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that once each day a noise, as of a slight 
blow, emanates from the part of the 
latter that remains on the throne and 
its base; and I too, when I was present 
at the places with Aelius Gallus and 
his crowd of associates, both friends 
and soldiers, heard the noise at about 
the first hour, but whether it came 
from the base or from the colossus, 
or whether the noise was made on 
purpose by one of the men who were 
standing all round and near to the 
base, I am unable positively to assert; 
for on account of the uncertainty 
of the cause I am induced to believe 
anything rather than that the sound 
issued from stones thus fixed.

Strabo, Geography 17.1.46

Strabo’s account of the statue is the earliest we 
have, but already it is being heard amongst a 
crowd, and regular references in texts indicate 
it quickly became a tourist destination in 
Egypt. Another account by second century 
CE Greek geographer Pausanias describes the 
sound that the statue makes.

The colossus in Egypt made me 
marvel far more than anything else. 
In Egyptian Thebes, on crossing the 
Nile to the so called Pipes, I saw a 
statue, still sitting, which gave out a 
sound… every day at the rising of the 
sun it makes a noise, and the sound 
one could best liken to that of a harp 
or lyre when a string has been broken.

 Pausanias, Description of Greece 1.62.3

The statue became a common feature of the 
country, with Juvenal referring to it as ‘the 
place where magic chords are sounded by 
the truncated Memnon’ (Satire15.5). The true 
cause of the statue’s song is still debated—
modern science tells us that the noise could 
have been caused by a combination of 
early morning evaporation and changes in 
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“I saw and I wondered.”
Undated graffito, Colossus of Memnon1

B eside the Theban necropolis near Luxor 
are two giant quartzite sandstone statues 
of Pharaoh Amenhotep III (1388-1350 

BCE), at one time flanking his mortuary 
temple, long since vanished. Both statues are 
seated, facing east towards where the Nile 
once ran. The northern statue represents 
Amenhotep with his mother Mutemwiya, the 
southern is the Pharaoh with his wife Tiye. 
The two statues stand about sixty feet high 
and were erected around 1400 BCE. Little 
remains of the temple today, and the statues 
themselves are ruined. Much of their existence 
likely passed without notice, until a large 
earthquake in 27 BCE collapsed the northern 
statue from the waist up and cracked the lower 
half. Following this came reports of the statue 
‘singing’, usually right at dawn.

This event gave the statue its current name, 
the Colossus of Memnon, who was an 
Ethiopian king in the Aethiopis, a lost epic of the 
Trojan War. Upon his death, his mother Eos 
experienced great anguish and shed tears—or 
dew drops—every dawn. The statue’s sound 
at the same time every morning was equated 
with Eos’ wailing grief, and in homage it was 
named after her deceased son. 

The earliest account we have of the singing 
comes from the Greek historian and 
geographer Strabo, who wrote about hearing 
the statue in 20 BCE, by which time it was 
already a tourist stop.

Here are two colossi, which are near 
one another and are each made of a 
single stone; one of them is preserved, 
but the upper parts of the other, from 
the seat up, fell when an earthquake 
took place, so it is said. It is believed

1 Keegan (2014), 57.
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temperature, vibrating the stone, but some 
research speculates the sound to the work of 
the Greek mathematician Heron and local 
industrious Egyptian priests.2

The legs and plinth of the Colossus of Memnon 
are covered in 108 examples of graffiti from 
tourists and visitors, in both Latin and Greek, 
recording their experience. They date from the 
reign of Tiberius to the early years of the third 
century, and those who heard it sing spoke of 
the luck it brought them in life, and it took on 
the vestige of oracular powers.

Dionysia’s worship. Many a time will 
she hear. 3

(September 122 CE)

The Colossus of Memnon also boasts a number 
of poems composed by Roman women, which 
in itself is rare—collectively they comprise 
almost six per cent of the extant literary works 
written by ancient Greek and Roman women. 
The otherwise unknown Caecilia Trebulla 
composed three epigrams on the statue in 130 
CE, two written in first person and the final 
from the perspective of Memnon. 4

Caecilia Trebulla,
upon hearing Memnon for the second 
time.

Before we heard only his voice,
Today he greeted us as friends and 
intimates,
Memnon, son of Eros and Tithon,
Did Nature, creator of all,
Give perception and voice to stone?

One notable inscription still visible are the 
words of the Roman poet Julia Balbilla. She 
visited the statue in November 130CE, as 
a member of the retinue of the Emperor 

2 Pettorino (1999), 1321-1324.

3 Keegan (2014), 55-58.

4 Platt (2004), 149.

Hadrian, and was said to be a close friend 
of the empress Vibia Sabina. Her poems tell 
the story of Memnon, but directly flatter both 
Hadrian and Sabina.

When the August Hadrian Heard 
Memnon
Memnon the Egyptian I learnt, when 
warned by the rays of the sun,
speaks from Theban stone.
When he saw Hadrian, the king of all, 
before rays of the sun,
he greeted him - as far as he was able.
But when the Titan driving through 
the heavens with his steeds of white,
brought into shadow the second 
measure of hours,
like ringing bronze Memnon again 
sent out his voice.
Sharp-toned, he sent out his greeting 
and for a third time a mighty roar.
The emperor Hadrian then himself 
bid welcome to
Memnon and left on stone for 
generations to come
this inscription recounting all that he 
saw and all that he heard.
It was clear to all that the gods love 
him.

Her words could hardly be a spur of the 
moment composition, and the four separate 
poems show a certain amount of pre-planning. 
One is at a height that would have required 
small scaffolding, and granite is notoriously 
difficult to carve, and would have kept a 
skilful stonecutter and scribe busy for a day.5 
The closing lines imply heavily that they were 
commissioned by Hadrian, and given the 
content and context it’s difficult to consider 
this state-sanctioned poem as a piece of graffiti.

Hadrian’s visit to hear the statues sing would 
also have been a sombre event - weeks earlier 
his beloved companion Antinous had drowned 
in the waters of the Nile river. It is debated6 

5 Beard (2011)

6 Vout (2005), 82.
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whether the event was an accident, murder, or 
even a sacrifice, but what is clear is that the death 
affected Hadrian greatly, and it delayed him 
returning to Rome until the spring of 131CE.7

The Colossus of Memnon continued to sing 
for many years after Hadrian’s visit, with the 
latest dated graffiti being left by M. Ulpius 
Primianus in 194 CE. Around 199 CE the 
statue was visited by Emperor Septimius 
Severus (SHA Septimus Severus 17.4) leading to 
the assumption that it was repaired in a well-
meaning gesture on his orders.8 The collapsed 
upper portions were cleared away, replaced 
by five levels of crudely carved stone. The 
Colossus of Memnon sung no more, and the 
steady stream of tourists dried up.

Matthew Smith
La Trobe University
Matthew.Smith@latrobe.edu.au

7 Lambert (1984), 144-45.

8 Bowman and Stross (1984), 218.
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