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reconstructed 1960–1968 CE.
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Integrities: 
The Salvage of Abu Simbel
LUCIA ALLAIS

In 1965, British architectural historian and technology enthusiast Reyner
Banham wrote a letter to a preservationist who had asked him to intervene
against the demolition of the Reliance Building in Chicago. “The day you find
me speaking up for the preservation of any building whatsoever,” Banham
wrote, “send flowers, the next stage will be the general paralysis of the
insane.” Banham refused to engage in what he called “idiotic preservationist
panics” for fear of being subjected to similar requests from “every crackpot
period group and broken-down country-house owner in England.”1 But he
could also have aimed his sarcasm at preservationists with much more cos-
mopolitan tastes. In 1965, after all, Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoye was declared
a national historic monument in France, thanks in part to an international
advocacy campaign by modernist architects and historians, including
Siegfried Giedion.2 The mid-1960s constitutes something of a historical turn-
ing point, when a wave of fervor swept up architects and architectural histo-
rians of every allegiance across Europe and North America, and transformed
architectural preservation from a fringe movement into a mainstream political
cause. A few dates serve to evidence this shift. In 1963, architects (including
Philip Johnson) joined urban activists (including Jane Jacobs) to protest the
demolition of New York’s Penn Station. In 1964, a group of architects and
archaeologists from sixteen countries coauthored the Venice Charter, the first
international document to call for the protection of both monuments and 
historic sites. At the 1965 White House conference where the phrase “world
heritage” was coined, visionaries R. Buckminster Fuller and John McHale
joined architectural historian Vincent Scully to recommend that “the cultural
diversity of the earth” be conserved as a resource, akin to oil or gas.3 This
three-year period is bracketed by major acts of legislation that extended the
legal protection of historic buildings to entire urban districts: the 1962 Loi
Malraux in France and the 1966 National Historic Preservation Act in the
United States. In 1972, the World Heritage Convention was signed by the United
Nations’ cultural agency, Unesco, establishing mechanisms for protecting
sites of natural and cultural heritage worldwide.

So where Banham saw “idiotic panics,” others saw political empowerment.
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The timeline I have sketched out is rapidly being historicized as the start of 
a dramatic rise in the political power of preservationists, coincident with a
global shift from conserving individual monuments to preserving entire
environments. According to this new historiography, the 1960s saw an enlarge-
ment of preservation’s domain and a concurrent expansion of its political
effectiveness worldwide. The preservationist Alan Powers even identifies
1965–1985 as a “heroic period of conservation,” when the “parallel progress
of voluntary association and legislative and administrative action, combined
with media pressure,” triggered a politics of expansion that aimed to estab-
lish “the place of conservation in life as a whole.”4 Powers’s use of the pre-
ferred British term conservation gives away his geographic specificity. But
like many other national narratives, his story has international implications,
whereby local “heroism” helped to ignite a global movement, which, in turn,
followed the political example of national groups to bring pressure onto
international organizations.5 Thus, in an accumulating number of national
histories, the globalization of preservation politics is ascribed to a conver-
gence of political will along four axes: an alliance between modern architects
and historic preservationists; a shift of media attention from object-buildings
to urban ensembles and vernacular milieus; a joining of forces between
nature conservationists and architectural activists; and a concerted effort by
scholars to diversify the architectural canon and the demand for its protec-
tion. And so (the narrative goes) the protective boundary of preservation was
progressively enlarged, by sheer force of activism, to include ever-larger sectors
of the built environment.

The trouble with this narrative of progressive enlargement lies in its con-
ception of architectural history; specifically, the notion that architectural
monuments stayed the same while around them mentalities changed. If a
new politics of expansion arose from a synchronous wave of activist prac-
tices, how was this politics enacted at the architectural scale? What values
and criteria had to be invented for historic architecture to sustain its expanded
political charge? Perhaps most importantly, how did preservation, once con-
ceived as a historical accumulation of buildings in time, become a spatial
practice that lays a claim to entire environments?

Some historians have pointed to the social, legal, and technological forms
of mediation that intervened to accomplish this enlargement. In the 1970s,
the German art historian Willibald Sauerländer commented on the growing
consensus that an “extension of heritage” had occurred, but he expressed
skepticism that the process had been purely additive. “To conserve is not only
to preserve historical evidence but also to mediate it,” he wrote. Instead he
hypothesized a shift from quantity to quality—from art-historical “accumu-
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lation” to a populist “cult of monuments”—and hinted that public demand
for expanding the boundary of protection did not necessarily empower the
people who found themselves inside that boundary.6 International activists
tracking this expansion on the global stage soon detected another layer of
mediation, pointing out that case-by-case activism had been accompanied by
a dissemination of norms. Piero Gazzola, founder of the International Council
on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS, the first nongovernmental organization
devoted to architecture), remarked that preservationists turned their atten-
tion to urban spaces and vernacular typologies all over the world at the same
time. “In the span of ten years,” he wrote in 1978, “we have gone from punc-
tual protection to global protection.” But he also warned against thinking that
this “diffusion of criteria” had created a blanket of control. “Total protec-
tion,” he wrote, “can lead to non-protection.”7

Over the next two decades, talk of heritage expansion turned to concern
for heritage inflation. The French historian Françoise Choay, for instance,
concluded her authoritative 1992 history of patrimony with a chapter on new
technologies—of mass communication and transportation—which she
blamed for turning heritage into an instrument of “hidden mediation” that
fueled a “cult of passive self-contemplation” worldwide.8 Appealing to
Sigmund Freud, she detected in the diffuse globalization of heritage a strain
of narcissism. “Heritage today,” she wrote, “seems to play the role of a vast
mirror in which we . . . contemplate our own image.” More recently, the
architect Rem Koolhaas has analyzed what he calls “the onward march of
preservation” and confirmed Choay’s diagnosis of passivity, concluding 
that “preservation is overtaking us.”9 In this formulation, preservation is a
spatiotemporal mechanism that compresses historical values and dissemi-
nates them in order to control the built environment.

Together, Sauerländer, Gazzola, Choay, and Koolhaas provide the seeds for
a critique of the heroic narrative of preservation history because they point
out that the expansion of preservation has been accompanied by a funda-
mental shift in how historical and political agency operate through architec-
ture. If historic preservation entered a new phase in the mid-1960s, it did so
not only because preservationists acquired more political power but because
power found new ways to circulate through the built environment.
Architectural agency took on new norms, new forms, new techniques.

This article addresses the radical change that occurred in preservation’s
modus operandi beginning in the mid-1960s by telling the story of one
episode when the expansion of preservation’s domain “from the punctual to
the global” was the subject of an international engineering competition. The
objects of the competition were the temples of Abu Simbel: two massive
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pharaonic shrines, fronted by eight colossal figures that were carved out of a
sandstone cliff on the banks of the Nile during the rule of Rameses II in the
twelfth century BCE. From 1960 to 1968, the temple complex was saved from
drowning, moved 208 meters over and 65 meters up from its original site in 
a highly publicized international campaign led by Unesco. The salvage
remains a world-historical event and an important marker in the history of
preservation. The monuments were so large and monolithic that they blurred
the boundaries between an architectural object and its site, and their salvage
was part of a regional plan that exemplified preservation’s expanded scale of
operation. Furthermore, because the temples were so remote and had no
“local” constituency advocating on their behalf, the question of what kind of
technical and political mediation was required for their salvage was brought
into particular relief.10 They also offer a unique case study of the role tech-
nology has played in making historic preservation a global field of expertise.
The salvage of Abu Simbel exemplifies the new model of monumentality that
was catalyzed when new approaches to preservation mixed with geopoliti-
cal ambitions and experimental engineering.

In this article I focus on technology not only because the international
preservation movement coalesced in reaction to a perceived acceleration of
technological progress—although it is true that the proliferation of public
works and engineering projects throughout the 1960s served as a rallying cry
for both environmental and architectural activists. Nor is it simply that 
technological obsolescence became, in this period, the dominant criterion 
for determining what qualifies as historic architecture to be preserved—
although many of the buildings that turned modernists into preservationists,
such as Penn Station and the Euston Arch, had been built around industrial
technologies, now newly old.11 More generally, architects’ attitudes toward
technology were crucial in determining where they stood in the debates
about the historical self-image of modernism and the fate of its most famous
buildings. No doubt Banham’s real objection to preservation was technolog-
ical: for him, to be modern was “to keep pace with a technological situation,”
not to conserve and memorialize past architectural technologies.12 Yet, like
many other architectural practitioners during this period, preservationists
tried to “keep pace” with history by adopting and adapting the technologies
against which they were fighting. I focus on technology, then, because chang-
ing conceptions of history, including architectural history, must be thought
in relation to changing technologies, particularly those building technologies
that translated notions of historical progress, of development, of teleology—
of time—into space.

