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The Tale of Sinuhe, also called the Story of Sanhat, is one of the most popular stories that has survived to the present from the Egyptian Middle Kingdom. Dozens of fragments of copies have been found, which is unusual and speaks volumes of how popular it was in the Middle Kingdom. Egyptologists are divided on how much of it is fictional, with some claiming it is a historical text, while others claim it is entirely fictional. The copies that have been found are not identical, with sections of text that were either added to the original, or dropped from the original, and therefore it was altered over time. As a result, the general view within Egyptology is that it likely started as a historical text that was embellished by later scribes.

Unfortunately, the original author either did not see a reason to explain what had happened before Sinuhe’s flight from Egypt, or it was removed from the copies that have survived to the present. Sinuhe makes a point of claiming that he was not deserting the army in Libya, but later the king states that he knows that Sinuhe was not plotting against him when he fled Egypt. This suggests that someone had conspired against Senusret I at the beginning of his reign, however, the events of this plot have not survived to the present. It isn’t clear if the details were removed out of respect for the king, or if the author simply expected everyone to know what had happened.

The identity of Sinuhe is also somewhat unclear from the surviving texts, however, he appears to be a relative of the Queen, who had grown up with the future king Senusret I. He may have been the army commander sent to conquer the Libyans at the end of Amenemhat I’s reign, as he begins his story there, however, he could have simply been a lieutenant. As a member of the nobility, he was unlikely to be a common soldier. Later, in Syria, he claims to be a great hero, defeating many enemies on behalf of the local king, suggesting he was well trained in combat.

Given that the story dates back to the Middle Kingdom era, many of the geographic names are not entirely clear and occasionally debated. The story begins with Sinuhe abandoning his mission to conquer the Tjemehu, and returning to Egypt. The term Tjemehu is accepted as a reference to the Amazigh (Berber) tribes of North Africa, who inhabited everything from the Siwa Oasis to the Canary Islands in ancient times, and it is not clear how far west Sinuhe’s army was when they heard of the death of King Amenemhat I. Variants of the term Tjemehu continued to be used to refer to Amazighs until the New Kingdom era when Libu and other terms replaced it, and so the identification of the Tjemehu as Amazighs is fairly certain. Due to confusion over the various names of the modern Amazighs, variously called the Berber, Imazighen, or Tamazight, and the ancient names of the Tjemehu, Libu (or Ribu) and Meshwesh, the term Libyan is generally used. The name Libya has been used since the New Kingdom era to refer to all of North Africa west of the Nile River.

When he returned to Egypt, he passed through a few places, although the locations are also debated. The first place he mentioned was the Field of Sneferu, which was probably near Dashur. Sneferu was a king of the 4ᵗʰ Dynasty, who established major innovations in the design and construction of pyramids. Two of his pyramids have survived to today, the Bent Pyramid and the Red Pyramid, both in Dashur. Some Egyptologists also attribute the Meidum pyramid in Meidum to him, although many believe it was built by the last king of the 3ʳᵈ Dynasty, King Huni. It isn’t clear where the field of Sneferu was, however, it was probably near Dashur, west of the Nile approximately 40 kilometers (25 miles) south of Cairo. Dashur is between the Nile and the Faiyum Oasis, which was almost certainly along the route to Libya through the Western Oases.

From the Field of Sneferu, Sinuhe traveled to the Quarries of Aku, and the land of the Goddess Heret, the lady of the Red Mountain. At this place, Sinuhe ‘entered the realm of sadness,’ which could be interpreted more than one way. It most likely meant he realized he could not stay in Egypt, as he crossed the Nile and headed for the Sinai. The other way to interpret the ‘realm of sadness’ is darker, and related to the other terms used. The Quarries of Aku were probably on the Red Mountain, an ancient red sandstone mountain within modern Cairo, which was mostly quarried in ancient times, leaving ‘The Red Hills’ (الجبل الأحمر‎) in modern Greater Cairo. As Heret was called the lady of the Red Mountain, and by the New Kingdom Heret-Kau was a goddess who protected the ka (soul) of the dead in the afterlife, the ‘realm of sadness’ may have been a description of the quarries themselves.

Sinuhe’s flight from Egypt to Syria follows a similar path to the later exodus of the Israelites, east from the Nile Delta to a series of fortresses, then to a place called Peten, which was rendered as Pithôm (Πιθωμ) in the Septuagint and Pytwm‎ (פיתום) in the Masoretic Text. The later Israelite reference is generally regarded as a corruption of the Late Egyptian pr-tm (㌓ ㌃), meaning ‘Temple of Atum,’ however, a similar term is used in Sinuhe in the same region, en route from the fortresses to the Bitter Lakes, suggesting the Israelite term was based on the Middle Egyptian pỉṯôn, and not the Late Egyptian pr-tm.

While the word pỉṯôn (𓊪𓇋𓍿㍝) translates as approximately ‘span to,’ it’s meaning isn’t clear. There were two recorded pỉṯôns in Egypt, the northern pỉṯôn, which appears to have been in the Wadi Tamilat, and the southern pỉṯôn, whose location is no longer known. It is known that the kings of Egypt took responsibility for overseeing them, which suggests they were quite expensive to maintain. The only thing known to have been very expensive in the Wadi Tamilat during the Middle Kingdom, was the canal connecting the Nile to the Kem Wer, the largest of the Bitter Lakes at the time. This suggests that pỉṯôn may have been the Middle Egyptian term for ‘canal,’ as there was also a major canal in Southern Egypt, at Aswan, where the river was altered to allow ships to pass the first cataract of the Nile. In the New Kingdom, additional canals were dug in Nubia to allow Egyptian ships to travel past additional cataracts, however, in the Middle Kingdom, there appears to have just been the two major canals, at Aswan, and in the Wadi Tamilat.
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