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Khedive Muhammed Ali Pasha (1769-1849)

Khedive Ismail Pasha (1830-1895)

The obelisk was a key architectural feature of Ancient 
Egypt dating from as early as the 4th dynasty (c. 2575-
2465 BCE) and were generally placed in pairs at the 
entrance of temples dedicated to the sun god Re. Cut 
from a single piece of heavy stone, Egyptian obelisks 
were large monuments of a tapered triangular shape 
topped off with a gold or silver alloy. The four sides of 
an obelisk were covered with hieroglyphs that usually 
offered praise to the sun god Re or commemorated the 
Egyptian ruler who commissioned them. Beginning 
with Roman rule in 31 BCE many of Egypt’s obelisks 
were transported throughout the empire to be set up in 
various cities. Because of this, the city of Rome now 
houses more obelisks than anywhere else in the world 
(including Egypt). Three such obelisks found their way 
to the metropolises of London, Paris, and New York in 
the nineteenth century. Known collectively as “Cleopa-
tra’s Needles” these obelisks were given to their new 
Western homes by the Khedives (or rulers of Egypt 
and Sudan)—Muhammed Ali Pasha, to London and 
Paris, and Ismail Pasha to New York.

Historical Context
Click the 
images to 
zoom in.



Essential Question: Who 
owns--or who has the 
right to--cultural property?

Extension Activities for Students

1. Compare the two European viewpoints show-
cased below.

2. Pretend you are an Egyptian in . write a letter 
to one of the Europeans in response to their writ-
ings (do you agree with what they said? Why or 
why not? Do you think the obelisks should be re-
turned to Egypt? Why or why not?)

3. Mock debate (Obelisks should return to 
Egypt v. Obelisks should stay where they are)

4. Research a similar, current controversy and 
start a twitter hashtag 

5. Research a similar, current controversy and 
create a “wanted” poster for the artifact in ques-
tion.
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Engraving representing the two obelisks in front of the temple of Luxor 
(one of which today is located in the Plaza de la Concorde in Paris). 

Temple of Luxor today.

1. Compare the engraving with the modern 
photograph of the obelisks in front of the 
Luxor Temple. 

2. Write down the differences between the 
two that you notice. Based on your observa-
tions, what do you think the purpose of the 
obelisks were? 

Use the scroll bar 
on the left to read 
the questions.



“I informed his Highness the people of the United States desired one of the an-
cient obelisks of Egypt, and that a wealthy gentleman of New York had offered 
to defray the expenses of its transportation and of its erection in that city. I men-
tioned the obelisk of Paris and that of London and the natural desire of our peo-
ple to also have one in their metropolis. I explained, in the course of the conver-
sation, that our nation was so young and all its works of so recent a date that 
one of the ancient monuments of Egypt would be much more highly prized in the 
United States than in England or France. I called attention to the obelisk at Alex-
andria as the most accessible for shipment, but added that, if his Highness con-
cluded to favor us with such a gift, we should be much pleased with any his High-
ness might select.
! I found the subject entirely new to the Khedive. He seemed, at first, to be 
surprised at the proposal. However, after various questions and observations, he 
said that, while it would be a great pleasure for him to be able to accede to my 
wishes, or to do anything in his power to gratify the people of the United States, 
the matter would have to be seriously considered. As to the obelisk at Alexan-
dria, he did not think it best to even mention it, since the people of that city 
would be opposed to its removal.
…
Brugsch Bey [the private secretary to the Khedive] and myself happened to 
meet and, after the exchange of a few words, he said in a rather reproachful 
tone, ‘I learn you are trying to obtain an obelisk to take to New York.’
! I replied, ‘Why not, they have one in Paris, and one in London and the peo-
ple of New York wish one also.’
…
! Not desiring to enter into any discussion on the subject, I replied in a con-
ciliatory manner, saying that it was of no great importance, that there were a 
number of obelisks in Egypt, and that the removal of one would not make much 
difference. He assured me that I would encounter a great deal of antagonism. 
This was the beginning of an opposition that was to delay for more than a year 
the completion of the gift which his Highness had deliberately determined upon.”

1. According to Farman (the United States 
Ambassador to Egypt from 1876-1881), 
why does the city of New York want an an-
cient Egyptian obelisk?

2. Why do you think Brugsch Bey says 

The so-called “Cleopatra’s Needle” in Central Park, New York
Farman, E. (1908). “Egypt and its Betrayal: An Account of the Country During the Periods of Ismail and Tewfik Pashas, and of How 
England Acquired a New Empire.” New York: The Grafton Press. pp. 149, 152.



