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International Salvage Archaeology
Some organizational and technical aspects
of the Nubian campaign
By TORGN,Y SAVE-SODERBERGH
•

•

Introduction
Much has been written on the Nubian campaign, many important archaeological discoveries and scientific results have been published or are
in preparation for publication. The technical and financial achievements
in connexion with the salvage of the temples especially the two· rock
temples of Abu Simbel have been described in detail. But so far descriptions and analyses of the organizational and technical aspects have
been rather neglected. One of the few contributions is a;> valuable article
by William Y. Adams, ''Organizational Problems in International Salvage Archaeology'' (in Anthropological Quarterly, vol. 41, July 1968,
pp. 110-121). Professor Adams was employed by Unesco as an expert
to assist the Antiquities Service in the Sudan during the Nubian campaign. His first assignment was to interpret aerial photographs, but he
very soon took an active and leading part in the survey conducted by
the Sudanese Antiquities Department and in 1963 was officially assigned
to the Sudan as a liaison officer.
Professor Adams has described and analysed tl1:e problems from his
point of view as an employee of Un.esco continuously working in the field
and later also as the head of a mission.
.
My own experience is somewhat different. I have followed the cam- '
paign in the Action Committee, later in the Executive Committee of
Unesco and in the expert -groups concerning Sudanese Nubia, and at
the same time as a member and the head of a mission, the Scandinavian
Joint Expedition to Sudanese Nubia. It may therefore be of interest to
supplement the article by Professor Adams with some other aspects of the
campaign. None of us have the purpose to pass a judgement on the
authorities involved, national or international, or to criticize the work
I

•
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done, since we are both fully aware of all the difficulties and of the fact
that much more was achieved than anybody could dream of when the
campaign started. The purpose is rather to try to explain why the work
was not done 'in a different and sometimes perhaps more efficient way
and to draw some conclusions which may be of use for future campaigns.

The Background
When Egypt built the High Dam at the First Cataract to increase the
irrigation capacity and the production of electrical power, Lower Nubia,
a part of the Nile valley which is exceedingly rich in antiquities, was
inundated. The project threatened one of the biggest free air museums
in the world with annihilation.
The reservoir of the High Dam covers the Nile valley from a point
7 kilometers south of the old dam at Assuan and down to the Dai cataract in the Sudan, in all about 500 kilometers~ The level of the Nile
was heightened about 60 meters (from 121 meters ·a.s.l. to 182 meters
a.s.l.) and the average width of the lake amounts to 10 kilometers, in
some places even up to about 20 kilometers.
In the inundation area of Egyptian Nubia there were no less than 17
larger and smaller temples, among them the two famous rock temples
at Abu Simbel, and in Sudanese Nubia
at
·least
four
more
temples
had
.
.
to be saved. Moreover, there was a considerable number of ancient Egyptian fortresses, churches, Christian fortified towns and monasteries and
innumerable settlements and cemeteries from all prehistoric and historic periods of the Nubian civilization.
Fortunately, these antiquities were not unknown but had been investigated, at least partly, in connection with the construction of the
older dam at Assuan, which was first built in 1898 and later heightened
twice (1907-1912 and 1929-1931). This dam had already put the majority of the temples under water for a large part of the year and all cem•
eteries and other antiquities up to the level of 120 meters a.s.l. had
been drowned. At the expense of the. Egyptian government all these
drowned temples had been documented and published (in the series
Les Temples Immerges de la Nubie), the churches and other Christian '
remains had been studied and published by Monneret ' de Villard, Mileham and others (for bibliographical references see e.g. G. Gerster, Nubien Goldland am Nil. Zurich 1964). Finally, when the dam was heightened, two large archaeological salvage programs were successfully con-
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ducted, first by Reisner and Firth (published in the series The Archaeological Survey of Nu~ia), and then by Emery and Kirwan (published in
Mission Archeologique de, Nubie 1929-1934). Several expeditions, not
directly connected with this rescue program, had also worked in Lower
Nubia, e.g. the Austrian expedition directed by Junker, the Ernst von
Sieglin Expedition, and the Eckley B. Coxe Jr Expedition.
As is only natural tlie field work and the publications of these earlier
investigations did not always correspond to modern standards, but for
their time the achievement cannot be justly blamed. On the contrary
this earlier salvage archaeology in Nubia was so successful that it influenced the work done in the 1960s and sometimes hindered a more
modern approach to the problems.
These earlier investigations were concentrated on Egyptian Nubia,
whereas in the Sudanese part of Lower Nubia to be inundated by the
High Dam project very little work had been done. Some excavations
had been made at Faras (Griffith}, Serra East (Griffith}, Debeira East
(Nigm ed Din Mohammed Sherif and Thabit Hassan Thabit}, Buhen
(Maclver & Woolley}, Gamai (Orie Bates}, Abka (Myers}, and in the
Ancient Egyptian fortresses in the cataract area (cf. also the bibliography
in my Agypten und Nubien and the series Second Cataract Forts) ..But
hardly any site had been entirely excavated and e.g. the results of the
investigations of the fortresses and of Myers' important work at Abka
had only been partly published.
Whereas only a restricted number of specialists realized how much
remained t9 be done in the.field of archaeological investigations, it was
obvious to everybody with the slightest knowledge of history of art and
of the pharaonic civilization that the High Dam project threatened
great monuments of such a quality as to place them among the treasures
constituting an integrated part of the cultural heritage of mankind.
Their loss would mean a loss not only to Egypt and to the comparatively
few specialists interested in Egyptology and .Egyptian art, but to everybody with a feeling for the great masterpieces created by mankind.
The original attitude, also among some of the responsible authorities,
was rather one of sad resignation. The wellfare of Egypt, even its chances
to survive, with some 700 000-1 OOO OOO new inhabitants to nourish
every year, depended so much on the increased resources to be created
by the High Dam scheme that the irreparable loss of cultural value.s and
monumental masterpieces was regarded as tragic but less important and
_inevitable. The task to rescue over 20 temples, of which two immense
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temples cut in the rock, seemed so overwhelming, esp_ecially in the short
time available, that everybody felt more or less paralysed.
However, some enthusiasts refused to accept defeat despite what
seemed to be hopeless odds. It is only fair here to mention Mme Christiane Desroches-Noblecourt. She was one of the· first to start the fight
for the Nubian monuments and her enthusiasm encouraged the authori- ties and others not to give in.
President Gamal Abdel Nasser and the responsible ministers, Dr.
Sarwat Okasha and, later, Dr Abdel Kader Hatem always showed an
unfailing interest and concern and they gave adequate support to their
authorities and officials (to mention only a few who played a dominant
.
role:
H.
E.
Abdel
Moneim
el-Sawi,
Dr
Gamal
Mukhtar,
Prof~ Dr. AbdelMoneim Abu-Bakr and Mr Shehatta Adam).
The Sudanese authorities were also very positive and made everything in their power to furpher the program. They were efficiently supported by Jean Vercoutter, who was at that time Commissioner for
,J Archaeology and who at an early stage insisted that the purely archaeological investigations should not be forgotten for the more glamorous
program concerning the great monuments. At the very beginning of the
campaign he was replaced by Sayed Thabit Hassan Thabit who was
Commissioner for Archae,ology practically to the end of the campaign
and whose perseverance and energy was of great importance.
It may seem superfluous to underline this positive attitude of the
Egyptian and Sudanese authorities. After alf, the salvage program should
be first of aJl their headache. However, at that time no international
organization. or world opinion could coerce national authorities to do
something about such problems. They could argue that human lives are
more important than cultural values and that all the resources of their
countries had to be concentrated on the economical and social development. There was not even an international convention or recommendation which underlined their moral duty to allocate economical and personal resources on rescuing temples or on excavating antiquities.
The problems connected with the necessity always to respect the
national sovereignty and to abstain from interfering with internal affairs are well known to all international organizations and enterprises.
Had the Egyptian and Sudanese authorities not asked for international
assistance to save the monuments, because they regarded other international assistance to be of greater importance and more vital to immediate needs, nothing could have been done about the whole complex,

