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Herodotus informs us that the seribe of the sacred treasures of Athene
{ i.e., Neith ) at Sais told him that the springs of the Nile flow out from
between two mountains, Crophi and Mophi loeated between Syene and
Elephantine, (*) This was a statement conveyed verbally, presumably by a
bilingual priest, but it is pictorially expressed in a depiction on Hadrian’s
Gateway on the island of Philae. On this gateway is represented a high
mountain on ibhe top of which stand a vulture arid a faleon while at its
foot the Inundation-God is seen hidden in a cavern and encireled by a ser-
pant while pouring water from two libation vases in bis hands. The legend
accomipanying this representation reads : « Hidden, hidder is the priest
of the high mountain of Semwt ( ie., Biggah )} ». (?*} Hezxe the text shows
clearly that the high mountain associated with the Nile iz on the island of
Biggab and not on or near Elephantine. But to what extent was this con-
ception about the sources of the Nile helieved ?

It secms that Herodotus was skeptical about whut the scribe in Sais
told him, particularly, since. he himself traveled up to Elephontine and
saw immediotely that the Nile south of the city also flowed north, and
Jearned a good deal about the further stretches of the river up to the Sudan
where the Ethiopians lived. (*) Then what had the Herodotus® seribe meant ?
Had he really not known the facts or was he simply trying to foist a tall
tale on a stranger ? Many suggestions have been put forward in explana-
tion, primarily to the cffect that the story represents a very ancient tradi-
tiorr dating from earliest times when the First Cataract was the Ultima

(1) Herodotus, The Histories, trans, Aubtey de Sélinconrt ( Baltmore, 1965 ), p. 112,

(2} P. Montet, Géographie de FEgypte ancienne ( Paris, 1961 }, 11, 20, fig. 1. The
serpent shown in this representation is probably the same us Lhe serpent in the two
carveris of Elephantine which goes out with the Aood ( E.A'W. Budge, The Baook of the
Dead ( London, 1910 ), 1I, chap. CXLIX, No. 144 ).

3) Herodotus, op. cit, pp. 112.113,
(81)
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Thale of Egypt, a tradition, however, which was still artificially maintained
in ecclesiastical circles. (!} But the flaw in such an explanation is that
frem earliest times the Nile’s course south the Cataract had been well
known to the Egyptians. Cemeteries have been [ound in Nubia of Egyp-
tian predynastic and early dynastic times, and certainly [rom the O.K.
onwards armies and trading expeditions were commonly accustomed to go
far up to the south. It was, therefore, well known 1o the Egyptians
throughout history that the Nile did not rise at the First Cataract but came
from much farther south, (°) The other explanation is that the story is
theological, connected with the religious conception of the Nile gushing
forth from the life-giving ocean which existed everywhere under the earth's
crust and from which the ordered world had once been created. From
time immemorial the Egyptians had retnined this concept that the Nile
rose from the Underworld ocean just at the First Cataract on the Egyptian
border and this had become an article of religions [aith which was not o
be changed even though one knew perfectly well thet it did not aecord
with reality. (®)

Actually, the most ancient texts illustrate the clase relationship between
the Nile waters and Elephantine. In the Pyramid Texts the king is

addressed thus : ;sp nk mwk ipn w“b prw m 3bw ¢ take to thyself this
pure water whieh is come forth out of Elephantine » (") or cimply pr
mw.k m bw « thy water comes forth out of Elephantine ). (8) In another
spell it was said about the king that « Satis ( i.e., the gooddess of Elephan-
tine ) purified him with her 4 }bt- vases f[rom Elephantine ». (°) This pure
water mentioned in these spells in connection with Elephantine as used in
the purification of the deceased king before his enthronement (*°) is in

(4) W. Spiegelberg, The Credibility of Herodoius’ Account of Egyp!, trans. AM.
Blackman ( Oxferd, 1927 ), pp. 17.18.

(5) G.A. Wainwright, < Herodolus II, 28 on the Sources of the Nile », JHS,
LXXIIT (1953}, 104

(6) Sive-SGderbergh, Pharaos and Mortals, traps. R.E. Oldenburg (New York, 1961},
p. 189,

(1) Pyr. 864 b,
(8) Ibid., 19508 C.

