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The transfer of the 83-ton statue of Ramesses II from Cairo’s train station to the 
Grand Egyptian Museum in 2006 was an event I will never forget. In this wonderful 
book Susanna Thomas brings to life the stories of the great pharaoh and warrior 
Ramesses and his great red granite colossus in both ancient and modern times.” 

—Zahi Hawass

An excellent overview of the role of statuary in ancient Egypt, with a focus on 
the history and craftsmanship of the well-traveled and magnificent colossus of 
Ramesses II from Memphis.” —Salima Ikram

King Ramesses II ruled Egypt for an extraordinary sixty-six years (1279–1213 BCE) 

during the Nineteenth Dynasty. A great warrior and lavish builder, he fathered 

dozens of children and is widely regarded as the most celebrated and powerful 

pharaoh of the New Kingdom.

This wonderfully clear, engaging book recounts the dramatic history of the 

famed red granite colossal statue of Ramesses II now standing in Egypt’s Grand 

Egyptian Museum. One of the largest Egyptian statues ever made and part of the 

urban landscape of modern Cairo, the colossus lent its name to Ramses Square and 

the city’s mainline train station, and was so much a symbol of Cairo that it featured 

in countless Egyptian films. Susanna Thomas recounts the full history of the statue’s 

creation and installation in the Great Temple of Ptah at Memphis during the reign of 

Ramesses II, its reuse by Ramesses IV, and the later history of the statue during the 

Greco-Roman and Islamic Periods and up to the present day. Illustrated with more 

than 130 images. 

SUSANNA THOMAS, with a PhD in Egyptian archaeology from the University of 
Liverpool, is a specialist in the interpretation and display of ancient Egyptian material 
culture at the Grand Egyptian Museum in Giza.
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1  Historical Background

I have had the immense privilege of working for the Grand Egyptian Museum project 
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museum for the twenty-first century. I wish to thank His Excellency Mamdouh 

Eldamaty, former minister of antiquities, and His Excellency Khaled El-Enany, minister 
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the AUC Press, and Steven Snape, Ashley Cooke, the late Geoffrey Tassie, David Jeffreys, 
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them were more useful. I would also like to thank my long-suffering daughters, who 
have been taken to Ramesside temples since before they could walk, and who have 
learned the former, if not the latter, from me.
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1  Historical Background

Predynastic Period 4000–3100 bce

Early Dynastic Period
Dynasties 0–2, 3100–2690

Old Kingdom
Dynasties 3–6, 2690–2150

First Intermediate Period
Dynasties 7–11, 2150–2034

Middle Kingdom
Dynasties 11–13, 2034–1650

Second Intermediate Period
Dynasties 13–17, 1677–1550

New Kingdom
Dynasties 18–20, 1550–1069

Dynasty 18, 1550–1295
Ahmose I 1550–1525
Amenhotep I 1525–1504
Thutmose I 1504–1492 
Thutmose II 1492–1479
Thutmose III 1479–1425
Queen Hatshepsut 1473–1458 
Amenhotep II 1427–1400
Thutmose IV 1400–1390
Amenhotep III 1390–1352
Akhenaten 1353–1336
Smenkhkare 1336
Neferneferuaten 1336
Tutankhamun 1336–1327

Ay 1327–1323
Horemheb 1323–1295

Dynasty 19, 1295–1186
Ramesses I 1295–1294
Sety I 1294–1279 
Ramesses II 1279–1213
Merenptah 1213–1203
Amenmesse 1203–1200
Sety II 1200–1194
Siptah 1194–1188
Queen Tawosret 1188–1186

Dynasty 20, 1186–1069
Setnakht 1186–1184
Ramesses III 1184–1153
Ramesses IV 1153–1147
Ramesses V 1147–1143
Ramesses VI 1143–1136
Ramesses VII 1136–1129
Ramesses VIII 1129–1126
Ramesses IX 1126–1108
Ramesses X 1108–1099
Ramesses XI 1099–1069

Third Intermediate Period
Dynasties 21–25, 1069–664

Late Period
Dynasties 26–31, 664–332

Greco-Roman Period 332 bce – 394 ce

Chronology

All dates below and throughout the book before 332 bce are approximate.