(
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even if everybody would have argued that these mon ents, Abu Simbel and other t emples, etc., belonged to the cultural heritage of mankind and hence were not, so to speak, the exclusive property of Egypt
and the Sudan.
It is fair also to stress that, not only did the two governments ask for
international assistance, but once this had been done and Unesco had
accepted to intervene they were utterly loyal to the international campaign and respected all the recommendations put forward by the responsible international committees.
~

•

The Administrative and Cqnsultative Organization
On 6 April 1959 the Egyptian government asked Unesco for financial,
technical and scientific assistance to save the monuments of Nubia. On
24 October 1959 the Sudan made the same demand.
The reason why the Sudan delayed its demand was presumably that
the Sudanese government expected the costs for rescuing the antiquities
of the inundation area to be included in the indemnities to be paid by
Egypt to the Sudan for its losses in connection with the execution of
the High Dam project.:
·
The appeal was accepted by Unesco at the General Conference of
1959. On March 8, 196Q, the Director-General issued an appeal to all
Member States and other institutions for the preservation of the monuments of Nubia and also for an archaeological salvage program in the
threatened area. 1
The Director-General was also authorized to take all appropriate steps
to secure the effectiveness of the appeal, in particular by setting up two
Committees to further the campaign:
The Committee of Patrons under the chairmanship of His Majesty
King Gustaf VI Adolf of Sweden consisted mainly of royal persons and
statesmen.
The members of the other committee, the Action Committee, were
eminent persons chosen by the Director-General, and the chairmen or
other representatives of the National Nubia Committees should also attend the meetings of the Committee. Among the members some were
w

Most of the relevant reports concerning the campaign are found in the Unesco
documents CUA 103, 106 ( = 104), 107, 109, 113, 118 and 127 and Nubia/ 1- 19.
These reports have been used h ere together with working papers to which I have
had access as a member of different committees.
.
1
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famous archaeologists and so were also some of the representatives of
the National Committees.
The Action Committee should assist the Director-General ''in the organization of a world-wide campaign designed to ensure contributions
in money, services and equipment and thus to ensure the fullest participation by Member States in the international action.''
To this Committee was later on added the Executive Committee, which
'
gradually replaced the Action Committee. A Working Party at the
eleventh General Conference (1960) studied the problems connected
with the Nubian Campaign and Unesco's role and responsibilities.
Whereas the Action Committee In May 1960 h·a d recommended that
''Unesco should not restrict
its
role
to-that
of
intermediary
between
the
•
two Governments · (Egy}lt and the Sudan) and the rest of the partici/-}?ating countries, and that it was desirable that Unesco's responsibility
should extend over the whole undertaking until the completion of operations'', the Working Party recommended that Unesco should keep to
the role of intermediary. ''In order, however, to give the Governments,
institutions and individuals taking part in the international action,
particularly through financial contributions, the guarantees they were
entitled to expect with regard -to the allocation and employment of those
contributions'' the Working Party recommended that the DirectorGeneral set up an internatiohal body, the Executive Committee of the
international campaign to save the mo~uments of Nubia. The Resolution 4.414/2 of the General Conlerence hence authorized the DirectorGeneral ''to set up, in consultation with the International Action Committee, an Executive Committee to advise and comment on the allocation and employment of the moneys collected and on the co-ordination
and execution of the work'' (ClJA/104, Annex III).
This Executive Committee also contained several archaeol_ogists (e.g.
M. Almagro, J. 0. Brew, Sir Mortimer Wheeler), representatives of the
Governments of Egypt and the Sudan and many prominent persons
(among" others Prince Sadruddin Aga Khan as Special Consultant).
-T he Consultative Committee of Egypt was represented by its chairman,
and the Panel of Experts of the Republic of Sudan by one of its members. The Committee met in October 1961 and in April 1962 and did
mainly discuss the general campaign and its financial aspects (CUA/113, .
Annex IV; CUA/118, Annex IV).
The membership and terms of reference of this Executive Committee
were changed by the General Conference at its twelfth session in resolu•

