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Exodus, Roy and Nebwenenef
A favorite quest of archeologists is to match religious accounts to historical records.  One of the most frustrating non-matches is the story of Exodus.  The simple explanation for the complete lack of historical record of this momentous event is that the Egyptians were the only ones in a position to write about it, and they were too embarrassed at the loss.  Many researchers have taken the mismatch as evidence that other key dates in the popularly accepted chronology of the ancient world are indeed wrong.  There was an exodus in Assyria, but 800 years earlier.  And many of the acts attributed to Moses are in fact traceable to Elijah 300 years later.  The biblical dating puts the Exodus in the year 1447 BCE, 200 years earlier than the reign of Ramses II.  The problem with pinning down dates is unfortunately inherent in the nomadic, unsettled nature of the Jewish people during this time.  

Will the Real Exodus Pharaoh Please Stand Up?

By far the most popular choice for Exodus Pharaoh is Ramses II, despite history, because the Bible calls him Ramesses.  Ramses I had a very short reign and I haven't seen anyone suggest that it could have been him.  Ramses II had a son who succeeded him to the throne for ten years, named Merenptah.  Merenptah's son was crowned as Ramses III, and his reign is also well documented.  Ramses II is known to have used prisoners of war from Canaan as slave labor.  He had expanded Egypt's imperial borders all the way into modern day Lebanon.  And although his popularity with his people stemmed largely from his military conquests (As George S. Patton put it, "People love a winner.") history shows that he was impulsive and often made huge errors in battle strategy.  This sounds a lot like the guy in the Bible.

The historical record points to another king, Thutmose III, who ruled from 1504 to 1450 BCE.  The Jewish calendar dates the Exodus at 1447 BCE.  There are several Egyptian accounts of cosmic cataclysm (darkness, fire falling from the sky) written later about events in Thutmose's reign.  Pumice from the titanic explosion of the Aegean island of Thera has been found in Egypt and dated to this time as well.  The explosion of Thera, by far the biggest volcanic explosion in recorded history, provides a number of explanations for the Ten Plagues in Exodus.  The boils could be from acid rain, the darkness could certainly be from the ash clouds, the parting of the Red (Reed) Sea could easily be accomplished from tidal backwash of the tsunami that ripped the entire Mediterranean Sea.  Of course, all of these events would have happened within hours of one another, not across the span of days as described in the Bible.  Not to mention that more accurate radiocarbon dating of the Thera explosion puts it at 1628 BCE, which doesn't line up with any reasonable Exodus Pharaoh candidate.

So given the stubborn mismatches between scientific dating, written historical records and stories steeped in religious agenda, I chose to stick with the one handy coincidence I had found: that the post of High Priest of Amun changed hands fifteen years into the reign of Ramses II.  Unfortunately for my story, Nebwenenef did not disappear suspiciously, but rather died in 1263 BCE.  He was buried at Thebes and his tomb is a great source for hymns from the period.  Oh well.  On the other hand, in my story, Ramses orders his actual name (Faenka) stricken from all records and replaced with the fake name Nebwenenef, which I postulate actually meant "name not spoken," but this meaning has been lost to history.  In such an event, the Egyptians in power may well have constructed a tomb and made it look like their beloved High Priest had died, rather than admit to the public that they had let the Exodus culprit get away.
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Nebwenenef (British Museum)
Nebwenenef and Roy

What further drew me to Nebwenenef as a supernatural figure was how he came to power.  Right after being crowned, Ramses went to Thebes, the major religious center of the day, to give tribute to the gods.  As he was leaving, the oracle of Amun, the sun god, the leader of their pantheon, told Ramses that Nebwenenef had been hand picked by Amun to be High Priest.  Ramses immediately consented, and Nebwenenef went straight from local bishop to head of the church.  In this period, the High Priests of Amun had great power and were given great wealth.  They were essentially allowed to rule Upper Egypt (the southern part) and were even sometimes given the title "king."

Now if you were the Hebrew demon Prince of Liars and you wanted to lay the groundwork for a fifteen year plan to ruin your enemy’s king, what better place to start than to pull a supernatural string or two and get yourself installed as the head of their church, in charge of all of your enemy's learning and magic?
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Roy (British Museum)
Roy died during the reign of Ramses' son, Merenptah, and was probably Merenptah's High Priest as well.  He was buried on the west bank of the Nile at Thebes at Dra' Abu al-Naja in the Valley of the Kings, in the back of the large Ramesseum.  His tomb was restored in the late 1990s and is small but exquisitely painted with scenes of feasts and funerals and worship.  As to his succession to the post of High Priest, again we are faced with the maddening mismatch of dates.  Depending on whose dating you use, Ramses II reigned from either 1279 to 1213 BCE or from 1290 to 1224 BCE.  This twelve year discrepancy is bigger than the biggest gap I could find between Nebwenenef's death and Roy's assumption of the post, and I cannot find any mention of any other High Priest in between the two.  Up until his assumption to High Priest of Amun, Roy was not only a religious leader, but a highly placed scribe.  So even though I can't tell you what date the handover happened, I can tell you I am confident that Roy was the next person to carry the High Priest title after Nebwenenef died.

So my stage is set.  At the start of Ramses' reign, his adoptive brother Moses had already been cast out into the desert by Ramses' father Seti I as a traitor.  Sammael would know that Moses would be back in a few years to set his people free.  Sammael created the Faenka guise and got himself installed as High Priest.  Once there, he started introducing more and more powerful magic into the Egyptian temple, being careful to not actually give the Egyptians anything they could keep.  So when Moses finally returned, Faenka showed Ramses that Moses had nothing beyond what the Egyptians already had.  Which made the conflict personal, not cosmological.  And given Ramses' record for hot headed overreaction, the result was in the bag.  After Ramses lost and the Hebrews got away, Faenka fled with the powerful magic.  Ramses struck his name, replacing it with Nebwenenef.  Roy assumed the High Priest post and figured out, too late, what had happened.  One hundred generations later, Roy figures out how to reincarnate himself, and comes back as Silas Alverado with the mission of capturing his old master and forcing him to give up the secrets with which he had once taunted the Egyptians.


