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ABSTRACT

The Tjembu-Libyans are mentioned in Egyptian sources starting with the 6th Dynasty, when they are presented in geographical proximity to

the Nubians and meet the Egyptians during explovatory/trading expeditions. Later, the term “Tjemh” was used to generically indicate the

Libyan-land and to indicare “the west.” Representations of Tjembu dancers appear in Egyptian temples show the persistence of contacts between

the Egyptians and the Tjemhu-Libyans, despite the lack of other clear indications in Egyptian sources. This paper aims to analyze certain

Egyptian sources related to the Tjembu in order to suggest their possible homeland and ro clarify their strong connection with Nubian groups.

INTRODUCTION

The relationships between the Egyptians and the Libyans are
well documented in Egyptian sources, even if in an intermittent
way, as Ritner has stated.” The discontinuous presence of Libyan
groups and their overlapping features are especially observable as
regards the Tjemhu-Libyans. They probably settled in the
southern Western Desert, very close to Nubian groups, and, at the
same time, were strongly connected with the west, to such an
extent that the term “Tjemh” was used beginning with the Middle
Kingdom to indicate the land of the Libyans.?

The first occurrence of the Tjemhu-Libyans dates to the 6th
Dynasty, when the Tjemhu appear in the autobiographies of Weni
and Harkhuf as a group settled in the southern Western Desert, in
geographical proximity to the Nubians.* The text of Harkhuf
suggests a possible Tjemhu homeland along routes used by the
Egyptians for trade at the end of the Old Kingdom. During their
movements along caravan tracks and during desert expeditions,
the Egyptians had contact with desert people and established with
them enduring relationships, confirmed by archacological data
from the Western Desert. The nature of these relationships was
unstable, probably depending on circumstances, as the two
autobiographies show: in the text of Weni the Tjemhu are allies of
the Egyptians, while in that of Harkhuf they are enemies.

The main problem with suggesting the Tjemhu homeland is
the lack of a material culture clearly relates to them. In fact, the
new discoveries in the Western Desert, especially along caravan
tracks, are related to the Egyptians or to groups not surely
identifiable with the Tjemhu. Furthermore, these new data are
often related to various periods of time, e.g., end of the Old
Kingdom/First Intermediate Period or the New Kingdom.
Nonetheless, considering together the autobiographies of
Harkhuf and the new data from the Western Desert, it is possible

to suppose the routes early used by the Tjemhu nomads and the
way they encountered the Egyptians, establishing with them
enduring relationships.

In fact, in later times the Tjemhu-Libyans appear again in
Egyptian sources, maintaining strong African features, in accord
with the suggested homeland, and sharing some customs with the
Nubians, such as the dance to be discussed here. It was performed
during Egyptian celebrations, as shown both in temple reliefs and
in texts relating to the far-wandering goddess: this myth tells that
Hathor/Tefnut, as the wandering eye of the sun, lefc Egypt and
roamed the southern desert in the form of a lioness. After the
request of Ra, Thoth sought her out and enticed her back to
Egypt’ The representation of Libyan and Nubian dancers in
celebrations relating to that myth, each with their own features,
suggests direct observation of their customs by the Egyptians.

The following analysis of Egyptian sources related to the
Tjemhu-Libyans, especially the text of Harkhuf and the
representations of Tjemhu dancers, will suggest the location of the
Tjemhu homeland and examine how relationships between the
Egyptians and the Tjemhu-Libyans were established.