!
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tion 4.421'. I, § 8 (1962) (se
· 1 and CUA/127, pp. 1 ff.). The
members were no longer chosen by the Director-General but consisted
of 15 Member States elected by the General Conference: Brazil, Ecuador,
France, Federal Republic of Germany, India, Italy, Lebanon, Netherlands, Pakistan, Spain, Sudan, Sweden, United Arab Republic, United
'
States of America, and Yugoslavia. It was no longer only an advisory
body, assisting the Director-General, but should ''issue directiv~ to the
•
Director-General on all questions of a general nature which arise in
the course of salvage operations''. Particularly mentioned were the coordination of the work, the distribution of contributions between programmes to be carried out in the UAR and in the Sudan and, finally,
the allocation to the governments of moneys to be drawn from the
Trust Fund. The Executive Committe was responsible towards the
General Conference and should report to it.
H. E. Paolo de Berredo Carnero who had been President of the International Action Committee became and is still the Chairman of the
Executive ·Committee. He has always played a leading role in the campaign, which owes much of its success to his skill and energy.
The members of the Executive Committee were as a rule the permanent
representatives of the Member States elected b.Y the General Con:(erence.
Except the representatives of Egypt and Sudan I was as a rule the only
one who by profession had any connection with salvage archaeology
and similar problems. Sweden was so represented not because there
should be some expert on antiquities among the representatives of the
donor states, but because Sweden followed another policy regarding
permanent representatives than the majority of the Member States.
The character of the Executive Committee, which replaced the Action Committee, thus changed from a body of experts and advisors to a
body of diplomats and representatives of governments and had mainly
the duty to control that the campaign and the allocation of resources
were implemented according to the resolutions of the Gene~al Conference.
It is significant that this change was adopted when the campaign was
at a critical point. Despite all efforts sufficient funds had not been collected to save Abu Simbel. A group of Member States (among others
Sweden) had proposed to include the salvage project in the ordinary
Programme and Budget and to make contributions according to the
usual scale compulsory, but this proposal was rejected by the General
Conference (1962). By strengthening the guarantees towards the donors
and by tying a larger group of Member States to the project by member\
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ship in the Executive Committee, it was hoped that the campaign should
be more successful. In as much as the contracts concerning the salvage
of the Abu Simbel temples could be signed in Cairo on 9 November
' 1963 on the basis of the contribution of some 17 million dollars by 45
countries the campaign was successful, but it is difficult to assess how
far this success was due to the reconstruction of the Executive Committee, which held its first meeting in .December 1962, immediately
after the end of the twelfth session of the General Conference.
'

(

The Executive Committee was only part of an administrative mechanism and had to rely, on the one hand; on the Secretariat of Unesco, on
..
the other hand, on different Committees of experts.
The Secretariat and the office of the Director-General, under the
leadership of, first, Vittorino V eronese and then of Rene Maheu as
Director-General, had been very active from the very beginning of the
campaign, and, undoubtedly, the success owes much to the untiring efforts and skill especially oj Rene Maheu and his personnel. In the summer 1961 the Executive Board had authorized the Acting DirectorGeneral to set up within the Department of Cultural Activities a service
specially responsible for the campaign. As Chief of this Service for the
Monuments of Nubia functioned Mr J. K. van der Haagen and then Mr
Ali Vrioni.
The most important consultative bodies set up for the Nubian cam•
pa1gn were:
(a) for Egyptian Nubia:
The Consultative Committee concerning the Safeguarding of the Sites
and Monuments of Nubia, set up in 1960 by the Egyptian Government
in conjunction with Unesco, int. al. to give advice on the operations for
safeguarding the sites and monuments of Nubia.
·
The Sub-Committee of the Consultative Committee to deal with outstanding questions between the regular meetings of the Committee and
to give advice on gifts in return.
The Board of Consultants consisting mainly of engineers appointed in
1961 by the Egyptian Government in consultation with Unesco for the
technical aspects of the Abu Simbel project.
The Group of archaeologists and landscaping architects also for the Abu
Simbel project.
Moreover, special groups set up more or less ad hoe, such as the Panel

.
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of international experts (engineers--· and archaeologists) convened in
May 1963 to study two different projects for the salvage of Abu Simbel
(lifting project and cutting project), and the International Group of
Experts on the Preservation of the Philae Monuments.
Unesco supported financially The Cairo Documentation and Study
Centre for the History of Art and Civilization of Ancient Egypt and through
Unesco a rather numerous personnel was also put at its di§posal.
(b) for Sudanese Nubia:
A Panel of Experts with eight members was selected by the Sudanese
Government in consultation with Unesco to draw up the final plans for
the work to be undertaken in the Sudan. Of these, four were chosen to
take part in a meeting in Khartoum 3-9 October 1960, but only three
members (Gilbert, Sander Hansen, Save-Soderbergh) could attend the
meeting in addition to representatives of Unesco and the Government
of the Sudan.
According to Resolution 4.413/1 the eleventh General Conference
(1960) then authorized the Director-General to give financial assistance
also to the group of experts set up by the Government of the Sudan, as
well as to the Consultative Committee of the UAR.
However, no permanent committee was ever established for Sudanese Nubia despite ~he protests of those who were especially interested
in this part of the project. It had been foreseen that the experts for
the Sudan should meet at least once a year (11 C/PRG/27, p. 6), but
the next meeting was not held until 12-14 February 1962, and then with
four different members (Emery, Gilbert, Save-Soderbergh, and Vercoutter).
The third meeting (13 December 1963) was again of a different character. It was convened by the Sudanese Commissioner of Archaeology
in accordance with a suggestion of Mr Vrioni, Director of the Service
for the Monuments of Nubia of Unesco, and it consisted mainly of the
Field Directors of Missions who happened to be working at that time in
Sudanese Nubia.
Finally, an international meeting on the archaeological campaign in
Sudanese Nubia was held in Venice 18- 22 April 1966 in accordance
with the resolution of the Executive Committee on 24/25 September
1965.
In addition Unesco put some archaeologists (two or three) and a
fresco specialist at the disposal of the Sudanese Antiquities Service.
(
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There was as a rule a striking contrast between the support and interest of Unesco regarding Egyptian Nubia and Sudanese Nubia and it
often reflected an attitude which seemed biased. Whereas no permanent
committee or group of experts was ever established for the Sudan and
few meetings with few attendants were held dealing exclusively with
the Sudanese problems, the Consultative Committee for Egyptian Nubia
started with 12 members of prominent persons, including e.g. Rene
Maheu as Deputy Director-General, and Fritz Gysin, President of the
"
Consultative Committee of the International Council of Museums, and
numerous international experts served on the different UAR Commit•
tees.
However, it must be admitted that the problems to be solved at the
beginning of the campaign were concentrated to Egyptian Nubia. The
majority of the temples to be saved were located here, including the two
rock temples of Abu Simbel, and these temples should not only be moved
into security but should first be measured and documented in detail,
which involved an overwhelming amount of work. The largest part of
the inundation area was in Egyptian Nubia, but it was sometimes
neglected that, whereas this part of Nubia had been rather thoroughly
investigated before, Sudanese Nubia was more or less ''terra incognita''
from the archaeological point of view.
The disproportion in interest and expenditure between Egyptian and
Sudanese Nubia was not noticed so much in the beginning of the campaign as towards the end when the situation in the south became critical
(see further below).
Even if this sometimes caused great anxiety and irritation and even
if an administrative organization built up with so little preparation and
so often improvised did not always function without mistakes, it must
be admitted that the system was on the whole effective and accomplished
more than could be expected in so short a time and against so infavourable odds . .
The Salvage of Monuments

