Ludwig D. Morenz
The ‘He’ Tribe from Serabit el Khadim and

the Invention of Alphabetic Writing:
Can the Subaltern ... Write?

Abstract: Alphabetic writing was originally not just a logocentric evolution of
simplicity but was also combined with conspicuous communication. We can
detect various cultural elements characteristic for its place of origin: the mining
area of Serabit el Khadim in south-west Sinai around 1900 BCE. In a global per-
spective, this product of an evolution of simplicity turned out to be highly attrac-
tive for various users with very different cultural backgrounds. The detachment
from its original socio-cultural context in south-west Sinai eventually turned
alphabetic writing into more of a technical tool for simply encoding language
phonetically, but I am going to focus in my paper on its original socio-cultural
context and, thus, the combination of an evolution of simplicity with conspicu-
ous communication.

Analysing the origin of alphabetic writing in a perspective of an archaeology of
media, I focus on the fertility of cross-cultural contacts between Egyptians and
Canaanites 4000 years ago. This novel way of writing was originally not just a
logocentric evolution of simplicity but was also combined with conspicuous
communication within the sphere of visual culture.! This new simplicity in the
writing system was combined with explorations of the figurativity (the figura-
tive shape of signs and aspects of layout) of writing,> while we can also detect
an iconic motivation in the choice of some specific alphabetic signs. According-
ly, we can detect various cultural elements characteristic of its place of origin:
the mining area of Serabit el Khadim in south-west Sinai around 1900 BcE (Figs
la-b).

1 For the concept of ‘evolution of simplicity’ in archaeology, see Wengrow 2001; and Yoffee 2001.
It seems profitable to consider it in the context of an archaeology of media.
2 Morenz 2022, 84-135.

3 Open Access. © 2024 the author, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed
under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111360805-012
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Fig. 1a-b: Mountainous landscape around Serabit el Khadim; photo Morenz, November 2022.
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The genesis of alphabetic writing in the early second millennium BCE can be
considered the most significant media development of the Near Eastern Middle
Bronze Age.” What has turned out to be incredibly successful over a period of
4000 years and is used today in all continents of the world might, however,
have started simply as a distinctly provincial simplification of the complex
Egyptian phono-semantic hieroglyphic writing system. Within a global perspec-
tive, this product of an evolution of simplicity (Occam’s razor)* turned out to be
highly attractive for various users with very different cultural backgrounds. The
detachment from its specific use in south-west Sinai eventually turned alpha-
betic writing into more of a technical tool (and medium) for simply encoding
language phonetically,” but here I am going to focus on its original socio-
cultural context and, thus, the combination of an evolution of simplicity with
conspicuous communication.

In contrast to phono-semantic hieroglyphic writing,® alphabetic writing is
structurally new, in the sense that its function is purely phonocentric. It is
based on the simple graphonetic equation: one sign represents one sound,
nothing more, nothing less.

This new type of writing was developed by Canaanites in south-west Sinai
around 1900 BcE. The individual names of the inventors are lost to us, but we
can pin down the place of origin with a rather surprising precision: the sacro-
tope (= sacral domain) of the Egyptian goddess Hathor in the mountainous area
of the south-west Sinai. Resuming ‘international’ economic activities after a
break of some decades, Egyptian mining expeditions went to Serabit to bring
back turquoise and copper from the early twelfth dynasty onwards.” That pro-
cess is documented by various hieroglyphic lists containing titles and names of
participants® monumentalised on stelae erected in front of the sanctuary of the
goddess Hathor (Fig. 2).°

3 Herbert Donner called it ‘ein Jahrhundertproblem’ (Donner 1967, 273).

4 For the term and its history, see Hiibener 1983.

5 However, there always remained a figurative dimension in written communication, Vachek 1973;
Vachek and Luelsdorf 1989.

6 Schenkel 2003; Vernus 2003; for the various types of signs used in the Egyptian hieroglyphic
system, see Polis and Rosmorduc 2015.

7 Inscriptions in Ayn Soukhna prove that Egyptian expeditions for turquoise had already
restarted in the eleventh dynasty under Menthu-hotep II (Abd el-Raziq et al. 2002, 40, 41, fig. 10).

