Service and Sanctityz
Kcthinking the Ancient Near-I astern

Origins of |sraelite Circumcision

bg Nca| H Scl'nustcr

Completed in partial fulfillment of requirements for rabbinical ordination
Hebrew Union College — Jewish Institute of Religion
Los Angeles, California

Advisor:
Rabbi Reuven Firestone, Ph.D.

Copyright © 2003, by Neal H. Schuster

;




Tch of Contcnts

Preface & Acknowledgements
Sectioni.  Introduction
Section2.  Circumcision Among the Ancient Egyptians
Section3.  Circumcision in Canaan and Phoenicia
Section4.  Circumcision in the Biblical Texts
Section5. P and non-P: Circumcision for One and All

Section 6. Penclusion

Sect] Plausible Speculative Hypotheses and
on7. Ay P
Some Remaining Mysteries

Bibliography

. Neal Schuster Service & Sanctily :
4 :



Preface & Acknowledgements

If you are reading this thesis, let me first thank you for doing so, then let me ask
that you stop reading. It is my intention to continue with my work on this project, and it
is quite possible that I have revised and updated important elements of this thesis.
Therefore, before reading further, I ask that you conduct a search of books and
periodicals to see if a more current edition exists. If you wish to contact me directly, 1
may be reached at peal@schustersite.com.

This thesis represents what I hope will be the beginning of a larger work
exploring the origins and meanings of Israelite circumcision throughout the ages. During
my five years working for the Berit Mila Program of Reform Judaism, I continually
found that I disagreed or was dissatisfied with much of the scholarly work that had been
done on the subject of berit mila, particularly on the subject of its origins and earliest
meanings. This thesis has been opportunity for me to say my piece. While is insist that
my research is ongoing, I am, overall, satisfied with my work. Although there are
elements of this thesis that already need revising, I believe that I have brought something
new to the table, so to speak. And, to be frank, I think that I am right — but, if the
evidence and the argument is convincing, I am always ready to change my mind.

I wish to thank a number of people: firstly, I wish to thank Rabbi Reuven
Firestone, Ph.D., my teacher and my friend, for pushing me as well as encouraging me in
my work. His insistence upon thoroughness and excellence was to my benefit. I owe
deep debt of gratitude to the staff of the Frances-Henry Library at HUC-JIR in Los
Angeles; in particular to Sheryl Stahl, whose patience and perseverance in filling my
daunting number of inter-library loan requests made this venture possible. Thanks to
Rabbi Lewis Barth, Ph.D. for creating the Berit Mila Program, and for handing it over to
my care. It has been one of the great pleasures of my time at HUC-JIR. Above all, my
deepest gratitude and love to my wife, Tamara, and our daughters, Eliana and Ayelet who
have had to endure my late-late-night work hours and my sometimes overwhelming
fatigue during the day, as well as the general stress of my having to complete this thesis.
Thus, 1T will say the words that will be sweeter to my wife’s ears than anything else 1
could say: “I am done with my thesis.”
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Section 1.

Introduction

1. Long before the ancient Hebrews adopted the practice of circumcision, the procedure
was well known in Ancient Egypt. In light of the abundant evidence to this effect, it was

long assumed that the Hebrew rite emerged as a result of Egyptian cultural influences

upon the Israelites. As far back as the 5th Century B.C.E., Herodotus ascribed its origin
in Israel — and, in fact, among nearly all peoples - to Egyptian influence.! This “view
prevailed among modern scholars until recently,”® when the conventional wisdom was
challenged by the discovery, in the 1920s, of a cache of cast metal figurines — dating from
the late 4™ millennium - on the Plains of Antioch in Syria. Three of the figures were
semi-nude males, each clearly represented as being circumcised. Because of the close
association between this region and the family of the biblical patriarch, Abraham, the
discovery led to the speculation that circumcision came into currency among the ancient
Hebrews through the influences of their ostensibly Syrian/Aramean kinsfolk. >

2. However, a shared practice is not evidence of origins, particularly when there is a
span of millennia between the periods in question. The simple fact that both the ancient

Egyptians and the Syrians practiced circumcision does not, in and of itself, tell us how it

came to be an Israelite rite, and it certainly does not give us any indication of what

meaning the practice may have held for its ancient practitioners. If we are to evaluate

' Heradatus, Historioe 11.107. Tronstation by Gearge Rawlinson available ot hitp://www.herodotyswebsite.co.uk/Text/hook2b.him. Heradotus
did question whether the Ethiopions hod also learned the practice from the Egyptians, or if the reverse had heen the cose.

2 Hall, Robert G., “Circumcision™ Vol 1, in the Anchor Bible Dictionary (New York: Doubleday, 1992) p. 1025

? Although the discovery was made ia the 1920s, this theory wos first put forth by fack M. Sasson in “Circumcision in the Ancient Near East,” J8L
85 (1966), pp. 473-476.
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Poge 6

existing hypotheses — and formulate plausible new ones — regarding the origins and
meaning of Israelite circumcision, then we must carefully examine and analyze the
evidence of its practice. We must consider: who among the peoples of the ancient near-
east practiced circumcision? When did they adopt the practice? At what age did they
circumcise? What implements did they use? What did their circumcision look like? Is
there any indication as to what meaning it held for them? Is there reason to believe that
there was a cultural transfer whereby the Egyptian or Syrian practice of circumcision
influenced that the ancient Israclites? We must add to this investigation a deep
exploration of the biblical texts relating to circumcision; mining the texts for clues that,
when combined with the clues from the archaeological and historical records of the
ancient near east, may help us to understand the origins of Israelite circumcision.

3. As is the nature of all such enterprises, any conclusions that may be offered are
entirely speculative. Evidence will be considered, arguments made, and suggestions
proposed. Although hypotheses may be offered with varying degrees of confidence, the

evidence is always equivocal; certainty cannot even be considered a reasonable objective.

Theories must always stand ready to retire in the face of new evidence or more
reasonable interpretations. This disclaimer notwithstanding, the weight of the evidence
in this matter gives us reasonable license to advance certain explanations over others.

Thus, it is with due caution and confidence that I embark upon this investigation,

Neal Schuster Service & Sanctity
rl
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Section 2.

Circumcision Among the Ancient f_gqptians

4. Our investigation begins with the abundant record of circumcision among the ancient
Egyptians, the evidence of which dates back as far as the early 4™ Millennium B.C.E.
Bodies exhumed from the prehistoric cemetery at Naga-ed-Der show clear evidence of
circumcision.  Although the bodies were not mummified prior to burial, “their
unembalmed remains [are] extraordinarily well preserved by the hot desert sands.”

5. The earliest visual depictions of circumcision are to be found on two carved stone
victory palettes known as the Battlefield Palette,’ and the Narmer Palette. The earlier of

the two, the Battlefield Palette, comes from the late

Gerzian era of the Predynastic period and can be

dated between 3200 and 3100 B.C.E. It depicts

numerous nude, male prisoners being devoured by a

lion and vultures — “symbols of Nilotic power.”