THE AUTOBIOGRAPHIES OF THE OLD KINGDOM

Weni and Harkhuf were officials during the reigns of Tety,
Pepy I, Merenra, and Pepy II, and each included an autobiography
in his tomb. In his text,® Weni states that people “from Tjemeh-
land” were part of the Egyptian army with Nubians.” Harkhuf
describes his expeditions to Yam® and his raid into the Western
Desert to help the ruler of Yam “to smite the Tjemeh to the
western corner of heaven.” These two autobiographies testify to a
dualistic relationship between the Tjemhu-Libyans and the
Egyptians late in the Old Kingdom: Weni refers to having led an

army comprising Nubians and Tjemhu against the Asiatic Sand
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Figure 1: Map of the Western Desert with the caravan routes mentioned in the text. In red, the suggested route of the third

expedition of Harkhuf; in green, the Abu Ballas Trail (after Jennerstrasse 8 (eds.), Tides of the Desert [Africa
Prachistorica 14; K6ln 2002], inside front cover as modified by the Author)
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!The presence of Tjemhu soldiers may suggest

Dwellers five times.
that the Egyptians had subdued the Tjemhu and the Nubians or
clse formed an alliance with them that resulted in a relationship of
military cooperation during the first part of the 6th Dynasty.

Furthermore, the text of Weni lists the Tjemhu affer the
Nubian groups, thus indicating that the former were
geographically close but clearly distinct from the latter. The same
conclusion can be inferred from the use of the expression
“Tjemeh-land” to indicate the Libyan-land in later sources.!

The relationship with the Tjemhu suddenly changed, as the
text of Harkhuf shows. Harkhuf declares that he repelled the
Tjemhu to the west, probably because their great mobility and the
increasing aridity of the environment may have complicated the
situation along the frontier with the Nubia. In fact, archacological
research in the Western Desert has demonstrated that it was quite
dry and travel through the region was possible only along caravan
tracks with stops at water reserves.”> Along these routes, the
Egyptians and the Tjemhu established contacts that were not
always peaceful. When the movements of the Tjemhu created
problems in the Egyptian relationship with the Nubia or with
more distant regions in Africa, such as Yam, the Egyptians did not
hesitate to repel them, as Harkhuf states. The possible location of
the Tjemhu homeland, suggested by the autobiography of
Harkhuf, may explain the reasons for the conflict between the
Tjemhu and the Egyptians.

On his third expedition to Yam, Harkhuf traveled from the
eighth nome of Upper Egypt (the Thinite nome or 3 wr) and
went upon the “Oasis Road,” which could be the Girga Road, a
caravan route from the Qena Bend area, close to Abydos, to
Kharga'® that passes through the Darb el-Arbain, leading to
Nubian desert. The “Oasis” of the inscription may also be Dakhla,
site of an important Old Kingdom outpost in the Western Desert.
This suggestion is supported by archacological excavations carried
out at the site of Balat/Ayn Asil by the Institut francais
d'archéologie orientale'® and the Dakhla Oasis Project,' as well as
by some epigraphic evidence, such as the use of the term 53 wh3t
in the mastaba of the 6th Dynasty governor of the oasis; during the
New Kingdom, this term also indicates Dakhla.’® Dakhla was
connected with Kharga by the Darb Ayn Amur, where epigraphic
finds dating to the Old Kingdom have been found,"” or perhaps by
the Darb el-Ghubari, which was in use at least during the Middle
Kingdom:'® the first road is 10 kilometers shorter than the second
and has also a water source at Ayn Amur, halfway along the
journey.” Thus, Dakhla could be the “Oasis” of Harkhuf’s
autobiography.

Regardless of the exact identity of the “Oasis,” it was possible
to go south from cither of these oases, which were connected to
each other, using (from Kharga) the Darb el-Arbain® or (from
Dakhla) the Darb el-Tarfawi in order to reach Selima Oasis,”!
known in the New Kingdom as hmt hr, “the Upper Well.”** The
name of the oasis could preserve memory of the same arca as
caravan stop in earlier times.” From this place the traveler could
then proceed toward Yam, as Harkhuf might have done. The
identification of the land of Yam is not generally agreed upon even

today,24 but the site of Kerma, where archacological excavations®
have revealed its importance already during the Old Kingdom,*
might be a suitable suggestion.”” Furthermore, the boundary of
Egyptian control in Lower Nubia during the Old Kingdom was at
Buhen, near the second cataract, where an Egyptian settlement
especially devoted to copper working has been uncovered.?®
Kerma, beyond the Egyptian boundary on the third cataract, could
be the first Nubian “state” that engaged in trade with Egypt.