8 Seyfried 1981; Tallet 2016—2017.

9 Valbelle and Bonnet 1996, 95, 96.
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Fig. 2: Row of twelfth dynasty stelae in front of the sanctuary; photo Morenz, November 2022.

These stelae express a distinct corporate identity shared by these Egyptian ex-
peditions to the mountains of Sinai, and they imply a certain sacralisation in
relation to the goddess Hathor beyond traditional levels of decorum seen in
contemporary examples from the Nile Valley.™

South-west Sinai was a rather foreign area to the Egyptians, who generally
left the Nile Valley only temporarily and for very specific economic reasons.
Thus, a multigraphic graffito of the twelfth dynasty in Rod el Air (Fig. 3) shows
the Egyptian Gebu in a scene expressing sacralisation (offering of turquoise
‘bread’™) and dominance (grabbing the horns of the gazelle combined with a
hunting scene: dogs).?

10 The concept of decorum was introduced into Egyptology by John Baines, see Baines 1990.
11 Discussion of this Serabitian iconographic motive in Morenz 2019a, 59.

12 Discussion in Morenz 2019a, 58-59, figs 17 and 18. According to Roland Enmarch (personal
communication), this is vaguely reminiscent of Hatnub graffito 52 (Anthes 1928, 78—80), now
apparently destroyed, which also seems to juxtapose hunting with sacral (mortuary) activity.
The inscription was already badly damaged in the early twentieth century.
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Fig. 3: Carved multigraphic graffito of the Egyptian Gebu, Rod el Air (image + inscription of
Gebu); drawing by David Sabel.

The Middle Kingdom Egyptians transformed what was not home, something
which was completely different from the Nile Valley, into an Egyptianising auto-
tope (domain of Egyptian cultural identity; this is the opposite to a heterotope
discussed by Michel Foucault and others) through religious conceptualisation
and its monumentalisation in visual culture. Thus, the cultural identity of the
Egyptian expeditions was enforced by a new and distinct type of religion of ex-
peditions focusing on ‘Hathor, mistress of turquoise’ (hw.t-hr nb.t mfks.t)."” This
mining area in south-west Sinai was sacralised particularly by Egyptians build-
ing the temple of Hathor (Fig. 4).

This rather intensive building activity, although just a side product of the
Egyptian’s mining activity, was not only a sacral effort but also an economic
one. Egyptian expeditions invested quite an amount of workforce and time in
stabilising Egyptian cultural identity in the distant mountains of south-west
Sinai. By sacralising the area, the Egyptians culturally transformed a foreign,
exotic territory into an Egyptian autotope (i.e. a domain of Egyptian cultural
identity)."

13 Morenz 2009.
14 The archaeological literature on landscape is vast; for an overview, see e.g. Bender 1999;
Tilley and Cameron-Daum 2017.



350 = Ludwig D. Morenz

Fig. 4: Temple of Hathor in Serabit; photo Morenz, November 2022.

This Hathoric ‘house of the sistrum’ is the largest Egyptian temple outside the
Nile Valley, with a building history spanning nearly 1000 years — providing a
kind of sacral monumentality, but one that was a work in progress and open to
various additions.” In architectural semantics, this temple was conceptualized
as a turquoise mine (Fig. 5) from which the goddess ‘Hathor, mistress of tur-
quoise’ appeared precisely as turquoise (mfks:.t)." This new Egyptian expedition
theology of ‘Hathor, mistress of turquoise’ was specifically designed for the
socio-economic situation of the Egyptian expeditions to south-west Sinai.

Compared with the Early Dynastic period or the Old Kingdom, we can detect
a remarkable paradigm shift in Egyptian perceptions and depictions of the Ca-
naanites in south-west Sinai, indicating a completely different scenario of socio-
cultural interaction.” Egyptian monumental representation shifted from the
iconic scene of Smiting the Enemy to cooperation based on intercultural contacts
and contracts during the Middle Kingdom (Fig. 6)."®

15 An overview is provided by Valbelle and Bonnet 1996.
16 Morenz 2014, 84-140.

17 Morenz 2011, 75-78.

18 Morenz 2019a, 121-123, 207-215, 249-263, 268-269.
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Fig. 5: Relief S 124 showing the Serabitian theology of turquoise.

Changes in the relationship Egvptians-Canaanites

ter mraeswen.

