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Abstract 

This paper examines the ritual and symbolic significance of Egyptian funerary 

containers. It defines and argues that mummification is a technical process of ritual 

preservation of the dead body for the afterlife. It further argues that the objects 

associated with the mummification process—particularly canopic jars, sarcophagi, 

and Ka statues—functioned as sacred containers that mediated the relationship 

between the physical body and the spiritual realm. The paper draws on anthropological 

perspectives on material culture and the concept of the container as both a physical 

and symbolic form. It explore how these containers preserved bodily remains while 

simultaneously connecting them to religious beliefs about the afterlife. Each container 

is discussed in relation to the gods with whom it is associated. For example, canopic 

jars are associated with the Four Sons of Horus, while sarcophagi and coffins formed 

protective ritual enclosures for the mummified body. Through comparative 

perspectives from African ritual traditions, this study positions Egyptian funerary 

containers as mediating objects that facilitated the transition of the deceased and 

ensured the continuity of life in the afterlife. 
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Introduction 

For many centuries, scholars have debated which culture first developed the practice of mummifying the dead. Some records 

attribute the earliest known examples of mummification to the Chinchorro culture of the Pacific coast of present-day Chile and 

Peru [1]. However, ancient Egyptians remain the most widely recognized for mummification because of their highly complex 

and elaborate embalming techniques [2]. In ancient Egypt, this practice was closely connected to religious beliefs about the 

afterlife and the survival of the soul (Ka). Death was not considered the end of existence but rather a transition to another life in 

the spiritual realm. To ensure that the body and soul continue their journey after death, the ancient Egyptians developed these 

methods of preserving the body to ensure the continuity of life in the afterlife. This religion belief system influenced virtually 

every aspect of their social and cultural life, including their kinship structures, funerary rituals, festivals, and political authority.

 
1 Salazar, Diego, et al. 2023. “An Archaeometric Approach to Biocontamination with Manganese Pigments in Ancient Marine Hunter-Gatherers of the Atacama 

Desert.” Archaeological and Anthropological Sciences 15 (2023): 187-188 
2 Jana Jones, Thomas Higham, David Chivall, Raffaella Bianucci, Gareth Kay, Matthew Pallen, and Stephen Buckley, “A Prehistoric Egyptian Mummy: 

Evidence for an ‘Embalming Recipe’ and the Evolution of Early Formative Funerary Treatments,” Journal of Archaeological Science 100 (2018): 191 

https://doi.org/10.54660/IJSSER.2025.4.5.122-129
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Within this cosmological framework, the ancient Egyptians 

bestowed great reverence to their pharaohs because of the 

unique position they occupied in both the political and 

spiritual order. Pharaohs were regarded not only as political 

rulers but also as divine figures, holding the highest position 

after God. The Egyptologist E. A. Wallis Budge described the 

pharaoh as a ‘god on earth [3],’ identifying him with the living 

Horus and as the son of Osiris and Isis, thereby embodying 

divine authority within the human world4. Similarly, Eleanor 

Beth argues that the pharaoh functioned as an intermediary 

between the gods and humanity, embodying both divine and 

human qualities [5]. Because of the sacred status of the 

pharaohs, elaborate funeral rituals were developed to 

preserve their souls, protect the body from decay, and ensure 

a successful transition to the afterlife.  

For the ancient Egyptians, mummification was not merely a 

technical method for preventing bodily decay. Rather, it was 

a complex religious ritual practice intended to prepare the 

deceased for existence in the afterlife. Their concern for the 

afterlife made it a prerequisite for them to preserve the body 

as a place for the ‘soul’ to return (Jansen et al., 2002) [6]. This 

practice was closely linked to ancient Egyptian beliefs about 

the spiritual composition of the human person, particularly 

the concept of the Ka. In Egyptian religion, the Ka was 

understood as the vital life force or spiritual essence that 

distinguished a living person from a lifeless body. It was 

generally believed that the Ka continued to exist after death 

and required a physical form with which it could remain 

associated. Because of this belief, the preservation of the 

body was considered essential. If the body were destroyed or 

allowed to decay completely, the Ka would lose its physical 

anchor in the world of the living. Mummification therefore 

functioned as a ritual process designed to preserve the body 

so that the Ka could continue to exist in the afterlife. The 

procedure for mummifying the dead typically involved 

removing the internal organs, drying the body with natron, 

and carefully wrapping it in linen bandages [7] (see figure 1) 

before placing it in a coffin, popularly known as a 

sarcophagus. 