The prisoners wear plaited beards and appear to

have thick, curly hair and broad, flat noses. All are
represented as having a dorsal-slit on their foreskins — a type of partial circumcision in

which the foreskin remains, but hangs open

around the glans of the penis. The only other } ‘

* Bailey, Emoke, “Circumeision in Ancient Egypt,” BACE 7 {1996), p. 15
S Somefimes colled the “Two Gozelles Polette”
¢ Sasson, “Circumcision in the Ancient Near Eust,” p. 473

Neal Schuster Service & Sondity
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Page 8

discernable figure in the palette is a robed figure — only the bottom half is visible — who
appears to be leading one of the prisoners whose hands are bound behind his back

6. The second of the two palettes, the Narmer Palette, dates between 3090 and 3060
B.C.E. and depicts what is widely regarded as the victory of the southern King Narmer
(also known as the Scorpion King), over an enemy
force. At the bottom of the palette, on both sides,
are depictions of nude, vanquished men. At least
one of them clearly bears the same dorsal-slit as the
figures on the Battlefield Palette. There is no
reason to suppose that the dorsal-slit was inflicted
upon the defeated combatants by the victorious
Egyptians. Neither of the palettes depicts such an
action, and the dorsal-slit of the prisoners on the

Battlefield Palette can be clearly seen at all stages

of their depicted fate. If the victors wished to do violence to the genitals of their foes, full
castration would have been much easier than the multi-step process of circumcision of
any type. Nor would there be any purpose to marking the prisoners with such a
procedure since they were to be killed, not enslaved.

7. The identity of these defeated warriors with their dorsal-slit circumcisions is

uncertain. Based on their physiognomy — curly, dark hair; broad, flat noses; thick lips -
they may have been “Black” or “Negro” Africans. (This type of dorsal-slit circumcision
is still practiced by the Masai tribe in the general region of the Nile headwaters.”) In spite

of their features, the palettes are generally regarded to be depictions of victories of

! Sonckheers, frans, “La Circonsion des Anciens Eqyptiens,” Centourus 1{1951), pp. 224-225.

Neal Schuster Service & Sanctity
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southern {upper) Egyptians over northern (lower) Egyptians. In particular, the Narmer
Palette is presumed to represent the victory of King Narmer (a southerner also known as
the Scorpion King) over his northern enemies; a victory that resulted in the unification of
Egypt and marking the end of the Pre-dynastic period and the beginning of the First
Dynasty (ca. 3100 B.C.E.).} However, this explanation is not universally accepted. It
may represent the re-conquest “of a loca! chieftain of the two banks of the Edfu region

" or, the foes may have been Libyan intruders from the west.'®

against Nubian intruders;
Whatever the case may be, the similarity of the physical characteristics, as well as the
commonality of the dorsal-slit circumcision strongly suggests that the vanquished foes
represented in the palettes may be of similar non-Egyptian origin.

Evidence of ancient Egyptian circumcision based upon mummified remains spans
across the dynastic periods. One Old Kingdom tomb, from ca. 2500 B.C.E., contained a
mummified penis, which “belonged to an unknown hereditary prince in King Sneferu’s

" and the mummy of Snmeferu’s son, Renefer, was also circumcised.'? From the

time,
Middle Kingdom (ca. 2040-1780 B.C.E.), we have the circumcised mummy of Karenin,"?
and from the New Kingdom (ca. 1570-1070 B.C.E.) come the circumcised, mummified
remains of the Pharaohs: Amenhotep IL' his co-regent, Thutmose IV,'” Ramses IV,

and also the circumcised remains of the prince Sipaari.'”

¥ Dating for both of the palettes varies. 1 have used dates suggested in by Francesco Roffaele (Ph.D. candidate af Napoli 100 University) in
personal correspondeace. He alsa points out shat there are alternate theories sbout the timing of the unification of Egypl.

Y As arqued by W.A. Fairservis, Jr. in an article in JARCE 28, 1991. Summary citation provided by F. Raffoele.

1 ks suggested by WS Smith in o 1965 BSFE acticle, again, according Io Roffoele.

" Bailey, “Circumcision in Ancient Egypt,” p. 16.

2Smish, 6. Eliiot, Zhe Loyl Mummies(London:Kegan Poul International, 1991), p. 75.

Y Smith and Dowsen, £gyphion Memmies(London:Kegan Peul Interactional, 1991), p. 80-81.

" Smith, 7be £oyal Hummies, p. 3. (Amenhotep H — co. 1427-1392 B.CE).

15 Ibid., p. 44. (Thutmose [¥— co. 1419-1384 B.C.E).

16 Ihid., pp.89-90. (Romses IV — co. 1153-47 B.C.E). Builey adds Ramses ¥ to the [ist, citing Smith, p. 90. This oppears 1o be an arsor, s Smith
makes no mention of whether or not Ramsas ¥ was circumeised,

" 1bid., p. 25.

Neal Schuster Service & Sanctity
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The 5™ and 6™ dynasties of the Old Kingdom'® yielded a wealth of visual depictions

of ancient Egyptian circumcision. The walls of the tombs of a royal servant named Ti,"”

(ca. 2446-2426 B.C.E.) and of a Vizier named Ankhmahor (ca. 2345-2333 B.C.E.) depict
sculptors’ workshops in which the nude, male figures being sculpted are clearly
circumcised. Both tombs also depict scenes in which circumcised workers are dealing
with animals. The “clap-net” scene from the tomb of Ankhmahor has circumcised
workers removing birds from a set of clap-nets,? while one from the tomb of Ti shows a
circumcised man birthing a calf and another circumcised man carrying a newborn calf.
Other images depict nude, circumcised men harvesting netted fish, and hunting
hippopotamuses®’. In addition to these drawings, a number of statues from the period
also depict subjects who are circumcised. One such statue features a high-level royal
servant named Tjeti, standing nude, clearly revealing that he had been circumcised.
There are “at least five [other such] statues of the period[:] Ensekha, Snefru-nefer, Kai-
222

em-nefert, Meriara-ha-ishetef and Senedjem-ib-mehy.

What is perhaps one of the most famous depictions of circumcision from ancient

Egypt comes from the door to the mastaba (tomb) of Ankhmahor.? The relief drawing -
which is one of only two known images depicting the actual performance of circumcision
in ancient Egypt — portrays two figures undergoing procedures. To the left, a patient*

stands. His hands are restrained by a dark-haired or capped man standing behind him

" The OId Kingdom lasted from co. 3100 to 2160 B.C.E. The 5™ ond 6™ Dynasties ore dated us 2494-2345 8.C.E., and 2345-2181, respectively.
¥ Alternafely spelled, *Ty”

™ Bodowy, Alexander, The Tomb of Nybetep-Frob ot Gizo and the Tomb of ‘Ankhes ‘ahor af Saggera(Berkley, University of Colifornia Press,
1978), fig. 33, plate 4.

2 Bnines, Iohn, ond Mélek, Joromls, Anlos of Ancieat Egypt{New York: Fucts on File, 1980, pp. 192-193. (for concerned readers, both
“hippopotamuses” and “hippopotami” are acceptable plurol forms.)

2 Bitey, “Circumcision in Ancient Egypt,” p. 21

® Bodawy, The Jomb of Nyhetep-Pioh ot Giza and the Tomb of ‘Ankhm ‘hor ot Sogqura , p. 19, fig. 27, plate 30. See below, note 74, on the need
to rework my discussion of this imoge.

™) bave ifolicized the word “patient™ because, os will be exploin befow, cirtumcision in oncient Egypt was not considered o medical procedure.
Nonetheless, Bailey uses the word in his article, and it does help o ditferentiote between the figures in the imoge.

Neal Schuster Service & Sanctity
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Page 11

while a squatting figure holds
the patient’s penis and
applies an  oval-shaped
implement to it. To the right,
a patient stands; his arms are
not restrained. Rather, his

right arm rests casually

against his thigh, and his
(disproportionate) left arm rests on the head of the operator who squats before him,
applying a long instrument, perhaps a flint-knife, to the tip of the patient’s penis.

The hieroglyphic label of the scene is: ‘circumcision, the ka-servant.’ The ka-
servants were a type of mortuary priest...

