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ABSTRACT 
 

A coin issued by Octavian in 27 BC, when he became the Emperor Augustus, pro-
claims AEGYPTO CAPTA, ‘Egypt has been captured.’ In actual fact Egyptian 
culture, architecture, art and religion crossed the Roman frontier and captured the 
imagination of the Roman world. Apart from Greece, no other country had greater 
influence over the Romans. The most distinctive evidence of Egyptian presence in 
Rome is the obelisks. Several of the obelisks exalted the military victories of the 
pharaohs to whom they were originally dedicated. The Roman emperors, as rulers 
of Egypt, identified with this use for their own imperialistic and propagandistic 
purposes. This article will look at the afterlife of some of the most famous obelisks 
in and beyond the Eternal City after the fall of Rome. 
 
Introduction 
 
In 264 BC Rome became involved in the First Punic War against Carthage. 
By the end of this war (241 BC) the Romans found themselves in possession 
of Sicily, which became the first Roman province. The Third Punic War 
ended in 146 BC, when the defeated Carthaginian territory became the pro-
vince of Africa. Macedonia and Achaea became Roman provinces in the 
same year. 

Cunliffe argues that ‘the rise of Rome in the Mediterranean did not lead to 
a confrontation with Egypt, although the internal quarrels among the mem-
bers of the Egyptian dynasty did give Rome some say in the internal matters 
of Egypt.1 Under the Ptolemies economic and political decay had set in and 
by the time that Egypt was drawn into the Roman political arena in the 
second half of the first century BC, the country was in a state of near 
collapse.’ 

                                                 
1 Cunliffe 1978:232. 
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After he had been defeated by Julius Caesar at Pharsalus in 49 BC, Pompey 
sought refuge in Alexandria, which was then the capital city of Egypt, but the 
Pharaoh, Ptolemy XIII, had him assassinated, hoping to ingratiate himself 
with Caesar. However, Caesar took the side of Cleopatra in a dynastic quarrel 
between her and Ptolemy, both her brother and husband. After extensive 
fighting in Alexandria, the Roman army defeated Ptolemy in 47 BC after 
which Cleopatra ascended the throne of Egypt. 

The Roman general became intrigued by or even perhaps infatuated with 
the Egyptian queen, and in a way this was also the case with the two coun-
tries. With the exception of Greece, no other country had greater influence 
over the Romans. ‘Egypt held a fascination especially for the more educated 
Roman. The country was remote, isolated by desert barriers, but with a rich 
and distinctive culture of its own, based on three thousand years of develop-
ment.’2 

Shortly after the assassination of Caesar in 44 BC, Marc Antony met 
Cleopatra during his campaigns in Asia Minor. Their eventual marriage after 
Antony had divorced Octavia, the sister of Octavian, resulted in Antony 
being declared an enemy of the State. This was sufficient justification for 
Octavian to declare war against him, and Antony, with Cleopatra, was de-
feated at the battle of Actium in 31 BC. Octavian arrived in Egypt in 30 BC. 
In 27 BC, when he became known as the Emperor Augustus, he issued a coin 
of which the Latin inscription proclaims AEGYPTO CAPTA (‘Egypt has 
been captured’).3 It would perhaps be more appropriate to say that Egyptian 
culture, architecture, art and religion crossed the Roman frontier and captu-
red the imagination of the Roman world, as it eventually did even that of the 
modern world. 

What makes the Egyptian presence in Rome so remarkable is the fact that 
of the thirty-five ancient obelisks remaining worldwide, fourteen4 of the 
‘monoliths of Aswan granite’, as Pliny described them,5 can still be seen in 
the streets of Rome. There are two more obelisks elsewhere in Italy (in 
Urbino and in Florence),6 and one in Istanbul, where it was erected during 
the reign of Theodosius I who was then the emperor of the Eastern Roman 
Empire.7 The most recent Egyptian obelisk to have been found (as recently 
as 1980 and re-erected only in 2001), is in the hippodrome of Herod the 

                                                 
2 Cunliffe 1978:232. 
3 BMCRE 653. 
4 Platner & Ashby 1929:366-71; Richardson 1992:272-76. 
5 Plin. NH 36.63-64. 
6 There is also a Roman imitation in Sicily; Budge 1926:274. 
7 Teitler 1996:82. 
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Great’s new capital, Caesarea Maritima. That totals eighteen Egyptian obe-
lisks in the former Roman Empire, excluding Egypt. 

The first two obelisks were brought to Rome by Augustus in 10 BC, and 
the others were brought from Egypt during the next four centuries. Several 
emperors after Augustus, from Caligula in the 1st century AD to Theodosius 
in the 4th century, imported obelisks.8 There are only nine obelisks left in 
Egypt, not counting the incompleted obelisk still lying in the quarries at 
Aswan. 

