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ABSTRACT 

Among the corpus of ancient Egyptian religious terminology, bA and bAw stand out as two of 

the oldest, most wide-spread, and enduringly used terms. From the 1st Dynasty until the very 

end of ancient Egyptian history, these terms were utilized in a wide variety of contexts, 

including divine, royal, and non-royal names, titles, and epithets, didactic literature, and 

mortuary, administrative, temple, and royal propagandistic texts. However, despite their 

prominence and significance in the ancient Egyptian textual record, the function and meaning 

of these terms are still imperfectly understood, as evidenced by the multiple and varying 

translations within the Egyptological literature. A major issue which has contributed to this 

state of research, is the fact that the origins, early function, and original meaning of bA and 

bAw have not been comprehensively investigated. 

 

This thesis is a study of the earliest material pertaining to bA and bAw from the Late 

Predynastic Period to the end of the Old Kingdom. The material analyzed includes Late 

Predynastic art in which the stork (Saddlebill stork, signs G29 & G30) later used as a 

hieroglyph for bA and bAw appears, as well as a large corpus of Early Dynastic and Old 

Kingdom texts (1st-6th Dynasty names, titles, and epithets; the Pyramid Texts, and two 6th 

Dynasty non-royal texts). Through a chronological study of this iconography and of these 

texts, it was demonstrated that (a) the original ideas and principles encompassed within the 

terms bA and bAw are apparent in Late Predynastic Saddlebill stork images, (b) that the terms 

bA and bAw originally functioned to express divine and royal ideology and that their use in the 

earliest royal mortuary texts was an extension of this function, and (c) that these terms 

essentially signified, reinforced, and perpetuated the fundamental ancient Egyptian doctrine 

of “Order over Chaos” or mAat vs. isft.      
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Chapter 1 – Introduction, Literature Review, and Methodology 

Among the corpus of ancient Egyptian religious terminology, bA and bAw stand out as 

two of the oldest, most prevalent, and enduringly used terms. From the 

standardization of writing in the 1st Dynasty until the very end of Ancient Egyptian 

history, bA and bAw were utilized in a wide variety of contexts, including divine, royal, 

and non-royal names, titles, and epithets, funerary texts, didactic literature, 

administrative texts, temple texts, and royal propagandistic texts.  

 Since the decipherment of Hieroglyphs in the early 19th Century1, a number of 

scholars have recognized the prominence and significance of bA and bAw and several 

studies have been dedicated to elucidating the nature of these ancient Egyptian terms. 

Despite the nearly 200 years of scholarship, however, the function and meaning of bA 

and bAw remain a topic of debate. This is evidenced by the multiple and varying 

translations and interpretations within the Egyptological literature thus far, including, 

but not limited to, the ancient Egyptian conception of ‘the soul’2, a posthumous ‘state 

of being’3, “supra-mundane and divine power”4, “impressiveness”5, “visible and 

earthly manifestation”6, and “the creative ability/power to manifest and form 

manifestations”7. 

A major issue that has contributed to debates surrounding bA and bAw is the 

fact that the origins, early use, and original meaning of these terms have not been 

                                                        
1 J. F. Champollion, Précis du système hiéroglyphique des anciens égyptiens (Paris: Treuttel et Würtz, 

1824), 407-408. 
2 H. Kees, Der Götterglaube im alten Ägypten, (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1956), 58-67.  
3 L. V. Žabkar, A study of the Ba concept in ancient Egyptian texts, (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1968), 54-57.  
4 W. A. Ward, The four Egyptian homographic roots B-3: etymological and Egypto-Semitic studies, 

(Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1978), 67-88. 
5 J. P. Allen, The ancient Egyptian Pyramid Texts, (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2015). 
6P. Kaplony, Kleine Beiträge zu den Inschriften der ägyptischen Frühzeit (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 

1966), 63 & 236. 
7 E. M. Wolf-Brinkmann, Versuch einer Deutung des Begriffes 'bA' anhand der Überlieferung der 

Frühzeit und des Alten Reiches (Freiburg: G. Seeger, 1968). 
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comprehensively investigated. The term ‘comprehensive’ signifies not only analyzing 

the content of the early texts in which these terms appear, but also taking into 

consideration the chronology and types of texts, associated art, larger developments 

within ancient Egyptian religion and society, as well as the hieroglyphs that were 

utilized to signify these terms. The latter factor is especially important, as Jiri Janák8 

recently demonstrated that the original and most enduringly used hieroglyphic 

signifier for bA and bAw, the Saddlebill stork9 (G29 & G30), appears in and is confined 

to Late Predynastic art (Naqada IID – IIIB10). As the Early Dynastic textual evidence 

for bA and bAw is limited, an analysis of the stork in Late Predynastic iconography 

may provide insights into the conceptualization and original meaning of these terms.  

