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                            One stone is a stone.

                            Two stones is a feature.

                            Three stones is a wall.

                            Four stones is a building.

                            Five stones is a palace.

                            (Six stones is a palace built by aliens.)

—Archaeological axiom                                                       




PREFACE
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A PETRIFIED MONKEY’S PAW
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WHEN I WAS SEVEN YEARS OLD, MY MOTHER GAVE ME A book called The Walls of Windy Troy. It was about Heinrich Schliemann and his search for the ruins of ancient Troy, written just for children. After reading it, I announced that I was going to be an archaeologist. Later, when I was in junior high and high school, I read John Lloyd Stephens’s Incidents of Travel in Yucatán and C. W. Ceram’s Gods, Graves, and Scholars, which cemented my desire—the stories of finding lost cities in the jungle and uncovering ancient civilizations were mesmerizing. In college, I declared my major in archaeology just as soon as I could and, when I graduated, my mother again gave me the book about Schliemann that had started it all fourteen years earlier. I still have it in my office at George Washington University today.

I’m not alone in being fascinated by archaeology; it’s pretty clear that a lot of other people are as well. This is evident by the success of the Indiana Jones movies and in the burgeoning television documentaries that air almost every night on one channel or another. I’ve lost track of the number of times that someone has said to me, “You know, if I weren’t a _____ (fill in the blank with doctor, lawyer, nurse, accountant, Wall Street financier, etc.), I would have been an archaeologist.” Most people, however, have little or no idea what’s involved. Maybe they imagine searching for lost treasures, traveling to exotic locales, and meticulously digging using toothbrushes and dental tools. It’s usually not like that at all, and most archaeologists are nothing like Indiana Jones.

I’ve been going on archaeological expeditions almost every summer since I was a sophomore in college—more than thirty field seasons in all, over the past thirty-five years. Because of where I’ve worked—primarily in the Middle East and Greece—most people consider me to be an Old World archaeologist. But I’ve also excavated in California and Vermont in the United States, which is considered the New World in archaeological terms.

I’ve been able to participate in a variety of interesting projects, including Tel Anafa, Megiddo, and Tel Kabri in Israel; the Athenian Agora, Boeotia, and Pylos in Greece; Tell el-Maskhuta in Egypt; Palaiokastro in Crete; Kataret es-Samra in Jordan; and Ayios Dhimitrios and Paphos in Cyprus. Most of those are sites or regions that almost nobody except archaeologists has ever heard of, except perhaps the Agora in downtown Athens and Megiddo in Israel, which is biblical Armageddon. I can tell you for a fact that digging at those sites is nothing like in the movies.

People often ask me, “What’s the best thing you’ve ever found?” In response, I tell them, “a petrified monkey’s paw.” It happened on my very first overseas excavation, during the summer after my sophomore year in college. I was digging at the Greco-Roman site of Tel Anafa in the north of Israel on a project run by the University of Michigan.

One day, about mid-morning, it was getting really hot and I was starting to worry about sunstroke. Just then, my little patish, or digging hammer, hit an object at such an angle that the piece flew straight up in the air, turning over and over before it landed again. While it was still in midair, I noticed that it was green and thought—in a bit of a daze because of the heat—“hey, it’s a petrified monkey’s paw!” By the time it landed, I had come to my senses: “What would a petrified monkey’s paw be doing in northern Israel?”

Sure enough, when I examined it closely, it turned out to be a Hellenistic bronze furniture piece in the shape of the Greek god Pan—the one with horns on his head who goes around playing on the double pipes. It would probably have been attached to the end of a wooden arm of a chair, but the wood had disintegrated long ago and so only this bronze piece was left where I was digging. It was green because the bronze had turned that color during the two thousand years that the piece had been lying in the ground, waiting for me to find it. We carefully brought it out of the field, drew it, and photographed it, so that it could eventually be published. I didn’t see it again for almost thirty years, until I just happened to run across it in a museum at the University of Haifa, where it was on loan from the Israel Museum in Jerusalem.

But then, in 2013, our team digging at the Canaanite site of Tel Kabri in northern Israel found something that trumped even my petrified monkey’s paw. I’ve been codirecting the excavations at the site every other year since 2005 with Assaf Yasur-Landau of the University of Haifa. Each season has brought new surprises, but this was entirely unexpected, for we uncovered what turned out to be the oldest and largest wine cellar yet discovered in the world, dating to about 1700 BCE—nearly four thousand years ago.

It was in June, during the first week of our season, when we came upon a large jar that we nicknamed Bessie. It took us almost two weeks to uncover her completely and find that she was lying on the plaster floor of the room. By that time, she had been joined by what turned out to be thirty-nine of her friends—for we found a total of forty jars, each three feet high, in that room and in the corridor just north of it.

Even though the jars had shattered into dozens of individual potsherds, the soil that had seeped inside had filled up each jar, so that they still had their original shape. We initially thought each jar would have held about fifty liters of liquid. We have since been told by our conservator, when he started to reconstruct them, that each one would actually have held more than one hundred liters, which means four thousand liters in all.

Andrew Koh, our associate director at Kabri, was able to test the sherds, using organic residue analysis to determine what had been in the jars. Most came back positive for syringic acid, which is found in red wine; a few came back positive for tartaric acid, which is found in both red and white wine. We have little doubt, therefore, that they had all once held wine, with most of it being red wine and some white. That’s approximately six thousand bottles of wine, in today’s terms. Of course, the wine is now long gone, except for the residue left within the fabric of the jars, but I am often asked what it might have tasted like. Since we don’t yet know for certain, I simply answer that it has an “earthy taste” now.
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Close-up of wine jars, Tel Kabri

Our discovery, and the article that we subsequently published about it in a peer-reviewed journal, made all the papers, including the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, and the Washington Post, as well as the Los Angeles Times, and Time, Smithsonian, and Wine Spectator magazines. We have since uncovered four more rooms, with seventy additional jars, and are looking forward to more seasons of excavation at this interesting site.

Discovering a wine cellar from ancient Canaan was certainly not what my seven-year-old self ever expected to find when I decided to become an archaeologist. But that’s the beauty and excitement of archaeology—you never really know what you are going to find. My nonarchaeologist colleagues at George Washington University think it is the greatest joke in the world to ask “What’s new in archaeology?”— because, of course, everything we dig up is old. Archaeology keeps surprising us, however, even at sites and places that have long been known. For instance, it now turns out that the site of Troy is at least ten times larger than previously thought; the prehistoric Chauvet cave paintings in France are older than we supposed; a Maya site in Belize completely hidden within the jungle was located using remote sensing; and the site of Tanis in Egypt has been hiding in plain sight all along. In each case, the news was unexpected.
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Additional announcements of other new finds and hypotheses appear daily, in a pleasurable never-ending deluge that seems to come faster all the time. For instance, on a single day in early June 2016, media reports about archaeology included stories about a new expedition searching for Dead Sea scrolls within the Cave of Skulls in Israel; the discovery of four hundred wooden tablets in London with Latin written on them; two-thousand-year-old military barracks from the time of Hadrian uncovered in Rome; whether a Canadian teenager actually discovered a Maya site in Mexico or not; the opening of an exhibit of five hundred objects from ancient Greece in Washington, DC; new remote sensing being done on the Great Pyramid in Egypt; and the fact that the blade on one of King Tut’s daggers is made of iron from a meteorite—which gave rise to the wonderful, although not entirely accurate, headline in the New York Post: “King Tut’s dagger came from outer space.” Within a week, they had been followed by an announcement of new archaeological discoveries beneath the jungle canopy in Cambodia, accomplished with new remote sensing technology.

The good news is that there are lots of new discoveries being made, perhaps more quickly than ever before in the history of archaeology; the bad news is that it means that parts of this book may already be outdated by the time it is published. For instance, all the stories just mentioned plus others relevant to topics that we will discuss later in this book were breaking news as I was finishing up the draft of the book, but others will appear while this book is in press and after it is out.

It is truly an exciting time to be an archaeologist, but I also want to address throughout this book some of the more dubious claims about various finds that are occasionally made in television documentaries, media reports, online personal blog pages, and elsewhere, because it can sometimes be difficult for the general public to distinguish the real discoveries and discussions by professional archaeologists from claims made by pseudo-archaeologists. Each year there are enthusiastic amateurs with little or no training in archaeology who go searching for things like the Ark of the Covenant or places like Atlantis. Their searches can make for compelling stories and good documentary video fodder, but they muddy the water so that real scientific progress is obscured. Some of the claims are so outrageous that in 2007 I published an op-ed article in the Boston Globe with the title “Raiders of the Faux Ark.” There I warned the general public about being duped and called upon my professional colleagues to investigate such claims when they are made.

