








This sandstone stela in the Field Museum tellstbey of how a close-knit, well-to-do family placed
in the middle echelon of local nobility in the aei Egypt of the 18th dynasty, more than three
thousand years ago, came into contact with the/religious revolution spawned (but not completely
originated) by Akhenaton. It depicts a mothemthér, and their eight children.

THE STELAITSELF
Overall impressions:

Although the workmanship is not of the finest quyalihe commissioning of such a stela would be far
beyond the means of any member of the peasantwlask made up the vast majority of ancient
Egypt's population. The stela is not nearly aslfinvorked as are those of those of the very upper
crust of Egyptian society, so this is a productvbft we would call low or mid-level officialdom. h&
family contains members who are locally importamd &ho may be presumed to be on good terms
with their superiors. That is the impression oae take from all stelae of this quality of workmiaips

The figures are incised fairly deeply. There aaeds of paint on it that show up better on thst fir
image above. The second image is much redderaplpblue to being taken without a flash and the
red hides the faint paint remnants. A nice bordas all the way around the stela, but the text is
somewhat unevenly applied, particularly in the selceegister, the one that portrays the parents and
their two eldest (presumably) children.

More inscriptions appear in other places on thiaste front of the seated man in the second regist
beneath the chair of the woman seated behind time asecaptions for each of the individuals in the
third register, and then two lengthy lines of takthe bottom of the stela.

The Wadjet Register:

The top register shows a pair of Wadjet Eyes wilok lmver, not just the stela, but the family itself.
This representation is not unusual in ancient Egyghat is, however, is the ladle which apparently
contains water. At any rate, that is what theeseof three wavy-lined glyphs directly beneath the
ladle's cup, indicate.

The Second, or Main, Register



In Egyptian art, such as this, it is necessarynbeustand that the images are not merely illustnati
but are to be read as integral portions of the aggss This is not merely a picture of two children
(we'll see later on that they are the childrerhefadults on the left) offering goods to their pése
Instead, it delineates exactly what provisions theygoing to offer for the well-being of their pats
in the afterworld. We can see the foodstuffs theyehpiled up on the table and the gifts they bear i
their hands.

Most commentators will tell you that the food willagically become real in the next life. But it'sne
than that. Not only will the food appear, but st all the parts of the image, including their kchien.
This family will be reunited in the next life, evérthe children are still alive in this one. Itise
afterworld - it's magic, after all.

What we have here is a family group. Two adults i this image, three children (two of them, the
ones on the right, grown, one of them, the younge$vund standing below the woman at the lower
left. Let's meet them.

The hieroglyphs over the heads of the grown memb#irglentify them for us.

Because the glyphs can be difficult to make ollishow a version generated from a standard font.
That will make them more readable.

Hieroglyphs can be read from right to left or keftright. The animals face toward the beginninghef
text. In this case the text on the right hand sidéhe line begins on the right, the text on i $ide
begins on the left.



There are number of interesting things about this | We'll start with the parents on the left. aBiag
from the middle to the left we encounter Neb-ne&fbp is deceased. We know this because offerings
are being made to his ka. A person was madeefparts, according to the Egyptians: the body whic
continued to require nourishment in the next wattke, body's shadow, the person's name (merely
mentioning a deceased person's name could helptkeepdividual alive), the ka which was the part
in the afterworld which handled the nutritional uegments of the body, and the ba which seems to
have been the seat of the person's individualite ba came out of the tomb during the day and paid
unseen visits to the living, so the family stayegether, both the living members and the dead. It'
quite touching, really, and was meant to be. Nailapooky.

So an offering was made to Neb-nefer whom we ssertbed as "True of Voice". An Egyptian who



testified and who was found to have spoken trulg wadicated, or "true of voice". A special case
arose when the Egyptian passed into the nextidegr she was ushered into the presence of the gods
Anubis and Djehuty (whom you might know as Thotfhere the recently deceased had to make a
"negative confession", identifying all the bad tjgmot done during life, e.g.: "l did not murdedid

not steal, | did not ...". The deceased's heastthean placed on one balance of the scales ot¢uatid
the feather of Maat, representing truth, justicel the Egyptian way, was placed on the other balanc
"My heart, do not betray me" was an ancient Egyppigayer composed just for this moment. If the
feather was heavier than the heart the man's statswere vindicated and he was "true of voice".