This thesis presents a chronological study of the early extant evidence 

pertaining to bA and bAw. Data analyzed in this thesis dates from the Late Predynastic 

Period (Naqada IID-IIIB) through to the 6th Dynasty, and includes; a corpus of Late 

Predynastic images of the Saddlebill stork; Early Dynastic and Old Kingdom divine, 

royal, non-royal, and place names, divine and royal epithets, and administrative and 

priestly titles; the Heb-Sed festival reliefs of Niuserre at Abu Ghorab; the 5th and 6th 

Dynasty Pyramid Texts; and two 6th Dynasty non-royal texts, namely an inscription 

from the tomb of Herimeru at Saqqara and a legal dispute from Elephantine (pBerlin 

9010). These sources provide an overview of the origins, subsequent standardization, 

development, and contextual use of bA and bAw. This material will help answer the 

questions posed in this study, namely, in which Late Predynastic iconographic 

contexts do images of the Saddlebill stork appear? What is the function and meaning 

                                                        
8 J. Janák, “A question of Size: A Remark on Early Attestations of the ba Hieroglyph”, Studien zur 

Altägyptischen Kultur 40 (2011): 143-153. 
9 A. Gardiner, Egyptian grammar being an introduction to the study of hieroglyphs (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1957), 470; P. F. Houlihan & S. Goodman, The Birds of Ancient Egypt (Warminster: 

Aris & Phillips, 1986), 23; J. Janák, “A question of Size”, 143. 
10 Dating according to E. Teeter, Before the Pyramids: The Origins of Egyptian Civilization (Chicago: 

The Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago, 2011), 8. 
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of Saddlebill stork images in Late Predynastic art? Why was this particular bird 

associated with bA and bAw? In which contexts are the terms bA and bAw utilized? Is 

there continuity between the iconographic contexts of the Saddlebill stork and the 

textual contexts of bA and bAw? And finally, what is the function and meaning of bA 

and bAw? By addressing these questions, it may be possible to establish a better 

understanding of the fundamental principles and ideas encompassed within these 

terms, and subsequently, provide a basis for future work on bA and bAw in texts and art 

from the First Intermediate Period onward. 

1.1 Literature Review        

While there are several studies that have dealt with the ancient Egyptian terms bA and 

bAw, the majority of these studies, however, have either focused on later material or 

on a specific text/typology of texts11. In comparison, there are relatively few which 

have analyzed the early evidence. The small number of works that have been 

produced lie at two extremes, either only analyzing the content of the Early Dynastic 

and Old Kingdom texts or focusing specifically on the Late Predynastic images of the 

Saddlebill stork.         

                                                        
11 J. F. Borghouts, “Divine intervention in ancient Egypt and its manifestation (bAw)”, in Gleanings 

from Deir el-Medîna, eds. R. J. Demarée, R. J. and J. J. Janssen (Leiden: Nederlands Inst. voor het 

Nabije Oosten, 1982), 1-70; A. Wüthrich and S. Stöhr, Ba-Bringer und Schattenabschneider: 

Untersuchungen zum so genannten Totenbuchkapitel 191 auf Totenbuchpapyri (Wiesbaden: 

Harrassowitz, 2013); J. Assmann, Death and salvation in ancient Egypt, trans. D. Lorton (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 2015); E. Casini. “The three-dimensional representations of the human-

headed ba-bird: some remarks about their origin and function”, Egitto e Vicino Oriente 38 (2015): 9-

31. J. L. Foster, “The sad song of the Lebensmüde”, Journal of the Society for the Study of Egyptian 

Antiquities 42 (2015-2016): 1-15; M. V. Almansa-Villatoro, “A ba speaking to his owner: warning 

about an imminent danger and giving an admonition”, Journal of the American Research Center in 

Egypt 52 (2016): 1-9; M. Escolano-Poveda, “New fragments of Papyrus Berlin 3024: the missing 

beginning of the Debate between a man and his ba and the continuation of the Tale of the herdsman (P. 

Mallorca I and II)”, Zeitschrift für ägyptische Sprache und Altertumskunde 144 , no. 1 (2017): 16-54; 

M. Bonanno, “The Coffin Texts spells 94-96 and 488-500 as liturgy of ontological dissociation: the 

meaning of “sHr bA r XAt” and its context”, Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenländischen 

Gesellschaft 168, no. 2 (2018): 275-300.  
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 Hermann Kees’ study Totenglauben und Jenseitsvorstellungen der alten 

Ägypter (1926) represents a milestone in scholarship on the terms bA and bAw. Kees 

was the first scholar to argue that there was a diversified use and development of the 

terms bA and bAw according to period and according to whether it was applied to the 

gods, the king, or non-royal individuals. According to Kees, prior to the First 

Intermediate Period, the terms bA and bAw were used solely in connection with the 

gods and the deceased king, and it was only after the “democratization of the 

afterlife” in the First Intermediate Period that these terms were used in relation to 

non-royal individuals. Furthermore, he argues that the terms bA and bAw had varying 

functions and that the meaning was dependent upon the contexts in which they were 

being used. While Kees’ work laid the foundation for subsequent research, it cannot 

be considered a comprehensive study of the early use and meaning of bA and bAw, as 

he focused solely on the Pyramid Texts and a much later text, the Saqqara Kings’ list. 