The suggested reconstruction of the third journey of Harkhuf
is especially based on findings dated to or around his time. In
addition, it is possible to consider the stela of Iwt from Naqada,
dated to the 6th Dynasty and referring to the owner as “overseer
of the interpreters of Yam”: this stela could suggest the same way
used by Harkhuf to reach Nubia, starting from the Qena Bend.?”

Harkhuf relates that when he arrived at Yam, he did not find
its ruler because he had gone to expel Tjemhu to the west: if the
ruler of Yam went westward, he could have traveled along the
Lagqiya Arbain (where evidence of human populations in contact
with Old Kingdom Egypt has been found®) and gone toward
Gebel el-Uweinat (Figure 1).

Gebel el-Uweinat was known by the Egyptians at least from
the reign of Mentuhotep II, when an official inscription,
discovered by Mark Borda and Mahmoud Marai, was carved on its
castern side. The text, which includes the cartouche of
Mentuhotep, cites two countries: Yam, which offered incense, and
Tekhebeten, mentioned for the first time (Figure 2).*! Tekhebeten
might be Gebel el-Uweinat, in which case the inscription records
the journey of Mentuhotep IIs officer: from Yam/Kerma to
Tekhebeten/Gebel el-Uweinat,?* using a route already known in
the Old Kingdom. Tekhebeten might also be the name of a more
distant place, located in the south or west and accessible via Gebel
el-Uweinat, which in that case would be only a stop on the route
to Tekhebeten.®

The suggested role of Gebel el-Uweinat as a caravan stop on
routes leading toward the south or west™ is clearly supported by
the Abu Ballas Trail,® which connects Dakhla Oasis with the Gilf
Kebir, a sandstone plateau about 150 kilometers from Gebel el-
Uweinat. The last site (site 00/7) along that way, located about
15-20 kilometers from the Gilf Kebir Plateau, has yielded sherds
of storage jars coming from Dakhla,? while other ceramic findings
along the road indicate its use by the inhabitants of Balat during
the Old Kingdom/First Intermediate Period.”” Furthermore, from
the Gilf Kebir it was possible to go southward to Gebel el-
Uweinat, passing through the Karkur Tahl, which is located only
80 kilometers from the southern border of the Gilf Kebir.® As a
matter of fact, the Gilf Kebir was the westernmost point known
by the Egyptians at the time of Harkhuf.”’

Thus, two points might be fixed: first, the possibility that
Harkhuf, using the Lagiya Arbain, would drive the Tjemhu to
Gebel el-Uweinat; second, the Abu Ballas Trail stops very close to
the Gilf Kebir, so the Gilf Kebir/Uweinat fits well with the
expression “the western corner of heaven.”

Gebel el-Uweinat and Gilf Kebir were always strongly tied, as
demonstrated by the results of the research carried out in the Gilf

Journal of Ancient Egyptian Interconnections | htep://jacilibrary.arizona.edu | Vol. 6:4, 2014 | 20-29 22



Annalinda Iacoviello | Some Remarks on the Tjemhu Libyans

Figure 2: The inscription found in Gebel el-Uweinat (courtesy of Mark Borda)

Kebir by the Arid Climate, Adaptation and Cultural Innovation
in Africa (ACACIA) project of Cologne University.”
Reconstruction of the Holocene environmental conditions in the
Gilf Kebir has revealed that it was only temporarily settled owing
to the formation in this area of dry playas, which feature water
available only for days, weeks, or months.”! During the early and
middle Holocene, the inhabitants of the Gilf Kebir settled
permanently in Gebel el-Uweinat and went seasonally to Gilf
Kebir, passing through the Karkur Tahl.*

Considering the worsening climatic conditions at the end of
the Holocene and the abandonment of the Gilf Kebir after about
4800 yr B.P.,”® people originally living in Gebel el-Uweinat and
moving seasonally to Gilf Kebir may have been forced to move
from their homeland either toward the Egyptian oases, through
the way later known as Abu Ballas Trail, or toward the Nubian
Desert, through the way later used by Harkhuf. These caravan
routes were also used during historic times:* the presence of
artifacts with desert associations, such as Clayton Rings,”
associated with Old Kingdom pottery in Wadi Shaw (along the
Lagiya Arbain) and around Dakhla (site 99/38; Meri 95/5)%
along the Abu Ballas Trail suggests that desert groups, probably
including the Tjemhu, used them to move from the west toward
the Nile Valley.”

