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Political turmoil and ‘Libyan’ settlers:
setting the scene

Histories of eras before the Saite Dynasty (26th Dynasty) in ancient Egypt have
been largely based on Egyptian evidence, in spite of its inherent distortions and
biases, as this has been the only major source available. With the Saite Period
there is for the first time a much broader range of archaeological and written
evidence from outside the borders of the country as well as the traditional
Egyptian sources. The Assyrian prisms, Babylonian and Persian sources and
the accounts of the Classical authors allow cross-referencing and contribute to
our understanding of this era. Particularly notable are the narratives of Herodotus
which are still an important source on Saite Egypt and have been especially
dominant in establishing a history of this period in modern accounts. Although
caution is required when evaluating data from Herodotus’s Histories,1 there is
much to be gleaned from a judicious study of his works. In addition, the dates
for the 26th Dynasty are well established, tied as they are to the firm chronologies
of Greece, Babylonia and Persia.
The Saite reunification of Egypt in the mid-seventh century BC appears
to have brought an end to the Third Intermediate Period and the occupation of Egypt firstly by the Kushites and then later by the Assyrians. This
so-called Intermediate era was a time of diminished centralised power, political
fragmentation and the appearance of rulers of non-Egyptian extraction. It
resulted in significant changes in society and culture and represents a distinct
phase in the history of ancient Egypt. The Third Intermediate Period continued
the gradual loss of political unity already apparent at the end of the New
Kingdom and concluded with the restoration of centralised authority, and the
reunification of Egypt by Psamtek I, usually accepted as the first ruler of the 26th
Dynasty.
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I Political turmoil
Monarchy and administration
The Third Intermediate Period is typically considered to commence with the
death of Ramesses XI at the end of the 20th Dynasty.2 The power of Egypt
and the authority of the later Ramesside rulers had been diminishing for a
number of years. During the height of the New Kingdom, foreign trade, tribute
and plunder had made Egypt wealthy and powerful, but the late Ramesside
kings suffered a number of crises, and the history of the 20th Dynasty is one
of apparent decline. Many of the factors that hastened the demise of the New
Kingdom are well recognised, others less so, but a number are relevant to the
revival of the power of Egypt during the Saite Period.
Ramesses III, the last significant ruler of the New Kingdom, died in the
mid-twelfth century BC and was succeeded during the next century by a further
eight rulers who bore Ramesses as one of their names. Little is known about
some of these rulers; a number were elderly and reigned for only a short period
of time, and on occasions appear to have been weak and unprepared for leadership.3 There was a diminution in royal authority and a decline in temple building
programmes, and foreign activity was reduced. The lack of any significant
military achievements and failure to campaign beyond the borders of Egypt
would have reduced the military prestige of the monarch, an important attribute
of the Pharaonic institution. The monarch increasingly relied on officials to
control the provincial administration. Such a strategy resulted in a reduction
in the personal influence and esteem of the king, which inevitably would have
increased power in the hands of the regional administrations.
At Thebes, the authority of the priesthood of Amun and particularly the
First Priest of Amun continued to increase as it had been doing throughout
much of the New Kingdom. The Great Harris Papyrus dated to the reign of
Ramesses III enumerates the huge donations of land-holdings that were now
being made to the larger temples in Egypt, particularly the temple of Amun at
Thebes.4 The god Amun was now considered to rule like a king of Egypt and,
through oracles, to intervene directly in affairs of state, increasingly assuming
the king’s role in appointing officials. The king’s role was now reduced to that
of a representative of Amun and this ideology finds expression in a hymn to
Amun (ll. 39–40):5
The King of Upper and Lower Egypt, Amun-Re, King of the Gods,
Lord of heaven and earth,
Of the water and the mountains,
Who created the land through his transformation.
He is greater and more sublime
Than all the gods of primordial times.
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Thebes was now a theocracy and the priests were the representatives of the
god. Government consisted of a regular Festival of the Divine Audience at
Karnak where the god’s statue communicated through oracles, with a particular
motion of the barque being interpreted as acceptance or rejection of a proposal
or ruling. A similar state of affairs may have occurred in Lower Egypt as implied
in the story of Wenamun (mentioned below) when Smendes and his wife, Tentamun,
are referred to as ‘the pillars Amun has set up for the north of his land’. Smendes
is not given the title of king in this passage and may at that time have been
high priest at Tanis and governor, before then later becoming ruler.6
Administratively, the late New Kingdom was characterised by the political
significance of hereditary office and the ability of some powerful families to
control state and temple offices through intermarriage and inheritance. Throughout this period the office of High Priest at Thebes became increasingly more
independent, with the monarch having only nominal control of Upper Egypt.7
In the reign of Ramesses IX, Ramesses is depicted in the form of a statue in a
large relief on a temple wall opposite the sacred lake at Karnak, rewarding the
High Priest Amenhotep with gifts. Amenhotep is portrayed with a stature almost
equal in size to that of the king, indicating equality of status in iconographic
terms (Figure 1.1).8 A far cry from the all-powerful ‘god-king’ of previous eras,
when it would have been unprecedented to depict a priest at the same scale as
the king, particularly in a large scene and in such a visible location.
Failing economy and loss of empire
The economy weakened during the last years of the New Kingdom and the
beginning of the Third Intermediate Period. The tribute and plunder that had
arrived in Egypt at the height of the New Kingdom were now a thing of the
past, and foreign trade had been diminishing since the reign of Ramesses III.
The revenues from the Levant and the African interior were very much reduced.