Egyptian, Soviet, and Yemeni
presidents Gamal Abdel Nasser,
Nikita Khrushchev, and Abdullah
as-Sallal “hurling rocks” into the
gap to divert the Nile for the con-
struction of the Aswan High Dam.
New York Times, May 14, 1964.
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Monument and/as Infrastructure
On May 14, 1964, the New York Times published a photograph of Soviet 
president Nikita Khrushchev and Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser
“hurling rocks” into the Nile to inaugurate the construction of the Aswan
High Dam. Originally designed in 1946 by an international consortium led
by a German-American engineer, the dam was to be one of the largest rock-
fill dams ever built, its size commensurate with its impressive multipurpose
task: to retain water in a gigantic reservoir lake, generating enough energy to
electrify the Nile Valley all the way to the delta and permanently irrigate
much of Egypt along the way. The dam was also to become the object of an
intense and prolonged geopolitical tug-of-war. As soon as Nasser came to
power in 1952, he made the project central to his plan for jump-starting the
country’s development and achieving agricultural self-sufficiency. Large
infrastructural projects were frequently used by nonaligned leaders like
Nasser to leverage their strategic position with both sides of the Cold War’s
East-West divide, and in 1956 Nasser approached the West, receiving an
immediate offer to fund the dam from the World Bank, the United States, and
the United Kingdom. But after realizing that this economic debt would not
dictate Egypt’s political allegiance, the Western consortium withdrew its
offer. Defiant, Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal to raise funds for the dam—
sparking a crisis that would shake up the Middle East for decades—and
turned to the Eastern bloc for further support. By 1964, the dam was being
built largely with Soviet money and expertise.13 In this context, Khrushchev
and Nasser’s act of “hurling rocks” stands out as a raw and triumphant
demonstration of technopolitics: a delegation, by sheer force of gravity, of an
immense amount of political power to an enormous machine.

The inaugural photograph was disseminated in the West as a cautionary
tale. Suspended in midair, the stones of the Aswan High Dam were carriers
of a political force that could divert not only the flow of the Nile but also
Western channels of influence in the Middle East. There was no shortage of
infrastructural metaphors to make the point: Khrushchev used his Egyptian
trip to declare his intentions to “drown capitalism on the African continent,”
and another photo opportunity the next day showed the leaders pushing 
a button, in unison, to detonate the first explosion that would demolish 

temporary construction digs. Western com-
mentators witnessing this political theater
responded by attacking the monumental
qualities of the dam, calling it “Nasser’s
pyramid”and an “Egyptian monopolization
of the Nile.”14 Not to be outdone in monu-
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mental rhetoric, Nasser’s Ministry of Information spent much of the early
1960s comparing the Aswan High Dam to the monuments of pharaonic
Egypt. One pamphlet, aptly titled “Aswan: The City with Public Works More
Grandiose Than Obelisks and Pyramids,” computed that the dam would
require “enough stone to build 26 ancient pyramids,” a comparison made
easier by the fact that the dam was itself “in the form of a collapsed pyra-
mid.”15 But the ministry also emphasized the dam’s absolute modernity.
Whereas the pyramids were “monstrous architectural conceptions” that had
wasted material and exploited labor for the memory of only a “few powerful
men,” the Aswan High Dam was a new kind of monument, “larger and more
human” because it would remain active, in the service of all Egyptians, in
hydrological perpetuity.16

The contest between two kinds of monumentality (the one ancient and 
static, the other modern and dynamic) was no mere metaphor. The six-trillion-
cubic-foot lake created by the dam was projected to flood dozens of ancient
temples and archaeological sites in Nubia that sat along the banks of the Nile.
By 1964 the dam had become a veritable iron curtain neatly dividing the 
Nile Valley between Eastern and Western blocks, each side running a large-
scale engineering project. Downstream, more than 800 Russian engineers
built the dam and its associated power stations. Upstream, Nubia was
crowded with Western archaeologists and engineers brought by Unesco to
survey and salvage hundreds of monuments and sites.

The temples of Abu Simbel were the largest and most impressive of the
temples, and they were understood from the start of the project as counter-
monuments to the dam. Like the dam, they represented engineering projects
of massive scale. Also like the dam, their salvage would require unprece-
dented international cooperation. But unlike the dam, which generated power,
the colossi of Abu Simbel appeared to absorb the immense effort that was
invested in them. For instance, in 1960, Unesco publicized its appeal to “Save
the Treasures of Nubia” on the cover of the Courier with an image of the tem-
ples sitting impassibly, facing the Nile. Four years later, the temples appeared
again on a Courier cover, which proclaimed this time that “Victory in Nubia”
had been achieved.17 Nowhere was the human agency required to achieve
this victory in evidence: the temples sat unchanged, still facing the Nile
impassibly. In contrast, Soviet publications commemorating Khrushchev’s
visit to Aswan depicted hydroelectricity as a source of political empowerment,
proudly claiming that “Russian-Egyptian friendship” had built the dam. Against
this political specificity, Unesco made use of what Bruno Latour has called
its “sociological Esperanto” to describe the work of preservation: according
to the organization’s publicity material, “the world saved Abu Simbel.”18
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What does this mean? One place to start decoding Unesco’s abstract 
language is the final engineering report for the salvage of the temples, whose
preface breaks down “the world” into six collective nouns:

The EGYPTIAN PEOPLE, through their GOVERNMENT, have shoul-
dered the greatest part of the burden of this noble enterprise.

UNESCO called on nations and people all over the world and urged
them to make generous contributions.

The ARCHAEOLOGIST, represented by specialists from Egypt as
well as from other countries, outlined the fundamental conditions for
the Salvage Operation.

The CONTRACTOR, in the form of a Joint Venture composed of
companies from Egypt, Italy, France, Germany and Sweden, executed
the gigantic works involved.

The CONSULTING ENGINEER planned and prepared the whole 
project and supervised the works. He also submitted this Report.19

This disembodied chain of human agency actually describes a specific set
of actors who participated not only in saving Abu Simbel but also in the
entire campaign to salvage the twenty-four other temples of Nubia. Each
plural noun represents a human network whose presence in Nubia was care-
fully orchestrated: from Egyptian workers to foreign archaeologists and engi-
neers to international bureaucrats. Elsewhere, I have described how this
delicate orchestration can be understood as a design project that reconfig-
ured the Nubian Desert into a new, massive exhibition space. Here it might
suffice to note that this project was tacitly regulated by a logic of concentra-
tion and dissemination.20 The design began in 1959, when Unesco assigned 
a priority to each temple, designating some as of “first” or “second impor-
tance,” deeming the rest unsalvageable, and vetting proposals for new sites.
Over the next twenty years, some temples were consolidated in four oases
along the new lake, while others were dispersed individually as “ambas-
sadors of Egyptian culture” in Western museums. To legitimate this work,
Unesco invented an entirely new legal and bureaucratic framework for cul-
tural exchange. But despite Unesco’s guarantee of scientific and political
neutrality, the overall effect of the temple movement was to optimize the
number of tourists to the temples. In a sense, this redesign of the desert liter-
alized what Gazzola called the passage “from the punctual to the global.”21

Once a sequence of points on a map, the monuments of Nubia became part
of a global network wherein they retained their Nubian identity despite being
dispersed across temporal and spatial discontinuities. So although the 
Abu Simbel temples were technically salvaged in situ (i.e., they were not,

Egyptian Ministry of Information.
Section through the High Dam at
Aswan, 1959.
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conceptually, relocated), they were fundamentally transformed by their
movement, becoming the crowning moment of this new experiential com-
plex—a new monumental infrastructure for a new nation-state.

Integrities
The task of salvaging Abu Simbel was never declared an international com-
petition, but it unfolded as a series of alternative schemes proposed by
national delegations and assessed by Unesco. For the organization’s cultural
officers, the project offered an opportunity to codify emerging international
criteria for preservation, especially the concept of “integrity.” Borrowed from
ecological discourse, the idea of integrity appeared especially promising to
conservationists eager to expand their activities beyond the walls of individ-
ual monuments because it implied that a matrix of relationships exists
between all the elements of a given site.22 But as in ecological thinking, the
notion of integrity also provoked a constant slippage between ethical and 
scientific discourses. When applied to the moving of monuments, the term
integrity alternately designated the morphology of a site, the material prop-
erties of an object to be moved, and the moral fiber of the person (or entity)
doing the moving.

