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The UnpUblished sTela of hUnefer. 
remarks on glorificaTion TexTs 

on new kingdom fUnerary sTelae

martin Bommas

a rare example of a new kingdom offering stela can be found illustrating 
the funerary papyrus of hunefer (pbm ea 991/5). being part of a vignette of 
book of the dead chapter 1, the surrounding scene depicts the performance 
of the ritual of opening the mouth (figs. 1–2).1 presented as a round-topped 
stela and located before hunefer’s tomb entrance, this stela shows the deceased 
praying before osiris who is shown seated on a throne. both are identified by 
their names written in hieroglyphs. The stela is depicted larger than life size 
in order to make sure the eleven lines of hieroglyphic texts, written in black 
ink, are legible. neatly painted on a white background, this stela gives the 
impression of imitating limestone, or, what seems to be even more likely,2 
sandstone.

despite being shown in countless publications illustrating the perhaps best-
known, emblematic, and most elaborate scene of the ritual of opening the 
mouth, the stela itself has, as far as i see, never been studied.3 also the fact 
that hardly any funerary stelae have survived as depictions, has not received 
much attention. it is therefore hoped that this stela, depicted in ‘unusual detail’,4 
merits a closer look. first in this article, an edition of the text will be presented. 
second, some trenches will be dug to get more clarity about how book of the 
dead workshops addressed the problem of creating funerary texts outside their 
own area of expertise and routine. Third, and finally, the knowledge and access 
to funerary texts artisans had at their disposal when being employed in book 
of the dead workshops will be addressed.

may the recipient of this festschrift accept the following study as a boon 
aimed at celebrating his scholarly achievements, hoping that many more years 
of active research may continue to help further develop our discipline.

1 Naville 1886: pl. 2; Budge 1899: 1–18, pls. 1–11; assmaNN 2002: 310–312 and fig. 5; 
Taylor 2010: 94–95.

2 as the inscription above the scene points out, the ritual of opening of the mouth is per-
formed before the mummy standing on a heap of sand. The sand is identified by yellow-brownish 
dots before a white background which is identical to the main colour of the stela and the white-
wash of the tomb.

3 for the text accompanying the ritual of opening the mouth scene see oTTo 1960: text 78.
4 Taylor 2010: 94.
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Transcription and translation:

1 1 ḥtp dỉ nsw.t Wsỉr ḫn.t.y 2 ỉmnt.t a an offering which the king gives, 
osiris, foremost of the west,

2 nb nḥḥ <nb> {s}šf.y(.t) b 3 m ḏ.t lord of eternity, lord of respect 
eternally,

3 nb ỉꜢ.w ḫn.t.y 4 psḏ.t=f  c lord of praise, foremost of his 
ennead.

4 ỉj  Ἰnp.w d 5 ỉm.w-w.t oh, anubis in his mummy bindings,
5 nṯr ꜥꜢ ḫn.t.y 6 ḥw.t-nṯr e 

dỉ=sn
great god, foremost of the temple. 
may they give:

6 ꜥq 7 pr.t ỉm.w ẖr.t-nṯr f going in and leaving the necropolis,
7 šms(j) 8 Wsỉr m ḥb.w=f n 9 tp rnp.t g following osiris at his new year 

festivals,
8 šsp sn.w h receiving offering cakes,
9 O pr.t m bꜢḥ=f i coming forth before him,
10 n kꜢ n wsỉr | A A ḥs.w n nṯr=f ḥw-nfr for the ka of the osiris praised before 

his god, hunefer.

Commentary:

a) ỉmnt.t instead of the more common ỉmn.t.y.w, ‘westerners’. The title ḫn.t.y 
ỉmnt.t is, however, attested in the offering ritual of the new kingdom:5

ḫpr=f ỉm m ḫn.t.y-ỉmnt.t may he become the foremost of the 
west.5

in bd 30a:
m-bꜢḥ nṯr ꜥꜢ nb ỉmnt.t before the great god, lord of the 

west.

b) There can be no doubt that the determinative gardiner, sign list f6, sup-
ports the reading of šf.t, especially given the lack of a word sš as suggested 
by the scribe. since the new kingdom the epithet nb šf.t is well attested for 
gods such as amun.6 as far as osiris is concerned, this passage is the earli-
est attestation.7 

5 Bacchi 1942: 38; Tacke 2013: 153, 36.5b (version a17, versus TT100e).
6 ermaN and grapow 1957, iV: 458.9. one of the early examples is pboulaq 17, 2.2, where 

amun-re is seen in his role as a sovereign; i am grateful to eman khalifa for comments on this 
passage. assmaNN 1969: 59 translates šf.t as ‘strahlkraft’.

