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THE NAME OF THE PHARAOH WHO DIED
BY DROWNING

Translators Note : The narrative of the Prophet Moses, his en-

counterwith the Pharaoh, and the fateful end ofthe latter occurs in

the Qur,àn in several places. The Quranic descriptionof thePharaoh

presents the picture of an arrogant and merciless tyrant who ordered

ih. -urru"re of every new-born male child of the Israelites, and per-

sistently refused to pay heed to the call of Moses. Moses ultimately

decided, on divine instruction, to lead his people out of Egypt and

across the Sinai peninsula, in order to get away from the oppressive

regime of the Pharaoh, who in turn pursued them with his mighty

hoides. But God saved Moses and the Israelites through a miraculous

pârting of the waters, and when the Egyptians followed suit, they

were overwhelmed by giant waves. The Pharaoh and his men died by

drowning. The Qur'àn gives a moving account of the event:

And We brought the Children of Israel across the sea, and

Pharaoh with his hosts pursued them in rebellion and transgre-

ssion, till, when the (fate of) drowning overtook him, he ex-

claimed: I believe that there is no God save Him in Whom the

Children of Israel believe, and I am of those who surrender (unto

Him).
What! Now! when hitherto thou hast rebelled and been of the

wrong-doers?
But this day We save thee in the body that thou mayest be a

portent for those after thee. Lo ! most of mankind are heedless

of Our portents
(Yunus : 90-92)

It is the last verse (4r! J,àIr ;J Ô3*l -lr+ .-[+" 1.rJU) 
which is of

special significance and the subject of the present article, written

by an eminent scholar of the contemporary Islamic world, Dr'
Muhammad Hamidullah, formerly of Hyderabad and now based in

Paris.
The Egyptians worshipped a number of deities, the most

important of whom was the Sun-god (Amen-Ra' or Ra')' The king

of Egypt was considered an incarnation or the son of this supreme

The article has been translated by Dr. Abdur Rahman Momin of Bombay

University.
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deity; the title of the god-king was Faro or Farao, which was Arabicizedinto Fir'qwn The Qur,àn rp.àk, of ,,the pharaoh and Moses,,(,.ra, , jô3ori)pointing thereby to the pharaoh during whose reign Moses lived. TheBiblical account seems to suggest thaithere were two pharaohs duringthe life time of Moses: The pharaoh of the oppression, who is identi-fled with Rameqes II, and the pharaoh of the b,xodus,'*tro is iaenti-fled with his son and successor, Meneptah. Both of them beiongedto the l9th Dynasty_ and ruled during the l3th century B.C. Thispart ofthe Bible has been disputed by several Egyptologistr, urd .r.nby some of the distinguisheà Biblical scholars like Father de vaux.The Quranic narration, on the other hand, points to the fact that thePharaoh ofthe oppression and the pharaoh ofthe Exodus was one andthe same person, who has been identiûed with Rameses II, the master_builder of Egypt. This is borne out by the archaeologicui-"ria"rr"",
as well as by a critical stucly of the Bible itself.
' All this and muctr more has been discussed by Dr. Muhammad

Hamidullah in this articre, which was originalry pubiished in the urduFdrdn (Karachi) in its issues of May aù Sepiember, 1977. I had
requested the rearned author to send me a reprint of this articre, towhich he kindly acceded and sent me a photà_copy of m, f.rro.rufcopy of the article, which bears his corrections and additions. Thetranslation is being published with his approval and. consent.

According to the latest information available, the mummy ofRameses II is now back in the Cairo Museum after being treated byFrench nuclear scientists and cosmetiÇs surgeons for fungus and bac-terial infection. The X^-11 photo published in 
".lirpup.., f"f.monthly Archaeologia of Dijon, September, 1976) shows tirat strandsof henna-dyed hair are stilr there at ihe back of rhis head. naori-àr rri,teeth are still intact as also the mummified skin. f rL"_VllrV ;:;l;; rL

-A.R.M.)

In the article describing his visit to the cairo Museum, the editorof Fdrdn has mentioned, on the authority of the translation and com_mentary.of the eur,àn by the late Mawlana .Abdul Ua:ia nrr,aUaai
that the Prophet Moses (peace be on him) was born aurüg tne tiie iimeof the Pharaoh Rameses II, and migrated out of Egypt during the reignof his successor and son, Meneptah, and that it *Àtt 

" 
tutt.i*tl àr"aby drowning.