The statue of Ramesses II being moved into the Grand Hall at the GEM (photographs by B. Ezzat).
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1  Historical Background

O n a rainy Egyptian Revolution Day, 25 January 2018, a large and imposing 
statue of King Ramesses II, accompanied by a marching band and horse-
mounted escorts, was installed inside the great hall of the new Grand Egyptian 

Museum (GEM) next to the pyramids on the Giza plateau.
Usermaatre Setepenre Ramesses II was the third king of the Nineteenth Dynasty in 

the New Kingdom, when ancient Egypt was at its most powerful. The country prospered 
under him and experienced a period of internal and external stability. By the end of his 
sixty-six year reign his name was famous throughout the ancient world, and colossal 
statues of the king were visible in towns and cities throughout the empire. This is the 
story of one of those statues.

Introduction



Seated statue of Amenhotep III, Luxor Museum.Standing statue of Thutmose III, Luxor Museum.
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1  Historical Background

T he New Kingdom (Eighteenth to Twentieth Dynasties, 1550–1069 bce) was a 
period of great wealth and power for the Egyptian state. Kings led military cam-
paigns into the Levant (eastern Mediterranean lands including modern-day Israel, 

Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan) and Nubia (south of Aswan in what is now south-
ern Egypt and northern Sudan). New regions were brought under Egyptian control as 
the empire expanded, with exotic foreign peoples, skills, crafts, goods, and fashions flow-
ing into Egypt. Massive building projects around the country showed off the authority 
of the pharaohs. There were long and glorious reigns of the Eighteenth Dynasty kings 
Thutmose III (1479–1425 bce), a great military leader who expanded Egypt’s empire 
with successful campaigns in the Levant, and Amenhotep III (1390–1352 bce), who 
became famous for developing huge, elaborate, and highly decorated building projects 
over his whole empire, promoting the power both of the gods and of himself. 

These were followed by reforms under King Akhenaten (1353–1336 bce) that led 
to internal religious and political turmoil. Destruction of evidence under later kings 
means that many specific details of this period of history are unclear, but it is known 
that Akhenaten’s reign was ultimately followed by that of Tutankhamun (1336–1327 
bce), who died childless and was succeeded by the elderly Ay (1327–1323 bce), who 
also died without heirs and was in turn succeeded by his army commander Horemheb 
(1323–1295 bce), who was the last ruler of the Eighteenth Dynasty.

Ramesses II’s grandfather Ramesses I was a general and vizier (chief minister) under 
the childless Horemheb, and was also Deputy of the King in Upper and Lower Egypt, and 
the transition of power to a new family seems to have been a peaceful one. Ramesses’s 
eldest son Sety was already an adult soldier by this time, married to Tuya, who was also 
from a military family. They had one son also called Ramesses, as well as two daughters.



4 Historical Background

Horemheb died in around 1295 bce, and the first royal act of the first ruler of the 
Nineteenth Dynasty, King Ramesses I (1295–1294 bce), was to oversee his burial in the 
Valley of the Kings (in tomb KV57) on the west bank of the Nile at Luxor. The most 
important god in Egypt during the New Kingdom was Amun-Re, and his main cult 
center was the Great Temple of Amun at Karnak in Luxor. While still in Luxor, Ramesses 
I and his son Sety planned fabulous additions to this temple by adding a huge courtyard 
of enormous columns (the hypostyle hall) between two existing pylon gateways.

Unlike the kings of the Eighteenth Dynasty, whose families originally came from 
Upper (southern) Egypt, Ramesses’s family came from the northeast corner of the Nile 
Delta. Ramesses I probably already had a home near Avaris (Tell al-Daba), where the 
Hyksos kings of the Second Intermediate Period had lived. The Hyksos (‘rulers from hill 
countries’) were settlers, originally from the Levant, who had gradually moved into the 
Delta during the Middle Kingdom. Egyptians—ancient and modern—usually feel partic-
ular loyalty to the town or area where they were born, and it is likely that Ramesses also 
planned developments in this region. However, after about a year in office, Ramesses I 
died and was succeeded by his son, who became Sety I (1294–1279 bce). 

