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SOME UNANSWERED QUESTIONS ON CANAAN AND EGYPT
AND THE SO-CALLED ISRAEL STELA

Alessandra Nibbi - Oxford

i Canaan, Canaanite and Egypt

When in 1989 I drew attention to the references to Canaan in the
ancient Egyptian texts! it was necessary to emphasize yet again that one of
the main reasons for our lack of progress in understanding the related
geographical problems was our lack of soundly-based definitions for the
people and places named in them. Egyptologists themselves tend to forget
that their textbooks and translations contain only proposals and assumptions
for most of these names, often dating back to the middle of last century, as in
the case of the geographical work of Heinrich Brugsch? from whom we
inherited most of our current geographical picture relating to ancient Egypt.
The translated names of the people and places occurring in the ancient
Egyptian texts are in most cases not conclusions based on agreement after
scholarly scrutiny. To this day most of them are no more than the proposals
of some of the great scholars of last century, who enthusiastically tried to
explain the newly-found texts to fill some biblical lacunae.® Today it is
surprising to find that most of these proposals have never at any time been
questioned or discussed. I have already in many papers drawn attention to
some of these uncertainties? which are very basic to our understanding of the
ancient Egyptian world.

It is unfortunate that discussion of these problems is nearly always
deliberately avoided because it will inconveniently hold back our every step,
if we allow it.5 But as scholars do we really have this choice?

The necessity for defining Canaan and Canaanite more realistically has
long been desirable though we are grateful to those many scholars who have
pioneered the way.6 It will not do simply to continue to equate Canaan with
ancient Palestine as many serious scholars still do today.” Nor should we be
continuing to use Canaanite as a generic term for people, language and pottery
as though they were one problem only instead of three.

It is heartening that many archaeologists today are seeking to bring
more clarity to our understanding of the material culture of the Near East and
the areas upon Egypt's borders, by defining it in terms of Early Bronze,
Middle Bronze and Late Bronze.? Whenever this is not done, the question
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must be asked: what is the minimum archaeological requirement to identify a
site as Canaanite? We must demand a precise answer.10

In the historical picture of language in the Near East, the "Canaanite”
group of languages has been considered to be a branch of the Semitic, parallel
with the Aramaic branch, and dating to a period before which we have any
reference to Canaan and Canaanite in the literature.1l However, there has
never been indisputable evidence that we are speaking here of a Semitic
group.12 There is the tradition which describes Canaan as one of the children
of Ham!3 and on that basis, therefore, Hamitic in origin, whatever that may
imply.14

Time may reveal that our assumptions have been wrong and that our
understanding of these problems has consequently been delayed. Scholars
must constantly review the basic structures upon which they base their
arguments.

The Old Testament passage of Isaiah 19:18 tells us of five cities in the
land of Eygpt at one time speaking the language of Canaan. This would
necessarily have involved some close contacts between Egypt and the people
speaking that language. We are aware of the presence in Egypt of the
Canaanite god Hauron! and also of the ram-god Baal/Seth (all important in
Mendes, see sketch map fig. 1) who is transformed in the Egyptian cult.16 In
seeking a possible location for these cities we should not lose sight of the fact
that Joshua 13.3 refers to Sihor, the lake of Horus, as a border of Canaanite
territory. It is important to emphasize that the lake or the water of Horus can
only consist of Nile water, so that we may not suppose these waters to have
lain beyond the reach of the annual flood.1”

The British War Office map of 1882 (no. 105, Part II) shows an area
called El Gendn, associated with a town called Griir, in the central eastern
delta of Egypt, which contains many names which may well have had their
root in Canaanl8 (fig. 1 here), including a Bir Chanan. In discussing the
relations between Canaan and Egypt, according to the textual and other
material, it would not be sound scholarly practice to ignore this very strong
evidence, which suggests that Canaan may very well have extended into this
part of the delta if not even further westwards across it, considering the
presence of a Tell el Geniin between Lake Mareotis and Lake Idku, with Esbet
Kanais close by (see fig. 1).

