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THE BULIDING INSCRIPTION FROM TELL EL-DABcA OF THE
TIME OF SESOSTRIS III

By Hans Goedicke

During his excavations at the cEzbet Rushdi SHEHA-
TA ADAM found a small inscription of ca. 20 × 30 cms.
In his publication1 he described it as “a stela of the
king Sesostris III” commemorating “a deed which is
somewhat obscure”. It was subsequently discussed by
KEES,2 who considered its concern “eine von vier
Lokalbeamten beglaubigte Revision oder Kataster-
vermessung” and by FISCHER,3 who considered it a
“land record” which he assumed “was intended to
be displayed in the temple where it was found.” Like
similar inscriptions of the same type4 it is dated, in
this case in its full form, “Year 5, 2nd month of smw,
day 20 under the Majesty of Horus ¢prw-nTr, Nebty
Mswt-nTr, Nswt-bit ¢a-kAw-Ra, Son-of Re %nwsrt, living
eternally.” Despite the elaborate reference to the
king, it is not a royal inscription and it does not indi-
cate that the king was involved in the matter the text
concerns.

The topic is stated as mH n Hwt Imn-m-HAt mAa xrw,
which has found different interpretations. ADAM

gave for it “the temple settlement of Amenemhat,
the blessed, ...was enlargd (lit. filled),” to which KEES

justly objected on philological grounds, giving
instead “Das Ellenmaß des Hauses des seligen
Amenemhet”, while FISCHER has “the (land) cubits
belonging to the Estate of Amenemhet.” As there
can be no doubt that the inscription concerns the
building in which it was found, although the exact
circumstances were not conveyed by the excavator,
these genitival interpretations pose a quandary. If
mH refers to an area, it would be identical with the
edifice erected on it, i.e., it should read something
like “the area of the Hwt of Amenemhet.“ However,
once the building was erected, the size of the plot
on which it sits became irrelevant, because it is iden-

tical with that of the building. In addition it is diffi-
cult to envision any purpose for such a measure-
ment, especially in conjunction with the reference
to a specific day, because once the building is com-
plete the size of its area would be fixed. These con-
siderations suggest that the relationship between mH

and Hwt is not a genitival but a datival one. This
requires reading “the acreage for the edifice of
Amenemhet, the blessed.... is.” Such a datival inter-
pretation of n also suits the two other occurrences of
mH, namely as a quote from a deed as “acreage for
X.” The term mH is also found in Pap. Reisner denot-
ing a lot where construction is going on and was ren-
dered by SIMPSON as “project.”5

If the text dated to a specific day in the reign of
Sesostris III concerns a “plot of land for the Hwt of
Amenemhet”, it results that at the indicated date the
building had not yet been erected but that the land
for it was established. The text does not specify the
type of building to be built but gives the generic
term Hwt.6 There are, however, several qualifications
following it. The first is the name Jmn-m-HAt.

Although any identification of the person is missing,
an identification as a king of the Twelfth Dynasty is
beyond doubt; since Amenemhet I had a building
identified as DADAw in the vicinity which had been
restored by Sesostris III,7 the identification with the
founder of the Twelfth Dynasty can be considered
certain. The use of mAa xrw after the name of the
deceased king is paralleled in his mentions in the
Htp-nswt-di-formulary.8

This Hwt-Jmn-m-HAt has the additional qualifica-
tion by the genitive nt

¨
ì
E
E
Û
ì , indicating that the

building to be constructed was a specific one, i.e.,
that it had a predecessor which had been part of the



Hans Goedicke

place. This is corroborated by the second occur-
rence of the place-name. It is traditionally read RA-

wAty “the beginning of the two roads”9 in parallelism
with the term rA-wAt, “beginning of the road”, in the
Story of the Eloquent Peasant,10 and its extended
use as a compound preposition “in the neighbor-
hood”.11 The “Two paths” whose beginning is
marked by this place-name do not appear to lead
into inhabited areas, i.e. Egypt proper, but refer to
the ways connecting the eastern Delta with Egypt’s
border, which lay somewhat further east. These two
roads are marked in the map provided by the
Napoleonic expedition,12 one running more or less
along the southern edge of what is now the Lake
Menzaleh, the other passing further south to join at
Qantara. To be specifies as w3t can be taken as an
indication that they were considered established
“roads” within the realm of Egyptian authority and
not desert tracks outside of it for which the term mTn

would be used.13

To sum up the result of the analysis so far, the
stela concerns a “(building) plot for the edifice of
Amenemhet, the blessed, of RA-wAty”, and which was
apparently to be replaced.