The Tjemhu, moving toward Nubia, could have produced
social instability that the Egyptians wanted to avoid: thus,
Harkhuf helped the ruler of Yam to expel them. The movements
of the Tjemhu along the Abu Ballas Trail can be inferred from a
graffito showing a bearded hunter that is provisionally compared
with figures of the First Intermediate Period.® The hunter is
probably a Libyan, represented with a pointed beard, patterned
skirt, and belt, running with his dogs after having shot his prey.
Kuhlmann suggested that he is a “civilized” Libyan hunter,
pictured with the typical Egyptian attention to detail.”

If Kuhlmann’s suggestion is correct, it is possible that the
Egyptians employed Libyans as sentries or guides along the routes
they habitually used;® if so, how Weni came to have Tjemhu-
Libyans in his army can be inferred. The Egyptian policy toward

the Libyans is shown by later sources, some of which suggest their
use in the Egyptian administration, especially in Dakhla: it is the
case of T3kt3n3-Libyans, living in Dakhla and serving as hunters
and probably informers as they moved freely between the oasis and
the surrounding desert areas during the Ramesside Period.> Other
sources testify to a Libyan presence in the same oasis,** probably
due to long-lasting contacts between the Egyptians and Libyan
groups in that arca. The Tjemhu, originally from the Gilf
Kebir/Uweinat and moving along the Abu Ballas Trail, were
probably the first group to be subjected to assimilation in the
Egyptian administration, but Egyptian sources do not offer a clear
description of that process.

The suggested assimilation process might not have always
been peaceful: the inscription of Meri, dating to the end of the Old
Kingdom®® or the early Middle Kingdom®* and found along the
Abu Ballas Trail, about 30 kilometers southwest of Dalkhla (site
95/5), states that Meri went there in order to repulse/search out
the “Oasis Dwellers.”® These might be the Sheikh Muftah group,
the local inhabitants of Dakhla Qasis during the Old Kingdom
and the First Intermediate Period. However, this group, whose
remains are found only within and around the oasis, did not
engage in any conflicts with the Egyptians at Dakhla.’® Thus, the
Tjemhu might be the Oasis Dwellers expelled by Meri, considering
that the Abu Ballas Trail connected Dakhla with the Gilf Kebir,
the proposed original homeland of the Tjemhu-Libyans.>”

Later Egyptian sources confirm the location of the Tjemhu-
Libyans between the first and second cataract of the Nile: the stela
of Setau from Wadi es-Sebua states that he captured Tjemhu to
build the temple for Ramesses I1.%®

All the sources presented could suggest the homeland and the
movements of the Tjemhu, but the supposed reconstruction here
furnished remains hypothetical, since their identification with
some groups living in the Western Desert is still lacking.
Furthermore, the use of later sources, e.g., the graffito along the
Abu Ballas Trail, the inscription of Meri, and the New Kingdom
sources, should be considered only as additional indications of
what the inscription of Harkhuf and the archacological data from
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the Western Desert show: the Abu Ballas Trail was used for the
first time after the destruction of the palace of the governor in
Balat, so affer the journeys of Harkhuf, but Dakhla was probably
in contact with very distant places during the 6th Dynasty, as
documents found iz the Balat palace testify.”” The nomadic
character of the Tjemhu and the supposed problems their mobility
created for the Egyptian state could explain the indication
furnished by the inscription of Meri, even if it is dated affer the
inscription of Harkhuf. In the end, the New Kingdom sources
could offer a further confirmation to the location of the Tjemhu
homeland, transmitted over time.