This unfavourable economic climate resulted in internal strife. In Year 29
of Ramesses III there were strikes by the craftsmen who worked on the royal
and elite tombs at Thebes, in protest at their rations being in arrears, a state
of affairs that would recur throughout the remainder of the 20th Dynasty.9
Rising inflation, particularly related to the supply and cost of grain, was evident
during this period but its causes and effects are not fully understood. Tomb
and temple thefts became more common towards the end of the Dynasty with
the Tomb Robbery Papyri,10 a major source of information on this era, revealing
the extent of corruption and economic distress in late Ramesside Egypt. In
addition, there were persistent problems with groups of ‘Libyan’ intruders and
famine affecting Thebes.11
Associated with this reduced economic activity was a decline in Egypt’s
prestige abroad which is well illustrated in the Report of Wenamun,12 an account
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1.1 Large relief of the High Priest Amenhotep being rewarded by Ramesses IX on
the outside of the temple of Amun-Re at Karnak, opposite the sacred lake. The
inscription dates to Year 10 of Ramesses IX and is unusual in that Amenhotep is
depicted in the same scale as the monarch.

of a voyage to Byblos by an agent of the temple of Amun at Thebes in order
to purchase timber for the building of a new barque, a journey in which Wenamun
is beset by many difficulties. This engaging tale, although incomplete, is skilfully
related and is a vivid and descriptive narrative of Egypt during the late New
Kingdom and early Third Intermediate Period. Opinions of scholars are divided
as to whether it is a genuine historical document or a literary fiction of remarkable
realism.13 Whatever its category, the tribulations of Wenamun reflect the decline
in Egypt’s international standing during the last years of the New Kingdom
and the beginning of the 21st Dynasty.
This deterioration in Egypt’s international power culminated in the loss of
its last territories in western Asia during the late Ramesside Period. However,
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it was major political events in the south of Egypt that are usually recognised as
one of the key factors in the collapse of the New Kingdom model. An episode
occurred known as the ‘Suppression of the High Priest, Amenhotep’,14 an event
which is linked to the appearance of Panehesy, Viceroy of Kush, in Thebes
at the head of a Kushite army. The chronology and details of this incident
are not certain, with Egyptologists offering different interpretations of these
events. One suggestion is that Panehesy came to Thebes at the request of
Ramesses XI to restore law and order, and in so doing came into conflict with
Amenhotep and subsequently removed him from his post of high priest. An
alternative interpretation, although now less well accepted, is that Amenhotep
had been ousted by a rival, and Panehesy arrived in Thebes to restore him to
office.
Panehesy remained in Thebes for a number of years but eventually, after
being ordered to withdraw from Thebes by the Pharaoh, he rebelled. He attacked
the High Priest of Amun who fled north, and was subsequently pursued by
Panehesy’s army as far as the city of Teudjoi in Middle Egypt. During Panhesy’s
absence from Thebes, order among his troops who had been left to guard the
city broke down, and they became involved in a series of robberies in the Valley
of the Kings and the temples at Thebes. In Year 19 of the reign of Ramesses
XI, Panehesy was eventually forced out of Egypt and withdrew to Nubia15
where he remained in conflict with the Pharaoh.16 One serious consequence
of this civil war was the final loss of the occupied Nubian territories after nearly
five hundred years of Egyptian rule. This had crucial implications, as the forfeiture
of Nubian gold and the cessation or substantial reduction in the lucrative trade
of the products of sub-Saharan Africa would have caused a significant decline
in state revenue.
Egypt divided – the Third Intermediate Period
Following Panehesy’s withdrawal to Lower Nubia, Ramesses XI established a
new beginning by using in his inscriptions a phrase wehem mesut ‘the Repeating
of Births’ or ‘Renaissance’, a term that had previously been used by the kings
at the beginning of the 12th and 19th Dynasties to signify that the country had
been ‘reborn’ after a time of unrest.17 Ramesses assigned two powerful officials
to oversee this new era. The army leader, General Herihor, was appointed
Governor of Upper Egypt and Viceroy of Kush, although this latter title was
more nominal than effective, as Panehesy remained in Lower Nubia as an
independent ruler. Herihor soon added the high priesthood of Amun to his
titles and now civil, military and religious authority was combined in the hands
of one individual. Herihor’s power extended from Elephantine to el-Hibeh,
whilst his northern counterpart, Smendes, another general, was based at Tanis
where he controlled Lower Egypt.18
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Therefore, from Year 19 of the reign of Ramesses XI, Egypt was divided,
and centralised power was lost. The country was now split into two provinces,
each controlled by an official seemingly owing allegiance to Ramesses but
wielding considerable power. With the death of Ramesses in c. 1069 BC, the
20th Dynasty came to an end and Smendes was declared king, the first ruler
of the 21st Dynasty, now based at Tanis in the Delta. In Thebes the military
or priestly regime continued in parallel with the monarchy under a series of
powerful individuals who on occasions assumed Pharaonic titles. Although the
authority of the Tanite kings was formally recognised, the southern commanders
effectively controlled Middle and Upper Egypt, and this division of the country
continued throughout the Third Intermediate Period.
For the Third Intermediate Period in general, a detailed historical framework
is difficult to identify and is the subject of continuing debate, particularly in
relation to some of the provincial rulers who were later to declare themselves
independent.19 Although Thebes has yielded numerous records helping to
establish the course of events there, evidence from the Delta and Middle Egypt,
where many of the significant developments from this period occurred, is lacking.
Consequently, a balanced overview of events during this period is difficult to
achieve, but an important factor is the movement of the ‘Libyan’ or western
tribes into Egypt.
II ‘Libyans’ in Egypt
Conspicuous during the late New Kingdom, the Third Intermediate Period
and subsequently an important factor in the rise of the Saite state was the
movement and settlement of peoples from the west into Egypt. The ‘Libyan’
character of this era and its significance has been recognised only gradually
but the steady rise of the ‘Libyan peoples’ to positions of major political power
within the country had important long-lasting effects for Egypt. The consequence
of their migrations and invasions would eventually result in many of the monarchs
of the first millennium BC being ‘Libyan’ in origin, including the rulers of the
Saite Period. The ‘Libyan’ component of Dynasties 21 to 26 is not to be
underrated.