Furthermore, the 6th Dynasty inscription of Herimeru at Saqqara, which was first 

brought to attention by L.V. Žabkar (1968), is indicative of an earlier use of bA by 

non-royal individuals than posited by Kees. Lastly, while Kees does take note of the 

Saddlebill stork as a visual signifier for bA and bAw, he only briefly comments that its 

bird form was associated with the idea of ‘freedom of movement’.   

 Louis. V. Žabkar’s A Study of the Ba concept in Ancient Egyptian Texts (1968) 

remains the largest and most comprehensive study on this topic. This seminal work is 

a philological analysis of bA and bAw in funerary texts, didactic texts, religious 

treatise, royal propagandistic texts, and non-royal texts from the Early Old Kingdom 

through to the Greco-Roman Period. Žabkar commences his study with a critique of 

the earlier definitions of bA as ‘soul’, stating that this term carries connotations of the 

dualistic perception of the human being, a belief which is not apparent in ancient 
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Egyptian texts. For the use of these terms in the Old Kingdom, Žabkar analyses a 

small group of royal and non-royal names and titles, the Pyramid Texts, the 

inscription on the architrave of Herimeru’s tomb at Saqqara, and the legal dispute 

from Elephantine (pBerlin 9010). He essentially arrives at the conclusion that bA and 

bAw were originally funerary concepts and that during the late 6th Dynasty they began 

to be used in a ‘non-mortuary’ sense to express the power of the gods and the king. 

While Žabkar’s work fruitfully and insightfully furthered the groundwork laid down 

by Kees and highlighted the fact that there is in fact, a text which associates bA with a 

non-royal individual prior to the First Intermediate Period, it does not, however, cover 

all of the material for bA and bAw in the earlier periods. This is especially apparent in 

that he did not take into consideration any of the Early Dynastic names and titles, nor 

the hieroglyphs used to signify bA and bAw. With regards to the latter, it is surprising 

that in the New Kingdom section of his study, he discusses the introduction of a new 

signifier and symbol for bA, the human-headed bird (        sign G53), in texts and tomb 

paintings, but does not even mention the fact that the Saddlebill stork was the original 

and most enduring used signifier for bA and bAw.  

 Elske Marie Wolf-Brinkmann’s PhD dissertation Versuch einer Deutung des 

Begriffes “bA” anhand der Überlieferung der Frühzeit und des Alten Reiches (1968) 

is a philological analysis of bA and bAw in their earliest textual occurrences in the 

Early Dynastic Period and Old Kingdom. It includes over 40 royal, non-royal, and 

place names and titles, as well as the Pyramid Texts. She essentially arrives at the 

conclusion that during the Early Dynastic Period and Old Kingdom, bA and bAw were 

used exclusively in connection with the gods and the deceased king. Wolf-

Brinkmann’s study is a significant contribution to the topic and provides the first 

comprehensive list of Early Dynastic and Old Kingdom names and titles in which 
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these terms occur. However, as with Žabkar, she focuses solely on the phonetic value 

of the hieroglyph used to signify bA and bAw, and does not take into consideration the 

visual significance of the Saddlebill stork. Furthermore, her study does not take into 

account the 6th Dynasty inscription of Herimeru from Saqqara, nor the legal dispute 

from Elephantine (pBerlin 9010).      

 William. A. Ward’s The Four Egyptian Homographic Roots B-3 (1978) is a 

detailed philological analysis of a large corpus of ancient Egyptian terms formed 

around the root-stem bA. Using semitic cognates, he argues that there are essentially 

four roots – (1) “tremble, flutter”, (2) “Break Earth, Open”, (3) “Possess supra-

mundane Power”, and (4) “Pour out, mix”. According to Ward, bA and bAw belong to 

the third root and express a uniquely Egyptian idea without a definite or possible 

foreign cognate. Furthermore, as with Kees, Žabkar, and Wolf-Brinkmann, he states 

that bA and bAw were originally only utilized in relation to the gods and the deceased 

king. While Ward emphasizes the varying uses of the root bA, his study, however, 

drew all of its arguments from the Pyramid Texts. This, furthermore, brings into 

question whether one can divide all of the terms with the root-stem bA into four 

distinct categories, or even, whether there are different roots for the stem bA. 

 The only piece of research which stands out against this exclusively 

philological background is the article of Jiri Janák, A Question of Size: A Remark on 

Early Attestations of the Ba Hieroglyph (2011). With the aim of elucidating the 

connection between the terms bA and bAw and their earliest hieroglyphic signifier, 

Janák highlighted the significant fact that representations of the Saddlebill stork 

appear in and are confined to Late Predynastic iconography (Naqada IID- IIIB). 

