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Philae, the Pearl of the Nile 
By Pharoa Athena 
 
Victorian traveler, and founder of the Egyptian 
Exploration Society, Amelia Edwards visited Philae 
in 1873-4.  She described its appeal as “The 
approach by water is quite the most beautiful arising 
not from magnitude but perfect grace and exquisite 
beauty.”  
 
The stamp at right shows an overview of the island 
structures inundated by the Nile.  

 

 
Egypt,  Oct 24, 1968,  Scott #744

 

 
Egypt, Aswan Dam 
Scott #59, Jan 8,1914 

 
In 1902, the Aswan Dam, built by the British was completed on the Nile River. 
This threatened many ancient landmarks, including the temple complex of Philae, 
with being submerged. The dam was heightened twice, from 1907-12, and from 
1929-34, and the island of Philae was nearly always flooded.  
 
It was suggested that the temples be relocated, piece by piece, to nearby islands, 
such as Bigeh, or Elephantine. However, the temples' foundations and other 
architectural supporting structures were strengthened instead.  

 

 
 

 
 
 
The postcard at left, sent to Montreal, Canada 
1907, illustrates one entrance pylon of the temple 
of Isis.  The gods shown are; aft left Isis facing 
right with Horus (falcon headed god) in the center 
with Osiris at the right end.  This is the trinity of 
gods of ancient Egypt.  The postcard is franked 
with Egypt #44 issued 1906.  At this time Philae 
was inundated most of the year due to 
construction  of the Aswan Dam in 1902. 
 
 

(continued on page 3) 
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From the Editor: 
I have had a very eventful winter – and survived!  Here on 
Long Island we had a blizzard every week during December 
and January.  If it wasn’t snowing it was hailing!  With the 
record low temperatures the ice stayed around throughout 
February and into early March.   
 
The car was buried under the carport – which collapsed from 
the weight of the ice and snow.  I spent a month without a car, 
which gave me lots of time at home to work on my stamps, 
provided I didn’t need a Scotts Catalogue.  I depend on my 
local library for the latest catalogues since I’d rather spend all 
my money on stamps.   
 
Though my local town library is about half a mile away; and a 
long walk in cold winter weather, hiking over snow all the 
way; I am 2 blocks from the train station and sometimes took 
the train one stop to the next town and used their library which 
is across the street from the railroad station. 
 
On Fridays I’d discharge from the train in the front instead of 
the back, which would put me about half way through town 
and visit such exciting places as the bank and grocery store!  
Sometimes I’d even visit the big Walgreens drug store.  Some 
people buy vitamins, I buy hard candy so I have something on 
my way home. 
 
So you think I saved lots of money?  Well, that train goes all 
the way to New York City – for a nice stamp show; which 
meant another trip to the bank for enough to buy a loaf of 
fresh challah (raisin, of course) on the way home.  I only had 
half a loaf by the time I got home about 2 hours later. 
 
Then there was the internet.  More time at home, more time on 
the computer.  Do you know how many stamp dealers there 
are on the internet?  Neither do I, but I managed to meet quite 
a few.  I filled in my Egyptian FDCs from Keimar Stamps, 
who are having a nice sale as they informed me they are 
‘retiring’ from the stamp business!  Mention you are a 
member of OWASU and you will receive the best prices.  
They warn you:  “pay by credit card but the amount will 
change.”  Mine went down by a few dollars.  All those 
pharaohs!  
 
Which leads me to our lead article this issue.  Another by the 
late Miss Pharoa Athena.  From her exhibit of course.  There 
is enough material for one more or maybe two short articles.  I 
had to check the internet here because much more is known 
now than was known in, um, 1983-88; which is when I went 
to Egypt and when Pharoa put the exhibit together.  For those 
who don’t know;  Pharoa Athena was a cat (1985-2006).  Now 
I have two! 

Caroline   



Philae, the Pearl of the Nile 
By Pharoa Athena  (cont’d from page 1) 
 
In 1955 Osman Rostem’s “The Salvage of Philae” stressed the dangers faced by the temple complex and 
recommended that a series of dams be built to hold back the water.   
 
The temples at Philae were nearly lost under water completely when 
the Aswan High Dam (Sudd el Ali) was built in the 1960s.  
 