King Sety’s first task was the burial of his father. Craftsmen in the Valley of the Kings 
had not had enough time to complete the tomb of Ramesses I to its original design, so 
in the seventy days traditionally set aside for the embalming process a much smaller 
version of the tomb planned for him (KV16) was quickly finished. 

Sety and his son Ramesses, by now aged about eight or nine, sailed south from the 
ancient capital city of Memphis (at modern-day Mit Rahina, south of Cairo), to Luxor 
accompanying the mummified body of Ramesses I. After the funeral Sety selected sites 
for his own tomb and his mortuary cult temple on the west bank at Luxor. He checked 
on building works at Karnak, ordering that the new hypostyle hall should now be called 
‘Glorious is Sety in the domain of Amun’ and that the outside walls of the hall (which 
more people would see) should be covered in scenes of the king defeating his enemies 
in battle.

Back in Memphis Sety ordered improvements to the Great Temple of Ptah, which 
included a massive new hypostyle hall to be called ‘Glorious is Sety in the domain of 
Ptah.’ He also made new additions to the Great Temple of the sun god Re at Heliopolis, 
northeast of modern Cairo. His home town was not forgotten, and he ordered the con-
struction of a fine summer palace decorated with blue and white tiles at Avaris.

Throughout his reign, Sety modeled himself on two rulers from the Eighteenth 
Dynasty, the great warrior king Thutmose III and the great builder king Amenhotep III. 
By the end of his sixth regnal year Sety had successfully restored much of Egypt’s empire 
in the Levant to the northeast through a series of campaigns known as the Northern 
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Wars. He also pacified rebellions in Libya to the west and Nubia to the south. Each of 
his military campaigns was illustrated on newly constructed temple walls, and many 
included the small figure of his son Prince Ramesses, who by the age of ten was given the 
honorary title of Commander in Chief of the Army. 

Sety continued to concentrate on building projects. Missions sent into the Eastern 
and Western Deserts and the Sinai Peninsula created new roads and dug new wells, 
allowing more quarries and mines for stone and gold to be opened.

By Year 9 of his reign, many of his new temples and temple additions were nearing 
completion, and more spectacular fixtures were planned for them. He and Ramesses 
traveled south to Aswan to see new granite quarries for obelisks and colossal statues, 
a visit recorded on two rock stelae by royal scribes: “His Majesty ordered to be made 
for himself colossal statues of black granite. Then His Majesty discovered a new quarry 
for big statues of black stone, whose crowns would be from the Red Mountain, the 
mountain of quartzite”; “His Majesty ordered a number of workmen to make great obe-
lisks and great and wonderful statues in the name of His Majesty. He constructed large 

The burial chamber of Ramesses I’s small tomb (KV 16) was decorated with scenes of the king offering to gods, 
including Osiris and a scarab-headed figure of a sun god, and scenes from a funerary text called The Book of 
Gates; his red granite sarcophagus was decorated in yellow texts (Theban Mapping Project).



Rock-cut temple of Sety I at Kanais in the Eastern Desert. A text inside records that the king stopped at the site while 
inspecting mines to provide gold for his new temple at Abydos. After his long, hot journey the king declared that a 
well should be dug for all miners and travelers, along with a temple for them to thank the gods and the king.

Left: a stela carved into the cliff face near Aswan describing Sety I  
finding new granite and quartzite quarries for stone suitable for 
carving statues; right: a second stela near Aswan, describing 
ordering and shipping obelisks north under the supervision of 
Prince Ramesses (after Habachi 1973).
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ships for transporting them, with ships’ crews to match them, ferrying them from their 
quarry, with high officials and transport men to hasten the work along. And his senior son 
[Ramesses] was before them, doing good service for His Majesty.”

One or more obelisks were shipped north to the temple of the sun god Re at Heliopolis. 
At least four colossal seated statues were sent to Luxor Temple, where a new pillared 
court and pylon gateway were being planned. These statues were actually left unfinished 
during the reign of Sety I and were later adopted and named by his son Ramesses.

King Sety died in the summer of Year 16, when Ramesses was about twenty-five years 
old, and after traveling south with the body of his father, Ramesses II was declared ruler 
in the fall of 1279 bce.