Some Aspects

\

The most conspicuous and dramatic part of the Nubian Campaign was
the salvage of the two famous rock temples of Abu Simbel and also of
the other great monuments in the inundation area. The drama of Abu
Simbel was headlines in the world press for a long time and provoked
an invasion of tourists and lovers of art and ancient civilizations to Abu
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Simbel especially during the years 1960-1963 when the temples were
still in their original places and their fate was widely debated with great
fervour.
The possibility that a wonder of the world like Abu Simbel should
perhaps be sacrificed on the altar of technical development was a challenge to everyone with cultural interests.
The fight for Abu Simbel was so difficult and often seemed so hope- ·
less that it was only natural that this part of the Nubian Campaign
became the major problem which overshadowed the other ones. It was
a case without precedence the Member States should show their
solidarity concerning cultural values of this special type and make financial sacrifices amounting to some 40-50 million dollars, if not more.
When the .C ampaign started, the solution seemed to be to construct an
immense cofferdam around the site. This project implied a mean cost of
some 70 million dollars and the costs would perhaps mount to over 80
million dollars. It also implied maintenance costs for pumping etc. of
not less than 370 OOO dollars a year.
This first project was replaced by a project (Ital Project) to lift the
temples and the surrounding rock to a level approximately 5 m above
the highest level of the new lake. The costs were estimated at 60-70
million dollars and the project was therefore adopted by the Egyptian
Government on the basis of the recommendations of the international
committees of experts. Despite all the efforts of various governments and
institutions, and the Egyptian offer to contribute 11 ,5 million dollars,
it proved in 1963 unrealistic to consider any project more expensive
than 40 million dollars, the maximum sum which could be hoped for
through international contributions in addition to the Egyptian efforts.
Two new projects were then launched, one presented to Unesco by
France and based on the idea of floating the temples up into their new
position, and the other one elaborated by Vattenbyggnadsbyran (VBB)
in Stockholm and implying that the two temples should be cut into
pieces and reassembled on a safe level.
These two projects were analysed by different international groups of
experts and, in accordance with their recommendation, the Egyptian
Government adopted the cutting project on 10 June 1963 at an estimated cost of 36 million dollars. The Egypti~n Government was prepared
to sign the contract for the execution of this project as soon as the international contributions had reached a minimum amount of 20,5 million dollars.
•

•

'
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In an agreement, signed in Cairo 9 November, 1963, the Egyptian
Government undertook to sign a contract for this project, and Unesco
throug~ its Director-General, according to authorization by the Executive Committee, undertook to transmit the funds collected and to
continue the campaign for international support until the sum of 20,5
million dollars was secured.
Against all odds Unesco as an organization was able to fulfil! this
financial obligation. The total costs of the project after completion
proved to be 41774458 dollars (contract proper 23 million and the rest
costs of equipment, housing, supervision etc. supplied by the UAR).
Fifty states, US private funds (1,6 million) and tourist tax (1 ,7 million)
contributed together the value of 21 250 921 dollars.
•

The two Abu Simbel temples were not the only ones which had to be
provided for.
·
-,
The next largest temple, that of Kalabsha, was saved through a German financial and technical intervention, and the majority of the other
temples in Egyptian Nubia by the Egyptians themselves, who used
VBB as technical consultants and received financial aid by the USA.
Here the Executive Committee and the secretariat had the duty to
control only that the work for which the financial aid was earmarked
had been executed before the funds were ·r eleased a control which in
some cases caused irritating delays.
The Amada temple was taken care of by the French, and with a sophisticated method the inner part of the temple was rescued as one whole
piece, and its painted stucco reliefs were thus not cut to pieces.
On the whole the salvage of the other temples did not pose so many
problems to Unesco and its Executive Committee. Once the operations
had started they went on rather smoothly, but the Unesco secretariat
had sometimes difficulties to find and employ the right specialists in
the short time available.
In connection with the salvage of the temples it was discussed whether
it was right to move the temples from their original surroundings and
landscape.
In the case of Abu Simbel, the cutting scheme was criticized because
it was felt to be a sacrilege to cut an old monument to pieces. The integrity of the monument was felt as a special value and the cutting project was by some people characterized as a butchery. Anyhow this
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problem was solved by itself, as at the end the choice was the cutting
scheme or destruction .
The other anxiety was to place the Abu Simbel temples in a situation
so like the original one as possible, to restore the whole ensemble and its
landscape in all details. Suggestions of a more ''modern' ' and ''hone, t''
solution of the landscaping after the re-erection by creating something
like an abstract, non-figurative background were rejected as well as the
proposal to let the cuttings remain unfilled to show what had been done.
At the end the restoration aimed at a detailed restoration of the original
situation. Some .even suggested that an artificial lake should be made
in front of the smaller temple, as they remembered the picturesque view
./•
of the small temple reflecting in the Nile a few meters in front of the
fac;ade. But this was an aesthetical value created by the last heightening
of the old Assuan dam in 1931. It seemed pointless to restore it, whereas
it was a matter of course to preserve e.g. the orientation of the big temple towards the rising sun and the thrilling spectacle when the first rays
of the sun touch the statues in the Holy of Holiest, 60 meters in the interior of the mountain.
.
In the case of Abu Simbel the costs prevented all thoughts of moving
the temple any larger distance. This was not the case with the smaller
items. Here it was decided without much discussion that the temples
and other monuments should be concentrated to a few places for better
safety and easier accessibility. A few temples (Dendur, Debod, Ellesya
and Tafa) were allotted as tokens of gratitude to certain donor states
(USA, Spain, Italy, the Netherlands) by the Egyptian government. Even
if extremely valuable in themselves these temples were regarded as
being of minor importance as compared to the others. There was no
criticism against the decision to move them to entirely alien surroundings and the conditions connected with the gifts rather concerned the
safety of the monuments (Nubia/13 Annex IX Recommendation no. 1).
There was, however, a rather lively discussion whether the few temples in the Sudan should be moved to a safe place in the neighbourhood
of their original location or whether they should be transported to the
new museum in Khartoum. One of the reasons to avoid a long transport
was the frailty of the material Nubian sandstone. Moreover, it was
not considered to be right to separate e.g. the two temples at Semna
from the grandiose landscape surrounding them. Nobody could deny
the beauty of these temples, built in light stone, as a fascinating accent
in the mass of wild dark rock formations through which the Nile passed