...some of whom also carried the title of swaw (doctor) were primarily involved in
the funerary cult services for the ka [life-force] of the deceased, and may have also
performed circumcision as part of their functions. Ankhmahor was neither a ka-
servant nor a doctor, but a Hereditary Prince and Vizier, and one may wonder at the
purpose in depicting such a scene for posterity.?

On the left side, the ka-servant, tells the attendant, “Hold him tightly; do not let him

go 126
>

and the attendant replies, “I will act to please you.” To the right, the patient tells
the priest, “Sever [it] really thoroughly,” or “obliterate really thoroughly.”>’ The operator
replies, “I will do what pleases,” or “I shall make (it) agreeable.”?

The relief is generally assumed to be depicting two different steps in the procedure

of circumcision, but it is unclear whether the images are sequential panels of one man’s

circumcision, or the assembly-line style progression of two different men through the

2 Builey, “Circomeision in Ancient Egypt,” p. 18.

% Except where indicated, | have ysed Bailey's readering of the diglogue.

:: Bodawy, 732 Tomb of Nyhetep-Piok of Gizo and the Tomb of ‘Ankhm ‘chor of Saggara, p. 19.
Ibid,

Neal Schuster Service & Sonctity
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steps of the process. There is also much speculation as to what is being depicted in the

left part of the relief. It may be the application of some type of topical analgesic, perhaps
the *“’Stone of Memphis’ of Roman literature, thought to be a carbonate of lime which
produces analgaesia [sic] when rubbed on the skin."® The painful rubbing required for
such an application would explain the need to restrain the patient, and its effectiveness
would explain the relaxed stance of the patient on the right, while he is undergoing what
appears to be the actual cut of the circumcision. While this explanation is generally
accepted, there are some who argue that the order should be reversed, and that the image
on the left depicts the painful application of an ointment after the cutting has been done,
as depicted on the right side of the relief.® Some even argue that the image on the right
side of the relief is not part of the circumcision at all:

Although [the standard] drawing [of the scene] shows the tip of the knife directly
above the phallus, examination of the photograph and the wall itself shows that both
the tip of the knife and the thumb of the man who performs the operation are behind
it. The fact that the blade of the knife is turned towards the pubic region seems more
consistent with shaving than with surgical incision. A scene in [a different tomb]
shows a similar activity and carries the captions... “Shaving...”"

Another argument that relies on this scene holds that the angle at which the operators
hold their implements is evidence (along with the images from the Narmer and
Battlefield Palettes) that dorsal-slit circumcision was normative in ancient Egypt (see
above, §5). However, the angle of the implements is not a genuine indication of the type
of circumcision. With the single exception of an image of a semi-nude carpenter,’” all
evidence of circumcised Egyptians indicates that they practiced true circumcision. While

the Battlefield and Narmer Palettes do, without question, depict the dorsal-slit, the

 Builey, “Circumgisian in Ancient Egypt,” p. 19.

# Boiley discusses {and refutes) this theary on p. 19

7 Roth, Ann Macy, Egyptian PRyles in the O/d Kingdom(Chicago: The Oriental Institute, 1991), pp. 66-68.
2 Jonckheers, “La Circonsion des Anciens Egyptiens,” p. 227,

Neal Schuster Service & Sanctity
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subjects, as noted above, do not appear to be Egyptian. It is possible that they had settled

in Egypt — perhaps in the Delta region — their physiognomy is markedly distinct from that
of the Egyptian victors. Whether they are Africans, Libyans or of some other origin, their
images should not be regarded as evidence of dorsal-slit circumcision among the ancient-
Egyptians.

15. Another suggestion® regarding the Ankhmahor circumcision scene is that it is
actually a depiction of emergency surgery to relieve a painful foreskin condition. Several
conditions — each of which would be exacerbated by the sand and heat of the region -
might warrant such emergency surgery, the most common being: balantitis, an infection
of the foreskin; phimosis, a constriction of the opening in the foreskin making it
impossible to retract; and acute paraphimosis, a severe condition in which a phimosed
foreskin is retracted and becomes stuck in the coronal sulcus (the area just below the
glans). Congenital defects, such as hypospadias or epispaidas (in which the urethral
opening is somewhere other than the tip of the penis) could have required circumcision in
order to allow proper voiding of urine. Such defects can be genetic, and given the ancient
Egyptian practice of royal sibling marriages, it is possible that a prevalence of such a
condition among a particular royal family could have led to the adoption of routine
circumcision.

16. While physiological problems of the foreskin may certainly have played a significant

(if not definitive) role in the pre-historic advent of circumcision, there is no indication
that it was an active consideration in the continuation of the practice. Circumcision in
ancient Egypt was not regarded as a medical procedure: the considerable corpus of

ancient Egyptian medical and surgical literature contains no descriptions of the

¥ See Spigetman, Mark, “The Circumcision Scene in the Tomb of Ankmahor: The First Record of Emergency Surgery?” BACE 8 {1987), pp. 91-100. ‘

Neal Schuster Service & Sanctity




techniques of circumcision. At most, there is only a brief prescription for treating one

who suffers bleeding after circumcision, and it is contested as to whether or not that text
actually refers to circumcision or not.

17. Rather than being in the purview of the surgeon, circumcision seems to have been
the role of certain religious functionaries — if not priests themselves, then those closely
associated with the priests. The circumcision scene from the tomb of Ankhmahor is

t ’534

labeled “circumcision, the ka-servan Ka-servants were cultic functionaries, primarily

involved in funerary services, and also, apparently, with the performance of circumcision.
The connection between these two functions is corroborated by an inscription from “the
Ninth Dynasty [also late Third Millennium] tomb of Mereri at Dendera. An Overseer of
Priests, Count and Treasurer of the King of Lower Egypt, Mereri says: ‘I buried its old
men; I circumcised its youths.”* What is not clear from the inscription is whether the
ka-servant is the one performing the circumcision or the one being circumcised.?

18. Another well known example of ancient Egyptian circumcision comes from an
inscription from a stele at Naga ed-Der (ca. 2160-2040 B.C.E.), describing the
circumcision of a royal servant and priest named Uha:*’

An offering which the king and Anubis, Who is Upon His Mountain, He Who is in
Ut, the Lord of the Holy Land, give: An invocation-offering to the Count, Seal-
Bearer of the King of Rekhyt [Lower Egypt], Sole Companion, and Lector Priest,
honored with the great god, the Lord of Heaven, Uha, who says: I was one beloved of
his father, favored of his mother, whom his brothers and sisters loved. When I was
circumcised, together with one hundred and twenty men, and one hundred and twenty
women, there was none thereof who hit out, there was none thereof who was hit,

there was none thereof who scratched; there was none thereof who was scratched. I
was a commoner of repute, who lived on his own property, plowed with his own span

* Bailey, “Circumcision in Ancient Egypt,” p. 18
% Bailey, “Circumcision in Ancient Egypt,” p. 20.
¥ As suggested by Roth, p. 66

¥ Alternately, “Wha"
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of oxen, and sailed in his own ship, and not through that which I had found in the
possession of my father, honored Uha. **

This inscription is often viewed as an indication that circumcision was performed in
late-adolescence as a rite of passage.®® It is not clear, however, how old Uha was. After
all, he describes his companions as men, not youths, and he was old enough to have
acquired land and a ship through his own means. Although the inscription from the tomb
of Mereri (“I buried its old men; [ circumcised its youths™), supports the assertion that it
was performed during adolescence, the evidence falls far short of supporting such
unequivocal assertions that “in ancient Egypt, as in most tribal societies that practice the
ritual, it served as a rite of passage, part of a ceremony whose themes include fertility,
intergenerational continuity, and the transition from boyhood to social maturity.”*
While these meanings may inhere to the practice among aboriginal peoples, we should be
extremely reticent - lack of supporting evidence - about projecting these meanings upon
the ancient Egyptian practice.

