Conducting research was essential to compiling existing scholarship on these areas and synthesizing them to explore literacy among women in Ancient Egypt. The research process evolved through multiple stages. It began with an initial review of foundational sources, followed by deeper engagement with debates on literacy, and culminating in a synthesis of perspectives to form an informed conclusion. At the outset, Women’s Letters from Ancient Egypt, 300 BC-AD 800 by Bagnall and Cribiore served as the starting point for investigating women’s literacy. This source provided direct evidence of female-written correspondence, challenging traditional assumptions that literacy was overwhelmingly male-dominated. These findings shaped the direction of my project, prompting further questions about the broader social and economic roles of literate women.
As the research progressed, Jennifer A. Sheridan’s article, Not at a Loss for Words: The Economic Power of Literate Women in Late Antique Egypt, introduced new evidence of women’s literacy in economic contexts. This shifted my approach, expanding the investigation beyond personal letters to examine women’s participation in public and financial affairs. However, Arietta Papaconstantinou’s The Multilingual Experience in Egypt, from the Ptolemies to the Abbasids introduced an important counterargument, emphasizing the difficulty in distinguishing between documents written by women themselves and those written by scribes on their behalf. This challenged my initial assumptions and led me to critically assess the available evidence. Multilingualism played a key role in understanding literacy, and James P. Allen’s The Ancient Egyptian Language: An Historical Study was essential for mapping linguistic evolution. His work provided crucial context for understanding how literacy functioned across different demographics, showing how access to education varied by gender and class. This helped refine my understanding of how language and writing intersected with social status.
In terms of gender roles, two important sources were Szpakowska, Dillon, and James’ chapter "Hidden Voices", and Roth, Macy, and Snell’s "Gender Roles in Ancient Egypt." Szpakowska examined textual and physical evidence to reconstruct the presence of women in Ancient Egyptian society, while Roth and colleagues explored broader aspects of gender, including fertility, sexuality, law, and social customs. These perspectives helped contextualize the roles women played in both domestic and public spheres, further grounding discussions on literacy and multilingualism within the larger framework of gender dynamics. By engaging with these sources, I was able to integrate both textual and material evidence into my analysis, strengthening the overall argument. By analyzing these diverse perspectives, my research critically reevaluates assumptions about women’s literacy, the role of language accessibility, and the broader gender structures of Ancient Egypt. Together, these sources provided a well-rounded foundation for my project, allowing me to explore how these elements intersected to shape women’s experiences in the ancient world.
Specific letters provide valuable insight into the multifaceted roles and statues of women in Ancient Egypt. In her article, Sheridan highlights a collection of such letters, focusing one on literate woman named Aurelia Charite.[endnoteRef:12] Charie is notable for having authored her own correspondence, as evidenced by extant documents that include receipts and trade-related materials. Sheridan does not provide the actual documentation her article, but nonetheless the mere mention of Charite and how we know about her speaks volumes to the legitimacy of literate women in Ancient Egypt. The documentation also underscores the significance of women’s participation in the economic sphere.  [12:  Sheridan, Jennifer A. “Not at a Loss for Words: The Economic Power of Literate Women in Late Antique Egypt.”Transactions of the American Philological Association 128 (1998): 189–203. ] 

Further examples of women’s economic agency can be found in some of the letters compiled by Bagnall and Cribiroe. Notable the correspondence from Isidora to Asklepiades.[endnoteRef:13] In one of her letters, Isidora discusses the purchase of a child’s sleeping rug, where she references her own supply of money as well as the transfer of the exact number of drachmas to the seller.[endnoteRef:14] This exchange serves as a clear example of a woman engaging directly in the economy via financial transactions. [13:  Isidora to Asklepiades, "Reply to Me Quickly," 28 BCE, found at Abusir el-Melek, in Bagnall and Cribiore, Women’s Letters, 115.]  [14:  Isidora to Asklepiades, "Instructions," 28 BCE, found at Abusir el-Melek, in Bagnall and Cribiore, Women’s Letters, 116.] 

Another letter that reflects women’s social status is a letter written by Simale to Zenon.[endnoteRef:15] In her petition, Simale addresses a higher-ranking official to appeal the mistreatment of her son. Such an act suggest that Simale was of a social class that afforded her the confidence as well as the resources to seek redress from someone of elevated status. Additionally, the formality and structured nature of the letter, was likely produced by a scribe who may have been hired by Simale. This further reflects her socio-economic standing and the agency some women held in matters of legal and familial concern. This letter also highlights her status as a mother and the lengths she was willing to go to protect her won son.  [15:  Simale to Zenon about her son, March 257 BCE, in Roger S. Bagnall and Raffaella Cribiore, Women’s Letters from Ancient Egypt, 300 BC–AD 800 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2006), 100–101] 

Other letters show the relationships that the authors had with the addresses. For example, the second one written by Isidora to Asklepiades reflect sibling relationships[endnoteRef:16], Dionysia to Theon shows the relationship between a wife and husband[endnoteRef:17], and lastly Thermouthas to Apolinarius.[endnoteRef:18] Once again, we see a sister writing to her brother; however, what is particularly noteworthy in this case is that Thermouthas appears to be writing on behalf of other siblings or family members. This suggests that she may have been the eldest sister, assuming the responsibility of keeping Apolinarios informed about familial matters. Alternatively, it is possible that she was the only literate member of the family, especially considering that one of the letters may have been written in her own hand. [16:  Isidora to Asklepiades, "Instructions," 28 BCE, found at Abusir el-Melek, in Bagnall and Cribiore, Women’s Letters, 116.]  [17:  Dionysia to Theon, 127 BCE, in Roger S. Bagnall and Raffaella Cribiore, Women’s Letters from Ancient Egypt, 300 BC–AD 800 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2006), 107–8.]  [18:  Thermouthas (and Valeria) to Apolinarios about travel and money, 2nd–3rd c. CE, in Bagnall and Cribiore, Women’s Letters, 189–90.] 

