“Out-Pharaohing the Pharaoh”: The Exodus Account’s Appropriation of an Egyptian Inscription
From a scholarly standpoint, there is no explicit evidence that confirms the Exodus.   At best, we have a text that exhibits a good grasp of a wide range of fairly standard aspects of ancient Egyptian realia. I share publicly here for the first time, a synopsis of my recent research which suggests a link between the Exodus accounts and a specific text and a specific reign in Egyptian history.  This link suggests that the Torah was familiar with ancient Egyptian royal propaganda and appropriated it to celebrate victory over the Egyptians and to praise the God of Israel.

One of the pillars of the modern critical study of the Bible is what scholars call the comparative method.  Scholars elucidate a biblical text by noting its similarity to texts found from the cultures adjacent to ancient Israel.  If the similarities are high in number and truly distinctive to the two texts alone, scholars will maintain the possibility that the biblical text has been written under the direct influence of or in response to the extra-biblical text. Although this is commonly thought of as a modern approach, pioneered in the late nineteenth century, its first practitioner was none other than Maimonides, in the twelfth century.  Maimonides writes that to properly under Scripture he procured every work on ancient civilizations known at his time.  In the Guide to the Perplexed he utilizes this knowledge specifically to elucidate the rationale behind many of the Torah’s cultic laws, in the belief that these laws and practices were adaptations of ancient pagan customs, tweaked to conform with an anti-pagan ideology. At the end of The Guide, Maimonides pines that his understanding of the Torah’s cultic precepts would have been much deeper, if only he had been able to discover more about ancient cultic practice. 

Comparative method can yield dazzling results, adding dimensions of understanding to passages that seemed clear and fully grasped.  Consider the familiar biblical refrain that God took Israel out of Egypt “with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm.” In theory the Bible could have employed that appellation to describe a whole host of divine acts on Israel’s behalf.  And yet, in nearly universal fashion, the phrase is used only with reference to the Exodus.  Scholars have noted that the phrase “mighty hand” is a synonym for the Pharaoh in much of Egyptian royal literature, and that many of the Pharaoh’s actions are described as performed through his “mighty hand” or his “outstretched arm.”  Scholars further note that nowhere else in the ancient Near East are rulers described this way.  And within Egyptian royal propaganda, the term is used most often during the latter part of the second millennium, bce.  The speculation is that we see here the dynamics of appropriation.   When the weak are oppressed one form of cultural and spiritual resistance is to appropriate the symbols of the oppressor and employ them towards new symbolic and ideological ends.  This was vividly seen in Israel this past summer, as Israelis of all stripes sang “Tkof! Aseh Piguim!,” the song written in Hebrew by the Hamas authorities in Gaza to dishearten the homefront.   Making it their own song, Israelis engaged in a form of cultural resistance. 
To follow my own use of comparative method in elucidation of the Exodus accounts a few words of historical background are in order. Like all great ancient empires, the empire of ancient Egypt waxed and waned. The zenith of Egyptian glory was during the Egyptian New Kingdom, roughly 1500-1200 bce.  It was then that its borders reached their farthest and many of the massive monuments still visible today were built.  The greatest pharaoh of this period was Ramesses II (also known fittingly as Ramesses the Great), who reigned from 1279-1213 bce.  His paramount achievement was the victory over his Anatolian arch-rival, the Hittite Empire at the battle of Kadesh, a town located on the Orontes River on the modern day border between Lebanon and Syria, in 1274 bce.  Upon his return to Egypt, Ramesses inscribed accounts of the battle upon monuments all across the empire. Ten copies of the inscriptions still exist to this day. The texts were accompanied by a new innovation – bas reliefs, so that even viewers of the inscriptions illiterate in hieroglyphics could learn about the pharaoh’s escapades through the visual medium, much like the educational role played by stained glass windows in the churches of medieval Europe.  These ten copies make the Battle of Kadesh the most publicized event in the ancient world, including Greece and Rome.