A massive obelisk that once marked the entrance to the Luxor Temple 
was re-erected in Paris at the Place de la Concorde in 1833. Officially called 
the ‘Luxor Obelisk’, it is decorated with hieroglyphics exalting the reign of 
Pharaoh Rameses II. The obelisk had already been described as l’Aiguille de 
Cléopâtre by 1877, before an obelisk similarly nicknamed ‘Cleopatra’s Needle’ 
was erected in London in 1878 in front of the government buildings in 
Whitehall. This obelisk was originally erected in Heliopolis by Tuthmosis III, 
around 1450 BC. The inscriptions, added 200 years later, commemorate 
Rameses II’s military victories. It forms a pair with ‘Cleopatra’s Needle’ in 
Central Park in New York which was erected in 1881. Both these obelisks 
were moved to Alexandria by the Romans in 12 BC.9 There are also three 
smaller obelisks in the United Kingdom10 and one in Poland.11 

Therefore, eighteen out of thirty-five, more than half of the existing 
ancient obelisks and double the number still in Egypt, ended up in the 
Roman Empire, which is an indication of the Roman emperors’ infatuation 
with Egypt. Several of the obelisks exalted the military victories of the 
pharaohs to whom they were dedicated. The Roman emperors, as rulers of 
Egypt, identified with this use – albeit for their own imperialistic and 
propagandistic purposes. 

When one considers the proliferation of Egyptian obelisks in Rome, it 
becomes easy to understand how central obelisks were in the imagination of 
the ancient Romans. This impression is strengthened when one looks at 
Pliny’s discussion of the difficulties of transportation, and especially of build-
ing ships for the purpose of carrying obelisks, which he describes as spectatis 
admodum navibus (‘ships attracting much attention from sightseers’).12 

                                                 
8 Elsner 2002:18. 
9 www.worldmechanics.org. 
10 Respectively in the British Museum, in the Oriental Museum, University of Dur-
ham, and at Kingston Lacey, Dorset, the so-called ‘Philae’ obelisk. See Budge 1926: 
231-43; 273. 
11 At the Posnań Archaeological Museum. 
12 Plin. NH 36:70-71; Elsner 2002:18. 
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The obelisks in Rome are no longer on the sites where they were originally 
erected by the Roman emperors. By the 16th century most of them had 
toppled, were broken into pieces and had become part of the picturesque 
view of the ancient Roman ruins.13 Several of the obelisks were saved by 
Pope Sixtus V, towards the end of the 16th century (1585-1590), who used 
them as focal points for some of the new streets he had opened as part of his 
plan of urban development. The obelisks were repaired, turned from pagan 
into Christian monuments by adding new inscriptions, topped with a cross 
and with the heraldic symbols of the pope, and eventually moved to a park 
or the centre of a piazza and placed in front of a basilica or used to decorate 
a fountain.14 
 
Obeliscus Vaticanus 
 
Probably the best known obelisk in Rome is the Vatican Obelisk, also called 
the Obelisk of Augustus, in the Piazza di San Pietro, the square in front of St 
Peter’s Basilica. It is 25.36 metres in height and weighs 331 tonnes. The 
obelisk, which is one of three uninscribed obelisks in Rome, most probably 
came from Heliopolis, where it had served as a cult-object in the Temple of 
Ra. It was originally erected in Alexandria by the Romans, as one of the first 
Roman monuments raised in the city after the annexation of Egypt in 30 
BC15 and it was dedicated to Augustus. It was moved to Rome in AD 37 by 
the Emperor Caligula, in a vessel that was later used as the nucleus of a 
breakwater on which the lighthouse – like the pharos at Alexandria – stood,16 
or on the left-hand breakwater17 of the Claudian harbour of Portus Augus-
ti.18 Caligula placed it in his private circus, the so-called Circus Gai et Neronis, in 
the Vatican.19 The circus formed part of the gardens known as the horti Agrip-
pinae which the emperor had inherited from his mother. Caligula’s infatu-
ation for chariot-racing is well-known.20 

In 1586 Sixtus V ordered it to be relocated in front of St. Peter’s as part of 
an elaborate scheme for the reconstruction and, in many cases, rebuilding of 

                                                 
13 www.romeartlover.it. 
14 Photographs of all the obelisks discussed in this article can be found on the 
websites referred to in the Bibliography. 
15 Iversen 1968:20. 
16 Suet. Claud. 20. 
17 Plin. NH 36.4. 
18 Platner & Ashby 1929:371; Richardson 1992:276. 
19 Plin. NH 16.201; 36.74. 
20 Suet. Gaius 18, 55. 
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Rome originally initiated by a predecessor, Nicolas V, in 1447.21 The obelisk 
became the focal element of the piazza. From the time of Caligula it was 
topped by a bronze globe (today in the Museo dei Conservatori) which, 
during the Middle Ages, was thought to contain the ashes of Julius Caesar, 
Augustus and Tiberius, but workers inspecting the globe during the reloca-
tion of the obelisk found nothing but dust.22 

The reason why this obelisk had never toppled (unlike all the others in 
Rome), was allegedly that it was regarded as the last witness to the martyr-
dom of St Peter, who was crucified upside down at the foot of the obelisk, 
which stood on the spina of the Circus Gai et Neronis. Many Christians were 
also executed there after the fire of Rome in AD 64.23 
 
Obeliscus Augusti <Gnomon> 
 
The two obelisks that Augustus brought to Rome in 10 BC to celebrate his 
conquest of Egypt both came from the Temple of Ra at Heliopolis, an 
ancient Egyptian capital. They carry identical inscriptions:24 

 
IMP CAESAR DIVI FILI 

AVGVSTVS 
PONTIFEX MAXIMVS 

IMP XII COS XI TRIB POT XIV 
AEGYPTO IN POTESTATEM 
POPVLI ROMANI REDACTA 

SOLI DONVM DEDIT 
 

When Imperator for the twelfth, Consul for the eleventh, and Tribune 
for the fourteenth time, Imperator Augustus, son of divine Caesar, High 
Priest, dedicated this to the Sun after Egypt had been brought under the 
dominion of the Roman people. 