Furthermore, through a brief discussion of the living species, the signification of the 

Late Predynastic stork images, and the role and meaning of bA and bAw in Early 
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Dynastic and Old Kingdom texts, he emphasizes that the use of the Saddlebill stork as 

a hieroglyph was intimately associated with the meaning of bA and bAw. According to 

Janák, as Late Predynastic images of the stork appear amongst depictions of other 

large and powerful animals, such as elephants, lions, and hyenas, and as these animals 

are mostly carved into the handles of weapons, the stork can be understood as a 

symbol of ‘power’. It’s subsequent association with bA and bAw is thus not 

coincidental, as these terms expressed the ‘visible or earthly manifestation of divine 

(and heavenly) power’. Although Janák’s work has highlighted the significance of the 

Saddlebill stork in connection with bA and bAw, there is, however, a major problem 

with his research. This is namely that he projected extant definitions of bA and bAw 

from the studies of Žabkar (1968) and Wolf-Brinkmann (1968) onto the Late 

Predynastic images of the stork. As a consequence, he did not take into consideration 

the larger theme and iconographic contexts in which Late Predynastic images of the 

Saddlebill stork appear.  

1.2. Methodology 

The aim of the current work is to (a) provide a comprehensive understanding of the 

original function and meaning of the terms bA and bAw, and (b) provide suitable 

translations that are faithful to the fundamental ideas and principles encompassed 

within these terms. As is evident in the literature review, the full corpus of early 

evidence for bA and bAw has not been dealt with in a single study. Furthermore, the 

studies that have been produced display a distinct tendency to focus on bA and bAw in 

the Pyramid Texts. This has led to a number of assumptions, the most significant 

being that these terms originally functioned to express funerary beliefs. The fact that 
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the term bA was used in a 3rd Dynasty king’s name, xai-bA12, and the fact that the 

earliest textual evidence explicitly associating bA and bAw with a deceased king only 

appears during the reign of Sahure13, suggests, however, that while these terms where 

utilized in funerary contexts, they did not necessarily represent and express 

exclusively funerary concepts. In order to clarify the original function of these terms, 

this thesis thus utilizes a chronological approach, focusing on and highlighting the 

contextual use of Saddlebill stork images in the Late Predynastic Period and the terms 

bA and bAw in the Early Dynastic Period and early Old kingdom.   

 The iconographic and textual data in this thesis derived from several sources, 

including previous studies on bA and bAw, excavation reports and archaeological 

surveys, indices and online databases of ancient Egyptian personal names, online 

museum collections, and James P. Allen’s 6 volume publication A New Concordance 

of the Pyramid Texts (2013). The final corpus of data is constituted of: 

 6 Naqada IID-IIIA carved handles adorned with a highly standardized motif 

referred to as the ‘animal-rows’ motif - Carnarvon knife handle (MMA 

26.7.1281), Abu Zeidan knife handle (Brooklyn Museum 09.889.118), Pitt-

Rivers knife handle (BM EA68512), Davis comb handle (MMA 30.8.224), 

Sayala Mace handle14 (now lost), and the most recently found Abydos 

K1262b knife handle15; 

 A Naqada IID cylinder seal impression from Tomb U-210 in Cemetery-U at 

Abydos (Abydos K2160c) and a Naqada IIIB ivory cylinder seal from Tomb 

L17 in Cemetery L at Qustul in Lower Nubia (L17-26 OIM 23662); 

                                                        
12 Ind. Ent. D. 
13 The earliest is a priestly title containing the ‘name’ of Sahure’s Pyramid (Ind. Ent. EE). 
14 C. Firth, The Archaeological Survey of Nubia: Report for 1910-1911 (Cairo: Government Press, 

1927), 205. 
15 G. Dreyer, “Motive und Datierung der dekorierten prädynastischen Messergriffe”, in L'art de 

l'Ancien Empire égyptien, ed. C. Ziegler (Paris: Musée du Louvre, 1999), 17. 
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 A Late Predynastic rock inscription in the Theban Western Desert - Gebel 

Djehuty inscription no. 117, and a Naqada III rock inscription near the modern 

town of el-Khawy; 

 A corpus of 38 1st- 6th Dynasty divine, royal, non-royal, and place names, 

divine and royal epithets, and administrative and priestly titles (Appendix A); 

 Reliefs depicting the Heb-Sed festival of Niuserre from his sun-temple at Abu 

Ghorab; 

 The 5th and 6th Dynasty Pyramid Texts of Unas, Teti, Pepi I, Merenre, Pepi II, 

Neith, and Wedjebtni; 

 A 6th Dynasty legal dispute from Elephantine (pBerlin 9010) and the 6th 

Dynasty inscription on the architrave of Herimeru’s tomb at Saqqara. 