7 missing in leiTz 2002: 750a.
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c) This exact title is not attested elsewhere while the title “lord of praise as 
foremost of the ennead” is known as an epithet of “amun-re (?)”.8 here, 
however, it refers to osiris as the recipient of praise as displayed at the top 
register of hunefer’s stela. a more classical approach is shown in cT 
11=i.36d–e and cT 33 = i.113a–d where praise is offered to osiris by the 
gods. in both examples, the context is osiris’s justification before the 
judgement of the dead:

dỉ n=f ỉꜢw nṯr.w give him praise, gods.

 in pT 496=pyr. §1065–1066 (after allen, similar: cT 177), the foremost 
of his ennead declares himself ready to receive his offerings: 

dỉ=sn s:ꜥnḫw=ỉ sḫ.t.y ḥtp tw.y n.t Rꜥ.w may they ensure that these two fields 
of offerings of ra keep me alive,

wnm=ỉ sꜢq n=ỉ so that i can eat after i collect myself
mr ḫn.t.y psḏ.t=f ꜥnḫ m Mḥ.t-wr.t like the foremost of his ennead who 

lives in mehet-weret.

d) although the classical combination of osiris and anubis is well attested in 
offering prayers, anubis follows directly upon the epithets of osiris. while 
osiris is often addressed by ỉj,9 anubis is not. furthermore, the addition of 
dỉ=sn in line 6 makes this addition superfluous.

e) ḫn.t.y ḥw.t-nṯr, ‘foremost of the temple’ is not attested before the 
19th dynasty. however, the photo shows that, indeed, gardiner, signlist 
o21 for sḥ was intended (cf. fig. 2).10

f) Verse 6 is the first which uses infinitives to introduce the dead individual’s 
requests. The combination of ꜥq pr(ỉ) is common as a wish expressing free 
movement in the beyond, and therefore frequently attested. an example 
that uses a similar construction can be found in TT123 from the time of 
Thutmosis iii:11

dỉ=f ꜥq p.t m ẖr.t-nṯr may he cause entering and leaving the 
necropolis11

 The topic of free movement is particularly common in inscriptions from the 
burial chamber which otherwise restricts the dead individuals’ freedoms. in 
a caption text referring to the deceased entering his tomb it says:

8 leiTz 2002: 570.
9 loreT 1889: 121.
10 ermaN and grapow 1957, iii: 465.5.
11 see spell nr 5.4.2. (TT 123, traverse hall, west wall south), ed. assmaNN 2005: 372.
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ꜥq pr.t m ẖr.t-nṯr entering and leaving the necropolis,
nn šnꜥ=f ḥr sbꜢ n dꜢ.t without being rejected at the door of 

the underworld.
ỉr.t ḫpr.w r dd ỉb=f making transformation according to his 

wish,
sỉp.t hnw=f n ꜥnḫ.w visiting his family of the living.12

 ỉm.w is used instead of the preposition m.12

g) The new year festival is the locus classicus for the rejuvenation of the 
dead. Just as the new year is born, the dead rise as well, see cT 
689=Vi.319d–e:

ms(ỉ).n sw Spd.t sothis gave birth to him,
rnpy.t rnp.t nṯr.t the rejuvenated one, the devine year,
m msw.t=s tp.t rnp.t during her birth at the beginning of the 

year.

 it is during these celebrations that the deceased is expected to receive a 
wreath which symbolises the vindication of the deceased before the judg-
ment of the dead.13

šnꜥ.tw n=k mḥw r ḫḫ=k a wreath will be bound for you
m ḥꜢb.w tp rnp.t during the festivals of the beginning of 

the year.13

 binding a wreath for the dead is one of the important activities during the 
sokar-festival and the wag-festivals, too, during which the deceased, con-
sequently, follows sokar. within the corpus of mortuary liturgies14 before 
the ptolemaic period,15 however, there is no parallel for the dead following 
osiris during new year celebrations.

h) receiving offering cakes is a topic which does not occur before the new 
kingdom, but is then frequently found, especially in connection with food 
deriving from the altar of ra or ptah, see i).