The word ‘Libyan’ is typically used to describe the inhabitants to the west
of the Nile Valley and Delta regions, but this is a fairly modern term and one
that suggests specific geographical, political and socio-cultural associations, which
are not readily applicable to an ancient population group.20 In ancient Egypt,
the term encompassed several different groups of peoples who were primarily
organised along tribal lines. The earliest group to appear in the Egyptian record
is the Tjehenu; a hieroglyph representing the word Tjehenu appears on the
Libyan Palette from the Protodynastic Period. Tjehenu was originally used for
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the northern inhabitants of the western desert in the Early Dynastic period,
while by the 6th Dynasty a new group, the Tjemehu, is recognised, perhaps
associated with groups as far south as the Third Cataract.21 Harkhuf in his
expedition to Nubia tried to restore peace between the Nubian ruler of Yam
and the leader of the Tjemehu.22 Although the terms Tjehenu and Tjemehu
were formerly distinct, they came to be used interchangeably, and by the New
Kingdom no longer had any real geographic value.23
The inhabitants of the lands to the west of Egypt feature throughout the
Pharaonic Period, but much of the information we have depends on the Egyptian
sources, as native sources are extremely limited.24 Although there are frequent
images and mentions of ‘Libyans’ in the Egyptian textual record, these are
often official documents which usually relate to their suppression, frequently
categorising the ‘Libyans’ as merely bearers of tribute.25 Such references are
often formulaic and generalised and so are lacking in any real historical information. Actual accounts that supply specific information relating to the ‘Libyans’
are rare, and it is not until the military campaigns of Merenptah and Ramesses
III, directed against the ‘Libyans’ and Sea Peoples, that such details become
available. The other traditional enemies of Egypt, the Nubians and Syrians,
receive far more attention in the Egyptian inscriptions and reliefs owing to their
greater economic and strategic importance. Later in the fifth century BC, ‘Libya’
and its peoples became better understood when the Greek author Herodotus
documented an account of them in Book IV of his Histories.
Egyptian iconographic and textual sources indicate that the ‘Libyans’ were
primarily nomadic hunters and herdsmen. They left no textual record, and the
nature of the terrain they occupied, its vast size, and the fact that constantly
moving tribes of nomadic pastoralists tend to leave few traces behind on their
journeying, has resulted in little in the way of surviving archaeological evidence.26
However, excavations at Bates’s Island in the bay of Mersa Matruh, to the east
of Egypt, has unearthed some evidence, as finds indicate that this island may
have been a centre of trade in the Bronze Age between the local inhabitants
and the Cretans or Cypriots. It has also been suggested that the Cretans and
Cypriots were casting bronze weapons on the island, which were then bartered
with ‘Libyans’ on the mainland. Numbers of these weapons and objects of gold
and silver as well as chariots were captured by the Egyptians during the wars
of Merenptah and Ramesses III. The booty suggests a high level of material
culture and the ‘Libyans’ would probably have acquired these through trade,
perhaps with western Asia.27 It would seem likely there were other trading
centres similar to Bates’s Island.
Textual sources suggest new and different names for ‘Libyan’ groups and
that some of the groups lived in permanent settlements: the ‘town’ (dmi ) of the
ruler of the Libu is located in ‘his land’28 and, again, in the Year 2 campaign
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of Ramesses III, the Meshwesh fled to ‘their towns’ (dmiw).29 However, in using
the term dmiw it is possible that the Egyptians may have been projecting on
to the ‘Libyans’ their own cultural expectations. The mention of the burning
of ‘Libyan’ towns in various inscriptions such as ‘my heat has burned up their
villages’30 and ‘every survivor from his hand (fled) to their towns’31 may be more
the standard Egyptian literary method of expressing defeat of their enemies,
rather than pointing to the existence of known towns. In addition, there is as
yet no archaeological evidence for specific non-Egyptian settlements west of
Egypt during this period.32
‘Libyan’/Egyptian interactions
‘Libya’ had always been recognised as one of the traditional enemies of Egypt,
with some of the earliest records being the Battlefield and Libyan Ceremonial
Palettes of the Protodynastic Period. Occasional contact with the ‘Libyans’ is
then documented up to the New Kingdom, after which interaction becomes
more frequent. A scene on the 5th Dynasty mortuary temple of King Sahure
depicts a captured Tjehenu chieftain with his family bearing ‘tribute’ (inw).
Scenes in the later pyramid complexes of other Old Kingdom rulers such as
Niuserre, Pepy I and Pepy II record numerous captured ‘Libyan’ cattle, although
these may be stereotypical and copied depictions. The Middle Kingdom story
of Sinuhe makes reference to the return from the land of the Tjemehu of an
expedition bringing captives of the Tjehenu and cattle, although again, being
a literary work, it is uncertain whether this represents historical reality. There
is increasing reference to the Tjehenu in the 18th Dynasty, with Theban tomb
scenes showing them as bringers of ‘tribute’. ‘Libyans’ are depicted as being
present at Akhenaten’s court, as members of his military escort and their presence
is shown in a number of the Amarna tombs.33
There appears to have been little in the way of trade between the two
peoples before the late 18th Dynasty as there were few raw materials or ‘Libyan’
urban centres to attract Egyptian interest. In the later New Kingdom, the
textual and pictorial record indicates goods, such as cattle products (‘fresh fat
of bulls of Meshwesh’) and ostrich eggs coming from ‘Libya’, and ‘Libyan’
mercenaries were increasingly being recruited into the Egyptian army.34
As well as trading contacts there had always been a degree of infiltration
and settlement of western tribes into the westernmost Delta regions of Egypt
over the millennia. The border was porous and crossed by pastoral populations
some of whom would then cross Lower Egypt towards the Levant in what can
be interpreted as a pastoral continuum stretching from ‘Libya’ to Palestine.35 In
addition, sub-Saharan cattle herders would travel via the oases to the pastures
of the north coast. Until the 18th Dynasty there seems little evidence of such
peoples being considered a threat. This changed with attempts by ‘Libyan’
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groups to migrate into Egypt in larger numbers and now, as well as the Tjehenu
and the Tjemehu, new ethnic groups such as the Libu and the Meshwesh
(later abbreviated to ‘Ma’) are recognised. These groups are believed to have
originated, in part, from Cyrenaica and territories to the west of the Tjehenu.