Reign of Ramesses II
King Ramesses II (1279–1213 bce) received four royal names at his coronation in addi-
tion to the name he was given at birth, in a practice that was introduced by at least the 
end of the Old Kingdom (2181 bce). These expressed concepts of good kingship and 
commitment to rule the two lands of Egypt. The first three—the Horus, Two Ladies, 
and Golden Horus names—emphasized the new ruler’s relationship with the gods. The 
throne name, or prenomen, also known as the nswt bit (‘King of Upper and Lower Egypt’) 
name, referred to the official role of the king and was the one most often used in public. 
Having been crowned as King of Upper and Lower Egypt Usermaatre (‘Strong in Truth 
is Re’), during Year 2 this was expanded with the addition of Setepenre (‘Chosen of Re’). 
His birth name (nomen), Ramesses, was written more formally as Ramesses Meryamun 
(‘Loved by Amun’). His birth name and throne name were both encircled with cartou-
ches (oval outlines representing a knotted rope) representing the hieroglyphic shen sign 
that meant eternal protection.

Ramesses II built more cities, fortresses, and temples throughout Egypt and Nubia 
than any other pharaoh, and he also took buildings and statues of previous pharaohs 
and renamed them as if he had ordered their construction himself. One of his primary 
goals was to be known and remembered as a great warrior. The image of a brave fighter 
single-handedly defending his kingdom was used even in his old age, and the walls of his 
temples were covered with inscriptions of successful military campaigns showing the 
king leading his troops into battle and defeating Egypt’s enemies in personal combat. 
He had many wives and nearly one hundred children. He began his reign with two main 
wives, Nefertari and Isetnofret, and eventually also married some of their daughters, 
along with foreign princesses and other elite women. Many of these royal women are 
still known today through statues, inscriptions, reliefs, paintings, and the discovery of 
their tombs.



SPOTLIGHT
For most of the pharaonic period (from 
3100 bce to 30 bce) the king was head of 
the government, head of the army, and chief 
priest of every god in every temple. Kingship 
and the divine nature of the king were also 
central to Egyptian ideas of religion. The king 
was always associated with the god Horus, 
the son of the god Osiris and the goddess Isis. 
At the same time (at least from the Fourth 
Dynasty in the Old Kingdom onward, 2613–
2494 bce) the king was considered to be the 
living son of the sun god Re. Kings themselves 
became complete gods after death. During 
the Old Kingdom their soul was thought to 
travel to the heavens to become a god as an 
imperishable star, and by the New Kingdom 
the dead king was also thought to transform 
into Osiris, ruler of the underworld. 

The institution of kingship was consid-
ered as coming from and being related to 
the gods, but it is less clear to what extent 
the living king himself was considered a god. 
Perceptions evolved and developed through-
out Egyptian history, and how the king was 
viewed by his people seems to have varied at 
different times and between different social 
classes. It is unclear how far these concepts 
worried the Egyptians themselves, and in fact 
they seem to have been perfectly happy to 
believe a number of contradictory concepts 
and myths at the same time. Texts and images 
indicate that the king was treated as among 
the gods, and he was certainly considered 
their representative on earth. As other gods 
were responsible for various aspects of the 
universe (the sky, the Nile, the desert, the 

Gods and goddesses on the hypostyle hall ceiling in the temple of Hathor at Dendera: Repyt goddess of 
Athribis, Naunet goddess of water, Horus Behdety god of Edfu, Wadjet goddess of Lower Egypt, Nephthys 
goddess of protection, Horus falcon god, Isis goddess of protection, Osiris god of the dead, Nut sky goddess, 
Geb earth god, Tefnut goddess of moisture, Shu god of light and air, Atum god of creation, and Montu god 
of war.

Kingship 



underworld), the king’s area of responsibility 
was the land of Egypt.

The king also mediated between the 
gods and the people of Egypt, and was a link 
between heaven, earth, and the spirits of the 
dead, who were thought to play an important 
role in everyday life. One of the most impor-
tant jobs of the king was to maintain maat, 
which was an abstract concept related to truth, 
justice, order, balance, and rightness in the 
universe, and was personified by the goddess 
Maat, recognizable by the feather on her head.