i) pr.t m-bꜢḥ=f, “coming forth before him/in his presence.” an inscription 
from TT 40, dating to the time of Tutankhamun offers a close variant, how-
ever, with verses arranged in a slightly different way:

12 a. and a. Brack 1977: 25–26 w. fig. 2.
13 coffin of djedmontefankh, Boeser 1918: fig. 4.
14 piaNkoff 1952: 24.
15 see the lid of the sarcophagus of ankhhapi, cg 29301, maspero 1914: 9 (= spell 2, verse 

10, according to the edition of the coffin texts of ankhhapi, currently in preparation by the 
author).
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šsp sn.w pr.t m-bꜢḥ  receiving the offering cakes, what 
appears

ḥr wḏḥ.w n nb.w nḥḥ on the altar of the lords of eternity.
šsp=k sn.w m ḏḏ=k Ptḥ That you receive the offering cakes as 

something given to you by ptah.16

16

There can be no doubt that at first glance, the stela painted on the book of 
the dead papyrus of hunefer does not present any challenges and is easy 
enough to read; both the beginning and end of the offering formula (lines 1 and 
10) follow the standard pattern, which hardly merits a scholarly discussion. on 
the other hand, lines 2 to 10 present a number of statements which are not 
attested anywhere else. while lines 2 to 5 focus mainly on epithets which are 
off the norm, lines 6 to 10 try to collect a number of wishes of the deceased 
(Totenwünsche) which hunefer presents to the gods mentioned in the previous 
lines, osiris and anubis. a total of nine statements can be identified, spread 
over nine lines out of which only two entries can indeed be found in mortuary 
liturgies,17 the genre of funerary texts, the stela of hunefer wants to ape. The 
fact that seven entries are unconventional and unknown to the corpus of mortu-
ary liturgies, first attested in the pyramid Texts and handed down well into 
roman times, gives some cause for general concern about authorship and the 
question of free access to funerary texts.

funerary texts in ancient egypt consist of mainly two categories: funerary 
literature and recitation texts. The target reader is the main criterion which sets 
the two categories apart. funerary literature describes texts the deceased reads 
by himself in order to confront the perils of the netherworld successfully, 
including his journey thereto. These texts include practical guidance and secret 
knowledge amongst other topics, as collected for instance by the book of the 
dead text corpus. Texts serving the purpose of entertaining the deceased in the 
beyond, too, belong to this category, such as the large sinuhe ostracon nowa-
days kept in the ashmolean museum.18

The second category, recitation texts, are not to be read by the deceased 
himself but by funerary priests reading from papyrus rolls, aiming at the trans-
formation of the deceased into osiris nn, thus turning him into a glorified 
spirit (akh). serving as performative texts, recitation texts were also laid down 
on coffins and tomb walls where excerpts re-assured the deceased of his sur-
vival in the netherworld. glorification texts, on the other hand, written on 
openly accessible parts of the tomb put the minds of the living at ease who 
wanted to ensure that their loved one had indeed turned into an akh and not 

16 davies and gardiNer 1926: pl. 38 e.
17 These are the topics: (6) going in and out; (9) offering cakes.
18 BarNes 1952.
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into a mutu (an aimlessly wandering dead, the undead).19 during the old king-
dom, both categories were still closely connected to each other, resulting in 
both genres recorded side by side in the corpus of pyramid Texts. by the time 
of the new kingdom, a clear divide can be made out between funerary litera-
ture (mainly to be found in the book of the dead manuscripts) and recitation 
texts known as mortuary liturgies read from papyrus manuscripts.20 only rarely 
have glorification texts made their way into copies of the book of the dead. 
where it happened, this approach was based on individual choice rather than 
on canon of which modern scholars were unaware.21

especially during the new kingdom, glorification texts were increasingly 
regarded as suitable for stelae. The main reason for the development of this 
new genre of texts was the deceased’s wish to interact with the living in a way 
that allowed him to express his aspirations regarding his life in the beyond. 
obviously, stelae did not provide enough space for complete mortuary liturgies 
which, as performed during the night before the burial and during the offering 
ritual, requested several hours of performance. Therefore, redactions develop-
ing new modes of making glorifications fit for stelae had to think of alternative 
ways of covering themes that were regarded essential during the new king-
dom. with stelae, different from papyri, the most important aspect is the change 
of audience. while recitation texts address the deceased, who, once being pas-
sive, is turned into an actively operating osiris nn, the audience of stelae 
consist of tomb visitors such as relatives and friends of the deceased. for this 
reason, the new genre of texts could not be embedded in traditional contexts. 
mindful of the fact that glorifications were initially recited during the offering 
ritual, texts on stelae were technically made part of biographic inscriptions 
embedded within the offering context.22 Therefore, the open tomb court is the 
chosen place for stelae containing glorification texts. as a result, stelae consid-
erably broadened the Sitz im Leben of glorification texts, rather than limiting 
them due to the lack of space for elaborate statements.23 Their main purpose 
was the dissemination of the dead individual’s wishes with regard to the world 