Again, they were herders of cattle, sheep and goats, and were primarily nomadic
pastoralists.36
Certain differences can be recognized between the different Libyan groups
in relation to dress, hair style and general appearance. The Egyptian representation of the ‘Libyan’ type seems to involve a distinctive type of hair dressing, a
sharply defined, relatively long thin beard, a long cloak or robe, open in front
and tied at one shoulder and, in the case of chiefs, ostrich feathers in their hair.
The Libu typically display a short kilt, and the Meshwesh a distinctively shaped
phallus sheath.37
Conflict
In the 19th and 20th Dynasties a series of major conflicts developed between
the Egyptians and the ‘Libyans’. During the reign of Sety I increasing numbers
of ‘Libyans’ attempted to settle in Egypt, and Sety embarked on military action
to confront what was perceived to be a developing crisis. In the encounter that
ensued, Sety appeared to have been largely successful and defeated the intruders.
However, the well-known war scenes at Karnak depicting this action reveal
only general details and do not include a specific geographical location. That
this clash was not merely a skirmish is indirectly indicated by its large-scale
inclusion on the exterior wall of the hypostyle hall at Karnak, comparable with
other major campaigns of Sety’s reign.38 This was the first serious conflict that
was recorded on the western border of Egypt since the Middle Kingdom some
six centuries earlier.
Continuing Egyptian concern with the growing ‘Libyan’ threat caused
Ramesses II to construct a series of military fortifications westwards along the
Mediterranean coast, the furthest of these being the massive, largely self-sufficient
fortress town of Zawiyet Umm el-Rakham, some 300 km to the west of the
Delta. Probably designed to deter and warn off any major passage of ‘Libyans’
into Egypt, the installation may also have been involved in foreign trade with
the eastern Mediterranean.39
More significant movements occurred a generation later when, according
to the Libyan War Inscription of Merenptah, a five-year campaign against the
‘Libyans’ was launched. This was as a result of the migration eastwards into
Egypt of a coalition of western tribes lead by the Libu accompanied by their
Sea Peoples allies.40 The so-called Sea Peoples were the Sherden, Shekelesh
and Ekwash, originating in the Aegean and western Anatolian region; the
Teresh, of unknown origin; and the Lukki, from Lycia, also in Asia Minor.41
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These groups may have migrated to ‘Libya’ as a result of some form of disruption
in their homelands.
Despite their cultural differences these separate population groups appeared
to work together effectively and they eventually reached the western border of
Egypt, bringing with them their families and their cattle. This movement and
attempted settlement in Egypt seems to have been due to a major ecological
disaster in their native country, such as a prolonged drought or famine, perhaps
coupled with economic competition following the arrival of the Sea Peoples.
The Libyan War Inscription of Merenptah at Karnak describes a famine existing
in the Meshwesh or Tjehenu homelands and they were said to be ‘fighting in
order to fill their bellies daily. They have come to the land of Egypt just to seek
the necessities of their mouths.’42
The numbers of ‘Libyans’ involved in this passage appear to have been
substantial, with an average of estimates from different sources suggesting
that about thirty thousand individuals attempted to enter Egypt.43 However,
there may well have been, as always, a hyperbolic element associated with the
recording of high numbers of ‘Libyans’, and such figures are unreliable. The
aim of these groups was to settle in the Delta and Fayum regions, but they
were resisted by the Egyptians, and the armed struggle that ensued resulted
in the eventual defeat of these tribes’ people. The Egyptian accounts come
partly from the Libyan War Stela set up at Athribis44 which records that the
‘Libyans’ abandoned their camps in the Delta, and also from the conclusion
of the Victory Hymn of Merenptah which states that Merenptah drove them
back. This Egyptian victory prevented further incursions into the country, and
Egypt was then at peace:45
The cattle of the field are left [free] to roam
no herdsman having to cross the Nile in flood.
There is no shout or call by night:
‘Stop! See, who comes with foreign speech!’
With singing, people come and go.
and no piercing lament of people in mourning.
The towns are settled once again.

For nearly two decades following the death of Merenptah, Egypt entered
into an unsettled period characterised by weak government, struggles for
the succession to the throne and a series of short-lived rulers. Eventually,
Ramesses III ascended the throne but not before the ‘Libyan’ tribes had used
the opportunity to penetrate the western Delta again, reaching as far south
as the central Nile branch. At first this peaceful immigration seems to have
been accepted, but during Years 5 and 11 of his reign two more significant
encounters occurred with the ‘Libyans’. The Year 5 inscriptions indicate that it
was primarily an alliance of the Libu, Soped and Meshwesh who were attempting
to penetrate the Nile Valley. In contrast, the sources for the Year 11 invasion
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list the Meshwesh as having taken over the leadership of the various tribes
confronting Egypt.46
Initially, Ramesses endeavoured to find a diplomatic solution to the ‘Libyan’
incursions by trying to influence the succession of their leadership. He attempted
to appoint an overall chief with whom he could negotiate, but his bid to impose
a single ruler over the tribal groups proved a failure and war resulted:47 ‘His
majesty brought a little one from the land of the Tjemehu, a child supported
by his strong arms, and appointed for them to be a chief to regulate their land.
It had not been heard of before, since Egyptian kings had come into existence.’
Various estimates, based on the inscriptional evidence, have again been
proposed for the numbers of peoples involved in this migration. One suggestion
is that as many as nineteen thousand attempted to enter Egypt during the Year
11 campaign of Ramesses III.48 Again, caution has to be exercised in interpreting
such figures.
Unlike the earlier incursions during the reign of Merenptah, the inscriptions
for the Years 5 and 11 confrontations do not mention that famine was the reason
for their movements, but they do record the large numbers of livestock accompanying the migrants.49 However, if the ‘Libyans’ were forced to Egypt through
famine, they may no longer have possessed much in the way of livestock. Possibly
the migrations were driven by external pressure from incoming new arrivals
in their own country or maybe there was a desire to settle in Egypt, which was
perceived as a more desirable locality to inhabit.