Here is a man named Khonsu-renpe undergoing tleencety. The jackal headed god Anubis, the lorcnabaming, is
performing the weigh-in. He's the right-most figutéhonsu is kneeling in the center of the pictane looks somewhat
apprehensive. Perhaps it's because Anubis is lgptitirto some object hanging from the central podtiacertainly

appears that he is also grabbing the line holdiegray where Khonsu's heart is located behind Ahiédet. Surely this is
not a rigged trial, is it?! The other balance Isdlte feather of Maat, well actually, the entireldess Maat is depicted here,
but it's the same thing. She's as light as a éeatkihonsu seems to be perched on a platform wbilks like, if his heart is
heavy with sin, will tip him into the jaws of thdigator below where he will be devoured and suffer second death,
which is forever. Behind them Djehuty (Thoth), thed who invented writing, records the outcome.

While we're talking about Neb-nefer we'll note bexupation. He doesn't actually say that he ever
served as a priest of Amun, but he certainly wameoted with the god somehow. He had heard the
call. Anyway, if you match up the shaded spot yntranscription with the gouged-out hole you'll see
in the actual stela, that that spot contains teendAmun”. Akhenaton's minions were under strict
orders to erase the name of the god Amun wherbaegrfound it, and they found this one. How can
we be so sure that this gouge wasn't just an aut@ldBecause: 1) it would be unlikely that an
accidental gouge just happened to cut out onlyexagdtly only the god's name which we know was



there because right below the gouge we find thebsyiior "god”, which means that god's name was
just above and 2): we know from lots of other exk®phat this kind of proscription occurred; That
means the stela can probably be dated to nottlearabout year nine of Akhenaton's reign, letys sa
1330BCE (J3383), which is when the proscriptioneswp to have been made.

I'll return to Neb-nefer shortly. Behind him, hinid on to him affectionately, is his wife (or agth
Egyptian puts it: "woman") Ta-Nebet. Egyptian dmt have a term for "wife". In fact, it lacked nyan
of the relational terminologies which we use. Tdreguage did not go beyond "man, woman, father,
mother, son, daughter, brother, sister". Termes'ldousin, grandparent"”, etc. were simply missilg.

is likely that many Egyptians never saw their gi@mnidiren. By the time the average ancient Egyptian
reached his forty-fifth birthday he had been deadite years. If the Egyptian was a she, she was
very possibly deceased even earlier due to contlitaof childbirth, infection, etc. Lacking such
terms of affinity, they tended to use words likathfer, mother", as appropriate, to refer to antheir
ancestors. Likewise, lacking terms for "husbanifeywthey used words like "brother, sister" to
convey their feelings of married affection towarteanother. It's really quite homey and indic#tes
degree of closeness which they felt. It doesfoothon-royal persons, indicate any hint of an
incestuous relationship But then, there also veasuth thing as a marriage ceremony. Man and
woman simply set up house, usually in their earlyjn@dle teens. They may have started out living
with one or the other set of parents. We knowfilois1 several sources. The economic impact thas ha
on the household was probably not negative. Algihoanother mouth to feed was being brought into
the home, that mouth was attached to a working Jaaglyone that produced income or, by assuming
house-care duties, allowed another one to prodazarie.

So all that Neb-nefer says about Ta-Nebet is thaishis woman, his beloved. There were no other
terms he could use. When you see words like "mgbaife" in translations, the translator is
interpreting those words into modern parlance reotember, these words in modern parlance have the
overtone of undergoing a state and/or religiousrmeny, things which did not happen in ancient

Egypt. Nevertheless, even without a formal cergmtmnarriage” was recognized socially and the
partners were assumed to have certain responsbildward each other, including faithfulness. We
have records of legal proceedings where such reggbiies were ignored or violated.

Their names merit some attention, too. Neb meland/bwner/master”. Nebet is the female version
of Neb. Nefer means "good/beautiful" something likat. So Neb-nefer means something like "good
lord" except that "Good Lord!" is an exclamatiorEinglish and it doesn't have that connotation in
Egyptian. The Ta- in Ta-Nebet's name simply métres' in this context. So her name means "the
lady/mistress/female owner".

What a pair of names! Not something | would givwekids. Perhaps they were titular or terms of
affection, something like Abraham and Mary Lincaked to do by calling each other "Mother" or
"Father".

The children are also interesting. The daughteyws on the extreme right hand side of the stsla, i
offering her mother bread and beer. These arstépdes of the Egyptian diet. Grain that was rseu

to produce bread was used to brew beer. You damt to drink Nile water without first killing
everything that lives in it. You do that with alad. The ancients did not know about germs, ofrseu
but they did notice that people who preferred abticibeverages to Nile river water lived longemnda
perhaps more jovially if they drank a lot of alcbh&o every household brewed its own beer all the
time. This girl is being very dutiful when she loos her mother these basic foods. Her name isdtame



Mehu. It could mean "linen thread" but | doubtlitcan also mean "Lower Egypt" which might
indicate some connection with the Delta regionatimern Egypt, where the Nile meets the
Mediterranean.