Furthermore, we find in the translations from the early Arabic writers
of Silvestre de Sacy in 1810 that there was an area within the "banlieue” of
Cairo called the lands of Baal, namely Kom Alrisch.19
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In 1985 I discussed El Arish in connection with Irs and Alashiya,20
pointing out that a possible origin for this word might be found in the Berber
root for camping-place?! which corresponds to the biblical Alush, with the same
meaning (Numbers 33; 13-14; Exodus 17; 1; 19; 2). This name appears several
times in the delta of Egypt with minor variations (see fig. 2 here). If any of
these were the lands of Baal, according to the early Arab writers, then they may
well have had ancient links with Canaarn.

Until now the earliest reference to Canaanite has been the Mari letter of
the eighteenth century B.C. published by Dossin?2 where Canaanites and
thieves are mentioned together as social categories. Remarkably, in the
Egyptian context, our first reference to Canganite(s) occurs in the Mitrahina
Stela of Amenophis II (1450-1425 B.C.) where they were also mentioned as a
social category rather than an ethnic one, as Maisler noted.23 They appear on
a list which records numbers of foreign nobles, women belonging to them,
sons of chiefs and concubines of chiefs all of the hill-countries. There follows
a list of booty seized on that occasion. When, elsewhere on that same stela,
ethnic groups are in fact listed, Canaanite is never one of them.24 This is true
in other Egyptian contexts as well.25 We find Canaan mentioned
comparatively rarely on lists of foreign countries?6 and never in an ethnic
sense.

As to the earliest reference to Canaan itself in the Egyptian inscriptions,
so far we have accepted that this occurred during the reign of Amenophis III,
on the Soleb column VI as also on the statue base from Berlin 21687, possibly
of a similar date.?”

There is a fragment from the time of Tuthmosis I (1524-1512) which
reads: inknn (int knn3), the Valley of Canaan28 (see fig. 3 here). It appears
within a crenellated name-ring from a traditional row of bound enemy

prisoners. This name appears a number of times on the ancient lists, as
Karola Zibelius noted.2? However, she accepts the opinion of Zyhlarz30 that
this is a southern site, based on the fact that it occurs on a list of names
beginning with k3s during the reign of Tuthmosis III. This would be quite
reasonable and acceptable if we could be sure that these lists truly represent
northern and southern countries tidily grouped together. However, these
divisions are based on the work mainly of two great early scholars, Heinrich
Brugsch3! and Kurt Sethe3? whose opinions concerning these names have
prevailed until the present day. In the Tuthmosis III lists from Karnak there is
very little in the list of "northern” countries33 to reassure us that this is in fact
so. We cannot be sure that these names are all northern ones because we can
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recognize only a few of them. Neither can we "identify" with any certainty
the names on the list of so-called southern countries.3* For this reason the
appearance of inknn, the Valley of Canaan in sixteenth place after k3s on the
"southern” list does not make it certainly a southern site.35

Furthermore the very symbols of the Two Lands, which we have
assumed to indicate north and south, namely the papyrus and the swt plant,
have never been properly examined and discussed by Egyptologists.36 The
science was presented with this ready-made idea in Champollion's Grammaire
Egyptienne in 1836, p. 161 and this too was never questioned though a little
discussion did occur early on.37

To return to Canaan, some of the extent of this area may legitimately
be assumed by us as the result of the references in the Egyptian texts of the
Canaan of the PRST38 and the Canaanite male slaves of Kharu.39 Also, the
references in the Amarna Letters to Canaan suggest a close physical
proximity between Canaan and Egypt as do the biblical texts. The fact that
Canaan was the direct responsibility of the Pharaoh during the Amarna
period confirms this view. Had Canaan been further away than on the
immediate northern boundaries of Egypt, it is unlikely that the Pharaoh could
have ruled the area with any success or made himself responsible for any
wrong suffered by any foreign visitor there purely for practical reasons. I
have said elsewhere that the toponyms in the Amarna letters need to be
reconsidered radically because their identification is based on the acceptance
of so many assumptions from the Egyptological discipline. Had the
pharaonic empire been as extensive as the textbooks suggest, we should by
now have found more physical evidence for the presence of Egyptians in the
countries of the Near East as far as the Euphrates. The reason we have not is
that such campaigns were quite impossible for the ancient Egyptians for
reasons of logistics. Therefore we must adhere to the evidence we have in
considering the extent of Canaan, and not to assumptions based on a false
picture of ancient Egyptian hegemony, for which there is no evidence.

