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Stress.  That is not something you think of with archaeology.  After all, the old joke goes, these bones have been around 
for thousands of years.  What’s a few more days? 
 

 

<<<  Postcard sent 1907 showing damage from the 
first Aswan Dam built in 1902. 

 
 
For many in archaeology, stress comes when you 
have to move things, especially big and yet 
important symbols of the past.  Most of us have 
seen museum curators carefully moving a large 
painting or a statue, fully aware of the 
ramifications if something is broken or destroyed.  
The simplest task has become utterly terrifying in 
order to make that move successful. 

 
Think about if you have to move an entire complex. That is what happened in Philae, in ancient Nubia, which is now 
southern Egypt, upper Egypt; as the Nile flows north, in the area of the present Aswan High Dam.  In going through 
the checklist at the Old World Archaeological Study Unit website (www.owasu.org), Philae is actually one of the most 
commemorated archaeological sites in philately. 

 

 
France UNESCO Official, Scott #2O40, Dec 5, 1987 

 
Egypt  Scott #1132d, March 10, 1980 

 
Egypt Trajan’s Kiosk,  Scott #1132a, 
March 10, 1980 
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Egypt Map of Tourist Sites, Scott #986, July 23, 1975 
 

 
But what is Philae? It is only one of Nubia’s most 
important sites, situated about 8 miles south of Aswan. It 
was considered to be an ancient pilgrimage center for the 
cult of Isis.  Built in the late Pharaonic  age (starting 
around 370BC), many aspects of it were completed in the 
Roman age, with the last hieroglyph being placed around 
390AD.  Philae is considered to be the quintessential 
temple for Isis, and is thought to be the last  active temple 
for the native Egyptian religion.  However, even into 
Byzantine periods each ruler would add their own 
particular culture and stamp to the area. 
 
Even though Philae has long been recognized as a 
historical and archaeological treasure trove, the completion 
of the Aswan Dam in 1902 nearly put Philae in a watery 
grave.  The dam controlled the massive flooding once 
ubiquitous to the Nile area, and provided a source for 
electricity for nearly all Egyptians, but it would put Philae 
in a watery grave.   
 

 

               
Egypt, Scott #487,        Egypt, Aswan High Dam,     Palestine Scott #N108              Egypt, Aswan High Dam, Scott #495, 
issued 1959                   Scott #604, 1964                                                                    Jan 9, 1960 
 

In fact, with completion of the dam, Philae was underwater for eight years from 1972 to 1980 except from July to 
October.  With the planning of the new Aswan High Dam in the 1960s and thanks to UNESCO’s massive rescue 
project, the monuments were moved to block by block from Philae Island to nearby Agilkia island. Today it serves as 
an important tourist site and archaeological wonder. Let’s take a look. 
 

 
Egypt Scott #744, Oct 24, 1968 
 

The oldest surviving Temple buildings date from the time of Nectanebo I 
(circa 370BC), and was used to worship Isis.  However it appears that 
Osiris, Nephthys, Hathor, and the cataract gods Khnum and Satet were 
also worshiped.  The biggest buildings still standing that tourists see were 
built during the time of the Ptolemy’s over the last two centuries BC, 
along with Roman emperors building some up to nearly AD 300.  
Interestingly, inscription on some of the walls of the Philae complex show 
Greek and Roman travelers traveling down to Philae in order to venerate 
Isis, then thought of as a goddess of healing. 

 
For five centuries after the time of Christ, the Nubians continued to participate in the cult of Isis. It was not until the 
time of Justinian (AD 527-565) that the temples were finally closed, forever closing the door on the ancient Egyptian 
religion. At that time, a Coptic church was started in the vestibule. Up until the conquest by Islam, a Coptic town 
actually flourished on Philae Island. 
 

(cont’d pg 4)
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When you walk into Philae, you first will be led to the First Pylon which is the temple 
entrance. It has two towers and a very large 18 m high doorway with reliefs from the time 
of Nectanebo.  In the front are two granite obelisks, erected by Euergetes II (or Ptolemy 
VIII Physcon, reigning or co-reigning from 169-116 BC/ Ptolemaic Dynasty) with two 
granite lions.  Adjoining the tower on the east side is a striking gateway with reliefs by 
Ptolemy II (Philadelphus 283- 246BC/Ptolemaic) on the lentil and by Emperor Tiberius 
(Roman Emperor AD14-37) on the jambs. 
Passing through the doorway one can see the French inscription “an 7 del Republique”, 
which commemorates Napoleon’s campaign pursuing the Mamelukes by General Desaix 
in 1799. 

 
Egypt, Scott 746, Oct 24, 
1968 

 

         
Egypt, Scott #966,          Egypt, Scott 1019,      Egypt Scott #994, 
Oct 24, 1974                   Oct 24, 1976               Oct 24, 1975 
 

 
Once in the main courtyard, on either side, 
colonnades present themselves. A building on the 
east side of the room was for the priests. On the 
west side is the Birth House dedicated to Hathor–
Isis in honor of the birth of her son Horus. 
Colonnades surround the Birth House, and the 
columns have foliage capitals surmounted by 
sistrum capitals. The walls and columns are 
covered with relief inscriptions by Euergetes II, 
Neos Dionysos (or Ptolemy XII Auletes, ruled 80-
58 and 55-51BC, father of Cleopatra/Ptolemaic 
Dynasty), Augustus (First Roman Caesar ruling 
27BC-14AD), and Tiberius. 

