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King Arthur and the Holy Grail, the lost tomb

of Alexander the Great, and the story of Atlantis:
the human past is full of unsolved mysteries. The
Seventy Great Mysteries of the Ancient World
draws on modern scienee and the latest rescarch
to explore some of archaeology’s most baffling
controversies and enigmas, from our origins to
the mysterious collapse of powerful civilizations.

Leading authorities discuss the key questions,
beginning with the truth behind myths and
legends. Was there ever a Garden of Eden? What
became of the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel and what

is the significance of the Aboriginal Dreamtime?
The book then examines mysterics of the Stone
Age: the beginnings of language, the fate of the
Neanderthals and the meaning of eav~ Laintings.
The much-debated first se+” it of Anere=12,
and the Americas : wuavversial Kennewick
skull are considered, as is the significanee of

the Europcan megaliths. Ancient civilizations
present fascinating cnigmas: were the Egyptians
black Africans? How did Tutankhamun die?

What happencd to the lost legions of Rome? And
mystcrics are found in all parts of the globe: did
the Olimees originate in Afriea, were the bog bodies
of northern Europe murder vietims and what was
the purpose of the world-famous Nazea lines?

The book s closc attention to puzzling
sepulehers like Tomb 55 in Egypt’s Valley of the
Kings - possibly the pharaoh Akhenaten’s burial
place - and to undeciphered scripts, from Cretan
Linecar A to Etrusean, runes and rongorongo.
Finally, it examines the controversies surrounding
the collapse of such civilizations as the Minoan,
the Maya and the Moche of lowland Peru.

Packed with evocative photographs and informative
diagrams, maps and plans, The Seventy Great
Mysteries of the Ancient World is a unique guide

to some of the most contentious issues of the
human past.

With 431 illustrations, 177 in color




u' PUﬁ“C I.nl.tb
»r ‘Ql'l'. MA 021236’}(

= 1
)












The Seventy .

Great Mysteries of the
Ancient VWorld

UNLOCKING THE SECRETS OF PAST CIVILIZATIONS

ENEDITED. BV BRIAN M FAGAN: - =2

1)
’

L
: . SadDa v gt NG R O
MNEPEREL S, o« g A T R <Pk -5




On the jacket Spine 'Snake goddess’, Knossos, Crete. The

Archacological Museum, Herakhon. Photo AKG, London/Erich ( O nte n-tS

Lessing. Front {above, left to nght): Tim Sevenn’s Argo. Photo
John Egan  Sevenin Archive; Maya palace, Palenque, Mexico.
Photo © Tony Morrison,/South American Pictures;
Tutankhamun'’s gold mask {detail!. Egyptian Museum, Cairo;
Mosatc of Noah, San Marco, Venice. Werner Forman Archive;
(below): Pueblo Cliff Palace, Mesa Verde, Colorado. © Tom Till.

Half title The Phaistos disc, discovered a century ago on Crete List of Contributors
and still undeciphered.

Frontispiece The mysterious city of Tiwanaku in Bolivia,

¢. aD 200-600: view across the semi-subterranean temple to the
monolithic doorway to the Kalasasaya enclosure.

Preface

Introduction
Page 5 (I-r) Noah’s Ark by Gustav Doré; the standing stones of
Callanish, Lewis, Scotland.
Pages 6-7 (I-r) The Sphinx at Giza; the terracotta army of the
first emperor of China, Shihuangdi; detail of the Franks Casket,
¢. AD 700, with runic script above; a barbarian fights a Roman
soldier, early 2nd-century relief from Rome.

Any copy of this book issued by the publisher as a paperback is
sold subject to the condition that it shall not by way of trade or
otherwise be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise circulated
without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or
cover other than that in which it is published and without a
similar condition including these words being imposed on a
subsequent purchaser.

© 2001 Thames & Hudson Ltd, London

First published in hardcover in the United States of America
1n 2001 by Thames & Hudson Inc., 500 Fifth Avenue,
New York, New York 10110

Library of Congress Catalog Card Number 2001086842
1SBN 0-500-51050-4

All Rights Reserved. No part of this publication may be
reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means,
electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording or any
other information storage and retrieval system, without prior
permission in writing from the publisher.

Printed and bound in Hong Kong by Toppan

10

L)




O UV © N O w»i o W N =

W N =

15

16

Introduction

The Garden of Eden

The Biblical Flood & Noah's Ark
Moses & the Exodus: Myth or Reality?

The Lost Cities of Sodom & Gomorrah
Atlantis: Fact or Fiction?

The Trojan War

Theseus & the Minotaur

Jason & the Argonauts

TheTen Lost Tribes of Israel

The Quest for the Ark of the Covenant
The Star of Bethlehem

King Arthur & the Holy Grall

The Turin Shroud

Maya Myth:Will the World
End in 20127

Aztlan & the Myth of the
Aztec Migration

Memories of the Dreamtime

63
67

71

74

76

79

Introduction

The Puzzle of Human Origins

How Did Language Evolve?

What Happened to the Neanderthals?
The Enigma of Palaeolithic Cave Art
Who Were the First Australians?

The First Americans & Kennewick Man

What Wiped Out the Big
Game Animals?

How Did Farming Begin?

The Mysteries of Rock Art

The Meaning of the Megaliths

Was There a Mother Goddess Cult?
The Iceman: Shepherd or Shaman?
How Did They Build Stonehenge?

Where Did the Indo-Europeans
Come From?

the Stone Age




31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38

39
40
41

42
43
44
45
46
47
48

49

Ancient Civilizations

Introduction

Were the Ancient Egyptians Black Africans?
How Did They Erect Pyramids & Obelisks?
The Riddle of the Sphinx

Where Was the Land of Punt?

Was Tutankhamun Murdered?

The Tarim Mummies:Who Were They?
Were the Olmecs African?

Why Did the Carthaginians Sacrifice
Children?

Ancient Oracles: Prophets or Profiteers?
Who Were the Celts?

Bog Bodies: MurderVictims or
Sacrifices?

The Lost Legions of Rome

The Mysteries of Mithraism

Lost City of the Maya:The Hunt for Site Q
The Mystery of the Nazca Lines

Who Built Tiwanaku?

Why Did the Incas Sacrifice Children?

How Did the Polynesians Find Their
Homeland?

C

Statues & Survival on Easter Island

156
161
164
167
171

173
177
182

186
189
193
197
199

Tombs & Lost Treasures

Introduction

50 The Puzzle of Tomb 55

51 The Lost Tomb of Alexander the Great
52 TheTomb of China’s First Emperor

53 The HiddenTreasure of the

Dead Sea

£4 TheTomb of Christ

216
219
223
227

231
234




55
56
57
58
59
60
61

62
63
64

Ancient &

Introduction

The Origins of Writing

The Proto-Elamite Script

The Indus Script

Linear A & the Phaistos Disc
The Origins of the Alphabet
The Etruscan Alphabet

The Meroitic Script

The Zapotec & Isthmian Scripts
Runes & Pictish Symbol Stones

Rongorongo

" Undeciphered Scripts

65

66
67

68
69
70

The Fall of Civilizations

Introduction

TheThera Eruption &
the Fall of the Minoans

The Fall of Rome

El Nifos & the Collapse of
Moche Civilization

Why Did Maya Civilization Collapse?
What Happened to the Anasaz/?

Catastrophic Impacts from
Outer Space?

Further Reading

Sources of lllustrations

Index

279
282

286



List of Contributors

BRrIAN M. FAGAN 15 Professor of Anthropology at the
University of California, Santa Barbara, and a lcading
archacological writer. He has written major studies of climate
changc, Egypt and thce history of archaeological discovery, as
well as the standard textbook Ancient North America (3rd
ed., 2000]. 22, 45, 48, 65, 67, 68, 70

CHRISTOPHER CHIPPINDALE, a curator in the Cambridge
University Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, is
author of Stonehenge Complete {2nd ed., 1994). One of his
fields of rescarch is the archaeology of rock art in Aboriginal
north Australia. 16, 25, 26, 29

RICHARD A, DIEHL is Professor of Anthropology and Director
of the Alabama Museum of Natural History at the University
of Alabama. He has specialized in the archaeological study of
ancient Mesoamcrican civilizations for forty years. He is
author of Tula: the Toltec Capital of Ancient Mexico {1983)
and co-author with Michael D. Coc of In the Land of the
Olmec {1980). 37

AIDAN DODSON is a Visiting Fellow in the Department of
Archaeology at the University of Bristol. He has written
cxtensively on Egyptian history and funerary archaeology,
and among his recent publications are The Muinmy in
Ancient Egypt, with Salima Ikram (1998}, and After the
Pyramids {London, 2000). 35, 50

ESTHER EIDINOW is researching aspects of uncertainty among
the ancient Greeks for a D.Phil. in Ancient Greek history at
Magdalen College, Oxford. 39

CarovJ. ELuick is founding director of the public programmes
department at Statistical Rescarch Inc., an archaeological and
historical consulting company in Tucson, Arizona. She
specializes in the development of archacological cducation
matenals for the pre-collegiate classroom and the
interpretation of the human past for the public. 69

KenNETH L. FEDER 15 an archacologist in the Department of
Anthropology at Central Connecticut State University in
New Britain, Connecticut. He is the founder and director of
the Farmington River Archaeological Proijcct, a fellow of the

Committee for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of the
Paranormal, and the author of scveral books, including The
Past in Perspective (2000) and Frauds, Myths, and Mysteries:
Science and Pseudoscience in Archaeology {4th ed., 2001).
5,6,7,8

ROBERTA HARRIS lectures on the archaeology of the Ancient
Near East, specializing in the biblical period. She was for
many vears the Honorary Secretary of the Anglo-Israel
Society and the Founding Editor of its annual Bulletin. She is
the author of Exploring the World of the Bible Lands (1995).
1,2,3,9,10,53,54

JOHN HAYWOOD is an Honorary Teaching Fellow in the
Department of History at the University of Lancaster and a
Fellow of the Royal Historical Society of Great Britain. He is
the author of several books, including Encyclopaedia of the
Viking Age {2000) and The Historical Atlas of the Celtic
World (2001). 40

CHARLES HIGHAM is Professor of Anthropology at the
University of Otago, New Zealand. He has been undertaking
research in Thailand and Cambodia for the past 31 years, and
has written several books on aspects of Southeast Asian
archaeology, including The Archaeology of Mainland
Southeast Asia [1989), The Bronze Age of Southeast Asia
{1996) and The Civilization of Angkor (2001). A Fellow of the
British Academy, Professor Higham i1s currently directing a
major research programme in Cambodia, on the origins of the
civilization of Angkor. 52

MARK HUMPHRIES is a lecturer in the Department of Ancient
Classics at the National University of Ireland, Maynooth, and
is a specialist in the history and archaeology of the later
Roman empire and early Christianity. He is the author of
Comnmunities of the Blessed (1999}, a new appraisal of early
Christian expansion in western Europe. 66

LAWRENCE KErPIE, who is a professor based at the Hunterian
Museum, University of Glasgow, has written extensively on
the Roman legions, Latin inscriptions and Roman remains in
Scotland. His many books include The Making of the Roman
Army: From Republic to Empire (1998). 42




DaviD LEwis-WILLIAMS is Professor Emeritus and Senior
Mentor in the Rock Art Research Institute, University of
Witwatersrand, Johannesburg. His publications include
Believing aud Seeing: Symbolic Meanings in Southern San
Rock Paintings (1981}, Stories that Float from Afar:
Nineteenth-century/Xam San Folklore (2000} and, with Jean
Clottes, The Shamans of Prehistory: Trance and Magic in the
Painted Caves (1998). 20

J.P. MALLORY is Professor of Prehistoric Archaeology at the
Queen’s University, Belfast, and specializes in the early
prehistory of the Indo-European-speaking peoples. He is
author of In Search of the Indo-Europeans (19891 and co-
author of both Encyclopedia of Indo-European Culture (1997}
and The Tarim Mummies {2000). 30, 36

SIMON MARTIN is a graduate of the Royal College of Art and
is currently an Honorary Research Fellow at the Institute of
Archaeology, University College London. For the past six
years he has been doing epigraphic fieldwork at Calakmul.
He is co-author (with Nikolai Grubel of Chronicle of the
Maya Kings and Queens (2000). 14, 44

STEVEN MITHEN is Professor of Early Prehistory at the
University of Reading. His research interests include the
evolution of the human mind, prehistoric hunter-gatherers
and the use of computer simulation in archaeology. His
current field project is based in Wadi Faynan, Jordan. His
publications include Thoughtful Foragers: A Study of Human
Decision Making {1990} and The Prehistory of the Mind
(19961. 17,18, 19, 23,24

MICHAEL R. MOLNAR is an astronomer and a specialist on
astral symbolism on ancient coins. He is the author of The
Star of Bethlehem: The Legacy of the Magi (1999). 1|

CoLIN PARDOE is a consultant in archaeology and biological
anthropology. He has written on the relationship between
biology and culture. 21

KONSTANTINOS POLITIS is a special assistant curator in the
Department of Medieval and Modern Europe at the British
Museum, specializing in the archaeology of the Dead Sea
region. He directed the Sanctuary of Lot excavation and
restoration project, and now directs excavations at ancient
Zoar in Safi, Jordan. 4

ANDREW ROBINSON is the author of The Story of Writing:
Alphabets. Hieroglyphs and Pictograms (1995} and Lost
Languages: The Riddle of the World's Undeciphered Scripts
(forthcoming). He is Literary Editor of The Times Higher
Education Supplement. 55, 56,57, 58,59, 60, 61, 62, 63, 64

CHRIS SCARRE 1s Deputy Director of the McDonald Institute
for Archaeological Research and editor of the Cambridge
Archaeological Journal. He was editor and principal author of
Past Worlds: The Times Atlas of Archaeology (1988}, and
Timelines of the Ancient World (1993). He has also written
Chronicle of the Roman Emperors (1995} and co-authored
World Civilizations (1997). 27, 28, 41

IaN SHAW is Lecturer in Egyptian Archaeology at the
University of Liverpool. He is the author of Egyptian Warfare
and Weapons (1991}, co-author of the British Museum
Dictionary of Ancient Egypt (1995), editor of the Oxford
History of Ancient Egypt (2000) and co-editor of Ancient
Egyptian Materials and Technology (2000). 31, 32, 33, 34