Unesco’s judging committees were composed of a variety of disciplinary
representatives, and each national team making proposals was also an exper-
iment in collaboration. Most teams were led by engineers (who likely under-
stood integrity as a structural notion) but also included architects (for whom
integrity was a site-planning strat-
egy) and sometimes preservation-
ists (who focused on the material
integrity of objects). This intricate
division of tasks—among engi-
neers and architects, individuals
and institutions, nation-states and
international organizations—was
further complicated by an under-
lying debate over whether any
modern human gesture should be
legible in the desert. Here integrity,
as a term applicable to environ-
mental systems, became entwined
with integration, an aesthetic
notion that had been developed
by European art and architectural
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conservators since 1945.23 And while each team’s proposal can be read for its
contribution to the new international discourse on integrity and integration,
the rhetoric surrounding each scheme also reveals a preservation mentality
strongly influenced by national traditions. These national discourses must
be recalled along with the various salvage schemes proposed by each team—
not in order to caricature them, but, on the contrary, to show how invisible
these intellectual legacies had become in their home countries and how incon-
gruous and incompatible they suddenly appeared when forced to compete
on an international stage. One irony of preservation history is that although
preservation discourse became properly international as early as the mid-
nineteenth century, many of its practices and values remained nationally
bounded well into the twentieth century, in part because the profession of
preservation is largely administered by national state institutions.24

Damming, Lifting, Flooding, Floating
The first scheme to salvage Abu Simbel was proposed by the French engi-
neering firm of Coyne et Bellier in summer 1960: to preserve the temple in
situ by building a rock-fill dam—in some ways a copy of the Aswan High
Dam—in front of the temples.25 This scheme would reintegrate the monu-
ments into the desert using the same technologies that had radically trans-
formed it. Coyne et Bellier were specialists in thin-shell concrete dams, but
they left the design of the dam to French architect Albert Laprade, who
sought to maintain what he called “the extraordinary harmony between the
elements of this unique site.”26 Laprade devised an intricate choreography
where visitors arrived by water at the level of the lake, descended along a 
sinuous scenic route to circumvent a shallow pool in front of the temples,
and finally found themselves aligned with an axis that corresponded with 
the angle taken by the rising sun during a once-a-year illumination with the
innermost shrine of the large temple. 

Laprade felt no qualms about leaving a legible human gesture in the
sand—so long as he deemed the gesture to be aesthetically continuous with
the original setting. In this sense, he engaged in the French practice of

“restoration” as it had been pioneered by
Viollet-le-Duc and had continued to be fol-
lowed, in spirit, well into twentieth-century
France: that is, the act of “re-instating a
monument in a condition of completeness
which could never have existed at any given
time.”27 This “condition of completeness”
had long been the French answer to the

Opposite: Twenty-four temples
were relocated to four oases
along the Nile and five Western
museums during Unesco’s
Campaign to Salvage the
Temples of Nubia, 1960—1980.
Diagram by Lucia Allais.

Left: Coyne et Bellier with Albert
Laprade. “Dam” scheme to pro-
tect the temples of Abu Simbel,
1960. Plan and rendering.
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question of integrity, and Laprade evoked it when he called the site a 
“timeless landscape.” Yet completeness did not mean ideality. Having spent
much of his career drawing and designing neo-orientalist buildings in an
explicit rebellion against classicism, Laprade rejected circular geometry as
“too majestic,” favoring instead an elliptical gesture that, he argued, created
“a jewel-case” around the temples, “fusing” his work “into the landscape.”
Found nature took the place of past architecture in this redefinition of
restoration, as the new site was now described as having an “almost natural
appearance.”28

But the architectural legibility of this “dam” scheme only concealed its
weakness as an engineering proposal. As Unesco’s chief archaeologist soon
realized, “unfortunately, dams are made to go across streams not to protect
something on the side of the stream.”29 A pumping station, located far from
view behind the temples, would perform most of the work of preservation.
Financing this pumping would have been prohibitively expensive. Faced
with the prospect of indefinite maintenance, within a few months Unesco
decided to pursue an alternative plan that Piero Gazzola—the same Italian
preservationist mentioned at the beginning of this article—had proposed
during Unesco’s first fact-finding mission in October 1959.30

Gazzola was the first to propose “liberating” the temples of Abu Simbel
from the mountain in order to “preserve the integrity of the temple by lifting
it whole.”31 Influenced by an Italian tradition of painting restoration that 
distinguished between the epiderme and the struttura (the skin and the struc-
ture) of any work of art, Gazzola transformed the monolithic site into a build-
ing with a façade, a structure, and a site—or, as he put it, “the rock, the block
and the box.”32 This preliminary sketch was further developed and officially
presented to Unesco in October 1960: the temples would be severed from the
cliff with three extended cuts into the rock, then encased in a gigantic con-
crete box and lifted about sixty meters, one centimeter at a time, by a grid of
hydraulic jacks. This, too, implied a certain notion of integrity, similar to the
one theorized by Cesare Brandi in his 1963 Theory of Restoration: the idea of
preserving “the material wholeness of the work of art.” The difference
between Italian wholeness and French completeness was that while Laprade
had posited a timeless environment, Brandi identified a precise moment in
time: restoration occurred at “the methodological moment in which the work
of art is appreciated in its material form.” 33 Restoration was a reenactment of
aesthetic value.

One advantage of the theory of reenactment is that it allows for modern
technology to be exposed in preservation. Riccardo Morandi, the structural
engineer who joined the Italian team, often contributed to preservation pro-

Piero Gazzola with Riccardo
Morandi, Gustavo Colonetti, 
and Italconsult. Italian “lifting”
scheme to relocate the temples a
hundred meters vertically. Pencil
drawing by Riccardo Morandi. 
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jects by designing modern structures for ancient monuments. For example,
in his entry to the 1965 competition for the Tower of Pisa he proposed to
build a scaffold around the tower, giving the medieval monument a visible
modern crutch against which to lean. Similarly, Morandi proposed to reenact
in Nubia the “wholeness” of Abu Simbel through the design of the concrete
box to be poured around the temples to secure them during lifting. The box
was designed in collaboration with the mathematician Gustavo Colonnetti so
that the elasticity of the concrete—its ability to absorb mechanical forces—
would be continuous with that of the sandstone.34 The elegance of the
scheme lay in this momentary replacement of integrity with a calculated 
continuity between old and new materials. After all, this was the first scheme
to propose a violation of integrity, a cut along three planes that would effec-
tively sever the relationships between the temples and their site.

One cannot overstate the technological heroism that permeated both the
Italian team’s rhetoric and the publicity that Unesco derived from this
scheme. Every component was experimental. Morandi drew dramatic
sketches of the salvage that were circulated worldwide for fund-raising. But
these renderings did surprisingly little to dramatize the process of lifting. In
the most famous view, the hydraulic jacks are barely visible—the concrete
box dwarfs them. Enframing the seated figures, the box appears to be a 
brutalist monument in its own right, similar to Morandi’s own concrete
architecture. The only other perspective view Morandi submitted does not
even show the temples, instead featuring the “tunnels” dug below the mon-
ument and occupied, in the architectural drawing, by two Nubian children.
Undoubtedly they were drawn to demonstrate the monumental scale of the
hydraulic jacks, but, as the only human beings in the whole scheme, they
also serve an allegorical purpose of inhabiting “the cut” between the old and
the new. Despite—or perhaps because of—the utopian resonances of these
drawings, the scheme never attracted enough funds for Unesco to begin con-
struction. By the middle of 1963, as the flooding grew near and fund-raising
stalled, other nations volunteered their schemes.35

Of these, the most fantastic was a British proposal to leave the temples
underwater. Based on the assumption that it was not water per se that would
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disintegrate the temples but the chemical composition of Nile water in par-
ticular, the British team proposed to build a concrete dam not to retain water
but to purify it. The scheme was designed by the young structural engineer
Ted Happold, later to become one of the best-known members of the postwar
engineering avant-garde, then still working for Ove Arup. Architects Jane
Drew and Max Fry, who had worked with Le Corbusier and Pierre Jeanneret
in Chandigarh, joined him. They proposed to delegate the work of maintaining
the integrity of the site to one architectural element: a single, thin, reinforced
concrete membrane. In their plan, the membrane appears as a rigid curtain,
folded for stability.36 The ingenuity of this solution lay in the thinness of 
the interface between object, subject, and site. Instead of the monument, it
was the visitor who was encased: in bubbles, tunnels, and shafts that left
undisturbed the harmonious continuum of elements. Visitors were shown
casually strolling the underwater realm in their leisure suits—as if the ordi-
nary city dweller or museumgoer had been transposed into this nomadic
underwater environment.