,
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in a white avalanche of rapids. But was there any real connection between
the temples. and the landscape, had the , architects ever contemplated
such a oonnection and had the temples in any way been located or composed so as to harmonize with the landscape? Evidently not, since in
Pharaonic times the temples were surrounded by some twelve meter
high walls which isolated them efficiently from the surroundings. It is
rather as if the architects had made every possible effort to let the visitor in Pharaonic times forget that he was far away from Egypt in a
country which we know that he feared and even. detested .
Personally, I felt no difficulty to support the Sudanese wish to move
the temples out of danger to the new museum in Khartoum. To my
feeling, this was Jnot to act against the intentions of the creators of the
monuments. To leave them in a place which should be entirely deserted
1or long times to come would be both risky and pointless, if they cou,l d
be transported into greater safety without danger. These temples, like
the other. ones in Sudanese Nubia, were moved to Khartoum without
damage and are now re-erected at the new museum.
The final decision by the Sudanese government, to which Unesco
agreed, was also motivated by the fact that it was only with the greatest
difficulty that the population could be persuaded to evacuate their
beloved country.. Had the temples been left behind it could have made
this evacuation still more difficult as it might have given the impression that a re-occupation of the country was contemplated, once the
reservoir had reached its peak and the hydrological conditions had been
stabilized. It was also said that the government needed the Nubian
population for the new irrigation project at Khashm el Girba, where the
great majority was moved and where an arid steppe was developed
into a rich agricultural zone.
..r

The salvag_e program regarding the temples, which from the point of
view of Unesco and its Executive Committee was concentrated on the
overwhelming problems connected with Abu Simbel, was of a rather
special character, but nevertheless some guiding principles can be of
importance also for the future~
To solve financial and technical problems on the scale of the salvage .
of Abu Simbel it is necessary to have the support of the Member States
of an international organization like Unesco. Other methods to obtain
the necessary funds failed at least in the case of Nubia, even if substan9- 714571 Kungl. Vetenskapssamliallet
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tial sums were brought together by means of exhibitions and through
private sources (e.g. in Japan, USA and France).
,
It is also necessary that the state, in which the monuments to be
saved are situated, should be loyal towards the international organization and thereby also towards the donor states. Only if the donors are
confident that the control of the use of the funds allocated can be based
on such a loyalty, both with regard to expenditure and the methods
chosen, can an appeal meet with success. It was a great asset in the efforts to raise funds that the members of the Executive Committee and
of the other international committees could report that their recom- ,
mendations were followed meticulously and that the control of the funds
could be made without any difficulties.
When approaching the Member States or other donors to raise funds
it is necessary to have a realistic project, calculated in detail, technically
and financially. aihe fact that this was not the case with Abu Simbel
from the beginning did undoubtedly hamper the initial efforts,- and
when
..
the \same efforts are now being made for the salvage of the Philae temples, no greater international campaign was started until the technical
methods and a realistic financial plan had been worked out in detail.
From the technical and antiquarian point of view a lot of experience
has been gained which cannot be described here and which will undoubtedly be of the greatest value to solve similar problems elsewhere.
'"'\

The archaeological campaign

I

The drama of Abu Simbel concentrated the interest on Nubia, a country
which had been neglected and forgotten for decades .and centuries except by some few specialists. This was undoubtedly a great advantage
to those who were eager to save also the thousands of other sites which
could tell us more about the fascinating story of Nubia through the millennia the oldest colonial history in the world, when Nubia at intervals was occupied by Egyptian armies and, as a result o~ an acculturation, lost more or. less entirely its own civilization, and down to the early
Middle Ages when Nubia was one of the last Christian strongholds in
this part of the world with a fascinating indigenous variant of Byzantine culture.
Here was another immense task, a salvage program of ~equally overwhelming size. During a period of some five years at least the northern
part of the reservoir up to the beginning of .the Second Cataract had
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to be surveyed and investigated in detail by archaeologists and other
specialists. _The first part to be inundated, from the High Dam to the
Second Cataract, was 350 kilometers, and the narrower part further south
another 150 kilometers. From earlier surveys and expeditions we knew
that Nubia was very rich in sites from all periods and we also knew that
the earlier archaeological work had been exhaustive only up to the level
120 m a.s.l. From the very beginn~ng of the campaign there was no
doubt that thousands of sites from Palaeolithic to -Christian periods were
threatened with inundation and destruction.
Many archaeologists have expressed some astonishment that Unesco
and its repsonsible committees did not do more to organize the purely
archaeological part of the campaign (cf. Adams, op. cit.). In fact, to
start with, the odds were not at all in favour of archaeology and scientific research. During t!ie first phase of the campaign it was even seriously
discussed in the Action Committee whether the archaeological work did
at all belong to the Unesco campaign, which should concentrate
on the
,,...
salvage of monuments. It was necessary for those who (like myself)
were also interested in that part of the salvage problem, to fight for
acknowledgement of this part of the campaign and time and again
during the campaign to underline that Unesco had to fulfil! its responsibility regarding the purely archaeological aspects of the salvage program. Especially for the Sudan the odds were such that without efficient
international assistance the losse~ would have been immense and irreparable.
It is typical for the general attitude from which Unesco started that
in one of the first working papers (SN/IAC/2) it is said regarding · the
purely archaeological work in Egyptian Nubia, which is recommended
in general terms: ''Governments and competent institutions will doubtless wish to organize at their own expense expeditions which will be of
great scientific interest. Unesco will not collect funds for the financing
of such expeditions, but will act merely as intermediary between their
organizers and the Government of the United Arab Republic''. And
regarding the same problem in the Sudan it is only stated (ibid.): ''As
in the case of the United Arab Republic, governments and institutions
may organize missions at their own expense."
This attitude towards the archaeological excavations and survey
missions was confirmed by the eleventh General Conference, which resolved that such operations ''should be paid for by the institutions or·
ganizing them'' (CUA/104/ p. 6).
•