The only extant depictions of uncircumcised males from ancient Egypt are numerous
depictions of nude children. A relief from the 6th Dynasty (24"-22" Cent. B.C.E.) tomb
of Mereruka®' depicts nude boys engaged in sporting games. The boys are pre-
adolescent and uncircumcised.”? Another relief drawing, the Donation Stele of Karnak,
depicts the Pharaoh Ahmos (18" Dynasty, 1540-1515 B.C.E.), together with his young
son, who is nude and uncircumcised. In addition to these two examples, there are many

other depictions of uncircumcised preadolescent males. However, a fragmentary relief

% This text is published in numerous focations. Originally published in D. Dunham, Naga-ed-Der Steloe of the First lntermediote Period, {Londan,
1917), pp. 102-104. Commonly found in Pritchard, Jumes B., ANF Jexts in Relotion fo the O1d Testament, p. 326. The finol clause of the passoge is
confusing. Itis unclear whether or not Uha was the name of the speaker’s fother as well as the speaker himself.

¥ (f. Bailey, "Circumcision in Ancient Egyp1,” p. 20; Gollaher, Cirromeision: A History of the World's Most Controversial Surgery(New York: Sasic
Books, 2000), p. 2, iater afie.

4 Gollaher, David L., Gireomeision, pp. 12-13

412255-2246, B.CE. Also colled Merearo or Mernerg

¥ Pritchard, James 8., The Ancieat Neor Fast in Pictures (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1954), p 68, plate 217
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found at the Temple of Mut at Karnak, dating from sometime in the 18" Dynasty (1540-
1307 B.C.E.), actually depicts what appears to be two pre-adolescent children undergoing
the process of circumcision. This may be an indication that in later dynasties
circumcision was practiced at a younger age, but it is not entirely clear that this was the
case. As noted above (18) the mummy

Circuncision of chikdren (Tempic of Mut ot Kernak) =

of the Royal Prince Sipaari, although

only 5-6 years old, is circumcised.

However, that of an approximately 11

R —

year old boy (presumed to be the Royal
Prince Ouabkhusenou, although it is unclear), is uncircumcised.® Any number of
scenarios may explain this discrepancy (perhaps Sipaari died as a result of his
circumcision, and the risk was avoided with Ouabkhusenou), but the relevant fact
remains that during the late-1* Millennium, Egyptians were performing circumcisions
prior to adolescence.

Other references to the age of circumcision can be found in two inscriptions, though
their meanings are uncertain. The first is from the Pharaoh Senusert I,* (ca. 1971-1926)
who states: “As a child, when I had not yet lost my foreskin, he (Re-Ha-akhti, the sun
god) appointed me lord of mankind.”* 1In a slightly later inscription, the high official,
Khnumhotep ilI, states that his father (Khnumhotep I, ca. 1929-1892, ruler of Beni

Hasan,) “governed at a time when he had not yet lost his foreskin: he executed a royal

S Smith, 7he Royol Mummies, p. 40

4 Alternately called Senwosret or Sesostris, or known by his throne name, Kheperkare. See Rice, Michoel, #ho s Who iz Anciont Bgyp!{London:
Routiedge, 1999), p. 185.

“ Cited from “Circumcision in the Siblical Period,” Stanley Gevirtz, in . Lewis M. Barih, ed., Resit Mils in the Reform Context, (Los Angeles: Berit
Mito Boord of Reform Judaism, 1990, p 94. Gevurtz tokes bis citation from J. Breasted, Ancient Records of Egypt, vol. | (1906 edition), inscription

636 (On seausret, see hitp://www fouregypt.net/feotusestories/senusret] him)

Neal Schuster Service & Sonctity




22,

commission... as a child not yet circumcised.”® Before drawing conclusions from this
material, it must be considered that alternate renderings of these inscriptions changes
their meanings significantly. Bailey renders the inscription from Khnumbhotep I1 as: “’as
a child when he loses his foreskin,’ i.e. “as a child at the time of his circumcision.””’ (If,
indeed, Senusert ascended the throne before he was circumcised, it could have been a
reason to lower the age of circumcision - in order to prevent a repeat of such a pre-
circumcision kingship, but this is purely speculation.)

However one renders these inscriptions, they do offer a clear indication that there
was a normative expectation that certain people would be circumcised. Nonetheless, it
remains unclear as to whether or not it was universally practiced in ancient Egypt, or if it
was limited to those of a certain class or position. In favor of the argument that it was
universal is the high degree of diversity among circumcised individuals. The population
set includes everybne from Pharaohs to slaves; from priests to laborers. There is very
little physical, graphic or literary evidence of uncircumcised men in ancient Egypt. On
the other hand, so much of the evidence relates to individuals of a certain class or
position that the possibility remains that it was limited in practice. By its very nature, the
evidence that is preserved — mummies, relief drawings, inscriptions and the like — was a
part of the world of certain elites within ancient Egyptian culture. Even the circumcised
“labourers, marsh and field workers, boat attendants, dwarfs and slaves™® who are

depicted in tomb art may not qualify as genuine “commoners” because of their roles as

“ Ibid. Khaumhotep | was the ruler of Beni Hasan {in Egypt). Khnumhotep Il was appointed o the court of Senasert H (lote 19% Cent. B.CE);
later became the kigh steward and uifimately vizier. hiip://members,ao rojetzki/Khn

7 Bailey, “Circomcision in Ancient Egypt,” p. 20

“ Bailey, “Circumeision in Ancient Egypt,” p. 23
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servants for the upper castes. It is also possible that there were certain periods or regions

in which it was more widely practiced than others

23, It remains unclear how widespread the Egyptian practice of circumcision was; it did,
however, extend to at least one deity. The Papyrus of Ani (better known as the Book of
the Dead) contains a reference to the circumcision of the ancient Egyptian creator-god,
Re* (The Papyrus dates from the 13™ Century B.C.E., but it may derive from an
inscription in the 3™ Millennium Pyramid Texts.*®) In a discussion of “gods who are in
the presence [of Osiris],” the text asks, “Who are these gods?” It answers:

They are the drops of blood which came forth from the phallus of Ra when he went
forth to perform his own mutilation. These drops of blood sprang into being under the
forins of the gods Hu and Sa, who are in the bodyguard of Ra, and who accompany
the god Tem daily and every day.”

24, Various depictions of the god Min are also sometimes held to be evidence of ancient
Egyptian circumcision. The images of this ostensible fertility god range from the early
dynastic period to the period of the New Kingdom. He is often shown in profile, standing
with a very long, erect penis. Often his right arm is raised, holding what may be a
weapon or a sign of copulation. While his left arm is usually not visible, one figurine has
him grasping the base of his erect penis with his left hand. The glans of his penis is
clearly visible, which has led some™ to view it as an indication of circumcision.
However, the foreskin of an uncircumcised penis usually retracts during an erection,
exposing the glans. For this reason, these images cannot be regarded as clear examples

of circumcision.

* Also colled also Ra or Re-Horakhty

% Sailey, “Circomcision in Antient Egyp),” p. 26

5 Budge, E. A. Wallis, trans., The £gyption Book of the Dead (The Pagyrus of Auj}(New York: Dover, 1967), pp. 284-285. Availcble onfine ot
hitp://www_lysator liy se/~drokk/BoD/Papyrus Asi.txi.