Again, the ‘Libyans’ were defeated and the Egyptian victories are recorded
in Ramesses’s mortuary temple at Medinet Habu and in the Great Harris
Papyrus. Despite Ramesses’s claim to have conquered them, a steady influx of
‘Libyans’ continued to arrive and settle in the country throughout the remainder
of the 20th Dynasty and beyond.50 In Upper and Middle Egypt there were
disruptions due to bands of marauding ‘Libyans’, and Ramesses III built new
enclosure walls to protect temples in Middle Egypt. Towards the end of the
20th Dynasty work on the royal tomb in the Valley of the Kings was repeatedly
interrupted by attacks on the workers’ settlement; these aggressors were sometimes
specified as western tribesmen but could also have been bands of marauders
from the western desert and oases regions. ‘The chiefs of the Medjoy police
came down saying: “The enemy has come down”. The workforce stood (by),
to keep watch, stayed (off work) for the time.’51 The growing state of insecurity
brought about by these bands of roving intruders, and the powerlessness of the
state to cope with the problem, would undoubtedly have been a destabilising
influence, and another factor in the internal decline of the country.
The settlement of ‘Libyan’ captives
Thousands of captives from the wars of Ramesses III were forcibly relocated
to military settlements (nxtw) both in the Eastern Delta and in Middle Egypt,
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as attested in the Great Harris Papyrus and the Rhetorical Stela from Deir
el-Medina referred to below.52 There is little evidence for ‘Libyan’ sites in Upper
Egypt, but Herakleopolis in Middle Egypt is mentioned in the Wilbour Papyrus
as being a ‘Libyan’ community during the reign of Ramesses V.53 There may
have been other settlements in the more predominantly Egyptian environment
of Upper Egypt, but this is not as clear in the archaeological record due to
more rapid Egyptianisation of the ‘Libyans’ which may also have included
changes to their names.54
The ‘Libyans’ were taught the Egyptian language in these settlements, and
efforts were made to assimilate them into Egyptian culture, as attested in the
Rhetorical Stela from chapel C at Deir el-Medina:55
He has captured the land of the (Tjemehu), Libu and Meshwesh. He made
them cross the Nile streams, brought to Egypt and made (to settle) into camps
(nxtw) by the victorious king so that they might hear the speech of the Egyptian
people before following their king. He made their speech disappear, changing
their tongues; and they went upon the road which (they) had not descended.

Some of the captured ‘Libyan’ soldiers who were billeted in the military settlements joined the Egyptian army. There they would have had the opportunity
of rising through the ranks and thus improving their status in society along with
that of their families and dependants. The ‘Libyans’ had a long tradition of
service in the Egyptian army, and as early as the reign of Akhenaten they are
documented as being military guards. Former soldiers were often rewarded for
their services by being granted allocations of land, and high-ranking military
personnel could rise to prominent positions in the bureaucracy.56 Such an
example is the army commander Herihor who, although his background is
rather obscure, is thought to have had ‘Libyan’ origins and was able to rise to
a position of great power.57 Around the end of the 20th Dynasty he was appointed
High Priest of Amun and went on to claim royal status, putting his name in a
cartouche within the confines of the Khonsu temple at Karnak, although using
the title ‘High Priest of Amun’ as his prenomen.58
Acculturation or retention of ethnic identity?
Settlement and integration are topics referred to in the Great Harris Papyrus,
but how effective was this acculturation? Both the speed and scale of the numbers
that arrived and were settled, either as captives or peaceful immigrants, together
with the density of their settlements in the Delta would have allowed them to
maintain a greater degree of ethnic integrity. Their leadership remained essentially
intact and their tribal structure would have endured in these isolated camps.
The ‘Libyans’ and their descendants maintained their traditional social organisation, including their lineage chiefs. In addition, the ‘Libyan’ settlers who were
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not captives and not forced to learn the Egyptian language lived predominately
amongst large numbers of their own people and may have been little affected
by their Egyptian environment.59
There are a number of indicators that the ‘Libyans’ did preserve aspects of
their ethnic individuality. Non-Egyptian-sounding ‘Libyan’ personal names were
retained, as can be seen amongst high-ranking officers in the army, where
names such as Sheshonq, Osorkon and Takeloth are recorded, names that
endured for centuries. The change from ‘Libyan’ to Egyptian names was slow
and uneven, and some ‘Libyan’ names are still recognised as late as the Ptolemaic
Period.60 Similarly, ‘Libyan’ local elders of small groups and ‘Libyan’ chiefdom
titles were retained, as were the feather symbols of identity seen on the heads
of the ‘Libyan’ chiefs of the Libu and Meshwesh.
Such retention of titles is demonstrated by an inscription on the PhiladelphiaCairo statue and stela61 of Osorkon III of the 22nd Dynasty, where Osorkon
petitions Amun that his children will achieve high office: ‘[You will] fashion
my issue, the seed that comes forth from my limbs, [to become] great [rulers]
of Egypt, princes, high priests of Amun, great chiefs of the Ma, and [great
chiefs] of the foreigners’ (ll. 7–8). And: ‘You will establish my children upon
their [offices] [… that] I gave to them, without a brother being resentful of his
brother’ (ll. 11–12).
These inscriptions illustrate the kinship notion of brotherhood and importance
of ‘Libyan’ titles of tribal authority as late as the 22nd Dynasty. The term
‘brotherhood’ is a common term in the ‘Libyan’ record. Extensive genealogies
based on patrilineal lineage inscribed on private stelae and statues become
more common in this era, demonstrating an individual’s attachment to a particular
tribal lineage. These long genealogies, which are rare earlier in Egyptian history,
enable extensive family trees to be constructed.62
Similarly, a limestone stela set up by Pediese, High Priest in Memphis under
Sheshonq III, indicates exclusively his ‘Libyan’ lineage title ‘great chief of Ma’,
and he is depicted wearing the distinctive Meshwesh feather in his hair.63 Pediese
is stressing his tribal position, and the important Egyptian religious title is,
instead, transferred to his son, Peftjauawybast. This use of ‘Libyan’ tribal titles
and allegiance is not only evident in the 22nd Dynasty but a stela relating to
the transfer of land dated to Year 21 of the 23rd Dynasty ruler King Iuput II
indicates the title and local power of the tribal chief: 64 ‘Regnal Year 21 (of)
King Iuput (II); a donation to Harpocrates, resident in Mendes, through the
agency of (m-Dr.t ) the Great Chief of the Ma and leader, Smendes, son of the
Great Chief (of) the Ma and leader, Hornakht’. Here Smendes, in his role as
great chief of Ma and leader, is donating land to a god in Mendes, perhaps for
a cult offering. This act of appropriation might suggest tribal ownership of the
territory and implies that the lands were now outside royal or temple control.