The plot has three specifications, two concern-
ing its location and one its size. As for the latter, mH

as an areal measure is 100 square cubits, i.e., a space
of 2,600 square cubits.14 As for the location, it is nty

m mw nyw niwt tn and mHty Hwt RA-wAty-£tyt, i.e.
“which is in the water of this town”, and “north (of)
Khety’s enclosure of RA-wAty”. The reference to the
place’s “Water” concerns the administrative authori-
ty, i.e., the plot, which, though located outside the
place RA-wAty fell under the local authority.15 As £tyt

is a nisbe adjective derived from the royal name £ty,

the proceeding Hwt RA-wAty should be recognized as
a compound and rendered “RA-wAty’s enclosure”,
whose construction is attributed to a Khety, unques-
tionably a Heracleopolitan king of this name. The
information is a possible hint that the original town-
wall of RA-wAty was to the south of the place where
the inscription was found.

In the establishing of the building plot four per-
sons participate. Their presence is due to the likely
purpose of the intended edifice. They are: 

“the Foreman, the Assistant Sealer, the Sem-
priest Ip.“

The man whose name is too common to allow
an identification was the highest ranking official.
FISCHER16 followed KEES (op. cit. 10) in dividing the
title into “director of the treasury” and “assistant of
the stm-priest”. While Xry-a n xtmw is well paral-
leled,17 there is no parallel for xrp xtmt. As a result, I
would consider xrp not as a title, but as a specifica-
tion of the position in the administrative process.18

The priestly designation òg is well attested,19 but
not with any such qualification as FISCHER has pro-
posed. Although there does not seem to be a direct
reference to a superior authority, it is likely that this
official represented something in this vein.

“The overseer of the cemetery @r-<m>-sA.f”
The emendation of the name is based on the

paralleled form,20 while *@r-sA.f is not known.
Although the designation does not seem paralleled,
wart occurs in various titles which are associated with
the necropolis.21

„The one in charge of the work ... the chief
major-domo %A-%bk“

KEES had rendered “der Bauaufseher, Haus-
obere (und) ? (Vorarbeiter?) Sisobek.” Jry-kAt is a
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description of the man’s part in the project rather
than a professional title, as WARD (op. cit. no. 551)
seems to take it. The lacuna is a problem, because
Hry-pr oAw is an integrated term. As for the latter,
ÇERNY, op. cit. 18, gave for it “domestic and ?” or
“domestic of a ?”, while WARD (no. 988) has
“domestic of a qAw-worker”.22 As Hry-pr is common,23

it would seem best to consider the qualified form as
“high major-domo”. The name %A-%bk is common;
cf. RANKE, op. cit. I 284, 11.

“the director of this town ¡r-m-HAt jr., son of ¡r-

m-HAt sr.”
¢rp n niwt tn is not a title but a description of

the man’s position. For the name, see RANKE, op. cit.
248, 3.

The four persons named are the “assistant seal-
er”, who might also have acted as Sem-priest, the
overseer of the necropolis, the one in charge of the
work and the local major. There is no reference to
royal authority, so that it seems that the projected
construction was a local affair. There is hardly any
reference to any religious aspect of the building, but
the mention of the “overseer of the necropolis”
might be significant.

If the text concerns an edifice named Hwt-Jmn-

m-HAt, either as a replacement or as a new institu-
tion, the question to be asked is the purpose of the
intended structure. As stressed before, the text is
not a royal document and there is no reference to
royal authority in it. The persons listed in the deed
are basically local dignitaries under whose auspices
the building was to be made.