 

 
 Source: World History Encyclopedia 

 

Fig 1: Mummified body from Ancient Egypt.  

 

In addition to preserving the dead body, the ancient Egyptians 

also created statues, commonly referred to as Ka statues 

(refer to Fig 5). These statues served as alternative physical 

receptacles for the Ka, placed in tombs to function as 

substitute bodies in case the mummy was damaged. In this 

sense, Egyptian funerary art objects operated as mediators 

between the physical and spiritual realms. The mummified 

body itself occupied a central symbolic position between two 

worlds: the world of the living and the world of the dead, 

housed in a protective container to safeguard it for eternity 

and protect it from decay. 

During the mummification process, a variety of ritual objects 

were used, including canopic jars, ushabti figurines, amulets, 

coffins, ritual tools, and Ka statues. These objects were 

 
3 E. A. Wallis Budge, The Gods of the Egyptians (London: Methuen & Co., 
1904): 3-6 
4 E. A. Wallis Budge, The Gods of the Egyptians: pg: 130, 242 
5 Eleanor Beth Simmance, Communication with the Divine in Ancient Egypt: 
Hearing Deities, Intermediary Statues and Sistrophores (PhD diss., 

University of Birmingham, 2017):9 
6 Jansen et al., 2002, was quoted in Gomaa Abdel-Maksouda and Abdel-
Rahman El-Aminb, “A Review on the Materials Used during the 

specially consecrated for the funerary rituals and placed 

within tombs to assist the deceased in the afterlife. They were 

believed to connect the spiritual and physical realms, 

functioning symbolically as intermediaries between the 

world of the living and the spiritual world. 

In this sense, these types of objects can be understood in 

relation to the broader classification of African sculptures. 

Margaret Trowel was cited in Akpomuvie. Orhioghene. 

Benedict article titled: “Art, Religion and Symbolic Beliefs 

in Traditional African Context: A Case for Sculpture” 

classifying African objects created for shrines or altars as 

spirit-regarding arts [8]. Similarly, Egyptian funerary art can 

be considered spirit-regarding art, because these sacred 

objects are used as container that housed the soul and spirit 

Mummification Processes in Ancient Egypt,” Mediterranean Archaeology 
and Archaeometry 11, no. 2 (2011): 130. 
7 Gomaa Abdel-Maksouda and Abdel-Rahman El-Aminb, “A Review on 

the Materials Used during the Mummification Processes in Ancient 
Egypt,” Mediterranean Archaeology and Archaeometry 11, no. 2 (2011): 

129–150. 
8 Orhioghene Benedict Akpomuvie, “Art, Religion and Symbolic Beliefs in 
Traditional African Context: A Case for Sculpture,” Review of History and 

Political Science 1, no. 1 (June 2013): 22. 
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of the deceased and facilitated communication between 

humans, spirits, and the divine realm.  

For the purpose of this paper, I focus on containers as ritual 

objects that hold and preserve the remains of the dead, a 

position that constitutes the central argument of this study. 

For clarity, I begin with the canopic jar, which, as previously 

mentioned, was an important ritual container for 

mummification process. Before examining its ritual 

significance, it is necessary to clarify what is meant I by 

‘container’ and how this concept is applied in this study. 

The anthropologist Mary Douglas defines a container as a 

symbolic form of order [9]—an object that holds things 

together and prevents them from falling apart. Similarly, 

Merriam-Webster, defined it as “an object with a defined 

shape, structure, and purpose, used for the conveyance, 

storage, or containment of a substance or material [10],” which 

may be made from various materials such as metal, glass, or 

clay. These definitions suggest two complementary 

meanings: first, the container as a symbolic structure that 

maintains order; and second, the container as a physical 

object that holds or stores something. 