Fortunately the temple was rescued by a joint operation between the 
Egyptian government and UNESCO. In an engineering feat to rival 
the ancients the whole island was surrounded with a dam and the 
inside pumped dry. Then every stone block of the temple complex 
was labeled and removed to be reassembled later, like a giant jigsaw 
puzzle, on the higher ground of Agilka island. The whole project took 
ten years (1970-1980) and has saved one of Egypt's most beautiful 
temples from certain destruction.  

 
Peoples Democratic Republic of Yemen 
February 1, 1971, Scott #65 

 

 

 
<<<    Early postal card depicting 
Trajan’s Kiosk amid rising waters. 
 
 
Nov. 6, 1968 UNESCO Dir. Gen. 
Vittorino Veronese launched a new 
appeal to save the temples on the 
island of Philae built to honor Isis, 
Osiris and Horus, the trinity of the 
Egyptian Gods.  Philae has three 
main structures.  The principal deity 
of the temple complex was Isis, but 
other temples and shrines were 
dedicated to her son Horus and the 
goddess Hathor.  

 
In order for the work of moving the two major temples from Philae to Agilkia to be done, a cofferdam and dykes 
were built around the island.  Because the island was submerged most of the year since the first Aswan Dam was 
built in 1902 most photos (and thus most stamps) depict the site inundated.  The Temples lost the color from their 
walls from submersion after the first Aswan Dam was built. 
 
After the monuments were moved from Philae to Agilkia island, Philae island was allowed to sink beneath the Nile 
and a new Philae island took it’s place.   
 
The contract was awarded to a Joint Venture of the Egyptian High Dam Co. for Civil Works and the Italian 
Condotte Mazzi Estero S.P.A. in June 1971.   The Egyptian company was responsible for constructing a cofferdam 
around the island, freeing the monuments of water and preparing the new site on Agilkia Island.  Condotte Mazzi 
would take care of dismantling, transporting and re-erecting the monuments.    

(cont’d on pg 4) 
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Philae, the Pearl of the Nile 
By Pharoa Athena 
 

 
          Italy,  May 20, 1980, Scott #1400a&b with label. 
 
By August 1979 all work transferring the Temples was finished and in 1980 Italy commemorated the work 
performed by Italian engineers around the world depicting these temples on the stamp.  They are depicted as they 
look today, totally reconstructed block by block. 
 
History 
The Temples of Philae are relatively modern structures by Egyptian standards, constructed over a three-century 
period, they spanned the Ptolemaic and Roman periods.  One of the best known remains are the ruins of Emperor 
Trajan's Kiosk. Kiosk is a Turkish word, whose original meaning is "garden pavilion".  
 
After conquest by Alexander the Great, c. 330BC the Ptolemy’s ruled Egypt.  From the outset they adopted Egyp-
tian religion, in particular the cult of Isis and Osiris.   The Temple of Isis, was expanded by Ptolemy II Philadelphus 
285-246BC and Ptolemy III Euergetes I 246-221BC.  Deocletian also added onto the temple (AD284-305). 
 

       
Temple of Isis at left, Trajan’s Kiosk at right, 
issued Mar 10, 1980, Scott #1132c & d 

The last of the Ptolemaic 
monuments at Philae, the Temple of 
Hathor, was begun by Ptolemy VI 
Philometor 180-145 BC and 
completed by Euergetes II 145-116 
BC who succeeded him.    Hathor 
was the Goddess of love and 
maternity.  She is also depicted in 
Nefertari’s temple at Abu Simbel. 

In Ptolemaic times Hathor was associated with Isis, who was in turn associated with 
the Greek goddess Aphrodite. For centuries the temple complex was the holiest site 
for worshippers of Isis.  It was from the Temple of Isis on the Island of Philae that the 
“Cult of Isis” spread north across the Mediterranean, south to Nubia and throughout 
the Roman Empire.  
 
The Temple of Isis on Philae was still a center of pagan worship long after the rest of 
Egypt converted to Christianity until closed by Emperor Justinian about 535.   It was 
the last pagan temple to exist in the Mediterranean world.   
 
Around 540 the Temple was converted into a Christian Church dedicated to the Virgin 
Mary (corresponding to Isis, the Mother-of-God), until that was closed by Muslim 
invaders in the 7th century.    
 