The line drawings referred to throughout this thesis were rendered by the 

author from existing, credited line drawings. Photographs and linked videos were 

obtained online from sites registered as public domain (i.e. Wikimedia Commons and 

YouTube).           

 The Early Dynastic and Old Kingdom names, epithets, and titles are presented 

in an index (Appendix A) and arranged into five groups - Divine names and epithets; 

Royal names and epithets; Non-royal names; Administrative and Priestly Titles; and 

Place names. The entries within each group are arranged chronologically and each 

entry includes the hieroglyphic rendering and transcription, as well as (a) dating, (b) 

provenance, (c) type of text i.e. epithet, name or title, and (d) previous transcriptions 

and translations. Royal names with a bA or bAw element backdated to the Early 

                                                        
17 In the publication, this inscription is referred to as the “Gebel Tjauti” inscription – J. C. Darnell, D. 

Darnell, R. Friedman, and S. Hendrickx, Theban Desert Road Survey in the Egyptian Western Desert, 

I: Gebel Djehuty rock inscriptions 1-45 and Wadi el-Hôl rock inscriptions 1-45 (Chicago: Oriental 

Institute of the University of Chicago, 2002), 10-19.  
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Dynastic Period and Old Kingdom in didactic literature and Kings’ lists were not 

included in the index, as this thesis focuses upon textual evidence archaeologically 

dated to the Early Dynastic Period and Old Kingdom. Names included in the studies 

of Žabkar and Wolf-Brinkmann, such as bAw.f-ra (Westcar Papyrus pBerlin 3033)18, 

nTri-bAw (Saqqara no. 3 & Turin 2.20)19 and bA-nTrw (Saqqara no.5)20, were thus 

omitted as they are not reflected in actual archaeological record of the Early Dynastic 

Period and Old Kingdom.        

 In order to contextualize the images of the Saddlebill stork in Late Predynastic 

iconography, this thesis includes a brief discussion on the species’ appearance, 

ecology, and characteristic behaviour. The information was gleaned from both 

broader ornithological studies, as well as studies focusing on classification of stork 

species. Further additional iconographic and textual sources from the Predynastic 

Period through to the Coptic Period are included and referenced throughout this 

thesis, primarily for comparative purposes. 

1.3. Thesis Organization 

This thesis is organized into 5 chapters following the introduction (Chapter 1). The 

body of the work (Chapters 2 to 5) follows a broader chronological framework (Late 

Predynastic to the 6th Dynasty), with each chapter dedicated to a certain typology of 

data. Chapter 2 focuses on the earliest material and is an analysis of the Saddlebill 

stork in Late Predynastic iconography. Chapter 3 introduces the earliest textual 

evidence and discusses and analyzes the function of bA and bAw in the corpus of 1-6th 

Dynasty names, titles, and epithets. Supplementing this analysis is a discussion of the 

5th Dynasty Heb-Sed festival reliefs of Niuserre from his sun-temple at Abu Ghorab. 

                                                        
18 Žabkar, A study of the Ba concept, 58. 
19 Wolf-Brinkmann, Versuch einer Deutung des Begriffes 'bA',10. 
20 Wolf-Brinkmann, Versuch einer Deutung des Begriffes 'bA',10. 
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These reliefs not only depict and contextualize the roles played by the Hm bAw nxn 

“Hm-priest of the bAw of Nekhen” and the Hm bAw p “Hm-priest of the bAw of Pe”, but 

also contain images of the bAw themselves and thus provide useful information 

regarding their nature, identities, and function. Chapter 4 is dedicated to a discussion 

and analysis of bA and bAw in the 5th and 6th Dynasty Pyramid Texts, while Chapter 5 

focuses on the use of these terms in 6th Dynasty non-royal texts - the legal dispute 

from Elephantine (pBerlin 9010), and the architrave inscription of Herimeru. This 

organization and arrangement of the data highlights (a) the development of the 

Saddlebill stork from image to hieroglyphic signifier, (b) the contextual use of bA and 

bAw, and (c) developments and trends within each type of text (i.e. the names, titles, 

and epithets, and the Pyramid Texts). The final chapter, Chapter 6, presents the 

conclusions. Appendix A presents an index of all the Early Dynastic and Old 

Kingdom divine, royal, non-royal, and place names, divine and royal epithets, and 

administrative and priestly titles discussed and analyzed in Chapter 3.  

   



12 
 

Chapter 2 – The Saddlebill Stork in Late Predynastic Iconography 

 Although a large number of Egyptological studies specifically reference the 

appearance of the bA as a ‘human-headed bird’ when discussing ancient Egyptian 

funerary beliefs21, in the history of the bA’s visual representation, the ‘human-headed 

bird’ actually represents its youngest form22. From their earliest occurrence in names 

and titles of the Early Dynastic Period through to the large mortuary and temple texts 

of the Greco-Roman Period, bA and bAw’s oldest and most prevalent hieroglyphic 

signifier was, in fact, a stork        (G29)            (G30).  This stork has been identified 

as the Saddlebill stork (Ephippiorhynchus senegalensis)23, one of the largest and most 

distinctive avian species on the African continent.    