For the purposes of this paper, I focus primarily on the second 

meaning—containers as objects that hold and preserve 

material substances. Supporting this view, Daniel Miller, 

in Material Culture and Mass Consumption, describes 

containers as material forms designed to store or represent 

both physical and symbolic contents [11]. These interpretations 

suggest that containers possess functions that extend beyond 

their simple utilitarian purpose. 

From an anthropological perspective, containers can also be 

understood through the distinction between emic and etic 

perspectives. The emic perspective considers how objects are 

understood within their own cultural context, while the etic 

perspective interprets them from an external analytical 

standpoint. In the case of Egyptian funerary practice, canopic 

vessels functioned emically as sacred containers that 

preserved the internal organs removed during 

mummification. From an etic perspective, they may be 

interpreted as ritual objects that mediate between the physical 

body and the spiritual aspirations associated with the afterlife. 

Canopic jars in this regard are therefore containers designed 

specifically to hold the preserved organs of the deceased (see 

fig. 2) —typically the liver, lungs, stomach, and intestines—

each protected by one of the Four Sons of Horus. Canopic 

vessels were commonly made from materials such as 

limestone, alabaster, pottery, or faience. As works of material 

culture, they also functioned as artistic objects whose form 

and decoration expressed religious meaning. 

 

 
Source: World History Encyclopedia 

 

Fig 2: Egyptian Canopic Jars 

 

The concept of vessels as sacred objects is not limited to 

ancient Egypt. In many cultures, containers serve important 

ritual functions. For example, in several African religious 

traditions, vessels are used in ceremonies to hold offerings, 

libations, or ritual substances dedicated to deities or ancestral 

spirits [12]. In Yoruba culture, for example, a vessel known 

as ìkòkò (or kòkò) functions as a container for substances 

used in ritual practice, often associated with offerings 

to òrìṣà—divine beings that represent aspects of nature, 

morality, and spiritual power [13]. Similarly, in ancient Greek 

 
9 Read more about Mary Douglas’s concept of ‘dirt as matter out of place,’ 

in which she explains that what we call dirt reflects a disruption of symbolic 
order. Accordingly, objects that maintain order—including conceptual 

containers and boundaries—carry cultural meaning. The book can be 

accessed here: Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts 
of Pollution and Taboo (Routledge, 1966). 
10 Merriam-Webster, s.v. “container,”  
11 Read Miller, Daniel. Material Culture and Mass Consumption. Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1995. The paper can be downloaded here: 

https://www.scribd.com/document/322697270/Miller-Material-Culture-

and-Mass-Consumption 
12 Read Dietrich von Bothmer, “A Gold Libation Bowl, for more information 

of how congtainrer function as objects that holds ritual objects. the article 

religion, ritual vessels known as phialai were used to pour 

libations of wine, oil, or water during ceremonies honoring 

the gods [14]. These cross-cultural examples demonstrate that 

vessels function in many cultures as mediating objects 

between the human and spiritual realms. 

Within this broader comparative framework, canopic vessels 

may be interpreted as sacred containers involved in the 

transformation of the deceased in the afterlife. Although they 

physically contained preserved organs, their symbolic 

significance extended far beyond mere storage. 

can be found here: Dietrich von Bothmer, “A Gold Libation Bowl,” The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 21, no. 4 (1962): 154–66,  
13 Read Akinsoji Francis Oni and Kolawole K. Olojo-Kosoko, on the 

significant of ritual objects and the position of Ifa divination on the functions 

of ritual containers. The paper can be downloaded here: Akinsoji Francis Oni 
and Kolawole K. Olojo-Kosoko, “IFA Divination System: An Artistic 

Expression of Yoruba Knowledge Creation,” Current Journal of 

Humanities, Arts and Social Sciences (2024), accessed 
[date], https://www.researchgate.net/publication/386251367_IFA_DIVINA

