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Introduction
	The Stele of Iretsekheru is an interesting Late Period stele that is currently on display at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. It was purchased from the private Spicer collection by the MFA in 1980 and is listed as being from Thebes. I chose to research this particular stele for a few different reasons. The first thing that caught my eye was the number of hieroglyphs that were on this stele. Next, I noticed a scene in the middle. At first, I did not know exactly what this scene was depicting – however, I concluded that it was two men each worshipping a different god. I realized that there was a way for me to confirm this. Logically, it would make sense for the hieroglyphs around that scene to be describing it – so I knew that all I had to do was translate the hieroglyphs, and I would know if my hypothesis was correct. In the process of this, however, I expanded my research, and eventually learned so much about the lives of ancient Egyptians. So, in this paper, not only will I be providing the translation of the text on this stele, but I will be also talking about other subjects relating to stelae in ancient Egypt. 

General Description
This round-topped stele, which dates to the Late Period (760-525 BC), was owned by a physician named Irethorsekheru and is divided into three sections. The top section contains wings that are wrapped around a sun disk and uraei (sacred serpents), which both represent power. Because this symbol is in the top section, it is depicted as spreading over the rest of the stele. This sun disk is also closely related to another part of the stele. The sun god, Ra, is one of the gods beneath it, in the middle section. These two drawings, of course, each contain the sun, and therefore each holds power. The middle section shows a father, Djedkhonsuiwankh, and his son Irethorsekheru, who are both standing, worshipping the gods Ra and Osiris, respectively. These two gods are seated on thrones, back-to-back, at the center of the stele. The bottom section is made up of hieroglyphic text. Because this text is in the bottom section, it is describing the rest of the stele above it. The figures on this stele are raised relief, meaning they are popping out of the stone slab. The hieroglyphs, however, seem to just be painted on this stele, a common method of decoration for these objects.

Stelae
Stelae were very significant objects in ancient Egypt. Slabs of stone or wood, they were used to commemorate events or people. They usually included both images and writing, and often had the owner’s name in hieroglyphs. Stelae were used for a variety of different purposes, from recording acts of kings to recording expeditions. The most common type of stele in ancient Egypt, however, was the funerary stele, which was found in tombs or temples. As the name suggests, it was used to commemorate deceased people. In later periods, this commemoration usually included someone praising and praying to a god - in this case, Ra and Osiris - asking for a safe passage into the Underworld, which was a widespread belief in ancient Egypt. However, a funerary stele was often made long before the person being honored actually died. Because of this, it is difficult to conclude what each person on a funerary stele is doing or when they were doing it. For example, in this stele that commemorates Irethorsekheru, even though it may seem obvious, we cannot assume that his father, Djedkhonsuiwankh, is mourning his death, because we do not even know if he was dead at the time the stele was created.
This particular stele is made out of limestone, which was the most popular building material in ancient Egypt. However, unlike clay and mud, stone was still expensive. In addition, the carvings on this stele are of good quality. This shows that the owner/creator of this stele was probably richer and could afford to commission a higher quality stele. However, even though this stele is of higher quality, it still contains some mistakes. If you look closely, you can see that the scribe who wrote the hieroglyphs made some errors. For example, in the third line of the bottom section, you can see that the scribe forgot a hieroglyph, and had to squeeze it in later. You can tell because this hieroglyph is smaller and more faded. Additionally, the scribe had a spelling mistake in the fifth line of the bottom section, and wrote mr instead of mt.

Art
Artwork from the Late Period was influenced a lot by earlier periods, such as the Old and Middle Kingdoms. For example, Late Period artwork saw the return of strong male figures – with broad shoulders and thick, muscular limbs. Because of the similarities between artwork from these two time periods, it is sometimes difficult to conclude what period objects are from however, there are ways to distinguish them. For example, in the Old Kingdom, commoners were never depicted next to gods. But by the time the New Kingdom arrived , ordinary people were being painted next to deities regularly.
Additionally, in the Twenty-fifth Dynasty, painted stone stelae were more common than painted wood stelae. These stone stelae often included text beneath the main scene, which usually contained an offering formula. Scenes during this dynasty usually depicted Ra and sometimes Osiris as well. These differences, which can all be found on this particular stele, are one way to distinguish the otherwise very similar Old Kingdom and Late Period art. 