P
NK MK

Subduing » Cooperation

Snofru smites Semite Canaanite leader riding the

Fig. 6: From subjugation to cooperation, changes in Egyptian depictions of Canaanites in
Serabit.

Within this context of a changing political iconography, Canaanite leaders,
such as the ‘brother of the ruler of Retjenu Khabi-dadum’” (Fig. 7), are shown
riding the donkey.

19 Cerny 1935.
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Fig. 7: Khabi-dadum; lower part from the stela S 112; adopted from the drawing IS, vol. 1, pl. XXXVII.

Within a Canaanite and more broadly West-Semitic context, this iconography of
riding the donkey implies high social status, specifically respected and honoured
by the Egyptians,” and points to a scenario of cooperation based on contracts.”

Furthermore, the cooperation between the Egyptians and the Canaanites
generated intercultural equations of gods, and that is, indeed, a remarkable
product of cross-cultural interaction during the early second millennium.?
These Canaanites living in south-west Sinai equated their god El with the Egyp-
tian god Ptah.” A rock stela on the Canaanite mine L in the area of Serabit*
depicts El in the Egyptian iconography of Ptah, while the alphabetic inscription
labels him as El (S 351, Fig. 8).

20 Morenz 2019a, 60-62.

21 For inscriptions reflecting ‘contracts’, see Morenz 2019a, 248-263.

22 Morenz 2019a.

23 Morenz 2023.

24 This mine is numbered as L = XIII. Here, we find various Canaanite alphabetic inscriptions
but no Egyptian ones. So, it seems likely that Canaanites worked here probably alone.
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Fig. 8: Rock stela S 351; drawing by David Sabel.
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Fig. 9: Fragmentary rock stela S 355; drawing by David Sabel.

The image implies a remarkable knowledge of the Egyptian iconography of the
god Ptah, while stylistic analysis shows some rather non-Egyptian features. The
figure of the god was probably drawn from memory since there was no Egyptian
representation of Ptah visible at mine L or in its vicinity. Thus, the iconography
in Canaanite practice on this stela indicates a remarkably high degree of famili-
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arity with Egyptian visual culture by this anonymous Canaanite scribe, and that
holds true for the Hathoric face on stela S 355 (Fig. 9) too.”

We can detect two Egypto-Canaanite equations of gods with the Egyptian
god Ptah related to Canaanite El and the Egyptian Hathor related to Canaanite
Ba‘alat. Religion mattered. Such an intercultural sacral equation concerned the
core of cultural identity. It implies significant dynamics in culture. However,
these equations seem to have been of relevance only for the Canaanites, while
the Egyptians seem to have paid no attention. Imagery and writing on this rock
stela at the entrance to the Canaanite mine L appears as a fascinating cultural
hybrid in-between the Old Canaanite and the Egyptian culture in south-west
Sinai. These Canaanites adopted Egyptian prototypes quite closely, but in order
to express their own cultural identity.

The equation of the Canaanite goddess Ba‘alat with the Egyptian Hathor
was of particularly high importance for the relations between the Egyptians and
the Canaanites during the Middle Kingdom (respectively the Middle Bronze Age
in Levantine terminology) in Serabit. Thus, the bilingual sphinx from the temple
of Hathor (Figs 10a-b) mentions in Egyptian hieroglyphs ‘Hathor, mistress of
turquoise’ (hw.t-hr nb.t mfks.t), while the Canaanite alphabetic inscriptions refer
to Ba‘alat.

Fig. 10: Canaanised sphinx S 345, BM EA 41748; photos David Sabel.

25 Morenz 2021, 61-62. Here, we can interpret the two signs below the Hathoric head as al-
phabetic letters pe + nahas reading pn - ‘face’ — which stands in close intermedial correspond-
ence with the Hathoric face depicted.
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We can assume the Egyptian universe of media and especially its visual culture
— hieroglyphic writing and images® — to have been highly attractive for the
Middle Bronze Age Canaanites, who lacked such sophisticated graphic tools of
high culture. This might be particularly true for the Bedouins in south-west Si-
nai, in contrast to the Middle Bronze Age Levantine city states, where various
images were created” and some examples are known of the use of hieroglyphic
and hieratic writing.”® That attraction of Egyptian media-technology and the
Egypto-Canaanite process of equating gods,” and especially the combination of
both, triggered the genesis of alphabetic writing in south-west Sinai around
1900 BCE.