CHRISTOPHER SNYDER is Associate Professor of European
History and Chair of the Department of History and Politics
at Marymount University in Arlington, Virginia. He is the
author of An Age of Tyrants: Britain and the Britons, AD
400-600 (1998) and Exploring the World of King Arthur
(2000). 12

CHARLES STANISH is Associate Professor of Anthropology at
the University of California, Los Angeles. He has conducted
surveys and excavations in the Lake Titicaca Basin of Peru
and Bolivia, specializing in the origins of complex political
and economic organization. He 1s the co-author (with Brian
Bauer) of Ritual and Pilgrimage in the Ancient Andes {2001).
46, 47

Jasmes F. STRANGE is Professor of Religious Studies at the
University of South Florida, Tampa. He specializes in New
Testament Studies, and the archaeology of the Roman and
Byzantine periods 1n the eastern Mediterranean. He is the
author of several books and many articles on archaeology.
13

Jo ANNE VAN TILBURG is Director of the on-going Easter [sland
Statue Project. She 1s a Research Associate of the Cotsen
Institute of Archaeology, University of Calitornia, Los
Angeles, where she is Director of the Rock Art Archive.
Among her publications are Easter Island. Archaeology,
Ecology and Culture (1994) and the Easter Island entry in the
Encyclopedia of Prehistory for Human Relations Area Files.
She is currently writing the biography of Katherine
Routledge, co-leader of the Mana Expedition to Easter Island.
49

RICHARD F. TOWNSEND is Curator of the Department of
African and Amenndian Art at The Art Institute of Chicago.
He has written about Aztec art, architecture and ritual
landscape. His publications include The Aztecs (2000 and the
major exhibition catalogues The Ancient Americas (1992) and
Ancient West Mexico (1998). 15

ROGER WILSON is Professor of Archaeology in the Department
of Archaeology, University of Nottingham, where he is also
Head of Department. He specializes in the Greek and Roman
archaeology of Sicily and the central Mediterranean. He is the
author of several books, including Sicily under the Roman
Empire (1990). 38, 43, 51



Preface

THE HUMAN PA with its unsolved mysteries,
surrounds us on every side. Archaeologists are con-
cerned with uncovering the story of humanity, in all
its diversity, spanning an immense period of more
than two-and-a-half million years. In this pursuit,
they frequently investigate the mysteries of the past,
and it is perhaps this aspect of their work that most
readily captures the popular imagination.

We search for people, places and events recounted
in myths and legends which have disappeared - or
which perhaps never existed except in the human
imagination, where they are so deeply rooted that
they have become potent symbols or strongly held
beliefs. We feel a desire to understand our own past,

t

vet the distance of time often adds to the air of

nvstery. Where did our remote ancestors come from

and how did we evolve and develop? We wonder
what happened to successful and apparently invinci-
ble ancient empires which seem suddenly to have
collapsed and disappeared; and we cannot conceive
how our own predecessors created some of the
world’s greatest monuments, or why.

Here we examine a wide range of mysteries from
what we call the ‘ancient world’, a term which defies
precise definition. A century ago, we would have
equated it with the ancient Mediterranean world,
with Egypt, Greece, the Near East, Mesopotamia and
Rome. The mysteries of the past then encompassed
Classical legend and such questions as the location
of the Garden of Eden.

Today, the ’‘ancient world’ encompasses every-
thing from African hominids to early maize farmers
in Mexico and Chinese royal burials. The ‘ancient
world’ of a hundred years ago was a village compared
with the ‘global” archaeological world of today. Our
stage is the world, so we content ourselves with the




broadest of definitions. Our ’ancient world’ covers
all periods of human history and all parts of the
world, up to the voyages of Europeans to the ‘new
world’ beginning five centuries or so ago.

The 20th century abounded with books on some of
the world’s best-known mysteries, but few people
are aware of the astounding range of controversies
and unsolved puzzles from the ancient world. The
Seventy Great Mysteries of the Ancient World aims
to fill this gap. No one will agree with all our
choices, but they are spread widely enough in time
and space to reflect the remarkable diversity of
human societies in the past, and they include mys-
teries unimagined a century ago. To mention only a
few: Who were the first Americans? Was there once
a Mother Goddess cult? Why did Maya civilization
collapse so suddenly? And did comets and asteroids
devastate the earth and early civilizations?

Many ancient mysteries arouse passions so violent
that laypeople and scholars take sides with the

fervour of religious believers. The articles in The
Seventy Great Mysteries of the Ancient World are
authoritative and, above all, dispassionate, thanks to
the expertise of the 28 distinguished authors who
have contributed to the volume. They provide a bal-
anced perspective on some of the most hotly
contested debates about the past. Some of our con-
tributors readily admit that they cannot provide
definitive answers to abiding mysteries of the past.
There is a refreshing scientific honesty in these pages.

This is a fascinating, provocative journey through
the most enthralling mysteries of the past, written
by some of the best experts in the business. As such,
this book has enduring value.

BRIAN M. FAGAN

Above The brilliant paintings of Chauvet Cave in France have
been dated to 30,000 years ago, making them the earliest
representational paintings known.




Introduction:

A Scientific Pursuit

The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious. It is the source of all true art and science.

T[ {E BIBLICAL FLOOD, ATLANTIS, enigmas of
the Stone Age, undeciphered scripts and lost
civilizations wrapped in swirling mists: this book is
ajourney through some of the major mysteries of the
human past, from all corners of the world. Many of
them are enduring conundra, which may never be
resolved by science. Others are fundamental ques-
tions about ancient human societics that have
puzzled scientists for more than a century.

The Seventy Great Mysteries of the Ancient
World is divided into six parts. We begin with
‘Myths and Legends: Hidden Truths?’, some of the

ALBERT EINSTEIN, 1930

more cclebrated mysteries of the past, which have
passed into popular culture over many centuries.
Science and myth are uneasy bedfellows, for the
former requires concrete proof, while the latter often
demands belief. Our perspective here is one of
science, a search for the historical grounding of
enduring legends. We examine the evidence for the
existence of the Garden of Eden and the Exodus, and
we also discuss the persistent controversies about
the lost continent of Atlantis and the Trojan War,
which have engaged the attention of respected
scholars since Victorian times.

The key word here is ‘evidence’. For example,
what solid historical evidence exists for the Holy
Grail or for the whereabouts of Aztlin, the mythical
birthplacc of the Aztecs? Does the story of Jason and
the Argonauts have a basis in actual ancient Greek
voyages to the Black Sea? Is the quest for the Ark of
the Covenant a fruitless one? Do the Australian
Aborigines preserve a memory in the so-called
Dreamtime of the first human colonization of
Australia tens of thousands of years ago? And does
the Turin Shroud really hold an image of the dead
Christ?

‘Mysteries of the Stone Age’ ranges widely over
carlier prehistory, tackling some of the major issues
that still puzzle archaeologists and scientists. We
explore the origins of modern humanity and the
controversies surrounding our beginnings in tropical
Africa, the origins of speech, and the enigma posed
by the world’s first artistic traditions of some 30,000

Left Theseus kills the Minotaur in this black-figure Greek vase
painting, c. 540 sc. The legend may preserve a memory of
the Minoans of Crete, who practised a religion in which bulls
appear to have played a significant role.




Rizhr Lindow Man, as found in
a peat bogin northern
England. Other bodies have
been discovered across
northern Europe - were they
religious sacrifices, executed
criminals or murder victims?

Beow The enigmatic stone
figures of Easter Island have
intrigued visitors since the
18th century. The giant
statues, known as moai, are
thought to depict high-
ranking ancestors; their red
topknots represent the
feather headdresses
common in Polynesia.

years ago. Who were the first Americans? How did
humans first cross into Australia and how long ago?
What wiped out such big game animals as the woolly
mammoth and the sabre-toothed tiger at the end of
the Ice Age? Another intriguing debate surrounds
the origins of farming in southwestern Asia some
12,000 years ago, which triggered fundamental
changes in human societies that endure today. Many
suppose the first farmers to have had a matriarchal



A hunter with bow and arrow depicted in a rock painting
from the Drakensberg Mountains, South Africa. Such rock
art is found all over the world and is a direct record of how
ancient people experienced their world.

society built around a cult of the mother goddess.
We examine the evidence for this belief. And who
was Otzi the now-famous Iceman, who lost his life
and was miraculously preserved in the Alps over
5000 years ago? Other questions asked are where did
the Indo-Europeans come from, and how did ancient
peoples build Stonehenge?

‘Ancient Civilizations’ covers many controversial
issues, among them Afrocentrism and the identity of
ancient Egyptian civilization and the alleged African
origins of the Olmec people of Mesoamerica. These
controversies fan violent passions, as do debates

over the age of the Egyptian Sphinx. Then there are
issues still unresolved by modern science, such as
the cause of pharaoh Tutankhamun’s death and the
mysteries of the Nazca Lines in southern Peru.
Human sacrifice and mummification are persistent
themes in many ancient civilizations, leaving us to
wonder why people like the Incas and the
Carthaginians sacrificed children to appease the
gods, and to ponder the close links between fertility
of the soil and the continuity of human life. The
mummified bodies found in China’s Tarim Basin
were not sacrifices - but who were these mysterious
people, with their tattoos and tartan clothes?
Ancient Rome, so familiar in many respects from
archacology and the Classical authors, nevertheless
still retains some mysteries, from the secret cult of
Mithraism to the puzzle of the lost legions.

‘Tombs and Lost Treasures’ reviews some of
archacology’s most spectacular discoveries and the
many questions they pose. The Copper Scroll from
the Dead Sea, while closely studied and translated,
remains enigmatic and has not yet yielded up the
secrets of its contents. Others, like the terracotta
regiments of the Chinese emperor Shihuangdi, offer
tantalizing hints of the extraordinary wealth that
may still remain buried in the unexcavated tomb of
the emperor. But all these finds remind us that spec-
tacular artifacts are only part of the excitement of
discovery. Far more important are the questions
which they pose about the societies they came from,
and the religious beliefs behind them.

Left Archaeologist Johan
Reinhard reveals the frozen
mummy of a child, sacrificed
by the Incas on the top of a
high peak in the Andes. Such
sacrifices were thought to
appease the powerful deity
of creation, whose realm was
high mountains.

Opposite The Aedicule in the
Church of the Holy
Sepulchre in Jerusalemis
believed by many to have
been built over the tomb of
Christ.







‘Ancient and Undeciphered Scripts’ delves into
some of archacology’s greatest unsolved enigmas.
Decipherment requires remarkable scholarly skills
and often involves dedicated teamwork — or some-
times fierce competition — between scholars who
combine a passion for detail with the imaginative
ability to make inspired leaps of faith. The tri-
umphant decipherment of Egyptian hieroglyphs,
Assyrian cuneiform and Maya script are well
known. Here we describe some of the scripts that are
still undeciphered, and artifacts that have defied
expert scrutiny for generations, among them the
Indus script, Cretan Linear A, the Phaistos disc and
some carly scripts of highland Mexico.

‘The Fall of Civilizations’” looks at some of the
ways in which ancient civilizations collapsed, a
surprisingly neglected subject. The fall of Rome
and the collapse of ancient Maya civilization have
been the subject of controversy for generations.
Ecology, social stress, warfare and many other

wises have often been invoked to explain collapse,
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Le’z The strange symbolism
and arcane rituals of the
Roman cult of Mithraism
have long intrigued scholars.
This sculpture from the
Roman fort of Housesteads,
northern England, depicts
the birth of Mithras from
an egg.

cht A cup with an
inscription in Etruscan.
The language of the
Etruscans remains a
mystery, even though
we know what
individual letters signify.

Oppesre e The mysterious
Nazca Lines of Peru’s south
coast, revealed in this
airview, date from 100 BC to
AD 700. Some researchers
believe that the lines were
ceremonial pathways, others
that they were linked to
ancient watercourses.

e’ The magnificent ruins of
the Maya city of Palenque in
Mexico. The question of why
complex and successful
civilizations, such as the
Maya, suddenly collapsed

is perhaps one of the most
compelling mysteries of the
human past.

but catastrophic climate change is assuming new
importance, thanks to remarkable progress in deci-
phering short-term climatic shifts, especially over
the past few thousand years. We show how new
information on strong El Nino events is changing
our perception of the collapse of Moche civilization
in northern coastal Peru, and how severe drought
cycles contributed to the much-discussed ancestral
pueblo (Anasazi) collapse in the American South-
west. Even more dramatic are a new generation of
controversial explanations which involve cata-
strophic cometary encounters and other severe
astronomical phenomena as a leading cause of col-
lapse and devastation.

Over three-quarters of a century after the discovery
of the tomb of Tutankhamun, the pace of archaeolog-
ical discovery has not slowed. There remain many
fascinating mysteries of the past to engage both
scholar and layperson alike. Herein lies the abiding
joy of archaeology, a celebration of human diversity
in all its bewildering complexity and mystery.