Many people, encouraged by pseudo-archaeologists, cannot accept the fact that mere humans might have come up with great innovations such as the domestication of plants and animals or could have built great architectural masterpieces such as the pyramids or the Sphinx all on their own. Instead, they invoke alien, or sometimes divine, assistance to explain how these works came to be, even though there’s no need to do so. It’s gotten so bad that we’ve now added to our tongue-in-cheek archaeological axiom, quoted at the front of this book, “six stones is a palace built by aliens.”

Perhaps the most compelling reason to write this book now, however, is that the world has been witnessing an assault on archaeological sites and museums during the past several years at a level and pace previously unseen. Deliberate looting and destruction of antiquities has taken place across much of the Middle East, from Iraq to Afghanistan, Syria, Libya, and Egypt, linked in large part to the recent wars and uprisings in those regions. But looting of ancient sites is not limited to that area; it is a worldwide problem, stretching from Greece to Peru, threatening our unique human heritage on a scale never seen before. Already back in 2008, one reporter described the scale of the destruction as “almost industrial,” writing: “Looters attack ancient sites with backhoes and small bulldozers, scraping away the top layer of earth across areas the size of several football fields. Then, guided by metal detectors—coins often give away the location of other goods—they sink shafts to extract anything of value.” The same wording was used again in 2015, when the head of UNESCO warned of “industrial scale looting in Syria.”

Archaeologists have taken an active role in documenting and trying to prevent this ongoing loss of our heritage, but they are not the only ones responsible for taking care of the past. That responsibility lies with everybody. It is up to all of us to help save and preserve the remains and relics of long-lost civilizations. I hope that the material I have included in this book will remind us all of where we have come from and the fascination that it holds and will encourage a wide public audience to help protect our inheritance before it is too late. Not all readers will have the time or freedom to join an archaeological dig, but everyone can raise their voices in support of the archaeological process and our shared heritage.

It also is simply time for a new introductory volume, meant for people of all ages, from youngsters at the age that I once was, back when I read about Heinrich Schliemann for the first time, to adults and retirees who are new to the field of archaeology. In the past few decades, tremendous numbers of discoveries, as well as great advances in archaeology, have been made. These include Lucy, the partial early hominin skeleton at Hadar in Ethiopia, and the 3.6-million-year-old footprints at Laetoli in Tanzania; the spectacular prehistoric cave art at Chauvet Cave in France; the Cape Gelidonya and Uluburun shipwrecks off the southwestern coast of Turkey, with their cargoes of objects made in countries throughout the Bronze Age Mediterranean; the world’s oldest temple at Göbekli Tepe and the renewed excavations at the Neolithic site of Çatalhöyük, also in Turkey; the Terracotta Warriors in China; Ötzi the Iceman in the Alps; and the Moche in Peru. All these, and many others as well, are now presented here, in addition to discussions of the archaeologists themselves and the techniques that they have used to excavate those sites and make those discoveries.
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In the pages that follow, we will trace the evolution of archaeology from its earliest beginnings to a highly organized, professional, and scientific systematic study of past peoples and cultures. Along the way, we’ll meet explorers and archaeologists including Howard Carter, Heinrich Schliemann, Mary Leakey, Hiram Bingham, Dorothy Garrod, and John Lloyd Stephens. These men and women, along with many others, discovered the remains of earlier people and lost civilizations, such as the Hittites, Minoans, Mycenaeans, Trojans, Assyrians, Maya, Inca, Aztec, and Moche. We will examine work that has been done in the Old World (from Europe and the United Kingdom to the Middle East and beyond), as well as in the New World (North, Central, and South America).

These are the archaeologists and discoveries that are the most fascinating to me and that I believe are among the most important in order to understand how archaeology has developed as a discipline over the years as well as to show how it has shed light on some of the long-lost ancient sites and civilizations. Readers will note that there are discussions of sites and artifacts in every chapter, including the “Digging Deeper” sections, and that there are some common threads found throughout, including the current problem of looting around the world; the hard work and physical labor that is involved in doing archaeology; the fact that archaeologists are searching for information rather than gold, treasures, or other rewards; and the improvements in technology that have allowed us to find new sites as well as to increase our knowledge of sites that were initially excavated long ago.

I’ve also added practical details and advice about how to do archaeology, for I’m frequently asked questions like

“How do you know where to dig?”

“How do you know how old something is?”

“Do you get to keep what you find?”

In answering these questions, I have included a number of examples taken from elsewhere, like Ötzi the Iceman and the Terracotta Warriors, but I also have drawn from my own fieldwork, ranging from Crete to Cyprus to California. In some cases, they can be held up as an example of what not to do on a survey or an excavation, including falling down a small cliff while surveying in Greece and, of course, thinking that I had found a petrified monkey’s paw on my first dig in Israel. This means, however, that my discussions will occasionally be very location-specific. For instance, we regularly use pickaxes to dig in the Middle East, whereas they are almost never used when digging on the East Coast of the United States, and so I have made an effort to note when the techniques that I am describing might be different in other parts of the world. I also have used BCE and CE (“Before the Common Era” and the “Common Era”) when referring to dates, rather than the “BC/AD” system that may be more familiar to some readers. The choice is not meant to offend anyone but simply follows the practice of most modern archaeologists and archaeological reports.

As a whole, the material in this book reflects what I have been teaching in my Introduction to Archaeology class at George Washington University since 2001, with my notes and lectures updated and revised each year to reflect both new discoveries and fresh thoughts on old finds. Another professor or author might well do it differently, as they are welcome to do, but the following discussions reflect my particular love and passion for the field, and some of my favorite stories and examples that I think serve as good illustrations. I hope that readers will find the material interesting enough to continue and read other, more detailed books about specific sites, time periods, and peoples.

At the very least, by the time we’re done, those who have read the whole book will know a lot more about a number of famous sites and archaeologists; will realize that there is no need to ever invoke aliens; and will be more knowledgeable about what is involved in doing archaeology. My hope is that it also will become obvious why archaeology matters and why we should care about preserving the past for future generations, for archaeology not only teaches us about the past, it also connects us to a broader sample of human experience and enriches our understanding of both our present and our future.

To be clear, the story of archaeology is really many stories of discoveries from around the globe (and even from space). But these stories and the people in them are united by one goal that links them all—the desire to understand the human story, from its deepest past to the rise (and collapse) of its civilizations. Taken together, they are our story.


PROLOGUE

[image: ]

“WONDERFUL THINGS”: KING TUT AND HIS TOMB
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ON NOVEMBER 26, 1922, HOWARD CARTER PEERED INTO the tomb of King Tutankhamen for the very first time. He squinted, trying to see through the small opening that he had made, the only light coming from the candle that he was holding in his outstretched hand. He found himself looking into a room crammed from floor to ceiling with many kinds of objects, including items of gold; everywhere there was the glint of gold. The earl of Carnarvon, who had underwritten the cost of the dig, tugged on Carter’s coat and jumped up and down with impatience. “What do you see? What do you see?” he demanded. Carter answered, “I see wonderful things.”

Carter and his patron Carnarvon had been searching for Tut’s tomb for five years at that point. It turned out to be right underneath where they had been setting up their camp each season, in the Valley of the Kings, across the Nile River from modern-day Luxor. They hadn’t known it was there, in part because it was deeply buried underneath a layer of rock chips that had been dumped by workers when Ramses VI’s tomb was being constructed nearby, about two hundred years later.

It took Carter ten years to excavate the tomb. The objects were taken to the Egyptian Museum in Cairo, where they are still on display today. Carnarvon, however, did not live to see any of that, for he died in early April 1923, soon after the opening of the tomb. His death was accidental—the result of blood poisoning that set in after he cut open a mosquito bite while shaving. This promptly led to a rumor that the tomb had been cursed and so whenever anyone who had been present during the opening of the tomb died thereafter, it was widely reported in the media. Carter himself lived for seventeen more years after finding the tomb, and so it seems unlikely that there was ever actually anything to the story. Ironically, it now seems that our best theory about Tutankhamen’s death is that he too died from the bite of a mosquito, from which he got malaria.
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Tut ruled during the New Kingdom period in Egypt. He was a member of the Eighteenth Dynasty, which began about 1550 BCE and lasted until just after 1300 BCE. Some of the most well-known rulers of Egypt date to this period, including Hatshepsut, the famous female pharaoh, who ruled for twenty years; her stepson Thutmose III, who conquered much of what is now Israel, Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan; Akhenaton, the so-called heretic pharaoh who may have invented what we now call monotheism; and Akhenaton’s beautiful wife Nefertiti. The last two were most likely Tut’s parents.