Here, too, the scheme can be seen as a critical take on a long-standing (in
this case, British) tradition of conservation—although much had changed
since John Ruskin famously defined restoration in negative terms as “the
most total destruction which a building can suffer.”37 Ruskin preferred that
buildings be left to the forces of “universal decay,” and his follower William
Morris later founded Britain’s first Preservation Society, devoted to ensuring
that British monuments would be subjected only to minimal intervention,
leaving visible only traces of what Ruskin had called “parasitical sublimity.”
In the twentieth century, this Morrisian tradition developed into a careful
technical practice, one that maintained old buildings through a combination
of materials science and picturesque planning. The British scheme at 
Abu Simbel echoes this tradition and its contradictions by apparently com-
bining willful ruination, minimal intervention, high-tech chemistry, and pic-
turesque enjoyment. Certainly the cir-
culation route around this fantastical
underwater scheme was episodic: from a
restaurant at the top of the dam, visitors
proceeded down an elevator to access
three levels of curved pathways where
circular windows and bubbles of glass
offered glimpses of the colossi, or a
worm’s-eye view of the inner shrine.

Architecturally, this scheme was the
most eclectic. The folded surface recalls
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contemporaneous structural experiments at Ove Arup, the bubbles of glass
echo the plug-in sensibilities of the British neo-avant-garde, while the nauti-
cal windows are a throwback to the first machine age. This eclecticism might
be explained by the fact that the original idea had been proposed not by an
architect but by a film producer, William MacQuitty, who sold the scheme as
“a cool modern miracle at a relatively low cost.” An avid scuba diver with a
theory of underwater perception, MacQuitty intended his visitor to swim
around the monuments. He also added an environmentalist’s prediction: that
nuclear power would replace hydroelectricity, that the dam would become
obsolete, the reservoir drained, and the temples rediscovered.38 Perhaps it
goes without saying that although this underwater scheme captured the pub-
lic imagination, it was far more radical than anything Unesco was willing to
imagine. In her memoir, Jane Drew commented that Egypt would probably
have refused any plan proposed by Britain anyway.39

In contrast to the British scheme’s notoriety, a second French scheme was
officially proposed in April 1963, but it never gained publicity. Designed by
the French military engineer Albert Caquot, the proposal was to “float” the
temples to a new site in synchronicity with the rising of the Nile. Caquot had
invented various aeronautical devices for military and civilian uses, and the
circular steel floaters he designed for Abu Simbel were inspired by ship-
building technology, “the only procedure being practically used today to lift
vertically, and transfer horizontally, any mass weighing thousands of tons.”40

Modern hydraulics were therefore combined with an appeal to the ancient
Egyptian tradition of Nile water transport. But the elegance of this solution
did not compensate for its incompletion or for the awkwardness of some of
its architectural choices—such as cutting the temples in a triangular shape
to maintain their horizontality. The question of water infiltration during 
lifting was also left unaddressed. In fact, this scheme was proposed as a last-
minute attempt at a “wet” scheme before “dry” thinking was brought to its
dreaded logical conclusion.

Not one of these four schemes was implemented. Instead, the temples
were cut into blocks—7,047 blocks sawed by hand, numbered, removed to a
storage area, and then reconstituted on a hill about 200 meters behind the
original site.

Hand—Sand—Lens
The “cutting” scheme was developed by the Swedish geological engineering
firm Vattenbyggnadsbyrån (VBB), which became involved in the project in
September 1962 at the request of the Egyptian government. VBB’s scheme
was three times cheaper than the other proposals and was adopted in extremis

William MacQuitty with Jane Drew
and Maxwell Fry, and Edmund
Happold. “Underwater” scheme
to purify the water around the
temples. Sketch of the large tem-
ple’s shrine interior by Drew and
Fry Architects.
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in June 1963 after it became evident that cutting was the only alternative to
flooding and after the United States secretly offered a guarantee of funding.41

The cutting was violently opposed by some of Unesco’s own experts. As late
as May 1963, a panel of experts wrote that they were “immensely repulsed at
the thought of recommending a project that leads to the cutting or fragment-
ing of these precious monuments in any way possible, even if they can be
reconstituted in another site.”42 Yet by June this fragmentation was approved,
and by October publicized as a victory. In a complete reversal of the rhetoric
of integrity that had been building momentum around the French, Italian,
and British schemes, a political logic ultimately seemed to take precedence
over any coherent preservation theory.

Yet we should be careful not to equate the failure of the four architectural
schemes with a failure of integrity. Instead we should ask what definition of
integrity was validated by the salvage method that eventually unfolded.
Integrity stands as an accepted norm today, and nobody—not preservation-
ists, not heritage historians, and least of all Unesco—dares to speak of the
Abu Simbel temples as if they had not remained authentically themselves.43

I would like to suggest that a theory of integrity lies latent in the Swedish 
cutting scheme, a theory found not in the doctrinal pronouncements of con-
servationists but in the salvage apparatus they were forced to use—the tech-
nologies for surveying, cutting, moving, and reconstructing the temples,
which formed a complicated assemblage of humans and nonhumans, ancient
materials and modern machines.

We can begin to locate this assemblage in the film version of The World
Saves Abu Simbel, an hour-long publicity film produced by Unesco in 1967.44

Set against a free-jazz sound track, the film documents the cutting process
with frightening bluntness. Unlike most films in this genre, it does not open
with a dramatization of the drowning of Nubia. Instead, the title sequence

Right: Vattenbyggnadsbyrån
(VBB). “Cutting” scheme to 
relocate the temples, 1963.
Elevation of large temple façade. 

Opposite: Hubert Frank, 
dir. The World Saves Abu Simbel,
1968. Frame enlargements.
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shows a rapid montage of men at work, cutting away at the face of Rameses
against the rhythms of an upbeat xylophone. Men at work dominate the rest
of the documentary. Despite the many machines in play, the human hand
emerges as the most salient architectural technology. The film features an
overwhelming display of human labor. The camera cuts to different workers
performing individual parts of this vast enterprise, zooming in on their
hands as if to certify the monument’s tactility. In the voice-over commentary,
much is made of the fact that the most delicate parts of the temples were
sawed continuously through the night, so changes in temperature would not
affect the size of the seams. Everywhere the human hand is seen, we also see
a lot of sand. Any cutting is followed by the pouring of sand. Any hole is
filled with sand. Any block is stored on a bed of sand. Sand is ubiquitous,
and this alliance between the hand, the sand, and the camera lens produces
more than just a propagandistic montage. These three technologies also bind
together the three aspects of the salvage scheme that made it politically real-
izable: calculability, aggregation, and spectacularization.

Calculability
By calculability, I mean the potential of an architectural project to be incor-
porated into a project of economic development.45 From the point of view of
calculability, cutting had one advantage over all other salvage methods: it
required a lot of labor, which could be paid in local currency—Egyptian
pounds—and local currency was what the United States wanted to spend in
Egypt. The United States held large amounts of Egyptian pounds, derived
from the sale to Egypt of agricultural surpluses such as wheat and cotton
under the terms of the “Food for Peace” program established in 1955. The
idea that one country gives its excess food to feed the hungry of another
might seem simple, almost philanthropic, but this “gift” was twice mediated
by economic transactions: the U.S. government bought wheat from its farmers,
then sold that wheat to the Egyptian government, earning local purchasing
power. The “aid” consisted in the discount that made an American com-
modity affordable to a poorer nation, but this affordability came with obliga-
tions for both sides: a crucial component of the program’s “peaceful” ideology
was that funds should be spent on projects of national economic develop-
ment agreed upon by both governments. This kind of aid, known to Congress
as Public Law (PL) 480 funds, allowed the U.S. government to transform 
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surplus production at home into increased political power abroad.46 But as
diplomatic tensions with Nasser rose in the early 1960s, negotiations over
how to spend PL 480 funds lagged. By the time Unesco’s fund-raising cam-
paign for Abu Simbel got underway, U.S.-owned Egyptian pounds were accu-
mulating in Cairo, unspent, under threat of devaluation. A cultural project
like the salvage seemed an expedient and, in the words of one cultural
attaché, “non-controversial” way to expend these funds.47 Thus the Egyptian
food-for-peace program became, for a few years in the mid-1960s, a program
of monuments-for-peace.