Based on less than thirty letters, alphabetic writing is an enormous simplifi-
cation of Egyptian hieroglyphic writing. This functional simplification does not
mean writing straightforwardly turned into a cold®* media-technology, but that
it also generated and expressed cultural identity. The origin of alphabetic writ-
ing in the Hathoric sacrotope of Serabit el Khadim left its distinct cultural im-
pression in the letter alef — 23 , a cow head — which implies a reference to the
Egypto-Canaanite goddess Hathor-Ba‘alat who was shown in various temple
reliefs and on stelae or at the entrance of mines in the typical Egyptian icono-
graphy with the horns of a cow.” Thus, the first letter of Canaanite alphabetic
writing in its original cultural context shows a strong sacral imprint with a dis-
tinct reference to the Egypto-Canaanite goddess Hathor-Ba‘alat.

The figurativity of some signs and especially the alef mattered for the Ca-
naanite inventors and early users of alphabetic writing in the Serabit area
around 1900 BCE. Not only the letters but sometimes even the layout of this early
alphabetic writing generated meaning and fostered conspicuous communica-
tion. The early alphabetic dichotomy of the purely phonographic usage of let-
ters versus figurative encoding of meaning might seem counterintuitive, but it
clearly demonstrates the origin of alphabetic writing not to have been just an
economic simplification. We can detect two different trends by contextualiza-
tion, economic simplification and semiotic encoding of meaning. Indeed, we
find not an administrative but a distinctly sacral and commemorative usage of
early alphabetic writing.

26 Baines 2007.

27 For an overview, see Keel and Uehlinger 2010.

28 Na’aman 2020.

29 Morenz 2019b; for further reading, see Assmann 1996.

30 For the dichotomy cold versus hot cultures, cf. Lévi-Strauss 1964.

31 Morenz 2019b; for the cow head representing esp. the letter alef, see Wimmer 2022.
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The scribe’s interest in expressing cultural meaning had an impact on the
layout of these early alphabetic inscriptions. This led to the earliest carmina
figurata: a highly figurative textual format we know neither from Egyptian hier-
oglyphs nor Mesopotamian cuneiform, at least not stricto sensu.*> The layout of
rock inscription S 358 inside mine L, for instance, is formatted into the shape of
a cow’s head (Fig. 11), which is, thus, reminiscent of the letter alef and the Egyp-
to-Canaanite goddess Hathor-Ba‘alat.

Fig. 11: Alphabetic inscription S 358; drawing by David Sabel.

32 Morenz 2008.
33 Discussion in Morenz 2022, 48-49. Here, a discussion of the inscription S 377 and its layout
in the shape of a cow’s head is included.
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We find further examples of this sacral poetics generating supplementary mean-
ing to the plain text (especially inscriptions S 345 and S 365) among the early
alphabetic inscriptions.* We can describe these early Canaanite scribes using
alphabetic writing more as priests or poets than as merchants, but these terms
are deliberate oversimplifications. These carmina figurata are intellectual prod-
ucts of graphic poetry, and they seem to have a distinct affinity to alphabetic
writing, probably because the figurative and iconic potential of signs is some-
how far too prominent in the hieroglyphic or the cuneiform scripts to allow this
other type of figurativity concentrating on the layout.”

In their original context of Serabit el Khadim, some of these early alphabetic
letters incorporate and express various facets of cultural identity. This figurative
motivation works not only for the alef and its reference to the Egypto-Canaanite
goddess Hathor-Ba‘alat but also, among others, for the letter resh. Acrophonically
derived from the common Semitic word rash/resh, the consonant r (+ an indistinct
vowel)*® is represented by the image of a human head.” There is nothing special
about a head, one might think, but our new epigraphic recording show it is re-
warding to look at the hairstyle. Some of the early resh signs from the Old Canaan-
ite inscriptions in Serabit show a mushroom-shaped head (Figs 12a—c).*®

The Egyptian depiction of a Canaanite man from Maghara (S 24A) also
shows a mushroom-shaped head (Figs 13a-b). Furthermore, he holds an %m
stick in his hand. Taken not just as an object but as a hieroglyph, he is, thus,
characterised as an “m Asiatic.”