It is inevitable to confront the Bible while discussing the storyof the Prophet Moses in the commentary of the eur,àn . ffr. ôr.,a,
1,52 
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itself enjoins: "Produce the Torah and read it (unto us) if ye are
truthful" (3:93)' (As a matter of fact) even the Jews and tÉe christians
do not consider the Bibre as hundred per cent correct. similarry, it
is not entirely wrong either to say thai the eur'ân itserf has argued
frorn its Çontents in several places, as for example, in the verse: And
we prescribed for them (the Israerites) therein lin tt . Torah) : The
life for the life... (5:45). It is, therefore, necessary to compare the
Biblical and the Quranic versions of the story of Moses and the 

'pharaoh

in order to ascertain whelher this part of the Bible is authentic; or if
it is partially correct, to ascertain what part of it is really so.

The Bible and the eur'àn both maintain that Moses was born
duling the period (of the Oppression) when every new-born Hebrew
male child was subjected to a cleath sentence ordeied by the pharaoh.
Not knowing what else to do, Moses, mother put him in a boat_cradle
(ark made of bulr,shes daubed with slime anà pitch) and set it afloat
in the river Nile. God caused the cradre to reâch near the parace of
the Pharaoh. There it was taken out of the water, according to the
Quranic version, by pharaoh's wife, and according to the iiuticat
narrative, by his daurghter. She took pity on him and appointed a
Hebrew nurse for him. As destiny wourd have it, she^ivas none
other tha' the mother of Moses. The child was brought up in the royal
palace. The commentators of the Bible maintain ihat ihe pharaoh
was so kind to the foster-child that after some years, when an expedition
to Ethiopia was planned, Moses was appointed the commandà. The
Bible (Numbers, 12:l) also states that Moses married an Ethiopian
woman. (The Qur'ân, however, maintains silence over these two
details.)

The Bible (Exodus 2:tt-t5) and the eur,àn (28:14_22)both main_
tain that when an Egyptian harassed a ltrebrew for no ,.uror, Moses
lost his temper and struck a brow to the Egyptian, from which he could
not recover. The royal consultative body passed a resolution for
retaliation, whereupon Moses reft Egypt ail àrone and sought refuge
in Midian. (Midian is situated in thi north-wesrern part"of sàudi
Arabia, almost in the middre of the Bay of Aqabah; whicn means that
Moses crossed the entire sinai peninsula bèfore reaching Midian).
Moses should have been 20-25 years of age at that time.

According to the eur,ân, (28:27-32) Moses stayed in Midian for
eight or ten years, and when he reached, along with his family, near
Mount sinai in the sinai desert, God ordained him a proptret and
directed him to proceed ro Egypt to preach the rerigion (oi cào). rn"
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Bible (Exodus 7:7) states that Moses stayed in Midian for a very long
time and during this period the Pharaoh died. Then he came to
Egypt. He was 80 years of age when he met (the new) Pharaoh.
According to both the Qur'àn and the Bible, Moses soon got dis-
illusioned and disgusted with Egyptian rule and decided to migrate,
along with the entire Hebrew community, out of Egypt. The Bible
maintains that during this period the Hebrews used to live in an area
called Ramesçs, which is situated in the Delta region of the Nile in the
northern part of Egypt. When the appropriate moment came, they
left the country and proceeded eastward, i.e., towards the Sinai
peninsula. On hearing (of their escape) the Pharaoh went after them
along with his hordes and caught up with the (fleeing) Hebrews when
they were crossing the water (Red Sea?). They were saved by a miracle
and the Pharaoh ând his people were drowned, as maintained by both
the Qur'àn and the Bible. It is noteworthy that the spot where the
incident of drowning took place is described in the Qur'àn as Yamm

( gl ) or watet, and not as the Red Sea or the Nile. The Bible
mentions, at one place, the Red Seal ard, at another, the sea of bul-
rushes. These bulrushes are mentioned earlier when the Bible (Exodus

2 :3) speaks of the birth of Moses ; Pharaoh's daughter had found Moses
sailing in a boat in the same place. Under these circumstances it is
probable that the Pharaoh got drowned in one of the branches, or
delta, of the Nile, and not in the Red Sea.

