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From 1979 to 2014 Willem van Haarlem worked on several archaeological
sites in the Nile Delta, focusing on the excavations at Tell Ibrahim Awad in the
eastern Delta from 1991 onward. At the same time he was curator of Egyptian
Antiquities at the Allard Pierson, the heritage collections of the University of
Amsterdam. On the occasion of his retirement a number of archaeologists,
Egyptologists and museum curators have written a series of short studies
in his honour, varying from current excavation results from Delta sites to
new or renewed research into museum objects from this region. This book
offers a rich palette of subjects to scholars interested in Delta archaeology
and above all provides hitherto unpublished materials from excavations and
museum depots that will inspire the next generation of Nile Delta scholars.
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If you want to understand ancient Egypt, the Nile Delta is of key importance.
Excavations and surveys in the Delta keep unearthing new information
about how the ancient Egyptians lived, how they envisaged the afterlife and
how they interacted with other cultures. The study of finds from the Delta
gives us a glimpse into the beliefs and everyday life of the ancient Egyptians.
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A glass ba bird in the Allard Pierson
René van Beek

Introduction
The archaeological collection of the Allard Pierson is very diverse and over the past
decades curators have been researching a wide variety of objects. Sometimes objects
acquire a new meaning through research, sometimes even the description of the object
has to be changed. A critical look can provide new insights. Recently a new surprise came
to light, because for this contribution I went looking for an object in which Willem’s and
my fields of interest touch.1

Ba with different layers
My eye was caught by an Egyptian glass ba bird, an extraordinary object that has been
in the museum collection since 1934 (fig. 1). The object is almost 8 cm high and has the
appearance of a bird with a human head covered by a wig. It is made of solid red glass and
partly covered with a yellowish weathering layer.
The information on the inventory card tells us that Lunsingh Scheurleer acquired this
object in 1921 from Friedrich Wilhelm Freiherr von Bissing’s collection. It was described
as stone and had inventory number S112. Scheurleer also considered it to be made of
stone and described it as ‘bird of the soul’, but it also reminded him of a Siren. When the
bird came into the Scheurleer collection it was covered with a paraffin and lacquer layer,
according to his inventory card. This must have made the glass surface invisible and may
have been the reason why Von Bissing and Lunsingh Scheurleer thought it was stone.
Apparently, doubt had arisen in the museum history of the object, because the inventory
card of the Allard Pierson mentions as material: ‘brown green glass?’ A restoration report
from 1969 shows that from the surface layer, consisting of a yellowish weathering layer
supplemented with lacquer and paraffin, the paraffin was removed and replaced by a
thin layer of plaster. This plaster was then repainted to give the entire surface a brownish
yellow colour. In 2020 the plaster layer was removed and the red glass became visible. The
surface of the bird is still partially covered with the yellowish weathering layer, which of
course will not be removed.
1

I would like to thank Ben van den Bercken for his valuable advice on the ba.

in: Bercken, B.J.L. van den, 2021. Egyptian Delta archaeology. Short studies
in honour of Willem van Haarlem, Leiden: Sidestone Press, pp. 103-106.