52 See Goedicke, Hans, “Min," MDAIK 58 {2002), pp. 247-255,
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26.

Whether or not circumcision was universal in ancient Egypt, the lack of circumcision
does seem to have been viewed with considerable disdain or reproach. While it was a
common custom for Egyptians (as well as others) to cut off the hand of a dead foe, as a
means of counting the fallen, or, perhaps, as a trophy,” evidence suggests that when the

foes were uncircumcised, the Egyptian VICIOIS  rrescwation of severcd handa and penitale before Ramesses th

;|11
would sever their genitals — “a phallus with a g&
foreskin,” - instead of or in addition to their ‘ ‘E” .c?': “I

hands. Graphic representation of this practice is PR
B Tt s e 4

)

found in a scene from Medinet Habu, depicting A J é“%é
L e

the presentation of severed hands and genitals — ; ";,,,_ _:%%%ig E Ay 22
3 IR T el (o] =z %

‘1 ) la—ﬂ i_ _:a;l %Im-“;rgjk.%”‘“ l !
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full penis and testicles - before Ramesses III.

The particular scene rendered at Medinet
Habu contains two sections. In the top section, a

man deposits hands on the ground while a scribe, ...!/.x

standing behind him, writes on a tablet. The

lower image is very similar, except that male genitalia — full penis and testicles ~ are
being deposited rather than hands, and some type of functionary is standing on the
opposite side of the pile. The scene is said to depict the presentation of the trophies
before Ramesses III following his victory over an alliance of Sea Peoples and Lybians.
The inscription detailing the victory make clear that those “who had no foreskins {had

their hands] carried off, (for) they had no [foreskins].” By contrast, “uncircumcised

% Evidence of this practice is abundont. Among the many inscriptions, one from the fime of Ramses 1l reflects the practice: “how pleasant it is
whea. .. your chariot is weighed dowr with hands” (Breasted, James, Mediaas Hobx Reorts: I The Epigrophic Surrey, 1928-1931(Chicago:
University of Chicogo Press, 1931}, p. 24). One of the several visoal depittions of the practice can be found in the same volume, fig. 15, between
pp.22823.

* Bailey, “Circomcision in Ancient Egypt,” p. 23, Breasted translates as “uncircumcised phalli.” See Breasted, Aacient Records of Egypt (Usbano:
University of lllinois Press, 2001), vol. 3, 587 & 588, jnter clio.
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phatli were carried off to the place where the king was making uncircumcised

»55  In other words, those who were

phalli...whose hands [were carried off].
uncircumcised had their genitals cut off as well as their hands. To As “the former being
circumcised had their hands cut off as spoil while the latter being uncircumcised had their
penises as well as their hands cut off.”*

This interpretation is not, however, unchallenged.”’ The captured combatants

depicted on the Narmer Palette - who bore a dorsal-slit gegmmpea: AT ok
N:g;|11t-t'flizllt‘(lc p SlAENCINICs

. ‘. . o s aenitalsypl:
circumcision - also had their genitalia cut off (as well as " ]

their heads), as can be seen in the row of corpses on the
reverse of the palette. This argument can be countered
with the assertion that the ancient Egyptians considered
the dorsal-slit to be just as contemptuous as not being
circumcised at all. The inscriptions from Medinet Habu

do not make it clear what the reason was for cutting-off

the genitals. They are mentioned in connection with the administrative totals of foes
killed, which may indicate that they served as a means for verifying the totals (by
comparing the number of hands to the number of penises). Although the foreskin is
mentioned, conflicting interpretations of the scene and the inscriptions call into question
the assumption that the practice was limited to uncircumcised foes.

Even if the Egyptians did not reserve this practice for their uncircumcised foes, there

is evidence clarifies their attitude toward the uncircumcised. An 8" Century B.C.E. stela

5 Breasted, Aacient Records, vol. 3, 588.

% Spigalman, "The Circumcision Scene in the Tomb of Ankmohor,” p. 93, cifing E. Strohal, £ife ie Anciens Egypt, (1992). See also, Breasted,
Ancieat Records, Vo). 4, 588.

5 Qne of the problem is thot, in the rendering thot | have, several of the penises oppear to be ciscumcised (thot many do not appenr so should
preciude the sopgestion thot the foreskins were removed prior fo presentation). It would be necessary fo view a high resolution photograph of
the relief (or the relief itself) in order to determine if this is the case.
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commemorating the victory “of the Nubean king Piye®® in the twenty-first year of his

reign (728 B.C.E.) against a coalition of Delta princes.” When the vanquished princes
came to surrender and declare their loyalty, “they could not enter the palace because they
were uncircumcised and were eaters of fish, which is an abomination to the palace, but
king Namart entered the palace because he was clean and did not eat fish.”*?

29. What do all of these examples and references to circumcision tell us about the nature
of the practice in ancient Egypt? Of course, the exact nature of ancient near eastern
circumcision is unknowable. Nonetheless, a pattern does seem to emerge from the
archaeological record. In the early depictions of circumcision from Ancient Egypt —
those of the two palettes — the circumcised figures are clearly in positions of defeat and
subjugation. In the later examples there is a similar connection, not to subjugation, but to
servitude, or, more accurately, service to a master of some sort.

30. Uha, whose narrative describes his participation in a group circumcision (see pg, 2,
above), is described in the introduction to his narrative as “Count, Seal-Bearer of the
King of Rekhyt, [in Lower Egypt], Sole Companion, and Lector Priest, honored with the
great god, the Lord of Heaven.” Ti, whose tomb at Saqqara contains multiple depictions
of circumcised men, was a high placed royal servant, “a hairdresser to the royalty during

the early V Dynasty [2465-2323 B.C.E.}, as well as controller of the farms and stock that

2160

belonged to the royal family™" (which may explain the image of a circumcised man

delivering a calf).

1 Alternately called Piy, Pionkhy or by the throne aame of Kashia
# Galpaz-Feller, P., “The Stela of King Piye: A Brief Consideration of *Clean’ and ‘Unclean’ in Ancient Egypt and the Bible,” Révue Bibligue 102-4

{1995), p. 506
“ From the website Touregypt.net, htip://www. loyregypt.net/timostab him.
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32,

33.

Ankhmahor, whose tomb contains the famous circumcision scene, was the grand

vizier during the reign of Teti (2323-2291 B.C.E.). Second only to Pharaoh, he was
known as “the 'Overseer of the Great House' and 'First' under the king, ranking him
among the most important men of his time.”®’

Tjeti, whose carved statue depicts him as circumcised, was also a high ranking royal

servant:

“Tjeti probably lived during the time of King Pepy 1 [2289-2255 B.C.E.] and
Merenre [2255-2246 B.C.E.]. He may have been part of a powerful provincial family
who served the kings at Memphis but were buried at El Hawawish near Akhmim. As
Seal-Bearer of the King of Lower Egypt, Tjeti would have exercised the powers of a
governor in the South. Tjeti had several fine wooden statues carved, showing him at
various stages of his life, from his slender and active youth to his sturdy middle age.
The youthful statue shows him naked, as was the custom in the Sixth Dynasty, while
the image of him in his maturity shows him wearing the long kilt associated with
high office. As Seal-Bearer of the King of Lower Egypt, Tjeti would have exercised
the powers of a governor in the South.™

The evidence points to the possibility that circumcision in ancient Egypt was
associated with being some sort of royal or cultic servant. Uha’s narrative is prefaced by
a description of his role as a royal servant. The young men being circumcised in the
Ankhmahor tomb drawing are beardless and have the close-cropped hair of servants.
Perhaps what is being depicted in both of these cases is a commissioning rite for royal
servants. In the case of Ankhmahor, we might speculate that these servants were being
commissioned specifically to be entombed (alive) with him for service in the afterlife.
While Ankhmahor —~ second only to Pharaoh — held tremendous power in his time, his
tomb was rather modest. In light of its modest scope, the relief may have been included
to attestat to his power and prestige by showing the numerous servants who had been

comissioned for his funerary cult; providing him with ongoing care in the afterlife.