(9) Ibid., 1116 a, b ; cf. Budge, op. cit, NI, chap. CLXXIII, 30 where the deceased
is addressed : ¢« I have come and brought for you fresh water from Elephantine that
your heart may be cool therewith »,

(10) Cf. Kees, Der Opfertanz des dgyptishen Kdnigs ( Leipzig, 1912 ), p. 68.
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fact p; mw w bbb py (**) « the pure water of the inundation » (**) It is

H ‘py « the Inundation » that is always mentioned in connection with the
two caverns of Elephantine. This is quite clear from a text dating from
the Ptolemaic Period which runs as follows : « The inundation comes out
of the two eaverns in its time and ricez at Elephantine 24 cubits and 3%/,
palms. » (**)  Apart from Elephantine Hpy ¢ the inundation » is aleo men-
tioned as coming forth from its two caverns in connection with Gebel Silsilah
(%) 10 the north and the island of Biggah(*®) to the south, both of which were
once considered the southern limit of Egypt.(**) It is for this reason that
the water at Gehel Silsilah was called p; mw w *b n hny « the pure water
of Silsilah ». (*"} In the Ramesside period sacrifices to H°py, eertainly
dating from primitive times, were offered up anew at Gebel Silsilah in the
3rd month of suminer lLefore the begining of the inundation ond again
two months later « so that there shonld not be a lack of water ». (1)
Similar sacrifices were also made at Elephartine (**) and certainly at other
places where the coming of the inundation wae first watched. (**) What
was of greater importance to Egyptians wps the ohservation of the rising
of the inundation and the noting down of the maximum levels registered
by the nilometers in order 1o ealeulate iow much harm or good would

(11} C. Palangue, Le Nile a2 I'époque pharaonique, son réle et son eulte en Egypte
( Paris, 1963 ), p. 10 Cf. Barguer, BIFAO, L, 62, n. L

{12) On the term l}‘py which A. de Buck argues never means anything clse but
inendation { gec his article « On the Meaning of the Naome H*pj, » Oricutalia Neerlan-
dica, A Volume of Orientol Studies (1948), 1-22 ), The water of the inundation is
described as pure or fresh simply because it is mw m,w « new water » ( ibid., 10, no. 47 ).
The purity of the ingndation waters might also be auributed to the idenification of the
inundation with Nun ( ibid, pp. 7, No. I4 ; 9, No. 38 ; 10, No. 48 ; 1I, No. 50 ), the
water of which was helieved to be pure ( LD, III, 175¢ )

{13} Brugsch, Z:‘\.S, 111 (1865), 44. For Further examples sHowing the conneckion
between the two caverns of Elephantine and E_l‘py, sec Piehl, Rec. wav., IIT {1832), 30 ;
Budge, op. cit, IF, chap. CXLIX, No. 14.4.

(14} Barguet, op. cit, pp. 52-55. .

f15) H. Kees, Ancient Egypt, ed. T.GH. James, trons. F.D. Morrow ( Chicago,
1961 ), p. 48. Biggah was also considered the place where the Ahaton, the mythical
grave of Osiris, was located ( ibid, p. 251 ). Probobly it is the association of Osiris
with the inundation that led the belief that the sources of the Nile were at Biggah.

{16) Kees, Agypten, p. 340 ; Blaekman, Middle-Egyptiau Stories, 1, 42.8-10,

(17) Barguet, op. cit, p. 36,

(18) RBarguet, op. <it.,, pp. 56 {.

(1% E.g, BAR,V, § 925,

{20) Even in modern times at the point near modern Caire where the important
canal to Heliopolis branches off, the arrival of the inundation and the opening of the
dams were officially celehrated ( Kees, Ancient Egypt, p. 43 .



be done to the land by its waters. From the time of the unification of
the two kingdoms, roval annals recorded these measurements, (') These
nilometers were erected at the places where the Egyptians first saw the
waters of the inundation. The best known of them is thc one at the
¢« House of the Inundation » near Old Cairo which furnished the official
readings for use by the government in Memplhis. (**) The other important
nilometer was established on the east side of the island of Elephantine
abont the time wlien pushing of the frontier southwards afforded the
opportunity of observing the approaching flood higher up the river and
therefore earlicr. {**) Even when the political frontier wae pushed to the
Second Cataract in the Twelftb Dynasty, the Egyptians did not fail te
record the risings of the inundation on the rocks of Semneh-Kummeh, (*)
From pictures and texts we know that the Nile was often loealized. There
wns a « Nile of Elephantine » and a « Nile of Babylon » (**) as well as the
« Nile of Upper Egypt which dwells in Biggah » and the « Nile of Lowes
Egypt which comes out of Heliopolis ». (**) Such names are in all pro-
bability the names of the inundation as it was first watched and recorded
at the corresponding places.