The choice of the cutting scheme was thus a direct result of American 
foreign policy: cutting is labor-intensive, and laborers could be paid in
Egyptian pounds, whereas more-experimental technologies (such as the
hydraulic jacks, floaters, and pumping stations of the schemes proposed ear-
lier) had to be imported with convertible dollars. Against the unmistakably
Western character of the other schemes, the image of so many Egyptian laborers
in direct contact with the monuments of Nubia suggested cutting was a
native building method. Yet even as local labor appeared to lend cultural
authenticity to architecture, the real function of thousands of Egyptian laborers
was to grant the monuments their international value, to act as a technological
bridge between two countries at a time when their diplomatic ties were strained.

The particular economic structure of the Food for Peace program gave
American officials the power to dictate not only how but also whether the sal-
vage of Abu Simbel would be performed. When John F. Kennedy committed to
covering about 30 percent of the total cost of the salvage (in accordance with a
long-standing policy that the United States contribute no more than a third of
all expenses in any given international project), calculability became the
deciding factor in determiningwhether the temples would be saved at all.48

Cutting was not just cheaper. Calculability also introduced a qualitative
logic, by subjecting architecture to a procedure where incommensurable 
values—such as agricultural commodities and temples—were somehow made
commensurate. However quantifiable engineering and its technologies were
at one end of the equation, an intangible value had to emerge at the other end.
The importance of this intangible, “surplus” cultural value for all the nations
involved can be detected in the way the Egyptian government tabulated 
the “International Fund to Salvage Abu Simbel.” Whereas Unesco tallied the
financial contributions of every nation in dollars in a single chart, Egypt’s
official records devoted two columns to the fund, one to pounds, the other 
to dollars, separating out the few nations who were able to make local contri-
butions.49 Those few nations comprised the United States and the four other
Western nations that eventually received a small temple as a “grant-in-return.”
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Despite the complicated financial procedure that rendered these buildings
exportable, the temples were conceived essentially as architectural gifts, 
surplus objects bearing a properly cultural value. A gifting rhetoric also per-
meated Unesco’s language, where temples were described informally as
“bonus” (incentives for nations to contribute to the campaign) and legally 
as “surplus” (not unique enough to warrant remaining on national territory).50

How then did the logic of calculability map onto the architecture of the
temples? Clearly the concept of integrity that emerged from the cutting
scheme had less to do with the temples as architectural objects and more
with their ability to absorb and redistribute economic value. The financial
feasibility of the salvage provoked a complete rethinking of the notion of
objecthood, not only for Abu Simbel but for the other Nubian temples. For
instance, American officials originally hoped to devote American aid exclu-
sively to rescuing the island of Philae—the so-called Pearl of Egypt, whose
eclectic collection of temples the officials felt could become a symbol of
America’s own cultural pluralism.51 But a different link between architecture
and finance was realized instead. First, Egypt used the American aid to 
dismantle as many temples as possible, storing them on the island of
Elephantine. This act of mass disaggregation had the double effect of distrib-
uting funds across the twenty-four temples and disseminating architectural
matter across the desert. Then, Egypt encouraged individual nations to pay for
individual reconstructions and required that any nation hoping to receive the
“gift” of a temple contribute to the salvage of one or both of the “big temples,”
Philae and Abu Simbel. Thus, from a financial perspective, the Unesco cam-
paign was an elaborate procedure for investing value in two sites (the big
temples) in order to redistribute that value and create a cultural “surplus” in
several others (at each Nubian oasis, and in foreign museums). The specificity
of Nubia’s pharaonic architecture—the fact that individual temples could be
disaggregated from the desert and reconstituted in heterogeneous museum
environments—made possible this translation from money to matter.

As the value of Abu Simbel became calculable and its stone divisible, 
geological engineering became the project’s dominant technoscientific dis-
course. VBB was a large engineering firm with a portfolio of international
projects, including a new electric power plant built at Aswan in 1959 to 
harness the power that would be created by the new dam.52 As managing
director Nils Berg later recalled, the firm became involved in the Abu Simbel
project through its direct contacts with the Egyptian government. In 1961 an
Egyptian official casually mentioned to Berg that a geological consultant was
needed for the Italian lifting scheme.53 VBB was hired as a subcontractor to
Italconsult, an Italian consortium that was heading the lifting project. Only
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after it engineered the three “cuts” required for the lifting was VBB asked to
develop an alternate scheme where the “cut” became systematic. In other
words, calculability travels in expert networks—in this case, through the
hydrogeological specialization of Swedish engineers—that are not necessar-
ily bound by the rise and fall of diplomatic alliances. More to the point, VBB’s
changed position from supporting role to center stage in the salvage opera-
tion indexes a shift of attention provoked by the cutting scheme: from the
architecture of the temples to their aggregability.

Aggregation
As specialists in soil mechanics, VBB redefined “integrity” in geological
terms, replacing an architectural notion based on the legibility of a “block”
with a geological notion based on the mechanics of sand, soil, and stone. This
process began when VBB was still acting as a consultant to the Italian
scheme. Describing the monuments scientifically as an aggregate system, the
firm’s engineers drew detailed elevations of the fissures in the temple rock,
shaded the plan along the likely fault lines that ran across the temples, and
constructed a Plexiglas model that abstracted these fault lines as diagonal
planes.54 Next the firm developed plans for cutting, which mandated differ-
ent saws and a sliding scale of stone sizes. Here, too, prescription arose
directly from description: the same nomenclature used to illustrate the
results of stress tests became the design tool for a temple reconstruction that
would occur in three, sometimes four, layers of aggregate. Eventually, once the
cutting was adopted, no less than three surface “treatments” were prescribed
to replicate different types of rock finish. The cliff would be roughly cut into
large blocks, whereas sculptures and reliefs would be cut with fine saws and
in pieces calibrated so that seams would least disturb their figuration.

That the integrity of the temples lay in their nature as a stone aggregate 
is perhaps best evidenced in VBB’s final report, which concludes with the 
triumphant claim that “Every piece of stone sculptured in the rock more than
3,200 years ago still does exist!”55 What this phrase cleverly avoids mention-
ing is that the stone was not originally in pieces. Most of VBB’s energies were
devoted to precisely designing, then filling, the space between the stones, at
both the architectural and molecular level. First, a new building material—
a mortar made of Nubian sand—had to be invented and added to join blocks
together after they were reassembled. Second, copious volumes of epoxy
were injected into the temples to “consolidate” the outer sculptural layer that
soon came to be called the “façade” of the temples. If mortar joined together
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the stone blocks to dissimulate the cuts, epoxy performed a much more per-
vasive role, intervening in the space between stone granules to ensure that
the stone did not crumble during cutting, moving, and reassembly. Epoxy
was injected three times: before the temples were cut, as the blocks were fas-
tened to their moving anchors, and after the entire complex was reassembled.
VBB was familiar with epoxy as a waterproofing agent in hydrological works,
but here they retooled the substance so that it worked as a glue. In structural
terms, the epoxy glue, not the “pieces of stone,” performed the “integrity” of
the temples. 

But soil mechanics is a science fundamentally unconcerned with outward
form. Geologists and soil engineers deal with a certain amount of aggregate
and ask how tightly this aggregate is packed, in order to compute the amount
of pressure that any pile, including a sculpted one, can withstand. From this
molecular perspective, the claim that “every piece of stone” of Abu Simbel
remained is indeed true; what was dramatically transformed was the voids
between the pieces.

VBB’s geological analysis redefined the concept of material integrity at an
infinitely small scale. As a result, the sand of the Nubian Desert became the
smallest element in a family of related building materials. VBB made exten-
sive use of sand: as a building material, as protective coating, for shock
absorption, to buffer direct contact between metal and stone, and to prevent
the collapse of cavities old and new. Every time a stone was severed from the
monoliths, it was placed in direct contact with matter drawn from around 
the site. By inscribing monument movement in an intricate system of sand
displacement, VBB maintained Abu Simbel’s image as a monolith while cut-
ting it into increasingly smaller pieces. In the hands of the Swedish engi-
neers, the sandstone of Nubia was a chameleonic architectural substance:

sometimes a solid mass susceptible to stereometry,
sometimes a loose substance that could be molded,
and, throughout the salvage, a building technology
akin to the crane and the saw.