8 From website: The Ancient Egypt Sife, hitp://www.ongient-egypt.org/glossery/people/ankhmahay. himl
% From the website of the Royal Ontario Museum, hitp:/{www.scom.on.co/eqypl/cose/society/who himi#T
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By contrast, the fact that Ti’s tomb depicts the carving of servant statues, rather than
the commissioning of live servants, could reflect his considerably lower status in
comparison to Ankhmahor. While Ti was still high ranking and connected to the royal
family, his power was insignificant compared to that of Ankhmahor. In spite of the fact
that “his wife was related to the royal family [and] his children were referred to as royal
descent, he was not given this title.”®® However the depiction of servant-statues being
carved for his tomb would have attested to the fact that he was a person of some
significance: enough to warrant statues which “acted as substitute servants to provide
goods and services... in the afterlife.”®

In this light, when Khnumhotep II remarks that his father “executed a royal
commission... as a child not yet circumcised,” we may consider that perhaps he was not
boasting of his youth, but of the fact that he entered into royal service without becoming
circumcised. However, if we consider the alternate rendering of this text — “as a child at
the time of circumcision” — and if this alternate reading may also be applied to the

inscription of Senusert I (see above, § 21), then these inscriptions place the circumcision

precisely at the time when the subjects ascended to their respective positions of authority.

36. The inscription of Senusert I may pose another challenge: “As a child, [either before

or at the time of circumcision], he (Re-Ha-akhti, the sun god) appointed me lord of
mankind.” If circumcision was related to high-level service, why would a pharaoh need

to be circumcised? Is not the pharaoh “lord of mankind,” and, thus, servant to no one?

41 This porticular citotion is from the website Touregypt.net, hitp://www.toyr et/ b.htm. For more on Ti, see Rice, p. 206.

“ From a symmary of o poper givea in 2001 by Ms. Korin Kroenke, PAD condidete in Egyptian Atchaeology ot UC Berkeley, entitled, “Living the
Good Life in the Afterlife: Wooden Tomb Models and Servant Statues from the Site of Naga ed Der in Egypt,” availoble at
hitp://hometown.ool.com/hehsed/kroenke him
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39.

P_-‘f :

Several possible explanations suggest themselves. It is possible that male members

of the royal court and household were circumcised ~ at some certain age —~ as a sign of
fealty to the pharaoh. If this were the case, most pharaohs, if they came of age in the
royal household before their ascension, would have been circumcised.

The language of this comment may also be telling.*> Senusert I states that he was
“appointed,” by Re, to be the “lord of mankind;” the analogue being that the pharaoh is to
Re, what the provincial governors are to the pharaoh. In other words, as pharaoh, he was
entering into the “royal service” of the supreme god, Re, and thus it would be appropriate
for him to be circumcised. That both Senusert and Khnumhotep began their service
without being circumcised may indicate that it was considered unacceptable to
circumcise boys below a certain age. These competing norms may have led to a lowering
of the age of circumcision as can be seen from the evidence of pre-adolescent
circumcision dating from some 300 years after the era of Senusert and Khnumhotep (see
above, 920).

It should also be considered that the god, Re, was himself circumcised (as mentioned
above). Thus, the pharaoh’s own circumcision may have strengthened his identification
with (or as) the deity.%® Re, this self-circumcising god (see above), is seen as the creator
god and the sun god. Although he is not entering in to service to anyone, it is worth
noting that the result of his circumcision — the offspring, as it were, which spring forth
from the blood of his circumcision — are two minor gods who enter into “royal” service to
Re. Thus, once again there is a connection between circumcision and royal service. (The

fact that these god-servants spring forth from the blood, may indicate that blood of

% Here | must rely oa the translotion.
6 Seo “Was the Phoraoch Divine?" af hitp://www Sguregypt.net/featyrestories/divi taoh hirm
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circumcision held some special significance or was viewed as having generative powers.

There is, however, no other extant evidence to indicate this.)

A possible reason for circumcision to be a prerequisite or commissioning rite for
high-level service may be deduced from the Piye Stela,®” which makes an explicit
connection between circumcision and purity. Un-circumcision (as well as fish-eating) is
described as “an abomination to the palace.” By contrast, the one king who is allowed to
enter may do so “because he was clean and did not eat fish.” In this instance, being
circumcised is described as being “clean.” Setting aside the problem of fish-eating,*® we
find that un-circumcision barred one from entering the palace, which, “in Egypt..., was
considered to be a holy site — virtually a temple, because the king was regarded as the
representative of the gods on earth. Entry into the palace thus required the same kind of
purification rites that preceded entry into a temple.”®

The connection between circumcision and ritual purification returns us to one of the
uncertainties in the inscription on the circumcision scene from the mastaba of
Ankhmahor (see above, T 17). It is generally presumed from the inscription,
“circumcision, the ka priest,” that the ka priest is the person performing the procedure.
However, as noted above, this is not clear. It may be that the scene is not a depiction of
circumcision by the ka-priest, but circumcision of the ka-priest. Until recently, the scene
had always been analyzed independent of its contextual sefting within the tomb.

However, an analysis of the surrounding images’® places this scene in the likely context

of a ceremony for initiating young men into the role of ka-priest. Egyptian priests were

§ All citations from tha Piye Stelo are token from Golpoz-Feller.
9 Galpaz-Feller addresses the matier effectively in his orticle.
¥ Golpoz-Feller, “The Stela of King Piye,” p. 507

R By Roth, £gypiian Phyles in the Dld Kingdom, . 62-14.
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famously obsessed with ritual purity — a condition inseparable from physical hygiene.
Circumcision and shaving of the pubic region would be important aspects of maintaining

such a state. As Herodotus observed, Egyptian priests “practice circumcision for the sake

s ieae e e e e
e b A i

of cleanliness, considering it better to be cleanly than comely. The priests shave their
whole body every other day, that no lice or other impure thing may adhere to them when
w7l

they are engaged in the service of the gods.

42. If the notion that un-circumcision precludes a state of ritual purity may be projected

backward to earlier Egyptian periods, then the reason for the connection between high-
level service and circumcision becomes clear. If one’s service requires contact with
royalty or religious functionaries (or, perhaps, contact with their food or property),
circumcision would be a necessity in order to avoid ritual contamination. In burial, it
would be important that one’s live- or statue-servants be circumcised in order to secure

the ritual purity of the tomb from which the ka of the deceased would enter the afterlife.

43, Such an understanding of circumcision in ancient Egypt can help resolve the long
i@ confounding mystery of what classes among the Egyptians were circumcised. The
sometimes conventional-wisdom that it was an elite practice is refuted by the numerous
depictions of non-elites who are circumcised.”” Yet, there is also no indication that it was

universally practiced. Understanding circumcision as a requirement of ritual purity,

which could have affected those who were, even indirectly, royal or religious
functionaries, explains why its practice cuts across so many strata of ancient Egyptian

society.