Tut came to the throne of Egypt around 1330 BCE when he was only about eight years old. Ten years later, he died unexpectedly and was buried in the Valley of the Kings. His tomb was then covered over and forgotten. It wasn’t until thirty-five hundred years later that it was rediscovered.
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Carter first went to Egypt when he was just seventeen years old. By 1907, he was already a respected Egyptologist. At the time that Carnarvon first approached him, however, the crusty Carter was out of a job because of an earlier problem involving a group of French tourists that had ended with Carter losing his government position when he refused to apologize. As a result, Carter was spending his days painting water-color scenes. As for Carnarvon, he was under doctor’s orders to spend his winters in Egypt, rather than in England, because he had punctured his lung in an automobile accident.

After ten years of working together at various sites, the two men decided to search for Tut’s tomb in the Valley of the Kings. Most of the New Kingdom pharaohs of Egypt were buried in this dry and rock-strewn valley, across the river from modern-day Luxor, beginning in about 1500 BCE. Many of the tombs, which were dug into the hillside, had been found and robbed in antiquity centuries earlier, but there were still a few that had not been discovered. King Tut’s tomb was one of those.

It was only after five long years, without many finds to report and when Carnarvon began to run out of money and interest, that Carter realized that there was one place in the Valley that they hadn’t yet investigated—the spot where they had been establishing their camp each year. They began excavating on the first day of November in 1922. Just three days later, at 10 a.m. on Saturday, November 4, they uncovered the first step leading down to Tut’s tomb.

For the rest of that day and all of the next, Carter followed the steps down to the tomb entrance. By the time the sun went down on November 5, he could see the stamp of the Royal Necropolis impressed into the plaster of the sealed doorway, signifying that whoever was buried inside was someone important. Calling a halt to the work, he cabled Carnarvon, who was still in England. In his diary, he recorded precisely what he had written in the telegram:

AT LAST HAVE MADE WONDERFUL DISCOVERY IN THE VALLEY A MAGNIFICENT TOMB WITH SEALS INTACT RECOVERED SAME FOR YOUR ARRIVAL CONGRATULATIONS

What he didn’t tell Carnarvon was that he was afraid the tomb would turn out to be empty. Although there were indeed intact seals of the necropolis guards on the door, he could also tell, from the upper part of the sealed doorway, that it had been reopened and reclosed two separate times. He was pretty certain that it had been robbed in antiquity; the question was whether anything remained in the tomb for them to find.

Carnarvon arrived at the dig on November 23. The workers began digging again immediately. By the next day, they were able to confirm that it was Tut’s tomb, for seals with his name could be plainly seen, below the seals of the Royal Necropolis.

When they finally opened the heavy stone door on November 25, they encountered a corridor intentionally filled with earth, stones, plaster, and all sorts of other rubble. This entrance corridor was nearly thirty feet long. The next day consisted of clearing endless debris, with the workers building an ever-larger pile outside the entrance of the tomb. By 2 p.m., they reached a second sealed doorway, which led into the room that we now call the Antechamber.

Still they did not know whether they had the find of the century or an empty chamber cleared by tomb robbers in antiquity. What they did know for certain was that Carter had been correct; the tomb had been broken into twice in antiquity. The first time had apparently been soon after the initial burial, when the entrance corridor was still empty, apart from a few objects such as jars of embalming material that had been stored there. The second break-in took place after the corridor had been filled with white stone chips. The robbers had dug a tunnel along the upper left edge, which Carter and Carnarvon could plainly see while removing the rubble, since it had been refilled at some point with dark flint and chert chips.

Looking through the small hole that they had made in the second door, Carter saw with relief that the Antechamber was still full of objects. He later wrote


At first I could see nothing, the hot air escaping from the chamber causing the candle flame to flicker, but presently, as my eyes grew accustomed to the light, details of the room within emerged slowly from the mist, strange animals, statues and gold—everywhere the glint of gold. For the moment—an eternity it must have seemed to the others standing by—I was struck dumb with amazement, and when Lord Carnarvon, unable to stand the suspense any longer, inquired anxiously, “Can you see anything?” it was all I could do to get out the words, “Yes, wonderful things.”



In his diary entry for November 26, Carter expanded on what happened next, which sounds like it could be right out of a Hollywood movie, except that this was real, not fantasy. After enlarging the hole so that both he and Carnarvon could look in at the same time, they gazed into the room by the light of a flashlight as well as another candle, astonished at what they saw. It was a “marvelous collection of treasures,” as he put it: “two strange ebony-black effigies of a King, gold sandaled, bearing staff and mace, loomed out from the cloak of darkness; gilded couches in strange forms, lion-headed, Hathor-headed, and beast infernal; . . . alabaster vases, some beautifully executed of lotus and papyrus device; strange black shrines with a gilded monster snake appearing from within; . . . finely carved chairs; a golden inlaid throne; . . . stools of all shapes and design, of both common and rare materials; and, lastly a confusion of overturned parts of chariots glinting with gold, peering from amongst which was a manikin.”

Carter ended the entry as if he were still in a daze, stating simply: “We closed the hole, locked the wooden-grill which had been placed upon the first doorway, mounted our donkeys and return[ed] home contemplating what we had seen.” It is hard to imagine what those initial moments of discovery must have felt like for both Carter and Carnarvon, especially coming after years of searching and disappointments, but their dreams had been fulfilled beyond expectation.
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Later, when Carter and his team were clearing out the contents of this first room, they found the remains of a knotted scarf in which were eight solid gold rings. Carter suggested that one set of tomb robbers had been discovered and the scarf, with the rings inside, had simply been tossed carelessly into one of the boxes either by the intruders or the authorities.

Additional interior rooms, including one now called the Annex and another usually called the Treasury, also had been reached and ransacked by the second set of tomb robbers. Even though they were in better shape than the Antechamber, Carter estimated that the robbers got away with as much as 60 percent of the jewelry that had once been stored in the Treasury.

There were still so many artifacts stuffed into these rooms that it took Carter almost three full months to catalogue and remove them. He finally entered the burial chamber in mid-February 1923. His diary entry for February 15 says simply, “Made preparations for opening sealed doorway to sepulchral chamber.” And on the 16th, he wrote simply: “Opened sealed doorway” and recorded the people who were there with him that day.

Those present were witnesses to what the New York Times called “the most extraordinary day in the whole history of Egyptian excavation.” Carter and others elaborated later, describing especially the huge gilded shrines that surrounded the king’s coffin and the innumerable objects that were piled elsewhere in the burial chamber.

Other events subsequently intervened, including much legal wrangling, so that it was nearly two years later—in October 1925—before Carter was able to gaze at Tut’s mummy. There he was, interred inside three coffins—one inside the other. The first two were made of wood, covered with gold leaf, but the innermost one weighed nearly two hundred fifty pounds, because it was made of solid gold. Tut himself was still lying within the coffin, with a gold death mask inlaid with lapis lazuli and blue glass still in place, and with a thick layer of tar (bitumen) covering his body and legs below where the death mask ended.
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Howard Carter and assistant, examining King Tut

After trying in vain to get the mummy out of the coffin, including lighting a fire beneath it at one point, Carter finally decided to examine the mummy where it was. The restrained notes that he wrote in his journal entry for November 11, 1925, give us some idea of what that must have been like for him: “Today has been a great day in the history of archaeology, I might also say in the history of archaeological discovery, and a day of days for one who after years of work, excavating, conserving & recording has longed to see in fact what previously has only been conjectural.” It took Carter and his assistants nine days to carefully unwrap and study Tut’s mummy, including recording all the objects contained within the wrappings.

It was clear from his skeleton that Tut was still young when he died, probably somewhere between eighteen and twenty-two years old. In recent years, a number of new studies have been made of the mummy, resulting in new theories about how and why King Tut died while still a teenager. Most of them have involved newer technology, which have helped to shed new light on some aspects of Tut, both in life and in death.
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In 2005, Zahi Hawass, the former secretary general of the Supreme Council of Antiquities, led a CT-scan study of Tut’s mummy that suggested the presence of a compound fracture of one of Tut’s leg bones. This could have led to an infection and eventually his death. If so, perhaps he fell from his chariot and died accidentally, though some have suggested that he was murdered.

That same year, three separate teams of forensic anthropologists were asked to try to reconstruct Tut’s facial features. Each of them came up with quite separate suggestions. The French team thought he had rather effeminate features; the Egyptian team believed he was more heavy set; and the US team, who didn’t know whose head they were reconstructing, came up with yet another interpretation.