TION_SYSTEM_AN_ARTISTIC_EXPRESSION_OF_YORUBA_KNO

WLEDGE_CREATION 
14 See Dietrich von Bothmer, “A Gold Libation Bowl,” The Metropolitan 

Museum of Art Bulletin 21, no. 4 (1962): 154–66,  
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This discussion raises an important question: do Egyptian 

funerary containers function in a manner comparable to 

reliquaries in Roman religious traditions [15]? More 

specifically, can these containers be understood as objects 

that preserve and honor the physical remains of the dead in a 

way similar to reliquaries that house sacred relics? In Roman 

and later Christian traditions, reliquaries were designed to 

contain the bodily remains or associated objects of revered 

individuals, such as saints or martyrs, and these relics were 

often venerated by believers. 

By contrast, although ancient Egyptian religion placed great 

emphasis on mummification and the preservation of the body 

for the afterlife, there is little evidence that mummified 

bodies were venerated in the same way that relics were 

revered in Roman religious practice. However, Egyptian 

mummified bodies and their containers can be interpreted as 

analogous to relics because they preserved the physical 

presence of the deceased and served as focal points within 

ritual practice. For instance, sarcophagi, Ka statues, and 

canopic jars can be understood as material forms that mediate 

between the visible world and the invisible realm of the dead. 

In this sense, the objects they contained and the manner in 

which they were presented are comparable to the treatment of 

relics. Moreover, the ritual spaces in which mummification 

and the housing of the deceased took place—including tombs 

and shrines—were consecrated and set apart as sacred spaces, 

similar to the sanctity of sites housing relics. Within these 

spaces, offerings and ceremonies were performed, reflecting 

the Egyptians’ effort to maintain a connection between the 

living, the dead, and the divine. 

Within the ritual process of mummification, the Egyptian 

canopic vessel occupies an important position between the 

world of the living and the realm of the dead. As a funerary 

object, it functions not merely as a container but as part of a 

ritual system that mediates the transformation of the deceased 

for existence in the afterlife. These vessels were designed to 

preserve the internal organs removed during the 

mummification process and were therefore essential to 

maintaining the bodily integrity required for life after death. 

Canopic jars were commonly made from materials such as 

limestone, alabaster, pottery, or faience and were often 

commissioned either by individuals during their lifetime or 

by their families after death. They became a prominent 

component of Egyptian funerary practice from the Old 

Kingdom through the Late Period. The jar is usually four in 

number, each for the safekeeping of particular human organs 

(refer to fig 2): each container contained the stomach, 

intestines, lungs, and liver, all of which, it was believed, 

would be needed in the afterlife [16]. These organs were 

preserved because they were believed to be necessary for the 

individual’s continued existence in the afterlife. The heart, 

however, was not placed in a jar because it was considered 

the seat of consciousness and moral judgment, and it would 

be required for the judgment of the dead in the afterlife. 

The surfaces for instance, often contain inscriptions that play 

an important ritual role in mediating the internal and external 

 
15 Read more about the care of Reliquaries in Roma tradition in Julia Smith, 

“Care of Relics in Early Medieval Rome,” in Rome and Religion in the Early 
Middle Ages: Studies in Honor of Thomas F. X. Noble, ed. Valerie L. Garver 

and Owen M. Phelan, Church, Faith and Culture in the Medieval 

West(Farnham: Ashgate, 2014), 179–205. 
16 Amelle Charrie-Duhaut, Jacques Conna and Nicolas Rouquette, The 

Canopic Jars of Rameses II: Real Use Revealed by Molecular Study of 

functions of the vessel (take a closer look of the inscriptions 

on each jar in Fig 2). The incorporation of text on the jar 

validates both the contents within and the symbolic 

significance of the exterior. These inscriptions can be 

interpreted in two ways. First, they function as protective 

spells or prayers designed to safeguard the organs and the 

deceased from harm. Second, the inscriptions identify 

symbols associated with the specific deity assigned to each 

jar. Each jar is named after one of the four sons of Horus: 

Imsety, Hapi, Duamutef, and Qebehsenuef. 