 

The Second Pylon is the entry into the Inner Temple. Its 
doorway is a mere 12 m high, with reliefs by Euergetes II.  
Once in the inner Temple, one finds an eight-columned 
vestibule. Here we can clearly see Coptic crosses and 
Greek inscriptions cut into the walls. Interestingly, just 
above the doors reads an inscription commemorating the 
archaeological expedition sent to Philae in 1841 by Pope 
Gregory XVI. 
 

Deep inside one will eventually come to the Sanctuary, also 
known as the House of Isis. The granite base presented by 
Euergetes I (Ptolemy III Euergetes, 3rd Ptolemaic King of 
Egypt, reigned 246-222BC/ Ptolemaic Dynasty) and his 
wife Berenice would have held the sacred image of Isis. 
The door on the left side leads out to the Gateway of 
Hadrian. 

 
Mali, Deluxe Sheet, Cleopatra & Euergetes, Scott # C2, 
March 9, 1964 

 

 
Egypt, #1047, Oct 24, 1977 

 
 

The Gateway of Hadrian in many ways may be the most 
fascinating aspect of this entire complex. It was built during 
the reign of the Emperor Hadrian, who reigned in Rome from 
117 to 138AD. The reliefs were decorated by Hadrian, Marcus 
Aurelius (Roman Emperor, reigned 161-180AD), and Lucius 
Verus (Co-Emperor with M. Aurelius, 161-169AD).  
 

 
Egypt, #1047, Oct 24, 1977 
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In its previous place, the gateway led ultimately to the Sanctuary of Abaton that was on a neighboring island of Bigga 
where there was a tomb of Osiris.   Many of the reliefs there relate to the cult of Osiris. 

    
Egypt UNESCO, #945,      Qatar, Scott #49, 
Oct 24, 1973                        Jan 17, 1965 

 
 

What makes it so fascinating, is that on the lentil, Hadrian is 
depicted as making offerings to Osiris and Isis. Within the gateway 
on the right, Marcus Aurelius is depicted in the presence of an 
Osiris and Isis. Just below that, Marcus Aurelius is shown makes 
offerings of food and flowers to Isis.  Roman emperors making 
offerings to Egyptian gods: truly a remarkable meshing of distinct 
cultures. 

 

 
Just to the east of the main Temple of Isis is the temple of Hathor. It was built by 
Philometor (Ptolemy VI Philometor, reigned 180-145BC/ Ptolemaic Dynasty), and 
Euergetes II in honor of Hathor – an Egyptian god of joy, feminine love and 
motherhood similar to Aphrodite. Philometor, whose name literally means he who loves 
his mother, ruled what would now be considered Eastern Egypt, after dividing all of 
Egypt with Ptolemy VIII.  Philometor was famous for defeating the Seleucids and 
capturing the city of Seleucia in Syria, thereby reuniting Egypt and Syria. However, 
Philometor died only three days later under unknown circumstances.  
 
The vestibule and the sanctuary were added by Augustus. The main Temple Chamber is 
the best preserved part. However, the columns of the vestibule, decorated with reliefs of 
flute players and harpists, steal the show. The god Bes plays a tambourine and a harp in 
reliefs that are also easily visible, along with monkeys playing the lyre. 
 

 
Pillar at Philae depicting 
Hathor, Scott 682, Egypt 

 
The final structure worth mentioning is the famous Kiosk of Trajan. It is small in comparison to the other temporal 
structures, and was never completed. Its architecture is pristine in nature and therefore remains a favorite for artists and 
photographers with its clean-cut lines and compound capitals. It dates from the Roman Imperial period. 

 

  
Vatican FDC Philae & St. Peter of Wadi es Sebu’a, Scott #379-82, issued March 10, 1964, Corner block Scott#380 Trajan's Kiosk 
in Philae with the water approaching 

(cont’d pg 6)
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Egypt Scott #538, Nov 4, 1961, note the stamp, cachet and           Mauritania, Scott #C32-4, March 8, 1964, cancel all depict Philae. 
On both covers note the concordance between the cachet and stamps, also the cancel as it mentions the monuments. 
 

        
Tunisia, Scott #440,  Upper Volta (Burkina   Yemen, imperf  s/s Scott #127-8,               Indonesia, Scott 
March 8, 1964            Faso) Scott#C255,       March 1, 1962                                             #639, Mar 8, 1964 
                                  Dec 4, 1978 
 

Philately has done its share 
of commemorating this 
breathtaking site, and 
documenting its incredible 
move away from flood 
waters. Even before the 
move of each stone being 
moved to the new site of 
Agilika Island, countries 
such as Mauritania, Fujiera, 
Dahomey, Togo, Tunisia 
and Afghanistan had 
commemorated the area.  

 

         
Peoples Rep Yemen, Scott #6,      Afghanistan Scott#666b, & Scott #666f,       Togo, Scott 478, Mar 8, 1964    Vatican Scott 382 
Feb 1, 1971                                         Nov 1, 1963 
 

 
Italy, Honoring Italian Engineering at Philae Temple, Scott #1400ab, May 20, 1980 

Egypt has been the main 
source of stamps about Philae 
both before and during the 
project.  Surprisingly, it appears 
only Italy in 1980 truly has a 
stamp that commemorates the 
end of the project.  

 

The work of relocating the structures was done by Italian engineers.  To 
this day this is considered one of UNESCO’s crowning achievements as 
nearly 50,000 blocks, many weighing several tons, were exactly 
dismantled and put back together on Agilika island.  Most all stamps 
look at the Egyptian contribution to Philae, unfortunately ignoring the 
Greek, Roman, Coptic, and Byzantine influences of architecture, 
inscription and history.  Philately has only scratched the surface of the 
history of Philae. 

 
   100th Anniversary Aswan Dam built 1902 
   Scott #1823, Aug 15, 2002 
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