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Sarah Belzoni and her illustrious husband, Giovanni 
 

Giovanni-Battista Belzoni was born on the 5th of November 1778 

in Padua (Padova) near Venice in northern Italy. He was of a 

Roman family that had resided in the Italian capital for many 

years. He later on became an important explorer and archeologist 

and discovered several archaeological sites in Egypt. Giovanni 

Battista Bolzon (he later on changed his family name to Belzoni) 

became the first person to enter and describe monuments such as 

the temple of Abu Simbel in Nubia and the tomb of Seti I in the 

Valley of the Kings. In 1818 he was the first to enter the Khafre 

pyramid at the Giza plateau near Cairo, but at as a young man he 

first began to work in his father’s barbershop.  

 

Belzoni’s younger days 

He left his Italian hometown in 1798 and traveled around Europe for several years. He moved to 

Rome, then to Paris and Holland where he studied hydraulics. In 1803, together with his brother 

Francesco, he went to England where he stayed for nine years and even became a British citizen. He 

earned a living at first on a music hall stage, where he appeared as the strong man called 

“Patagonian Sampson” at Sadlers Wells Theatre. Belzoni was of an immense size, about two meters 

tall, and the role of the strong man fitted him perfectly. The highlight of his performance was the 

Human Pyramid, in which he wore an iron harness upon which ten or twelve people could perch 

and be carried around the stage. It was at this time he met Sarah Banne from Bristol, who was to be 

his future wife. Giovanni got tired of the touring life and together with Sarah Belzoni and their Irish 
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servant James Curtin decided to go to Constantinople to seek his fortune. They left England in 1815 

and after a tour of performances in Spain, Portugal and Sicily, they traveled to Malta. On this 

Mediterranean island Giovanni Belzoni met Ismael Gibraltar, who was an agent of Egyptian 

khedive, Muhammad Ali Pasha. Because Egypt at that time was undertaking a program of agrarian 

land reclamation and important irrigation works, the agent was seeking European engineers and 

since Giovanni Belzoni had studied hydraulics as a young man the small party boarded the brig 

Benigno sailing for Alexandria. They sailed from Malta on the 19th of May 1815 and arrived in 

Alexandria the 9th of June 1815. 

 

His journeys and findings 

Two of the most avid collectors of antiquities in Egypt around this time (1819) were the British 

Consul, Henry Salt, and the Consul-General of France, Bernardino Drovetti and they both had a 

great influence on Giovanni Belzoni’s life in Egypt. When Belzoni arrived in Cairo he made friends 

with Bernardino Drovetti, who supported him and recommended him to the Swedish Consul 

General Bokty, whom the Pasha had charged with helping scientists who had just arrived in Egypt. 

As an engineer Belzoni showed his hydraulic machine to the Pasha, but the project was not 

approved and Belzoni found himself in Egypt without a job. Among the other Europeans in Cairo, 

Belzoni later on met the famous Swiss explorer, traveller, geographer, and orientalist Johann 

Ludwig Burckhardt (1784-1817) who got great influence of Belzoni. Another important figure in 

Giovanni Belzoni’s life was Henry Salt (1780-1827,) who had recently been appointed Consul 

General of Great Britain in Egypt and had been urged by Sir Joseph Banks to use his position to 

collect antiquities for the British Museum. He was a trained artist himself and interested in 

monuments. He gave Giovanni Belzoni his first Egyptological commission, in which his 
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mechanical knowledge and great strength were to play an important role. First Belzoni should 

remove a huge granite bust of Ramesses II, known as the “Younger Memnon,” from the 

Ramesseum at Thebes to the British Museum in London.  

This stone statue is 2,67 meter high and weighs 7,5 tons. The great Italian explorer, nicknamed the 

strongman of Egyptology, also explored the tomb of Seti I in the Valley of the Kings, which 

contained the king's magnificent alabaster sarcophagus. Belzoni was also the one who cleared the 

Ramesses II temple Abu Simbel of sand and in 1818 he was the first westerner to enter the pyramid 

of Khafre at Giza. 