‘ALL RIGHT, I will take you to the world of legend.
You know that time, that place well, where animals
talked and walked as men, untamed, unchanged, real
people still....” The Northwest Indian story of the
creation is one of countless such myths, a way of
explaining the world order, the beginnings of existence.
The ancient Egyptians told of the god Atum, who
emerged from the watery chaos and raised a primordial
carthen mound over the waters. Genesis, Chapter 1,
recounts how God created the world and humanity
in six days. We humans have a unique capacity for
spiritual and symbolic thought, for defining the
boundaries of existence, the relationship between
the individual, the group and the cosmos in song and
recitation. We are also intensely curious about the
past, which is why so many of us have a preoccupation
with the historical veracity of myths and legends.
Some of the greatest literature of the Western
world - the Scriptures, Homer’s Iliad, the Epic of
Gilgamesh and the Norse Sagas, to mention only a
few — began as oral epics, which were later set down
in writing and have been cherished, studied and
analysed cxhaustively to this day. They contain
some of our best-loved stories of adventure and
bravery - Jason seeking the Golden Fleece or
Theseus battling the monstrous Minotaur in the
Labyrinth. Inevitably, inquisitive science asks the
question of questions: are the legends true? Did
Moses actually flee Egypt at a time of plague and
pestilence? Were the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah
destroyed by fire and brimstone? Is the Trojan War
historical fact and was King Arthur a living person
who quested for a Holy Grail? Definitive answers

Jean-Francois Detroy, The Capture of the Golden Fleece, 1743:
what truth lies behind the story of Jason and the Argonauts?



often seem to clude us, for legends are not readily
susceptible to definitive proof, as demanded by
sceptical science

The scarch is demanding. The quest for the Garden
of Eden involves researches into Sumerian literature
as well as archacology. Sir Leonard Woolley belicved
(wrongly) that he had tound cvidence for the biblical
Flood in a deep trench at Ur in southern Iraq. Today,
there are claims that the sudden flooding of the
Euxine Lake and the creation of the Black Sea caused
folk memories of the Flood. Atlantis has generated
an enormous speculative and scholarly literature.
One of the most durable theories 1s that the Greek
philosopher Plato recorded dim memorics of the
highly advanced Bronze Age civilization on Crete.
Navigating through such controversies is to journcy
through shark-infested academic waters under
constant attack from those who do not question the
historical existence of, say, the Ark of the Covenant,
the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel or the Star of Bethlehem.
Epic tales and spectacular disasters may offer adven-
turous scenarios and simplistic explanations for the
past, but often science proves that historical reality
was much more complicated.

All carly civilizations created powerful ideologies,
by which they explained their origins or vindicated
the rulc of divine kings and imperial rulers. Ancient
Maya mythology was an elaborate fabrication, which
placed powerful lords at the heart of a mythic world.
Their priests maintained the celebrated Long Count
calendar, which some people believe predicts the end
of the world in AD 2012. But can one apply ancient
Maya teachings to the 2l1st-century world? The
Aztecs of the Mexican highlands created for them-
selves a glorious imperial past in the early 15th

century AD, designed to justify their military cam-
paigns and conquests. Their manufactured history
placed their ancestral homeland to the northwest of
the Basin of Mexico, at a lake called Aztlan. Can we
now locate Aztlan and the original homeland of the
Aztecs? The scientific jury is still out.

The Maya and Aztecs thought of the living and
spiritual worlds as a continuum, where men and
women of unusual spiritual power had the ability to
cross into the supernatural realm, to communicate
with the ancestors and the forces of the spiritual
world. In such cultures, the question of whether cre-
ation legends or epic tales are true or susceptible to
scientific proof never arises. They are part of the
fabric of human existence. The Australian Dream-
time is such a symbolic world, which surrounds
every band member and pervades all life.

The Shroud of Turin is among the most famous
and controversial of all relics of Christ, a cloth with
the back and front images of a man, said to be Jesus
himself. Radiocarbon dates place the Shroud in the
13th or 14th centuries, but there are serious anoma-
lies and questions surrounding both the dating and
the way in which the image was produced, or
appeared on the fabric. The questions over the
Shroud are a classic example of some of the limita-
tions of science in unravelling mysteries of the past.

Some of the greatest challenges for science lie in
the verification of long-established myths and
legends. To search for answers is harmless enough,
provided one remembers that, to many people, they
constitute either historical truth or the core of
human history and existence as a matter of legiti-
mate and deeply held faith. And science is powerless
in the face of fervent belief.

The Holy Grail appears
before Lancelot and the
other knights of the Round
Table. The question of
whether King Arthur and his
fabled court actually existed
arouses great controversy
and debate.




The Garden of Eden

Time: mythical
Location: possibly southern Iraq

Eden is a unique place on earth, but no creature is permitted to know its exact location. In the time to

come ... God will reveal the path to Eden.

N O ONE HAS ever known where the biblical
Garden of Eden lies, with a great, life-giving
river flowing through it. The book of Genesis tells us
‘God planted a garden eastward in Eden’ (Genesis 2:
8), which is taken to indicate an area of southern
Iraq anciently called the Land of Sumer and Akkad.
Over the centuries many people have looked for

The biblical image of the
Garden of Eden as an earthly
Paradise or Garden of
Delight, with God, the
Father and the King, blessing
Adam and Eve from the
heavens. The planets in their
spheres divide heaven from
earth.

A RABBINIC PARABLE

this fabled garden, but it has never been found.

Similar legends are known from Sumer also,

although they lack the sense of sin and punishment
present in the Hebrew account. Later theologians,
from St Paul on, thought of the Garden of Eden as
a place of heavenly reward rather than an earthly
paradise (2 Corinthians 12: 3).




Gardens in Egypt and the Near East

The 1dea of a garden is deeply rooted in the Semitic
psyche — probably as an antithesis to the parched
landscapes that lie all around the cultivated areas
where people live. It is hard labour to bring food out
of the unwilling earth of much of the Ncar East. This
huge region has always been an area of immense
contrasts: well-watered, highly fertile oases, care-
fully nurtured by their inhabitants, cxist in the
middle of arid descrts. The immensely rich river val-
leys such as the Tigris and Euphrates, tflowing
through Turkey, Syria and Iraq, and the Nile in

Hara
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Left A picnic in a garden, from a Persian manuscript of the
early 16th century Ap. The Persians gave the world the idea
of Paradise, from a word meaning ‘park’. Above A pool in the
garden of Nebamun, from his |18th-dynasty Egyptian tomb.
The pool is surrounded by trees, providing welcome shade.

Egypt, contrast starkly with the dust of the dry
plains and sandy desert beyond. Without fresh water
nothing can survive — plant, animal or human. And
along the sea coasts the land cannot be tilled unless
there are springs or clear running streams for the
crops. Where rain does fall it is never completely pre-
dictable; even irrigation agriculture is at the mercy
of the water supply. In the Nile Valley Pharaoh’s
dream of seven years of abundance then famine for
seven more (Genesis 41: 1-4), reflects a very real sit-
uation 1n Egypt that persisted until the mid-20th
century when the Aswan dam was built.

Thus the idea of a garden has been precious in the
Near East for millennia. The very name ‘Eden’ is
linked either to an Akkadian word edinu meaning ‘a
plain’ or, more probably, to a Hebrew root meaning
‘delight’ or ‘pleasure’; from earliest times it was
linked to the idea of Paradise. Our word ‘paradise’
originatcs in the Old Persian apiri-daeza - a park —
which became pardes in Hebrew and then
paradeiseos in Greek. In Greek translations of the
Bible the word was first used of the Garden of Eden
and then for all gardens and pleasure parks, such as
the great complex of palaces set in well-watered gar-
dens with swimming pools and water features that
King Herod created at Jericho in the 1st century BC.
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In pharaonic Egypt kings and aristocrats sur-
rounded their homes with irrigated gardens that
produced fruit and vegetables; fish for the table came
from pools, beside which people relaxed in the heat of
the day. Such a garden is mentioned in the Hebrew
Bible in the area between the double walls that
guarded Jerusalem (2 Kings 25: 4). This may well be
the same as the garden of King Uzziah noted in 2
Kings 21: 18. Eisewhere in the ancient Near East roy-
alty created paradise gardens, such as those of the
palaces of Assyria and Babylon. Some kings also
created vast parks for wildlife, not so much for con-
servation as for hunting all kinds of imported and
specially bred game - the most famous being the lions
hunted by Assurbanipal (668-627 BC) depicted on the
reliefs from his palace at Nineveh. Another relief
shows this same king and his wife feasting in a bower
of vines amid the luxurious trees of their palace gar-
dens. A garden, probably created by Sennacherib
(704681 BC), is depicted in vet another Nineveh
relief, criss-crossed by irrigation canals fed from an
aqueduct built by the king to bring water to the vege-
table plots, orchards and parks of the city, from the
Zagros mountains some 80 km (50 miles] to the east.

The Hanging Gardens of Babylon

The most famous gardens of all — the Hanging
Gardens of Babylon ~ were renowned even in ancient
times. These ‘gardens of delight’ (a good way to
translate ‘Garden of Eden’) were one of the Seven
Wonders of the ancient world. In legend they were
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“0o e Assurbanipal, king of Assyria, feasting in the palace

gardens. Relief from the palace at Nineveh, 7th century Bc.
Bs Reconstructed fagade from Nebuchadnezzar’s throne
room, Babylon, with palm trees and shrubs, éth century BC.
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created by the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar
(604-562 BC) for his Median wife, Amyitis, who
pined for the wooded mountains of her native land.
Early in the 20th century, the German archaeologist
Robert Koldewey thought that he might have identi-
fied the foundations of this structure, which he
imagined as a kind of terraced ziggurat covered with

Above A Mesopotamian cylinder seal, with two figures seated
on either side of a sacred tree - on the right is a goddess, as
shown by her horned headdress. Behind each rears a serpent,
prefiguring the story of the Garden of Eden? <7 Adam and
Eve, by Masolino and Masaccio, 15th century. Note the
snake’s head in the shape of an obviously female head.

all sorts of plants. More recent archaeological inves-
tigation has identified an area north of the royal
palace where massive irrigated terraces may well
have been planted with trees and flowers for the use
of the king and his family and followers. Interest-
ingly, this area lay between the walls of the palace
proper at the extreme northwest corner of Babylon
and the outwork walls to the north. It is possible
then that the classic location for a royal garden was
in the area between the double defensive walls of a
city, close to its palace, as in Jerusalem.

The idea of Eden

The royal gardens of the ancient Near East are practi-
cal evocations of a mythical dream. The image of the
biblical Garden of Eden itself is of an earthly or a
heavenly paradise to which human beings aspire as a
place of rest. In Western civilization it relates to
notions of a ‘Golden Age’, ‘the Happy Isles’, ‘the
Islands of the Blessed’ and ‘the Elysian fields’, and
others like them. The concept of Arcadian inno-
cence has proved very persistent.

In the Bible, Eden is a place of innocence, belong-
ing in an age of innocence, when people could speak
with God as with a friend. Then we grew up. As the
fruit of the Tree of Knowledge opened our eyes to the
reality of our condition we became fully human. We
knew that we must work to live, that disease, evil,
poverty and death stalk the world. The truth of a par-
able is very profound and works on the level of the
human heart. Today we are more ready to recognize
that the Garden of Eden has its place only in our
souls, where the meaning of a symbolic myth is
more powerful than any concrete fact.




The Biblical Flood &

Time: mythical/mid-6th millennium Bc
Location: southwestern Turkey/Black Sea?

Noah's Ark

So God said to Noah, ‘The end of all flesh has come before me, for the earth is filled with violence because
of them. And now I am going to destroy them [and] the earth. Make yourself an Ark of gopher wood ... I
am now going to bring about the Flood — water to cover the earth destroying all living things on it.’

THE BIBLICAL STORY of the great Flood that
drowned the whole world is recounted in the
book of Genesis, chapters 6-9. When God decided to
destroy His Creation due to the sins of humankind,
Noah alone was saved because he was a righteous
man. God gave him detailed instructions on how to
build a ship (usually called the Ark), which would
have looked much like a long house with a gabled
roof and many small rooms. When the rains started
Noah led his family on board, together with repre-
sentatives of all living creatures in pairs.

The rains continued until the entire surface of the
land was submerged; but eventually they ceased and
the floodwaters began to recede. The Ark came to
rest on the mountains of Ararat and Noah sent out
birds to see if it was safe to leave the Ark. First he
sent a raven and then three more times he sent a
dove. When the last one did not return, Noah
knew that the earth was drying out and they
could all disembark. Once on dry land his first
action was to offer sacrifice. God approved of
it and decided never again to doom the
world for the sins of humankind. He estab-
lished a covenant with Noah and bade him
‘Go forth and multiply and fill the earth’
(Genesis 9: 1). Humans would have in their
care all the creatures of the earth and, as a
sign of this covenant, God placed the rain-
bow in the sky.

The quest for Noah'’s Ark
From ancient times people have looked to one
mountain peak or another as the place where
Noah’s Ark came to rest. In recent times many expe-
ditions have set out to find its remains and there are
numerous mountains to choose from in the Near

o
n

GENESIS 6: 13,17

East. One is Pir Omar Gudrun, called Mount Nisir in
the past, which lies near Kirkuk in Iraq {ancient
Mesopotamia), east of the old Assyrian homeland in
the Zagros Mountains. Another favoured area is in
the Taurus Mountains east of Lake Van in Armenia.
At the time of the Assyrian Empire (roughly 9th-7th
centuries BC) this was the kingdom of Urartu (note

Ze» Noah'’s Ark resting on Mount Ararat: a dove returns,
carrying a leafy twig to Noabh, the first sign that the waters of
the Flood are receding.
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the similarity of the name to the biblical Ararat).
Occasionally Mount Massis, the highest peak of
this range, has been the object of expeditions to
locate Noah’s Ark. So too have the Kurdish
mountains southeast of Lake Van but, despite
sporadic flurries of optimism, the Ark has never
come to light. This is hardly surprising, since the
story of Noah in the Book of Genesis is not couched
in historical terms at all. Rather it is mythological in
form. It preserves an carly and unsophisticated
image of a God who still speaks directly with his
worshippers. He 1s indeed depicted as One and
All-powerful, but somchow also human in charac-
ter, not really all that different from the gods of other
Near Eastern peoples at the time.

Searching for signs of the Flood

[t has often been pointed out that the legend of a
great Flood, and of the hero who survives it to bring
new life to the world, is paralleled in many ancient
mythologies, from South America to Australasia,

Left Tablet |1 of the famous Epic of Gilgamesh from ancient
Babylonia. It recounts the flood story of Ut-Napishtim, the
Mesopotamian equivalent of Noah (c. 2000-1800 &c). Opposie
Mosaic from San Marco, Venice, showing Noah and his family
in the Ark. Noah is releasing all the animals of the earth, in
pairs, from the Ark.

and from the Mediterrancan to Mesopotamia. The
Greek Flood hero was called Deucalion. Like Noah,
he and his wife built an Ark and, loading animals on
board, set sail to avoid destruction. In ancient
Mesopotamia the Flood hero was at different periods
called Ziusudra, Atrahasis and Ut-Napishtim.