THE TJEMHU DANCE

The location of the Tjemhu homeland in the Gilf
Kebir/Uweinat area and their continuous movement along
caravan tracks used both by the Nubians and the Egyptian might
explain the presence of Tjemhu dances in Egyptian sources, a
custom particular to the Tjemhu group of Libyans.®

The clearest occurrences of Tjemhu dancers are in the
Hathor Shrine in the temple of Hatshepsut at Deir el-Bahri and in
the Festival Hall of the Opet Temple in Luxor. In the first case, a

relief shows a group of Tmhw dancers wearing feathers on their

_._..__

Figure 3: Detail of the celebrants accompanying the procession
of the ceremonial barge in the Opet Temple, Luxor
(after Epigraphic Survey, The Festival Procession of
Opet in the Colonnade Hall, Oriental Institute
Publication 112 [Chicago: Oriental Institute, 1994],
pl. 99).

heads and holding throw sticks, while behind them stand a group
of men with the same features; these men beat throw sticks
probably to produce thythm.®" It is possible that the dancers were
Egyptians enacting Libyan customs directly observed during
intermittent contacts along the caravan routes, because some of
their features, such as the color of the skin and the hair, could be
Egyptian.®*

In the Festival Hall of the Opet Temple, decorated from the
reign of Amenhotep III to that of Sety I, Libyan musicians appear,
accompanied by the inscription “Thmw,” probably a mistake for
“Imhw” (Figure 3).°° In the same temple, Libyan dancers are
represented without indication of their name but with the same
features as the Tjemhu dancers at Deir el-Bahri. They are shown
with Nubian dancers, accompanying the ceremonial barge during
the Opet Festival, in order to declare the sovereignty of the
pharaoh over foreign countries, which were always subjugated by
the Egyptians.®

Literary sources also testify to the association of Tjemhu and
Nubian dancers. The texts describing their involvement in these
activities are the Hymn to Hathor in Medamud and the Mut
Ritual recorded on Papyrus Berlin 3014+3053. In the Medamud
hymn, describing celebrations probably part of the 13th Dynasty
festival of Montu,®
goddess is composed of Mntyw and Styw-Nubians, who
performed a gsgs dance,*®

the entourage of the returning far-wandering

whereas the Papyrus Berlin, a New
Kingdom text, adds Tjemhu- and Tjehnu-Libyans welcoming the
goddess after her journey. The Tjehnu, the oldest Libyan group
mentioned in Egyptians sources,” went to Imau for the
Nekhebkau feast, bringing game and ostriches as tribute, and the
Tjemhu hunted ostriches for the Egyptians, who plucked off the
feathers from their backs.®® After that, the Egyptians made
acclamations for the goddess, and the Tjemhu danced for her. The
term used for the Libyan dance is a generic one, ib3.% Figures of
the dancers represent the differences: Nubian gsgs-dancers jump,
while the Libyan ib3-dance is characterized by the beating of throw
sticks. Such differentiation probably derives from direct
observation of foreign dances by the Egyptians during religious
celebrations or occasional contacts along the caravan routes.

The involvement of the Libyans in the celebration of the
returning far-wandering goddess is demonstrated also by a graffito
found at Wadi el-Hol and probably dated to the Middle Kingdom.
This shows two men and a cow with a large eye: the upper man,
with beard and bobbed hair, suggests a Libyan, while the lower
could be an Egyptian; the cow likely is the goddess Hathor.”” Both
the Mut Ritual and the graffito probably testify to a real
involvement of the Libyans in such celebration, during which the
Egyptians could observe their customs and rituals and reproduce
them, as testified by the Egyptian dancers wearing Libyan
costumes at Deir el-Bahri.

The participation of desert groups in celebrations of the far-
wandering goddess is corroborated by archacological finds at
Hierakonpolis, locality HK 64, where a deposit of ostrich feathers
was found associated with a hieroglyphic inscription of “the
Golden One, she appears in glory,” a reference to Hathor, one of
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the pacified forms of Sekhmet, returning to Egype.”! The find is
dated to the Second Intermediate Period and is probably related
to Nubian groups that are well attested here” by the ceramic
sherds found around the deposit. The feathers were an offering
given by the Nubians to Hathor, while the Egyptians took part in
the same celebration, as indicated by the hieroglyphic inscription.
As Friedman states, the celebration of the far-wandering goddess’s
return from the south corresponded with the coming of the Nile
inundation.”