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The donation of land is also a demonstration of the local power of the tribal
chief.
The shared lineage status of the ‘great chief of the Ma’ would mean that
holders of this title were politically equal, potentially resulting in segmentation
of lineages. This can be noted, for example, for the 22nd Dynasty which arose
as a collateral branch of the 21st Dynasty, and also for the whole series of local
dynasties or princedoms that flourished in the Delta for the century preceding
the rise of Sais.65
Other than these ethnic designations in the textual and pictorial record,
known ‘Libyan’ names or titles are borne only by a few individuals, so it is
difficult to identify ‘Libyans’ in the archaeological record.66 By the 22nd Dynasty
the ‘Libyans’ do not appear to be seen as foreigners in Egyptian texts or in
Manetho’s Dynastic classification, not as the Hyksos of the Second Intermediate
Period or the later Persian rulers were perceived to be.67 Additionally, the royal
iconography adopted by the later ‘Libyan’ rulers shows little hint of a foreign
influence; they followed more of a traditional Egyptian model. Importantly,
these population groups had an impact on Egyptian society, as ‘Libyan’ influence
can be identified in fundamental aspects of the period such as political structure,
concept of kingship, language and writing, as well as in burial practices.68
Self-governing principalities
By the end of the 20th Dynasty, the ‘Libyans’ were well established in Egypt,
particularly in the Delta regions. The extent of their influx into Egypt, the
formation of settlements and the retention of their ‘Libyan’ lifestyle would have
been conspicuous. Some ‘Libyans’ achieved high-ranking positions within the
military. During the 21st Dynasty various chiefs and high-ranking ‘Libyans’
(‘great ones/chiefs’ (wrw), ‘elders’ (aAw), ‘foremost ones’ (HAwtyw)) gradually
began to dominate and control the areas they had settled into. Within these
territories tribal structures were maintained, and a number of these regions
ultimately became self-governing principalities.69 This occurred not only in the
Delta but also along the Nile Valley at sites such as Memphis and Herakleopolis, although the exact mechanism by which these chieftains rose to power is
uncertain.
The fragmentation of the country was accentuated by the continued decentralisation of government during the 21st Dynasty. A notable landmark occurred
c. 945 BC, when the throne at Tanis passed to a powerful family of ‘Libyan’
descent, whose first ruler was Sheshonq I (c. 945–924 BC) and who now ruled
as the 22nd Dynasty. Sheshonq came from a family that had settled at Bubastis,
and whose members through marriage had links with the High Priests at Memphis
and the previous royal family at Tanis. Sheshonq was the nephew of the earlier
Tanite king, Osorkon the elder.70
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During the later rule of Sheshonq III (c. 825–773 BC) and subsequently, a
number of rulers of self-autonomous territories, particularly in the Delta, began
to assign themselves royal titles and declare themselves king, although how they
were perceived beyond their own territories is uncertain. These rulers were
based at various centres and have been attributed by some scholars to the 23rd
Dynasty. Although various reconstructions of this confusing period have been
posited, no overall chronology is universally accepted as textual detail is lacking.71
The continuing process of decentralisation further diminished the power of the
22nd Dynasty.
The territories of the western Delta were known as the ‘great chiefdoms of
the Ma’, and these autonomous rulers appeared to co-exist independently.
Military titles are quite frequently attested amongst the leaders, and there is
textual evidence that they constructed fortified enclosures in the Delta territories,
although military activity between these chiefdoms is not well documented.72
For the first-time ‘Libyan’ chiefs are recognised on donation stelae as replacing
the king in presenting an endowment of land, the basis of Egyptian royal
power.73
Foundation of the Kingdom of the West and the early Saite rulers
One of the territories, the principality based on the city of Sais, became known
as the Kingdom of the West. The first attested ruler who declared himself king
was Tefnakht, but it may be possible to trace the previous rulers of this territory
back earlier to Pimay, a ruler of the 22nd Dynasty. Pimay, a son of Sheshonq
III of the 23rd Dynasty, while still a prince dedicated a small statue-group that
was found at Sais, perhaps in his role there as governor.74
Perhaps a decade later a chief of the Ma, Osorkon C, became ruler at Sais.
Osorkon then steadily extended his rule northwards from Sais to incorporate
Buto and south-westwards to include Imu (Kom el-Hisn). The extent of the
territory he controlled is attested by an inscription on an amulet,75 ‘the Great
Chief of Ma, Army Leader, God’s Servant of Neith, God’s Servant of Buto
(and of) the Lady of Imu, Osorkon’. Similarly, two shabtis76 with the inscription
‘the Great Chief of the Ma, Osorkon’ attest to this individual.77 The pattern
of these titles is analogous to those borne by Tefnakht, and he has been proposed
as an ancestor or even an immediate predecessor of Tefnakht.78 The combination
of princely, military and priestly functions is commonly observed in principal
‘Libyan’ chiefs at that time. His status as Great Chief of the Ma and the name
Osorkon could perhaps suggest a link back to the Tanite rulers.79
The earliest dated records of Tefnakht are two donation stelae, probably
from Buto, which list his titles and the geographical area that he controlled.