The building has been called a “temple” by She-
hata Adam, but there is no inscriptional and hardly
any archaeological evidence justifying such an iden-
tification if it is to be envisioned as place of reli-
gious worship. The lower part of a royal statue was
found in it, but neither is the royal name known,
nor is there evidence for a royal worship at this
time. This does not abrogate KEES’ idea that it was a
ka-house, provided it is seen as an edifice for
administering the funerary needs of people receiv-
ing the privilege of a royal burial as a reward for
their services.

The most unusual feature of the building is its
conspicuous water installations. There is a conduit
from behind the building, presumably for collecting
rain water, and another leading into the building
from outside, whose beginning is still undetermined.
A dominating feature, where the two conduits meet,
is a large water basin in the columned vestibule. The
location is so conspicuous that its role whatever hap-
pened in the structure would seem inescapable. It is,
however, not a feature typical of any form of religious
structure where worship was performed.

On the basis of the few indicators the text pro-
vides, namely, the name “edifice of Amenemhet”, its
lack of royal administrative association, but its con-
nection with the local “overseer of the necropolis”, I
wonder if the building should not be seen as a kind
of “purification tent”, i.e., a place where the funer-
ary rites for a distinguished person receiving a
“royal” burial were performed. From the little we
know about funerary preparations24 it would appear
that the ablutions played a major role, which would
account for the conspicuous water installations.

Once the building is fully excavated and pub-
lished, with all its associated features, it might be
possible to evaluate this building in a more defini-
tive form. 

Addendum

The preceding manuscript was submitted on Octo-
ber 5th, 1997. Since then the edifice has been re-
excavated producing data far superior to what was
available before. As the new information basically
corroborates the thesis promulgated earlier, it seems
justified to retain the original text and to add perti-
nent information that has become available.

The re-excavation established that the structure
was built in two stages, the earlier one, which forms
the core of it, dating not before “die Mitte der 12.
Dynastie.”25 This demonstrates that the excavated
structure mentioned in the inscription as “Hwt of
Amenemhet” was not built by the first king of the
Twelfth Dynasty, but considerably later. Although
BIETAK26 mentions an unpublished statue of a
“Selket-Priester mit dem Doppelnamen Seschen Si-
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Hathor”, which mentions the name of Sesostris II
and the Hwt of Amenemhet of RA-wAty, there is no
compelling need to attribute the building of the
core structure to Sesostris II and not to his immedi-
ate successor Sesostris III.

As argued above, the text on the stela is not a
royal inscription but reflects a matter of local admin-
istration. It does not concern the final alteration of
the structure, but rather the choice, or assigning of a
plot of land for the rebuilding of a structure at a new
place. This structure might very well have been built
originally under Amenemhet I, but for reasons impos-
sible to define, was moved to a different location. The
assigning of a lot for it occurred under Sesostris III, in
his 5th year. This plot, indicated as 2600 square cubits,
is exactly the area of the central building and its
immediate surrounding, as BIETAK has convincingly
demonstrated. That the alterations to it, including the
final surrounding wall, were made relatively soon
after the original building, is an important piece of
information provided by the re-excavations. How
soon it was done, however, cannot be defined.

That the structure is not a secular building was
clear from the very beginning. The universal

labelling of it as a “temple” would nevertheless seem
doubtful. There are no indications whatsoever of
any cult practices performed in it, neither of a deity
nor of a king, deceased or living. The only indica-
tion concerning the possible use of the building is
the discovery of several statues of distinguished pri-
vate people, whose presence points to an honoring
rather than a worship.

This fact supports the above thesis that the struc-
ture should be seen as ka-house in which deceased
officials were prepared for a ritual royal burial in
recognition of their services for the society and the
king.27 While Amenemhet I had been greatly con-
cerned with the consolidation of the north-eastern
border of Egypt, in which Tell ed-Dabca played a key
role, after him it was only Sesostris III who aspired to
pursue an expansionist policy towards the Levant,
which, however, failed.28 It seems feasible that the
rebuilding of the installation originally set up by
Amenemhet I under Sesostris III is in some form
connected with this, though failed, policy.

Despite its limitations, the short inscription and
the now consolidated archaeological investigation
open historical aspects hitherto unavailable.
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