2 The Israel Stela So-called

We are accustomed to give this name to what is otherwise called the
Hymn of Victory of Merenptah, recording this pharaoh's victory against the
"Libyan"42 enemy in year 5 of his reign (1236-1223 B.C.). All the detail on this
record is confined to the hostilities of this particular occasion and the text
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does not describe in any way Egypt's troubles with any other foreign
people.43 It is only in the last two of its 28 lines of text, at the very end of the
stela inscription, that other enemies are mentioned in a general statement that
Egypt has established peace with them all, among them people called
'jsrjdr(w).44

This stela was found by Petrie in Thebes?3 in 1896 and the text was
translated and published immediately, within a few weeks, by William
Spiegelberg.46 It is unfortunately significant that during the century that has
elapsed since then, not one scholar has ever questioned or discussed the
names of the people and places favoured by Spiegelberg in his immediate
translation of this important text. It is to him that we owe the translation of
Israel from 'jsrj3r(w). Only one of Spiegelberg's contemporaries, James
Breasted, questioned the "identification” of Israel in this text, on the grounds
that it was too early a date for such a record to be possible.4”

It is quite remarkable that to this day every study of this stela except
one has avoided testing or discussing the reliability of Spiegelberg's
immediate and enthusiastic proposals for these toponyms and peoples.48
Two recent studies of this text4? have totally ignored the geographical and
historical problems, confining themselves to the language and metre of the
inscription.

The name 'jsrj3r(w) as it appear on the stela is unique and has no
parallel in the Egyptian context. It does not appear again anywhere in the
Egyptian literature. For this reason Spiegelberg's identification must be
considered as no more than a hopeful proposal to satisfy the early
Egyptologists who were looking for biblical connections. Furthermore the
name is not written as the name of a land but as of a people, with a plural
determinative of men and women. Finally, and most importantly, year 5 of
the reign of Merenptah, (1236-1223 B.C.) is far too early to suppose a unified
identity for the children of Israel.50

Who, then, might the 'jsrj3r(w) have been?

A brief digression is necessary here with regard to the Libyans so-
called in the ancient Egyptian context. We are speaking here of people who
lived west of the Nile5! who were most probably foreign settlers. We have
been calling "Libyans” a number of different groups who went by various
names: thnw, tmhw, r3bw, msws, m and ms, the first two being the

cumulative names for all the groups, who are otherwise named individually
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in the texts. All these groups, however, are shown in the iconography to have
some very distinctive characteristics in common namely, a particular style of
tunic®2 and a curled hairlock on either one or both sides of their head53 (see
fig. 4). Where the colour remains on the monuments, they are shown to have
reddish-fair hair and blue eyes.>*

These people have been called Libyan even though there is absolutely
no evidence to associate them with the western desert or the area that is Libya
today. The evidence points rather to their association with water at all
times.55 The earliest writing of the name of thnw in the early dynasties has

the determinative of the island, which it retains, on and off, throughout the
New Kingdom.%6 Furthermore whenever these people are shown to be tied
up as prisoners, it is the papyrus rope that binds them, not the other,
suggesting that they are to be linked to a swampland area, which is the only
place where papyrus will grow.57 Clearly the name of Libyan which we
continue to give to the inhabitants of the western delta of ancient Egypt is
misleading.

A further point should be made here with regard to the iconography of
the so-called Libyans in ancient Egypt. They are clearly symbolized by the
lapwing,®8 who is drawn with several of the "Libyan" basic characteristics: the
crest for the feather in their hair, the markings down the side of the bird's
head drawn like the sidelock, and often a zig-zag line down the body of the
bird to reproduce the fringe of the special "Libyan" tunic (see fig. 4 here). The
parallel does not stop there. The lapwing (or crested plover) is known to
settle only on open mud flats where it lays its eggs in nests made in hollows
among the reeds. It is possible to relate this fact to the two main ancient
Egyptian names of these people: thnw and tmh(w) which I have proposed
may signify t.t hnw and t.t mh(w), both hnw and mh being associated with
water, I believe.5® However, discussion on this, as on some other matters, is
not yet forthcoming.