The stamp at right depicts one of the many Cleopatra’s and Ptolemy III Euergetes I.   

 
Mali Mar 9, 1964,  
Scott C23 
 

(cont’d on pg 5)
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Philae, the Pearl of the Nile 
By Pharoa Athena 

                 
Egypt Pillars of            Egypt  Submerged        Upper Volta Isis & Shape    Vatican City Corner block from sheet of stamps 
Hathor Temple,            pillars, God Bes,           of Philae airmail stamp         issued March 10, 1964, Scott #380 
Oct 24, 1965,               Oct 24, 1971,                 Dec 4, 1978, 
Scott #682                    Scott #880                     Scott #C255 
 
What Was Lost 
It was decided which buildings to move and which to leave. Two Coptic 
Churches, a Coptic Monastery, ruins of a temple to Augustus and a 
Roman city were left to sink beneath the Nile with a hope to recover 
them at a later time. 
 
Do you think they’re still there?  Or have they eroded with the water?  

Egypt  Nov 4, 1961, Scott #538 
 
 

Merle’s Musings 
Being a retired engineer, I was interested in the 
Hydraulic Engineering article of last issue.  I noticed a 
few new stamps featuring city walls, and wondered if we 
have a Civil Engineer who could write about defenses 
such as city walls, or about early bridges and highways.  
I also noted the new Battle of  Marathon stamps, and 
wondered if anyone collected ancient armies or weapons 
on stamps. 
  

Since the Meso-American Arch. Study Unit has been 
defunct for several years, should we consider a name 
change to The Archaeology Study Unit, and open up our 
publication to the rest of the globe?  As Caroline said on 
page 8 of the January issue, we would like to have you 
discuss this topic with the officers, so we can continue to 
provide a newsletter that you look forward to receiving 
and reading.  

Merle 
 
As we do each year, we’d like to thank our members who have made contributions to OWASU, enabling us to keep 
going another year (or two!)  With paper and ink prices increasing we run on a very tight margin.  Postage?  I think 
that has gone up several times in the last five years but I’m not shy of putting in one 20lb page with the 24lb pages to 
make my 2 ounce limit, or 2.1 ounce.  If I have to put in an extra page, I’ll put in 3 to make the postage worth while. 
 
Special Thanks to our Supporting Members: 
The following members have made cash contributions during the past few months: 
Frederick D. Randt   
Jeffrey Brottman   
Fred Skvara   
Michael Lubrano   

George Grabon   
Hugh Johnston   
Mary Lou Miller  
Eileen Meier  

Jerry Davis   
James Moenke  
Dan Nicholas  
Mary Rathbone  
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Cyrus I Cylinder Seal, 538BC 
By Caroline Scannell 
 

 
Iran Scott #2908d March 14 2005 
Clay Cylinder Seal attributed to Cyrus I 
 

The surviving inscription on the Cyrus Cylinder consists of 45 lines of text 
written in Akkadian cuneiform script.  Several lines at the start and end of 
the text are too badly damaged for more than a few words to be legible. 
It is written in a style that can be divided into six distinct parts: 
•  Lines 1–19: an introduction reviling Nabonidus, the previous king of 
Babylon, and associating Cyrus with the god Marduk;  
•  Lines 20–22: detailing Cyrus's royal titles and genealogy, and his peaceful 
entry to Babylon;  
•  Lines 22–34: a commendation of Cyrus's policy of restoring Babylon;  
•  Lines 34–35: a prayer to Marduk on behalf of Cyrus and his son 
Cambyses;  

•  Lines 36–37: a declaration that Cyrus has enabled the people to live in peace and has increased the offerings 
made to the gods;  
•  Lines 38–45: details of the building activities ordered by Cyrus the Great in Babylon. 
 
Cyrus the Great, founder of the Persian Empire of the Achaemenids, was a great organizer.  Against the then 
common practice of subjugating conquered peoples, Cyrus respected the linguistic, religious and cultural 
differences of all his subjects.  After he conquered Babylon he issued a Human Rights proclamation known today 
as the Cyrus Cylinder. 
 