It is this Mesopotamian legend that most closely
resembles the story of Noah in the Hebrew Bible. In
1873 George Smith of the British Museum published
the Epic of Gilgamesh, a mythical king of Uruk who,
with his close companion Enkidu, had many adven-
tures. When Enkidu died, Gilgamesh was distraught,
and set out to find the sccret of eternal life from his
ancestor Ut-Napishtim, who had survived the Flood,
and to whom, together with his wife, the gods had
granted immortality. Ut-Napishtim’s story is told in
some detail and it is very like the biblical tale of
Noah and the Ark, except for its multitude of gods.

In the 1920s the English archaeologist Leonard
Woolley excavated at Ur, the city in southern
Mesopotamia that was the birthplace of the biblical
patriarch Abraham. Woolley caused an enormous
stir by telegraphing to London that he had found evi-
dence for the Flood at Ur. Unfortunately he had not,
and neither have later archaeologists excavating at
other sites on the southern Mesopotamian plain.
What they did find were deep layers of water-laid
silt, interrupting evidence of habitation in the form
of pottery, graves and buildings, that were present
both below and above the ‘Flood’ levels. These silty
layers are in fact restricted to particular areas of the
scttlements and never encompass a whole site. They
may not be the Flood, but they are certainly evidence
for localized flooding by the Tigris and the Euphrates,
the great rivers of the Land of Sumer and Akkad.

All the cities of Mesopotamia are perforce situated
on one or other of these rivers or their tributaries;
the rivers gave life to the settlements but also
brought the danger of flooding. If, far upstream in
Turkey or Syria, there was an unusually heavy
deluge, or perhaps the winter snows melted too fast
in the mountains, then the great rivers quickly
became torrential, breaking their banks and causing
enormous damage over relatively small areas. This
would happen all the more easily where, in their
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lower reaches, the rivers flowed slowly across the
alluvial plains in levees (raised beds) far above the
rich fields they watered. Evidence of tlooding is only
to be expected in such circumstances. Today, in the
south, many of the ancient sites are now located in
the desert, for the rivers have cut and recut their
courses again and again in the delta region with the
passage of time.

Archacologists and historians have for many years
assumed that Noah'’s Flood is a folk memory of one
such flooding event, even perhaps of an especially
catastrophic one. The memory may have been car-
ried with Abraham’s clan on the long journey from
Ur to Canaan, and given a fresh and monotheistic
flavour in their new homeland. The oral traditions
that underlie the written narrative in Genesis could
casily have persisted in the hands of skilled story-
tellers over many centuries, and it is clear from
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</ The Great Flood Pit
excavated by Sir Leonard
Woolley at Ur in southern
Mesopotamia in the 1920s,
Woolley believed he had
found evidence of the biblical
Flood, but the thick band of
water-laid silt that divides
two habitation layers is only
evidence for very localized
flooding that did not even
affect the entire site of Ur,
let alone the whole ancient
Near East.

Opposite above On board the
research vessel that is
exploring the submerged
ancient shoreline of the
Black Sea. The team led by
Robert Ballard are using
remote-controlled
submersibles which send
pictures back that can be
monitored. Oppos v The
Black Sea flood, mid-éth
millennium Bc. There would
have been a total rise in sea
level of about 150 m (500 ft)
and a change from a
freshwater to a saltwater
environment.

inconsistencies in the biblical text itself that these
sources did not agree in every detail.

The Black Sea flood?

There is, however, a new and fascinating theory
proposed by two American scholars, William Ryan
and Walter Pitman, both geophysicists who are
particularly interested in the Black Sea. They see the
Great Flood as a truly cataclysmic event that
occurred in the Black Sea around the middle of the
6th millennium Bc. The Black Sea was then a fresh-
water lake, called the New Euxine Lake by modern
geologists. At that time its surface was some 150 m
(500 ft) below sea level. The melting of the glaciers at
the end of the Ice Age had caused a rise in worldwide
sea levels. The Mediterranean Sea (itself fed from the
Atlantic via the Straits of Gibraltar) poured its salt
water through the Dardanelles into the Sea of




Marmara. At the eastern end a neck of land blocked
the way to the New Euxine, but gradually, as the sea
level continued to rise, water tlowed across that
area, slowly at first and then perhaps with more
rapidity. Then, aided possibly by one of the earth-
quakes that are so common in Turkey, the neck of
land split apart and millions of gallons of salt water
roared into today’s Bosporus and crashed eastwards
through it, cascading down with immense violence
into the lake far below. Ryan and Pitman have esti-
mated that about 10 cubic miles of water poured
west to east through the narrow channel each day for

about two years, downcutting its bed and carrying
all before it. Even so it would have raised the level of
the whole of the Black Sea by only about 15 ¢cm (6 in)
each day and the flat land around the lake shore
would have disappeared at the rate of perhaps a mile
a day.

There were almost certainly people living in farm-
ing villages around the lake at that time, just as there
were elsewhere in the Near East. Mostly they would
have been able to escape the rising waters, with their
animals, by boat, on donkey or even on foot if neces-
sary. The groups, flecing in all directions, would
have taken horrific memories of the Flood with
them. These memories would have gradually altered
into folklore and myth as they were recounted in
story and song in the mouths of generations of bards
and ordinary people.

This was the theory —and it is now being tested by
an expedition using remotely operated submersibles
with cameras to explore the bed of the Black Sea.
The pictures sent back by the cameras can be viewed
on board the expedition ship. Amazingly, early
results are very exciting: remains of what could pos-
sibly be buildings have been located at a depth of 91
m (300 ft) and will be further investigated.

This then, might well be the origin of the Flood
legend in the opinion of the two American scholars.
Noah'’s story could be one memory of it and the hero
of the Mesopotamian epics another and even the
Deucalion legend in Greece could make a third. Dif-
ficult though this idea would undoubtedly be to
prove, it is hard to dismiss it out of hand.
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Moses & the Exodus:

Time: [13th century Bc?
Location: Egypt/Sinai Peninsula

Myth or Realrty?

Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel, ‘Let my people go’.

THE BOOK OF EXODUS in the Hebrew Bible
opens with an account of the oppression of the
Israclites in Egypt and their liberation by Moses
from slavery. Although the son of an Israclite
couple, Moses was brought up by an Egyptian
princess. As an adult he killed an Egyptian overscer
whom he had caught abusing an Israclite slave.
When his deed became known, Moses was forced to
flee into the desert, where he received a revelation of
God at the Burning Bush. As a result, Moses returned
to Egypt and, together with his brother Aaron,
demanded that the Israclites should be set free.

EXODUS 5: 1

Pharaoh refused, thus bringing the ten plagues on his
country. The tenth plague, the death of the first-
born, struck every Egyptian household, and Pharach
now urged the Israelites to leave Egypt. In the desert
cast of Egypt, God caused the Red Sea to open up,
allowing the Israelites to cross dryshod, but then the
waters returned, drowning the pursuing Egyptians —
Pharaoh having changed his mind.

Not all scholars believe either that Moses existed
or that the Exodus from Egypt ever took place as it is
recorded. Many, however, consider that while the
biblical account of the miracles of the ten plagues




Abo.e The Israelites cross the Red Sea while the pursuing
Egyptians drown in its waters; fresco from the synagogue at
Dura-Europos, Syria, mid-3rd century AD.

and the crossing of the Red Sea is mythical as it is
presented, there is nevertheless a core of historical
information contained in the narratives, as found
mainly in the books of Exodus, Numbers and
Deuteronomy. The two schools of thought are often
called ‘minimalist’ and ‘maximalist’, and the con-
troversy over the Exodus story is part of a much
larger debate about the use of the Hebrew Bible as a
source for the history of Israel.

The minimalists point to a lack of specific evidence
in Egypt, Sinai or anywhere else, as well as the mirac-
ulous nature of the ten plagues and the parting of the
Red Sea. They believe that the biblical narratives
were composed very much later than the events they
purport to describe, between the late 6th and the 2nd
centuries BC, and were designed for didactic, theologi-
cal purposes. Also, as there was no such thing as the
writing of history at that time, the stories in the
Hebrew Bible are merely myth and folklore and are
unreliable and inaccurate. Archaeological and histori-
cal research therefore cannot throw light on the Bible.

The so-called ‘maximalists’ on the other hand,
who comprise the majority view, hold rather differ-
ent opinions about the nature of the biblical text,
though they do recognize that the Hebrew Bible was
finalized long after the events it reports. When the

Opposte An aerial view of Mount Sinai and surrounding peaks.
Rznt Moses holding the tablets of the Ten Commandments,
while the Israelites huddle below; the Alba Bible, 1422.

Babylonians under Nebuchadnezzar destroyed the
First Temple in 587/6 BC they took the leaders of the
people from Jerusalem and Judah into exile in
Babylon. And it was there, between 586 and 538 BC,
that the final versions of many of the books of the
Hebrew Bible were collated from the various oral
and written sources that the exiles had to hand. The
biblical narrative thus still retains a considerable
amount of accurate historical information.
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Such scholars point out that there is a primary
narrative concerning the group led by Moses, who
received the Law (Torah) at Mount Sinai. In addition
to the Exodus under Mosces, the biblical account also
preserves traces of several journeys in Sinai, so it is
at least possible that the ancestral Israclites were
coming and going over a long period. While it is
impossible to be certain of the route of the Exodus,
and of the location of many of the places mentioned
by names unknown today in Sinai, these scholars
believe that archacological and historical studies have
the potential to throw light on the biblical narratives.

Israelitesin Egypt?
The minimalists declare that not a single picce of
concrete evidence exists for Moses or the Exodus, nor
for the Israclite presence in Canaan, and dismiss this
part of the Hebrew Bible as the fabrication of a later
age. The maximalists, however, while agreeing that
there is no evidence in Egypt, Sinai or elsewhere spe-
cifically relating to Moses and the Exodus,
nevertheless point to a large body of circumstantial
evidence indicating both the presence of Semitic peo-
ples in Egypt, and the arrival of a new population in
the central highlands of Judah in the 13th-12th cen-
turies BC. Using the known facts of Egyptian history
they demonstrate that from the 19th century 8¢ and
perhaps earlier, groups of Semitic nomads were com-
ing to Egypt to trade, buy food and some to settle if
they could, usually in the eastern part of the Nile
delta. Among these immigrant groups were the
ancestors of the [sraclites, the patriarchal clans under
Jacob’s leadership. They came to join Joseph in Egypt
and were given the task of herding cattle for Pharaoh,
scttling by royal command in the land of Goshen,
now usually associated with the eastern delta region.
During a subsequent period of Egyptian weakness
the descendants of the original settlers established
their own rule over the delta region, founding their
capital at Avaris. They are known to history as the
Hyksos, a name meaning ‘chiefs of foreign hill
country’ — a good description of southern Canaan.
Their leaders were chased out of Egypt by a resurgent
native dynasty in around the mid-16th century Bc.
The bulk of the Semitic peasantry remained behind
to become part of the agrarian population of the
delta. Tt is these folk who were ‘enslaved’ in the bib-
lical account by the ‘king who did not know Joseph’
(Exodus 1: 8). This is probably a reference to the pha-
raohs of the 19th Dynasty, who came to power c.
1307 BC and who seem to have had a family link to

the castern delta area, for they made it their base.
Their capital was at Pi-Ramessu (biblical Raamses,
modern Qantir}, not far from Avaris.

These pharaohs constructed several other cities,
including Pi-Atum (biblical Pithom, modern Tell el-
Rataba), and a chain of border fortresses and supply
depots in the same area, to prevent incursions from
the bedouin of Sinai and others. To achieve this the
pharaohs employed the population of the region in a
corvée labour system, not unlike that of medieval
Europe. Among the Egyptian villagers were descen-
dants of Hyksos groups as well as other immigrants,
all of them no doubt eager to escape this unwelcome
imposition. Thus the Israelites are said to have left
Egypt together with a mixed multitude (Exodus 12:
38). It is therefore believed by many experts that the
Exodus fits best into a 13th-century BC setting, dur-
ing the long reign of Ramesses II (¢. 1290-1224 gc).

The route of the Exodus

The route by which Moses led the Israelites out of
Egypt is, however, certainly a mystery. It is not even
known why the Hebrew ‘Yam Suf’ was translated
into English as the ‘Red’ rather than the ‘Reed’ Sea.
Nor is it known where it was. There is no consensus
about the identification of the Israelite camps, but
perhaps this is not surprising: the bedouin tribes
of Sinai would hardly have perpetuated Hebrew
place-names. The route of the Exodus and the
desert wanderings, as well as the location of Mount
Sinai are untraceable. Kadesh-Barnea, where the
Israclites encamped for nearly 40 years before
continuing their journey to Canaan, might be
identified with the oasis of Ein Qudeirat in northeast
Sinai, but there are no remains there dating from the
appropriate period.




The Promised Land

Moses died and was buried on Mount Nebo in Moab
(Deuteronomy 34: 1, 5) and it was Joshua who led the
people across the Jordan and into the hill country of
Canaan. There is little proof for the conquest of the
land as related in the books of Joshua and Judges, but
there is evidence for the establishment of small
farming villages in these hills for the first time. They
date to between the 13th and the 11th centuries &c,
at the same time as the lands bordering the east
Mediterranean were under attack by migrants from
the Aegean world. In Egyptian texts these groups are
referred to as the ‘Sea Peoples’. Among them were
the Philistines who settled in the area now known as
the Gaza Strip. Refugees from the disruption on the
coastal plain made new lives for themselves in
villages in the hill country inland, where they met
up with Israelites coming from the east. There are
many signs of technological innovations in the
agricultural communities that they established
together. One interesting fact is that, in contrast to
the contemporaneous coastal settlements, there is
no evidence of pig bones among the animal remains
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Possible migration routes of
the Israelites across the Sinai
peninsula towards Canaan.
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from the majority of these villages. (In later Judaism
pig meat was forbidden by ritual law.) This may well
indicate not only the presence of Israelites in the hill
villages, but also the fact that it was their religious
beliefs that governed these communities.

There is one more piece of evidence that consti-
tutes conclusive proof for the presence of Israel in
Canaan by the late 12th and 11th centuries BC. In the
fifth year of his reign (c. 1219 Bc), the Egyptian pha-
raoh Merneptah campaigned through the area in the
hope of re-establishing Egyptian control. In the com-
memorative monument he later set up at Karnak
listing his conquests, he noted that among others in
Canaan he had utterly destroyed the people of Israel.
It is ironic that the first extra-biblical note of the
existence of Israel also lays claim to its total destruction.