More recently, another CT-scan study was done in 2014 that set off a debate both among scholars and in the media. The participants created a virtual autopsy from approximately two thousand scans that were done. From these, they concluded that Tut had a variety of physical ailments, including buck teeth and a club foot, as well as various genetic disorders. They also suggested that he had suffered from malaria, which might have been the cause of his death, rather than the broken leg that had been suggested previously.

And DNA testing done on Tut’s mummy in 2010 has provided more information about his parents and grandparents. Most scholars had assumed that Tut’s father was the pharaoh Akhenaton, despite the fact that they were never shown together in the ancient inscriptions. The new DNA studies indicate that this is probably correct, although it is still not clear who his mother was, including perhaps Nefertiti. As technology continues to improve, we may eventually be able to confirm his lineage beyond a doubt.
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A number of other mysteries still surround King Tut and his tomb. Egyptologist Nicholas Reeves and others have pointed out that many of the objects buried with him seem to have originally been intended for someone else, for some bear traces of other royal names. These may even include Tut’s famous gold death mask, and it may be that his sudden death at a young age resulted in the need to bury him with grave goods that were not supposed to be his, perhaps even in a tomb that was not originally meant for him.

Reeves’s theory jumped into the news in 2015 after a Madrid-based company called Factum Arte, which specializes in replicating art, posted online high-definition photographs of the painted walls inside Tut’s tomb, as part of a larger project to create a nearby replica of his tomb specifically for tourists. The original was being damaged by modern visitors, both unintentionally because of moisture from their breathing and from intentional graffiti scratched on the walls, just like in the Paleolithic painted caves at Altamira, Lascaux, and Chauvet in France and Spain, as we shall see in a later chapter. They also scanned the wall surfaces behind those decorated scenes, posting those as well.

Nicholas Reeves took a look at these scans and, like Howard Carter almost a century before him, he thought that he saw “wonderful things.” Reeves believed he could see the outlines of two hidden doorways behind the painted scenes on the north and west walls of the burial chamber. This suggested to him that there might still be other chambers left to find, including a whole section of the tomb that might also contain the body of Nefertiti.

Reeves’s hypothesis was quickly put to the test by the Egyptian authorities. They asked a Japanese specialist named Hirokatsu Watanabe to scan the areas behind the two walls in the burial chamber, using a high-tech ground-penetrating radar (GPR) system. GPR works like traditional radar but can be used to identify objects under the ground or behind a wall. In early 2016, the initial results came back positive for both locations. There appeared to be an additional chamber behind each of the walls, with both of the chambers possibly having metal and organic objects within them. A second set of scans, however, conducted in March 2016 by a team from the National Geographic Society, “failed to locate the same features,” thereby calling the results of the first scans into question. The situation is a good demonstration that even the best remote-sensing tests need to be confirmed through actual excavation, as we will see also in a later chapter on other instances elsewhere in the world. We now await further results and a peer-reviewed publication.
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The story of the discovery of King Tut continues to resonate even now, almost a century after it was first discovered. It is the best-known example of the fascination and lure of archaeology, as well as the surprises that can be in store. It has been my experience that archaeology contains any number of such surprises, ranging from the mundane to the magnificent, and that new advances in science and technology contribute to such discoveries, as we will see.


PART 1

[image: ]

EARLY ARCHAEOLOGY AND ARCHAEOLOGISTS
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ASHES TO ASHES IN ANCIENT ITALY
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IN 1752, EXACTLY 170 YEARS BEFORE CARTER DISCOVERED THE tomb of King Tutankhamen in Egypt, archaeologists in Italy found three hundred rolled-up ancient papyrus scrolls. The scrolls were in the remains of a villa that was being excavated within the ruins of a town called Herculaneum, near Mount Vesuvius and modern-day Naples, which had been buried during an eruption on August 24 in 79 CE. They had formed part of a private Roman library kept by their owner in his house, which is now known, appropriately, as the “Villa of the Papyri” and was possibly owned by the father-in-law of Julius Caesar. Although they were excavated more than two hundred fifty years ago, the intact scrolls were saved, though they were carbonized and too fragile to unroll.

For centuries it was believed that the scrolls would remain as mere curiosities, even though they now look like lumps of carbonized wood. But recently, beginning in 2009 and continuing through 2016 so far, papyrologists (scholars who study such scrolls and scraps of papyrus) have been able to discern some of the writing on the scrolls, even without unrolling them. Using a concentrated beam of X rays, they have been able to detect a few individual letters because of the contrast between the carbonized papyrus and the ancient ink, even though the ink is also carbon-based. They are aided in this by virtue of the fact that the ink also seems to contain small amounts of lead, which can be detected. If the techniques continue to improve, we might one day be able to read what is written on all the scrolls. That would be wonderful, since—given the wealthy owner and the fact that they come from his private library—they may well include items like the lost books of Livy’s History of Rome.

[image: ]

The ruins at the neighboring town of Pompeii had already been discovered 150 years earlier, in 1594. Workers digging an irrigation trench had accidentally exposed some of the ancient ruins there but then covered them back up and did not investigate them further at that time.

So it was the excavations at Herculaneum that began first, in 1709. To put this in perspective, Benjamin Franklin was only three years old at the time; there were twelve, not thirteen, colonies in what would become the United States (Georgia was not established until 1732); Queen Anne was on the throne of Great Britain, a national entity that had just been created by an act of Parliament uniting England, Wales, and Scotland in 1707; and Captain Cook wouldn’t land in Australia for another sixty years or so.

These were the very first archaeological excavations to take place in Europe, or anywhere in the world for that matter. Credit usually goes to a man named Emmanuel Maurice de Lorraine, who was the Duke of Elbeuf. He was living in Italy near Naples at the time and underwrote the first efforts to tunnel into the ground at Herculaneum, after he bought the site specifically because ancient pieces of marble had been recovered from the area.

De Lorraine’s workers happened to dig right into the ancient Roman theater at Herculaneum and were able to extract a number of ancient marble statues. Most of them were used to decorate the Duke’s estate; others were distributed elsewhere in Europe, some museums included. It wasn’t exactly what we would call archaeology—it was more like looting, in that no records were kept and the goal was only to retrieve pretty pieces from antiquity, rather than trying to learn much about the context in which they were found. Proper excavations began a few decades later at Herculaneum, however, and then at neighboring Pompeii. These mark the beginning of what we now call Old World archaeology or, to be more precise in this case, classical archaeology (which is specifically the study of the ancient Greeks and Romans). In large part, methodical archaeology began from the efforts of one man, Johann Joachim Winckelmann, who is widely regarded as the father of classical archaeology and who was the first scholar to study the artifacts from Herculaneum and Pompeii.

The growth of archaeology as a discipline took place during the rest of the eighteenth and into the nineteenth century. It should probably be noted that Winckelmann’s work was part of the Age of Enlightenment, which started at about the same time as the earliest excavations at Herculaneum and swept through much of Europe during this period. The sudden but sustained interest in archaeology and antiquity is not surprising when considered in the general context of the times, which saw advances in the various sciences, the growth of national museums and private collections, the eventual rise of Darwinism and social Darwinism, and the European conquest and colonization of much of the rest of the world.

We now know that when Mount Vesuvius erupted in 79 CE, a number of ancient cities were devastated and then buried, including Herculaneum, Pompeii, and Stabiae. More than two thousand people died in Pompeii alone and even more died in Herculaneum and other towns in the area. Some of them were upscale towns by the Bay of Naples, which had a number of houses built by wealthy inhabitants of Rome for use on weekends and during the summer. In some ways not much has changed, for the region is a popular tourist destination today.

There were eyewitnesses to the eruption of Vesuvius. One was a seventeen-year-old known as Pliny the Younger, who was the nephew (and adopted son) of the famous naturalist we call Pliny the Elder. He wrote about the devastation in two letters, which he sent to the Roman historian Tacitus, who had asked him about it.