 

First journey: June 30, 1816 to December 15, 1816. 

On the 30th of June 1816 Giovanni Belzoni embarked at Bulak, the river port of Cairo and sailed to 

Thebes. Already during Belzoni’s first journey he manifested all his skills, not only on a technical 

level, but also how to deal with the locals, both authorities and simple peasants. He knew how to 

move huge stones, but could also manage to get the locals to move the huge statue of Ramesses II. 

On 27th July 1816 Belzoni had gathered about 80 men and began to move to statue, using levers, 

trollies and palm fiber ropes. They used a sledge and used the same method to move the monolith as 

can be seen in a wall relief discovered in a 12th dynasty tomb at Bersha. After lots of difficulties 

they succeeded the Young Memnon 1200 meters to the edge of the Nile, ready to place it on board a 

vessel.  

After his first adventure Belzoni decided to make an excursion to Nubia to the Second Cataract, a 

region that was almost unknown at that time. Nubia had only been visited by a very few travelers 

including Burckhardt and William John Bankes (1786-1855). On the 24th of August 1816 Belzoni 

arrived at Aswan and then at the temple of Abu Simbel, where the magnificent monument of 
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Ramesses II stood. It had been discovered four years earlier by Burckhardt, but was buried in sand 

to a height of 20 meters. No one had ever had the luck of penetrating the interior and Belzoni 

believed there could be great treasures in the temple. They started to remove tons of sand from the 

entrance of the temple, but soon they got into lots of troubles not only with the authorities, but with 

the locals as well. Nobody knew the value of the money that there could be found in the temple. 

Drovetti had visited Abu Simbel a few months before, and he had faced the same problems, and he 

never succeeded in getting the locals to cooperate with him as Belzoni did. After a short visit to the 

Second Cataract, Belzoni began the excavation of Abu Simbel, but it was more difficult than he had 

expected, so after seven days of hard work and lack of food and money, he went back to Thebes. 

On the way he stopped at the island of Philae to see the perfectly preserved obelisk with inscriptions 

and hieroglyphs in front of the Temple of Isis. Later on Belzoni began some digs at the Temple of 

Karnak, more specific in the Temple of Mut, where he found a group of statues, six of them intact. 

All of them were portraits of the goddess Sekhmet, except for one, which was a statue of the 

pharaoh Seti II. At the same time Belzoni also did his first research on the other side of the Nile at 

the Valley of the Kings, where he discovered the tomb of the King Ay and put the inscription 

“Discovered by Belzoni – 1816” over the gateway. He was becoming more and more eager to begin 

to transport his newly found collection of antiquities from the trip, but the boatmen on the Nile 

refused to cooperate with him, because the material was too heavy to be loaded. The problem was 

solved by Khalil Bev, Muhammad Ali's son-in-law (he had married the Pasha's daughter, Nazli) and 

governor of the province of Upper Egypt. In a few days they got the boat loaded and on the 20th of 

November they left Thebes and arrived in Cairo on the 15th of December 1816. The colossus of 

Young Memnon continued to Alexandria, where it arrived on the 10th of January 1817 and was 

shipped to London, where it currently is in the Egyptian Sculpture Gallery of the British Museum. 

After the successful shipping Belzoni didn’t spend lots of time in Cairo, even though Henry Salt 
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invited him to do excavations at the Great Pyramid of Giza. He declined the invitation, because 

Giovanni Battista Caviglia (1770–1845) had always excavated the pyramid and Belzoni was much 

more eager to continue his discoveries in Nubia and Upper Egypt, so he started to plan another 

journey to the south.  

 

Giovanni Belzoni was the first westerner to enter the Pyramid of Khafre at Giza.  
Photo: Bo Skov Særkjær 

 

Second journey: February 20, 1817 to December 21, 1817. 