Conclusions from Research:
My research revealed that women’s literacy in Ancient Egypt was more complex and varied than traditionally assumed. While Bagnall and Cribiore provided direct evidence of female-written correspondence, Sheridan’s work demonstrated that literate women played active roles in economic and social spheres. However, Papaconstantinou’s argument complicates this picture, as the presence of scribes raises questions about authorship. She notes that ongoing analysis of these letters aims to determine authorship more precisely, but literacy among women remains difficult to assess without concrete evidence.[endnoteRef:19] Despite this, the presence of multilingual written documents attributed to women indicates at least a basic level of female literacy during the Ptolemaic periods. Additionally, the evolution of the Ancient Egyptian language, as mapped by Allen, shows that literacy was not static but shifted over time, with certain periods allowing greater accessibility to education. This supports the idea that women’s literacy may have fluctuated based on historical and social contexts. [19:  Papaconstantinou, Arietta. The Multilingual Experience in Egypt, from the Ptolemies to the Abbasids. London: Routledge, 2016. ] 

Finally, gender roles in Ancient Egypt, as discussed by Szpakowska, Roth, Macy, and Snell, shaped access to literacy. While women were active in religious, economic, and domestic spheres, their representation in written records stays limited. This suggests that while literacy among women existed, it was influenced by social status, occupation, and cultural norms. These findings challenge long-standing assumptions about literacy in Ancient Egypt and highlight the need for further research into how women navigated written communication in their daily lives. 
	Overall, the most significant takeaway from these letters is the remarkable rhetorical skill these women demonstrated. The language employed throughout their correspondence reveals a profound understanding of the power of words. Certain phrases resonate deeply, leaving lasting impressions on the reader. Moreover, the private nature of these letters offers a timeless glimpse into human relationships. For instance, Dionysia’s letter to Theon[endnoteRef:20] reflects the emotional strain of one-sided communication in a romantic relationship, underscoring the universal and enduring challenges within marriage. Similarly, in Isidora’s letters to her brother Asklepiades[endnoteRef:21], the familiar tone and occasional teasing reflect the enduring dynamics of sibling relationships. Collectively, these letters reveal the distinct personalities of the women who wrote them and provide a window into their lives, their relationships, and their agency. [20:  Dionysia to Theon, 127 BCE, in Roger S. Bagnall and Raffaella Cribiore, Women’s Letters from Ancient Egypt, 300 BC–AD 800 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2006), 107–8.]  [21:  Isidora to Asklepiades, "Instructions," 28 BCE, found at Abusir el-Melek, in Bagnall and Cribiore, Women’s Letters, 116.] 

Advancements to the discipline: 
This project advances the field of Ancient Mediterranean studies by centering women’s voices in Ancient Egypt and presenting them in a way that is both innovative and accessible. While there has been substantial scholarly discussion on literacy, gender roles, and multilingualism, a good amount of this work is still confined to academic circles and dense theoretical texts. To my knowledge, no existing research has approached these topics by bringing the letters themselves to life through audio readings, particularly those preserved in Bagnall and Cribiore’s Women’s Letters from Ancient Egypt, 300 BC–AD 800. By reading these letters aloud and making them widely available, this project creates a direct and immersive engagement with the words of ancient Egyptian women. Additionally, it offers a fresh perspective on how they navigated written communication, personal expression, and societal constraints.
Moreover, the scholarship on these topics is often inaccessible to those who are new to Ancient Mediterranean studies. By presenting my findings in a podcast format, accompanied by a structured website with transcriptions, relevant sources, and explanations of key theories and vocabulary, this project bridges the gap between academia and the public. It serves as both an educational tool for students and an entry point for those unfamiliar with the subject, democratizing access to the study of ancient literacy and gender dynamics.
Additionally, this project contributes to the growing movement of digital humanities by integrating multimedia storytelling with traditional scholarship. The act of vocalizing ancient letters reintroduces an oral dimension to texts that were once part of lived communication, emphasizing their human context rather than treating them as mere historical artifacts. In doing so, this project not only enhances engagement with primary sources but also encourages further exploration into how we interpret and share ancient voices in the modern world. By synthesizing and discussing women’s experiences in Ancient Egypt in this format, this work advances the discipline by making complex research more approachable while challenging long-standing assumptions about literacy and gender in the ancient Mediterranean.
Access to the public:
This project will be made publicly accessible through a dedicated website, hosted through the University of Mary Washington’s Digital Knowledge Center via the Domain of One’s Own program using my own personal domain in which the podcast will be housed in a subdomain.[endnoteRef:22] I will be able to take this website with me post-graduation which will help guarantee that it remains accessible to any and all people who are interested in these topics. The website will serve as the central hub for the podcast, providing access to the audio episodes, along with supporting materials such as transcriptions, vocabulary definitions, and a bibliography of the sources referenced in each episode.  [22:  https://nilechronicles.bexcolley.org/
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The podcast itself will be uploaded in audio file formats that can be streamed directly from the website, ensuring easy access to all interested listeners. Additionally, the site will feature clear navigation options so that users can easily browse through episodes, read accompanying information, and interact with the resources provided. In the future, there will be a social media presence for this podcast to help promote it and make it more visible after the conclusion of this semester. Additionally, I will be making an Instagram and Facebook page to promote updates and announcements about the podcast. I hope to be able to continue it further and far beyond my time in undergrad making sure to report on any new additions to the discussion of women’s voices in Ancient Egypt and to keep the Nile Chronicles alive.