Some eighty years ago scholars noted an unexpected affinity between the biblical descriptions of the Tabernacle in the Books of Exodus and Numbers and the illustrations of Ramesses camp at Kadesh as depicted in several of the bas reliefs.  Scholars had long searched for a model, a precursor that could have inspired the design of the Tabernacle, laid out in great detail in Exodus 25-29.  The remains of Phonecian temples reveal a floor plan remarkably like that of Solomon’s temple (not surprising since Solomon’s temple was built with the extensive assistance of a Phoneican king), but no known cultic site from the ancient Near East seemed to resemble the desert Tabernacle of the Book of Exodus.  Look at the image below of the Kadesh camp of Ramesses II, and the particular detail of his throne tent: 
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Here we see a 2:1 rectangular military camp, with the entrance in the middle of the eastern wall (in Egyptian illustrations east is left, west is right).  At the center of the camp lies the entrance to a 3:1 rectangular tent, containing two sections: a 2:1 reception tent that leads to the throne tent of the Pharaoh. The height of the throne tent matches its width.  These proportions are all reflected in the prescriptions for the Tabernacle and its surrounding camp in Exodus 25-27:
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Further, in the depiction at Abu Simbel, the emblem bearing the pharaoh’s name, symbolizing his throne, is flanked by falcons, symbolizing the god Horus, with their wings spread in protection over him:
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The throne tent of Ramasses II with winged falcons flanking his cartouche. 

 The ark of the Tabernacle is similarly flanked by two winged cherubim (Exod 25:20) whose wings hover protectively over it.   The military camp at Kadesh constitutes the closest parallel to the Tabernacle—including the Temple of Solomon—known to date. The resemblance goes beyond architecture, and is conceptual as well.  For Egyptians, Ramesses was both a military leader and a divinity.  In the Torah, God is likewise a divinity, obviously, but also Israel’s leader in battle (cf. Num. 10:35-36).  The tent of God the divine warrior parallels the tent of the pharaoh, the living Egyptian god, poised for battle. 

All scholars agree that no visual image known to us from the ancient record as closely resembles the Tabernacle as does the Ramesses throne tent. Nor is there any textual depiction of a cultic tent or throne tent in a military camp that has these same dimensions.  On the basis of these close and distinct similarities some scholars suggest that the bas reliefs of the Kadesh inscriptions are the inspiration for the Tabernacle design found in Exodus 25-27.  They note that the Merneptah Inscription, referred to earlier, mentioned Israel as a non-landed entity at the outset of Merneptah’s reign, and hypothesize that the Exodus occurred during the time of his predecessor, Ramesses II. The tight resemblance between the Tabernacle and the Ramesses throne tent would corroborate that hypothesis.  The ideological reworking of the throne tent, by this thinking, was that God would displace Ramesses the Great as the most powerful force of the time.  In the Kadesh throne tent, Falcon wings, symbols of the deity Horus, hovered over the emblem of Ramesses’ name, symbolizing their protection of him. For the book of Exodus, of course, God requires no protection, and deities such as Horus have no standing.  Instead, winged cherubim hover protectively over the ark, bearing the tablets of his covenant with Israel. The reworking reflected the kind of cultural resistance and appropriation I described earlier.   

The similarities between the Tabernacle and the Ramesses throne tent piqued my interest, and I decided to have a closer look at the textual components of the Kadesh Inscriptions, to learn  what they say about Ramesses, the Egyptians and what took place at the Battle of Kadesh.  With the Book of Exodus already in mind I read the longest composition of the Inscriptions, the Kadesh Poem.  At first, a few random phrases and images jumped out at me, but as I reread the account, it occurred to me that there is a remarkable similarity between the plot line of the Kadesh Poem and the plot line of the account of the splitting of the Sea in Exodus 14-15.  The more I investigated other battle accounts from the ancient Near East, the more it seemed to me that the two works share many highly distinct phrases and images, and in nearly sequential order.  I believe that a plausible case can be made that the narrative account of the splitting of the Sea (Exodus 14) and the Song of the Sea (Exodus 15) reflect a deliberate act of cultural appropriation.  The Book of Exodus seeks to impart the notion that the rescue of the Children of Israel at the splitting of the Sea represented a divine act that "out-Pharaoh-ed the Phraoh." If the Kadesh Inscriptions bear witness to the greatest achievement of the greatest Pharaoh of the greatest period in Egyptian history, then the Book of Exodus claims that the God of Israel did Ramesses the Great one better, and effectively beat him at his own game. 