The deposit of Hierakonpolis and the graffito in Wadi el-
Hol, not far from each other, might demonstrate real involvement
of the Libyans and the Nubians in an Egyptian celebration, an
aspect of a process of assimilation that probably lasted for
centuries.

Furthermore, the Papyrus Berlin mentions Tjemhu hunting
ostriches, and a certain petroglyph bears mention in this regard.
Probably datable to the Holocene period, it is engraved in Karkur
Tahl, at the northeastern part of Gebel el-Uweinat, where
reaching the Gilf Kebir could be casier. It shows a man with five
feathers on his head and scemingly wearing a short skirt; he
stretches his right arm toward an ostrich in order to catch it with
a rope or a stick” (Figure 4). In the same area are also human
representations with various other features and styles, probably

produced by several groups who occasionally went there for
75

trading or religious purposes.

Figure 4: Engraving from the Karkur Tahl (after Hans
Rhotert, Libysche Felsbilder [Darmstadt: L.C.
Wittich Verlag, 1952], taf. XII, 2)

The graffito described above reflects a Tjemhu custom,
reported in the Mut Ritual, and it is particularly notable because
of its location in the suggested Tjemhu homeland. Furthermore,
the first representation of Libyans with more feathers on the

heads, comparable to the Karkur Tahl graffito, occurs in the
Twelfth Dynasty tomb of Khnumhotep in Beni Hassan, where
Libyans, represented in a way very different from the Old
Kingdom sources, are shown arriving in Egypt with cattle and
families.”®

CONCLUSION

The Egyptian sources here selected suggest how the
relationship between the Egyptians and the Tjemhu-Libyans was
created during the 6th Dynasty and continued in later times in an
intermittent way. The sclection of the sources aims to clarify two
particular points that relate to the Tjemhu and connect to cach
other: their possible homeland and their dance, as perceived and
represented by the Egyptians. The inscription of Harkhuf suggests
the location of the Tjemhu homeland in the Gebel el-
Uweinat/Gilf Kebir area, the westernmost boundary of the
Egyptian advance in the Western Desert during the Old Kingdom,
as confirmed by the Abu Ballas Trail. Starting from there, the
Tjemhu could have gone toward the Nubian Desert, and indeed
Old Kingdom sources testify to the geographic proximity between
the Tjemhu and Nubians. At the same time, the Tjemhu, going
along the Abu Ballas trail, should have had peaceful relationships
with the Egyptians, due to a better-controlled political situation
around Dakhla in the Old Kingdom.

The hypothetical character of this reconstruction should be
considered, owing to the lack of a clear identification of the
Tjemhu material culture. The Egyptians showed the Tjemhu as a
Libyan group, especially using the word “Tjemh” to indicate the
land of Libyans, located in the west. Looking to the west and
considering the great amount of archaeological data coming from
the Western Desert, it is possible to suppose the identification of
the Tjemhu homeland in the Gilf Kebir/Uweinat area,
considering also their nomadic character. The increasing use of
archacological data and the knowledge of desert roads, together
with the consideration of the Egyptian sources, should allow to
definitively clarify this point and to locate many places, up to now
testified only by written sources.

The strong nomadic character of the Tjemhu-Libyans is
reflected in their intermittent relationships with the Egyptians,
who portrayed them through one of their most impressive
activities, the dance. Unfortunately, the formalized nature of the
Egyptian textual sources (e.g., autobiography, ritual) does not
provide clear information about the nature of the contacts with
desert groups. Nevertheless, it is possible to infer long-lasting
contacts between the Egyptians and the Tjemhu-Libyans, with the
gradual assimilation of Libyans and their customs into Egyptian
society, as testified by the dancers represented at Deir el-Bahri.
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