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pi ha-hirot appears four times in the Hebrew Bible as one of the preliminary stops on the Exodus
itinerary (Exod 14:2,9; Num 33:7,8) and was most likely located along the Egyptian military road
known as the Ways of Horus.! While the approximate location of this site is clear, its etymology is
not. In this note, | will review and critique the previous etymologies of pf ha-hirot before propos-
ing my own. ] argue on the basis of Septuagintal and comparative Central Semitic data that hirot
is a plural Hebrew noun meaning »camps« and that pi ha-hirot is best translated as a Hebrew
construct phrase meaning »at the entrance of the camps«. pf ha-hirot is thus not a toponym, but
rather a descriptive term referring to the fortresses and military installations along the Ways of
Horus.?

The Septuagint offers several important clues as to the etymology of pi ha-hirot, which
have not been adequately exploited. The Septuagint of Exodus translates this phrase as £nadAig
sfarmstead, fold, camp, unwalled village«,” while the Septuagint of Numbers transliterates the
second component as Eipw8. This transcription indicates that hirot began with an etymological
h.* Furthermore, the Septuagint of Numbers 33:7 treats pf as a construct form of pseh smouth«

1 p? ha-hirot’s location can be inferred from its association with Migdol, which was located on
the Ways of Horus, James K. Hoffmeier, »The Search for Migdol of the New Kingdom and Exodus
14:2: An Update,« Buried History 44 (2008): 6; 91., provides the most recent information on the
identification of Migdol in the New Kingdom and beyond.

2 For these military installations, see Alan H. Gardiner, »The Ancient Military Road between
Egypt and Palestine, « JEA 6 (1920): 104-113; and Hoffmeier, »The Search for Migdol,« 8-10.

3 Henry George Liddell and Robert Scott, A Greek English Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon, 1996),
463a-b. Wilhelm Spiegelberg, Aegyptologische Randglossen zum Alten Testament (StrafSburg:
Schlesier & Schwekhardt, 1904), 25£., suggests that énafiALg is a translation of Hebrew hserdt
»unwalled villages« and reflects a different Vorlage than the Masoretic text.

4 As the transcriptions of proper names in the Septuagint indicate, the Hebrew letter hét ren-
dered two different inherited Semitic phonemes—h and h—until at least the 2 century CE. The
translators of the Septuagint rendered the etymological voiceless velar fricative p with Greek x
(e.g., rahel > Payn); compare Arabic rahil »ewe«) and the etymological voiceless pharyngeal
fricative h with @ (e.g., yishag > loaax; compare Arabic dahaga »to laugh«). For more on the
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and translates it as otopa.® This rendering suggests that pi and hirot were separate components
of a construct phrase meaning something like »the mouth of the farmsteads« or »the mouth of
the camps«.® Overall, a plausible etymology for this term must fit the phonology of the Hebrew
form (including the partial transcription in the Septuagint of Exodus), the tetm’s likely meaning
as indicated by the Septuagint of Numbers, and its Egyptian context. Previous etymologies of pi
ha-hirot all fall short on one or more counts.

A commen etymology of pi ha-hirof is to relate hirot to Akkadian hiritu »canal« and translate
prha-hirot as »the mouth of the canals«.” This etymology makes good contextual sense—after all,
the Ways of Horus did run parallel to a frontier canal for part of its length®-but it falters on pho-
nological grounds. Akkadian firitu is a pirist noun from the Ill-weak root herii »lo dig« (*hitiytu >
biritu), while hirot is a gitlat noun from a 1l-weak root (*hiyrat > Afrdh; plural hirot). Furthermore,
the Akkadian term begins with an etymological f, while the Hebrew term begins with an etymo-
logical k. For these reasons, hirof cannot be related to Akkadian hiritu.

The numerous Egyptian etymologies of pi ha-hirot® founder for a different reason: pt ha-hiror
ends with a final —t, but none of its proposed Egyptian antecedents would have ended in —¢ by
the time Hebrew was an independent dialect. Some of these antecedents never ended in —t in the
first place (e. g., pr hwt hr), while others originally ended with the final feminine ¢ (e. g., p3-hwt-
hrt). By the beginning of the New Kingdom (ca. 1550 BCE), the femintne —t had heen lost from

pelyphony of hét in Hebrew see, Richard C. Steiner, »On the Dating of Hebrew Sound Changes
(*H >H and *G > §) and Greek Translations (2 Esdras and Judith),« JBL 124 (2005): 229267,

5 The other three verses do not render this component of pf ha-hirof in either transcription or
translation.

6 The statement in Num 33:8 that the Israelites »set out from Hirot« (way-yis mip-pené ha-hirot)
also supports this conclusion, assuming mip-p°né is not a scribal error for mip-pf hirot or mip-
pné pi ha-hirot.