Cyrus sought to unite the various political entities into one empire while respecting their differences.  Iran Scott 
#2908d issued March 14th 2005 depicts the famous cylinder, made of clay, it is a decree regarded as the first Human 
Rights charter.  It contains 3 main decrees, the political formalization of racial, linguistic and religious equality.  All 
deported peoples were allowed to return to their places of origin and all destroyed temples were to be restored 
 
Cyrus cleared local slums and built housing projects.  His policy had a profound impact on the Jews, influencing 
the evolution of Judaism.   
 
When Cyrus defeated Narbonidus of Babylon he declared the Jews free of their Babylonian captivity.  The first 
time in history a world power guaranteed the survival of the Jewish religion, customs and culture.  About 40,000 
Mesopotamian Jews returned to Israel, rebuilding their Temple with an imperial stipend from Cyrus.  This support 
was continued under Darius the Great c.518BC. 
 

 
Iran #1742, Nov 8, 1973 
 

The original Cyrus Cylinder is in the British Museum, a replica stands at the entrance to  
the United Nations building in New York City. 
 
In January 2010, the British Museum announced that two cuneiform tablets in its 
collection had been found to be inscribed with the same text as that on the Cyrus 
Cylinder, which indicates that the text of the Cylinder was probably a proclamation that 
was widely distributed across the Persian Empire. 
 
Iran Scott #1742 was issued for 22nd International Red Cross Conferece held in Tehran 
1972, note the Red Cross and Red Crescent flanking the Lion with Sword; emblem of 
Persia.   The cylinder is still an emblem or the Persian Empire and the acceptance of 
cultural diversity today. 
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New Digs  

   
Brazil-Egypt Diplomatic relations,  Brazil–Syria Diplomatic Relations Issued 2011 
Issued 2011 

 
Denmark - Viking Roskilde 
Framas Self-Adhesive 
Issued February 2011

 

  
Israel-Jerusalem Special Sheetlet of 8 w/Labels & Prestige Booklet 

 

 
Israel Herod’s Building Projects, 
Caesarea, Masada, Issued Feb 7, 2011 

     
Kyrgyzstan  Ancient Silver Jewelry, Earrings, Buttons, Bangles, Hair ornaments Scott # 364-387        first day cancel 
July 31, 2010, shown above in blocks of 4 as issued. 

 

     
Mexico - Teotihuaean Archaeology Sheetlet of 5 Different,  Issued Dec 16, 2010 
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New Digs  
 

 
Moldova, Ancient Vases, with souvenier sheet of 4 – 
two 1.30 value, issued 2011 
 

 

   
 

 
 
Moldova - Prehistoric 
Animals set of 4 
different, also issued 
souvenir sheet,  
issued 2011

    

Vineyards 
Romania Joint 
w/Cyprus  
Cyprus  Scott # 
1139 Nov 
10,2010 
No Scott # for 
Romania issue 
yet.

Romania     Cyprus 
 

 

 
 
 
 
Slovenia,  Archaeological Finds, Glass bead necklace with 
Ram’s head, early Iron Age, Souvenir Sheet Issued November 
26, 2010 
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New Digs  
 

 

Sweden Fossil Pair;  Issued Jan 27, 2011  
Mollusk fossil 30Kr 
Cuttlefish fossil  40kr 
The stamps were issued to meet the demand for denominations for 
heavier packages and letters. 

New Digs Update 
 
Mongolia -  Scott was catching up with the issues from 
Mongolia in their February 21st issue:  3-Way Joint 
Issue depicting earrings; Korea – 5th-6th Century, 
Mongolia – 18th-19th Century, Kazakhstan – 2nd -1st 
Century BC  has been assigned  Scott # (Mongolia) 
2674 a-b-c,  Issued June 12, 2009 
 
Mongolia Definitive set depicting Genghis Khan, Scott 
# 2664 a-e, Issued November 29, 2007 
 
Moldova 

    
Jewelry in National Museum of Archaeology & History 
1,29L Conch Necklace;  7L Temple Ring & Pendant 
with perforations; Scott #662-3, Issued Feb 22, 2010 
 
From October Issue 
 

 
China  -- Loulan -  Ruins of Buddhist Stupa and Ruins 
of Building; Scott #3835-6 Issued July 3, 2010 
 