 Several spellings of bA with the uniliteral phonetic compliments b and A in the 

Pyramid Texts24 make it clear that the Saddlebill stork hieroglyph functioned as the 

biliteral phoneme bA in the ancient Egyptian writing system. In previous studies, this 

function has been the primary focus and little attention has been given to the use and 

function of the Saddlebill stork as a meaningful visual signifier as well. Whilst 

scholars such as Kees25 have briefly referenced it in connection with ideas of the bA’s 

flight and movement within the heavenly realms, others, such as Ward, have 

                                                        
21

 Eg. H. Frankfort, Ancient Egyptian Religion: An Interpretation (New York: Harper, 1948), 97-8; J. 

Assmann, Death and Salvation in Ancient Egypt (Ithaca & London: Cornell University Press, 2015), 

89-90; C. Graves-Brown, Daemons and Spirits in Ancient Egypt (Cardiff: University of Whales Press, 

2018), 94-96. 

22 The earliest use of   (sign G53) in vignettes and texts is during the reign of Thutmosis III, 

and appears specifically within the Amduat Texts adorning the walls of his tomb in the Valley of the 

Kings. It should be kept in mind, however, that sign G53 did not replace the older signs used to signify 

bA and bAw in texts. 
23

 Gardiner, Egyptian grammar, 470; Houlihan & Goodman, The Birds of Ancient Egypt, 23; Janák, “A 

question of Size”, 143. 
24 PT 539 §1310a, PT690 §2096a, PT 467 §886a & PT 572 §1472b. 
25 Kees, Götterglaube, 58. 
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dismissed its relevance entirely26.        

 The more recent study by Janák has, however, highlighted and emphasized the 

iconographic origins of the Saddlebill stork hieroglyph. The impact of Janak’s study 

on our understanding of the origins and development of bA and bAw is twofold. Firstly, 

it suggests that the relationship between the Saddlebill stork hieroglyph and the terms 

bA and bAw is more than, as previously argued, simply phonetic. And secondly, it 

suggests that the Saddlebill stork was specifically chosen to represent and signify 

these terms during the standardization and formalization of writing in ancient Egypt. 

The aim of the following chapter is thus to establish the role and significance of the 

Saddlebill stork in ancient Egyptian thought by analyzing the bird’s earliest visual 

attestations in Late Predynastic iconography. Consequently, establishing this role and 

significance will allow for a comparison with Early Dynastic and Old Kingdom 

textual attestations of bA and bAw, and thus provide the opportunity to (a) determine 

whether there is continuity in meaning, and (b) if so, provide a fuller understanding of 

bA and bAw in Early Dynastic and Old Kingdom thought.     

 In order to achieve this aim, however, it is important that we first consider the 

Saddlebill stork as a living species. It is well known that the ancient Egyptians 

regarded the animal world with enormous interest, observing and being inspired by 

their appearance and behaviour27. Discussing and highlighting these aspects may 

contextualize the subsequent manner in which it was represented in Late Predynastic 

                                                        
26 W.A. Ward is of the opinion that there is no semantic connection between the stork as signifier and 

the bA and bAw concepts as signified, and that it was simply used by the ancient Egyptians on a phonetic 

basis. He posits further that the connection between the stork and the phonetic bA is related to the root 

“to open” (i.e. wbA), as the stork digs in the earth with its long beak - The Four Egyptian Homographic 

roots B-3, 67-88. 
27 F. Raffaele, “Animal rows and ceremonial processions in late predynastic Egypt”, in Recent 

discoveries and latest researches in Egyptology: proceedings of the First Neapolitan Congress of 

Egyptology, June 18th-20th 2008, eds. F. Raffaele, M. Nuzzolo & I. Incordino (Wiesbaden: 

Harrassowitz, 2010): 245. 
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art. The first part of this chapter will thus be dedicated to describing the stork’s most 

distinctive features, characteristics, and behavior. The discussion and analysis proper 

will begin with a brief summary of Janák’s findings in order to establish the current 

understanding of the relationship between the stork and the terms bA and bAw. A 

discussion and analysis of Late Predynastic Saddlebill stork imagery will follow. 

Concluding the chapter will be a summary of the role, function, and significance of 

the bird in Late Predynastic thought as gleaned from the analysis. 