 
The smaller of the two obelisks was originally erected and dedicated to 
Pharaoh Psammetichus II who reigned from 595-589 BC.25 In line with its 
dedication to the Sun, the obelisk, 21.79 metres in height and weighing 230 
tonnes, was placed as a gnomon or pointer in the Horologium Divi Augusti, the 
                                                 
21 Iversen 1968:26, 29. 
22 Iversen 1968:24 n. 8; 31-32; see Platner & Ashby 1929:371 for the Vatican fresco 
depicting the raising of the obelisk as well as a fresco of the imagined arrival of 
Caligula’s obelisk at Portus. 
23 Tac. Ann. 15:44; Iversen 1968:22-23. 
24 CIL 6.701=702; Iversen 1968:65, 142. 
25 Elsner 2002:18.  
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emperor’s monumental sundial in the Campus Martius near the Ara Pacis 
and Mausoleum.26 The horologium consisted of an extensive marble pavement 
on the north side of the shaft; the lines of the pavement indicated midday at 
the various seasons of the year, being marked by strips of gilt metal inlaid in 
the marble.27 Seventy years after its erection the indications of the dial had 
become incorrect. Pliny carefully discusses the possible explanations: hydro-
logical, seismic, structural and (two) astronomical factors. 28 

The obelisk was still standing in the 8th century but toppled at some un-
known date; it was only discovered in 1512 and excavated in 1748, split in 
five pieces.29 In spite of various attempts, the task of raising the obelisk 
eventually only started in 1789 (it was repaired using fragments of the columna 
Antonini); the obelisk finally stood erect in front of the Palazzo di Monte 
Citorio in 1792. The reliefs have been partially lost due to a fire that damaged 
the shaft of the obelisk while it was in storage. On top of the obelisk Pius VI 
put a symbol of his coat of arms, but he added a bronze ball pierced by a 
narrow rectangular slit to permit the passage of sun rays as a reminder of its 
original use as a gnomon.30 
 
Obeliscus Augusti in Circo Maximo 
 
The great obelisk of Rameses II is the other obelisk that Augustus brought 
to Rome in 10 BC, also to celebrate his conquest of Egypt, with inscriptions 
identical with those of the Gnomon obelisk. It was initially erected in honour 
of Rameses’s father, Seti I, who reigned from 1318-1304 BC. It is 23.7 metres 
in height and weighs 263 tonnes. Seti I, who decorated three sides of the 
obelisk, described himself as ‘the one who fills Heliopolis with obelisks that 
their rays may illuminate the Temple of Ra.’ Rameses II, who inscribed the 
fourth side, was one of the greatest self-aggrandizers in history and styled 
himself as one who made ‘mountains as innumerable as the stars of heaven. 
His work joins the sky. When Ra shines, he rejoices because of the obelisks 
in his temple of millions of years.’31 Iversen adds an interesting note that ‘the 
difference between the elegant and carefully cut hieroglyphs of Seti and the 
rough and badly executed inscriptions of Rameses demonstrates the rapid 
deterioration of the arts and crafts during the reign of the latter.’ 32 
                                                 
26 Plin. NH 36.71; Strabo 17.805; Platner & Ashby 1929:366; Richardson 1992:272. 
27 Plin. NH 36.72; Platner & Ashby 1929:367; Richardson 1992:272. 
28 Plin. NH 36.73. 
29 Platner & Ashby 1929:366; Richardson 1992:273. 
30 Iversen 1968:158-59. 
31 http://www.muzarp.poznan.pl. 
32 Iversen 1968:65 n. 1. 
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The obelisk was placed on the spina of the Circus Maximus.33 Iversen 
notes that the Circus Maximus, as a religious institution, had always been 
closely connected with the sun-cult: the course of the chariots around the 
spina was likened to the movement of the heavenly bodies around the sun.34 
The dedication of the obelisk to the Sun (in line with its original dedication 
at Heliopolis) is therefore entirely apt. The top of the obelisk was decorated 
with a bronze ball with a gnomon or pointer on top, which from then on 
became the standard decoration for obelisks.35 

Nothing is known of the history of the obelisk from the 4th century until 
the 16th. When the area was excavated in 1587, the obelisk was found, 
covered by almost 8 metres of debris and broken into three pieces.36 It was 
repaired (and in the process slightly shortened) by order of Pope Sixtus V 
and moved to the Piazza del Popolo in 1589.37 One reason for the pope’s 
choice of the piazza as the site of the obelisk was his desire to distinguish the 
church of Santa Maria del Popolo after which the piazza was named. 
According to tradition this sanctuary was originally built as a chapel to pacify 
the ghost of Nero who haunted the area, but was eventually turned into a 
parochial church in the 12th century and from then on became known as ‘del 
Popolo’ (populus = parochialis).38 Sixtus V elevated the church to a Cardinal’s 
title and it became one of the seven principal churches of Rome. 