In what follows I lay out the main points of this comparison.  Scholars are always and rightly quick to point out that similarities between two ancient texts do not automatically imply that one was inspired by the other; common terms and images were the intellectual property of many cultures simultaneously across the region, and thus works can resemble one another without dependence between them.  I lay out, therefore why I consider the similarities between the Kadesh Poem and the Exodus Sea account to be so distinct that the claim of literary dependence is a plausible one.
In both the Kadesh Poem and the Sea account of Exodus 14-15 the action begins in like fashion: the protagonist army (of the Egyptians and Israelites, respectively) is on the march and unprepared for battle when it is attacked by a large force of chariots causing the protagonist army to break ranks in fear.  The Poem relates that Ramesses' troops were moving northward at the outskirts of the town of Kadesh when they were surprised by the Hittite chariot corps and that his troops entirely broke ranks in fear.  The Exodus sea account opens in similar fashion. As they depart Egypt, the Israelites are described as armed force (13:18 and 14:8). Stunned by the sudden charge of Pharaoh's chariots, they become completely dispirited (14:10-12). 

Each story continues by describing how the "king" confronts the enemy on his own, unaided by his fearful troops. Entirely abandoned, Ramesses engages the Hittites single-handedly without his army, a theme underscored throughout the Poem.  In Exodus 14:14 God declares that Israel need only remain passive, and that He will fight on their behalf, "The Lord will fight for you, and you will be still.”

In each story the protagonist now appeals to his god for help and the divine agent exhorts the protagonist to move forward and offers assistance.  In the Kadesh Poem, Ramesses prays to Amun, who responds, "Forward!  I am with you, I am your father, my hand is with you!'"  In like fashion, Moses cries out to the Lord, who responds in 14:15, “Tell the Israelites to go forward!" promising victory over Pharaoh (vv. 16-17). 
From this point in the Kadesh Poem Ramesses assumes divine powers and proportions, and I thus examine his actions against the Hittites at the Orontes River in tandem with God's actions against the Egyptians at the Sea.   In each text the enemy gives voice to the futility of fighting against a divine force, and seeks to escape. In each work statements made earlier about the potency of the god are now confirmed by the enemy himself. In the Kadesh Poem, the Hittites retreat from Ramesses: "One of them called out to his fellows: Look out, beware, don't approach him! See, Sekhmet the Mighty is she who is with him!," referring to a goddess that the Poem had extolled earlier in the text. In this passage the Hittites acknowledge not only that they are fighting a divine force, but articulate precisely which divine force that is.  We find the same trope in the Exodus narrative as well.  In Exodus 14:14, God had promised Israel, "The Lord will fight for you." Confounded by God in 14:25, the narrative states, "And the Egyptians said, 'Let us flee from the Israelites, for the Lord is fighting for them against Egypt.'” 
An element common to the battle depictions of both compositions is that the enemy submerges into the water and perishes. This, of course, is central to the sea account of Exodus 14-15.  The Kadesh Poem does not tell of wind-swept seas overpowering the Hittites. But they do submerge into a body of water--the Orontes River--and many perish there.  Ramesses claims that in their haste to escape his onslaught, the Hittites "plunged" into the river seeking refuge, and that he slaughtered them there in the water. The reliefs draw attention to the drowning of the Hittites in vivid fashion, none more so than those on the second pylon at the Ramesseum.  
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Both texts underscore that there were no survivors in the water. The Kadesh Poem states, "None looked behind him, no other turned around. Whoever of them fell, he did not rise again.” Exod 14:28 states, "The waters turned back and covered the chariots and the horsemen… not one of them remained.” 
We come now to the most striking of the parallels between the Kadesh Poem and the Exodus sea account.  In each composition the timid troops see evidence of the king's "mighty arm,” they review the enemy corpses and are amazed by the king's achievement, moving them to sing a hymn of praise to him.  In the Kadesh Poem, we read: 