2.1. The Saddlebill Stork: Appearance, Ecology, and Behavior     

The Saddlebill stork (Ephippiorhynchus senegalensis) (Figure 1) is native to the 

African continent and occurs today throughout sub-Saharan Africa28. Also known as 

the African Jabiru stork, the Saddlebill stork is one of the world’s tallest and largest 

species of stork, standing between 1.3-1.5 meters in height (3-5 ft.), with a wingspan 

of over 2.5 meters (8 ft.)29. Although the Saddlebill stork is widespread throughout 

Africa, it is never very numerous30, the species’ territoriality and solitary nesting 

limiting numbers in suitable habitats31. These habitats include aquatic, as well as open 

or semi-arid areas, the bird favoring shallow freshwater marshes, swamps, rivers, 

lakeshores, and flood plains32. The Saddlebill stork is a sedentary species, there being 

no evidence of regular long-distance migration, and will use the same territory 

continuously if not affected by drought33.      

 In general appearance, the Saddlebill stork is a stately bird with a slim stature, 

erect posture, long neck and legs. Its plumage is predominantly black and white, with 

                                                        
28 J. Hancock, J.A. Kushlan & M.P. Kahl, Storks, Ibises and Spoonbills of the World (London: 

Academic Press, 1992), 116. 
29 Hancock, Kushlan & Kahl, Storks, Ibises and Spoonbills, 109 & 115; M.P. Kahl, “Comparative 

Behavior and Ecology of African Storks”, National Geographic Society Research Reports (1973), 17. 
30 The most recent surveys state that the population density of the Saddlebill stork is approximately 1 

bird per 5.6-5.8 km2 - Hancock, Kushlan & Kahl, Storks, Ibises and Spoonbills, 116. 
31 Hancock, Kushlan & Kahl, Storks, Ibises and Spoonbills, 116. 
32 Hancock, Kushlan & Kahl, Storks, Ibises and Spoonbills, 116. 
33 Hancock, Kushlan & Kahl, Storks, Ibises and Spoonbills, 116. 
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glossy black plumage on the head, neck, scapulars, wing coverts, and tail; and white 

plumage on the back, breast, abdomen, and leading edge and flight feathers of the 

wing34. The tail feathers of the stork are short and squared and the bill is long (+/- 

35cm), thin, and slightly recurved35. The bill is also highly distinctive and unique to 

this species of stork, exhibiting a deep red color at the tip, a black band in the center, 

followed by a deep red fleshy lappet that extends back to the eye36 (Figure 2). Upon 

this red lappet is a second yellow lappet in the shape of a ‘saddle’, and hanging down 

on either side where the lower mandible articulates with the neck are two yellow, 

lobe-like flaps of skin or ‘wattles’37.      

 Storks of this tall species typically forage in shallow fresh water marshes, 

striding slowly and probing vertically in the water and submerged vegetation38 . Their 

diet mainly consists of fish, but the bird will also consume frogs, crustaceans, 

mollusks, mice, small birds, as well as carrion39. Reports from the Kruger National 

Park in South Africa state that the stork has also been seen consuming snakes, as well 

as juvenile crocodiles when the opportunity presents itself40. With live, moving prey, 

the Saddlebill stork’s hunting technique includes snatching the prey from the water or 

ground, dropping it, and repeatedly stabbing it with the tip of its long and pointed 

beak. The stork will then wash the prey in water, removing mud or sand from the 

body, and swallow it whole41.       

 Unlike many other species of stork, the Saddlebill stork is most often found 

                                                        
34 Kahl, “Comparative Behavior” , 17. 
35 Kahl, “Comparative Behavior”, 17. 
36 Kahl, “Comparative Behavior”, 17. 
37 Kahl, “Comparative Behavior”, 17. 
38 Hancock, Kushlan & Kahl, Storks, Ibises and Spoonbills, 116. 
39 Hancock, Kushlan & Kahl, Storks, Ibises and Spoonbills, 116. 
40 http://www.krugerpark.co.za/krugerpark-times-5-11-saddle-billed-stork-25181.html 
41 Hancock, Kushlan & Kahl, Storks, Ibises and Spoonbills, 116. 
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2.2. J. Janák and the Saddlebill stork in Late Predynastic Iconography   

J. Janák’s article, A Question of Size: A Remark on Early Attestations of the Ba 

Hieroglyph (2011), represents the first and only study thus far to investigate the 

connection between Late Predynastic images of the Saddlebill stork and its later use 

as a hieroglyph for the bA and bAw concepts. According to Janák, as the Saddlebill 

stork represents both the earliest and most attested hieroglyphic signifier for the terms 

bA and bAw, it serves as a crucial witness to their original meaning45.   

 Janák’s study essentially starts with an established definition of bA and bAw in 

texts from the Early Dynastic Period and Old Kingdom. Working from the studies of 

L.V. Žabkar (1968) and E.M. Wolf-Brinkmann (1968), he states that this early notion 

of bA and bAw encompassed the idea of a visible or earthly manifestation of divine (i.e. 

heavenly) powers46. He then proceeds with a brief description of the Saddlebill stork 

as a living species, discussing its appearance and highlighting its most characteristics 

features. The actual size of the bird is, however, focused upon – “The impressive size 

and stately appearance of the Saddlebill stork, which was probably the largest flying 

bird of ancient Egypt, might have largely influenced its significance to the Egyptians. 