But there were other reasons as well. With the ancient Porta Flaminia to 
its north the piazza had, since antiquity, been the main entrance to Rome and 
was now also the point where three of its most important throughfares, the 
Via di Ripetta, Via del Corso and Via del Babbuino, converged.39 An obelisk 
situated here ‘would at the same time distinguish the church, ennoble the 
square, and add grandeur and majesty to the approach of the city.’40 

The piazza was designed by Valadier41 who had two semi-circles made 
around the obelisk, and added fountains and Egyptian lions to the base of 
the obelisk. At each end of the semi-circles are statues representing the four 
seasons. In a typical baroque scene in neoclassical style, two large marble 
groups are at the centre of each semi-circle. 
 

                                                 
33 Plin. NH 36.71; Strabo 17.805. 
34 Iversen 1968:65. 
35 Iversen 1968:65. 
36 Platner & Ashby 1929:367; Richardson 1992:273. 
37 Elsner 2002:18. 
38 Iversen 1968:71. 
39 Iversen 1968:71, 74. 
40 Iversen 1968:71. 
41 Iversen 1968: 74-75. 
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Obeliscus Constantii 
 
The association of obelisks with circuses would eventually inspire the choice 
of future emperors for the site of their obelisks.42 Augustus’s Circus Maxi-
mus obelisk was to be joined by a huge obelisk from Thebes. At 32.5 metres 
in height and weighing 455 tonnes, this is the oldest and largest of all 
surviving obelisks and also the last to have been brought from Egypt.43 Both 
Augustus and Constantine considered bringing it to Rome from Thebes, 
where it had been erected by Pharaoh Tuthmosis III during the 15th century 
BC.44 It was moved to Alexandria by order of the Emperor Constantine (AD 
274-337), who had hoped to raise it in his new capital at Constantinople. He 
died before the obelisk could be brought from Egypt. In AD 357 his son and 
successor, the Emperor Constantius II, was able to arrange its transportation 
to Rome by using a specially built ship.45 It was erected in the Circus Maxi-
mus in commemoration of Constantius’s visit to the city.46 Constantius 
added an inscription47 dedicating the obelisk to Rome and paying homage to 
his father, but also describing his own efforts in transporting the obelisk to 
Rome.48 Although Constantius’s visit to Rome lasted for only a month, the 
visit was a turning point in the history of the Empire, as it marked the 
official recognition of Christianity as the basis of the administration of the 
Empire. The obelisk of Constantius was the first public monument erected 
in the now Christianised city.49 This eventually led to the popes’ using obe-
lisks in the same tradition, which they followed by erecting an obelisk in the 
piazza in front of a church.50 Especially Sixtus V had an ‘ardent desire’51 that 
an obelisk ‘should be raised in front of every basilica to extol the Cross “as 
trophies or spoils of war won from paganism by triumphant religion” and to 
demonstrate how true religion had subjugated idolatry.’52 

                                                 
42 Elsner 2002:18; so too the Vatican Obelisk that Caligula placed in his circus; see 
above. 
43 Platner & Ashby 1929:368; Richardson 1992:273-74. 
44 Iversen 1968:55-64. 
45 Ammianus 17.4.13-16. 
46 Iversen 1968:56. 
47 CIL 6.1163. 
48 For the text and translation of the inscription also see Iversen 1968:57-58. 
49 Iversen 1968:58. 
50 See Iversen 1968:70. 
51 Iversen 1968:50. 
52 Iversen 1968:50. 
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The obelisk was found in 1587, together with Augustus’s obelisk, beneath 
7 metres of debris and broken in three pieces.53 It was moved to the Piazza 
S. Giovanni in Laterano by Sixtus V in 1587. The piazza is to the north of 
the Lateran palace which had been the official residence of the popes since 
the time of Constantine until it was partially destroyed by fire in 1308. Sixtus 
wanted to re-establish the Lateran as his winter residence and had the 
remains of the ancient palace demolished to make room for a new palace 
that was built in 1586. Combined with the church of S. Giovanni, which was 
the official cathedral of Rome, and was the most important sanctuary in the 
city after St. Peter’s, ‘the Lateran became for a while the administrative 
centre of the papal government.’54 Sixtus had the top of the obelisk decora-
ted with the whole array of his heraldic symbols. There is also a Christian 
cross at its apex. It is one of the best preserved obelisks, its surface covered 
with hieroglyphics.55 
 