7 Herodotus, Historioe [1.37. hitp://www herodotysweb-ite.co.uk/Text/Book? htm.
7 Including some that | have not mentioned (| need to work that point in earlier)
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Based on the evidence at hand, there is a sound basis to identify the practice of
circumcision among the ancient Egyptians as stemming from a concern for ritual purity,
thus making it a prerequisite and, perhaps, a commissioning rite for those coming into
royal or religious service in some capacity or another.” The age at which it was
performed seems to have varied from early-adulthood or late adolescence, to as young as

five years old, with the younger age possibly becoming the norm in later periods.

e L R T A T TP I T

7 The work of Ann Macy Roth, in £gypnion Piyles of the Gid Kingdom, can contribute considerably to the further davelopment of this theory.
Unforfunately, ! discovered her work only afier completing the inifial draft of this thesis. Had | discovered it earlier, | would have had an
opportunity to mote fully develop my argument in light of her work. Asit s, it is eacouraging that she arcived at o similar conclusion regarding
the aotvre of circumdisian in Ancient Egypt. Working independently (end ot wildly different levels of sophistication in our analyses), we both
determined thot circumtision must hove beer, an initiofory or commissioning rite for entrance into g phyle, or a type of service guild,

ety ki foiet g ekt
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46.

Circumcision in Canaan and Phoenicia

At about the same time as the Narmer and the Battiefield Palettes were carved in
Egypt (see above §5 ff.), six metal figurines were wrapped together in a cloth nearly a
thousand miles to the northeast, on the Planes of Antioch.” Three of the figures — which
date between 3200 and 2800 B.C.E. - are mostly-nude, male warriors; all clearly
circumcised. According to the analysis of a urologist who examined the figurines, two of
them are depicted as fully circumcised, with the glans fully exposed. In the third figure,
the glans is only partially exposed, i.e., he is circumcised, but enough of the foreskin
remains to cover the corona (i.e., the ridge at the base of the glans). This partial-exposure
should not necessarily be taken as an indication that it was an intentional practice. If the
figures are representative, then it is possible that the particular subject had too little skin
removed during his circumcision; not an uncommon occurrence.

The figures do not, unfortunately, yield a wealth of information about the practice of
circumcision in this region and time period other than attesting to its existence. It is
worth noting that these figures seem to be presented as warriors. Each male figure bears
a spear and what may be either a mace-type weapon, or a scepter. If it is a scepter, this
could indicate that the weaponry had a ceremonial function, rather than a practical one.
Additionally, each male figure seems to correspond to the three female figures with

which they were cached. This ostensible pairing could support a speculative argument

™ Braidwood, Robert )., and Braidwood, Linda S., Excavations in the Ploin of Antioch I The Earlier Assembloges Phases A-J, (Chicogo: The
University of Chicago Press, 1960), p. 300ff.
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that circumcision was related to marriage rituals. However, there is no other evidence to

support such a theory.

The Antioch figurines were, undeniably, an exciting and intriguing discovery.
However, given the extreme limitations of the evidence, they do not support the
suggestion that “circumcision traveled from the north to the south, and not the other way
around.””® After all, the circumcised bodies of Nag-ed-Der in Egypt pre-date the Antioch
figurines by at least 700 years. Another key to this argument is the assertion that the
robed figure in the Egyptian Battlefield Palette is wearing “garb which is {typical of}
Western Asiatics,””® and should therefore be identified as a Syrian. However there is no
evidence that the either the garb or the figure is Syrian, and, because he is acting as a
captor to the circumcised victims, there is no reason to associate him with them or with
circumcision. This evidence, as well as the fact that the figures in the Battlefield and
Narmer Palettes bear dorsal-slits, while the Antioch figurines show true circumcision,
forestalls any connection that might be made between the two sets of artifacts.

It is also significant that the figurines were found at phase G of the Planes of Antioch
excavation. The preceding phase, Phase F (ca. 3200), “appears to have been ushered in
by a new ethnic element, a people in possession of a technology superior to that of the
people of the preceding phases.””’ Some of the noteworthy influences in phases F & G
include Egyptian-style cultural artifacts — made locally, not in Bgypt’a - indicating lasting
cultural migration, as opposed to simple trade. Given the upheaval resulting from the

Egyptian wars of unification during that period, we might speculate that certain Egyptian

15 Sngson, “Circumcision in the Ancient Near East,” p. 476. This is the central thesis of Sassan's article. He does, hawever, offer it “coutiously.”
T {bid., p. 473 0.3

7 Gevirtz, “Circumdision in the Biblicol Period,” p. 95

7 3roidwood & Braidwood, Excavations in the Plain of Antioch, p. 516
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elements fled the turmoil, perhaps arriving in the region of Syria, thus introducing a new

ethnic and cultural element — possibly including some type of circumcision. As was
noted above, naturally preserved remains from Nag-ed-Der indicate that full circumcision
was, indeed, practiced by Egyptians in the 4™ Millennium.

While we may speculate about Egyptian influences upon the Syrians of Antioch, the
men depicted in the figurines were clearly not Egyptian. As can be seen from their
physiognomic similarity to other Syrian figurines,” they were clearly Syrian. We might
speculate that the novelty of circumcision among the Syrian natives occasioned the
casting of commemorative metal figurines; however, any number of possible
explanations could equally substitute. Without further evidence, there is little upon
which to build a theory as to the nature of circumcision in the ancient Syrian context, nor
do we have any indication as to how common or widespread the practice was in the
region at that time.

One other significant artifact does provide us with further evidence that circumcision
was practiced in the region. It is an ivory carving of what is presumed to be a victory
scene, found in the excavation at Meggido (located in modern-day Israel). The scene

depicts nude, male prisoners being led before an‘important figure seated on a throne,

suggested that the seated figure may be Jabin, a Canaanite king, who dominated the

M See Pritchord, Ancient Neor Eostin Pictores, pp 161 and 166
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Israelites for a time during the period of the Judges.®® Others have theorized that the

8 Given the Egyptian styling of the

figure is actually an Egyptianized King Solomon.
chair/throne, there is ample reason to associate the figure with Egypt. If the dating by the
excavator is correct — between 1350 and 1150 B.C.E. — then the suggestions of Jabin or
Solomon would be anachronistic. . However, Egypt did wage repeated campaigns in the
area during this period. [t is possible that this scene may be a depiction of the particularly
devastating campaign waged in the early 13® Century B.C.E. by Seti I against rebellious
chieftains in Canaan.®

s1. Equally uncertain is the identity of the circumcised captives portrayed on the
Megiddo Ivory. Their physiognomy and beard style are reasonably similar to those of the
Antioch figurines, but the gap of 1500 to 2000 years between the two artifacts makes any
conclusions we may draw on this evidence highly speculative. The depicted captives
may very well be Syrians or Canaanites or Phoenicians of some sort, but they could also
be of some proto-Israelite extraction. Whether the proto-Israelites were actually distinct
from the Canaanites among whom they lived is a topic of contemporary debate among
bible scholars.®® Yet, whatever the case may be, the most that we may conclude from the

evidence of the Megiddo ivory and the Antioch figurines is that circumcision was not

unknown in the region of Syria and Canaan in the 4™ through 2™ Millennia B.C.E. There

is no indication from the archaeological record as to how widespread the practice was,

and whether it was a normative practice among the peoples of the region.