By focusing on sand, VBB also created a direct
connection with archaeology. Most memorably, the
temple fronts were covered with a gigantic pile of
sand to minimize damage to the sculpted figures, cre-
ating an image of a half-buried Rameses that became
for a time iconic of the entire salvage, even appearing
on the cover of Life magazine.56 A clever engineering
solution, the pile of sand was intended to shield the
temples from rocks that might detach and fall while

Opposite: Vattenbyggnadsbyrån
(VBB). “Façade treatments” to
reconstruct the façade of the
large temple of Abu Simbel.
Details of aggregate layers. 

Left: Large temple of Abu Simbel.
Detail of epoxy being injected
into the temple fronts to consoli-
date them before or after cutting,
ca. 1965. Photograph by Georg
Gerster.
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the “mountain” above them was dismantled. The new plateau created by the
pile also served as an elevated ground for the cranes to reach the rocks above,
and, eventually, as a scaffolding for the archaeologists cutting the temple
faces. This piling technique was inspired by ancient Egyptian artists and
engravers, who filled temples with sand in order to work on the upper por-
tions of their walls, then gradually removed the sand in layers as they worked
their way down the surfaces.57 Yet there was more to this striking image of a
buried Rameses than the revival of an archaic building technique. The sand
cover also rehearsed the modern act of archaeological discovery. After its
rediscovery under a mountain of sand by a Swiss explorer in 1813, Abu
Simbel spent much of the nineteenth century being repeatedly dug in and out
of sand (including by such famous tourists as Gustave Flaubert and Maxime
du Camp). This history of repeated uncovering had even earned the temples
a place above the couch in the office of Sigmund Freud, where a David
Roberts rendering of the temples was hung to trigger a patient’s psycho-
archaeological introspection. By capitalizing on this history of excavation,
the Swedish scheme highlighted the modern nature of the temples as dis-
covered, rather than their ancient nature as sculpted.

The aesthetic potential of this archaeo-geological viewpoint was not lost
on VBB, especially on its in-house architects, Sune Lindström and Alf Bydén.
In January 1962—while still working as consultants to the Italian scheme and
entrusted only with the “reconstruction of the site”—they made proposals
that took striking formal liberties with the design of the site. The architects
offered three options to Unesco. At one extreme, they proposed to “preserve
the setting and appearance of the temples as closely as possible” by recon-
structing the rock exactly as in the original site. At the other extreme, they
proposed to mold the rock around the temples into a “characteristic silhou-
ette in an otherwise featureless landscape,” thereby creating a “new work.”
The mountain around the seated figures would be sculpted into a chain of
reinforced concrete splines faced with sandstone and dramatically extruded
to a point of absolute thinness. VBB justified this
elastic geometry by talking of “a synthesis of the
original conditions and the new” and a need to
create “a monument with fresh values, still in the
spirit of the ancient Egyptians” but “embodying
present day technology and philosophy.”58 The
horizontal plane of approach in front of the tem-
ples would also be “shaped,” and Lindström and
Bydén again offered several options: geometricize
the optimal angles for arrival by boat; or create a

Right: Large temple of Abu
Simbel. Detail of sculpted front
covered in sand to protect it 
from falling rocks. Cover of Life,
October 29, 1965.

Opposite: Sune Lindström, 
Alf Bydén, and Roger Waters 
(for Vattenbyggnadsbyrån [VBB]).
Proposals for sculpting the 
surroundings of the Abu Simbel
temples, 1962. Renderings.
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floating pier that could rise and recede with the tide. Both options, however,
expanded the futuristic idiom of the elevations, using convex geometry to
redesign the new site.

The architects of VBB were motivated by the same impulse as Laprade,
who wanted to inscribe a new elliptical dam in the desert. Within a decade,
Lindström and Bydén produced iconic buildings in the Middle East that took
up Laprade’s orientalizing legacy and brought it to new heights of postmod-
ern regionalism—one famous example being their water towers for Kuwait
City. Already in their 1962 proposal for the Abu Simbel site this direction can
be glimpsed in their unsolicited design for a “floating hotel” shaped as an
oval peninsula. Striped so as to disappear into the desert, the hotel would
dock itself to the floating platform in front of the temples, offering tourists
direct access from the water to the shrine.

Unesco reacted to these bold sculptural proposals by promptly instituting
a rule that “architectural shapes should be avoided” in the reconstruction of
the site.59 Evidently VBB had mistaken building for site and vice versa. In the
final instance, the rock face and water approach were made to look exactly
like the original site. Yet a closer look at a section through the temples as built
shows that, even without sculptural bravura, the plastic “synthesis” VBB
advocated ultimately prevailed in the architectonic logic of the new whole.
But rather than being outwardly expressed, this synthesis was turned inward. 
A massive concrete dome was built to support the artificial hill in back of the
seated figures—a dome whose futuristic interior, worthy of James Bond, is
usually excluded from the definition of the monument as such. In fact, this
domed space is but the largest void created by a thin layer of reinforced 
concrete that lines the whole monumental complex. Concrete is the main
shaping agent of the work: it supports the interior walls of the shrine, pro-
vides a backing for the reconstructed sculptural fronts, and supports a new
rear façade with a gentle pyramidal form.60 From an architectural standpoint,
the Swedish scheme transformed the temples into a new kind of building.
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Once a shrine with a single, thick façade, each temple became a façade system
wrapped around two inhabitable spaces: a shrine and a dome. Yet, because
the scheme was only ever described in geological terms, no such architec-
tural overview was ever provided. Instead, modern architectural technologies
were hidden from view, a gesture that brings us to the last aspect of the hand-
sand-lens alliance: visibility and its instrument, the eye.

Spectacularization
There is a distinct continuity between the reconceptualization of the Abu
Simbel temples as geological and financial aggregates and the spectacular-
ization of their movement. This awkward word, spectacularization, helps to
thematize a pattern whereby every aspect of the temples’ movement was not
only visually recorded but enhanced, annotated, presented and re-presented,
narrated, edited, and dramatized in order to be showcased across the world.
The intense effort to publicize an event taking place deep in the desert of
Nubia confirms Guy Debord’s 1967 pronouncement that “modern society has
invested the surface of every continent—even where the material basis of
economic exploitation is still lacking—by spectacular means.”61 In the case
of Abu Simbel, spectacularization also means something more specific: the
incorporation of optical technologies into the apparatus that certified and
reproduced the integrity of the temples. In order to be saved, the temples had
to be validated by experts, technically described by engineers, and popular-
ized to a worldwide public. A crucial component of each of these tasks was
performed not by strictly architectural technologies but by media of visual-
ization than focused on imaging elements of the temples up close (and in
pieces), rather than depicting the monumental complex as a whole. In other
words, new modes of seeing came to the rescue of the monument as well.

Throughout the salvage, camera crews recorded the movement of every
stone. The ever-present lens attested to the integrity of the work by showing
that salvage workers were behaving ethically and that architectural matter
was being treated authentically. Filming the movement of stones became stan-
dard practice in Nubian salvage work (photographs of the most recent temple
reassemblies show blocks being lifted while surmounted by an engineer and a
cameraman).62 But aside from documenting the work, the filming process also
contributed its own mechanics of cutting and editing to the staging of the sal-
vage. In The World Saves Abu Simbel, optical montage (of film) and physical
assemblage (of blocks) are conjoined so that cutting between film shots helps
to hide the fundamental violence of cutting the stone into blocks.

Another type of mechanical vision became instrumental at the other end
of the process, where reconstruction was aided by the use of a sophisticated

Right: Vattenbyggnadsbyrån
(VBB). Section for the recon-
struction of the large temple of
Abu Simbel, showing reinforced
concrete dome and façade back-
ing, 1965.