Terms
	There are some terms in this paper that are specific to ancient Egypt and its religion. Here are the definitions and explanations of these terms:
	Ba – a part of the soul. Ancient Egyptians believed that the soul was made up of five parts: Ib (the heart), Ren (the name), Ka (the life force), Sheut (the shadow), and Ba (the personality). The Ba is represented by a bird with the head of the person. It was believed to stay with the person for life but was released upon death. After death, the Ba was essentially its own person – it could eat and drink by itself. In the morning, it would leave the tomb to enjoy the new life, and at night, it would come back into the coffin to rest.
Hm nTr Priest – a type of priest. There were many different types of priests in ancient Egypt. Hm nTr, which means “God’s servant”, was a priest of the highest rank.
Terms in Osiris’ Title:
The text in the bottom section of this stele translates Osiris’ name, which often comes with many titles. Here are the explanations of these titles:
Foremost of Westerners - leader of the dead. In ancient Egypt, the dead were always buried on the West bank of the Nile River, because the Underworld was believed to be in the West. So, the term “Westerners” refers to the dead. “Foremost of Westerners” is a title of Osiris – meaning that, as the god of the Underworld, he leads the dead.
	Lord of Abydos - Osiris was said to be eventually buried at Abydos, which is why he is often connected to that city and is referred to as the “Lord of Abydos”.
Wen-Nefer – a type of priest. 
A Wen-Nefer priest was the High Priest of Osiris at Abydos. So, Wen-Nefer is also just another way of saying “Osiris”.
	All of these titles are different ways of referring to “Osiris”, and although they mean the same thing, titles were very necessary when writing names of gods and other important people.

Stele of Iretsekheru: Top Section
Symmetry was a very important aspect that was often included in ancient Egyptian stelae. In this stele, the top section is entirely symmetrical. The ankh (symbol of life) stands in the middle. The hieroglyphs on either side of the ankh are the same, and read: bHdt nb pt. Each sentence, which begins with the ankh (anx), means: “May Behdety, Lord of the Sky, live.” 

Stele of Iretsekheru: Middle Section
The text of the middle section of this stele is composed only of captions. Each of the four captions describes the person directly underneath them. The leftmost caption reads: ir.Hr.sxrw. This translates to “Irethorsekheru”, whom we know is the owner of this stele. The second caption reads: wsir, which is the Egyptian name for the god Osiris. The third caption reads: ra, which is the name of the god Ra. And the rightmost caption reads: Dd.xnsw.iw.anx. This translates to “Djedkhonsuiwankh”. From these captions, we get an idea of the scene that is taking place on this stele. Irethorsekheru is worshipping Osiris, while Djedkhonsuiwankh is worshipping Ra.

Stele of Iretsekheru: Bottom Section
The bottom section on this stele contains text describing the rest of the stele above. 
They read: (1) Htp di nsw wsir xnty imntyw ntr aA nb AbDw wn nfr HqA (2) Dt di.f pr bA swnw wsir ir.Hr.sxrw (3) mAa xrw sA Hm nTr nmty Dd.xnsw.iw.anx r pt XAt (4) r dwAt xp.f m ixmw wrD (5) m pt nn m{t}* ir.Hr.sxrw Dt. This translates to: “An offering which the king gives to Osiris, foremost of Westerners, great god, Lord of Abydos, Wen-Nefer, the ruler of (2) eternity, so that he may cause the Ba of the physician, Osiris Irethorsekheru, (3) true of voice, son of the Hm nTr priest of Nemty, Djedkhonsuiwankh, goes to Heaven while the corpse went (4) to the netherworld, and so that he may travel among the unwearying stars (5) in the sky. Irethorsekheru will not die forever.”
* Written as mr

Without translating the hieroglyphs on the bottom section of this stele, we would not know for certain who these two people are in relation to each other or why they are being depicted. However, because we do know the translation, we can confirm that Djedkhonsuiwankh’s son, Irethorsekheru, is the one who is eventually supposed to make his journey to the Underworld.