So although direct proof for Meses and the Exodus
is lacking, there 1s a considerable body of circum-
stantial evidence that is hard to ignore. Ultimately it
remains a matter of individual conviction, but for
those who believe in the essential truth of the events
recounted in the Bible, there is a mystery that will
always surround the narratives.

Opposite Sea Peoples depicted on the walls of Medinet Habu,
Luxor, Egypt; their helmets show that they are Philistines.
Let The Israel Stela of Merneptah, recording his victories in
Canaan - including the destruction of the people of Israel.



The Lost Cities of Sodom

Time: c.3150-1550 BC
Location: Jordan

& Gomorrah

Then the Lord rained upon Sodom and Gomorrah brimstone and fire from the Lord out of heaven; And he
overthrew those cities, and all the plain, and all the inhabitants of the cities, and that which grew upon the

ground.

THE DESTRUCTION of the cities of Sodom and
Gomorrah is one of the most intriguing stories
told in the Old Testament of the Bible, and repeated
in the Koran. The main characters are the greatest
patriarch, Abraham, and his nephew Lot. They were
burdened with the serious moral dilemmas of land
rights, homosexuality, succession and incest — all
still relevant today. The episode has been regarded
simply as an analogy for the study of biblical ethics,
but is there any evidence for the existence of these
cities and the events described?

The biblical narrative
In the story, Abraham and Lot travelled through the
land of Canaan as shepherds, grazing their flocks,

GENESIS 19:24-25

until the animals grew so numerous that the land
could no longer support them all. Abraham decided
that they should scparate, and gave Lot the first
choice of where to go. Lot chose the well-watered
plain of the Jordan Valley and went to live near
Sodom, one of five prosperous ‘cities of the plain’,
the others being Adamh, Zeboiim and Zoar. But the
men of Sodom were homosexual sinners and God
warned them that if they did not repent, He would
destroy them. Abraham debated with God regarding
the ethics of destroying righteous people along with
the guilty, until it was realized that Lot was the only
righteous person in Sodom.

Two angels were sent to warn Lot of the impend-
ing destruction of Sodom, and when the Sodomites

Left The destruction of
Sodom and Gomorrah: a
detail from the Bible
Tapestry, German, early
16th century.
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Map of the Dead Sea area to show the position of early
Bronze Age sites, possibly the ‘cities of the plain’.

heard of Lot’s heavenly visitors, they went to his
house and demanded to see them. Fearing that the
wicked Sodomites would molest the angels, Lot
offered the crowd his two virgin daughters instead.
Finally the angels blinded the Sodomites at the door
and told Lot to flee immediately with his family. As
God rained down fire and brimstone on the cities of
Sodom and Gomorrah, Lot escaped towards the city
of Zoar with his wife and two daughters. But on the
way, Lot’s wife disobeyed God’s instruction not to
look back and was turned into a pillar of salt. Lot was
afraid to stay in Zoar and instead sought refuge in a
cave, along with his daughters. After a long period
of isolation, the daughters feared they would never
meet a man who could father their children and
continue their lineage. So together they agreed to get
their father drunk and seduce him when he was
unaware of what he was doing. Two sons resulted
from these incestuous unions: Moab and Ben-ammi,
the forefathers of the Moabite and Ammonite tribes.

So what evidence do we have that any of this
story is true? There are in fact certain natural and
geological phenomena in the Dead Sea area which
seem to corroborate the Sodom and Gomorrah story.
In addition, recent archaeological discoveries lend
credibility to the biblical account.

Biblical phenomena occurring naturally

Earthquakes occur regularly in the Dead Sea area as a
result of two huge land masses sliding apart and sub-
siding. We know from historical records that whole
cities elsewhere have been devastated in the past by
carthquakes, and they would be particularly severe

when located on such a geological fault. The same
geological processes have also created the lowest
point on the earth’s surface. The Dead Sea, lying
below sea level in this deep rift valley, is a highly
saline body of water, and salt formations are
common features around its shores. Salt pillars are
created which sometimes, by chance, resemble
human forms; and if anything falls into the Dead Sea
it is rapidly encrusted by salt. It is therefore not hard
to imagine how the story of Lot’s wife turning into a
pillar of salt could have stemmed from such
unusual, but natural, processes.

Another peculiar characteristic of the Dead Sea is
that it is rich in bitumen, which periodically sur-
faces as large lumps or oil slicks. This is reminiscent
of an episode when the kings of Sodom and Gomor-
rah got stuck in ‘slime pits’ as they fled during
a battle with the kings of Syria (Genesis 14: 10).
Furthermore, fist-sized sulphur nodules are com-
monly found embedded in the soft marly soils
around the Dead Sea shores. The ancient writers of
the Old Testament story of Sodom and Gomorrah
certainly must have been aware of these flammable
balls which they called ‘brimstone’, and so their
description of a burning deluge raining down from
heaven and destroying cities may well have been
inspired by these strange objects.

Natural erosion of the soft marls around the Dead Sea often
produces pillars, reminiscent of the fate of Lot’s wife.




Searching for Sodom and Gomorrah

For over a century, biblical scholars and archacolo-
gists have attempted to locate the sites of Sodom and
Gomorrah. Initially the debate centred around whether
they were located in the northern or southern
part of the Dead Sea. In 1851 De Saulcy conducted a
survey northwest of the Dead Sea, suggesting that
Jericho and Qumran were the lost biblical citics.
By the 1920s Father Alexis Mallon’s excavations at
Teletlat Ghassul on the northeastern shore revealed
a large Chalcolithic period scttlement (c. 3600 Bc),
which secemed to be a more plausible alternative.
The difficulty with this proposal, however, is that
there was no occupation of the site during the
Bronze Age (3150-1550 gc), the period to which
most scholars attribute the Sodom and Gomorrah
story.

In 1896 a unique mosaic floor map dating to the
6th to 7th centuries Ab was discovered in Madaba, in
modern Jordan. On this map Zoar — the city that Lot
had initially escaped to — was located at the south-
cast end of the Dead Sea. This area had been
described by the Classical historians Diodorus,
Strabo, Josephus and Tacitus, and later by

the medicval Arab geographers Yakut, Mas‘udi,
Mukaddasi and Ibn ‘Abbas. In 1924 William F.
Albright, Revd Melvin G. Kyle, Father Alexis
Mallon and others surveyed the region, hoping to
verify the location of Zoar. Its identification with
the land of Moab led them to search south of the

Mujib river, identified as the biblical Arnon. After
mvestigating the Lisan peninsula and the nearby
valleys, they concluded that the modern town of
Safi was ancient Zoar, a theory that had first been
put forward much earlier by Sir John Maundevil,
during his visit to Safi between 1322 and 1356.

The scarch for Sodom and Gomorrah was joined in
the 1930s by Le P. F. M. Abel, F. Frank and Nelson
Glueck, who investigated the shallow basin south of
the Dead Sea. This salt-pan area fits the Old Testa-
ment description of the ‘vale of Siddim’ as next to
the ‘salt sca’ (Genesis 14: 3) and a ‘wasteland’
(Deuteronomy 29: 23). The most recent research by
Konstantinos Politis has confirmed that Safi was
indeed Zoar — and it is located exactly where
depicted on the Madaba map.

Another proposition, that the ‘cities of the plain’
(Genesis 13: 12) had disappeared below the waters of
the Dead Sea, was first mentioned by the 4th-
century AD pilgrim Egeria. Then in the late 19th
century several small islands were recorded in the
north end of the sea by William Lynch, Albright and
Kyle, which have since become submerged. The
Dead Sea is now being studied from NASA satellite
photographs and by submarine investigation of its
sea floor, looking for any signs of the lost cities.
Although inconclusive, the theory that Sodom and
Gomorrah could be found beneath the Dead Sea,
rather than along its shorelines, certainly seems
plausible.

Left A detail from the 6th-7th
century AD mosaic map at
Madaba, Jordan, depicting
the sanctuary of Lot above
the city of Zoar.

Right An excavation trench at
Bab edh-Drah showing a
burnt destruction phase
dating to the Early Bronze
Age (c. 3000 BC).

Opposite Inside Mount Sodom
(Jebel Usdam), which is
made of salt. Water eats
away at the salts, creating
these soaring caves.




Recent archaeological evidence
Recent surveys and excavations on the ancient
shorelines and along the geological fault lines of the
southern Dead Sea basin have been conducted by
Paul Lapp, Walter Rast, Thomas Shaub and Burton
MacDonald. In the 1970s and 1980s they discovered
large, once-thriving settlements there. Some, such
as Bab edh-Drah, ended with fiery destructions
during the Early Bronze Age (c. 3000 BC). Could these
sites correspond to the legendary ‘cities of the plain’?
In 1976 these cities were found to be listed on Early
Bronze Age tzblets discovered at Ebla in Syria. Does
this discovery confirm their historical existence?
During the 1990s Konstantinos Politis excavated
Deir ‘Ain ‘Abata near Safi, uncovering a church built
over a cave in which early Byzantine Christians
believed Lot took refuge after the destruction of
Sodom and Gomorrah. Roman-period finds suggest an
earlier veneration of the site. The additional discovery
of substantial Early and Middle Bronze Age remains
indicates that the cave was occupied during the period
when, it is thought, the Genesis story occurred.
Meanwhile, the latest excavations at nearby sites
have uncovered similar Middle Bronze Age artifacts.

While the Old Testament is primarily considered
a book of moral guidelines, it is intriguing that
modern archaeological and geological discoveries
are confirming the physical and historical landscape
in which the ’‘improbable’ story of Sodom and
Gomorrah really could have taken place.




Atlantis: Fact or Fiction!?

Time: unknown (c. 9600 Bc?/1520 Bc?/mythical)
Location: Mediterranean?/Atlantic?

When you were speaking yesterday about your city and citizens, the tale which I have just been repeating
to you came into my mind, and I remarked with astonishment how, by some mysterious coincidence, you

agreed in almost every particular with the narrative of Solon.

THE IMAGE OF A great and powerful nation,
rooted in the deepest strata of human antig-
uity, whose dominance over the ancient world
ended virtually overnight as a result of an unimagin-
able cataclysm is one that has intrigued people for
more than two millennia. We are referring here, of
course, to the great island nation of Atlantis.

Atlantis: context of the myth

Though Atlantis is said to have achieved its peak
more than 11,000 years ago, it is not until a little
more than 2350 years ago — sometime between about
359 and 347 BC - that it surfaces in literature. Its
name appears in two dialogues by the Greek philoso-
pher Plato — Timaeus and Critias - named for the
main correspondents in two of Plato’s imaginary

A |st-century AD
marble sculpture
of Plato (427-347
BC), the original
source for the
story of Atlantis.
Plato introduced
Atlantis and
described its
society in detail in
two of his
dialogues:
Timaeus and
Critias.
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PLATO, CRITIAS, 4TH CENTURY BC

conversations between Socrates and his students. At
the outset of the Timaeus dialogue, Socrates men-
tions the previous day’s discussion of the ‘perfect’
society. Plato is here referring to his most famous
dialogue, the Republic, in fact written several years
carlier. Plato then has Socrates enumerate the fea-
tures of the perfect government presented in the
Republic: artisans and farmers would be separated
from the military; soldiers would be merciful,
trained in athletics and music, would live commu-
nally and would own no gold, silver or any private
property.

Socrates despairs of hypothetical discussions and
gives his students an assignment in what amounts
to applied philosophy. He suggests that they should
exemplify the perfection of a society that lives
according to the precepts laid out in the Republic by
engaging them in a just war.

Critias, dutifully carrying out the suggestion of
his teacher, volunteers: ‘Then listen, Socrates, to a
tale which though strange, is certainly true’. Critias
says that he heard this story from his grandfather
(also named Critias), who in turn maintained that he
heard it from his own father, Dropides, who heard it
from the Greek sage Solon, who heard it originally
from Egyptian priests when he was in Egypt shortly
after 600 BC. By Plato’s own account, in Critias we
are reading an indirect version of a story that had
originated more than 200 years previously.

The perfect state: Athens, not Atlantis

The Egyptian priests told Solon a tale about ancient
Athens which was ‘the best governed of all cities’. It
is this ancient Athens of 9300 years before Plato’s
time that serves as his model for the perfect state.
The priests tell Solon of the most heroic deed of the




Above Memorial of
Chairedemos and Lykeas,
warriors killed in the
Peloponnesian War between
Athens and Sparta (431-404
8¢). Elements of this conflict,
fought during Plato’s
lifetime, and aspects of both
city-states - for example the
political structure of Sparta
— may have been used by
Plato in formulating the
conflict between Atlantis
and Athens.

Right A map of Atlantis by
Athanasius Kircher, 1678,
situating it, as Plato
indicated, beyond the Pillars
of Hercules, somewhere in
the mid-Atlantic. Note that
north is at the bottom.

ancient Athenians: they defeated in battle ‘a mighty
power which unprovoked made an e¢xpedition
against the whole of Europe and Asia’. They describe
this expansionist nation as originating beyond the
‘Pillars of Hercules’, in the Atlantic Ocean. And the
name of this great power was Atlantis.

Atlantis had held sway across northern Africa all
the way to Egypt. But after this defeat in battle by the
Athenians, Critias tells us that Atlantis was totally
destroyed by the gods in a tremendous cataclysm of
carthquakes and floods.

After outlining the Atlantis story, Critias remarks
to Socrates: ‘When you were speaking yesterday
about your city and citizens, the tale which I have
just been repeating to you came into my mind, and I
remarked with astonishment how, by some mysteri-
ous coincidence, you agreed in almost cvery
particular with the narrative of Solon.’ In fact,
Critias’ description of the society of ancient Athens
makes it a perfect, detailed — and not coincidental -
match for Plato’s hypothetical perfect nation
described in his Republic.

A historical source for Atlantis?