Opposite: Robert Génot, dir.
Nubie 64, 1968. Frame enlarge-
ments showing photogrammetric
apparatus.
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apparatus of photogrammetry. The French National Geographic Institute
originally used photogrammetry to record the temples as a set of topographic
elevations in 1959. Indeed the word salvage originally designated only this
process of recording temples before they disappeared—when it was assumed
that the Abu Simbel temples would inevitably be flooded and all that could
be “preserved” was the three-dimensional information of photogrammetry.63

Once the temple movement began, however, these topographic drawings
became guarantors of originality, used to check the reconstructed profile. The
institute also produced a film, Nubie 64 (Nubia ’64), that showcases pho-
togrammetric technology as a modern wonder, pausing on every component
of the machinery as if it were the product of an evolution in visual accuracy.64

One particular sequence proceeds through a chain of specialized viewing
agents: beginning with archaeologists hunched over Egyptian reliefs, con-
tinuing with geographers standing upright pointing their cameras at the 
temples, and culminating with a prolonged sequence about a “machine oper-
ator” who is prosthetically attached to a stereometric vision machine through
eyes, hands, and feet. The film decomposes the act of seeing into discreet
actions, so that the eye is focused on individual lines and points rather than
on the monument as a whole. Conversely, each point on the visible surface
of the temples is subjected to intense and close-up examination by the stere-
ometric camera. The eye and the body of the machine operator perform a
reenactment of these reference points, and the task of reconstituting the
visual whole is then delegated to a “plotting machine.”

These optical technologies reconstructed a new image for the temples of
Abu Simbel in the same way experimental building technologies reconsti-
tuted a new architecture for the temples. Just as cutting and injecting were
two ways to intervene directly into the fabric of the stone, so filming and pho-
togrammetry allowed a mechanical reenactment of the visual experience of
the monument even after it could no longer be apprehended as an aesthetic
whole. In this manner the perceiving eye was subjected to a logic of disas-
sembly, placing the temples in what Walter Benjamin called the “age of
mechanical reproducibility.” Indeed, the pairing of architectural and visual
technologies at Abu Simbel recalls Benjamin’s famous analogy between
scalpel and camera—the idea that “the camera operator is like a surgeon, in
that he intervenes mechanically in the assemblage of the work of art.”65

Taking Benjamin’s cue, we can further specify the hand-sand-lens alliance by
imagining that technologies that
“penetrated” the stone and those
that “scanned” its surface were
paired off: the eye and the blade,
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the syringe and the camera, the block of stone and the reel of film.
The significance of this pairing of visual and surgical technologies is that

it was systematically used to perform a delicate balancing act between truth-
fully rendering the features of Egyptian architecture and giving them a newly
modern aesthetic meaning. Consider the three characteristics of Egyptian art
that were theorized by art historians in the twentieth century: first, its nature
as an art form “conceived for strictly near viewing,” to use Alois Riegl’s
words; second, the shallowness of Egyptian representation, its strict adher-
ence to the rules of what Adolf Hildebrand called “relief space”; and third,
the representation of body parts as disconnected components, what Erwin
Panofsky called its “mechanical” rather than “organic” arrangement of
parts.66 Each of these formal properties was enhanced and manipulated in
the cutting performance. Because Egyptian art is an art with no built-in fore-
shortening, the documentarians could film pieces of the temple in extreme
close-up without exposing optical distortions. Because the three salvage
techniques—cutting, injecting, and photogrammetry—required an extreme
proximity of the eye to the sculpted form, they reenacted Riegl’s near view.
Similarly, because the planarity of Egyptian art bears the memory of the block
from which the art was carved, seeing blocks with elements of relief being
carried away from the site was not shocking—they looked like the unfinished
Egyptian sculptures that were known from museum collections throughout
the world. Finally, because Egyptian artists proportioned each part of the
body independently—rather than modifying their shape and size in relation
to the whole body—parts of the temple could lay exposed in amputated form
(as happened with the legs famously photographed truncated from Rameses’s
torso) without provoking in the viewer repulsion at human dismemberment,
producing instead a mild longing for the other limbs, each of which retained
their own idealized proportions. Perhaps the most important part of the cut-
ting apparatus to aid in the visual reconstruction of the temples as a properly
Egyptian whole was the cutting grid itself. Again Panofsky provides a clue in
his description of “the Egyptian theory of proportions” as a theory that made
no difference between viewing and producing. Panofsky emphasized that
Egyptian artists worked “not by prospectus (view) but in geometric plan,”
using a finely meshed grid to subdivide the block of stone and lay out the
position of each part.67 For Panofsky, the use of this grid meant that Egyptian
art was an art of reconstruction not imitation. In light of this, the imposition
of a cutting grid onto the temple fronts of Abu Simbel appears no longer as a
gesture of deconstruction but of re-construction, a reenactment of the grid
that must have been a part of the temples’ original making. 

Whereas the original artists of Abu Simbel needed only a grid to convey a

Temples of Abu Simbel.
Truncated legs surrounded by
cranes and bulldozers, ca. 1966.
Photograph by Günter R. Reitz.
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normative proportional system to the ancient Egyptian beholder, in reconsti-
tuting Abu Simbel as a modern work of art the cutting grid was comple-
mented by a proliferation of media. All the views, renderings, drawings,
films, and photographs that were produced around the salvage give the mod-
ern viewer a simultaneous and separate rendering of multiple projections,
narrativizing them over time into a story of “preservation.” Consider, for
instance, the most dramatic sequence of The World Saves Abu Simbel, when
the “face” of Rameses is severed from the body. The camera begins with a wide
shot from below (the modern monumentalizing view par excellence) that
shows the block of one of Rameses’s heads, the crane lifting it, and the men
around it. As soon as the face is detached and begins to rise, the camera
zooms in on the hands of the archaeologists who take hold of the block to
keep it from rotating off axis, inserting their fingers into a hole that has been
bored in the face. After this moment of tactility, the camera adopts and main-
tains the normal view—an axis perpendicular to the surface—following the
face of Rameses in a full-frontal close-up as it is carried to its new site and
cutting to a countershot of what Rameses sees as the voice-over narrates:
“King Rameses gives one last majestic look” toward his former abode. 

This careful reimaging of the formal qualities of the temples was integral
to their material salvage. To modernize the temples was to integrate contem-
porary spectacular values into Egyptian form, and “integrity” was redefined
as an alignment, across millennia, of ancient modes of construction with mod-
ern modes of perception. More than an added propaganda dimension, this
intense effort of spectacularization was aimed at granting the temples their
eventual status as international objects—a status that was far from guaranteed.
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“Rameses Had Himself Sculpted in Quadriplicate”
From the moment its survival was in doubt, the legitimacy of the Abu Simbel
complex as a suitable international monument became a matter of con-
tention, especially in the American and international press. Because PL 480
funds were “public” and had to be appropriated by Congress, the temples
became the object of a sustained debate, from 1960 to 1963, both in Congress
and in a constant stream of op-eds, feature articles, firsthand reports, travel-
ogues, radio specials, and museum exhibitions. These debates amount to a
debased form of criticism, derivative of more sophisticated discourses. (In
one notorious episode, a presiding congressman reacted to an archaeologist’s
presentation by “asking the prize question, who is Abu Simbel?” His mistake
was quickly rectified: “Mr. Chairman, Abu Simbel refers to a geographical
location.”)68 But in this discourse, and especially in the words of detractors
who argued against any salvage, we find a cohesive new definition of preser-
vation as a practice of mediation.

The first argument put forth against saving the temples was that the
sculpted figures were crudely made, that they were not particularly fine
examples of Egyptian architecture—not unique enough to be saved. “Look at
the thick knees,” one critic wrote.69 This critique echoed the judgment of
many architectural historians, among them Giedion, who visited Abu Simbel
in 1958 and found the temples’ sculptures too small to be monumental and
too gigantic to be refined. For Giedion, and a whole generation of architects
fascinated with pyramids as “space-emanating objects,” the Abu Simbel tem-
ples were merely “colossal”—and therefore symptoms of decline and man-
nerism in Egyptian art.70 A related argument developed by art critics was that
by drawing attention to Abu Simbel as a “unique work of art” Unesco had
encouraged the confusion of spectacle and art. The temples were valuable
only as part of a unique sequence of sun, sand, and Nile, and Unesco used
film and photography to artificially inflate this scenographic value, effec-
tively fabricating a tourist attraction in advance. Certainly the involvement
of André Malraux rendered the entire enterprise suspect in some scholarly
circles. In 1959 Malraux had taken part in Unesco’s inaugural ceremony,
comparing Nubia in a famous speech to his “museum without walls,” where
sculpture is given new life by photographic reproduction.71 According to
Malraux, ancient art could be reinvigorated by modern media, which granted
even secondary works a “spurious” (though positive) “modernism” by blow-
ing up their details to colossal scale.72 It was through Malraux’s rhetoric that
many readers of Unesco’s literature first heard of the temples of Abu Simbel,
and when Malraux visited the temples in 1966 he was photographed staring
down one of Rameses’s delaminated faces, undoubtedly testing this “spuri-
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ousness” firsthand. But more traditional art scholars found spuriousness not
in the temples themselves but in the motivation of popularizers such as
Malraux and Unesco, who tried to replace their exacting value judgments
(that Abu Simbel was a secondary work) with the seductive value of modern
spectacle (that Abu Simbel was photogenic).