On Belzoni’s second journey he left his wife Sarah Belzoni at the home of some friends and set off 

from Bulak on the 20th of February 1817. He wanted to finish the excavation at the temple of 

Karnak and then return to Abu Simbel to work on moving the sand from the temple. This time he 

was traveling with Henry William Beechey, Henry Salt’s secretary, and a Greek excavator 

Giovanni d’ Athanasi (Henry Salt’s agent). When they arrived at the temple of Karnak, Belzoni 

realized that two of Drovetti’s agents had gotten there before him, but by offering gifts to the local 

Kashef, Belzoni got the permission to do several more excavations at the temple. He also decided to 
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explore the necropolis of Qurna, a burial place with papyri and mummies. Here Belzoni got two 

bronze vases with hieroglyphs, which are also now in the British Museum. In the temple of Mut at 

Karnak Belzoni also found a group of statues among them the goddess Sekhmet and a red granite 

bust of Tuthmose III. On the 23th of May Belzoni left Thebes and traveled up the Nile to the island 

of Philae, where he joined two English Navy captains, James Mangles and Charles Leonard lrby, 

one of Salt's emissaries, Giovanni Finati from Ferrara, and his wife Sarah. Six days later the group 

reached Abu Simbel and hired local workers to move the sand from the entrance of the temple. 

After one month they finally succeeded in entering the temple, bur they realized that there was no 

treasure there.  

	  

Giovanni Belzoni was the one who cleared Abu Simbel from tons of sand and  
entered the ancient temple in 1816. 
www.looklex.com 

	  
After a little bit of disappointment in Abu Simbel Belzoni decided to go back to the Valley of the 

King in Thebes to do more excavations. He had found his first tomb there the year before, and once 

more he was lucky. He found four very important tombs in a few days: Montuherkepshef and the 

pharaoh Ramesses I, and on 18th of October 1817 he discovered another, intact tomb that proved to 

be one of the largest and most beautiful ever found in Egypt, the tomb of Seti I (the father of 
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Ramesses II).  

This tomb is very beautifully decorated and in the innermost chamber is the magnificent alabaster 

sarcophagus with inscriptions. Finding Seti I’s tomb was the most extraordinary event in Belzoni’s 

entire career. He wanted to bring the sarcophagus to the British Museum as well, but the price was 

too high. It went to England anyway and is now on display at the Soane Museum in London. When 

Belzoni came back to Cairo, Burckhardt was dead, but Belzoni decided to try his luck by making 

excavations in the Pyramid of Khephren, which according to Herodotus had no inner chambers.	  A 

few days later, after asking for a loan from the Briggs and Walmas bank in order not to depend on 

Salt, Belzoni hired about 80 Arab labourers and began the excavation. On the 2th of March 1818 

Belzoni, accompanied by Enegildo Frediani, reached the burial chamber, but they found only a 

large empty sarcophagus. But Belzoni’s name is carved in the chamber, which the English for a 

long time called Belzoni’s Chamber. The chamber were according to a 12th century Arabic 

inscription discovered 600 years earlier by the son of Saladin, but Belzoni had the right to be 

considered the true discoverer of the pyramid. The English celebrated the event by striking a medal 

with the bust of Belzoni on one side and the pyramid of Khephren in the other side with the 

inscription: Opened by G. Belzoni, March 2, 1818. 

 
Third journey: April 28, 1818 to February 18, 1819. 