7 Manfred Gorg, »Pi-Hahirot sMiindung der Wasserléufe«,« BN 50 (1989): 7; James K. Hoffmeier,
Israel in Egypt: The Evidence of the Authenticity of the Exodus Tradition (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1997), 170; idem, Ancient Israel in Singi: The Evidence for the Authenticity of the
Wilderness Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 105f. William Foxwell Albright,
»Exploting in Sinai with the University of California African Expedition,« BASOR 109 (1948): 109,
was the {irst scholar to propose this etymology. Note, however, that he opted for a combination
Akkadian-Egyptian etytnology by arguing that pi ha-hirét transcribes an Egyptian toponym, but
was later given a folk etymology on the basis of Akkadian firitu,

8 Amihai Sneh, Tuvia Weissbrod, and Itamar Perath, »Evidence for an Ancient Egyptian Frontier
Canal,« American Scientist 63 (1975): 542-548; Hoffmeier, Israel in Egypt, 164-175.

9 Proposed Egyptian etymologies include pr hwt hr »temple of Hathor« (Gardiner 1922), pr hrt
»temple of Hr« (Albright 1948), p3-hwjr »the pelusiac branch of the Nile« (de Vaux 1971), ¥
trtj »the place of the widow« (Redford 1987), p3-hwt-fir.t »the upper mansion« (Redford 1987),
A.H. Gardiner, »The Geography of the Exodus,« in Recueil d'études égyptologiques dédiées i la
memoire de Jean-Frangois Champoilion (Paris: Champion, 1922), 213; Albright, »Exploring in
Sinai,« 109; Roland de Vaux, Histoire ancienne d’Israél, vol, 1 (Paris: Galbada, 1971-1573), 357;
Donald B. Redford, »An Egyptological Perspective on the Exodus,« in Egypt, Israel, Sinai: Ar-
chaeological and Historical Relations in the Biblical Period, ed. Anson F, Rainey (Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv
University, 1987), 142.



all Egyptian nouns.’® The noun £-ih.f »the stool«, for example, is transcribed into Akkadian
as td-as-bu in EA 368:9, which dates to the 14® century BCE." Because of this morpho-phono-
logical change, an Egyptian term could not generate the Hebrew form hirdt, even if the Exodus
itinerary does reflect a historical memory of Late Bronze Age Egyptian topography. This reason
alone is enough to reject an Egyptian etymology for pf ha-hirot. But there is another problem with
the proposed Egyptian etymologies, Some of them begin with a }j, but Septuagint transcriptions
of Egyptian names in the Hebrew Bible demonstrate that the Hebrew language distinguished
between 4 and k even in loanwords. Compare, for example, YovBopgavny from dd-pi-ntr-fw.f-
" (Gen 41:45) and Oweeg from p?-nhsy (e. g., Exod 6:25).

Where Akkadian and Egyptian etymologies for pf ha-hirot fall short, a Central Semitic one
proves more plausible. I suggest that hirot and its presumed singular form *hirdh are related to
Syriac hirtd »shepherd’s camp, military campe,'® Sabaic hyrt »camp, encampmente,'* and Ara-
bic hayr »enclosure, fénced-in garden«.”” Not only do the nouns in this cognate set match the

10 Antonio Loprieno, Ancient Egyptian: A Linguistic Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press), 60; Carsten Peust, Egyptian Phonology: An Introduction to the Phonology of a Dead
Language, Monographien zur dgyptischen Sprache (Giittingen: Peust & Gutschmidt, 1999), 152;
James P. Allen, The Egyptian Language: An Historical Study (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2013), 49; 61. The toponym pi-bzeszet (< Egyptian pr-b3st.f) found in Ezekiel 30:17 does
not provide a goed counter example for the loss of feminine —¢ in Egyptian. The ¢ found in the
Hebhrew form does not reflect the final feminine -t of the Egyptian, but rather its final root con-
sonant. If pr-bsst.t had retained its final feminine —t, it would appear in Hebrew as **pi-bastat
or **pi-bastd.

11 Anson F, Rainey, El Amarna Tablets 359-379: Supplement to J. A. Knudtzon Die Fl-Amarna-Ta-
faln, AOAT 8 (Kevelaer: Butzon & Bercker, 21978), 38f, Theoretically, the -t ending could have
been added to pf ha-hirot after it entered Hebrew, but there is no evidence that foreign toponyms
were ever sufficiently integrated into the Hebrew language to receive native derivational mor-
phology.

12 The Egyptian etymology of this name is disputed, but interpreters are nearly unanimous
in treating the final segment as a transcription of Egyptian ‘np »life«. In this article, I adopt
Georg Steindorf’s interpretation, which is widely accepted. Georg Steindorf, »Weiteres zu Gen-
esis 41,45« ZAS 30 (1892): 50-52. For an overview of scholarship on this name, see Yoshiyuki
Muchiki, Egyptian Proper Names and Loanwords in North-West Semitic, SBL Dissertation Seties
173 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 1999), 225f.