The Qur'àn maintains that the dead body of the Pharaoh was
saved (from perishing deep in the water). The Bible has nothing to
say on this. A number of mummies were discovered in Egypt during
the closing years of the last century, including those of Rameses II,
Meneptah, and others.z According to the researches conducted by
European archaeologists, none of the mummies is in a state of de-
composition. (It appears that) soon after the king (Rameses II) was
drowned, his people fished out the body, with the help of divers, em-
balmed it according to the traditional practice, and then buried it in
the royal cemetry with due honours. This mummy was discovered
(in 1881) in the course of archaeological excavations and brought to
Cairo. It has been brought to France now (1977) for treatment. In
the process of mummification, the brain and the intestines are taken
out and the external part of the body is embalmed with some kind of
salt. Those who have advanced the argument of drowning from the
'salt' found on the mummy, and attributed it to sea \ilater, were neither
physicians nor were they conversant with the methods of mumification.s
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The statement of the Bible to the effect that Moses stayed in
Midian for flfty-sixty years is implausible.a The Quranic version of
eight or ten years seems more reasonable. The celebrated Biblical
scholar, Rev. Father de Vaux, also regards this part of the Bible as

Uorrbtlols (cf. M. Bucaille: La Bible, le Coran et la Science,

p. 232).
It is said that some documents written on papyrus have been

discovered in Egypt, one of which now lies in Vienna (Austria). ' It
says that Rameses II ruled for 63 years and that he was succeeded by
his son, Meneptah. European scholars, who are convinced of the
authenticity of the Biblical narrative, argue on the strength of this
document and say that Moses was born during the beginning of the
reign of Rameses and that he was in Midian when the Pharaoh died.
Then he came to Egypt and exhorted Meneptah to believe in God,
stop his exploitation of the Hebrews and permit them to migrate out
of Egypt. He refused and (consequently) died by drowning.

But this (interpretation) is refuted by Egyptian archaeological
remains and ancient inscriptions. A stele (registered under No. 599

and admeasuring 3 by l4 metres) has been found wjth two inscriptions
written in the hieroglyphic script. One of them dates from a very early
period and in that the king Amenophis trI mentions offerings to his
god. On the other side, it is mentioned that Meneptah annihilated
the Libyans in the west, the llittites in the east, and the Israelites; the
last mentioned were pulverized so thoroughly that not a trace of them
was 1eft.6

When did this war with the Hebrews take place? If it took place
prior to the exodus, there would have been no Hebrews to migrate with
Moses, albeit the Bible (Exodus 12:37-38) maintains that over six
hundred thousand Hebrews managed to escape from Egypt. It would
not be impossible if the war took place after the exodus,T and it can
be assumed that the offensive was launched by Meneptah to avenge his
father's death. The Bible would not have maintained silence over it
had a war been really fought; it would have mentioned that one of
the innumerable ordeals of the Israelites took place after the exodus,
at the hands of Meneptah.

Under these circumstances those historians sound more plausible
who maintain that a deüberate distortion and falsehood was inscribed
on the stele in order to remove the infamy caused by the drowning of
the king of Egypt (Rameses): a falsehood (proclaiming) that the Israe-
lites did not escape alive; they were so completely devastated by the
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Egyptians that the whole race was wipecl out; and that now there was
not a single Hebrew left in Egypt.

such boastful distortions and falsifications have been noted in
several other inscriptions belonging to this period. For instance,
Rameses claims in one of his inscriptions that he inflicted a terrible
defeat on the Easterners or the Hittites; what had actually transpired
was that the Hittites and the Egyptians agreed to a truce, on condition
that the Hittites would remain in occupation of the siezed Egyptian
territory in its entirety (especially the city of Kadesh situated (on the
river orontes) in the sinai peninsula).8 After Rameses, his son
(Meneptah) indulged in the same kind of boastful falsehood; though
Rameses died by drowning, and the Israelites escaped, Meneptah wants
his countrymen to believe that the Israelites were annihilaied by the
Egyptians and that they no longer existed in the land of the Nile.e

This interpretation is also corroborated by the fact that notwith-
standing his so-called magniflcent victories over the Libyans and the
Hittites, this king (Meneptah) was so resourceless that he could not
even afford a new stele on which to commemorate his achievements.
Insteâd, he got his boastful vanities inscribed on the other side of a
stele erecled by an earlier ruler. (one of the reasons for his lack of
resources could be that the Israelites who, like bonded labourers and
slaves, rendered free services to the Egyptians, had left the country
and, according to the Bible (Exodus 12:35), also took with them a
huge amount of jewellery which they had borrowed from the latter).