The son, who is standing in front of his sister lgaalways take the lead - you know that) is giving
mother things that are "all good and pure”. Nick kAt first it seems that his name, Sa-Mut, means
"Momma's Boy". But actually it's almost certairdy honorific for the mother-vulture goddess Mut.
To name children things like "Sen-Weseret (Sen-\tasrthe same name - we're just not sure of the
vowels in most Egyptian words)", as three Middledgdom rulers were, "Man of Weseret" (Weseret
was a goddess, her own name means "Mighty Girlhismame really means "Mighty Girl's Man") -
wasn't unusual. Sit-Amun means "Daughter of AmuBd. the son's name is really "Son of (the
goddess) Mut". In fact, in his caption you can theevulture, Mut, written twice, the first time to
indicate "mother" and the second time to refehndgoddess who was called simply "Mother".

So the son and daughter are giving things to thether. How nice. How about dad? He's righteher
sitting in front of his wife (sorry! - woman). Wehe thinks the whole idea is a wonderful thirkde
says so:

is written right in front of him, between him aritkttable of offerings.

The youngest child, perhaps a toddler, can be toasde without the circle I've drawn around him.

His name, Nefer-sekheru, "The (his/our?) plangya”, is written in front of him.



The juveniles in the third register:

Next, we'll discuss the other five people foundlua stela. They are shown in the next register:

Starting on the left we find:

"Her daughter "Her daughter  "Her daughter Ta- "Her son Pa- "Her son Nefer-
Mut-em-Wia" Tuy?" neferet” Shedu” hotep"

"Mut in her sacred "That girl" ?? "Good Girl" "The Reciter" ? "The offeq is
boat" good"

Three girls on the left, two boys on the right. felehildren of Ta-Nebet's. Eight in all, just lizeggood
Catholic family! 1 am not sure about two of thartslations of their names. Tuy's name soundsHhi&e
title of a 1960's TV show starring Marlo Thomasuy's brother, Pa-Shedu, has a name | wanted at
first to read as Pa-Mehu. That would possibly hetlaer reference to Lower Egypt, just like hisesist
Mehu in the register above. But the glyph isnitejthe same. Thomas George Allen, an Egyptologist,
an Egyptologist, reads "Pa-Shedu" and therefordpdo

The other names are pretty straightforward. Mutv@mis another reference to the mother goddess
Mut, and again you can see in the glyphs the veilivliich spells her name. Mut-em-wia was also the



name of King Amenhotep IlI's mother. This Amenipoteas the father of Akhenaton, so perhaps the
girl is named after her. Ta-neferet means "Goatl' Gi perhaps "Lovely Girl", the word nefer in
Egyptian basically described any favorable situatiblotep is also a word with many English
meanings. "Offering (as in religious offering) age, contentment” give an idea of the scope of the
word. Perhaps "satisfaction" would be a good tedis.

If you look at the list of children's names, compgrthe glyphs with the translations below, youwddo

be able to actually read a few of the hieroglpyee same three signs start off each girl's name and
mean "her daughter". We know the consonants wthicbe glyphs stand for: sA -t - s, but we don't
know the vowels. The "A" in this case is not a eblut rather a sound that might not exist in Esigli
we're not sure of its exact value. NevertheleggpEblogist pronounce it as an "a" and then filmost
other places where vowels are needed with "e"'s8tes" is a perhaps close to the original sound.
"Sat" means "daughter" and "s" means "hers". Logkit the intros to the boys names you see that the
"t" is missing. "sA - s" means "Her son" (litesall'son hers"). And you can also recognize "mut"
(actually "mwt") when you see it. You've made gpodgress!

One other note on the language. Old Kingdom Egypdid not have definite articles. In other words,
it lacked words for "the" and "a". Latin and Rassglso are like this, which explains why manyveti
Russian speakers who learn English as a seconddgadiave so many difficulties with "the" and "a".
Languages which do have them, like English, devadapem from demonstrative adjectives
"this/that". At the time this family lived, low @&s Egyptian was already using definite articlaswe
know of an inscription written by a man in one loé tvery high social stratum that denounces such
impurities, To no avail, articles eventually beeansed in all classes of Egyptian society, and we
know that King Akhenaton used them. Not that thans much because Akhenaton was not shy
about introducing innovations. In the stela wedading, all the initial "ta" (feminine) and "pa"
(masculine) components are definite articles, pestanother sign of their lower, but not peasant,
status.