13 Robert Payne Smith, Thesaurus Syriacus, vol. 1 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1878-1901), 1264; Carl
Brockelmann, Lexicon Syriacum (Halle: Max Niemevyer, 21928), 230; Michael Sokoloff, A Syriac
Lexicon: A Translation from the Latin, Correction, Expansion, and Update of C. Brockelmann’s
Lexicon Syriacum (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2009}, 449,

14 A.EL. Beeston, M.A. Ghul, W.W. Miiller and ]. Ryckmans, Sabaic Dictionary (Eng-
lish-French-Arabic) (Louvain-la-Neuve: Peeters, 1982), 71. Sabaic also possesses a verbal root hyr
»to campe, but it is unclear whether this verbal root derived from the nominal form or generated
it.

15 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Freytag, Lexicon Arabico-Latinum, vol. 1 (Halle: Schwetschke, 1830—
1837), 450; Albett de Biberstein Kazimirski, Dictionnaire arabe-francais, vol. 1 {Paris: Maison-
neuve, 1860), 525; William Edward Lane, Maddu-I-Kamoos: An Arabic-English Dictionary, vol. 2
(London: Williams & Norgate, 1863-1893), 685.



semantics of Greek £nabAg, they also begin with an etymelogical 4 as the Sabaic and Arabic
terms show. Presumably the Proto-Central Semitic form of this word originally meant »camp« or
»enclosure« as in Sabaic and underwent semantic narrowing in the other daughter languages.
Because Greek &mabA can signify both a fold and a military camp, Hebrew *hirgh could denote
either a shepherd’s camp or a military camp. The second option, however, is a better fit for the
Egyptian context of these verses since the Ways of Horus featured a series of fortresses and mili-
tary installations, The Egyptian army used this road on its campaigns to the Levant and Syria and
Egyptian soldiers would have camped along its length. hirot thus most likely refers to a group of
Egyptian military camps on the Ways of Horus.2s

This leaves only pi. While the Egyptian noun pr »house« commonly appears as pf in Hebrew
transcription as in Ezekiel 30:17 (pi-basaet < pr-bist.) and Exodus 1:1 {pitom < pr-itm),” an Egyp-
tian etymology for pf ha-hirot is precluded by the presence of a final - on hirot. Since hirof itself
is a common Hebrew noun, as I have argued above, it is likely that pf also comes from Hebrew.
And indeed, the translation of pf as oTopa in LXX Num 33:7 suggests that pf is the construct form
of Hehrew pah »mouthe, Although this noun usually designates the mouth of a human or an
animal, it can also signify the entrance to a cave (Josh 10:18 pi ham-me“arah) or city (Prov 8:3 pi
gdreet), Taken together, pi ha-hirot seems to be a Hebrew construct phrase meaning »the entrance
of the camps«. Such an etymology fits the Pphonology, semantics, and context of this phrase,

Abstract: This note proposes a new etymology for pf ha-hirot, one of the preliminary stops on the
Exodus itinerary (Exod 14:2,9: Num 33:7.8). ] argue on the basis of Septuagintal and comparative
Central Semitic data that pi ha-hirot is a Hebrew construct phrase meaning »at the entrance of the
camps«, a topographical detail that fits the location of this site along an Egyptian military road,

Zusammenfassung: Die Mitteilung schléigt eine neve Etymologie fiir D1 ha-hirot, eine der Zwi-
schenstationen im Exodus-Itinetar (Ex 14,2.9; Num 33,7.8), vor. Auf der Grundlage von Mate-
rial aus der Septuaginta und semitischer Vergleichsdaten erdirtert der Autor, dass es sich bei
pt ha-hirot um eine hebriische Constructus-Verbindung mit der Bedeutung »am Eingang der
Lager« handelt. Dieses topographische Detail passt zu eiher Lokalisierung des Ortes entlang
einer dgyptischen Militdrroute,

Résumé; Cette note propose une nouvelle étymologie pour pi ha-hirof, I'une des étapes de
litinéraire de "Exode (Ex 14:2,9; Nb 33:7,8). Sur la base de la Septante et des données compar-
atives sémitiques, j'argumente que pt ha-hirot est une construction hébraique signifiant « 4 I’en-
trée des campements ». Ce détail fopographique renvoie 4 une localisation du site en bordure
d’une voie militaire égyptienne.

16 pf hg-hirot could thus furnish a possible chronological anchor for the Exodus itinerary if
Egyptian military camps could be identified in the archaeological record an the Ways of Horus
niear pi ha-hfrot’s presumed location.

17 As noted by Spiegelberg, Aegyptologische Randglossen, 27; Gardiner, »The Geography of the
Exodus«: 213; Gotg, »Pi-Hahirot Miindung der Wasserliufe«: 7; and Manfred Gérg, »Pi-Hahi-
roth,« in NBL, vol. 3, ed. Manfred Gérg and Bernhard Land (Ziirich: Benziger, 1994-2001): 150.
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