'
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There were undoubtedly many reasons for the hesitation of Unesco
officials to involve the organization in this part of the project also by
collecting funds and thereby assuming the responsibility for the proper
use ·of the money collected. They did not want to detract from the concentration on the salvage of the temples; especially Abu Simbel. They
feared a precedence case _ what would one do and where should one
stop, if other Member States also asked for financial, technical and expert assistance in salvage archaeology which is becoming
more
and
more
.
the ordinary consequence of modern technical development 1 The exceptional nature of the Nubian project had to be stressed to avoid a
development which could not be controlleq, and assistance had, in the
case of pure· archaeology, to be restricted to expert advice, specialist
services, supporting liaison and administration, etc.
Even if Unesco iri principle. only acted as intermediary between donors
.
and receivers also in the case of the salvage of the monuments, the or.ganization soon assumed also the responsibility to control the correct
use of the funds collected, and this responsibility provoked the necessity to set up the different committees and bodies mentioned above.
These committees were primarily designed for the raising of funds
and/or for the control of the proper use of the funds, and it is therefore
easy to understand that their efforts were concentrated on this task.
The fact that Unesco as organization was rather disinterested in the
archaeological investigations, was thus a consequence of the nature of
the campaign and the ensuing responsibilities.
But for various reasons Unesco became involved also in the purely
archaeological part of the project. The Consultative Committee for
Egyptian Nubia, set up by the Egyptian Government in collaboration
with Unesco, was supported by Unesco and acted as a planning committee for the excavation work even in detail. So did also its
Sub-Committee and the different expert groups concerned with the
problems of Sudanese Nubia. The Documentation Centre in Egypt was
efficiently supported by Unesco funds and personnel, and Unesco also
put some archaeological experts at the disposal of the Antiquities Ser.
vice of the Sudan.
).-

I
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The possibility and desiderability of solving the survey and excavation problems by means of one single enterprise, a large international
expedition covering the whole inundation area and proceeding system-
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aticaUy from one end of the area to the other, were aometimee discu88ed
at tho ou!Alot of the campaign. The advantages would have been a uni·
formity of 81&ndard8, a comparability of results over a wide are6 and a
certainty that the whole territory w l\8 properly explored. T he experience
of the earlier archaeological surveys of Nubia organized in this way Wll8
on the whole poeitive.
The disadvantages were also evident. Even if tho standards of such
an expedition were high, individual intorestA! and special problems could
more easily be neglected or bocomo too dominant. If tbcro wero many
expeditions, organized by eevcral institutions and scholars with dif.
fcrent idoals and ideas, it was moro probable that no important problems
or 118pecta were entirely neglootOO, oven if not applied to or tested in
the whole inundation area but only in a more reetrieted con0088ion.
I t would alao be difficult to overcome the national fooling;i and to
co-ordinate tho work irrespective of the fact that two sovereign stat<Je,
Egypt and Sudan, were involved. It would havo implied that Unoeoo
or some other international body should take more responsibility both
from a political and from an adminiatraUvo point of view than Wll8
practically feMiblo, and I believe that it wll8 both naUonalism and the
fear that tbo work would be delayed by UnO!IOO "red tape" which mado
any such plans definitely impoesible, with the exception for the Com·
bined Prehistoric Expedition which by special arrangement worked over
the whole area.
Tho work was thus organized eeparatoly in Egyptian Nubia and in
SudanCIMl Nubi& and the situation devoloped differently in tho two
parts of Nubia.
When Egypt requested the al!8istanoo of Unesoo, t he Egyptian
Government prornil!Od the following gn.nts 118 countorpartA! of the for.
eign aaaistanoo: 00118ion of one half of all finds, authorization to 6Xoavato
out«ido the threatened area, and tho OOMion of certain Nubian tomplce
and various objects as tokens of grat.itudo.
The Sudancee Government in its requeet pointed out that under the
Sudanoso laws, any excavator was enIitied to 50 % of the objects diJl.
oovered by him (excluding unique objects of historical value) (llC{
PRG{9, p. 1). The Sudan, on the other hand, could not, from the begin·
ning of tbo campaign, promiso that any monuments would bo given
away 118 grants in return in view of tbo 8081'00noes of larger monuments.
Tho intemational Panel of Experts endol'80CI this altitude, but nevcrtbo·
1- the SudanC80 &uthorities later on showed a great generosity o.g. re·

•

134

•

••

••

TORGNY SAVE·SODERBERGH

.