These characteristics might also have played a key role in connecting this particular 

bird with the bA-concept, since it seems only logical that such an impressive bird 

should represent an earthly manifestation of divine (i.e. heavenly) powers” 47.  

 In support of this argument, Janák proceeds with a discussion of Saddlebill 

stork imagery. He notes that the most accurate and elaborate depictions of the stork 

appear on objects dating to the Late Predynastic Period. These include the Carnarvon, 

Abu Zeidan, and Pitt-rivers knife handles, the Davis comb handle, and the gold mace 

                                                        
45 Janák, “A question of Size”, 143. 
46 Janák, “A question of Size”, 144-5.  
47 Janák, “A question of Size”, 147.  
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handle from Sayala (Figures 3-7)48. The stork, which is represented in the second row 

of animals on the flat side of the knife handles, both sides of the Davis comb handle, 

and on the Sayala mace handle, is easily recognizable due to its characteristic 

features, namely the long legs and neck, upright stance, recurved bill, short and 

squared tail feathers, and wattle at the base of the lower mandible.    

 According to Janák, there are two aspects which are important for our 

understanding of the meaning of the stork upon these objects. The first is that these 

objects are primarily carved with images of powerful animals, including elephants, 

lions, bulls, hyenas, and dogs, and the second is that the objects themselves i.e. knife 

and mace handles, are symbols of power and strength49. The inclusion of the 

Saddlebill stork amongst powerful animals and upon this class of object is thus not 

coincidental. Janák states the impressive and distinctive Saddlebill stork must have 

left a great impact on the mind of the Egyptians and they subsequently connected it 

not only with ideas of greatness and power, but also with other animals which 

represented or even manifested these characteristics50. Furthermore, the depiction of 

these powerful animals upon knife and mace handles may have served to increase the 

power of the appropriate weapon or tool51.     

 Part of Janak’s study also includes tracing and elucidating the apparent 

degradation in accuracy of Saddlebill stork hieroglyphs from the Early Dynastic 

Period to the Old Kingdom. He notes that from the 1st Dynasty onwards, the 

Saddlebill stork no longer appears in the artistic record and its depiction is confined to 

its use as a hieroglyphic signifier52. The earliest of the latter appears on the rim 

fragment of a large porphyry jar from Hierakonpolis (Figure 8), and while only the 

                                                        
48 Janák, “A question of Size”, 147-8.  
49 Janák, “A question of Size”, 149. 
50 Janák, “A question of Size”, 150. 
51 Janák, “A question of Size”, 150. 
52 Janák, “A question of Size”, 148. 
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head and neck of the bird have survived, the remaining features are nevertheless well 

rendered53. Following this date, however, there is steady decrease in the accuracy of 

Saddlebill stork hieroglyphs. By the 3rd Dynasty, the attitude and posture of the bird 

has changed, as can be seen in the rendering of bAw from the tomb of Khabawsokar 

(Figure 9), and by the 4th Dynasty the bird’s signature wattle has shifted from the base 

of the lower mandible to the neck, such as on slab stela from the tomb of 

Wepemnofret from Giza (Figure 10)54. Janák attributes these inaccuracies and 

schematization to the extinction of the species in Egypt, probably during the Late 

Early Dynastic Period to Early Old Kingdom55. This is further supported by the fact 

that there are no skeletal or other remains (i.e. mummies) of the Saddlebill stork 

attested for any period of Egyptian history, as well as no dynastic artistic 

representations of this bird in scenes where other birds usually occur (i.e. fowling 

scenes)56.         

 Although Janák’s study has highlighted the significance of the Saddlebill stork 

in connection with bA and bAw, there are, however, three major interrelated problems 

with his argument for its meaning in Late Predynastic iconography. The first is the 

fact that he based his interpretation of the stork not only on the meaning of bA and bAw 

in Early Dynastic and Old Kingdom texts, but also specifically on definitions of the 

latter provided by two scholars57 who did not study these images of the stork, let 

alone consider the stork as a meaningful visual signifier. Janák thus projected older 

understandings of these terms onto Late Predynastic images of the Saddlebill stork, an 

approach that runs counter to the original sequence and development.  

                                                        
53 Janák, “A question of Size”, 148. 
54 By the 3rd Dynasty, the attitude and posture of the bird has changed, and by the 4th Dynasty the 

bird’s signature wattle has shifted from the base of the lower mandible to the neck - Janák, “A question 

of Size”, 148-149. 
55 Janák, “A question of Size”, 149.  
56 Janák, “A question of Size”, 149.  
57 Žabkar, 1968 & Wolf-Brinkmann, 1968 