The lids of each jars are particularly significant because they 

are sculpted in the form of heads representing these deities. 

Each head combines human and animal imagery that reflects 

the symbolic identity of the deity it represents. For example, 

the jar associated with Qebehsenuef, protector of the 

intestines, is represented with a falcon head, symbolizing 

divine protection and vigilance (see the first image by the left 

in Figure 3). The falcon, often associated with the god Horus, 

was widely regarded as a symbol of power, strength, and 

watchfulness. 

The jar protecting the stomach is represented by the jackal 

head of Duamutef (see the first image from the left in Figure 

2). The jackal was a significant animal in Egyptian religion 

because of its association with Anubis, the god of 

mummification and the guardian of the necropolis. As a 

result, the jackal symbolized protection and guidance in the 

journey to the afterlife. The jar containing the lungs is 

associated with Hapi, represented with the head of a baboon 

(see the second image from the right in Figure 2). In Egyptian 

symbolism, the baboon was connected with Thoth, the god of 

wisdom, writing, and knowledge, who also played a role in 

recording the deeds of the deceased during the judgment of 

the dead. The jar protecting the liver bears the human head of 

Imsety, the only one of the four represented in human form 

(see the second image from the left in Figure 2). Imsety was 

associated with protection and was linked symbolically to 

Osiris, the god of the afterlife [17]. The human head in this 

context symbolizes divine authority and the safeguarding of 

the deceased in the next world. 

The emphasis on the head in these representations is also 

noteworthy. In many African artistic traditions, the head is 

often depicted as proportionally larger than the body because 

it is believed to be the seat of wisdom, spiritual power, and 

destiny. In several African cosmologies, the head is 

understood as the locus of spiritual identity and 

communication with the spiritual realm. Although Egyptian 

and other African traditions developed in different cultural 

contexts, but they have a similar symbolic emphasis placed 

on the head in artistic representation highlights a broader 

concern with the spiritual significance of the human body. 

Beyond the canopic jars, another important funerary 

container is the sarcophagus, also referred to as a coffin (see 

fig. 3). The sarcophagus is the primary container for the 

mummified body and formed a central element in Egyptian 

burial practices. Like the canopic jars, it functioned not 

merely as a protective casing but as a ritual object associated 

Organic Residues, Journal of Archeological Science, Vol 34, no. 6 

(2007):957-967. 
17 Read more about Ancient Egyptian gods in Lurker, Manfred. The Gods 

and Symbols of Ancient Egypt: An Illustrated Dictionary. Thames & 

Hudson, 1980. 
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with the preservation and transformation of the deceased. 

 

  
   Source: Getty Image 

 

Fig 3: (a) Closed Sarcophagi (b) Open Sarcophagi 

 

