






THE RESCUE OF THE TEMPLES

The ancient Egyptians erected many temples along the banks of the River Nile in Nubia, the region near Egypt’s southern border. In the 20th. century, when the Egyptian government decided to build a great dam at Aswan, many people protested because this would form a great lake and cover the sites of the temples. This passage describes how two of these temples were saved by moving them to higher ground.
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Three thousand years ago, the Pharaoh Rameses II constructed two stone temples at Abu Simbel.  The larger temple was built to honour the Pharaoh himself and the smaller one to honour his queen, Nefertari.  In the 20th. century they were to challenge the skill and ingenuity of engineers and technicians from all parts of the world.  The danger that the temples might be swallowed up by the waters of Lake Nasser became a celebrated issue, while the temples became a symbol of the campaign to save the Nubian monuments.  Abu Simbel was the most beautiful, the most grandiose, and the most important of them all – but it was also the most difficult to save due to the materials from which it was sculpted, to the site, and to its plan.

Between the 10th and 12th of June, 1963, the Egyptian government gave its final approval to the project for the removal of the whole mass of rock by cutting it into blocks and reassembling it on a higher site. The complex rescue operations were carried out in a frenetic race against time: work began in April of 1964, but by the end of the summer the waters of the artificial lake were rising faster than expected.  A few figures: 1,036 blocks having an average weight of thirty tons each were removed in addition to 1,112 others surrounding the temples – the most remarkable architectural dismantelling and reconstruction job ever attempted. The two temples were reassembled 65 metres higher up, exactly as they were before. A simple reconstruction was impossible, because the weight of the artificial mountain that was to cover the temples would have crushed them.  A solution was found in the addition of two enormous reinforced concrete domes that would bear the weight of the mountain and protect the temples, as under a gigantic bell. The material brought from below would completely cover the dome, and the cracks would soon be filled with sand. Work was completed on September 22, 1968, barely in time for the waters were already slowly penetrating the enormous caverns, now of a desolating emptiness.

The great rock complex covering the temple was completed and, as punctually as ever, the `sun miracle’* repeated itself in February of 1969. 

Then, as three thousand years earlier, the sanctuary and its seated gods were illuminated. Rameses II and his architectural masterpiece, in spite of everything, continued to live.

* Sun miracle: Twice a year, on February 22 and October 22, the sun penetrates the entire length of the Rameses temple and floods the statues of Amon, Hamarkhis and the Pharaoh Rameses II with light. After about five minutes the light disappears and it is truly remarkable that Ptah is never struck by the rays of the sun, for Ptah is the god of darkness.