But as Elephantine was the southern frontier of Egypt during most
of its history, the observing of the inundation was a niatter of preat import-
ance there.  Satis, the goddess of Elephantine, whose name means the
aarcher» in Egyptian, that is to say, she who strikes the current of the
water and directs it towards Egypt, later became a form of Isis —- Sothis
ahout whom it was eaid that che brings the inundation. (**) In the Ptole-
maic Period the astronomer of Elephantine was the one who observed the
heliacal rising of the Sothis and declared the time at which the feasts of
celebrating the inundation took place, (**) a practice which probably
extended to earlier times. Moreover, in later times the inhabitants at
Elephantine abstained from cating the maiotés because it announces the
coming of the inundation. (*°)

(21) Urk. 1, 236 A.

(22) Kees, Andient Egypt, p. 49.

(23) Ibid., p. 350 ; K. Baedeker, Egypt and the Sudan ( Sth ed. rev ; Leipzig,
1929 ), p. 382-383.

(24} Kees, Kgy‘pl:en. p- 28.

(25} H. Bonnet, Reallexikon der dgyptischen Religionsgeschischte ( Berlin, 1952 3,
p. 525.

(26) Sethe, ZAS, XLIV (1507), 17.
(27} Palanque, op. cit., pp. 18 ; 117,

.

(28) D. Bonnean, La crue de Nil, divinité égyptenne ( Paris, 1964 ), p. 384,
(29) Ibid., p. 295.
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But to return to Herodotus. After recording whot he understood from
the seribe of the sacred treasures of Athene, Herodotus gives it as his opin-
ion that there must have been powerful whirpools and eddies ju the water
at the First Cataract eaused by its impact upon the mountains. (*) But
he did not relaize that the scrihe was voicing the religious belief of the
inundation rising from the underground ocean on which the earth rested
and which was called by the Egyptians Nun. (*!} ind-hrk b*py pr m 't}
« Hail to thee, Inundation which comes forth from the earth », (32) says
the humn to the Nile which is really a hymn to the Inundation. In fact,
H'py was often identified with Nun and the paralelism between them is
common in most of the texts dealing with the inundation. (**) The identi-
fication of H*py with Num seems to have emerged from the fact that hoth
Nun, the pl.-imordiul waters, and the waters of the inundation possessed an
immense potential of life. Nun according to one continuing concept, was
the primordial waters out of which life first issued and still continued 1o
issue. (*¥) In a like manner, the water of the inundation is sometimes
reprecented in connection with the sign of life, or replaced by that sign
pouring out of a vase which is itself sometimes represented in the form of
the sign of life. (**) In other words, it is H°py ¢« the inundation » that
s'nh kmt « makes Egypt live ». (3%) Fnrthermore, in a relief dating from

thcr Ptolemaie Period in the temple of Khnum at Elephantine, Klinum is
described as ¢ possessor of the water of life ...... who brings the inunda-
tion out of its caverns ». (*) But since Elephantine which mostly formed
the southernmost point of Egypt, was the place where the inundation was
first seen and recorded hy the Egyptians at an early period, it became
associnted with Nun. The four jars with whieh Satis, the lady of Elephan.
tine, purifies the deceased king (**) probably refer to the four springs of
Nun. (**) On the so-called Famine Stele the island of Elphantine is pie-
tured as the primeval hillock of earth and the throne of Ra (*?), an illustra-

{30} Heradotus, op. cit., p. 112,

(31} CL H. Frankfort et ol,, Before Philosophy ( Baltimore, 1963 ), p. 5.
(32) De Buck, op. cit, p. 9, No. 36.