Pliny wrote that he could see dark clouds, lightning, flames, and dust, lots of dust, in the neighboring town of Misenum. He described an utter darkness, like that in a room with no windows in which the lights are off. He said that he could hear women and children crying and men shouting. Soon, he said, it grew lighter, but that was only because of the fire that was rapidly spreading, engulfing the town. And then the darkness came again, along with an unceasing shower of hot ashes. If he and his companions had not constantly shaken the ashes off, they would eventually have been crushed.
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Mount Vesuvius as seen through Pompeii Arch

This was an interesting—and important—time in Roman history. The changeover from the Roman Republic to the Roman Empire had begun about a hundred years earlier, when Julius Caesar was assassinated in 44 BCE and Augustus came to sole power as the first Roman emperor in 27 BCE, beginning the Julio-Claudian dynasty. When Mount Vesuvius blew up in 79 CE, it was Emperor Titus, of the succeeding Flavian dynasty, who was on the throne.
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Excavations began at nearby Pompeii in 1750, at nearly the same time that the carbonized scrolls were found in Herculaneum. Here also time had stopped on that late August morning in 79 CE, with the tables still laid with crockery and food for a meal that would never be eaten. There were also bodies lying in the streets—entire families seeking shelter in some cases and, in other instances, individuals lying alone, some with their jewelry still clutched in their hands.

The catastrophe that enveloped Pompeii quite literally stopped the city and its citizens in their tracks. The ash and pumice mixed with the rain that fell, blending into a cementlike concoction that quickly hardened and resisted attempts by survivors to come back and retrieve their belongings. In addition, dozens of bodies, as well as the rest of the town and all its remains, were entombed. Over time, the perishable materials, ranging from wood to bread to body parts, slowly decayed. Hollow cavities formed, with each cavity bearing the shape of the object, or body, that had once been there.

In 1863 Giuseppe Fiorelli, the Italian archaeologist in charge of excavating Pompeii at that time, figured out what the hollow cavities were, or rather what they had been. He realized that his workers could act as though they were sculptors using what is known as the lost wax method and treat the hollow spaces as if they were molds for making bronze statues.

So, whenever his team came across a cavity while digging, Fiorelli poured plaster of Paris into the opening. When the ash was then excavated away, an exact duplicate in plaster remained of whatever had been there originally. They were able to recover the remains of numerous bodies, including entire families huddled together, as well as everything else organic, such as wooden tables and other furniture, and even loaves of bread. They also recovered some of the pets, including a dog still chained where its owner had left it. It was found upside down in a contorted position, with the impression of his collar still plainly visible in the plaster.

Although Fiorelli’s method worked well for things like loaves of bread and wooden objects, it had a major flaw when it came to the human bodies, for his plaster casts made it impossible to see the bones and other artifacts that had remained in the cavity after the body disintegrated, because they were now within the newly created plaster cast. One solution would be to use some sort of transparent material, like resin instead of plaster, but that is a much more expensive process. It has been used for only one victim of Vesuvius, in 1984. This is the so-called Resin Lady, who is still wearing her gold jewelry and hairpin.

Archaeologists also realized that it was possible to restudy the plaster casts themselves, including the bones and other materials that Fiorelli’s workers had unintentionally included. In September 2015, a team that included specialists such as radiologists, archaeologists, and anthropologists began doing laser imaging, CT scans, and DNA sampling of the plaster-encased remains. The CT scans especially revealed amazing details, one from a four-year-old boy who was found with his parents and a younger sibling. It is possible to see how scared he must have been just before he died, although it is not clear what killed him. The scans also show that many of the victims had suffered head injuries, perhaps from collapsing buildings or falling rocks, and that they included people of all ages, not just the young, old, and sick city dwellers, as had been previously thought.
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Herculaneum, in contrast, was buried in a thirty-foot-high wall of fast-traveling mud that completely engulfed and covered the town. Geologists call such a mudflow a lahar; similar events have occurred during volcanic eruptions as recently as 1985 in Columbia and 1991 in the Philippines.

The mudflow preserved large parts of Herculaneum, so that the archaeologists excavating it found it just as it had been back in 79 CE. Some of the houses are still standing to the second story in many places, which is very rare in archaeological excavations, and many of the paintings and decorated tiles are still on the walls. Even wooden objects have been recovered, including roof beams, doors, beds, and a cradle.

It had been assumed that the inhabitants of Herculaneum were able to flee from the city, but in 1981 and then again in additional excavations in the 1990s, at least three hundred bodies were found in what archaeologists think were boathouses by the shore. These were probably people waiting to be evacuated, who were killed instantly when superheated air from the eruption measuring nearly one thousand degrees Fahrenheit flashed through the area. The heat, and then the hot ash that followed, roasted them alive, incinerating their skin and internal organs and leaving only their skeletons, frozen in positions of agony.
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Many of the houses in Pompeii also were preserved by the eruption, just like those in Herculaneum, but here they were buried underneath the meters of ash and pumice. One is known as “The House of the Faun” because of the bronze statue that stands within a large basin—used to catch rainwater—in the interior courtyard of the house. The statue is in the shape of a faun—a satyrlike creature with horns on his head and a tail, usually depicted playing the double pipe.

An amazing garden belonged to this house, which was filled with trees and plants. The eruption buried many such house gardens, in both Pompeii and Herculaneum. When modern archaeologists such as Wilhelmina Jashemski, a professor at the University of Maryland, began careful excavations in 1961 specifically in the areas where these gardens once were, they found what are called root cavities from the plants that had once been there. By tracing the roots of various plants, each with a distinctive cavity, they were able to reconstruct what had once been there and, in at least one case, the plan of an entire vineyard.
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After three hundred years of nearly continuous excavation, archaeologists have unearthed a large amount of ancient Pompeii, though much more remains to be dug. The plan of the city has become clear so that we can tell that prosperous inhabitants lived in some of the areas and middle- or even lower-class inhabitants were the primary residents in other sections. Today it is possible for tourists to see the various quarters of the town and the buildings that went with them: bathhouses, tanneries, shops, and other dwellings. For instance, in 2014 Dr. Steven Ellis and a team of archaeologists from the University of Cincinnati who were digging by the Porta Stabia, one of the main gates into the city, announced that they had found ten buildings with twenty shopfronts from which food and drink were sold or served. Such an arrangement seems typical in Pompeii, where even the private houses frequently had shops installed on the street side.

So, what did the inhabitants of Pompeii eat and drink? The answer comes from a variety of contexts, which, upon reflection, makes sense. Ellis and his team have excavated a number of drains, latrines, and cesspits. The thought of excavating such places may seem disgusting to some, but the truth of the matter is that the material found within such areas can sometimes be worth more to the archaeologists than gold, if it means being able to reconstruct what life was like for the inhabitants two thousand years ago. In eras before trash collection, the garbage of the city was frequently thrown into the latrines, where it remained for the archaeologists to find it.

This was exactly the case for Pompeii, for in these areas Ellis and his team found the remains of “grains, fruits, nuts, olives, lentils, local fish, and chicken eggs, as well as minimal cuts of more expensive meat and salted fish from Spain.” In a drain on a more centrally located property that may have belonged to someone wealthier, they found the remains of “shellfish, sea urchin, and even delicacies, including the butchered leg joint of a giraffe.” Not only does this give us clues about what people were eating in Pompeii at the time of the eruption, but it also confirms the unsurprising fact that the different classes ate different types of food.
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Street scene, Pompeii

Ellis’s team of archaeologists from the University of Cincinnati also introduced some new archaeological wrinkles into the excavations they conducted at Pompeii. For one thing, they were among the first, if not the first, to use iPads on site, in 2010. They recorded the data; took photographs; employed various off-the-shelf applications, some modified from their original intended use; and then uploaded the data to servers back in Cincinnati, all while still at the site. By contrast, many excavations around the world are still recording their data on paper forms, sometimes in triplicate, and rely on Xerox machines to create copies after the dig season is over.
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In some of the more prosperous houses at Pompeii, there are mosaics embedded in the floors. For example, the House of the Faun has a floor mosaic with a famous scene of Alexander the Great fighting the Persian king Darius III in either 333 or 331 BCE. The House of the Tragic Poet has a floor mosaic in the entryway depicting a black and white dog (of uncertain breed), with a red collar. Beneath the dog’s paws is written CAVE CANEM, which is Latin for “beware of the dog.”

In other houses, paintings are still preserved on the interior walls. In the Villa of the Mysteries, there is a small room, possibly a dining room, whose four walls are painted with scenes that have been interpreted as depicting the mysteries of Dionysus, possibly including the initiation of a young woman into the religious cult. Other dwellings have painted scenes of dancers, family portraits, and pictures of fruit and other objects. In some ways it is no different from the photos and paintings that hang on the walls of our own houses.

Painted onto the exterior walls of the houses were advertisements and campaign notices—the social media of two thousand years ago. The notices were placed on the outer walls so that the people walking on the streets and shopping in the stores on either side could see them. One advertisement was for a gladiator contest that was to be held on April 8–12, though it is not clear in what year. Another message gives notice of the open-air market days in each town, occurring in apparent sequence from Saturday in Pompeii to Friday in Rome, with stops in the towns of Nuceria, Atella, Nola, Cumae, and Puteoli in between.