   
Jersey  --  La Cotte de St. Brelade Archaeological Site 
Neanderthal Head, Skull of Wholly Rhinoceros, Tooth 
& Tusks of Wholly Mammoth, First Tools and 
Timeline, Antler of Giant Deer; Scott #1476-80m 
Issued October 12, 2019 
 
 

From January Issue 
 

 
P R China,  Confucius;  Temple, Family Home and 
Cemetary of Confucius Scott #3852 a-b-c Issued 
September 28, 2010 
 
Iran, Kirkuk Scott #1800,  Issued Oct 4, 2010 
 

  Peru --  Stone Heads of the Chavin 
Culture;  Scott #1739, Sept 3, 2010 

 Peru  --  Pre-Columbian 
Artifacts Chincha culture, Chancay culture; Scott # 
1740-1, Issued Sept 7, 2010 

  Peru  --  Ollantaqytambo 
Archaeological Site;  Scott # 1752, Issued Oct 29, 2010 

  Peru  --  Gold & Metal 
artifacts;  Scott # 1756-8, Issued Nov 25, 2010 
 
Spain, Cordoba Cathedral Scott #3744 (stamp) and 
#3745 (s/s) Issued September 17, 2010 
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Archaeology Today 
Laser Scan for Stonehenge 
Stonehenge is being scanned using modern laser technology to search for hidden clues about how and why it was 
built. The survey includes all the visible faces of the standing and fallen stones of Stonehenge, including Station, 
Heel and Slaughter stones, as well as the top of the horizontal lintels which have never before been surveyed at this 
level of detail. Some ancient carvings have previously been found on the stones, including a famous Neolithic 
'dagger'. The survey is already in progress and is expected to finish by the end of March. 
     "The surfaces of the stones of Stonehenge hold fascinating clues to the past," said English Heritage archaeologist 
Dave Batchelor. The team will be looking for ancient rock art, but also for more modern graffiti, in a 
comprehensive survey of the site. 
     The new survey will be the most accurate digital model ever for the world famous prehistoric monument, 
measuring details and irregularities on the stone surfaces to a resolution of 0.5mm. The previous survey in 1993 
was photographic, and only measured to an accuracy of about 2cm. "This new survey will capture a lot more 
information on the subtleties of the monument and its surrounding landscape," said Paul Bryan, head of geospatial 
surveys at English Heritage. Laser scanning is also being used to map the earthworks immediately around the stone 
circle, and the surrounding landscape. 
     The study will provide precise base-line data to monitor the physical condition of the monument which is 
subjected to daily weathering. Digital data of this unprecedented level of detail will also be a valuable resource to 
anyone who produces reconstruction models, drawings and computer generated images of the monument for public 
understanding and interpretation. 
Edited from BBC News (9 March 2011), English heritage, RedOrbit (10 March 2011) 
 

 

Pompeii, August 24, 79  
There is a new exhibit going around and among it’s stops was the Discovery Center in Times 
Square, NYC.  So I packed up to see what it was about.  I had toured Pompeii in September 
1978, but what to expect here was going to be a surprise.  There are replica plaster casts of 
men, women, children, dogs, and other animals.  Replicas can travel, the originals are in a 
museum in Naples, which I believe was built in the 1980s.  Today there are only one plaster 
cast at the site – the rest are housed in the museum for safe keeping.  

Only 2 mosaics are in the exhibit, but they are spectacular.   There is a measurement along one wall where you are 
shown the height of the various levels dug through; the ash, the stone, the lava, etc.  The debris was more than 
12feet.   The artifacts on display gave an understanding of the everyday life of the Roman citizenry.  Of course, 
Pliny the Elder and Pliny the Younger are quoted.  
     I enjoyed seeing the exhibit, not too much serious archaeology, but an excellent way to introduce a child or 
grandchild to a fascinating field. 
Caroline Scannell  March 12, 2010 
 
