


Deciphering Ba Bird 

 
Existential questions about the meaning of the soul, mortality, immortality, and life after 

death have unfailingly been key ideas of humankind. While there are no definitive 

explanations for the purpose and function of the soul, death, and afterlife, ancient 

civilisations have developed their own belief systems to grapple with the unknown. 

Deserting the terrains of imagination, we now live with ready-made narratives.  

 

On the banks of the Nile in ancient Egypt (c. 3100 BC –AD 30), the myth of the Ba-bird 

was created. The Ba is often depicted as a human-headed falcon or a saddle-billed stork 

with a sun disc on top of the head. The human head reflects the nature of the being it 

manifests – be it human or divine – while the bird’s body betokens freedom of 

movement, transformation, and ability to wing into different cosmic realms. The 

inclusion of the sun disc was most likely a representation of Ra, the sun god of the 

ancient Egyptians and the one creator of every form of life.  

 

The Ba is commonly interpreted as the ancient Egyptian concept of the ‘soul.’ This spirit 

is linked to the human body, but it can leave the body and return to it. Depicted as a bird 

with a human head, the Ba was thought to leave the body upon death and ascend to the 

sky. 

 

In the Old Kingdom, the concept of the soul was made up of several parts: the Ka, Ba, 

Akh and more. The Ka refers to the soul that gives the body its life force, which leaves 

the body after death yet remains close to the corpse. In contrast, the Akh is a spirit that 

appears after death and reaches that rank of Akh through transcendence and 

transfiguration. Unlike the Ka, the Ba acquired its meaning after the end of the Old 

Kingdom. It can also take other forms, including the shape of the person themselves. 

 

The notion of the Ba is also characterised by the beliefs of ancient Egyptian commoners 

and their hopes of overcoming death and reaching the afterlife. Through the late Old and 

Middle Kingdoms, the transformation of religious ideas and belief systems affected how 

the public perceived the soul and afterlife. This concept of Ba focused on various aspects 

that changed the perception of the manifestations of mysterious powers and forces, 

previously believed to be possessed only by the powerful and royals’ dead. 

 

The exhibition Deciphering the Ba-Bird presents an artistic interpretation of the ancient 

myth of the Ba. It showcases the Ba’s various interpretations and evolving meanings in a 

range of art forms in an attempt to reopen the door of the imaginary to the concept of the 

soul. 

 

 

 

 



"Deciphering the Ba bird"

ANIMAL FEATURES

WORKING TECHNIQUE

This figure shows traces 
of  chisel marks at 

different parts. It depicts a 
solar disc on its head, 

giving a singular 
character to the human face 

of the Ba bird.

ANIMAL FEATURES

This Ba bird figure 
portrays  animal features 

in a very realistic way. 

It gives a sense of the close 
relationship that 

ancient Egyptian society had 
with desert animals and 
their knowledge of the 

natural environment.
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