“The gradual subsidence of the land in this part of North Africa 
[in the city of Alexandria] has caused the sea to approach 
nearer to the site of the obelisk, until it was about eighty feet 
from the base, and its level about the nearer to the site of the 
obelisk, until it was about eighty feet from the base, and its 
level about the same as that of the lower step. The constant 
washings of the surf had begun to affect the foundation, and 
for the last fifteen years the obelisk has been gradually inclin-
ing more and more toward the sea. In a few years it must 
have fallen, and almost certainly have been broken by the fall. 
But a more ignoble fate threatened it, in the proposition of 
some of the foreign residents of Alexandria to erect an 
apartment-house on the adjacent ground around the obelisk, 
which was to adorn the court-yard.
! Originally designed to symbolize the highest attribute of 
nature, the re-creative power; forming an essential feature of 
one of the most famous temples ever created by man, in 
which Moses was educated and of which he became a high-
priest; the votive offering of one of the most celebrated Phar-
aohs, and bearing the records of another equally celebrated, 
the obelisk had become a Roman trophy to commemorate the 
subjugation of Egypt, and was threatened either with destruc-
tion by neglect, or preservation as a means of advertising a 
hotel or apartment-house. His Highness, Ismail, the Khedive, 
who realized the importance of preserving so valuable and in-
teresting a relic and record of the past, and his own inability to 
do so, merits the thanks not only of the nation to whom he en-
trusted its preservation, but of all those of every nation who 
appreciate the necessity of preserving such monuments as 
long as they will resist the ravages of time. Some objection 
has been made to removing it from its ‘antique surroundings.’ 
The most prominent surroundings in Alexandria were a rail-
way depot, a new apartment-house, and an Arab fort.”

Gorringe, H. (1885). “Egyptian Obelisks.” London: H.H. Gorringe. Pp. 1-2.

“Cleopatra’s Needle” in situ in Alexandria, Egypt, 1879.

1. Henry H. Gorringe was a United States na-
val officer, famous for successfully transport-
ing “Cleopatra’s Needle” from Alexandria to 
New York City. According to Gorringe, why 
did the Egyptian Khedive decide to give an 
obelisk to America (and specifically the city of 
New York)?



How Cleopatra’s 
Needle got to 
Central Park
By Kate Briquelet

Dr. Zahi Hawass. Click on the 
headline to the right to the 
article. 

1. According to this article, why was the obelisk originally given to the city of 
New York?

2. Compare the criticisms of Dr. Hawass with the excerpt from Gorringe. How 
are their concerns alike and different?

http://nypost.com/2014/06/14/how-cleopatras-needle-a-3500-year-old-egyptian-obelisk-got-to-central-park/
http://nypost.com/2014/06/14/how-cleopatras-needle-a-3500-year-old-egyptian-obelisk-got-to-central-park/
http://nypost.com/2014/06/14/how-cleopatras-needle-a-3500-year-old-egyptian-obelisk-got-to-central-park/
http://nypost.com/2014/06/14/how-cleopatras-needle-a-3500-year-old-egyptian-obelisk-got-to-central-park/
http://nypost.com/2014/06/14/how-cleopatras-needle-a-3500-year-old-egyptian-obelisk-got-to-central-park/
http://nypost.com/2014/06/14/how-cleopatras-needle-a-3500-year-old-egyptian-obelisk-got-to-central-park/
http://nypost.com/2014/06/14/how-cleopatras-needle-a-3500-year-old-egyptian-obelisk-got-to-central-park/
http://nypost.com/2014/06/14/how-cleopatras-needle-a-3500-year-old-egyptian-obelisk-got-to-central-park/
http://nypost.com/2014/06/14/how-cleopatras-needle-a-3500-year-old-egyptian-obelisk-got-to-central-park/
http://nypost.com/2014/06/14/how-cleopatras-needle-a-3500-year-old-egyptian-obelisk-got-to-central-park/
http://nypost.com/2014/06/14/how-cleopatras-needle-a-3500-year-old-egyptian-obelisk-got-to-central-park/
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Reflecting on the 
Document Based 
Lesson Design 
Process
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The process of designing a document based lesson was quite 
lengthy and involved. It required finding not only relevant 
documents and primary sources but ones that were both rich 
enough yet easily accessible for students to engage with on a 
deep level. 

In my case I found this objective fairly challenging as I was 
looking to create a lesson to fit within a unit about ancient 
Egypt. Given that the subject for my lesson was from such an-
tiquity I found it fairly difficult to find primary sources and 
other documents that would fit the aforementioned stipulations. 
However once I was able to identify my documents the actual 
designing of the lesson was pretty fun! 



Available free at iTunes

FROM EXPLORING 
HISTORY: VOL III

https://itunes.apple.com/us/book/exploring-history-vol-iii/id1067609807?ls=1&mt=11
https://itunes.apple.com/us/book/exploring-history-vol-iii/id1067609807?ls=1&mt=11


This eBook is a collaborative project of Peter Pappas  
and his Fall 2015 Social Studies Methods Class  
School of Education ~ University of Portland, Portland Ore.

Graduate and undergraduate level pre-service teachers were assigned 
the task of developing an engaging research question, researching sup-
portive documents and curating them into a DBQ suitable for middle or 
high school students. 

For more on this class, visit the course blog EdMethods  
For more on this book project and work flow tap here. 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Peter Pappas, editor  
School of Education ~ University of Portland

His popular blog, Copy/Paste features downloads of his instructional re-
sources, projects and publications. Follow him at Twitter @edteck. His 
other multi-touch eBooks are available at here. For an example of one of 
his eBook design training workshops tap here.
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The authors take copyright infringement seriously. If any copyright holder has been 
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the said material from this book at the very first opportunity.

Cover image:  Door knocker  
Amsterdam NL  Photograph by Peter Pappas

11