After the opening of the Pyramid of Khephren, Belzoni went back to Thebes and did excavation 

between Ramesseum and Medinet Habu. Here they found a three-meter high statue of Amenhoptep 

III and some lionheaded statues of Sekhmet. This was his last excavation, and thereafter he did 

surveys in the tomb of Seti I, now known as Belzoni’s tomb. He planned to join his wife on a 

journey to Jerusalem, but he changed his mind and went to the Red Sea to explorer the ruins of 

ancient Berenice, the port build by Ptolemy II Philadelphus. At Wadi Miah he found the small 
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temple built by Seti I already described by Frédéric Cailliaud (1787-1869). From Berenice Belzoni 

headed south once again, following the indications provided by the famous cartographer Jean 

Baptiste Bourguignon d'Anville (1697-1782) whose map of Egypt was a favorite with the travellers 

of the time. He found some of the ruins that he was looking for, but they were half buried in sand 

and he started his return journey on the 10th of October. He arrived at the Nile around three weeks 

later and his journey to the Red Sea had lasted 40 days. The site of ancient Berenike had been 

discovered, so the expedition was a total success. Giovanni Belzoni was also one of the first 

westerners to visit the oasis of Siwa in the Libyan Desert. 

 

 

Giovanni Belzoni left his signature at Medinat Habu in 1816.  
Photo: www.alanfildes.com 

 
 
When Giovanni Belzoni returned to England in 1819 he published a two-volume account, Narrative 

of the Operations and Recent Discoveries Within the Pyramids, Temples, Tombs and Excavations, 

in Egypt and Nubia (1820).  
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Belzoni’s final journey 

Giovanni Belzoni died on an expedition in the village of Gwato in Benin on the 3th of December 

1823, at 44 years old. He suffered a violent attack of dysentery and became very weak. He was 

already rather old for a traveler in that period and died a few days after the onset of dysentery. 

Together with his wife Sarah Belzoni he had set of for Africa to realize an old dream of John Lewis 

Burckhardt of finding the source of the River Niger and the mysterious city of Timbuktu. They 

landed in Morocco and headed for the city of Fez, but went back to Gibraltar and took a ship for the 

Canary Islands and from Tenerife they proceeded on the British vessel Swinger for the Gulf of 

Guinea. Belzoni wanted to reach Timbuktu from the south. They reached the Cape Coast on 

October 25 and then the mouth of the Benin River and headed for Nigeria a few days after in the 

early November. He wanted to go northward to the city of Houssa (described by Mungo Park) and 

got sick in the city of Gwato, where he died. His honored memories are at British Museum - the 

temple of Nubia, the tombs and the pyramids of Egypt. Today many of Belzoni’s findings are still 

on display at the British Museum in London. 

 
Sarah Belzoni – the devoted wife 
 
Behind every big man there is a woman, it is said and Sarah Belzoni (1783-1870) was Giovanni 

Belzoni’s devoted wife for twenty years. There is a very little known about her before her marriage 

to Giovanni Belzoni and we don’t know if she was of English or Irish origin, even her family name 

is not known. Giovanni and Sarah married soon after his arrival to England in 1803 and she 

accompanied him on his first journey to Egypt in 1815 and she shared his difficulties of travel and 

life. To makes the travel easier as a woman she often dressed in a costume of a young Mamluk hen 

she went on excursions with Giovanni or traveled on her own. 
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When she was traveling alone Sarah took advantage to visit some of the local women and she 

describes the visits in details and renders a vivid impression of the Egyptians and Nubians, who 

meet westerners for the first time. Sarah Belzoni could manage with a limited Arabic vocabulary 

and one of her most important journeys was a visit to the Holy Land. 

Sarah Belzoni left Cairo in January of 1818, stayed two months in Damietta, and arrived in Jaffa in 

March and continued to Jerusalem just in time to witness the ceremonies of Holy Week. She went 

to Mount Zion and Bethlehem and on the way back to Cairo she visited Jordan and the Valley of 

Jericho. 

When Giovanni Belzoni went back to England from Egypt he made a successful exhibition in the 

Egyptian Hall in Piccadilly and showed models of the tomb of Seti I with mummies and antiquities.  

After Giovanni Belzoni’s death in Benin in 1823 she took it upon herself to continue to show some 

of the results of their work and opened an exhibition in London in 1825. She lived several years 

after her husband and stayed in Brussels and in the Channel Islands, where she died in Jersey in 

1870 at an age of 87 years. She and Giovanni had no children. 
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