Comparative perspectives from African cultures further 

illuminate the symbolic meaning of such containers. In many 

African traditions, coffins are understood as vessels designed 

not only to contain the body but also to honor the deceased 

and express their social identity. They often reflect the status, 

achievements, and personality of the individual whose body 

they contain. Karel Arnaut, for example, notes that African 

funerary art frequently reflects the identity and social role of 

the deceased [18]. In Ghanaian funerary traditions, coffins are 

sometimes shaped to represent the profession, achievements, 

or symbolic identity of the deceased, thereby celebrating their 

life and legacy. Similarly, Paul Stoller and Cheryl Olkes, 

in In Sorcery’s Shadow, describe how funerary practices 

among the Songhay of Niger emphasize the protection of the 

spirit of the deceased and the safe passage to the afterlife. In 

this context, coffins function not only as containers but also 

as ritual objects that participate in the transition between the 

world of the living and the world of the ancestors. From this 

perspective, Egyptian funerary containers—including 

canopic jars and sarcophagi—can be understood as material 

objects that mediate between physical remains and spiritual 

transformation. They function simultaneously as protective 

containers, ritual instruments, and symbolic forms through 

which the Egyptians expressed their beliefs about death, the 

body, and the afterlife. In this context, a coffin may be 

understood as an “eternal case” designed to convey and 

preserve the body of the deceased for the journey into the 

afterlife. In ancient Egyptian burial practice, the coffin 

existed within a larger protective structure known as a 

sarcophagus. A sarcophagus is typically a large outer 

coffin—usually made of stone—that encloses and protects 

one or more inner coffins containing the mummified body 

(refer to fig 3 a&b). Rather than being simply a “pair of 

coffins,” the sarcophagus functions as the outermost 

container within a system of nested funerary containers 

designed to safeguard the body. 

The outer container serves an important protective function 

(refer to fig 3 picture a). One of the reasons for constructing 

 
18 Read Arnaut, “ART AND THE AFRICAN WORLD: A HISTORICAL 

ANALYSIS OF THEIR INTERCONNECTION,” JASO Vol. 2, no. 2, 
(1991). 

monumental burial structures, such as pyramids and tombs, 

was to safeguard the body of the deceased as well as the 

treasures and ritual objects buried with it. Ancient Egyptian 

religious beliefs emphasized that the deceased would require 

certain possessions in the afterlife, including food, jewelry, 

furniture, and ritual objects. These items were therefore 

placed within the tomb to accompany the deceased on their 

spiritual journey. The fear that these objects might be looted 

was not only a material concern but also a religious one, since 

the loss of funerary provisions could potentially disrupt the 

well-being of the deceased in the afterlife. 

Within this system of protection, the sarcophagus was built 

to function as an external container that shields the inner 

coffin and prevents direct access to the body. The materiality 

of the sarcophagus contributes to its protective role. 

Sarcophagi were often made of durable materials such as 

stone, which symbolized permanence and ensured the long-

term preservation of the body. In this sense, the sarcophagus 

creates both a physical and symbolic space. Physically, it 

protects the body contained within it; symbolically, it 

establishes a sacred enclosure dedicated to the deceased. The 

tomb itself further extends this protective and sacred space. 

Tombs were architectural structures built to house the 

remains of the deceased and the objects associated with 

funerary rituals [19]. Their walls were frequently decorated 

with inscriptions and relief sculptures depicting scenes from 

the life of the deceased as well as religious imagery 

associated with the afterlife. Through these visual and textual 

elements, the tomb became a ritual environment that 

supported the transformation of the deceased into an eternal 

being. 

Inside the sarcophagus, the inner coffin (See fig 4 picture) 

functioned as the container directly associated with the 

mummified body. This coffin often took an anthropoid form 

resembling the human body, emphasizing the continued 

identity of the deceased. In this sense, the coffin acted 

symbolically as a vessel or transitional object connecting the 

physical body with the spiritual realm. Although the coffin 

19 Read more about zEgyptian burial system and the significant of toms and 

pyramids. This can be found oin Aidan Dodson, “Tombs in Ancient 
Egypt,” Encyclopaedia of the History of Science, Technology, and 

Medicine in Non-Western Cultures, January 1, 2014. 
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itself does not literally transport the soul, it forms part of a 

funerary system designed to ensure the survival of the 

individual’s spiritual essence—particularly the Ka, the life 

force that continued to exist after death. 
 

  
   Source: Getty Image 

 

Fig 4: Coffin inside sarcophagi 

 

The artistic design of coffins also carried important symbolic 

meaning. Coffins in ancient Egypt were often elaborately 

decorated with painted imagery, hieroglyphic inscriptions, 

and precious materials [20]. The use of durable and luxurious 

materials such as gold or semi-precious stones emphasized 

the social status and importance of the deceased. At the same 

time, the anthropomorphic form of many coffins symbolized 

rebirth and the continuation of life after death [21]. 