garding the famous frescoes discovered by the Polish expedition at Faras.
Thanks to the Unesco support of the Consultative Committee and its
Sub-Committees in Egypt and of the Documentation Center in Cairo
they functioned as efficient co-ordinating organizations, and through
them and the Unesco secretariat Egyptian Nubia benefitted from the
first impetus of the campaign and the world-wide propaganda launched
in that connection. Abu Simbel attract~d~ the interest to Egyptian-Nubia,
and naturally enough the efforts were concentrated on the northern
part of Nubia which would be flooded first. The Egyptian promise of
concessions to excavate in Egypt proper was also attractive to many
institutes, especially to those ·which had had such concessions before
the Nubian campaign.
"
As a -consequence the response to the appeal was most encouraging
in --Egypt and the whole area was soon divided into a great number of
concessions of foreign missions. Already at its fifth session (Octoper
1963) the Executive Committee was told that, with regard to documentation and excavations in Egyptian Nubia, ''practically all the aims of
the international solidarity campaign have already been achieved''
(~ubia/5/ p. 3) and in a progress report covering the period 1 July· to
31 December 1963 the work of the missions was described with the fol- .
lowing comment: ''All the·se missions have cleared their concessions
·systematically ... The waters may now cover everything, for no archaeological clue will have been overlooked."
Already at its first meeting (May-June 1960) the Consultative Committee adopted a · number of recommendations on the organization of
the archaeological field work aiming at a total survey and excavation
of all the sites in Egyptian Nubia. A sondage expedition, prehistoric expeditions and an epigraphie expedition were planned to work .o ut a
complete archaeological map of Egyptian Nubia. At the same time excavations should start on sites of a high priority, wh-ich were ~llotted
to foreign missions. The work of these missions should fall under the
Antiquities laws (cf. A. Khater, Le Regime Juridique des Fouilles et des
Antiquites en Egypte. Le Caire 1960), and they were recommended to
•
work according to the principles drawn up for the sondage expedition.
Some other co-ordinating principles were set up by a special SubCommittee. The Committee also made recominendati.ons regarding the
logistic problems of the campaign.
At the second session (January 1961) the Consultative Committee
adop.t ed another series of recommendations pertaining to the logistic
1
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aspects and to co-ordinating principles of the archaeological work. These
principles regarded mostly the documentation of the results (e.g. topographical maps, use of meter instead of foot etc.), and the role of the
Documentation Centre both for furnishing the missions with the topographical material and other information was stressed, as well as the
duty of the expeditions to ,report their results to this office.
Thus from the very beginning the archaeological work was, at least
in principle, well co-ordinated both as regards methods and aims. In
practice it was, however, inevitable that there were shortcomings, some
of which the Committee dealt with at its third session (January/February 1962) (see CUA/118/ p. 5 and Appendix I and CUA/127 / pp. 13 ff.
'---·
for a good review of the mechanism, the results etc.).
That the aim was a total excavation, not a sample according to some
guiding principles or to solve certain problems, appears from different
statements, such as those quoted above and e.g. the wish of the SubCommittee (CUA/109/Annex V; Recommendation SC. 1.2) ''that directors of excavations should not move on to a new site until they have
completely exhausted the concession originally allocated to them''.
''Investigations should be made to the east and west of the allocated
area to include all the ground that will eventually be covered by the
waters of the reservoir.'' ·
That this aim was not always attained, in some cases depended on a
misinterpretation of the report of the sondage expedition, which was
very ably conducted by Professor Harry Smith and brought to an end
in November 1961. In his report (Preliminary Reports of the Egypt
Exploration Society's Nubian Survey. Cairo 1962) he has described his
instructions and the premises of his results. Those who knew the special
conditions in Nubia especially the fact that wind erosion and recent
deposits of silt and sand can make all surface traces also of large and
important sites disappear entirely were aware of the fact that the
methods which were possible to apply at a rapid sondage expedition
could as a rule reveal perhaps less than 50 % of the sites which can be
found wit~ other methods. Moreover, the instructions were not to
traverse on foot such areas where nothing of interest could be seen on
the aerial photographs, and thereby a large number of wind eroded
sites were undoubtedly not noticed (e.g. in the concession of the Scandinavian Joint Expedition to Sudanese Nubia the majority of the hundreds of sites excavated could not be seen on the aerial photographs
prior to excavation). The sonrlage expedition should also report on sites
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considered to merit further exploration. But here, too, much .:.evidence
can have been lost at least some of the sites which were excavated
despite the recommendation to the contrary yielded important results,
and in the Scandinavian concession we had the same experience that
plundered sites were often of great scientific importance.
In some cases it seems as if the expeditions interpreted a total investigation of their concession as an excavation only of the sites rep6'rted
by the sondage expedition (and sometimes this expedition was unfairly
blamed, if unreported sites were found!). In such cases the concession
can" of course, riot be regarded as completely investigated. In other
cases, the mission never intended to make a complete investigation despite the recommendations or instructions of the responsible authorities,
but did not report this in time so that other missions could take over.
Thus e.g. Qasr Ibrim and its important cemeteries were never totally
excavated before they were flooded.
As to the technical methods to be used in survey or excavation works
no instructions seem to have been generally adopted, and the expeditions
had a free choice, which as a rule resulted in the old-fashioned use of
Qufti foremen for the finer work, and numerous Nubian workers with
.
hoes and baskets. The Lerici Foundation made some experiments at
Aniba to ascertain the possibility of detecting hidden structures through
geophysical investigations, but these sophisticated methods were used
only in very rare cases (e.g. by the French mission to Mirgissa in the
Sudan). As it was impossible to obtain any spare parts locally and as it
was often hopeless to make complicated devices function in primitive
camps exposed to sandstorms, dust etc. the use of simple methods was
as a-rule more advisable.
In Sudanese Nubia the aims of the excavations were in principle the
same and the methods used by the majority of the missions did not
differ very much.
In both countries, however, it could occasionally be observed, especially in the attitude towards plundered or damaged sites, that the chances
of finding nice or interesting objects which could be good items for exhibitions influenced the work and that the ecological aspects were neglected. There were no rules how the pottery sherds should be used
scientifically, and sherds or even collections of broken vases were sometimes left behind, more or less undocumented, because they were commonplace and the aspects of quantitative archaeology did not inter-
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est the responsible archaeologists. Also human remains (skeletons and
mummies etc.) were sometimes simply re-buried for lack of anthropological specialists.
The standards of the archaeological work was thus in some cases not
better than those used during the first exploration of Nubia, and many
chances to refine the results of the earlier investigations and studies
were undoubtedly lost.
However, it would be utterly unjust to condemn these shortcomings.
The task of investigating 500 kilometers in such a short time, an area full
of innumerable sites of the most varying size and many very extensive
and riph was overwhelming, the more so as the logistic difficulties
were great and the clima one of the hardest in the world. It is more