One notice was painted on the wall outside a bar, much like signs that we see today outside drinking establishments. It is a menu of the drinks that were available and their prices. It reads “You can get a drink here for an as [a small coin], a better drink for two, Falernian for four.” Another was written outside a shop from which a copper pot had been stolen, offering a reward for either its return or for news of who had taken it.

There also were hundreds of campaign notices. Among the more interesting endorsements is one that says, “I ask you to elect Marcus Cerrinius Vatia to the aedileship. All the late-night drinkers support him.” Another, apparently for the same man, says, “The petty thieves support Vatia for the aedileship.” We’ll never know whether he won.
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Not only were Pompeii and Herculaneum the first sites to be excavated anywhere, but they are still being excavated at the present time, a span of three hundred years. As a result, one could probably study the history of advances in the techniques of excavation and recording just by examining the work done at these two sites. From the initial rudimentary efforts in the beginning that were little more than looting to the use of plaster of Paris to reconstruct the decomposed bodies and wooden furniture to the sophisticated techniques being used today, including CT scans, X rays, laser imaging, DNA analysis, and recording and documenting in the field directly onto iPads with cloud-based storage for the data, the excavations at Pompeii and Herculaneum demonstrate how archaeology has come a long way in the past three centuries.

In addition, the efforts at conservation and preservation have made the sites tourist destinations, which allows all visitors, not just archaeologists, to glimpse a world that existed two thousand years ago and to realize that, in some ways, it is more similar to than different from ours today. Now there may be more advanced technology, like iPads, cell phones, and wireless Internet, but the houses in this region of Italy today are not all that different from theirs back then, and the food is basically similar. There is the same dependence on elected officials, shopping at stores that stock necessary items, drinking at taverns and bars, and frustrations about petty theft and shoplifting. The people keep the same sort of pets and wear jewelry, eat from dishes, and use utensils similar to those their predecessors did back then. Although peacocks’ tongues may not be considered a delicacy anymore, and many people do not still clean their clothes using urine, on the whole, the excavations at these sites teach us that the ancient inhabitants of the Mediterranean were not that different from the people today. And if we are ever able to unroll and read the scrolls that are still being investigated from the Villa of the Papyri, we may find out that their private libraries were not so different from ours either.
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DIGGING UP TROY
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HEINRICH SCHLIEMANN WAS WANDERING AROUND THE ancient mound in northwestern Turkey one morning in May 1873, observing his workers’ digging. He was certain that they were excavating ancient Troy but had not yet been able to convince all of the doubters.

He suddenly noticed one of the workers unearthing a copper pot, behind which he could see the glint of gold. Dismissing the worker, he and his wife Sophia “cut out the Treasure with a large knife,” working quickly because a large section of earth above them looked like it was about to cave in on them at any moment.

Sophia gathered the objects together in her shawl and carried them into their house, where the two of them catalogued the objects and realized what they had just found—a king’s treasure of gold necklaces, rings, and earrings, including two diadems, a headband, sixty earrings, and nearly nine thousand smaller ornaments. There were also cups, bowls, and other vessels made of gold, silver, and electrum, including a solid gold sauceboat, which is one of only two that has ever been found, and a golden vessel in the shape of a pomegranate. And there were other objects as well—a copper shield and vase; thirteen spearheads; fourteen battle-axes; daggers, a sword, and other objects of copper or bronze; stone hilts that probably belonged to bronze swords; and a multitude of other items, the like of which has never been found together elsewhere in the world.

They crated everything up, smuggled the treasure onto a boat, and sent it back to their residence in Athens. There, Sophia put on most of the jewelry that they had found. They took a photograph of her, which remains one of the most iconic images in archaeology to this day.

Schliemann announced to the world that they had found Priam’s Treasure. The discovery made them world-famous and the story has been repeated in exquisite detail ever since. But is there any truth to it? And had Schliemann really found Troy?
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What we know about the story of the Trojan War comes primarily from the Iliad, written by the Greek poet Homer. Lesser-known poets, in what is known as the Epic Cycle, provide other details. Although the poems’ events are likely to have taken place during the Late Bronze Age, probably in the thirteenth or twelfth century BCE, it is important to keep in mind that the story probably wasn’t written down until at least five hundred years later.
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Wall of Troy VI

According to Homer, the Greeks and the Trojans went to war for ten years over a woman named Helen. At the time, Helen was the wife of a man named Menelaus, who was the ruler of a small kingdom or citystate in the southern part of the Greek mainland. His brother was Agamemnon, king of kings, who ruled from the city of Mycenae. It is from this city that we derive the name Mycenaeans, the term that archaeologists use for the Greeks of that time.

A delegation from Troy, the important port city that controlled trade to the east and to the north from its location in northwest Turkey, came to visit Menelaus. Among its members was a man named Paris, sometimes referred to as Alexander. He was a prince of Troy, the son of King Priam. When the delegation returned home to Troy, Helen was among them. The Trojans claimed she had come with them willingly, because she was in love with Paris. The Greeks claimed that she had been kidnapped.

Led by Agamemnon and Menelaus, along with other Mycenaean heroes, including Odysseus and Achilles, the Greeks sent a large fleet of ships and men to besiege Troy and get Helen back. It took ten long years before they were able to do so, and even then it was only by using the trick of the Trojan horse that they were able to succeed. In the end, the Greeks destroyed Troy, burning it to the ground, and returned home with Helen.

Homer’s story is rich in detail and yet scholars continue to question it. Was there an actual, historical Trojan War that served as a basis for Homer’s epic? And could archaeological evidence for it ever be found? I believe that the answer to both questions is “yes” and that there is now evidence showing that the war was a historical event that took place sometime around 1184 BCE, which—as it turns out—is just about the time when the Mycenaean culture and the entire Late Bronze Age came crashing down. It may be that the Trojan War was part of a much larger catastrophe.

However, the ancient Greeks were divided on whether the Trojan War had taken place, and if so, when it had been fought. Most classical scholars of nineteenth-century Europe were convinced that the Trojan War had not taken place and that it was completely made up by Homer. Thus, when Heinrich Schliemann, a complete amateur in the field of archaeology, decided that he would search for the site of Troy, he was going against the thinking of most of the scholars of his day.

[image: ]

Despite the opposition, Schliemann was intent on finding Troy and proving that the Trojan War had taken place. Much later, Schliemann claimed that he first decided to do so in 1829, at the age of seven. His father gave him a book for Christmas that included an artist’s rendition of Aeneas fleeing from the burning city of Troy, complete with the huge walls that the Mycenaeans had been besieging for ten years. Aeneas was headed for Italy, where his later descendants Romulus and Remus would found the city of Rome, according to tradition. Schliemann said that he decided then and there to find Troy, declaring “Father, if such walls once existed, they cannot possibly have been completely destroyed: vast ruins of them must still remain, but they are hidden away beneath the dust of ages.” Eventually, he says, “we both agreed that I should one day excavate Troy.” Other scholars question this account because Schliemann mentions this story only much later in his life, despite leaving quite literally volumes of diaries, notes, letters, and other books from early in his career.

Schliemann was in his mid-forties before he had earned enough of a fortune to retire and devote the rest of his life to finding evidence for Troy and the Trojan War. The shenanigans that Schliemann pulled while accumulating this fortune illustrate that he was not a man whose word could be entirely trusted in either his personal or his professional life.

One particular example of his behavior is relevant because it pertains directly to Schliemann’s “discovery” of Troy—and one should definitely put “discovery” in quotes. In 1868 Schliemann took a trip to Greece and then proceeded on to Turkey. He says that he traveled around northwestern Turkey with Homer in one hand, looking for a site that was small enough so that Achilles could have chased Hector around it several times and that had both hot and cold springs, to match the description given by Homer.

He looked at a number of sites that had been suggested previously, but none seemed to quite fit the bill. Then he met the US vice consul to Turkey, a man named Frank Calvert. Calvert had also been looking for Troy and thought that he had found it. In fact, he had already bought the ancient mound, which now had the modern Turkish name Hissarlik, meaning “Place of Fortresses.”