The offering inscription in the bottom, or fourth register:

The bottom of the inscription contains two linesharoglyphs which tell an interesting story. Bugy
start out rather ordinarily, with a standard forentdr the well-being of the deceased who are now in

The first line reads: "A royal offering to Osirisader of the westerners, may he give an invocation
bread, beer, flesh, and fowl, everything pure tlier Ka of the Lady of the House, Ta-nebet, who is
True of Voice before Osiris".

The king was the intermediary between the peopkegypt and their gods. Technically all prayer went
via the king, who served as a conduit. So "royfrimg" is a very common way of introducing
inscriptions like this. You will see those firev glyphs on all sorts of stelae and coffins.

Osiris, as god of the underworld, the next lif@ttis, was "leader of the westerners" because & w
was where the Sun went at the end of the dayteti@lly die. So the Egyptians conceived of theitspi



of the dead migrating to the sunset. At night tthre Sun (Ra) traveled through the underworld back
eastward, encountering Osiris on the way and bahgrn, anew, at each dawn in the east.

The text assumes that Ta-Nebet made a good shawihg weighing of her heart. After passing that
examination, Ta-Nebet was presented to the godsQas was this lady:

Her name is Iset, Isis is the Greek version ofrfagne, so Iset was named for the goddess. Thet's Is
on the right, standing in front of a heap of praws undoubtedly generated by the good wishesof he
family and the invocation prayer on her stela. dAr see loaves of bread, there's a duck, a hatdnch o
beef, all sorts of things. Atop the pile is a dibegtle surrounded by a solar disk. Not at albumosy.
The dung beetle pushes little round balls of "$tunfffront of it, that "stuff" is nourishment fohé
dung-beetle eggs that are laid inside. The Egyptinought that dung-beetles simply materialized
from the dung, and the shape of the ball made thawrk of the Sun. A rather common illustration
shows the rising morning Sun being rolled intoskg by a dung beetle! Magical vivification, life

from non-life. And it happens every day.

Back to Iset. She's making an offering of sombesfgoods to Osiris whose skin is painted black. No
the black of death but rather the black of life, jooduce-bearing soil is blacker in color thart tha
which is not. The ancient Egyptian name for Egyps "Kemet", literally: "the Black Land",
contrasting its fertility with the desert which lay all sides. So Osiris, you now begin to seapisso
much the Lord of Those who are Dead as he is the abThose who are Eternally Resurrected.
Behind Osiris is his woman, Isis, holding in hghti hand the ankh symbol of life.

| said earlier that Egyptian art wasn't just tokl@d, it's part of the message, and this mességaite
loud and clear: Iset is living forever in Osirisbtection, as text after text tells us: Osirishie.tord of

the recurring cycles of unending eternity.

So this is Iset before Osiris and you can imagumel@a-Nebet in the same situation, as written e th
text on her stela.



| think this whole message is very lovely, very lmmand very full of hope and life.

The invocation covered the nutritional requiremeaitthe afterlife. The body, even though deceased,
was still a part of the living person, who neededmshment even in the next world. This was th&ssKa
job. Everyone has a Ka and it is the Ka which &atthe person after the death in this world. The
bread and beer, as stated above, were the everjiaagily, every day) fare of the ancient Egypsa
Animal and bird meat (flesh and fowl) were likerasting on a cake. You don't get cake every day (0
shouldn't) and the frosting is the special tréz. Ta-Nebet was to eat like a queen in the afterlif

This is the bottom of another stela. By compathig with the bottom of Ta-Nebet's stela, you can
"read" much of the first two lines. At the staftihe second line (again - reading from the rigin)

find the flesh and fowl signs joined by three v@atihashmarks under each. That's the standarafvay
indicating plurals. "Lots of flesh and fowl".

You see this, and similar versions of the offefimignula, over and over and over again. It dodaké
much effort to be able to read at least the fisstgpof many of the inscriptions you find in museum

The last line of Ta-Nebet's stela tells us the oéghe story:

"Done by none other than the Lord of the House bedsved, who is where her heart is, who is causing
her name to live on, Neb-nefert, living again.”



Neb-nefert is dead, too. He is living again in #fierlife with his beloved Ta-Nebet. And he must
have left a bequest in his will, a bequest thatchi&lren, who loved them both, honored. An
expensive honor it was. Not a stela of high qudiiit of the highest quality they could afford as a
expression of the very highest quality of theirdov
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