The first stela80 is dated to Year 36, c. 732 BC, of an unnamed ruler, who,
because of the high year-dates, could only relate to either Sheshonq III or V
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of the 22nd Dynasty, with Sheshonq V usually considered to be the likely
candidate. This first stela describes a donation of land by the ‘Great Chief of
the Ma, the Army-Leader, Tefnakht’, as well as in a separate scene the title of
‘Great Chief of the Libu’. A statuette,81 donated to Amun by Tefnakht, indicates
that he was the son of a certain Gemenefsetkapu, son of Basa and a priest of
Amun. Therefore, the evidence would suggest that his predecessors were probably
not chiefs of the Meshwesh or Libu but were of Egyptian priestly origin.
The second stela82 is dated to Year 38 and gives Tefnakht more extensive
titles, ‘Great Chief [of the Ma], Army-leader, Great Chief of the Libu, Prophet
of Neith (at Sais), of Buto and of Lady of Imu (Hathor) … Mek-prince of Pehut
and of Kahtan, Ruler of the Nomes of the West, Te[fnakht]’. The titles prince
of Pehut and Kahtan, perhaps relating to Libyan areas along the Mediterranean
coast or even towards the oases, together with Tefnakht’s final title, the ruler
of the western nomes, encapsulate the extent of the territory that Tefnakht now
administered, an area which involved the western half of the Delta from the
Mediterranean to Memphis. It would seem that between Years 36 and 38 of
Sheshonq V, Tefnakht was actively expanding his control of the Delta.
Further evidence to substantiate the extent of the territories administered
by Tefnakht is detailed on the Victory Stela83 of the Kushite ruler Piye, dated
to Year 21. The direct factual style of the text on this stela provides a unique
picture of political subdivision in Egypt by the late eighth century BC, and
makes it a very important historical document, one of the foremost of the first
millennium BC. The inscriptions describe a Kushite invasion of Egypt in c.
737–729 BC and define similar geographical boundaries for the Kingdom of
the West.84 The Victory Stela recounts how Tefnakht, previously having gained
the fealty of the princes in the Eastern Delta, advanced into Middle Egypt to
subdue the local princes. He besieged Peftjauawybast, King of Herakleopolis,
and continued on to Hermopolis where the local ruler, Nimlot, who formerly
had given allegiance to Piye, now defected and supported Tefnakht. With
Thebes now potentially threatened, Piye ordered his local Egyptian-based forces
to recover Hermopolis, and he also sent a further army from Nubia north to
the Bahr Yusuf to confront the coalition led by Tefnakht.
The Kushite forces failed in their initial attempt to defeat the Egyptians,
resulting in Piye taking personal command of the campaign. In a series of further
military engagements and following a siege at Memphis, Piye overcame the
combined Egyptian forces of Tefnakht. Subsequent to this defeat all the rulers
of this coalition surrendered to Piye in person. The lunette scene of the Victory
Stela shows Piye as Pharaoh standing in front of the god Amun and the goddess
Mut, and before Piye are four kings, their names written in cartouches, making
their submission to him. One of these, Nimlot of Hermopolis, who surrendered
through the intervention of the royal wives (ll. 33–44), has a prominent position
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on the lunette, depicted standing and leading his horse. The other three rulers
– the 23rd Dynasty ruler of Leontopolis, Iuput II; the 22nd Dynasty ruler of
Bubastis, Osorkon IV; and Peftjauawybast of Herakleopolis – are all prostrated
before Piye. It would appear that Nimlot had now been restored to favour with
him as he is shown standing and the only one allowed to enter the palace as
he was ritually pure and didn’t eat fish: ‘The three stood there while the one
entered the palace’ (ll. 152–53).85 However, his status is somewhat diminished as
the queen occupies the male position at the head of the register, whilst Nimlot
adopts the standard position and gesture of a queen with raised sistrum.86
Behind Piye, five other rulers, who were not recorded as kings, also prostrate
themselves: Great Chief of the Ma, Djedamuniufankh of Mendes; Great Chief
of the Ma, Akanosh of Sebennytos; the Mayor Pimay of Busiris; the Mayor
Patjenef of Pi-Soped; and Prince Petisis of Athribis (Figure 1.2).87 In contrast
Tefnakht remained in the Kingdom of the West and retained a degree of dignity
in defeat, as Piye sent envoys, with a lector and a military officer, to Sais to
receive his submission, an arrangement which was accomplished without the
two kings meeting. This submission may have been more of a mutual agreement,
in which Tefnakht accepted the superiority of Piye’s forces and promised, by
means of an oath, to cease waging war against him. However, Tefnakht had
been forced to retreat to the western Delta, he had lost his newly acquired
territories and he had to agree to present tribute to the Kushite king. But his
submission was unlike that of the other Delta rulers in that there is no explicit
recognition of the supremacy of the Kushite king over his territory. Piye appears
to have accepted this submission and allowed Tefnakht to remain in power.
He may have wished to remove Tefnakht but was faced with the difficulty of
trying to conquer the western Delta during the inundation season. In his earlier
siege of Memphis, the water was already rising, and a short time later the Delta
would have been a vast swamp.88

1.2 Lunette of the Piye Victory Stela. The stela was discovered at the temple of
Amun, Gebel Barkal in 1862, bears a 159-line inscription and is in good condition.
Grey granite. H. 1.84 m; W. 1.8 m; D. 0.43 cm (Egyptian Museum, Cairo).
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Piye returned to Kush in his twentieth regnal year but seemingly left no
new administration in place to govern Egypt. However, the powerful local
authority in Thebes controlled by the God’s Wife of Amun, daughter or sister
of the Kushite leader, and her administration appeared to be an efficient system,
with perhaps no need to replace it. The various Egyptian rulers retained their
seats of power, perhaps obligated to Piye by oaths of loyalty.89 Tefnakht retained
control in the Delta with his sizeable kingdom intact, whereas all the other
leaders had ignominiously surrendered to Piye. By this time the power of the
rulers of the 22nd and 23rd Dynasties, which had been diminishing for a number
of years, was reduced to their being little more than chiefs, so, with seemingly
no rivals in the Delta, Tefnakht seized the opportunity and assumed royal titles,
declaring himself king as Shepsesre Tefnakht in c. 728 BC.90
Although probably the most powerful of the Delta rulers, Tefnakht diplomatically chose not to challenge the other Delta leaders and expand his kingdom
eastwards, nor did he attempt to campaign southwards in pursuit of territorial
control, perhaps not wishing to antagonise the Kushites. Little further is known
about his reign and the only other information is the presence of the name
Shepsesre Tefnakht on two later donation stelae, namely the ‘Athens Stela’91
which is dated to Year 8 and the undated ‘Michaelides Stela’.92 Tefnakht is
considered to have ruled until c. 720 BC.