astonishing that so much was accomplished and that, after all, so little
was overlooked or neglected.
Whereas the archaeological field work in Egyptian Nubia could be
finished rather early during the campaign and did not cause anxiety
e.g. in the Executive Committee, which in a way was responsible for the
campaign in all its aspects, the difficulties were greater in the Sudan,
where the weakness of the Unesco organization caused some critical
situations.
The part to the north of the Second Cataract, from the northern
frontier towards Egypt at Faras and down to Gamai (62 km), which
was inundated first, was entirely investigated in the first four years of
the campaign, and after the winter 1963/64 this part could be regarded
as finished. The eastern shore had been completely excavated by the
Scandinavian Joint Expedition (and a few sites by other missions) and
the western shore by a number of foreign missions, concentrated on some
more important sites, and by the three archaeologists put at the disposal
of the Antiquities Service of the Sudan, which paid the excavation costs.
As in Egyptian Nubia, the Panel of Experts for Sudanese Nubia (see
above, p. 1?4) had at its first meeting worked out the principles of
survey and excavations, the standards to be observed by the missions,
the co-ordination of the work, the logistic details etc., and the role of
Unesco officials and of the Antiquities Service had also been clarified
in a discussion which showed that the Sudanese authorities were willing
to make all efforts to facilitate the work of the missions and the coordination of their programs, but wanted, as a matter of course, to keep
the final right of decision and the legal responsibilities.
On the whole this part of the program functioned well, the aims were
I
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attained and the collaboration between the missions and with the Antiquities Service was efficient. There were, .of course, some unavoidable
shortcomings. Thus it was regrettable that the Polish expedition was
hindered to excavate the lower levels at Faras because a gallery of
marvellous Christian frescoes was found in the upper levels which absorbed all the resources until the inundation put an end to the work.
But the value of the frescoes made up for the loss.
-/)
Already in 1963 it could be foreseen that there would be difficulties
in the southernmost sector. The majority of the sponsoring institutions
had exhausted their resources on missions further north, the logistic
difficulties augmented seriously after Wadi Haifa, the only town in the
area, had been inundated, and the sites known were not ·of the nature
to attract archaeologists looking mainly for objects.
The group of experts meeting in Wadi Haifa in December 1963 recommended a rapid reconnaissance of the area and one large scale survey ·
expedition to investigate this last part of the reservoir.
The reconnaissance was immediately started and very soon gave a
general impression that a great number of important sites had to be
excavated also in this last area.
The large scale survey expedition could, however, never be organized,
despite the recommendations of another expert meeting in Venice in
April 1966 and the decisions of the Executive Committee to continue to
put personnel at the disposal of the Antiquities Service.
The Venice meeting also tried to diminish the program by adopting
some priority principles instead of the aim of total excavation, and gave
also a priority to some more important sites, which could later on be
allocated to foreign missions.
The main part of the work was done by the continued survey expedition of the Antiquities Service with the aid of the international experts
put at its disposal.
These experts, who were paid· for by the Nubia Trust Fund, by the
Unesco Regular Programme or, in one case, by the Swedish International
Development Authority, should be recruited by Unesco, which caused
indefinite delays (one year for the Sida expert!) and risked the whole
program. Moreover, at a crucial moment the P.4 post of Professor
'
Adams, who according to the recommendation of the Execut\ve Committee (Nubia/11, § 22) ''should devote himself entirely to work in the
field'', was taken off the Regular Programme and thus ceased to exist.
This development showed clearly, that if an international salvage
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program should be successfully conducted, it was preferable to have the
wor}r done by more or less independent missions who could, without unnecessary delay, recruit their personnel without any interference by
Unesco. This was not the only case when the formalities of Unesco recruitment procedure caused grave delays, and it demonstrated that Unesco should either change this procedure or restrict the role of the organization to co-ordination and recruitment of a restricted number of
experts for special purposes.
Unesco procedure always took more time than direct negotiations
between missions and their sources of recruitment. The same applied
also to the co-ordination of the field work. At least in Sudanese Nubia,
the majority of the expeditions negociated with the Sudanese authorities
directly, avoiding the services of Unesco, which was at the most notified
in advance, but very often only after the field work had already started
according to agreement with the Sudanese Antiquities Service. Experience taught that this procedure was necessary if the field work should
be finished in time.
Conclusion
The international campaign to save the monuments of Nubia is so far
the biggest archaeological enterprise on an international basis. It has
been of great importance not only because so important cultural values
were saved from irreparable loss, but also because it was an outstanding
manifestation of international solidarity in cultural affairs. As such it
had an impact on world opinion and changed the general attitude towards
salvage programs. It. has been acknowledged that the salvage and conservation of antiquities and monuments are not only a moral duty towards future generations, but that the preservation of cultural treasures
-whether objects of art, monuments or entire landscapes may be of
importance also to the economical and social development, especially
in poor countries or zones.
The excavations and preservation works offer employment. In Nubia
thousands of workers were used for the program in a time and in a z~ne
of unemployment or underemployment. When the preservation work is
finished, tourist traffic brought into being by the attraction of the
monuments may offer continued financial advantages.
Thus, what was earlier often regarded as conflicting interests preservation of cultural values or technical innovations can often be integrated into one coherent scheme.
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Some tangible results of this development may finally be mentioned.
In June 1964 Unesco launched an International Campaign for Monuments ''with a view of protecting the monuments that are mankind's
heritage and enhancing their impact'' (Unesco/DG/1964/3) and more than
50 countries took part in the campaign.
On 19 November 1968 the General Conference of Unesco adopted a
''Recommendation concerning the preservation of cultural property
endangered by public or private works'' in accordance with proposals
'
made among others by those who were engaged in the Nubian project
and wanted to avoid at least some of its complications for the future.
If this recommendation is followed by the Member States many
problems of international salvage archaeology would be solved, at least
from the financial, point of view. The recommendation contains .a large
number of norms and principles covering the whole field and stipulates
among other things that ''the national or local authorities responsible
for the safeguarding of cultural property should have adequate budgets
to undertake the preservation or salvage of cultural property endangered
by public or private works'' and that ''costs of preserving or salvaging
cultural property endangered by public or private works, including
preliminary archaeological research, should form part of the budget of
construction costs''.
Except in special cases where the costs involved are extraordinary
high owing to the nature of the endangered cultural property, Unesco
and other international organizations could then restrict themselves to
international co-ordination, to act as advisors and to inspire Member
States to observe the high principles of this recommendation.
)
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