Yet the blindness of American cultural officials to these critiques only fed
the controversy, especially abroad. For many British Egyptologists, America
cared less about Egyptian monumentality than about its own, and the entire
project was simply a way for the United States to achieve a colossal presence
in the world. The European intelligentsia, well-versed in arguments made by
art historians such as Wilhelm Wörringer about the “Americanist immoder-
ation” of Egyptian art, came to consider Abu Simbel cynically as a fitting
emblem of American arrogance.73 Even in the United States, some skeptical
prehistorians and politicians were quick to point out that Rameses was not a
particularly important pharaoh but a megalomaniac, a “fanatical builder”
obsessed with reproducing himself.74 To preserve Abu Simbel meant to pre-
serve a monument to a despot, and a not particularly good one. Rameses II’s
only historical achievement was the creation of an arts industry for the mass
production of effigies, reliefs, and statues.75 Ironically, increased quantity led
to a decline in quality, and this repetition rendered any sculpture Rameses
commissioned less valuable, including those at Abu Simbel. So at worst the
temples of Abu Simbel were emblems of a hollow, narcissistic, imperial power.
At best they were simply a site where, as one journalist put it, “Rameses fore-
sightedly had himself sculpted in quadriplicate [sic].”76

Crude execution, cheap spectacle, questionable politics, showy repeti-
tion—none of these attacks put a stop to the salvage effort because they merely
pointed out that the temples of Abu Simbel were already mass-produced
objects. In a sense the lack of originality in their making only facilitated their
ability to be reproduced as a modern monument. In light of these debates, the
salvage of Abu Simbel appears as a solution not to the problem of preserving
existing cultural value but to the problem of creating a new one. Ultimately
the temples of Abu Simbel were saved not in spite of the fact that they were
cut into blocks but because they could be cut into blocks while becoming
more or less authentic modern versions of themselves.

History at Two Speeds: Preservation as a Medium
What does this episode tell us about the expansion of preservation’s domain
in the 1960s, pithily expressed by Gazzola as “we have gone from punctual
to global protection”?77 To reiterate, the phrase is usually interpreted to mean
that monuments in this period became smaller and more vernacular, while
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the protective boundary around them became larger. But in the case of Abu
Simbel, a monolith literally injected with boundaries, as protective norms
and forms became increasingly finer, more “punctual,” the monument emerged
as more “global.” Also clear is the fact that, although the project offered
preservationists unprecedented access to political power, the architectural
object itself eventually appeared to take on more power than any of the
human actors, none of whom could claim to control the project entirely.
While the story is undoubtedly “heroic,” we cannot speak, with Powers, of a
narrative of local empowerment. Yet, to say, as Choay might, that Abu Simbel
is therefore a narcissistic mirage, a symptom of human passivity in the face of
tourist machinery, is not enough. If we are to take seriously the claim that
preservation’s “expansion” diffuses architectural values to the point that 
they mediate social bonds, for good and for ill, then preservation must be
retheorized as a historically variable, space-making practice.

Paying closer attention to technologies of preservation alerts us to the fact
that the debate about agency and passivity that has animated preservation
circles since the 1960s is really a debate about the emergence of a new archi-
tectural medium. With this phrase I do not mean only that preservationists
experimented with new materials, such as sand and epoxy, or new crafts,
such as cutting and reassembling. Nor do I mean that architectural heritage
is a kind of machine for producing images, akin to a camera or a television,
although this argument has been convincingly made.78 Rather, I mean medium
in the expanded sense: a sociotechnical apparatus whose emergence Raymond
Williams recounted in 1972 when he talked about the reification, ongoing
since the nineteenth century, of the “properties of the medium” and the
“material consciousness” of artistic makers into a set of social, aesthetic, and
often commercial institutions.79

The apparatus I have been describing—the hand-sand-lens alliance, its
associated financing and engineering structures, and all the networks that
made them possible—placed architecture under a logic of media. The logic of
moving monuments was allied with the logic of moving images. The logic 
of storing stones was allied with the logic of storing photographs. And the
logic of repeated hand-cutting was allied with the logic of image reproduc-
tion. Throughout these repetitions and translations, the object of preserva-
tion was fundamentally transformed. In this sense preservation functioned
as a mode of cultural production and communication that incorporated the
characteristics of another mode of production, architecture. Could we not,
then, see architectural preservation as a medium whose content is another
medium, namely architecture?

This proposition seems particularly promising for dealing with the historical
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asynchronies of the history of preservation—the fact that preservation is
always a theory of history at two speeds. “Advances” in preservation tech-
nology subject architecture to a double axis of progress, and preservationists
take seriously the task of mediating between these two tempos. Sometimes
they achieve perfect alignment; sometimes syncopation is all they can manage.
But even when two speeds of history align, something is always rendered
invisible—as in films where the spokes of a rotating wheel appear to us stand
still because the frame rate of the camera has conspired with the rhythm of
the wheel’s revolution to fool the eye. For the historian trying to make sense
of this mediating act, consulting media theorists may prove helpful. Consider,
for instance, a central axiom of Marshall McLuhan’s theory of media: that
when new media emerge they manifest themselves in new environments that
are invisible, serving instead to “make visible the preceding environment”
that is their content.80 Without endorsing McLuhan’s teleological history, we
can learn from his insight, especially in his spatialized “environmental” ver-
sion of the argument, wherein historical causality seems less important than
spatial replacement. What should ultimately strike us about the architectural
technologies that were used to dismantle Abu Simbel is how unremarkable,
how “invisible,” they were. Cranes, jackhammers, steel bars, flatbed trucks,
bulldozers, and thousands of workers—these same machines appeared in
development and modernization projects across the world. Their use to cut
apart an ancient temple may shock us today, but they were effectively invis-
ible to the international citizen of the 1960s. In contrast, the features of
Ramesside architecture, the “content,” with its camera-friendly gigantism,
were rendered newly visible and subjected to intense aesthetic judgment. 

One way to approach the history of preservation, then, is to look for places
where technologies have aged, rendering visible mediations that were previ-
ously invisible. At Abu Simbel, counterintuitively, the “cuts” have withstood
the test of time and remain more or less invisible, thanks in part to a mainte-
nance crew that regularly fills them with mortar. As for the very technology
that once threatened the temple’s existence—electricity—it was soon used to
incorporate the temples into established touristic norms. Within a decade the
temples were plugged into the power grid that was brought up from Aswan,
and lit up with an extensive system of light and sound. The technology that
has aged most is the injected epoxy. Once invisible, it has over time darkened
the overall appearance of the temple front by changing the way light pene-
trates its internal structure. Stone derives its usual color from the light
absorption in the space around each particle, but in a phenomenon appro-
priately called “increase in specular, or mirror-like, reflection,” the epoxy has
saturated the aggregate, impeding the ability of internal stone granules to
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absorb light and making the external granules act increasingly as minuscule
mirrors.81 Thus, the Rameses we see today is a hyperreflective Rameses—
a stiffer, puffier version of his old self.

This material connection between saturation and visuality should help to
dispel the idealist misconception that preservation today always operates
through nested frames of historicity, or through two images of architecture,
one contemporary and framing, the other historic and enframed. The “envi-
ronmental” turn in preservation practices is also sometimes mistaken to
mean that spatial scale now corresponds to historical distance—that the more
modern the viewer, the better his or her perspective. Chemical saturation
connotes a different idea: that images appear and disappear through subtle
changes in the material composition between the adjoining spaces and sur-
faces that make up architecture. Rather than considering the imageability of
architecture as an external product of its material presence, we can think 
saturation to mean that images produced through preservation cannot help
but return to, and reside in, the architecture itself, and we can imagine that
a semimagical, perhaps electrochemical process causes a constant toggling
between all of these accumulated images, depending upon the discursive
environment that comes to pass. Lastly, the notion of saturation hints that a
historical tipping point has been reached: if architectural preservation has
long been a social and political medium, around the 1960s it became a
medium tout court.
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