Calvert had begun some preliminary excavations at the site but didn’t have enough money to continue working properly. Schliemann, on the other hand, had plenty of money and was happy to join forces with Calvert. Once they began excavating and Schliemann convinced himself that the mound was indeed the site of ancient Troy, he deliberately left Calvert’s name out of all of his subsequent official announcements, lectures, and publications, thereby claiming the fame and glory for himself. It was only in 1999, with a book published by Susan Heuck Allen, that Calvert was restored to his rightful place in history as the true discoverer of the location of ancient Troy.
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The first excavation season by Schliemann at Hissarlik began in April 1870. He didn’t yet have an official excavation permit from the Turkish authorities, but that didn’t stop him. He didn’t find much that season, or the next. So, in 1872, with the help of a large team of local workers, he launched his greatest assault on the ancient site. This took the form of a huge trench that his workers dug right across most of the mound and down to a depth of about forty-five feet. Today it is known as Schliemann’s Great Trench and is still visible as a huge gash in the middle of the site.

Archaeology was still in its infancy at that time. Even though excavations had been ongoing at Pompeii for more than a century, there wasn’t that much digging going on elsewhere in the 1870s. But there were people who were knowledgeable, including Calvert, who warned Schliemann that such reckless digging might result in catastrophe. And sure enough, they were right.

In the Great Trench, Schliemann and his workers went down, down, down; right through all sorts of buildings and stratigraphic levels. It turned out that there were nine cities buried one on top of another in the mound, although Schliemann thought at first that there were only six. He stopped at the second city from the bottom, which he called the “Burnt City.” He was convinced that this was the city that Priam had ruled. But he was wrong. We now know, on the basis of pottery analysis and carbon-14 dating, that Troy II dates to about 2400 BCE, during the Early Bronze Age, more than a thousand years before the Trojan War would have been fought.

If one stands at the bottom of the Great Trench today, at the level where Schliemann and his workers stopped digging, and looks straight up, it is possible to see—way high above—a level that contains a building made out of huge blocks of stone. It’s just a few feet below the top of the mound, shaded from the sun by the limbs and leaves of a slender tree now growing on the modern surface. This is a building that dates to Troy VI and was reused in Troy VII. It is all that is left of a palace that dates to the Late Bronze Age, the time period for which Schliemann was looking.

Most of that palace, however, is missing. And it’s missing because of Heinrich Schliemann. In his haste, Schliemann and his workers dug right through the stone walls of Priam’s palace and threw most of it out on their dirt pile. If we were to dig in that spoil heap now, it is highly likely that we would find all sorts of things from the Troy of Priam and Hector, including perhaps clay tablets used by ancient scribes.

So, what was it that convinced Schliemann that Troy II was Priam’s Troy? For one thing, he found a huge city gate in that level, which he identified as Homer’s Scaean Gate. This was supposedly so wide that two chariots could be driven in side by side. And then came his report of Priam’s Treasure.

The story that he told about the day he and Sophia found the treasure has long been repeated in introductory archaeology textbooks, although it is unlikely to be true. Schliemann later admitted that he lied about Sophia’s role in his story. She wasn’t even at the dig on the day that he claims to have found the treasure. His own diaries and journals show that she was in Athens at the time. Schliemann explained that his intention was to involve her more in his career, in the hopes that she would become more interested in what he did. So he wrote her into the story so that she could share in his triumph. No respectable archaeologist today would dare do what Schliemann did.

Some scholars have also suggested that Schliemann didn’t find the treasure all in one place. Instead, they think he gathered the best of his finds from the entire season and announced to a gullible public that he had found them all together as a single treasure. Moreover, since the objects were found in Troy II, they are a thousand years too early to have belonged to Priam. It seems that Priam’s Treasure might not be either Priam’s or a Treasure.

Soon after he announced his discovery of the objects, Schliemann donated them to the Berlin Museum, perhaps in exchange for being given his doctorate in archaeology at a German university. But the treasure disappeared in the aftermath of World War II and was presumed lost for nearly fifty years. It was only in the early 1990s that the Russians admitted that they had it. They had taken it back to Russia as part of the spoils of war and claimed it as recompense for the losses that they suffered.

Today, Priam’s Treasure is on display at the Pushkin Museum in Moscow. It remains there despite the fact that four countries now lay claim to it: Turkey, because that’s where Troy is and they say that Schliemann smuggled the treasure out illegally; Greece, because that’s where Schliemann first stored the treasure, in his residence in Athens; Germany, because Schliemann gave the treasure to the Berlin Museum and that’s where it was until it disappeared in 1945; and Russia, because they took it while liberating that part of Berlin and now claim it as reparation for Nazi aggression. So who really owns it? That still hasn’t been resolved and Russia shows no signs of handing it over to anyone else.

What is most interesting about these objects is that they bear a great deal of resemblance to objects found elsewhere, from the islands of the northeast Aegean to the so-called Death Pits of Ur that Leonard Woolley excavated in what is now Iraq. The gold earrings, pins, and necklaces that Schliemann found may not have belonged to Priam, or his wife or daughter, but they did belong to a class of jewelry that was in fashion across much of the Aegean and the ancient Middle East at the end of the third millennium BCE. They may give us clues about ancient trade and interconnections at that time—and that makes them even more interesting to archaeologists than their fictional connection to Priam and Homer’s Iliad.
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Schliemann continued to dig at Troy throughout the 1870s and 1880s, though he also was digging at Mycenae at that time, looking for material remains of King Agamemnon. To help him at Troy, he hired Wilhelm Dörpfeld, an architect with some previous archaeological experience, who eventually persuaded Schliemann that he had been wrong and that it was Troy VI or Troy VII at Hissarlik that he should have been investigating all along. Schliemann began to make plans for an additional attack on the mound, focused on these later levels, but on Christmas Day in 1890, he collapsed on a street in Naples and died the next day.

It was left to Dörpfeld to carry on. And so he did, with the financial assistance of Sophia Schliemann, who wanted him to continue her husband’s work at the site. He concentrated on excavating the remains that Schliemann had left untouched, mostly around the edges of the mound. As it turned out, those remains were extremely impressive. He unearthed tall stone walls, each several meters thick, that would have stymied any attackers, and large gateways allowing entrance to the interior, but only after one got past the guards.

These were the remains of Troy VI, which seems to have lasted for nearly five hundred years, from about 1700 BCE to 1250 BCE. Dörpfeld found numerous phases of the city, which he labeled “a” through “h.” The last phase, Troy VIh, showed signs of an almost-complete destruction of the city. For Dörpfeld, this was the evidence for the Trojan War that they had been seeking. He ended his excavations and published his results.
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In the meantime, travelers venturing elsewhere in Turkey, especially to the inland central plateau, had been finding the ruins of another ancient civilization. Back in 1879, while Schliemann was still excavating at Troy, a British Assyriologist named A. H. Sayce suggested a daring hypothesis—that the ruins belonged to the ancient Hittites.

The hypothesis was daring because the Hebrew Bible seemed to place the Hittites in the region of Canaan, if the biblical stories mentioning Uriah the Hittite and other figures were any indication. Sayce’s arguments were convincing and were ultimately accepted by other scholars. By 1890, the year that Schliemann died, the second edition of Sayce’s book on the Hittites was already in print. It was entitled The Hittites: The Story of a Forgotten Empire.

In 1906 excavations began at what turned out to be the capital city of the Hittites—Hattusa, located by the modern-day town of Bogazköy, 125 miles to the east of Ankara. Within a year, the archives of the city began to be uncovered; thousands of clay tablets that included treaties, records, and royal letters. It turned out that the Hittites had been active across Anatolia from about 1700 to 1200 BCE. They had even held territory in northern Syria, which is why the later biblical writers placed them in that region.

We now know a tremendous amount about the Hittites, thanks in part to the German excavations that have been going continuously at Hattusa for the past century. The decipherment of the Hittite tablets by a Czech orientalist named Bedřich Hrozný, just a decade after their initial discovery, ultimately proved that the Hittites were a major player in the world of the ancient Middle East during the second millennium BCE, both trading and warring with the other powers, especially the Egyptians and the Assyrians.

Among the tablets are a few that document the ongoing troubles that the Hittites had with a small vassal kingdom located in northwestern Anatolia, which they called Wilusa. Eventually, sometime early in the thirteen century BCE, probably about 1280 BCE, the Hittites signed a treaty with the king of Wilusa, a man named Alaksandu.

It was not long after this tablet was deciphered that some scholars began suggesting that this was a Hittite reference to the same man whom Homer calls Alexander (Paris) of Ilios and who was responsible for beginning the Trojan War because of his romance with Helen. Philologically, Wilusa is close to the Greek name (W)Ilios—the original “W” sound in Greek, known as a digamma, dropped out over time, so that by Homer’s time it was simply Ilios. And, of course, Alaksandu sounds very much like Alexander.