Obeliscus Pamphilius in the Piazza Navona 
 
One of the most spectacular obelisks in Rome is the so-called Pamphilian 
obelisk in the Piazza Navona. It seems to have been made in Egypt by order 
of the Emperor Domitian (AD 81-96), and brought to Rome where the 
hieroglyphics were cut.56 It most probably decorated the so-called Iseum 
Campense57 (see below) since the hieroglyphics allude to the repair of ‘that 
which was ruined’, i.e. the Iseum, or temple of the goddess Isis that was 
completely destroyed by a fire during the reign of the Emperor Titus (AD 79-
81).58 The temple was rebuilt by Domitian, who also raised the obelisk in the 
Iseum shortly after his accession in AD 81.59 It is important to note that, 
unlike in the case of other obelisks so far, this one was not used for personal 
gain by the emperor. The inscriptions conform with the conventional in-
scriptions on Egyptian obelisks, but are in some respects highly unconven-
tional since they refer to contemporary persons and events such as Domi-
tian’s accession, ‘taking over the kingdom of his father, Vespasianus, from 
his elder brother, Titus, when his soul had flown to heaven’,60 which makes 
the obelisk an official memorial of the event. 
                                                 
53 Platner & Ashby 1929:368; Richardson 1992:274. 
54 Iversen 1968:62. 
55 www.romeartlover.it. 
56 Iversen 1968:80. 
57 See Iversen 1968:76-92 for a detailed discussion. 
58 Platner & Ashby 1929:369; Richardson 1992:275. 
59 Iversen 1968:80-81. 
60 Iversen 1968:80. 
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After the death of his eldest son, Romulus, in AD 309, Maxentius, who 
owned a suburban villa outside Rome, decided to combine his residence with 
a sanctuary for the deified youth and a circus, built on the Via Appia, conse-
crated to his memory.61 When Maxentius was defeated by Constantine in AD 
311, the circus was ‘the last piece of monumental architecture completed in 
pagan Rome. ... Its substantial remains ... prove it to have been an impressive 
structure ... and, like most monuments of Maxentius, obviously intended to 
compete in grandeur with those of his predecessors.’62 

The obelisk toppled in the 6th century and broke into five pieces. In 1648 
the obelisk was repaired and in 1649 it was erected in the Piazza Navona 
which still reflects the shape of the palaestra of a stadium that had been built 
by Domitian.63 The obelisk was placed on top of the fountain designed by 
Gian Lorenzo Bernini to celebrate the glory of Innocentius X (1644-1655). 
Innocentius was a member of the Pamphilius family and had owned a com-
fortable mansion in the south-eastern corner of the piazza. On becoming 
pope, he decided to turn the relatively modest villa into a residence better 
suited to the new aspirations of the Pamphili and made the piazza the official 
residence of the new ruling family.64 Bernini had not been invited to submit a 
project for the fountain, as the Pope reproached him for his too-close 
connection with his predecessor, Urbanus VIII, and for the technical failure 
of his attempt to erect St Peter’s bell towers. However, Bernini found a way 
to have his model of the fountain be seen by the Pope and immediately got 
the commission.65 
 
Obeliscus Theodosii 
 
The obelisk in the Hippodrome of Constantinople is another good example 
of the association of obelisks with circuses. Known today as the obelisk of 
Theodosius, it was originally set up by Tuthmosis III at Thebes in comme-
moration of his campaign to the Mitanni Empire, east of the Euphrates, in 
1457 BC.66 It is not known when the obelisk was moved from Thebes to 
Alexandria, but from a letter by the Emperor Julian67 written in AD 363, it is 
clear that Constantius had planned to transport the obelisk from Alexandria 
to Constantinople (the ‘new’ Rome), but died before he could do so. It is 
                                                 
61 Iversen 1968:81. 
62 Iversen 1968:81. 
63 Iversen 1968:83. 
64 Iversen 1968:83. 
65 Iversen 1968:83-84; www.romeartlover.it. 
66 Iversen 1972:9.  
67 Quoted by Iversen 1972:10-11. 
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interesting, from a historical point of view and as an illustration of the rivalry 
between the old and the new Rome, that after raising an obelisk in the circus 
of the ancient city, Constantius had intended to erect a corresponding monu-
ment in the new capital of the Empire as a parallel gesture.68 

The obelisk remained in Alexandria until AD 390, when Theodosius I 
transported it to Constantinople and had it erected on the spina of the 
Hippodrome.69 It was originally 28 metres in height but a section of the shaft 
broke off, most probably during transportation; its present height is 19.59 
metres (Fig. 1).70 

 

Figure 1: Obelisk of Theodosius 
http://www.livius.org/cn-cs/constantinople/constantinople_hippodrome_3.html 

 
An interesting fact about this obelisk is that reliefs on the marble pedestal 

portray something of the great effort involved in erecting obelisks. The 
pedestal boasts two reliefs, one showing chariot races within the Hippo-

                                                 
68 Iversen 1972:11. 
69 Elsner 2002:18; Teitler 1996:81-82. 
70 Teitler 1996:85. 
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drome (adorned by two obelisks) (Fig. 2), and another showing the great 
venture of raising the obelisk onto its base (Fig. 3).71  

 

 
Figure 2: Panel on obelisk of Theodosius: Circus races 

http://www.livius.org/cn-cs/constantinople/constantinople_hippodrome_3.html 
 

 
Figure 3: Panel on obelisk of Theodosius: raising an obelisk 

http://www.livius.org/cn-cs/constantinople/constantinople_hippodrome_3.html 
                                                 
71 Elsner 2002:18. 
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The impression of effort is reinforced by the inscriptions on the other sides 
of the pedestal; the one on the west side (in Greek72) reports that it took 32 
days to re-erect the obelisk. It reads: 