19 Just as the akh spirits were supposed to benefit from the living, the bereaved, too, benefited 
from the dead as laid out in the letters to the dead, s. Bommas 2011: 168–170.

20 The only surviving example of a new kingdom papyrus manuscript exclusively containing 
a mortuary liturgy is pbm ea 10819, currently jointly prepared for publication by Jan assmann 
and the author.

21 a good example to demonstrate this unusual adoption is spell bd 169 which naville 
included in his publication, despite this spell being an isolated case. a synoptical edition is cur-
rently prepared by the author of this article. 

22 an excellent example of how an offering formula seamlessly leads across wishes of the 
deceased is shown — amongst many other examples — on the stela of dedi (TT 200), s. for a 
translation into german assmaNN 2005: 231–236.

23 assmaNN 2005: 26 rightly argues that the limited space for writing on stelae appears as 
boundary expanding instead of boundary limiting, as this text goes beyond the confines of offer-
ing contexts.
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of the living. while auto-biographies were designed to inform the living about 
a deceased’s past achievements, glorification texts on stelae introduce their 
audience to his aims and wishes in a future unknown to the living. as has been 
shown above, mortuary liturgies require priests who are capable of reciting 
these texts in front of the deceased. equally, glorifications written on stelae 
require reading, however, not by the priests, and not as part of a performance. 
because glorification texts on stelae make up part of tomb auto-biographies, 
they are subject to being read out by the living, or in other words: the expan-
sion of tomb auto-biographies into the future life of the deceased is dependent 
on the participation of relatives, friends, and passers-by. in this respect, glori-
fications on stelae are very similar to the so-called ‘appeal to the living’ devel-
oped during the old kingdom. 

The relation between texts detailing a tomb owner’s past achievements and 
career developments and funerary texts addressing his ‘future career’ has not 
been sufficiently addressed by scholars, who traditionally study new kingdom 
(auto-)biographies by exclusively focussing on the former aspect. however, 
texts that exemplify the strong links between the two categories are attested 
since the eighteenth dynasty. in the stela of montu, a hymn to osiris is fol-
lowed by an appeal to the living, who are promised blessings if they read out 
the following text containing nothing but the deceased’s wishes for a comfort-
able life in the beyond:
ṯꜢ.w nḏm n wsỉr sš Mnṯw a sweet breeze for the osiris, the scribe 

montu.
ḫnm=k ṯꜢ.w bꜥḥ […] may you breathe air, may [you have] an 

abundance [of water],
snm=k t ḥr ḫꜢw.t nb nḥḥ may you eat bread from the altar of the 

lord of eternity.
pr(ỉ)=k m bꜢ ꜥnḫ may you come forth as a living ba
m ḫpr.w nb.w mry=k in every shape you wish.
ḫntš[?=k] ḥr s.t=k mr<.t>=k may you be happy at the place you wish.
nỉs.tw=k m-m sꜥḥ.w may you be summoned before the noble 

ones
wnny.w m šms.w nsw.t who are in the following of the king. 
ẖnm ỉs bꜢ=f m […] indeed, may his ba breathe in […]
mỉ ḥs.y nb n nb=f as every praised one of his lord.
ẖnm=f ỉmḥ.t wbꜢ=f ṯpḥ.t may he unite with the imhet and open his 

cavern,
wbꜢ ḥr=f m RꜢ-sṯꜢ.w may his face be opened in ra-setau.
sṯꜢ [sw] Ἰms.ty ḥr nb=f may amset introduce [him] to his lord,
nỉs sw Ḥꜥpỉ may hapi summon him,
qbḥ n=f Qbḥ-sn.w=f may Qebehsenuef libate for him
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dwꜢ sw DwꜢ-mw.t=f may duamutef praise him,
Ἰnpw wtỉ m mk.t=f while anubis, the embalmer, protects 

him;
mk pꜢ mꜢꜥ.t.y ỉr.w mꜢꜥ.t smꜢ ỉm=s behold, the righteous person who did 

maat and united in her,
nn ẖnm=f m ỉsft.y.w he does not unite with evildoers,
sš Mnṯw the scribe montu.24