Although it is by no means clear that the two identifications are correct, at the very least these tablets show that the Hittites were involved with an area, and a city, in northwest Anatolia that they called Wilusa. The tablets also record that at least four wars were fought here, the last three of which were all during the thirteenth century BCE, in other words the probable time of the Trojan War. For those scholars who believed that Wilusa is the Hittite name for Troy, this provided additional data that the Trojan War could very well have been an historical event, rather than simply the stuff of myth and legend.
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Not everyone was convinced, however, by Dörpfeld’s argument that Troy VIh was Homer’s Troy. Carl Blegen, an archaeologist at the University of Cincinnati, examined Dörpfeld’s results and concluded that an earthquake caused the destruction of Troy VIh, not warfare. He decided as he did because a number of walls were found off-kilter, with large stones thrown about, which he thought could have been caused only by Mother Nature. On the other hand, it looked to him as if the first phase of the next level, known as Troy VIIa, was a city that had been besieged and then destroyed by an army. So he reopened the excavations at Hissarlik in the 1930s in an attempt to see whether he was right.

Now there was even less left for him to dig, since Dörpfeld had excavated much of what Schliemann had left untouched. But Blegen found enough to convince himself that Troy VIIa had been destroyed by humans, in a protracted siege. And his evidence is fairly convincing, including arrowheads buried in the walls, bodies left lying in the streets, and other indications that at least one major battle had taken place.

He discovered that the large buildings and palaces of the previous city had been subdivided, so that several families could now live where only one had been previously. He also found that the storage capacity of the city had been increased tremendously, by burying very large jars up to their necks in the ground. To Blegen, all of this indicated a city that was under siege, just as Homer had written. And the timing was still consistent; this city had been destroyed about 1180 BCE or so, which was still within the timeframe suggested by the ancient Greeks.

Moreover, the material culture of the city—that is, the pottery and other artifacts—indicated to Blegen that there was continuity between Troy VIh and VIIa. That is, there was no evidence in Troy VIIa that a new group of people was living there; rather it appeared that the people of Troy VIh had renovated, reconstructed, and rebuilt their city after the earthquake as Troy VIIa. In fact, it was so similar that both Blegen and Dörpfeld, who was still alive, thought that what the archaeologists were calling the first phase of Troy VII was more likely to be the last phase of Troy VI—so Troy VIi, rather than Troy VIIa—but it was too late by that time to change the terminology. And thus Blegen was convinced that an earthquake destroyed Troy VIh, and the Mycenaean Greeks had destroyed Troy VIIa in the process of trying to get Helen back.

[image: ]

Blegen may well have been correct. But fifty years went by, a new generation of archaeologists emerged, and a new team decided to investigate the mound of Hissarlik all over again, beginning in 1988. This time it was an international team of archaeologists, led by two men, Manfred Korfmann from the University of Tübingen, investigating the Bronze Age remains, and Brian Rose from the University of Cincinnati, investigating the post–Bronze Age remains.

Apart from cleaning up and reexamining Schliemann’s Great Trench, probably the most important thing that Korfmann’s team did was to survey the agricultural fields around Hissarlik. They employed remote sensing devices to peer beneath the surface of the earth without having to excavate first. It took some experimentation to figure out which type of remote sensing worked best, but they eventually realized that a cesium magnetometer was what they needed in that type of soil.

Since human activity, including things like burning, can alter the magnetism of tiny iron particles in the soil, things like pits, ditches, and even walls can sometimes be detected even when buried, especially when burnt or partially burnt materials are present. Preliminary findings need to be interpreted carefully, however, as Korfmann’s team found out to their chagrin.

In 1993, more than a century after the legendary excavations at Troy by Heinrich Schliemann, Korfmann announced that their remote sensing images indicated the presence of a huge buried wall that ran around Hissarlik, at a distance of about 1300 feet from the citadel. This, they said, was probably the great wall of the city that had kept Agamemnon, Achilles, and the other Mycenaean Greeks out for ten years during the famous Trojan War immortalized by Homer in the Iliad and the Odyssey.

When they went to excavate the wall, though, it wasn’t there. In its place was a ditch, measuring up to six feet (two meters) deep in places. Over the centuries, the ditch had filled up with all sorts of junk, from broken pottery to stones to random bits of garbage. These had shown up on their remote sensing images as a solid mass running around the city. In the aftermath, the team argued that a ditch would have been as good as a wall in protecting the city, but not everyone agrees with that assessment.
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One lesson that Korfmann and the rest of the archaeological world learned was to be wary of holding press conferences to announce remote-sensing findings until some excavating to confirm those presumed discoveries has occurred. Another was that, regardless of their dramatic misinterpretation, it was clear that remote sensing could be successfully used at the site, for Korfmann and his team soon realized that additional images indicated the existence of an enormous Lower City for Troy that lay beneath modern agricultural fields, which nobody had suspected was there.

It turns out that all the previous archaeologists, from Schliemann to Dörpfeld to Blegen, had simply been excavating the citadel—or upper part—of the city, where the king and his direct family and retinue would have lived. The remains that Korfmann’s team found increased the size of the city at least tenfold, showing that it covered at least fifty acres with a population of between four thousand and ten thousand inhabitants at the end of the Late Bronze Age, which established it as a city that would indeed have been worthy of a ten-yearlong siege, if Homer’s story has any truth to it. Korfmann began referring to the city in his scholarly publications as Troy/Wilusa—a nod to the Hittite records, which he believed were a reference to this city.

Other findings by Korfmann’s team seemed to confirm Blegen’s earlier work. For example, in both the citadel and the Lower City, they also found evidence for earthquake destruction in Troy VIh and human destruction—that is, warfare—in Troy VIIa. In one case, they found a house from Troy VIh that had been destroyed by the earthquake and then a house from Troy VIIa that had been built right on top of its ruins, only to be destroyed in war.

Among the evidence for fighting, Korfmann found more unburied bodies, including one of a young girl about age seventeen who was partially burned, as well as arrowheads of an Aegean (or Greek) type. There also was a quantity of what appear to be slingstones, which were gathered together in at least one pile, perhaps ready to be thrown at the attackers by someone inside the walls of the city.

Korfmann’s work also confirmed Blegen’s earlier findings in other ways. After the Troy VIIa city was destroyed in about 1180 BCE, the next one was occupied by what seem to be a completely new people. In this phase, which archaeologists call Troy VIIb, we see completely new types of pottery, new architecture, and other material culture, including an inscribed seal that has the first writing ever found at Troy.

These are all indications that the inhabitants of the previous city had been completely replaced by a new group. Therefore, it is possible to see the human destruction of Troy VIIa as being evidence of the stories of Homer about the Trojan War. In his story, though, Homer seems to have added in elements from Troy VI, so that he described the beautiful buildings and high walls of the earlier city but the destruction of the later city, thereby compressing the two cities into one, which was his prerogative as an epic poet.

It may even be that the Trojan Horse is a poetic metaphor for the earthquake that leveled Troy VIh, for the Greek god of earthquakes was Poseidon. Just as the goddess Athena was represented by an owl, so a horse represented Poseidon for the Greeks. It is conceivable, at least in the poetic imagination, that “earthquake = Poseidon = the Trojan Horse.” At least that’s what a German scholar named Fritz Schachermeyer suggested back in the 1950s.

As the Hissarlik digs continued, the post–Bronze Age team, led by Brian Rose of the University of Cincinnati, also found a lot of new material, including a larger-than-life statue of the Roman emperor Hadrian in 1993 and a large marble head of Augustus in 1997. The later Hellenistic Greeks and then the Romans had built upon the citadel and established a nicely gridded city down below, which Korfman had found in addition to the Bronze Age remains in this area.

These later inhabitants were also convinced that this was the site of ancient Troy and, in fact, they gave it the name “New Troy” in both Greek and Latin. Even Alexander the Great came to visit and pay his respects, as did Julius Caesar and others over the centuries. It was initial discoveries from these later periods that first persuaded Frank Calvert, and then Heinrich Schliemann, that they were digging in the right place.

A temple to Athena, and then one to Jupiter, also were later built on top of the mound itself. That explains why Priam’s Troy was far closer to the top of the surface today than Schliemann expected it to be. The builders in both the Hellenistic and the Roman periods had shaved off the top of the mound as it stood in their time. This gave them level ground on which to build the temples, theaters, and other structures that went with their cities, now numbered Troy VIII and IX, which were the last to be built at the site.
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Manfred Korfmann died suddenly in 2005, but the international excavations continue under new directors. Interest in digging and doing remote sensing in and around the site continues, so perhaps Hissarlik has even more secrets to reveal about the ancient town that inspired one of the greatest epics ever written.
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