34 Discussion in Morenz 2022, 86-108, 117-135.

35 An inscription of Gudea of Lagash (third millennium) compares the cuneiform signs on a
tablet with the stars in the sky. This metaphor implies visual-poetic thinking and we know
various examples of poetic elements in cuneiform writing (Cancik-Kirschbaum and Kahl 2017,
322-329) and Egyptian hieroglyphs (Morenz 2008).

36 These vowels might have been clear to the native speakers or have been learned in an oral
tradition combined with the written text. Thus, a specific Samaritan tradition of reading is
quite well-known for the Hebrew Bible; Schorch 2004. Furthermore, we know of early attempts
for encoding vowels, as in the Ugaritic cuneiform alphabet; Loretz 1998.

37 Hamilton 2006, 221-230.

38 For a more detailed discussion, see Morenz 2021, 98—102.

39 Morenz 2021, 98.
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Fig. 12a—-c: Early forms of the letter resh from inscriptions S 349 (a), 364 (b) and 385 (c); photos
by David Sabel.
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Fig. 13a—b: Depiction of a Canaanite man from Maghara (rock inscription S 24A; from IS, vol. 1,
pl. XI.

In Middle Bronze Age iconography, the mushroom-shaped head is a rather dis-
tinct iconographic marker of the Canaanite elite, which we know from various
pictorial representations including monumental statues from Tell el-Dab‘a in
the eastern delta of the Nile.*> This conspicuous hairstyle is an iconographic
marker representing elite-status in the Middle Bronze Age Levantine context.”
Therefore, the distinctly mushroom-shaped head in the sign of the letter resh
follows Levantine elite iconography of the Middle Bronze Age with people such
as Khabi-dadum mentioned earlier.

40 Arnold 2010.
41 For an overview, see Burke 2013.
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I have spoken so far more generally about Canaanites in the area of Middle
Kingdom Serabit, but it seems worthwhile to distinguish between those Levan-
tines coming from afar to cooperate with the Egyptians, such as Khabi-dadum
and his people, on the one hand, and more or less local Bedouins, on the other
hand. The following discussion is an attempt at media-archaeological rediscov-
ery of the local Canaanite ‘He’ tribe of the early second millennium BCE.** In
recovering this ‘lost tribe’, we can use Egyptian and Canaanite sources from the
nineteenth century BCE. The Egyptian material consists of pictorial and written
material and allows us to distinguish between local Sinaitic Canaanites and
Levantine Canaanites in Middle Kingdom Serabit. Thus, the lower part of the
Egyptian Middle Kingdom stela S 87 from the temple of Hathor shows a row of
Canaanites also iconographically differentiated by dress and hairstyle (Fig. 14).

Fig. 14: Middle Kingdom stela S 87, lower part.

The last man bears the title ‘brother of the ruler of Retjenu’ and we might even
consider reconstructing the name Khabi-dadum for the damaged part. Similar to
the forms of the resh sign, he is characterised by his mushroom-shaped head.
Each of the three men standing before this ‘brother of the ruler of Retjenu’ is

42 More extensive discussion in Morenz 2021, 31-43.
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called hrj pr + semogram STANDING MAN WITH RAISED ARMS. Here and in
various other inscriptions from Serabit, this title refers to the local Bedouins.”®
Hence this stela shows local Canaanites (among them a man with the Egyptian
name Khenti-khety-hetep) and a Levantine side by side. The same individual hrj
pr + semogram STANDING MAN WITH RAISED ARMS with the Egyptian name
Khenti-khety-hetep is also shown on stela S 90*. Therefore, we can assume him
to have been a leader of the local Sinaitic Bedouins with whom the Egyptian
expeditions were in regular contact.