24

after having emerged during the eighteenth dynasty, the presentation of 
glorification texts presenting wishes of the deceased regarding his life in the 
beyond became especially prominent during the ramesside period. it can now 
be established that these texts can be regarded as an independent genre of texts, 
united by the use of stone as the material of choice to document these wishes 
on lasting media. The main difference between such stelae and the one painted 
on the papyrus of hunefer is that stelae made of stone are canonical, true to 
liturgical texts from which they originate, while, as pointed out before, the stela 
of hunefer follows a different agenda.

not a great deal is known about the man hunefer. all that can be taken from 
his copy of the book of the dead is that he was ‘scribe of divine offerings’, 
‘overseer of royal cattle’, and steward of seti i, other references to him do 
not seem to exist within the archaeological data. Judging by these titles, he 
seems to have been close enough to a stock of knowledge held by experts in 
religious matters. at the same time, it is rather unlikely that he also benefited 
from access to archives, which were overseen and curated by lector priests 
trained in funerary texts. as access to knowledge was restricted in ancient 
egypt,25 it can be assumed that hunefer had only a vague idea of mortuary 
liturgies, the performance of which was inaccessible to the public. however, 
through the attendance of funerary processions, he must have had a precise idea 
about the final rites in the open tomb court because these, encapsulated to some 
extent in the ritual of opening the mouth, are depicted on his papyrus with 
great accuracy. during visits to tombs of relatives and friends he also knew 
about the importance of a stela in front of the tomb entrance. Thus, when he 
discussed his need for a copy of the book of the dead in the workshop produc-
ing these copies, he must have been prepared to give clear instructions as can 
be seen by the extent of precision displayed in this scene generally, and in the 
stela discussed in this contribution more specifically.

24 stbm ea 1012, s. Budge 1922: pl. 46, cat. 488.
25 BaiNes 1990: 1–23. sadly, John baines never furthered his studies in this area despite the 

fact that his observations are key to understanding the distribution of priestly knowledge in ancient 
egypt and the confines of text genres. 
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how precisely the workshop chosen by hunefer followed his instructions is 
of course impossible to say, also the extent of his instruction cannot be recon-
structed. one is therefore better advised to raise the question of the detail of 
knowledge supposedly present amongst the artisans writing down and illustrat-
ing hunefer’s manuscript. it has often been stated that hunefer’s copy of the 
book of the dead is amongst the finest26 that have survived, which is due to 
the great deal of accuracy exercised. 

The amount of entries not attested within the established context of mortuary 
liturgies, however, allows for describing the text on hunefer’s stela as a unique 
composition, embedded in what can be described as a fairly standard offering 
formula. all entries sound familiar to the untrained ear but precise matches 
cannot be made out amongst glorification texts. To some degree, this discrep-
ancy can be explained through conditions of preservation, although despite the 
massive gain in knowledge in this field of research over the past 14 years,27 
this is still not the case.

on the other hand, none of the entries discussed above reveal any secret 
knowledge and can — obviously de-contextualised — be found in various 
contexts within the part of the funerary sphere which was openly accessible. 
The question of what the scribe of hunefer’s stela had been inspired by, there-
fore, does not lead to mortuary liturgies, as these were performed whilst exclud-
ing the public.

The uniqueness of hunefer’s stela is owed in fact to the scribe’s research in 
sources openly accessible and his preparedness to create a genre text he was 
familiar with but at the same time lacked detailed knowledge of. in the opinion 
of those who safeguarded the restriction of knowledge — by all means lector 
priests employed in what i previously called the death-care industry — such a 
pasticcio must have appeared rather cheeky. however, had they been asked 
whether they could suggest a more fitting example of text, our scribe would 
almost certainly have been met with disapproval as the crossing of borders of 
genres of texts was generally avoided in ancient egypt.
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fig. 1 The ritual of opening the mouth as depicted on the funerary papyrus
of hunefer (pbm ea 991/5), after naville 1886: pl. 2 (detail).

fig. 2 The same scene in a recent photograph of the pbm ea 991/5
(courtesy of The Trustees of the british museum)