We may conclude our digression by saying that the "Libyans" by their
several names in the ancient texts were the most important and most

powerful of all of Egypt's enemy neighbours. This is clear not only because of
the frequent references to them in the texts from the earliest times, but also
because the lapwing very early became an important symbol of these
foreigners and is shown personified on the Hierakonpolis macehead hanging
by the neck from standards®0 in close association with the Nine bows, the
traditional enemies of ancient Egypt. Both lapwings and "Libyans" were
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there from the early dynastic period and both were still to be found in the
iconography in ptolemaic times.61

If these westerners were not Libyans, then who were they? We should
now return to the 'jsrj3r(w), who, as we must recall, are mentioned only once
by this name in the ancient Egyptian literature.

We find references in the early Egyptian Pyramid Texts to people who
wore a sidelock and whom the texts call hnsktjw, the wearers of the sidelock,52
confirming that this hairstyle was known at a very early date. Side by side
with this fact we should like to draw attention to Peter Kaplony's discussion
of the Palermo Stone,53 in which he suggests that the writing in the Middle
Kingdom and later the names of Isis and Osiris (the westerner) may well have
been the original way in which they were written and read, namely 3jsrjt and
3jsrj, meaning "der (die) mit der Haarlocke". It is interesting to speculate
whether there may be a link here between that word and jsrj3r(w) suggesting
that the chief identification of these people on the "Israel" stela was the
wearing of the sidelock. But we can do no more than speculate for the
moment.

Bearing in mind the possibility that some orthodox Jews may have
worn the sidelock as early as the third century A.D. according to the Tractate
Makkot 20b,54 should we be asking whether our fair and blue-eyed "Libyans"
may not have been some of the Canaanite settlers along the coast of North
Africa, or even, some of them, the children of Israel whom we have so far not
been able to find in the ancient Egyptian context?

There is a serious problem in suggesting that Canaan, jsrj3r(w) and
Kharu, which are all mentioned in the last two lines of the "Israel" stela, can all
be referring to Palestine.65 We have already suggested an area for the Canaan
in Egypt which seems indicated by the evidence (fig. 1 here). I have also
discussed elsewhereb6 in considerable detail the evidence for an identification
of Kharu which I believe is most likely to have been the area of the Wadi
Tumilat, where the water flowed from Tell Basta (Zagazig) to Lake Timsah
(the lake of the land of the crocodiles) fig. 1 here. If we accept Canaan in this
context to be the land along the northern coast of Egypt, and Kharu, the
channels leading from the central delta to the western lakes, then it is not
surprising to find that the western delta is mentioned also in this same
context, as thnw. At this present stage of our studies it seems likely that the
'jsri3r(w) may be a reference to one of the western groups which come under
the general term of thnw.
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One hesitates to say this, but it should be said: the final two lines of
text on the "Israel” stela have all the characteristics of a hasty, last-minute
addition, perhaps simply the attempt to fill the remaining space. These final
two lines, which may be seen in the legible photographs we have referred
to,87 are what the translators have called “the final twelve strophes”. They are
in fact a string of unrelated "victory” statements, which have no bearing on
the main content of the stela. We could almost say that they are there by
accident.

A great deal of work remains to be done, nevertheless, to understand
who the Egyptians were referring to by some of the names on this final list. It
is certain that in the future not all of them will retain the identities we have
given them in the past.
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Fig. 1 This shows the many places in the delta of Egypt bearing names which

may well have their root in Canaan. These names may be found in the

Atlas volume of Champollion's Description de I'Egypte (edition
Panckoucke) and in the British War Office map of 1882, no. 105, Part II.

87



Fig. 2 This shows the occurrence of names based on ¢Aras/Arish in the delta

of Egypt and in the Sinai.
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Fig. 3 After Helen Jacquet-Gordon, "Fragments of a Topographical List
Dating-to the Reign of Tuthmosis I", Supplement vol. to Bulletin de
VInstitut Francais d'Archeologie Orientale, T.81 (1981), 41-46.
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Fig. 4 a) Some labelled lapwing figures from Abd El Hamid Zayed, Annales
du Service 57 (1972), 115f; b) Oriental Institute, University of Chicago,
Medinet Habu VIII, Plates 602 and 603; ¢) from Daressy, Annales du
Service 11 (1911), 49-63, where the examples are taken from a frieze of
glazed tiles from Medinet Habu; from Medinet Habu cit. in b above,
plate 600; e) from glazed tiles, ref. as in ¢ above.
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