The Egyptian hieroglyph ui(' is used in these inscriptions as a semogram
to designate the local Serabitian tribe ‘the highlanders’. More specific infor-
mation is provided by the stela S 114, similar to S 87, also from the time of King
Amenembhet III (Figs 15a—b). This hieroglyphic inscription mentions two hrj pr +
semogram STANDING MAN WITH RAISED ARMS and the lower part provides
additional information. That microtext is formatted in imitation of an adminis-
trative list.* Two different local tribes are distinguished graphically in the sec-
ond column, the Tl versus the 7"{ The specific meaning of the distinction be-
tween the two forms STANDING MAN WITH RAISED ARMS versus KNEELING
MAN is hard to pin down precisely. The hieroglyphic form b3 resembles the
hieroglyph sign-list A 7 ( £1), and this hieroglyph is used to determine words
referring to weakness, subduing or settling down (wrd, b3gj, nnj, hs, srf). Thus,
we can think of a designation as either ‘weak ones’, ‘subdued ones’ or ‘the ones
who settled down’, in the sense of locals. From its context and its use in parallel
to % ‘the highlanders’ — I would opt for locals living in the lower areas of
south-west Sinai, but this specific guess remains highly speculative.

The Egyptian hieroglyph 't designating the local tribe of Serabit was
adopted into alphabetic writing*® as X" / '8 and here, it encodes the sound h
(+ unmarked vowel). Within the set of alphabetic letters, the he is the single sign
depicting a full human figure.”” In parallel to the symbolic significance of letters
such as the alef or the resh, we can assume that the letter he also implied sym-
bolic significance in the socio-cultural context of Middle Kingdom / Middle
Bronze Serabit. It seems to indicate a reference to the local Canaanite tribe in
south-west Sinai around 1900 BCE.

43 Morenz 2021, 35.

44 Morenz 2021, 33, figs 4 and 5.

45 Eyre 2013, 5-13, 43-47.

46 Already suggested in IS, vol. 2, 67, n. 1, furthermore: Goldwasser 2006, 137-138; most re-
cent discussion in Morenz 2021, 31-43.

47 Most recent discussion of the inventory of alphabetic letters in Morenz 2019a, 87-90.
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Fig. 15a—b: Stela S 114, south edge; drawing from IS, vol. 2, pl. XXXVIII and XXXVI (a); part of
Middle Kingdom stela S 114 (b).

Let us now look at the Egyptian hieroglyphic stela S 100 from the time of King
Amenemhet III. It was erected in front of the sanctuary of Hathor. In the lower
part, we can recognise a kneeling figure, and below it, is another sign which is
much smaller and closely resembles the Canaanite letter he (Fig. 16). A Canaan-
ite leader and his followers are depicted on some other Middle Kingdom stelae
in Serabit, such as S 112. We can expect a structural analogy, but while the per-
son riding the donkey on the stela S 112 is a Levantine, the kneeling person on
the stela S 100 represents a local Canaanite.
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Fig. 16: Middle Kingdom stela S 100, lowest part; photo Morenz, November 2022.

Looking at the layout of the stela, we can imagine a reference to a contract cer-
emony between the Egyptian expedition and the local Canaanites, represented
by the kneeling man. This cross-cultural contact is expressed by the relation of
the Egyptian leader of the expedition on top of the stela and the Canaanite rep-
resentative of the He tribe at the bottom.*® The small sign below the kneeling
figure can be identified as the form of the letter he. Furthermore, it closely re-
sembles the Egyptian hieroglyph T, designating the local Canaanite tribe from

48 Discussion of the evidence and plausibility of contracts between the Egyptians and the
Canaanites in Middle Kingdom Serabit: Morenz 2019a, 121-123, 207-215, 248-263, 267-269.
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Serabit. However, it depicts the seated and not the standing man and, therefore,
we can prefer an understanding as the Canaanite letter he. It certainly looks like
an alphabetic letter. It is not used here as alphabetic writing proper but more in
the sense of a semogram or an icon. This sign specifies the depiction above it
and refers to the local tribe in the area of Serabit.

Similar to the goddess Ba‘alat in the letter alef and the Levantine elite in the
letter resh, the local Bedouin tribe of the Serabit area is represented in the letter
he X' | Y. Alphabetic writing in Serabit was full of cultural meaning in origin
and that strong symbolism combined with the purely phonographic usage was
specifically expressed by letters such as alef, he or resh. The Canaanites who
created this new writing system inscribed themselves into it and that symbolic
presence in the alphabet seems highly remarkable.

Against traditional assumptions, these Canaanites are better visible in the
sources and they were internally more differentiated. We should consider them
not just as ‘slaves or uneducated workers’ but people deliberately cooperating
with the Egyptian expeditions following their own agenda, exploring agency in
the cross-cultural contact and, in doing so, created a writing system from which
we still benefit today.
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