Did Plato base his description of Atlantis or ancient
Athens on actual history, or did he fabricate the
entire episode? In fact, there was a significant
Mediterranean civilization — Minoan Crete, ancient
even from the perspective of the Greeks of Plato’s
time - that was at least partially destroyed by a
major cataclysm. A number of modern scholars have
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suggested that, though the size and location of
Atlantis were greatly exaggerated or mistaken in
Critias (perhaps through a mistranslation), Plato’s
tale is based ultimately on the cataclysmic eruption
of the volcano on Thera, an island located to the east
of Greece and north of Crete in the Aegean Sea. The
voleanic caldera left behind by the Thera eruption in
the 17th or 16th century BC (the date is still much
debated, see pp. 271-4), is twice the size of that of
Krakatoa which, when it erupted in AD 1883 killed
tens of thousands of people. The larger eruption on
Thera must have had an even more devastating
impact and would likely have warranted mention in
the historical records of places like Egypt, where the
impact was indirect.

For some, Minoan Crete is Atlantis and in Critias
Plato presents a somewhat distorted picture of its
destruction as a result of the eruption of Thera. To
maintain this, however, one has to ignore the fact
that, or at least explain why, Crete is in the wrong
location, is the wrong size, flourished at the wrong
time, never fought a war with Athens, and was not
destroyed cataclysmically. Archaeology has shown
that, although Minoan coastal communities were
badly damaged by the tsunamis generated by the
Theran eruption, the Minoan civilization not only
survived but flourished for perhaps two centuries
afterwards.

Other authors have asserted that the fabulous
Minoan colony on Thera was the model for Atlantis.
Certainly, the Minoan settlement there was obliterated
by the eruption of the volcano, but equally certainly,
Plato was not speaking about the destruction of
merely an outpost —impressive though it was — of an

Left The Throne Room at
Knossos, Crete, with the
throne flanked by painted
griffins and plants. Minoan
Crete was a significant, early
Mediterranean civilization,
and was already ancient by
Plato’s time. Did Plato base
his description of Atlantis on
this society? Unfortunately,
not all the facts fit this
theory.

Below The Minoan palace or
temple of Knossos, dating to
the mid-2nd millennium Bc.
It was a complex building,
with numerous rooms, many
with fine wall-paintings.




Rght A rock crystal vase
from the Minoan palace at
Zakros, eastern Crete. The
obvious technical
sophistication of the
Minoans reflected in their
art and architecture has
led some to search for
commonalities between
this ancient civilization
and the extremely
advanced Atlantean
society described in
Plato’s dialogues.

ancient civilization. At the same time, Thera is still
in the wrong place, clearly the wrong size, and the
wrong age to be a direct model for Plato’s Atlantis

Atlantis, the modern fantasy

No discussion about Atlantis would be complete
without mention of the truly fantastic claims made
about the lost continent in the 19th and 20th
centuries. More than anyone else, Minnesota con-
gressman, twice-failed vice-presidential aspirant and
amateur historian Ignatius Donnelly revived the
myth with the 1881 publication of his book, Atlantis
The Antedil 1 World. For Donnelly, Plato’s
Atlantis is the root of all cultural achievement and
the source for civilization in Egypt, Mesopotamia
the Indus Valley and Europe, as well as South and
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Above Ignatius Donnelly’s
map of the Atlantic, showing
the ‘Dolphin Ridge’,which
Donnelly believed was a
submerged remnant of the
lost continent of Atlantis.
Right “The Lady of Eiche’,
found in Spain and dating
to c. 450 BC. She is often
identified by wilder
theorists as an Atlantean
priestess.

North America. His thesis does not bear up well
under the scrutiny of modern archacology or
geology; there is no evidence that these cultures all
owe their evolution to any other primary source, let
alone Atlantis. Compared to some other late 19th-
and 20th-century thinkers, however, Donnelly is a
model of intellectual restraint. The Theosophists
led by Helena Blavatsky suggested that Atlanteans
tflew in aeroplanes and grew crops obtained from
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extraterrestrial aliens. More recently, late-20th-
century psychics have claimed to be in touch with
spirits from the lost continent, providing all manner
of Atlantean advice for denizens of the modern
world. Of course, no evidence has been forthcoming
to support the validity of any such claims.

Plato’s point

It is doubtless the case that Plato used the historical
record with which he was familiar to craft his
Atlantean dialogues. Perhaps there were traditions
of an ancient natural catastrophe that destroyed a
powerful nation more than 1000 years before Plato’s
time, and Plato exploited those stories to convey his
message. However, supporters of even a partially
literal interpretation of Critias recognize that Plato
was not intending to write history, but concocted
elements of the story intentionally to serve as
metaphors for the moral he was attempting to
impart. For example, Rodney Castleden in his book,
Atlantis Destroyed, argues that Plato’s Atlantis is a
good match of a combination of Minoan Crete and
Thera, while at the same time recognizing that part
of the story is a retelling of more recent history
including the Peloponnesian War which pitted
Athens against Sparta. Sparta was victorious, and its
political structure appears to have made its way into
Plato’s description of ancient Athens.

Ultimately, scouring Critias for descriptive partic-
ulars about Atlantis that closely parallel the details
of specific ancient societies is beside Plato’s primary
point. For Plato, Atlantis is not so much a civiliza-
tion as a plot device. The details he puts into the
mouth of Critias are not intended as history but,
instead, serve a more important function to a writer
who is, after all, not a historian but a philosopher.
To make his point, Plato must make Atlantis a
necarly insurmountable adversary. Plato’s detailed
description of Atlantis was intended necessarily to
impress the reader with its material wealth, techno-
logical sophistication and military power. That the
smaller, materially poorer, technologically less well-
endowed, and militarily weaker Athenians could
defeat the Atlanteans conveys the essential message
of Critias: what matters in history is not just wealth
or power. What is more important is the way a people
govern themselves. For Plato, the intellectual
achievement of a perfect government and society is
far more important — and is victorious over — material
wealth or power. It is to Plato’s credit as a teacher
that he tells a ripping good tale in making that point.




The Trojan VWar

Time: |3th century Bc?
Location: south of the Dardanelles

Zeus has sent us this sign, long in coming, and long ere it be fulfilled, though its fame shall last for ever.
As the serpent ate the eight fledglings and the sparrow that hatched them, which makes nine, so shall we
fight nine years at Troy, but in the tenth shall take the town.

THE LEGEND OF the Trojan War begins as
a story of rivalry between three beautiful
women: Hera, the wife of Zeus, and their daughters
Aphrodite and Athena. Their jealousy erupted at the
wedding celebration for the mortal King Peleus and
his new wife Thetis, the seca nymph. Eris, the
goddess of discord, brought along a golden apple to
the ceremony which she announced was a gift to the
‘fairest woman’ there.

The goddesses Hera, Aphrodite and Athena all laid
claim to the apple - and the title. Eris not so inno-
cently suggested that Zeus make the decision as to
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The I 7th-century Flemish
painter Peter Paul Rubens
here depicts Paris, son of
Priam, the king of Troy,
presenting the golden apple
to Aphrodite in the famous
beauty contest staged at the
wedding of Peleus and
memorialized in Homer’s
lliad as the Judgment of
Paris.

HOMER, c. 750 BC

which of the women in his family was most deserv-
ing. Zeus wisely declined and passed the difficult
task instead to Paris, who was the son of Priam, king
of Troy.

Hera promised Paris unimagined power if she
were his choice. Athena offered him historic glory
on the field of battle. Aphrodite promised the love of
the most beautiful woman on earth. Forsaking the
attractions of political power and military glory,
Paris presented the golden apple to Aphrodite, a
decision which has been immortalized down the
centuries as the ‘Judgment of Pans’.




An artist’s reconstruction
of Homeric Troy (based on
Troy VI), encircled by its
impregnable walls and
guarded by towers.

The face that launched a thousand ships

At the time, the most beautiful woman in the world
was Helen, daughter of Zeus and Leda. Unfortu-
nately, Helen was already married to Menelaus, the
king of Sparta. To make matters worse, fearful that
this marriagec to one of her many suitors would
provoke bitter fighting among the others, Helen'’s
mortal stepfather Tyndareus had elicited a promise
from all the other Greek rulers and warriors to
protect Helen’s marriage to Menelaus.

Back in Troy, Paris contrived to have himself
assigned as the Trojan ambassador to Sparta. On his
arrival, Aphrodite used her power to cause Helen to
fall in lovc with Paris. The two lovers then
absconded to Troy, together with the better part of
Menelaus’ wealth. Thus was the stage set for what
was to become a decadc-long conflict waged by the
Grecks who sent ‘one thousand ships’ against Troy
in an attempt to retrieve the wife and wealth of the
king of Sparta.

TheTrojan War:legend, history, or both?
The story of the Trojan War as set down in Homer’s
Iliad dates from around 750 BC. Greek historians
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who followed, notably Herodotus and Thucydides,
readily accepted Homer’s tale and believed that Troy
had been an actual city located, just as described in
the Iliad, near the Hellespont (the narrow strait
today called the Dardanelles), and that the Trojan
War with the Greeks, united under the Mycenaean
ruler Agamemnon, was a historical fact.

Modern writers and scholars have been more scep-
tical; after all, there are no historical records that
verify Homer’s tale or that even confirm the exis-
tence of Troy. However, the general theme in the
Iliad of a lengthy campaign into western Asia (in
about 1250 BC according to the information in
Herodotus) by a united Greek force — perhaps for
slaves and natural resources - is plausible.

The Bronze Age context of the lliad

Although the 13th-century BC Mediterranean world
was far removed from Homer’s time, the [liad con-
tains a number of specific descriptions that we now
know are quite accurate. For example, in the Second



Book of the Iliad, there is a listing, and even a partial
description, of 164 towns that are said to have sent
armed contingents to assist in the battle against
Troy. Many of the places Homer lists were well

known when he was alive; but, as Michael
Wood points out in his book, In Search
of the Trojan War, there are also
several places in the list that were
long-abandoned by Homer's time
and were unknown to Greek
geographers. Modern archaeo-
logical and historical research
has now shown that these were

real places and that Homer sit-
them

uated and described
accurately.

WasTroy a real place? Archaeological evidence
What about Troy itself? Archaeologists and histori-
ans have long searched south of the Dardanelles in
the region historically called the Troad (on the
assumption that it was once ruled by ancient Troy)
for the ruins of this city. Most interest has focused
on the mound at Hisarlik, whose location generally
conforms to the geography of Troy as described by
Homer. And many of the details Homer provided for
the appearance of Troy are a reasonable — though by
no means perfect or exclusive - fit for what archaeo-
logical research has uncovered at the site.

Heinrich Schliemann is most closely associated
with the search for Troy. He excavated at Hisarlik in
a series of campaigns between 1870 and 1890, dis-
covering a number of superimposed cities in the

Above Cross-section of the
mound at Hisarlik, showing
the complex sequence of
superimposed layers.

Apove Heinrich Schliemann,
the man most responsible
for the notion that Homer’s
Troy is located in the mound
at Hisarlik, in Turkey.

Entrance gate and tower at
Troy. Homer’s description of
Troy as a large city with ‘fine
towers’ conforms to the city
wall at Hisarlik, though
admittedly not uniquely so.



mound and distinguishing nine primary occupations
(labelled I-IX). Further work at Hisarlik over the
years by archaeologists such as Carl Blegen and more
recently Manfred Korfmann has identified multiple
sub-phases. Though nothing has ever been found -
by Schliemann or anyone else - that proved that this
is, in fact, the location of Homer’s Troy, archaeologi-
cal evidence at Hisarlik, particularly the levels Troy
VI and VII(a), conforms to some of the details of
Homer’s description of the time and place.

Homer’s description of Troy in the [liad as a large
city with ‘fine towers’ and ‘lofty gates’ seems to fit

Left Schliemann’s
wife, Sophie, wearing
the jewels from the
‘Treasure of Priam’.
Photographs like this
inspired tremendous
interest in
Schliemann’s
discoveries, but also
exposed his excesses
and ego. Right Gold
sauceboat from
Priam’s Treasure.
The treasure
disappeared from
Berlin at the end of
the Second World
War and its
whereabouts were a
mystery until it was
rediscovered in
Moscow.
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Excavations are on-going at
the mound of Hisarlik, more
than a century after
Schliemann’s archaeological
work there ended. This is a
view of the Sanctuary,
looking northwest, in 1997.
Itis an immensely complex
site: Schliemann originally
distinguished nine primary
occupation levels, but
subsequent work has
identified multiple sub-
phases.

Troy VI, which was large and impressive, though
admittedly not uniquely so. More specifically,
Homer mentions that the city wall at Troy was a
magnificently engineered defensive structure, but
that it was poorly built along its western flank. The
city wall around Troy VI is over 4 m (13 ft) thick and
in places more than 9 m (29 ft) tall, but exhibits infe-
rior construction along its western side. Homer also
mentions a great tower located at the main gate of
the city; archacologists have determined that an
imposing gate flanked the main entrance of Troy VL.

Clearly, also, the residents of Hisarlik/Troy had
been in contact with the Mycenaean world: Bronze
Age artifacts from Greece - in particular Mycenaean
pottery — were found at the site. Spectacular objects
recovered by Schliemann also indicate the presence
of a powerful royal family - as would be expected
from Homer. The ‘Treasure of Priam’ included gold
rings, bracelets and two breathtaking gold diadems,
one of which became known as the ‘Jewels of Helen’.




A photograph of Schliemann’s wife Sophie wearing
the jewels has become an icon of Schliemann’s large
ego and love of notoriety. More recently it has been
determined that the hoard actually dates to Troy II
{the second city in the nine-level sequence); it there-
fore dates to about 1000 years before the Trojan War.
The Treasure itself mysteriously disappeared at the
end of the Second World War, but re-emerged in
Moscow in the 1990s.

Finally, there is evidence, in the form of traces of
fire and fallen masonry, of violent destruction at the
end of both Troy VI and VII phases. Troy VI, however,
seems to have been destroyed not by military force
but by earthquake. Troy VII was more likely damaged
in battle and some argue, therefore, that it is Troy VII
that more closely corresponds to Homer’s Troy.