 
ΚΙΟΝΑ ΤΕΤΡΑΠΛΕΥΡΟΝ ΑΕΙ ΧΘΟΝΙ ΚΕΙΜΕΝΟΝ ΑΧΘΟC 

ΜΟΥΝΟC ΑΝΑCΤΗCΑΙ ΘΕΥ∆ΟCΙΟC ΒΑCΙΛΕΥC 
ΤΟΛΜΗCAC ΠΡΟΚΛΟC ΕΠΕΚΕΚΛΕΤΟ ΚΑΙ ΤΟCΟC ΕCΤΗ 

ΚΙΩΝ ΗΕΛΙΟΙC ΕΝ ΤΡΙΑΚΟΝΤΑ ∆ΥΟ 
 

It was only the Emperor Theodosius who succeeded in raising the four-
sided column, which has ever lain as a burden to the earth. He committed 
the task to Proc(u)lus, and so great a column stood erect in thirty-two 
days.73 

 
The second inscription, on the east side, is slightly damaged at the bottom, 
but it was transcribed in full by travellers in the 16th century (Fig. 4). This 
time the obelisk itself is doing the talking, claiming, in Latin,74 that it took 
only thirty days to raise the obelisk under the supervision of Proc(u)lus: 
 

 
Figure 4: Obelisk of Theodosius: inscription 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Obelisk_of_Theodosius 
 

DIFFICILIS QVONDAM DOMINIS PARERE SERENIS 
IVSSVS ET EXTINCTIS PALMAM PORTARE TYRANNIS 

                                                 
72 CIG 4.8612. 
73 Iversen 1972:13. 
74 CIL 3.737. 
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OMNIA THEODOSIO CEDVNT SVBLIQVE PERENNI 
TER DENIS SIC VICTVS EGO DOMITVSQVE DIEBVS 
IVDICE SVB PROCLO SV[PERA]S ELATVS AD AVRAS 

 
I was formerly reluctant to obey the serene masters, even when ordered 
to proclaim the victory after the extinction of the tyrants, but since all 
things yield to Theodosius and his everlasting offspring, I was conquered 
and subdued in three times ten days and raised to high heaven on the 
advice of Proc(u)lus.75 

 
Although one should allow for the usually exaggerated language of praise 
associated with the court, both inscriptions indicate how difficult and com-
plicated it was, and how successful the emperors were in raising the obelisks. 
Not only the weight of the obelisks and the risks of damaging the hiero-
glyphic decorations if handled incompetently made it a very complex opera-
tion, but also the fragility of the obelisks.76 

Proculus was the praefectus urbi from AD 388. In 392 he apparently lost the 
emperor’s favour. He was executed on false allegations and his name was 
removed from the pedestal. Four years later the damnatio memoriae was re-
voked and his name was re-inscribed: the indentation can still clearly be seen 
on the pedestal. The dating of Proculus enables us to identify the ‘everlasting 
offspring’ as Theodosius’s sons, the six-year-old Honorius and thirteen-year-
old Arcadius. The ‘tyrants’ may refer to Magnus Maximus and his son 
Flavius Victor, who had been executed in AD 388.77 

As a point of interest, there is a second obelisk at the southern side of the 
Hippodrome of Constantinople, which, however, did not come from Egypt, 
but was constructed of roughly-cut stones in Constantinople itself. It is 32 
metres in height. It warrants mentioning since it dates from the Eastern 
Roman Empire and illustrates the continued use of obelisks as vehicles for 
imperial propaganda, even before that use became fashionable in the post-
Classical world. The exact construction date of the so-called ‘Walled Obe-
lisk’, also known as the Constantine Obelisk, is unknown. It was named after 
Constantine VII, after he had repaired it in the 10th century. At that time it 
was reportedly decorated with gilded bronze plaques that portrayed the 
victories of Basil I, grandfather of Constantine VII. Young soldiers, called 
Janisseries, who formed the bodyguards of the Ottoman sultan from the 
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14th century onwards, showed their prowess by climbing the obelisk, thus 
damaging its stone surface.78 
 
Obeliscus Campensis 
 
But let us return to Rome. Several small obelisks (apparently at least nine) 
were brought to Rome during the 1st century. Some of them were found in 
or near the church of S. Maria sopra Minerva.79 They were originally grouped 
in pairs to adorn a large area called the Iseum Campense, a complex of temples 
dedicated to the Egyptian goddess Isis. 

Probably the most charming obelisk setting is the one in the Piazza della 
Minerva, just behind the well-known Pantheon temple. It is one of three 
smaller obelisks still in Rome and was found in 1665 in the cloister of the 
church. It was originally erected in Sais, a town in Lower Egypt, by Pharaoh 
Apries in the first half of the 6th century BC. In 1667 Gian Lorenzo Bernini 
erected the small obelisk on top of an elephant (a work by Ercole Ferrata). 
The heraldic symbols and coat of arms of Pope Alexander VII (1655-1667) 
decorate several parts of the monument. 