Then when my troops and chariotry saw me, that I was like Montu ,  my arm strong…  then they presented themselves one by one, to approach the camp at evening time.  They found all the foreign lands, amongst which I had gone, lying overthrown in their blood…  I had made white (with their corpses) the countryside of the land of Qadesh. Then my army came to praise me, their faces [amazed/averted] at seeing what I had done. 

We see very similar elements in Exodus 14:30-31:  "Israel saw the Egyptians dead on the shore of the sea.  And when Israel saw the great hand which the Lord had wielded against the Egyptians, the people feared the Lord." As noted earlier, phrases such as "the great hand" here in 14:30, or "your great arm" in 15:16 are used in exclusive fashion in the Hebrew Bible with regard to the Exodus and represent a trope that is found outside of the Bible only within Egyptian propaganda, especially during the New Kingdom. 
From here, in both accounts, the troops offer a paean to the king.  In each "song" or hymn, the opening stanza is comprised of three elements. The troops: a) boast of the king's name as a warrior; b) credit him with heartening their morale, and c) laud him for the salvation he has granted them.  In the Kadesh Poem we read: My officers came to extol my strong arm and likewise my chariotry,  boasting of my name thus:  "What a fine warrior, who strengthens the heart That you should rescue your troops and chariotry!"  These same motifs, of the kings' name, the strength he gives them, and the salvation he brings appear in the opening verses of the Song of the Sea (Exod 15:1-3): "Then Moses and the Israelites sang this song to the Lord… the Lord is my strength and might; He is become my salvation… the Lord, the Warrior—Lord is His Name!"
In both the Poem and in Exodus, the troops continue their praise of the victorious king with a double strophe extolling the achievement of the king's powerful hand or arm.  In the Poem we read, "You are the son of Amun, achieving with his arms, you devastate the land of Hatti by your valiant arm.”  The Song continues in similar fashion (Exod 15:6): "Your right hand, O Lord, glorious in power, your right hand, O Lord, shatters the foe!"
It is worth noting here the distinctly Egyptian portrayal of the right-hand.  The Hebrew term ymn (“right hand”) (15:6, 12) also means “right hand” in a variety of other ancient Near Eastern languages. Yet in these other cultures, we find that the right-hand is portrayed exclusively with regard to holding or grasping.   In Egyptian literature, however, we find depictions of the right hand that match those found here in the Song.  Perhaps the most enduring motif of Egyptian narrative art is that of the pharaoh raising his right hand to shatter the heads of enemy captives. 
[image: image6.jpg]



The image is ubiquitous from the third millennium down into the Christian era.  Neither in iconography nor in the written compositions of other ancient Near Eastern cultures do we encounter such portrayals of the right hand.  The clause in 15:6, "Your right hand, O Lord, shatters the enemy,” therefore, exhibits high resonance with Egyptian royal imagery.
The next image of the Song of the Sea compares the enemy to chaff consumed by God’s wrath (15:7) : "You send forth your fury, it consumes them like chaff.”  Within the Kadesh Poem, the enemy is likened to chaff just a few lines prior, as the troops review the Hittite corpses:  "Amun my father being with me instantly, turning all the foreign lands into chaff before me.” No other ancient near Eastern culture used “chaff” as a simile for the enemy in a military inscription.
In each hymn the troops declare the king to be without peer in battle.  In the Kadesh Poem we read: "You are the fine(st) warrior, without your peer" and as we move on in the Song we find a similar note about God: "Who is like You, O Lord, among the mighty?"  Further, in each song, the king is praised as the victorious leader of his troops, intimidating neighboring lands.  In the Kadesh Poem we read: "You are great in victory in front of your army… O Protector of Egypt, who curbs foreign lands.”  These two ideas appear at this point in the Song.  Following the victory over the Egyptians, the Israelites declare (15:13-15): "In your loving kindness, You lead the people you redeemed; In Your strength, You guide them to Your holy abode. The peoples hear, they tremble…." 

