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W I L L I A M  J O H N  PA L M E R - J O N E S
(Hertford 1887 – 1974 London)

The Colossi  
of Memnon at Dusk 

1912

Pencil and watercolour on paper

27.3 x 15.8 cm

10 ¾ x 6 ¼ in.

Signed and dated lower left: ‘Palmer-Jones /1912’.
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Born, as William John Jones, in Hertford, Huntingdonshire and 
educated at Dulwich College, 1900-1904. He then studied at the 
Architectural Association Schools, 1906-1908 and printmaking 
at Central School of Arts and Crafts. He was attached to the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York as staff artist for excavations 
in Egypt, 1908-1912, and also involved in British archeological work 
at Melos and Sparta. During WWI he served in the Royal Naval 
Volunteer Reserve, Royal Naval Air Service and the Egyptian 
Labour Corps. The Colossi of Memnon at Dusk, 1912, is a work 
of unusual quietness and poetic restraint, transforming one of the 
most celebrated monuments of ancient Thebes into a meditation on 
ref lection, silence and historical endurance. The watercolour records 
the two colossal seated statues of Amenhotep III on the west bank 
of the Nile at Luxor, once guardians of the pharaoh’s vast mortuary 
temple. Rather than presenting them as archaeological trophies or 
picturesque ruins, Palmer-Jones renders them as spectral presences, 
suspended between stone, water and moonlight.

The composition is strikingly vertical and highly atmospheric. The 
twin colossi rise at the upper edge of the sheet, pale and weathered, 
their fragmented forms softened by dusk. Below them, their reflections 
descend into the still water, dissolving the ancient architecture into 
wavering bands of  grey, ochre and blue. A pale moon, or late evening 
sun, hangs between the monuments and is repeated in the water 
beneath, creating an image almost symmetrical in structure but 
dreamlike in effect. The monument is therefore doubled: once as 
archaeological reality, and again as memory, shadow and afterimage.

Palmer-Jones was trained as an architect and draughtsman, and this 
background is evident in his sensitivity to mass, proportion and structure.  
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Yet the watercolour is not architectural in a dry or technical sense. 
Its power lies in the tension between precise observation and poetic 
abstraction. The colossal statues, broken by time, are reduced to 
essential planes and tones, while the surrounding atmosphere seems to 
dissolve all hard edges. In this respect, the work belongs to a distinctly 
modern strand of  Egyptological imagery: less concerned with 
spectacle than with mood, stillness and the emotional life of  ruins.
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A N TO N I O  B E ATO
(ca. 1825 – 1906)

The Pillars of Upper and Lower Egypt,  
Karnak
ca. 1880

Albumen print

26 x 20 cm. 

10 ¼ x 7 ¾ in.
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Antonio Beato’s (ca. 1825-1906), The Pillars of Upper and Lower Egypt, 
Karnak is a powerful example of nineteenth-century archaeological 
photography, in which the monument is presented as both historical 
document and poetic ruin. At the centre of the composition rise two 
slender granite pillars within the Temple of Amun-Re at Karnak, 
framed by a dramatic breach in the surrounding sandstone masonry. 
The broken walls, still covered with hieroglyphic inscriptions, form 
a kind of architectural aperture through which the ancient pillars 
appear almost ceremonially revealed.

The subject is of particular historical importance. These are the 
heraldic pillars of Thutmose III (r. 1479-1425 B.C.), ruler of the 
Eighteenth Dynasty, carved with the emblematic plants of the 
Two Lands: the lotus of Upper Egypt and the papyrus of Lower 
Egypt. Their pairing expressed the union of Egypt under pharaonic 
kingship, and they are among the most celebrated surviving features 
of the Karnak complex. Beato’s photograph does not record them as 
isolated archaeological specimens. Instead, he places them within 
the fractured body of the temple itself, allowing ruin, inscription and 
symbol to operate together.

Beato, who settled in Luxor and made Egypt his principal subject, 
was one of the great commercial photographers of the Nile Valley. 
His albumen prints were bought by travellers and assembled into 
albums, but they were also valuable records of monuments that 
have since altered. This image exemplifies his achievement: exact, 
theatrical and deeply attentive to the endurance of stone.
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H I P P O LY T E  D É L I É  a n d  É M I L E  B É C H A R D
(Active about 1870 – 1880)

Panthéon
ca. 1870

Albumen print

19.5 x 25.5 cm

7 ½ x 10 in.
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Hippolyte Délié and Émile Béchard’s Panthéon, belongs to the 
great f lowering of nineteenth-century albumen photography, when 
architecture, antiquities and museum culture were transformed into 
images of scholarly and commercial circulation. Active in Egypt 
during the 1870s, Délié and Béchard were among the photographers 
who gave visual form to a rapidly expanding European interest in the 
ancient world. Their photographs were not simply souvenirs. They 
were instruments of classification, comparison and desire, allowing 
monuments and antiquities to travel beyond their physical sites into 
albums, libraries and collections.

The title Panthéon immediately evokes the idea of collective memory 
and sacred or national canon. Whether understood through 
architecture or through the assembled image of ancient divinities, the 
word carries a particular nineteenth-century resonance: it suggests a 
space where history is gathered, ordered and made visible. Délié and 
Béchard’s practice was especially suited to this transformation. Their 
work combines the documentary authority of photography with the 
compositional care of academic presentation, producing images that 
feel at once factual and staged.
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J E A N  PA S C A L S É B A H
(1872 – 1947)

Ascending  
the Pyramid

ca. 1870

25.5 x 19.5 cm

10 ¼ x 7 ¾ in.

Albumen print 

Signed and titled in the negative

Signed and inscribed with printed text on image:  

‘253.ASCENSION de la PYRAMIDE J.P. SEBAH .̓
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