103

Egyptian glass
When talking about Egyptian glass, one often thinks of small glassware made of core
glass as it occurs from the 18th dynasty. The earliest Egyptian glass may have originated
as an unintentional product in the production of faience, and perhaps that earliest glass
was created by faience makers.2 It is often assumed that glass was made in Egypt itself
as early as the Amarna period from raw materials such as sand, lime and soda. But it
is certainly also possible that the Egyptians imported and melted glass ingots to make
products. This would mean a secondary use of glass. Von Bissing notes that Egypt was
an important centre for glassware and figurines in the pharaonic period, unlike regions
such as Syria and Lebanon, where glass was invented but where large-scale production of
small containers only started in Roman times.3 The Egyptians used glass not only for small
containers but also for small sculptures, beads and amulets. The making of glass figurines
or small sculptures is considered an Egyptian invention. The earliest examples go back to
the time of Amenhotep II in the fifteenth century BC, while glass production on a broader
scale already started under Thutmosis III.
In the 18th dynasty there are glass sculptures of high quality. Few examples have been
preserved from that early period, however, and probably glass was replaced by faience
or glassy faience, substances that are suitable for making sculptures mainly because of
their great flexibility. In the Late Period and the Ptolemaic period in particular, this high
quality of glass figurines decreases and subsequently we see mainly glass inlays and few
freestanding figures.
It seems likely that our ba bird was made according to the so-called lost-wax method.
That means that the figure is initially made from wax and then covered with a very fine
clay. After firing the clay – with the wax running out of the mould – the mould was filled
with cast glass. After the glass had solidified, the fired clay was broken away and the
glass sculpture emerged. Details on the surface might have been applied after the casting
process. Because of the weathering layer that is present on the Amsterdam ba bird, no
seams of the mould can be discerned. The colour of the glass was obtained by the addition
of metal compounds. Red glass is notoriously difficult to make and copper compounds
probably play a role in obtaining the colour.

Two birds
Freestanding glass sculptures in the form of a ba bird are rare. In earlier periods they are
mainly found as amulets and in the Ptolemaic period also as flat inlays.4 Ba birds of about the
same size and posture as the Amsterdam ba are also found in bronze.5 These freestanding
ba birds seem, because of their size, not to have been meant as portable amulets but served
as less movable objects, possibly on a tomb stela or mummy coffin. In the Amsterdam
specimen a small bulge is visible at the bottom. It appears to be a means to attach the bird to

2

Nicholson/Shaw 2000, 195.

3

Von Bissing 1908, 211.

4

For the ba as an amulet: e.g. National Museum of Antiquities, Leiden inventory number F 2015/9.121. As a
Ptolemaic period inlay e.g. the Metropolitan Museum, New York accession number 17.194.2486. See Casini
2015, 10 for an excellent overview of parallels in different materials.

5

For a metal ba bird, e.g. the Israel Museum, Jerusalem accession number 97.063.0110. See also Casini 2015,
10 for an excellent overview of parallels in different materials.
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Fig. 1 Ba bird. Glass, h. 7.7 cm, w. 3.2 cm. Ptolemaic period, c.250‑50 BC, image Allard Pierson,
University of Amsterdam, APM07968.

something. It is impossible to say whether this was on a stela or on a mummy coffin in order
to allow the ba (‘spirit’) of the deceased to re-enter the world of the living.
In the collection of the British Museum is a close parallel for the Amsterdam ba bird.6
The London bird is also made of opaque red glass, is a few millimetres bigger and has
the same posture, in which details such as the feathers are clearly visible. This British
Museum ba comes from Achmim in central Egypt and is dated to the Ptolemaic period.
It is plausible that the Amsterdam bird, whose archaeological origins unfortunately are
unknown, comes from that same period.

Siren, ba and Willem
A ba bird is represented as a bird with a human head and sometimes arms. The Amsterdam
bird’s only human characteristic is its head. The appearance of our bird made Lunsingh
Scheurleer think of a Siren. There are obvious physical similarities between a Siren and a
ba, but they are also both associated with death: in ancient Egypt the ba as a representation
of the deceased re-entering the world of the living via the tomb, and in ancient Greece,
whoever heard a Siren had to die… With their sweet and seductive voices, Sirens are
therefore completely different in character from ba birds.
Ba birds are common in museum collections, but glass specimens are rare. Curators of
Egyptian collections are also fairly common, but Willem van Haarlem is unique. I would
like to thank him for managing the Egyptian collection as he has done for decades. We are
going to miss Willem, but just like a ba bird that can move freely, he will probably come
back once in a while! Just as the ba continues life after death, the spirit of Willem will still
be present after his farewell to the museum!

6

British Museum, London, museum number EA64341.

van Beek
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