Comparative perspectives from African funerary traditions 

further illuminate the symbolic role of coffins. In several 

African cultures, coffins are not merely containers for the 

dead but also works of art that celebrate the life and identity 

of the deceased. In Ghana, for example, funerary coffins are 

sometimes crafted in the shapes of objects associated with the 

deceased’s profession or social identity, such as animals, 

vehicles, or tools [22]. These artistic forms reflect the belief 

that death represents a transition rather than an end and that 

the life and achievements of the deceased should be honored 

through symbolic representation. 

The inscriptions found on Egyptian coffins also play an 

important ritual role. These inscriptions may be understood 

in two ways. (refer to fig 3 a&b). First, the texts displayed on 

the exterior of the coffin provide information about the 

identity of the deceased, including their name, titles, and 

sometimes their achievements or religious affiliations. 

Second, the interior inscriptions frequently contain prayers, 

spells, or invocations intended to guide and protect the soul 

of the deceased in the afterlife. These texts formed part of the 

larger funerary tradition that later developed into what is 

commonly known as the Book of the Dead [23]. 

Sarcophagi and coffins therefore functioned not only as 

protective containers but also as powerful symbols of social 

status, religious belief, and the hope for eternal life. Through 

their artistic form, inscriptions, and ritual context, they played 

a central role in the elaborate burial customs of ancient 

Egyptian culture.  

Another important ritual object associated with funerary 

practice is the Ka statue. As discussed earlier, the Ka refers 

to the vital life force or spiritual essence of a person that 

continues to exist after death (see figure 5). The Ka statue 

served as a physical representation or dwelling place for this 

life force. Although it did not literally contain the soul, it 

functioned as a substitute body through which the Ka could 

receive offerings. These statues were placed within tombs or 

offering chapels where food, drink, and ritual offerings were 

presented to sustain the Ka in the afterlife. In this sense, the 

statue functioned as a material point of interaction between 

the living and the dead. 

 

 
20 Read Taylor, John H., and Marie Vandenbeusch, eds. Ancient Egyptian 

Coffins: Craft Traditions and Functionality. Peeters / British Museum 

Publications on Egypt and Sudan, 2018. 
21 Taylor, John H., and Marie Vandenbeusch, eds. Ancient Egyptian 

Coffins. 2018. 

22 Read Stoller, Paul, Olkes, Cheryl. In Sorcery’s Shadow: A Memoir of 

Apprenticeship among the Songhay of Niger: University of Chicago, 

(1989) 
23 See Budge, E. A. W. (1967). The Egyptian Book of the Dead: The 

Papyrus of Ani. Dover Publications. 
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  Source: World History Encyclopedia 

 

Fig 5: Ka Statue 

 

Similar ideas about statues as vessels of spiritual presence 

appear in several African religious traditions. The scholar 

John Mbiti observes that statues and sacred images in African 

religions are not just decorative objects but are often regarded 

as sacred forms associated with divine presence [24]. Likewise, 

Galadima, Bulus Y quoted Bolaji Idowu in their article 

Evaluation of the Theology of Bolaji Idowu.” that such 

figures may function as emblematic representations of deities 

and serve as focal points for ritual communication with the 

spiritual realm. [25] Comparative examples can also be found 

in other religious traditions in which statues or effigies are 

believed to embody or host spiritual forces. For example, in 

some African and Afro-Caribbean religious practices, ritual 

objects or statues serve as vessels through 

which òrìṣà (deities) manifest during ceremonies. Similarly, 

in some Indigenous traditions in the Americas, carved figures 

or effigies may function as receptacles for ancestral or 

spiritual presence. 

Ancient Egyptian religious expressed a comparable idea 

through the concept of the “living image,” a statue is 

understood to embody the presence of the individual it 

represented. In this sense, the Ka statue functioned as a 

material form that enabled the continued existence and 

nourishment of the Ka through ritual offerings. Ordinarily, a 

statue is a three-dimensional work of art created through 

carving, casting, or modeling solid materials such as stone, 

metal, wood, or clay. The choice of material used in sculpture 

is often culturally significant, reflecting the artistic traditions 

and religious beliefs of the society that produces it.  