Philosophical ideas that seem very literal to 
the modern viewer were based on the world 
that the ancient Egyptians could see around 
them. The sun was a ship that sailed across 
the great sea that was the sky. The afterlife 
was simply a better version of real life, where 
people still lived in houses with their fami-
lies and worked in the fields to produce food, 
unless magical substitutes for servants (shabti 
figures) did it for them. 

Many Egyptian concepts were also con-
cerned with duality, and two halves making 
a whole was common in ancient Egyptian 
thought. One of their terms for Egypt was 
tawy, meaning ‘the two lands.’ The king was 
always Lord of the Two Lands (neb tawy), 
referring to the northern and southern halves 
of the country, and he maintained the bal-
ance between Upper and Lower Egypt. 
Upper Egypt is defined by the narrow ribbon 
of the Nile river and its fertile riverbanks 
flowing north between limestone cliffs, while 
Lower Egypt is the Nile Delta, filled with 

lush greenery, lakes, and marshes formed as 
the river splits into smaller branches fanning 
outward toward the Mediterranean. The king 
also kept balance between the ordered land 
of the Nile Valley and Delta (kemet, ‘black 
land,’ referring to the fertile soil) and the 

Birth and throne names of Senwosret II 
(Khakheperre Senwosret); and Thutmose III 
(Menkheperre Setepenre Thutmose Neferkheper) 
in protective cartouches at Karnak. 



fierce chaotic heat of the surrounding desert 
(deshret, ‘red land’). Maintaining maat also 
involved balancing a number of other oppos-
ing forces such as order and chaos, light and 
dark, and so forth.

Kings often married more than one 
woman and aimed to produce a number of 
sons. In mythology, the parents of the god 
Horus were brother and sister Osiris and Isis, 
and their parents Geb (earth god) and Nut 
(sky goddess) were also brother and sister. In 
certain cases kings married their full sisters or 
half-sisters, and they also sometimes married 
their own daughters. This practice separated 
them from normal people and again associ-
ated kings with the gods.

As head of the government, the king 
was portrayed as the single figure who ruled 
Egypt. In reality, a large state bureaucracy was 
developed by at least the beginning of the 
Old Kingdom, with national, provincial, and 
local levels of government. The state appara-
tus quickly evolved and was administered by 
elite groups of powerful officials. Throughout 
Egyptian history there were a number of 
occasions when the system was adapted and 
reformed, but the king remained the titular 
and actual head of state.

As head of the army, kings presented and 
described military campaigns as a way of 
maintaining maat by defending and expand-
ing the borders of Egypt. They also served 
the gods by bringing back goods from foreign 
countries as temple offerings. These included 
human prisoners of war, animals, precious 

metals, and exotic foodstuffs. During the 
Old Kingdom there was no national army, 
but rather expeditions sent by the king and 
government to achieve particular objectives. 
By the New Kingdom there was a large and 
elaborate military force, and many pharaohs 
were particularly keen to show themselves as 
armed strongmen.

As head of the priesthood, the king was 
responsible for every temple in Egypt, and by 
at least the New Kingdom it was accepted that 
all priests were acting on behalf of the king. A 
change in the perception of the god-like nature 
of the king seems to have occurred in the New 
Kingdom when, for the first time, some kings 
were worshiped as gods in their own lifetime, 
especially at the edges of the Egyptian empire.

A relief from Memphis showing Ramesses II 
holding foreign captives and an axe (Egyptian 
Museum, Cairo).
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Ramesses ruled for sixty-six years, outliving many of his wives and children, and died 
in August 1213 bce aged ninety or ninety-one. In a world with high infant and childhood 
mortality, and where most people died well before their fortieth birthday, the king was 
on the throne for two, three, and even four generations of most families. His perpetual 
presence in the lives of his subjects must have seemed genuinely miraculous and god-
like. It is hard to establish how widespread news of royal and court affairs was to the 
average farmer in the field, or soldiers, priests, craftspeople, and small business owners. 
However, from the Old Kingdom onward, taxes were collected by central and provincial 
administrators with an efficient communication network throughout the country, while 
letters and other documents tell us that many Egyptians traveled up and down the Nile 
for pilgrimage, business, or pleasure.