Mythology
This stele focuses on Osiris and Ra, which is evident by their placement in the middle section at the center of the stone. Mythology was extremely important to the lives of ancient Egyptians. Osiris and Ra, two gods that are shown in pictures on this stele, were two of the most significant gods that the ancient Egyptians believed in. Both have their own intricate backstory which tells us how they came to rule.
	After the world was created, five gods were born from Geb, the earth, and Nut, the sky. Their names were Osiris, Isis, Set, Nephthys, and Horus. Because Osiris was the firstborn, he became the Lord of the Earth, with Isis ruling as his queen. He quickly implemented laws for the people; crops were abundant, everyone was equal. Egypt flourished under his rule. Set, however, started to become jealous of his brother’s achievements. So, one day, Set created a coffin that was the same dimensions as Osiris himself. Set threw a party for all the gods and told them all that whoever fit into the coffin perfectly would receive it as a gift. When Osiris crawled into the coffin, Set quickly shut it and threw it into the Nile, and Osiris’s body was taken away by the river. Eventually, Osiris was buried at Abydos, which is why he is often connected to that city. In the bottom section of this text, Irethorsekheru’s title ends with “Osiris” followed by his name. In ancient Egypt, this was a common way to phrase someone’s name when talking about death. Because Osiris was the god of the Underworld represented death, putting Osiris in front of a name essentially implied that the person had died.
Osiris is the god of the Underworld, and according to myth, he escaped death. Because of this, ancient Egyptians worshipped Osiris profusely, for they thought that by doing so, they could also have a wonderful journey to the Underworld. Because this stele shows a son, Irethorsekheru, worshipping Osiris, we can conclude before reading the bottom section translations that this was likely a funerary stele and a monument to that same son who eventually did die. The son might be asking Osiris for a safe journey to the afterlife - which was a strong belief in ancient Egypt. 
Ra is the sun god. According to myth, he was the one that created everything, therefore he was also considered the king of all gods, and was one of the most important gods to worship in ancient Egypt. He was often depicted on funerary stelae because of his connection to Osiris and the Underworld. Ra was believed to make a journey across the sky every day – traveling from the eastern horizon to the western horizon. This created the twelve hours of the day. Once he reached the West, Ra would leave Earth and enter the Underworld, creating darkness for another twelve hours of the night. While he was in the Underworld, Ra would illuminate the dead, and he joined himself with Osiris. 
Wilkinson states that “Osiris is seen as the corpse or ‘body’ of the dual god and Re is the ba or ‘soul’, so that the combined Re-Osiris might be said to both ascend to the heavens as a ba in the day and be joined with his body in the earth at night. There are complex variations on this theme…” (Wilkinson 206). 
This relation to Osiris and the dead on his daily journey explains why Ra is shown on many funerary stelae, including this one. Ra could be presented in many different forms, depending on the artwork and the artist, as well as the time of day. At dawn, he appeared as a falcon, although he could also be a scarab beetle, called Kheper. At noon, he was a sun disk, and at sunset, he became Atum, an old man who had completed the life cycle as was ready to be born again the next day. In artwork, Ra could be depicted as a fiery sun disk – sometimes with outstretched wings – but usually, he was shown as a man with a falcon head, as seen on this stele.
Although Ra can be shown as a winged sun disk, in this stele, the winged sun disk is actually Behdety. Behdety is mentioned in the text of the top section. He represents Horus, the falcon god, and is depicted by this winged sun disk, which is a very common image in ancient Egyptian art. This winged sun disk is meant to combine the falcon and the sun, Horus and Ra, which is why it holds and represents such power. Nemty is another god that is mentioned in the bottom section of the text – the name is included in the title of Djedkhonsuiwankh. Nemty’s worship is ancient, and therefore not much is known about Nemty’s original function. He is thought to be just another title of Horus, which is probably why ‘priest of Nemty” was included in Djedkhonsuiwankh’s title. A high priest of Horus was an important role, so Irethorsekheru probably wanted to make sure that it was included on this stele when describing his father.

Family
	Family was very important to ancient Egyptians. In this stele, both a father and son are depicted, each worshipping a different god. This layout was very common, especially in carved stone stelae. When a family member was shown in artwork, usually another family member was also depicted. However, it was not just any family member – almost always, it was a direct family member, especially a parent or a child. In this case, Irethorsekheru, the owner of this stele, is the main person. The direct family member that is carved onto this stele is his father, Djedkhonsuiwankh. There are many instances where mothers, siblings, or children are shown instead. However, indirect family members, such as cousins, in-laws, or nieces and nephews, are rarely depicted.

Conclusion
	When I first looked at this stele, I noticed the hieroglyphs and the main scene right away. These pieces are what initially drew me to this stele, but after researching it even further, I know now that there is a lot  more to ancient Egyptian art than what catches your eye at first glance. The artwork of ancient Egypt incorporates language, religion, and family all together, and because of this, it tells us so much about the history of this civilization. Just by researching this stele, I have learned what values were vital to ancient Egyptians and how they put those values into practice. Translated hieroglyphs are just one part of it. This stele tells a story about what was important to the ancient Egyptians, and everything that I talked about in this paper is a piece of that story.
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