In many regions of Africa, wood has historically been one of 

the most common materials used for sculptural figures. Its 

relative softness allows artists to carve intricate forms, 

patterns, and symbolic motifs with precision. Beyond its 

practical qualities, wood also holds symbolic significance in 

 
24 Read John S. Mbiti, African Religions & Philosophy (New York, Praeger, 

1969),  
25 See Galadima, Bulus Y. “Evaluation of the Theology of Bolaji 
Idowu.” Africa Journal of Evangelical Theology 20, no. 2 (2001): quoted 

Bolaji idowu; 110.  

many African cultures. For example, among the Yoruba of 

Nigeria, wood is frequently regarded as a living material 

derived from trees that possess spiritual vitality. It is highly 

valued for its malleability to carved and create intricate 

pattern and motifs. it possesses spiritual qualities that make it 

an appropriate medium for creating statues of deities and 

ancestors. The art historian Robert Farris Thompson 

describes wood as an important sculptural material in African 

art because it embodies the vitality of the tree and can 

function symbolically as a mediator between the human and 

spiritual worlds [26]." And Henry John Drewal also asserts that 

"in many African cultures, wood is seen as a living material 

with spiritual qualities that can be harnessed through carving 

and other artistic processes [27]." The type of materials for 

making statues is heavily influenced by African religions and 

belief systems. The selection of materials for sculpture is 

therefore closely connected to religious beliefs and ritual 

practices. A comparable relationship between material and 

spiritual meaning can be observed in ancient 

Egyptian Ka statues, which were created as part of funerary 

traditions associated with the afterlife. The Ka, understood in 

Egyptian religion as the vital life force or spiritual essence of 

a person, was believed to continue existing after 

death. Ka statues were therefore produced to serve as a 

physical representation—or substitute body—through which 

the Ka could continue to receive offerings. 

The materials used for Ka statues varied depending on the 

historical period and the social status of the individual 

represented. During the Old Kingdom (c. 2686–2181 BCE), 

many Ka statues were carved from stone, particularly 

limestone, although wooden examples also existed. Some of 

these sculptures were painted in bright colors or decorated 

with gilding. In later periods, such as the Middle Kingdom (c. 

2055–1650 BCE) and the New Kingdom (c. 1550–1070 

26 Robert Farris Thompson, “An Aesthetic of the Cool,” African Arts 7, no. 

1 (1973): 40,. 
27 Henry John Drewal, John Pemberton, and Rowland Abiodun, “Yoruba: 
Nine Centuries of African Art and Thought,” African Arts 23, no. 1 (1989): 

68–104. 
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BCE), sculptors continued to work in stone, including 

limestone, sandstone, and granite. The selection of materials 

often reflected the rank and wealth of the individual being 

commemorated. Statues representing pharaohs or elite 

officials were frequently produced in more durable and 

prestigious materials, emphasizing permanence and their 

status. 

The symbolic use of material therefore played an important 

role in communicating social identity and spiritual meaning. 

Durable materials such as stone or metal conveyed ideas of 

endurance and eternal existence, which were closely aligned 

with Egyptian beliefs about life after death. In this sense, 

the Ka statue functioned both as a work of art and as a ritual 

object associated with funerary practice. It represented the 

continued presence of the deceased in the physical world 

while simultaneously serving as a point of interaction 

between the living and the spiritual realm. 

 

Conclusion 

Ancient Egyptian culture developed a highly elaborate belief 

system centered on the afterlife, in which artistic objects 

played a significant role in ritual practice. Scholars such as 

Salima Ikram have described many funerary objects used in 

mummification rituals as enshrinement objects, emphasizing 

their role in representing divine power and facilitating the 

transformation of the deceased in the afterlife. Therefore, 

objects associated with mummification were understood to 

possess ritual and symbolic power that aided the deceased in 

their journey through the afterlife. In this sense, the funerary 

objects discussed in this study—including canopic jars, 

sarcophagi, and Ka statues—may be understood as 

consecrated ritual objects that mediated the relationship 

between the physical body and the spiritual realm in ancient 

Egyptian religion. 
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