The second of the three smaller obelisks was originally erected in Helio-
polis by Rameses II. In 1711 Clemens XI (1700-1721) moved it from its ori-
ginal location in Rome to the centre of the already existing fountain on the 
Piazza della Rotonda, in front of ‘la Rotonda’, or the Pantheon.80 

The third small obelisk was found in 1883 under the apse of S. Maria 
sopra Minerva. It was also originally erected in Heliopolis by Rameses II. In 
1887 it became a monument to the 500 Italian soldiers who had fallen at 
Dogali in Ethiopia and was placed in the Piazza di Termini, in front of the 
railway station. It is now in the gardens between the railway station and the 
Piazza della Repubblica. The star on the top of the obelisk is a symbol of 
Italy. Another small obelisk that had been excavated in front of the church 
of S. Maria sopra Minerva, passed into the possession of the Medici family 
and remained in their villa in Rome until 1787, when it was moved to the 
Boboli Gardens behind the Pitti palace in Florence.81 

Three fragments of two more obelisks from the Iseum Campense, which 
had been built into modern houses, were presented to the city of Urbino by 
Cardinal Alessandro Albani in 1737. Made up into one obelisk with another 
fragment they now stand in front of the church of S. Domenico.82 
                                                 
78 www.worldmechanics.org. 
79 Platner & Ashby 1929:368-69; Richardson 1992:274-75. 
80 www.romeartlover.it. 
81 Platner & Ashby 1929:369; Richardson 1992:274. 
82 Iversen 1968:106; Platner & Ashby 1929:370; 274-75. 
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Obelisci Mausolei Augusti 
 
Two uninscribed obelisks carved from pink granite were erected at the 
entrance of the Mausoleum of Augustus. He had visited the tomb of Alexan-
der the Great in Alexandria and decided to represent some aspects of 
Alexander’s tomb in the design of the Mausoleum.83 The obelisks were, 
however, probably not brought to Rome before the reign of Domitian (AD 
81-96) since they are mentioned by neither Pliny nor Strabo (64/3 BC – AD 
21). These obelisks are the only flat-topped obelisks in Rome, presumably 
since the pyramidal apices of both were cut away already in Roman times, to 
provide room for some kind of ornament which has now disappeared.84 

The ruins of the Mausoleum can still be seen on the banks of the Tiber. 
As the area was often flooded, both obelisks had toppled, broken into pieces 
and disappeared into the ground. The opening of Via di Ripetta in 1519 led 
to the discovery of one of them.85 It had broken into four pieces which were 
reassembled and repaired by Sixtus V (1585-1590). In 1587 it was placed in 
the Piazza dell’ Esquilino at the end of the Strada Felice, a new street that 
Sixtus V had opened to reach the well-known basilica of S. Maria Maggiore.86 
The height of this obelisk is 14.75 metres.87 

The second obelisk was probably found at the same time.88 It had broken 
into three pieces, but was not excavated until 1550.89 More than two hundred 
years later, in 1782, it was repaired and placed by Pius VI on the fountain in 
the Piazza del Quirinale, which was at the time one of the principal centres 
of Rome and the papal administration.90 It stands between two colossal 
classical statues of Castor and Pollux. The height of this obelisk is 14.64 
metres.91 
 
Obeliscus Antinoi 
 
The most intriguing of the surviving obelisks in Rome is the last one to have 
been made in Roman-ruled Egypt itself (during the reign of Hadrian, AD 

                                                 
83 Platner & Ashby 1929:367. See also Iversen 1968:47. 
84 Iversen 1968:47. 
85 www.romeartlover.it. 
86 See p. 8 above for Sixtus V’s motivation for placing obelisks in front of or near 
churches. 
87 www.livius.org. 
88 Iversen 1968:115. 
89 Platner & Ashby 1929:370; Richardson 1992:275. 
90 Iversen 1968:116. 
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117-138). This is the obelisk (now in the gardens on the Monte Pincio) that 
was made to commemorate the death of Hadrian’s favourite. Antinous, the 
emperor’s Bithynian lover, died under dubious circumstances in Egypt in AD 
130 at the age of about twenty, probably by drowning himself in the Nile in 
order to avert an evil omen threatening the emperor.92 The hieroglyphics 
were most probably cut in Rome, stating that the obelisk was erected on the 
site where Antinous had been buried, just outside the limits of the city.93 It is, 
however, uncertain whether this means that the body of Antinous had 
actually been brought to Rome or not; the obelisk, at 9.25 metres in height, 
may have stood at the entrance to the tomb or cenotaph of Antinous.94 The 
fragments of the obelisk were set up in 1570 just outside the Porta Maggiore, 
but after having been moved several times subsequently, it was finally 
erected on the Monte Pincio by Pius VII in 1822.95 

The emperor’s mourning led to not only the founding of a whole new 
Greek city in Egypt, called Antinoopolis (or Antinoe),96 and the deification 
of his beloved, but also to the production of numerous marble statues (of 
which nearly 100 survive, some from after Hadrian’s reign). In several of 
these images Antinous is depicted in the form of various Graeco-Roman 
deities (Apollo, Bacchus, Silvanus). Other images – especially several statues 
of Antinous from Hadrian’s villa outside Rome – represent him as a pharaoh 
or an Egyptian god (Fig. 5).97 