The penultimate lines of the Song of the Sea contain the main elements that comprise the penultimate lines of the Kadesh Poem: The king leads his troops safely on a long journey home from victory over the enemy, intimidating neighboring lands along the way. In the Kadesh Poem we read: "[He] turned peacefully southwards.  His Majesty set off back to Egypt peacefully, with his troops and chariotry, all life, stability and dominion being with him, the gods and goddesses being the talismanic protection for his body, and subduing all lands, through fear of him.  It was the might of His Majesty that protected his army….” These same motifs are found in the continuation of the Song (15:16-17): "Terror and dread descend upon them, Through the might of Your arm they are still as stone—Till your people pass, O Lord, the people pass whom you have ransomed.  You will bring them and plant them in your own mountain.” 

The very final motif of the Kadesh Poem is also the very final element of the Song: peaceful arrival at the palace of the king, and blessings to him for eternal rule.  In the Kadesh Poem we read, 

Arrival peacefully in Egypt, at Pi-Ramesse Great in Victories, and resting in his Palace of life and dominion…  The gods of the land <come> to him in greeting…  according as they have granted him a million jubilees and eternity upon the throne of Re, all lands and all foreign lands being overthrown and slain beneath his sandals eternally and forever. 

The Song of the Sea concludes on a similar note, with God inhabiting his "palace" or temple, and a declaration of his eternal sovereignty (15:17-18) "You will bring them and plant them in Your own mountain, the place You made Your abode, O Lord, the sanctuary, O Lord, which Your hands established.  The Lord will reign for ever and ever!" 

The Kadesh Poem is a much longer composition than the Exodus Sea Account and there are many elements of the Kadesh Poem that do not have parallels in the Exodus text.  Ramesses offers an extended prayer to his god, Amun; he issues two lengthy rebukes to his troops over their disloyalty to him. But appropriation of a text for cultural resistance is never a one-to-one excercise; it is always done selectively.  The Exodus text seems to adapt and borrow precisely those elements of the Kadesh Poem that extol the Phraraoh’s valor, now reworked to extol God’s. The plot common to both compositions may be summarized as follows: the protagonist army breaks ranks at the sight of the enemy chariot force.  A plea for divine help is answered with encouragement to move forward, and victory assured.  The enemy chariotry seeks to flee and recognizes, by name, the divine force that attacks it.  Many meet their death in water, and there are no survivors.  The king's troops return to survey the enemy corpses and are amazed at the king's accomplishment.  They offer the king a victory hymn.  It includes praise of his name, references to his strong arms, that he is their source of strength and the source of their salvation.  The enemy is compared to chaff, while the king is deemed without peer in battle.  He leads his troops peacefully home, intimidating foreign lands along the way.  The king arrives at his palace, and is granted eternal rule.  This is the story of Ramesses II in the Kadesh Poem, and this is the story of God in the account of the sea in Exodus 14-15.  