TheTrojan Horse

Homer makes numerous references to the fine
breeding of Trojan horses. Archaeological evidence
consisting of numerous horse bones and horse-
related hardware matches - though again not
uniquely so — Homer’s Troy. The equine at Troy
most people are familiar with is the so-called Trojan
Horse. The Greeks constructed an enormous
wooden representation of a horse, which they left,
ostensibly as a gift to Athena, at the gates of Troy.
The Greek army then retreated, appearing finally to
have accepted the loss of Helen. Believing them-
selves the victors, the Trojans brought the enormous

The Trojan Horse depicted
on an amphora from
Mykonos, dating from the
later 7th century sc.

icon into their city. After nightfall, a contingent of
Greek soldiers, secreted within the belly of the
horse, descended and attacked, opening the city
gates to their comrades hidden outside the wall.
Unprepared for such an attack, the men of Troy were
killed and the women were captured and taken back
to Greece as slaves and concubines. Helen too was
taken by Greek forces and returned to her husband.

Remarkably, the Trojan Horse described by
Homer may have some historical validity. There are
written descriptions and artistic representations in
the Near East dating from around the 13th century
BC of battering rams, used to break through a city’s
defences, built in the form of horses. Historian
Michael Wood suggests that the Trojan Horse in the
Iliad may have been a transmuted recollection of
just such a ’siege machine’.

Troy:reality or myth?

Whether the Trojan War was legend, history, or both
cannot be determined definitively. It seems clear
that the Iliad contains a number of accurate descrip-
tions of Bronze Age geography, politics and material
culture, and there is also a stratum of truth in the
subtext of the story. But in assessing whether the
particulars of the Trojan War legend can be verified,
the cautionary conclusion of American Classicist
Jeremy B. Rutter is worth quoting: ‘Belief or disbelief
in the historicity of the Trojan War becomes in the
end an act of faith, whichever position one adopts.’




Theseus & the Minotaur

Time: mythic ronze Age

Location: C the Aegean

So, Minos, moved to cover his disgrace, resolved to hide the monster in a prison, and he built it with
itricate design, by Daedalus contrived, an architect of wonderful ability, and famous. This [prison] he

planned of mazey wanderings that deceived the eyes, and labyrinthic passages ...

ACC()RDING TO APOLLODORUS of Athens,
our 2nd-century BC source for the story of
Theseus and the Minotaur (fragments of which can
be traced to the late 6th century BC), Theseus was an
ancient king of Athens. His ostensible father was the
mortal king Aegeus, but it is also asserted that the
god Poseidon was Theseus’ ‘biological father’. The
story of Theseus has as one of its central themes a
young man’s coming of age by overcoming daunting
challenges. As is often the case in Greek myth, the
path to manhood is littered with vainglory, irony
and sorrow. But is there any wider historical truth to
the tale?

After Theseus’ birth in the country village of
Troezen, Aegeus placed his sword and sandals under
a large boulder nearby, instructing his wife Aethra to
keep the boy in the village until he was old enough
and strong enough to recover these items from under
the rock. When this comes to pass, Theseus is to join
his father in Athens.

In time, Theseus grew up and became a large and
powerful young man. He then easily lifted the
boulder and rccovered his father’s belongings.
Having accomplished this task, he planned to travel
to Athens, just as he had been instructed. Aethra
pleaded with him to go by sea but Theseus elected to
travel by thc more dangerous land route, infested
with brigands, highwaymen and wild animals. Pre-
dictably cnough, he encountered, and overcame,
many dangers along the road. Using his enormous
strength and great guile, Theseus successfully met
cach challenge; for example, he threw the outlaw
Sciron into the sea, killed the malevolent Pro-
crustes, and also dispatched the ferocious ‘wild sow
of Crommyon’, which must have been far fiercer
than it sounds.

OVID, 1ST CENTURY AD

The blood-price of Athens: feeding the Minotaur
When Theseus arrived in Athens, he was confronted
by a great tragedy that had befallen his country.
Several years previously — Apollodorus says it was
three generations before the Trojan War — Andro-
geus, the son of King Minos of Crete, had been killed
in a battle against Athens. In his rage and grief, King
Minos had demanded a blood payment, which the
Athenians elected to honour to avoid a larger
conflict with Crete. Each year (in some versions of
the myth it is once every nine years|, seven young

Though usually depicted as a heartless monster, in this
painting by G.F. Watts the Minotaur appears rather wistful.
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Left Theseus prepares to
deliver the fatal blow to the
Minotaur in the centre of a
dazzling labyrinth in this
mosaic from a Roman villa
near Salzburg, Ap 400s.
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Athenian men and seven maidens were taken to
Crete where they were given to the horrible
chimera, the half-human, half-bull Minotaur, which
slaughtered them in its labyrinthine prison.

The origin of the Minotaur can be traced to a vain
attempt by King Minos to take advantage of the
gods. Minos prayed for a perfect bull to sacrifice, and
Poseidon consented. The bull was such a magnifi-
cent creature that Minos decided to keep it and
sacrifice another, less perfect specimen. Poseidon
realized what Minos had done and concocted a
malevolent punishment. The angry god cast a spell
on Minos’ wife, Pasiphae, causing her to fall deeply
and hopelessly in love with the heavenly bull. She
consummated this love for the bull, became pregnant
and gave birth to the Minotaur. Minos had the
famous architect Daedalus construct a labyrinth in
which the Minotaur was imprisoned, thus protecting
the citizens of Crete from its depredations.

Theseus arrived in Athens just as the latest group
of sacrificial victims was to board the black-sailed
ship that would take them to Crete and their deaths.
He volunteered to be one of the chosen, convinced
that he could defeat the Minotaur and end the
horrible sacrifice. King Aegeus tried to dissuade
his son from this, but ultimately agreed, with one
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Rghr After his defeat
of the Minotaur,
Theseus rests on its
lifeless body, in a
statue by Antonio
Canova,
1781-83.

proviso: if Theseus was successful in confronting the
Minotaur and navigating the labyrinth, upon his
triumphant return to Athens in the Cretan ship
he must replace the black sails with white so
that his father would have a signal that Theseus
had prevailed.

On their arrival in Crete, Theseus and the others
were led to the labyrinth. King Minos’ daughter,
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clever Ariadne, immediately fell in love with
Theseus and devised a simple strategy to prevent his
getting lost in the maze: she provided him with a ball
of silk twine which Theseus unwound until he
reached the slumbering Minotaur. The Minotaur
awoke and after a ferocious struggle Theseus killed
the beast. Following the length of twine back to
the entrance, Theseus escaped and returned tri-
umphantly to Athens. Unfortunately, he forgot his
promise to switch the ship’s sails. When Acgeus
spied the returning ship with its black sails unfurled,
he believed the worst. In his mistaken but incon-
solable grief, Aegeus leapt from a high precipice into
the sea, ending his own life.

Theseus and the Minotaur:a stratum of truth?

Is there any archacoological evidence for this myth
in Crete? Although, certainly, we can rule out the
existence of a half-bull, half-man beast, it is interest-
ing that Apollodorus situates King Minos on Crete.
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Archaeological work at the site of Knossos on Crete,
begun in 1900 by Sir Arthur Evans, revealed the exis-
tence of a previously unknown civilization. Evans
named it Minoan, after King Minos, and ascertained
that it was at its peak between around 1650 and 1420
BC. The ancient Cretans practised a religion in which
bulls clearly had a significant role. A well-known
fresco found in the enormous Minoan palace of
Knossos depicts acrobats somersaulting over a bull
in what may be a religious ceremony. Beyond this,
the walls of the palace were adorned with giant, styl-
ized, limestone bulls horns. A number of exquisite
ritual vessels for liquids - called rhytons - recovered
at the palace were made in the naturalistic shape of a
bull’s head.

In plan, the palace of Knossos exhibits a complex
and confusing warren of hundreds and perhaps as
many as 1000 rooms, spread out over more than
20,000 sq. m (5 acres). It is, in fact, a labyrinthine
structure and people have long made the connection



Left Wall-painting from the palace at Knossos depicting a
ceremony involving young acrobats and a charging bull.
Could such practices be the basis for the story of the sacrifice
of Athenian youths to the Minotaur? Above The obverse ofa
silver stater from Knossos, c¢. 500-413 Bc, with a running
Minotaur, showing the enduring connection with the myth.

Right Bull’s-head rhyton, a ritual vessel for liquids, from
Knossos. The many depictions of bulls in Minoan art and
iconography have been interpreted as a reflection of their
great religious significance, as well as being a source for the
Greek myth of the half-man, half-bull Minotaur.

Below A plan of the palace at Knossos - a labyrinth of corridors
and storerooms arranged around a large central court.

between the temple and the Minotaur’s maze. As
long ago as 500 Bc, long after the temple had been
abandoned, Cretans struck coins with the Minotaur
displayed on one side and a schematic maze repre-
senting the labyrinth on the other.

The myth of Theseus and the Minotaur, therefore,
seems to incorporate some actual history viewed
through the prism of legend. The story may reflect
a period of time during which the Greeks were,
perhaps, subservient to the Minoan civilization, and
the Minotaur’s labyrinth may represent a mytholo-

gized interpretation of the complex maze of rooms at
the Bronze Age palace-temple at Knossos.

As researchers Rodney Castleden and J. Lesley

Fitton separately argue, Theseus’ killing of the
Minotaur, thereby putting to an end the terrible
blood-price paid by the Greeks to the Minoans, may
be seen as a mythic metaphor for the historical
ascendancy of Greek civilization and their escape
from Bronze Age Minoan domination.

(93]
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ason & the Argonauts

Time: 8t}

Locat

1itury 8c?/mythical

Black Sea area

Faking my start from you, Phoibos, I shall recall the glorious deeds of men long ago who propelled the
well-benched Argo through the mouth of the Pontos and between the dark rocks to gain the golden fleece.

HE LEGEND OF Jason and the Argonauts,
whose theme is that of a young hero’s rite of
passage by a voyage to and return from a distant
place, has deep roots in Greece. It is traceable to at
least the 5th century BC, when the lyric poet Pindar
produced a version, but perhaps the best known ren-
dition was recorded by Apollonius of Rhodes in his
work Argonautika of the 3rd century BC.

Jason’s heritage

The legend begins when Aeson, king of Iolcus in
Thessaly, tires of the mantle of power and passes the
reigns of government to his brother Pelias, but only
until the rightful heir, Acson’s son Jason, reaches

« Red-figure vase, c. 470-460 B¢, showing Jason grasping
the Golden Fleece, with Athena looking on. The stern post of
the Argo is to the right, its human head a reference to the
ship’s ability to speak.

~

APOLLONIUS OF RHODES, 3RD CENTURY BC

adulthood. Pelias has been warned to beware the
man wearing only one sandal and, predictably
enough, when Jason becomes a grown man and lays
claim to his throne, he arrives at the palace so shod,
having lost a sandal on his journey. Fearing Jason and
reluctant to step down, Pelias devises a ruse to
remove him, perhaps permanently, from Iolcus. He
tells Jason that before assuming power he should
recover the fabled golden fleece, located in distant
Colchis, as it is the rightful property of Jason’s
family. Intrigued, Jason agrees to set out on this
quest. He has a seaworthy vessel constructed, the
Argo, and amasses a crew of heroes and demigods,
including Theseus, Hercules and Orpheus, to help
him accomplish his task.

After an arduous voyage through uncharted
waters, Jason and his ‘Argonauts’ arrive in Colchis,
where King Aeétes agrees to Jason’s demand for the
fleece, but only after Jason submits to a series of
trials. Jason is successful, recovers the fleece and,
after an equally arduous voyage, returns with the
golden prize to his home kingdom.

Assessing the legend of Jason’s voyage

No one accepts as accurate the more fantastic ele-
ments of this story, filled as it is with golden-fleeced
sheep, gods and demigods. Many writers, however,
contend that the tale incorporates geographic infor-
mation gathered in early maritime expeditions by
ancient Greek sailors exploring eastwards into the
Mediterranean and Black Sea.

As with several other attempts to demonstrate a
historical basis for traditions of voyages to distant
lands - for example the Chinese story of Fu-sang, or
St Brendan’s journey to the Land Promised to the
Saints - the argument for the historicity of Jason’s



voyage is not based on material evidence. Such evi-
dence might consist, for example, of archaeological
remains left by the journeyers in the territories they
explored (in the Argonautika, Jason and his men
construct a number of shrines along their route
which might be discoverable by archacologists), or
objects left behind by the travellers as they traded
with the native people of the areas they encoun-
tered, or the presence of exotic materials from the
distant places the travellers visited, recovered in
archaeological contexts in their home territories.

Instead, the assertion of a historical basis for the
story of Jason and the Argonauts is based essentially
on geography. Simply stated, readers of Jason’s tale
have scoured his story for descriptions that are
detailed enough to identify the locations mentioned
as actual places.

Jason’s voyage to the Black Sea?

Using this approach, most scholars of Greek myth
believe that the kingdom of Colchis was located just
as Apollonius described it, on the eastern margin of
the Euxine Sea, the Greek name for the Black Sea, in
the modern Republic of Georgia. Historical and
archaeological evidence shows that the Greeks
explored and colonized the Black Sea’s coast in antiq-
uity: Greek colonies there date to the 7th century BC

Above Tim Severin’s replica ship, on his voyage following the
route of Jason and the Argonauts. 2¢"* Gold pendant with the
head of Athena, from Kul Oba, c. 400-350 BC, an example of
Greek goldworking from the Black Sea. Greek knowledge
and exploitation of the area’s gold deposits may have
contributed to the story of the Golden Fleece.




Above The Argo sails through
the Symplegades — the
Clashing Rocks - by B.
Picart, 1730-31.

Right The possible routes of
Jason and the Argonauts, in
decreasing order of
credibility. |. According to
Apollonius of Rhodes, the
route to Colchis, on the
eastern margin of the Black
Seais direct, but the return
less so. 2. In this more
speculative route, the return
voyage takes the Argo
through northern Europe,
Scandinavia and round
France and Spain. 3.
Henriette Mertz maintained
that the Argonauts crossed
the Atlantic to South
America, based on her
interpretation of the
landmarks described in
various versions of the
legend.

and initial exploration may have occurred as carly as
the 8th century BC. From the perspective of the
ancient Greeks, the location of Colchis was accu-
rately characterized by Apollonius when he placed it
at ‘the furthest limits of sea and Earth’.

