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- WORKSHEET  Ñ  The  Stones  of  Baalbek -   

The Stones of Baalbek 
 

Many questions surround the 

study of technology and the 

concept of progress in the 

ancient world. On the one 

hand, most of the great 

technical and scientific 

achievements around us are 

product of recent times. In 

historical terms, centuries 

passed with little or no 

innovation taking 

place. On the other hand, 

there were clearly 

technological feats in 

antiquity, many still in 

evidence today: aqueducts, 

the pyramids, and other 

architectural marvels, as well 

as lesser-known achievements 

in medicine, metallurgy, and 

so on. This brief article 

describes an ancient 

technological mystery; study 

this material and then 

complete the Worksheet. 

 

In what is today Lebanon, there is a city called Baalbek. In Greek and Roman times, it 

was called Heliopolis, meaning "Sun City". This metropolis lay on the important trade 

route from between Damascus and Tyre. Some 2,000 years ago, Roman engineers 
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constructed a large temple complex in Heliopolis. The primary structure in this complex 

was the Temple of 

Jupiter, a building that 

had some 54 massive 

columns. Remains of 

this temple can still be 

seen at the site (see 

figure).  

The Temple of Jupiter 
was constructed on an 

immense foundation, 

commonly known as the 

"Grand Terrace". This 

foundation comprises an 

area of more than five 

million square feet. This 

foundation is built out of 

precisely cut and fitted 

stone slabs. No mortar 

was used at all in the assembly of the Grand Terrace. Archaeological research indicates 

that the Grand Terrace pre-dates the Temple of Jupiter; in other words, the Romans who 

built the temple did so on a foundation that they found at the site, and that was likely 

quite ancient even then. 

 

What is remarkable about the Grand Terrace is that it includes three of the biggest blocks 

of cut stone found anywhere in the world (see figure with stone outlined here below).  

 

These blocks are 64 feet long, more than 14 feet high, and 12 feet thick. They weigh an 

estimated 800 tons Ñ  i.e., 1,600,000 pounds. To give you an idea of the massive scale of 

these stone blocks, note the relative size of the men in the photographs (see figure). 

 

These stones present a profound historical and technological puzzle. It has been difficult 

if not impossible to explain how the builders of the Grand Terrace were able to move 

these enormous slabs of rock from the quarry to the building site. The quarry is roughly a 

mile away. In addition, there is the question of how the slabs, once they were at the site, 
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were lifted up into their proper position on wall (some twenty feet above ground level). 

 

The question of these stones is made even more confounding by the fact that there is 

another stone, still at the quarry Ñ  a stone slab that is even larger than the ones in the 

Grand Terrace (see figure). 

 

This "quarry stone" has an estimated weight of over a thousand tons Ñ  over 2,000,000 

pounds. It is 72 feet long, 16 feet wide, and over 13 feet high, and is sometimes called the 

"Baalbek monolith". It is the largest piece of quarried stone anywhere on the planet. It has 
been estimated that it would take over 10,000 laborers to even begin to move this stone. 
Wooden logs were sometimes used in ancient times to move heavy objects; but it seems 

likely that a stone of this 

size would have 

immediately crushed any 

logs placed under it. 

There is also the 

question of how such a 

slab could be transported 

(even with the logs 

underneath) the almost 

one mile from the quarry 

to the building site, and 

how such a huge number 

of workers could be 

trained and coordinated. 

We are left with 

something of an 

archaeological and 

technological mystery.  

 

_______________________ 
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1. How do you think the massive stones were cut in the quarry? 

 

 

2. How do you think the stones were moved from the quarry to the site? 

 

 

3. How do you think the blocks were raised into position once they were at the site? 

 

 

4. Why do you think the builders of the "Grand Terrace" utilized stone blocks of such a 

massive scale? 

 

 

 