From Archaeology Today Website of Archaeology Magazine: 
Last March, preeminent filmmaker Werner Herzog was given unprecedented access to Chauvet Cave in 
southeastern France to film the site's Paleolithic art. The result, his film Cave of Forgotten Dreams, which will be 
released this spring, is a document of some of humankind's earliest and most extraordinary paintings. Since the 
cave was discovered in December 1994, only a few people, mostly researchers, have seen the artwork, owing to the 
cave's extremely delicate climate and concerns about preserving the ancient paintings. But the film is more than a 
tour of the cave. It is an exploration of what the science of archaeology is revealing about the Aurignacian people—
Europe's first artists who lived about 35,000 years ago—and the origins of the modern human mind. Part of the film 
focuses on the work of Jean Clottes, the former director of research for the Chauvet Cave Project, and Jean-Michel 
Geneste, the project's current director, and what their work tells us about how the Aurignacian people may have 
lived their lives and connected to their world through art. ARCHAEOLOGY senior editor Zach Zorich was invited 
to Herzog's Manhattan apartment, the day after an exclusive screening of the film in New York, for an interview 
about the unique challenges of making this film and the kinship among artists across the ages. These web exclusive 
outtakes are a taste of the longer conversation, which appears as "Interview: Werner Herzog on the Birth of Art" in 
the March/April 2011 issue of ARCHAEOLOGY. 
Via email March 15, 2011 
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Archaeology Today 
 

 
Italy #2422 Sept 19, 2001 
 

New Oetzi Model for 20th Anniversary of His Discovery 
Iceman Oetzi, whose mummified body was famously found frozen in the Italian Alps in 
1991, will get a new face for the 20th anniversary of his discovery. As part of a new 
exhibit at the South Tyrol Museum of Archaeology in Bolzano, two Dutch experts - 
Alfons and Adrie Kennis - have made a new model of the living Oetzi, this time with 
brown eyes. Indeed, recent research has shown the Iceman, now approaching the tender 
age of 5,300 years, did not have blue eyes as previously believed. 
     The Kennis model was created based on three-dimensional images of the mummy's 
skeleton as well as the latest forensic technology, and will go on display on 1 March 
2011 until 15 January 2012. The Bolzano museum is also planning to improve 
conservation of the mummy by using pure nitrogen, which should help it keep its 
relatively young appearance by eliminating oxidation.  The Iceman, who is believed to 
have died around the age of 45, was about 1.60 metres (5foot, 3inches) tall and weighed

50 kilogrammes (110 pounds), about average for his time. If he had lived today, he would have worn size 38 shoes. 
Edited from AFP by Stone Pages (17 February 2011) 
 
New Rock Art Book Due Out Soon 
If you are a fan of Alan walker and Brian Smith, then you probably already have a copy of their book 'Rock Art and 
Ritual Volume 1: Interpreting the Prehistoric Landscape of the North Yorks Moors'. This book described the discovery 
of newly exposed features of the moorland above Robin Hoods Bay in North Yorkshire (UK), which were revealed 
following a devastating fire in 2003. The authors paid particular attention to the curiously marked prehistoric stones, 
with their interpretations of the carvings and insights into prehistoric life.  
     The second volume, entitled 'Rock art and Ritual Volume Two: Mindscapes of Prehistory', will be published at the 
end of March and builds on the hugely successful first book. Alan Walker is quoted as saying "The rock art we were 
looking at in volume one was speaking in a language that really was lost as land division and organised society 
developed. Whilst we can't claim to have unravelled the whole picture, we feel that we really raised some issues that 
have never been tackled before and which should open new lines of debate and research." 
Edited from Malton & Pickering Mercury (16 February 2011) 
 
Ancient Sculpture Discovered in Southern Mexico 
A recently discovered 3000-year-old Olmec-style carved stone monument from Ojo de Agua - the site of an early 
planned settlement along the Pacific coast in what is now the southern Mexican state of Chiapas - provides information 
about Olmec culture in the area, and includes symbols of maize, deities or other important figures, and possible 
features of the natural world.  "It's beautiful and was obviously very important," says University of Wisconsin-
Madison archaeologist John Hodgson. 
     The main figure on the tablet is depicted wearing an elaborate headdress, loincloth and ornate accessories, including 
a pair of large, comb-like ear ornaments, a rope-like necklace and a thick belt with a jaguar-head buckle. A face on the 
headdress includes features such as sprouting plants that identify it as a corn god. The tablet also includes a smaller 
secondary figure and a series of asymmetric zigzag designs that the authors suggest could represent lightning, local 
mountain ranges, or other features of the natural world. 
     The monument is a carved flat slab of a relatively soft, local volcanic stone that weighs about 60 kilos. It stands 
nearly 90 centimetres tall, about 36 centimetres wide, and ranges from 10 to 18 centimetres thick. The use of local 
materials shows it was made in or near Ojo de Agua, Hodgson says, but style similarities to pieces found in larger 
Olmec centres near the Gulf of Mexico and the Valley of Mexico indicate pan-regional influences as well. Its age and 
style correspond to the Early Formative period, when the Olmec culture dominated the area. 
     Ojo de Agua is the earliest known site in Mesoamerica with formal pyramids built around plazas. It covers about 
200 hectares and is the largest site in the area from the time period 1200-1000 BCE. The site appears to have been 
occupied for 150 to 200 years before being abandoned for unknown reasons. 
Edited from Science Daily (15 February 2011) 
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Archaeology Today 
 