Two unnamed sons of Tefnakht are mentioned on the ‘Victory Stela’, one
of whom was killed in combat and the other captured by the Kushites near the
Faiyum. However, it was Bakenrenef (Bocchoris) who became the next King
of Sais, the only ruler that Manetho attributed to the 24th Dynasty. The connection between Tefnakht and Bakenrenef is uncertain but a father/son relationship is often assumed. Later traditions of Diodorus (45, 1) and Plutarch (De Iside
et Osiride 8) relate to ‘Tnephachtos the father of Bocchoris the wise’, but this
could indicate a ‘Tefnakht II’, possibly a later ruler of Sais, although scholars
disagree on the identity of this individual.93
Few details of the reign of Bakenrenef are known although he is well attested
in later Classical literature as a legal reformer or law giver.94 In Manetho’s
history (III, fr. 65) ‘Bocchoris’ (Bakenrenef) is recorded as receiving a prophecy
of foreign conquest from an oracle, handed through the medium of a sacred
lamb. The highest attested date of his reign is Year 6 which is derived from a
votive stela located at the Serapeum at Saqqara. A small limestone fragment,
considered to have been from a building block, inscribed with a cartouche of
Bakenrenef has been found at Tanis, although it could have originated elsewhere.95
This could indicate the acquisition of the city by Bakenrenef, and the expansion
of Saite control across the Delta, following the disappearance of Osorkon IV,
the last ruler of the 22nd Dynasty. Additionally, no ruler is recorded at Tanis
on the ‘Victory Stela’ of Piye, which would support this suggestion.96
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Three artefacts, all of faience, from major centres in Italy, have also been
ascribed to Bakenrenef. Two situlae excavated from Motya and Tarquinia bear
his cartouche, but these are often considered to be Phoenician versions rather
than Egyptian originals.97 A Bakenrenef scarab was found amongst the gravegoods in a child’s burial (G 325) at the early Greek colony of Pithekoussai, also
in Italy.98 The scarab was found alongside fifteen other imported Greek, Syrian
and Phoenician trade goods, demonstrating the extensive trade networks in
operation during that period. It is possible that goods were being traded by
Egypt with the cities of the western Mediterranean, possibly using Phoenician
merchants.99 Attempts have been made to use the Bakenrenef finds to help
establish the chronology of this period.100 Lack of reliable information associated
with these artefacts, and the fact that the royal name on a scarab is often that
of an earlier ruler, make such efforts unsound.
According to Manetho, Bakenrenef was captured and burned alive by
Shabitqo, the successor to Piye (see revised chronology, p. xvi) who was consolidating Kushite control of the Delta regions at that time.101 Following Bakenrenef ’s death in c. 715 BC it is not certain who was in control of the Kingdom
of the West until the reign of Nekau I, father of Psamtek I. There is little evidence
for this period and here we have to rely on Manetho for further information.
He records three rulers before Nekau, beginning with ‘Ammeris the Nubian’,
the first ruler of the 26th Dynasty, and ascribes him a reign of between twelve
and eighteen years. It would seem quite possible that, following the demise of
Bakenrenef, a Kushite governor was appointed by Shabitqo, and Ammeris may
well have been this official. However, the existence of this ruler is not accepted
by a number of Egyptologists.102
Manetho then lists a certain ‘Stephinates’ as ruler and assigns him a reign
of seven years. There are no surviving monuments or texts that can be ascribed
to such a ruler, whose Egyptian name is unknown. ‘Stephinates’ has been
suggested as equating to ‘Tefnakht II’ who is referred to above. Again, according
to Manetho, the next ruler and immediate predecessor of Nekau I is Nechepsos,
who has often been identified as Nekauba, as attested on a fragment of a menat
amulet.103
To confuse this situation further, Ryholt104 has proposed that the Berlin
fragment (Papyrus Berlin P. 13640) relating to the narrative Naneferkasokar and
the Babylonians attests to a name ‘Nekau son of Tefnakht’ (Na-kAw sA 6Ay.f-nxt.t)
which he suggests refers to King Nekau I as being the son of a King Tefnakht
II. Ryholt105 also identifies other indigenous Egyptian attestations of Nechepsos
in Demotic texts and posits that Nechepsos should refer to Nekau II. He suggests
that Nechepsos is placed in an incorrect position in Manetho’s king-list. Perdu106
also accepts Manetho and conducted a comparative study into the iconographic
and stylistic features of the Athens and Michaelides stelae in an attempt to
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produce evidence for the existence of ‘Tefnakht II’. Kahn107 does not support
Perdu’s arguments and considers the Manethonian tradition to be full of flaws
and finds the iconographic and stylistic evidence far from conclusive.
Therefore, the sequence of kings for the 24th Dynasty, prior to Nekau I
ascending the throne and the beginning of the Saite Period, is still uncertain,
with some disagreement amongst scholars. Further conclusive evidence is required
to firmly establish the rulers at Sais for this period and, although there does
appear to have been a ruling line at Sais, in common with other locations, the
lack of stone-built and extant material makes it difficult to reconstruct this era.
There is little further evidence to suggest how Sais eventually became a
powerful state other than the potential Bakenrenef trade link mentioned above.
It is possible that western trade links were developed, utilising the riverways of
the western Delta, which would then have reduced Saite reliance on the traditional
eastern routes to the Levant. Such a scenario would have lessened dependence
on these eastern trading intermediaries, improved profitability on foreign trade
and been a factor in the development of the Saite state.
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