Just how distinct are these parallels?  Battle inscriptions are found all over the ancient Near East.  Some of the motifs identified here such as the dread and awe of the enemy in the face of the king, are ubiquitous across this literature.  Other elements, such as the king building or residing in his palace and gaining eternal rule, are typological mythic tropes known to us from other ancient works.  Other motifs here are truly distinct to these two works, but can be seen as reflecting the needs of each author, with no connection between them.  For example, few, if any, ancient battle accounts record that an army was on the march when it was suddenly attacked by a massive chariot force, and broke ranks as a result.  Yet, it could be that coincidentally, both the Kadesh Poem and the Sea account employed this trope independently.  What suggests a relation between the two texts, however, is the totality of the parallels and the large number of highly distinct motifs that appear in these two works alone.  Perhaps paramount among these is the trope of the frightened troops surveying the corpses slain by the heroic "king,” who then offer him a hymn of praise with several common elements. This array of motifs found in the Exodus Sea account has no parallel in any other biblical battle report. It is fair to say that no other battle account known to us from the Hebrew Bible or the epigraphic remains of the ancient Near East provide us another account that has even close to half the shared narrative motifs exhibited here.  No other accounts in the literature of the ancient Near East tell of a victorious king who must work so hard to attain the loyalty of those he saves in battle, as is found in these two works alone.
To provide a deeper context, though, I note two aspects of the Song of the Sea that resonate with Egyptian New Kingdom inscriptions more generally.  A common topos of the period is the claim that the pharaoh causes the enemy troops to cease all of the boasting of their mouths.  Thus, in a typical line, one such inscription boasts of the pharaoh Seti I, "He causes the princes of Syria to cease all of the boasting of their mouths.” The concern with silencing the enemy's boastings is a distinctly Egyptian one, and is not found in the military literature of any other neighboring culture. Note that the Song of the Sea does not depict the movements, or actions of the Egyptians.  It records only their boasting (15:8-9): "The enemy said, 'I will pursue! I will overtake! I will divide the spoil! My desire shall have its fill of them, I will bare my sword, My hand shall subdue them!" The sea then covers them, effectively silencing their boasting. As noted earlier, the Song's depiction of the right-arm of YHWH as "shattering" and "extending" in destructive ways has highly distinct resonance within Egyptian writings. 
When scholars hypothesize that the Bible has appropriated a text from the neighboring cultures, they try to determine when that literary borrowing might have occurred. Some might suggest that this could have happened during periods of amicable relations between Judah and Egypt, perhaps during the reign of Solomon in the 10th century bce, or of Hezekiah in the 8th century, bce.  However, the latest copies of the Kadesh Poem in our possession are from the thirteenth century bce.  There are no explicit references to the Kadesh Poem in later Egyptian literature, nor any clear attempts to imitate it.  To posit that Egyptian scribes brought the Poem to Judah some three or five centuries later seems improbable. There is no epigraphic evidence that any historical inscriptions known to us from ancient Egypt ever reached Judah in Egyptian, let alone in translation.  Moreover, had the Kadesh Poem somehow reached Judah during a period of amicable relations, it is difficult to comprehend why an Israelite scribe would pen an explicitly anti-Egyptian composition during a period of strong bonds between the two states.
To determine a plausible date of transmission, we should be guided by the epigraphic evidence at hand concerning the diffusion of the Kadesh Poem.  Egyptologists note that in addition to the monumental version of the Poem, a papyrus copy was found in a village of workmen and artisans who built the great monuments at Thebes. Moreover, as we noted earlier, visual accounts of the battle were produced for the illiterate.  Many Egyptologists maintain therefore, that the Kadesh Poem was a widely disseminated “little red book” used to indoctrinate the public concerning the valor and salvific grace of Ramesses the Great. 

So what does all this prove? “Proofs” exist in geometry, but rarely within the fields of biblical studies and archaeology. As is so often the case, the archeological and epigraphic record at our disposal is a highly incomplete one, and hence speculation about cultural transmission perforce must remain contingent.  We do the most we can with the little we have, and in this case that means giving up on “proofs” and speaking more in terms of the plausibility of various scenarios, in light of the data we have.  These parallels suggest that the Exodus text preserves a memory of an event in which the earliest Israelites reached for the terms and tropes of a well-known Egyptian text to extol the virtues of God. In doing so, the text claims that God “out-pharaoh-ed the pharaoh” in his greatest achievement.  The totality of the evidence adduced here will, no doubt, be construed by rationale individuals, lay and scholarly alike, in different ways.  But one plausible way to construe the evidence here allows us to say with honesty and integrity “We were slaves to a Pharaoh in Egypt.”
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