(33) De Buck, op. cit, pp. 7, No. 4 ; 9, No. 38 ; 10, No. 48 ; 11, Neo. 50,
(34) Frankfort et al., op. cit, p. 54.

(35) Bonnean, op. cit, pp. 275-276.

{36) De Burk, op. «it, pp. T, No, 21 ; 9, No. 33, 36.

(37) H. Ricke, Die Tempel Nektanehos® II in Elephantine, p. 18, pl. 15, B.
{(38) Pyr. 1116 a, b.

{39y F. L1. Griflith, The Inseriptions of Sait and Dér Rifeh ( Londeuw, 1882 ),
pl. 17, 42.

(40) Berguet, La stéle de la famine & Sehel, p. 18 3 pL ITI, 7.



— 86 —

tion which likens Elephantine to the mound that arose out of Nun and on
which creation took place. (*'} Thus the identification of the inundation
with Nun might have stimulated the idea of the « two caverns » out of
which the inundation comes forth. And these « two caverns », which
correspond to Herodotus’' two mounntains Crophi and Mophi (**) and which
gave their name to the water in the region of Elephantine, (**) were placed
at Tlephaniine in the First Cataraet beeause thot iz where the inundation
made its first appearnance and where its risings were recorded.

As a matier of foet, Hpy, to the Egyptian mind, was a phenomenon
more or less independent of the river, (**) It was the waters of the inunda-
tion for which the ancient Egyptinn waited each ycar, hecause it was
« the water of life ». While, of course, it is entirely untrue to say that
the sources of the Nile are at Elephantine it is, on the other hand, per-
feetly correct to say that the inundation appeored and was first watched at
Elephantine, the southem frontier. Like other Egyptians the seribe of
Sais would, of course, hiave thought in these terms.  But what happened
when Herodotus agked him about the sources of the Nile. Influenced by
" the religions belicfs about the origin of the inundation, the seribe might
have told him thar mw H'py { the water of the inundation ) gushes out
of krty H'py ( the two caverns of the inundation ) located at Elephantine ».
Since Greeks had no separate word for the inundation of the Nile, (*%)
Herodotus secrned to have thought of the Nile in general and that is why
he took the answer of the seribe for a bad joke, for he was quite aware
thut the source of the Nile was to be looked for mueh farther south than
the First Cataract. Herodotus, like the other Greeks visiting Egypt,
although he could not speak or read Egyptian, was able to look at reliefs.
statnes and painting: ond atiempt to interpret them, sometimes with the
help of nat fully informed Egyptian guides. (**) Unconvinced hy the
serib's statement he traveled upstream until he reached Elephantine and
the region of the First Cataract where he saw the cliffs of the eastern and

{41) Pritchard {ed.}, Ancient Near Eastern Texts BRelating to the Old Testament
{ 2d ed. rev. : New Jersey, 1955 ), p. 31, n. 10,

{42) The most convincing view ubout the origin of these two names was that
crophi is derived from Krty H‘py 4 the caverns of the inundation » and Mophi from

mw H°py « the water of the inuandation », see A. Wiedemann, Herodots zweites huch

mit sachlichen Erlafiterungen { Leipzig, 1890 ), p. 116.

{43} Barguet, loc. cit.

(44) De Buck, op. cit., p. 13,

(45) De Buck, op. eit., p. 4.

(46) J.G. Griffiths, « Hecatueus and Herodotus on * A Gift of the River * », JNES,
XXV (1968), 60,
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western deserts through which the water of tlie Nile has to flow as though
in the bottom of a deep canal. He aleo saw the course of the Nile. full
of conical islands formed by their age-long splitting up into piles of great
granite bouldexs just as shown in the picture at Philae of Roman date in
whieh the Inundation-god is hidden in a cavern ai the foot of n mountain.
Seeing such pictures and natural rocks, Herodotus misinterpreted what the
scribe told him, taking the two parallel phrases krty h*py aod mw h*py
for the name of his two meuntains Crophi and Mophi between which he
wanted the springs of the Nile to flow out. The scribe of Sais knew well
what he was saying while Herodotus misinterpreted what le said.






Fig. 1 — Electron microgeaph of the gronom in
Phaseelus vulgaris chleraplast. (x 150,000),