In a certain sense – from a historical, religious and Egyptological point of 
view – this obelisk represents the culmination (and dissolution) of a tradi-
tion.98 ‘The obelisk is Hadrian’s most magnificent monument in the Egyptian 
style, with its Egyptian hieroglyphics cut in rather free Roman elaboration of 
traditional patterns and its inscriptional texts apparently translated from a 
Greek original. These include a prayer to the sun-god Ra by the newly deified 
Antinous, now associated with the Egyptian god Osiris (who rose from the 
dead as Osirantinous, an amalgamation of Osiris and Antinous). The prayer 
specifically asks for the blessing of both Hadrian and his wife, Sabina.’99 

Elsner convincingly explains that ‘what the inscription proclaims – which 
is implied even by the Egyptian form of the obelisk – is a dramatic union of 
Roman with other visual and religious styles. Quite apart from its pathos as a 
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memorial to a drowned lover, the obelisk of Antinous gestures to the way in 
which obelisks as such had become a vehicle for thoroughly Roman 
messages. And so it looks forward to the way that obelisks would come to be 
seen as typical of Rome in the era of papal munificence in the Renaissance 
and Baroque periods.’100 

The inscription added on the base of the obelisk at the time of its re-
erection in 1822, however, tells another story.101 By now the world had fallen 
into ruins (partly as a result of the Napoleonic campaigns), leaving behind a 
complete confusion of ideas and a complete re-evaluation of all values. No 
longer were obelisks raised to proclaim the triumph of the Church and the 
glory of the popes. Deprived of its cross and the symbolic meaning that it 
had, Hadrian’s obelisk eventually became a curiosity: ‘an extraordinary 
monument’, not erected in front of a church, a palace or a court of law to 
add dignity and authority to its surroundings as formerly, but ‘to decorate the 
delightful glades of the Pincio’, which, in accordance with the new demo-
cratic principles, were now ‘opened for the public to bask in the sun’, the 
public being the Romans, who in all previous obelisk inscriptions had always 
been addressed as Quirites or populus Romanus, but now for the first time 
appeared as cives (‘citizens’).102 
 
Modern obelisks 
 
The widespread existence of obelisks in early to modern Rome was also to 
lead to a fashion of erecting obelisks during the 19th century in the major 
cities of imperial powers such as Britain, France and the USA. ‘These acts of 
relatively recent decoration in fact themselves pay homage to the great 
imperial fashion for obelisks and their decorative uses in ancient Rome’.103 
The most impressive example of this is the Washington Monument in 
Washington D.C. It is a United States Presidential Memorial which was con-
structed to commemorate the first U.S. president, George Washington. At 
169.294 metres it is the tallest obelisk in the world104 and upon completion in 
1884 became the world’s tallest structure, a position it held until the comple-
tion of the Eiffel Tower in Paris in 1889. 

But there are also other post-classical uses of modern obelisks. The obe-
lisk of São Paulo in Brazil, completed in 1970, commemorates the Constitu-
tionalist Revolution of 1932. The obelisk in Auckland, New Zealand, was 
                                                 
100 Elsner 2002:19. 
101 See Iversen 1968:172 for the text of the inscription. 
102 Quoted from Iversen 1968:172-73. 
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erected for the city’s centenary celebrations in 1940, but also forms part of a 
commemoration of the achievements of the Maori people. The obelisk of 
Buenos Aires in Argentina was built within four weeks in 1936 to comme-
morate the 400th anniversary of the first founding of the city.105 It also 
became fashionable to honour fallen soldiers by erecting obelisks on battle-
fields and in public places. Several examples can be found especially in the 
USA and the UK. 

A striking example in South Africa is the 36.5 metres high obelisk at the 
War Museum in Bloemfontein, erected in 1913 in memory of the approxi-
mately 26 300 women and children who died during the South African 
Anglo-Boer War at the start of the previous century. Many of them died 
from illness and neglect in the thirty-eight concentration camps put up by 
the British forces. But obelisks could also commemorate individual achieve-
ments, like the one erected in Cape Town in 1841 in honour of Sir John 
Herschel’s scientific achievements as astronomer and his contributions to 
education in the then Cape Colony.106 
 
Conclusion 
 

 
Figure 5: Antinous as Osiris 

ancientneareast.net/wordpress/ 
 
Many people still tend to regard obelisks as exclusively Egyptian, for example 
the ‘Cleopatra’s Needles’ in Paris, London and New York, as well as nume-
rous other related obelisks elsewhere. All these obelisks belong in part to the 
                                                 
105 www.worldmechanics.org. 
106 See Hilton 2006:117-33. 
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great 19th-century enthusiasm for Egypt, known as ‘Egyptomania’. ‘But it is 
also part of the competition between modern nations – especially the impe-
rial powers in the 19th century with colonial ambitions – to rival Rome, the 
supreme model for empire. The history of Egypt is closely bound up with 
the history of Rome’s uses of Egypt.’107 In conclusion – Rome made Egypt 
and the obelisks Roman. 
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