'First-Aid' Needed for 5,000-year-old Somali 
Cave Paintings  
Prehistoric paintings of antelope, snakes and giraffes that 
have survived for around 5,000 years are now under 
threat from looting and a lack of protection.  The rock 
paintings, which include renderings of dogs and sheep as 
well as human figures, were discovered at Dhambalin, in 
a unique sandstone shelter close to the Red Sea in 
Somaliland, a breakaway state from war-torn Somalia.  
They were found by Dr. Sada Mire in 2007, in what she 
says was first ever survey initiated and led by a Somali 
archaeologist in the region. Since then, Mire has 
discovered 100 cave and rock art sites across Somaliland, 
but they need desperately to be preserved. 
    Mire said the sites are not only vital to the 
understanding of pre-history across the Horn of Africa, 
but also important in bolstering cultural pride in the 
people of Somaliland.  "That gives them a sense of 
dignity and that they are not totally desperate, they have 
something that the world thinks is very valuable," she 
said.  But Somaliland is in need of help and infrastructure 
to safeguard its ancient heritage.  Although it declared 
independence from Somalia in 1991, Somaliland is not 
internationally recognized as a separate state. This means 
that its sites cannot be granted World Heritage status by 
UNESCO. 
    According to Francesco Bandarin, UNESCO's 
Assistant Director-General for Culture, Somalia is one of 
the few member states not to have ratified its 1972 World 
Heritage Convention, meaning that its sites are not 
eligible for World Heritage status.  Heritage workers in 
Somaliland therefore face a dilemma, said Dr. Dacia 
Viejo-Rose, a Researcher at the Cultural Heritage and the 
Reconstruction of Identities after Conflict project at the 

McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research, part of 
the University of Cambridge in the UK. "They can 
choose to protect their heritage as Somalian and lobby the 
government and the ministry of culture in Somalia to 
present (their case) to UNESCO," she said. Or, they can 
"stick to the fact that it's not Somalia's heritage but 
Somaliland's," in which case they can't then follow that 
path.  
    Another problem faced by Mire is the lack of museums 
in which to store objects. Museums in Mogadishu, the 
capital of Somalia, and second largest city Hargeisa, have 
suffered severe looting during the ongoing civil war. 
Somaliland still lacks a museum. "At the moment we do 
not do any excavations because we are not able to host 
objects," said Mire. She believes that there are many sites 
in Somaliland awaiting discovery. "The best way to 
protect (objects) is to take them straight to a laboratory 
(in a museum) and give them first aid," she continued. 
    Educating Somalis about their heritage is another 
important task for Mire, who heads Somaliland's 
Department of Antiquities, a branch of the Ministry of 
Culture and Tourism, which she helped establish.  While 
human sweat is enough to damage the delicate rock 
paintings, burial sites nearby are often looted for artifacts 
that are sold on to illicit antiquities traders. Looting tends 
to be done by locals, who are unaware of the 
archaeological significance of their sites.  Despite these 
issues, though, progress is being made. Mire is creating 
an inventory of sites across Somaliland and drafting 
antiquities laws to protect them.  She has elected local 
Somalis to be custodians of the sites and hopes that they 
can benefit in future from tourism.  In her eyes, it is 
important for the people to feel that their heritage belongs 
to them. 
By Laura Allsop for CNN  February 5, 2011  
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