% See Judges 4:1-3. This connection is suggested by Barry Bendsira, Ph.D. (Professor of Religion at Hope College in Holland, M1} on his website,
of hitp://www.hope.edv/academic/religion/bandstro/RTOT/CHT/CH? 28.HTM

V1 See Peter Jomes, (entories of Dorkness, (Loadon: Jonathen Cape, Lid., 1991), p. 200, cited at htp://www specinltyinterests.net/alternate himl.
¥ See Aharoni, Y., Avi-Yonch, R., Ruiney, A. F., ond Sairai, 1., The Mocmillon Bible Atlas Complotely Revised Phird Edition(New York: Macmillen,
1993), p. 38

W Neil Silberman aod Israel Finkelstein, in The Zible Unearthed: Archseology's New Vision of Anciest Israel ond the Drigin of Iis Socred Texls
{New York: Touchstone Books, 2002), argue that the proto-Israelites were (onaanites. While their theory has beea well received in the academic
commuaity, | om mot so convinced that | em willing fo do away with all circumspection on the matter.
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52. The linguistic evidence from the region is equally unhelpful. An examination of four
Ugaritic lexicons yielded no shared meanings of any of the roots associated with
circumcision, including: Y-, 9-9-y¥. N-9-3. 3-9-3. and 9-7-n™

53, The biblical texts, however, may provide us with some indication of which groups in
the region did and did not practice circumcision. The most obvious case is that of the
Philistines, who are referred to repeatedly as being uncircumcised (Jud. 14:3; I Sam.
14:6, 18:25-27, 31:4). In addition to the Philistines, we learn that the Hivites did not
circumcise from the story of the rape of Dinah in Genesis 34 (Sh’chem’s father is Hamor
the Hivite). )

54, Only one biblical text seems to refer to circumcision among specific non-Israelite
nations, Jeremiah 9:24-25

PR DM D27 0Y MR MMON) O3 DI M .TD
D3 ANINTOY) 1IBY 2270V OFTNOY) IOV DNERTOY D
NI TID7) DY DNTD7 2 13TH2 DAY NG WINPT DD
:;Qw?*p_s
25. Behold, the days are coming, says the LORD, when I will punish all
those who are circumcised [in the foreskin or yet still have a foreskin].
26. Egypt, Judah, Edom, the sons of Ammon, Moab, and all who dwell in
the desert that cut the [edges or comers]; for all [the or these] nations
are uncircumcised, and all the house of Israel is uncircumcised in
heart.

55. A serious ambiguity of meaning in each of these verses makes it unclear whether the

texts is identifying these nations — Egypt, Edom, Amon and Moab - a being circumcised

or as uncircumcised. As the above translation of verse 25 indicates, NZY2 9 (mul

b’orlah), can mean either, “circumcised in the foreskin,” or “circumcised, yet still having

¥ The four Ugarific lexicons consulted were: Segert, Stanislay, 4 2asic Grammar of the Ugaritic Language (Berkeley: University of Colifornia
Press, 1984); Gordon, Cyrus H., Lparitic Manvol(Rome: Ponfificium Institutum Biblicum, 1955); Gordon, Cyrus H., Hparitic Texthook{Rome:
Pontificium lnstitotum Biblicom, 1965); ond, Gray, John, The KRT Text in the Literature of Rus Shomra: A Socin} Myth of Ancient Canaon {Leiden:
E.J. Brill, 1955).
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a foreskin.” Equally enigmatic is the question of whether the uncircumcised nations
mentioned in verse 26 refers to the nations that are listed, or to the rest of the nations that
are not listed.

56. One novel attempt to resolve this problem has been to read verse 25 as a reference to
the practice of dorsal-slit circumcision in which, indeed, the person is “circurncised,” yet
retains their foreskin.¥® While the suggestion does resolve the ambiguity of the text, it is
based on an erroneous assertion that this type-of partial-circumcision was normative in
Egypt (see above, |i4). In fact, the Egyptians practiced true, circumferential
circumcision, and without their example as evidence, this explanation cannot be
supported.

57. The fact that this list includes Egypt, a nation that was known to circumcise, is a
strong indication that the text should be read as a list of nations that do circumcise “in the
foreskin.” If this is the case, then the uncircumcised nations of the second clause of v. 26
- O27) D772 3 all of the nations are uncircumcised - must refer to the nations that
are not listed.

58. Such a reading puts a most interesting light on the evidence. We know, from the
Antioch figurines and the Megiddo ivory, that circumcision was practiced in the region.
The Antioch figurines place the oldest such evidence relatively close to the area from
which the proto-Israelites emerged (whether we assume that the biblical patriarchs came
from Haran, as the bible presents it, or that the proto-Israclites were Canaanites, both
regions are close to Antioch, and, of course, Megiddo was in Canaan.) We also know,

from biblical texts, that the Philistines and the Hivites — both non-Semitic peoples — did

15 See Seiner, Richord, “Incomplete Circumdision in Egypt ond Edom: Jeremioh (9:24-25) in the Light of Josephus and Jonckheere,” JBL 118.3
{1999), pp. 497-505.
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not circumcise. In Jeremiah 9, we find what appears to be a list of nations that

circumcised. With the exception of Egypt, those nations — Edom, Amon, and Moab -
were Semitic peoples who, according to the biblical genealogies, trace their ancestry back
to the family of Abraham and, thus, the region of Haran (which, again, is relatively
proximal to the site of the Antioch figurines). A final text to consider is Exodus 4:24-26,
in which Moses’ wife Tziporah circumcises her son (see below, 64 ff.). For all of its
interpretive challenges, this passage clearly portrays this woman who is a Midianite - and
therefore is a descendant of Abraham (Gen. 25:2) — as being very familiar with the
practice and performance of circumcision.

While the evidence is far from a proverbial smoking gun (or, still warm flint knife, to
fit the theme®®), it certainly is sufficient to suggest that circumcision was a somewhat
normative practice in the biblical and pre-biblical periods, among certain Semitic peoples
that shared a common ancestry and place of origin.

Yet, if this were the case, then why would the biblical figure, Abraham, not have
been circumcised? The biblical text points us in the direction of an answer. Although the
text first introduces Abram (as he was then called) while he is living with his family in
Ur-kasdim, in Mesopotamia (Genesis 11), Genesis 12:1 describes Haran as his birthplace.
The obvious solution to this seeming contradiction is that Abram was born in Haran, but
his family migrated, temporarily, to Ur-kasdim. If Abram and his family had left Haran
before he reached the age of circumcision, there is every reason to suppose that he would
not have become circumcised in Ur-kasdim, where circumcision was not practiced (as

can be seen from ancient Babylonian representations of uncircumcised men).?’

% Thanks 10 Revven Firestone for this don mot{or ma/ mot, depending on one's toste).
¥ See Prilchart, The Ancient Near £asi, vol. | (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1958), fig. 154, javer alic.
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The only other reference to circumcision in the area of Canaan and Phoenicia is a

passage from the Histories of Herodotus. Writing in the 5™ Century B.C.E., Herodotus
identified “the Phoenicians and the Syrians of Palestine” as being among those peoples
who practice circumcision. He states that they “themselves confess that they learnt the
custom of the Egyptians.”®® By the time of his writing, circumcision would have been a
well-established Israelite practice, and the narrative accounts of Israel’s history in Egypt
would have become a part of the redacted Torah, or would have at least held a mythic
currency among Israel. It is entirely possible that Herodotus was referring to the people
of Israel as Phoenicians and Syrians, either out of confusion or out of convention. (A
later Greek writer, Theophrastus, clearly refers to Jews as Syrians.®®) It is also possible
that, if Herodotus did indeed visit the area, he may have encountered Samaritans ~ a
circumcising group that attached itself to the same origin story as the Israelites, yet whose
membership in that people was disputed. Perhaps in his confusion of their identity, or
perhaps because of their particular history, Herodotus simply decided to call them
“Phoenicians and Syrians of Palestine.”

The question of circumcision in Canaan and Phoenicia remains open. Clearly it was
practiced. The evidence from the excavation at the Plains of Antioch gives us reason to
hypothesize that it was introduced to the area by Egyptian migrants (see above, § 48);
perhaps economic migrants or refugees. But there is enough evidence to suppose that its
practice was limited to genealogically distinct groups in the region, and that among those

groups were the people who were to become the Israelites. Unfortunately, however, the

H Herodots, Historioe i1, 104. Troasiotion by George Rawlinson, availabls online of

hiip://www websexs com/users/paik/lit/Hergdotys/Historiesfherodotyy.him|
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