In this connection, the supposition of an Egyptian scholar,
attached to the Department of Antiquities, carries conviction that
"this inscription of Meneptah was written not during his lifetime. but
(somewhatimuch?) after him a4d was engraved at the back of an o1d
inscription. This falsehood (contained in the inscription) might
have seemed appropriate to the king or the priests, who got the inscrip-
tion made, in order to safeguard their national pride and honour".
Placing the inscription at the back of an arready existing one could be
due to a lack of resources, as a French Egyptologist has recently noted,
or it could be for a childish logic that people would regard it as ancient,
or that the dignity of the old inscription would cover up the falsehood
of the new one.

The mummy of Rameses has been found in a safe and preserved
condition. There is hair on the head, with almost a full set of teeth
in the mouth. The face does not tell us of his (s,pposedly) 63 years'
reign, nor aî age of a hundred years. A novice and non-expert like
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me would not fix the age of Rameses at more than fifty or sixty years.1o
The mummy of Meneptah is also in good condition, although there
is a big hole in the skull (which could have occurred in the grave after
death)ll and which in any case does not prove that he died by drowning.
Many contemporary French experts, who possess a specialized know-
ledge of the art of mummiflcation, have told me that if a person had
died by drowning three thousand years ago, and the dead body had
been immediately ûshed out of the water and subjected to the expensive
process of embalming, it would not be possible now to know with
certainty whether he died by drowning or otherwise. (ln other words,
science has not advanced to that extent.)

These mummies have begun to ail. The mummy of Rameses
has now (1977) been brought to Paris and is being treated with atomic
rays. Apparently, there is a move to keep it for good in France and
not to return it to Cairo, as it appears from a news item in the paris
daily Le Monde (dated 23-9-1976 and3-2-1977). Only God is eternal,
the rest are to perish.

Postscript: Anniversary of Passover 
i

The Jews celebrate the anniversary of their Passover and drowning of pharaoh
in the middle of Nisan, 7th month of their calendar; and they observe a 24-hours-
long fast on the so-called Yom Kippur, on 1Oth of Tishri, their first month. (They
observe lunar months like Muslims, but use intercalation, so that with a fluctuation
of one or two months, their months fall always in same seasons.)

In the §ahih of a1-Bukhâri (301 68 bab saum yaum ashtrah), and all other Hadith
books there is a report to the effect that after the Migration, the Holy prophet
saw Jews of Madinah fasting on 10th of Muharram. On asking, they said:
"It is in memory of exodus from Egypt and drowning of pharaoh.,, The prophet
observed: "I have greater right on Moses than you"; and he ordered all Muslims
to fast on that day.

There is outwardly a flagrant contradiction with the Jewish tradition where
there is no fast on the occasion of Passover, and no commemoration of passover
at the time of Kippur fast. But the contradiction is to the polemist and the super-
ficial rea-der only,for on the Kippur day of fast, the Jews recite a very long prayer, at
the end of which occurs this phrase: "and in Thy Love Thou hast called this feast
(of Kippur) a sa.inrly solemnity, in ntemory of exdous.from Egypt,' (cf Grand Rabbi
S. Debre, Rituel de priere pour tous les jours de l,annee, paris 1932, p. 6g1).

The fast on 10th rishri is in fact a thanks-giving in memory of the Exodus.
one can think that in the hustle and bustle of the passover, the prophet Moses
(peace on him) did not rvant to impose a solemn thanks-giving; he ordered that some
time later on a more convenient occasion, on the new year day (first of rishri),
on 10th of the same month, followed by succoth feast which commemorates the life
under tents soon afterthe Passover; and on all these three occasions the ritual prayer

r evokes the escape from Egypt.
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so there is no contradiction between the Jewish and Muslim traditions in this
respect.
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cribed their own cartouches on the noble statues of earlier ages which he had
brought from upper Egypt to adorn his Delta capital." (Egyptian Antiquities
in the Nile Valley, by James Blaikie (London, 1932, p. 29, tr.)
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century, who was also known for his interest in archaeology, investigated the
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which testifies to a violent and cruel death. (cf. x-raying the pharaohs, by James
Harris and Kent Weeks (New york, 1973) p. 157. (Tr.)
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