According to Apollonius, Jason’s voyage took him
from the ancient Greek port city of lolcus to the
entrance of the Dardanelles and through the perilous
passage between the ‘Clashing Rocks’ (the Symple-
gades) that guard the entrance to the Black Sea at the
Bosporus. From there they sailed east along the
north Turkish coast, ultimately reaching Colchis.

Though the various versions of Jason’s tale differ,
in Apollonius’ Argonautika on the return trek the
Argonauts did not simply backtrack, but instead
sailed at a more northerly bearing, reaching a large
river Apollonius calls the Istrus, which is almost
certainly the Danube, a river known to the ancient
Greeks. In this interpretation, Jason and the Argo-
nauts sailed up the Danube, which Apollonius
mistakenly believed emptied into the Adriatic Sea.
Next, the Argonauts managed to take the Argointoa
river Apollonius calls Rhodanus, which appears to
be the Rhone in France. Jason follows the Rhodanus
south where Apollonius understood that it flowed
into the Mediterranean. The Argonauts then sailed
south along the west coast of Italy, between the
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Wandering Rocks marking the strait between Thri-
nakia (Sicily} and Italy, making landfalls on the
North African coast before turning north, passing
the eastern margin of Crete and finally arriving back
in lolcus.

Jason’s voyage to northern Europe?

In another scenario for the return trip, the Istrus is
identified not as the Danube, but as the River Don in
Russia, which took the Argo into the Volga and ulti-
mately into the Barents Sea where the travellers
turned west, following the European coast, eventu-
ally turning east through the Strait of Gibraltar into
the Mediterranean and home to lolcus. Moving the
Argo across the miles of dry land required in this
route might seem to have been an insurmountable
problem, but we are talking about heroes and demi-
gods here. Even in Apollonius’ more reasonable
routing, he has the Argonauts carry the Argo across
miles of Libya’s desert before finding the Mediter-
ranean and sailing home.

Jason’s voyage to America?

Yet even this ambitious northern route pales in
comparison with the fantastic voyage proposed by
Henriette Mertz in her book, The Wine Dark Sea
(1964). According to Mertz, Colchis is not a kingdom
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on the Black Sea but a principality located just south
of Lake Titicaca in Bolivia, South America. Apollo-
nius’ description of the Clashing Rocks represents a
natural tidal phenomenon that, according to Mertz,
applies nowhere in the Black Sea, but is a perfect
match for the strait between Cuba and Haiti. Mertz
further claims that the Argonauts eventually sailed
northwards, parallel with the coast of North
America, before returning home to Greece.

Jason’s legend: the verdict

Certainly there is no archaeological evidence of the
kind mentioned previously to support any such
speculations; there are no archaeological sites in
Brazil, or, for that matter, northern Europe, with
ancient Greek artifacts, nor are there any known
objects from northern Europe or the New World in
archaeological contexts in Greece.

Like all such works woven on the fiction writer’s
loom, there are certainly threads of truth here, but
Jason’s tale was not intended as history. His is the
story of a hero’s quest and a young man’s coming of
age; it is not a memoir. Archacological evidence of
Greek colonies on the Black Sea coast, however,
does support the hypothesis that Jason’s tale was
based on Greek knowledge of the geography at the
edges of their known world.
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TheTen Lost Tribes

Time: 8th century BC onwards
Location: Israel

of Israel

‘Days will surely come’, says the Lord, ‘When the oath shall no more be “As the Lord lives who brought the
Isracelites out of Egypt”. But rather [it shall be] “ As the Lord lives who brought the Israelites out of the
north land and out of all the lands where He had banished them”. For I will return them to their land, that

I gave to their fathers.’

I N 721 sc THE ASSYRIAN king Sargon the Great
marched south with his army through Syria and
attacked the kingdom of Israel. Razing its capital,
Samaria, the king deported the leaders of the nation,
together with their families, to northern Syria, to

JEREMIAH 16: 14-15

start new lives as farmers, craftsmen and traders.
The people of Israel at that time comprised the tribes
of Reuben, Gad, Asher, Ephraim, Manassch, Dan,
Naphtali, Issachar, Simeon and Zebulon; and even
though the exiles formed only a minority of this pop-
ulation, they have entered popular folklore as the
Ten Lost Tribes of Israel.

What happened to these ‘Ten Lost Tribes’? There
is very little historical fact, but a great deal of specu-
lation, and traditions and folklore in many parts of
the world. The information in the Hebrew Bible is
sparse. In 2 Kings 17, verse 6, we are told that some
were resettled in northern Syria, in the Habur Valley
near Gozan (Tel Halaf) and another unknown town
called Halah. The rest of the exiles were sent to
towns east of Assyria, in Media. In all probability,
the exiles were simply assimilated among the local
peoples within a very few generations.

There is, however, one exception. The Jews of
Iragi Kurdistan, who speak a form of neo-Aramaic
closely related to the language at the time of the
exile, immigrated to the modern state of Israel in the
first half of the 20th century. Other Kurdish Jews
came from Iran and from Turkey, and today there
are approximately 100,000 of them in Israel. Their
language, the area of northern Iraq, Syria and eastern
Turkey that they came from and, not least, their
own traditions, combine to demonstrate convine-
ingly that they are some at least of the true
descendants of the Assyrian exile.

Left The Tribes of Israel, encamped around the Tabernacle in
the desert, from a Bible of 1557. Right Detail of a relief in the
palace of Sennacherib, c. 700 B¢, of a family being taken into
exile from Lachish, Judah, captured by the Assyriansin 701 Bc.
A family from the kingdom of Israel going into exile 20 years
earlier would no doubt have looked very similar.



This fact has, however, gone largely unnoticed in
the deluge of romantic stories that surround the Ten
Lost Tribes. Orthodox Jews believe that the tribes still
exist beyond the mythical River Sambatyon, and
that God will restore them to their homeland in the
Messianic Age, in accordance with biblical prophecy

g.Jeremiah 31: 7-8). From medieval times down to
the 19th century at least, Jews and Christians have
searched for this fabled Jewish realm, reputedly in
the East or perhaps in Africa, where the lost tribes
wait patiently for the millennial kingdom before they
can return home. There is an immense literature on
the subject. Claims have been made by or on behalf
of the Mormons, the Japanese, the Pathans of Pak-
istan, the Nepalese, the American Indians and even
the British and Americans, to name only a few.

Truth behind the claims?

In some cases there may be an element of truth to
these claims. In the century after the Assyrian
destruction of Israel, many refugees gravitated south
to the still autonomous kingdom of Judah, especially
its capital, Jerusalem. But seeing the grave threat to
their independent existence from Assyria, Babylon
and Egypt — the great powers of the day - people were
already beginning to migrate from both Israel and
Judah. A prophecy of Isaiah, who lived in the reign of
Hezekiah of Judah (727-698 Bc), speaks of a time
when the Lord will restore the diaspora from the
lands of Assyria, Patros, Nubia, Elam, Shinar and
Hamat (Isaiah 11: 11-12). The earliest overseas col-
ony of Jews for which we have documentary proof
was at Yeb, in Egypt, now called Elephantine, the
island in the Nile near the First Cataract at Aswan,
where there was a Jewish temple for a short while
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Apove The Community of Judaism in Burma: Lian Tual,
secretary of the Beth Shalom community, Tiddim, 1987.

during the late 5th century BC. Most of the Jews
there were probably serving as mercenaries for the
Egyptian king.

During the reign of the last Babylonian king,
Nabonidus (555-539 Bc), it is likely that groups of
Jews accompanied this king on his lengthy journey
to Arabia. Probably foreseeing the demise of the
Babylonian empire at the hands of the Medes and
Persians in 539 BC, they apparently decided to stay
on there. It is also known from the Bible that Cyrus
the Great, the victorious Persian king, issued a series
of edicts in 538 BC, allowing the return of exiled com-
munities to their homelands. But not all the exiled
Jews wished to return to Judah (Ezra 1: 4, 6). The
majority were comfortably settled and had even
colonized other lands, including Persia and Media.

So enclaves of Jewish settlers were already to be
found outside their homeland by the 6th and 5th
centuries BC. Then during the Hellenistic and
Roman periods this diaspora increased until it had
spread around the Mediterranean, as a cursory
glance at the journeys of St Paul in the New Testa-
ment will reveal.
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It would not be surprising, then, if these Jewish
migrations moved castwards as well as westwards.
It is known that in comparatively recent times there
were Jewish communities in both Arabia and China,
just as therc are still some groups in India. Among
the many who claim Jewish origins, the Pathans are
devout Moslems who live in Pakistan, India,
Afghanistan and Iran. Although Moslems, they call
themselves the Beni Israel (People of Israel} and
have rctained many Jewish customs such as the
Sabbath, which they keep as a day of rest in the
Jewish way. The Mizo tribe and the Beni Menashe
{Children of Manassch) in Burma worship Y’'wa, a
name which is not unlike that of the God of Israel.
And in northwest China there are people called the
Chiang-min who believe they are descendants of
Abraham. They have a special priestly caste who
offer sacrifice and place great emphasis on ritual
purity.

There are groups in many
parts of the world who
claim descent from
Israelites. This is a depiction
of the ‘Supposed order of
march of Israelites to Japan,
partly taken from ancient
pictures’, 1877.

There are too many examples of such groups to cite
them all, but there is nothing inherently impossible
about these claims. Jews did wander far and wide and
they settled in many remote places. Over the centu-
ries their descendants, very gradually becoming
absorbed in the wider community, could easily have
lost touch with the mainstream of Judaism, yet still
remained dimly aware of their origins.

LostTribes in Africa

In Africa, too, there are groups who claim Jewish ori-
gin. Of these, the Ethiopian Jews, mostly today in
Isracl, are the best known. However, there is another
group of people, now scattered throughout southern
Africa, who may be justified in their claim to be the
‘Black Jews of Africa’. These are the Lemba people,
whose oral history has recently been documented by
Tudor Parfitt of the University of London. They have
always asserted that their forebears came from the
north, ultimately from a place called Sena, although
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they did not know where that was. They also
believe, although it has not been proven, that they
have links with the Jews of Ethiopia. The Lemba
observe the Jewish laws of kashrut (what foods may
and may not be eaten) and may well have introduced
the ritual of circumcision into southern Africa.

Dr Parfitt, intrigued by the little he could glean
from them of their own history, undertook a journey
to trace their origins, which led him from South
Africa, through Zimbabwe and ultimately to the
Yemen in the southwestern corner of Arabia. Here
he found the ancient town of Sena to which he
believes the Lemba tradition refers. Many other details
seemed to corroborate the Lemba’s conviction about
their origins, such as family names common both to
the Lemba clans and to this region of Arabia.

Evidence in the genes

There is, however, one further piece of evidence —
this time based on the latest developments in
genetic studies - that lends considerable weight to
the Lemba’s belief regarding their origins. A genetic
study was recently carried out on adult Jewish men
in the US, Britain and Israel. It found that more than
70 per cent of cohanim (the priestly clan who claim
direct descent from Aaron, the brother of Moses,
who was charged with the High Priesthood! have a
common set of DNA markers on their Y chromo-
somes. This is a significantly higher percentage than

Opposie apove Map showing
the routes of the Exiles from
Israel (721 B¢) and Judah
(701 and 587 BC), and later
migrations. These forced
and voluntary movements in
the ancient period form the
background for many
traditions concerning the
whereabouts of the Lost
Tribes of Israel.

Rignt A procession of Lemba
in Vendaland, South Africa.
The Lemba believe they
introduced the worship of
the One God, whom they
call Mwali, into southern
Africa, and also brought the
practice of circumcision to
the region. There are also
strong memories of their
association with the site of
Great Zimbabwe.

1s found in adult Jewish males who are not cohanim.
The incidence in non-Jewish male groups is even
lower still. This tends to substantiate the claim of
the cohanim that they may indeed all have had a
common ancestor roughly 3000 years ago.

Subsequent tests on men of the Lemba tribe indi-
cated virtually the same occurrence of this DNA
marker as is found in Jewish men generally. What is
more, the senior Lemba clan, the Bhuba, show a very
much higher incidence of this chromosome marker
— as high as 53.8 per cent, which is approaching the
rate among the Jewish cohanim themselves. No
non-Jewish group has been found to have anything
approaching this incidence of the unique genetic
marker.

While this does not definitively prove the Lemba’s
case, it does add considerable weight to their claim
of Jewish ancestry. It would be very rewarding to
continue this project among other unified groups of
people who claim Jewish descent. While it is
unlikely, although not impossible, that these groups
do actually stem from Israel’s so-called ‘Ten Lost
Tribes’, genetic testing would at least demonstrate
conclusively whether they have among their num-
ber men whose chromosomes demonstrate a Jewish,
perhaps a priestly, linecage. We may never solve the
problem of the Lost Tribes themselves, but we may
be able to find the families of some lost Jews of the
past two millennia.




The Quest for the Ark of
e e the Covenant

Whenever the Ark moved forward then Moses said ‘Rise up, Lord, and let Your enemies be scattered,
let those who hate You flee before You.” And whenever it halted he said ‘Return O Lord, to the countless

thousands of Israel.’

IN THE ANNALS of early Israel the Ark of the
Covenant is an enigmatic phenomenon that
seems to have fulfilled several roles. Made in the
desert just after the Israelites left Egypt, the Ark was
to be a carrying box for the Tablets of the Covenant

NUMBERS 10: 35-36

that God had given to Moses on Mount Sinai. The
Tablets and the Ark that contained them were thus
the testimony to the covenant between God and
Israel. Following God’s explicit instructions (Exodus
25: 10), the Ark was made of acacia wood and lined

Left The Ark of the Covenant
was traditionally carried into
battle, and is shown here by
Jean Fouquet (c. 1425-80)
being marched around
Jericho, helping the Israelites
to capture the city during
their conquest of the
Promised Land.

Right A Classical view of the
Ark, shown mounted on a
wheeled wagon, on arelief
from the 4th-century AD
synagogue at Capernaum in
the Galilee. It is depicted as
a Byzantine barrel-vaulted
shrine, with panelled doors,
a concave, shell-like
pediment above and
engaged columns along the
sides.



inside and out with pure gold. It had a solid gold
cover or lid, on which were set two cherubim whose
wings met protectively above the Ark itself. Gold-
plated carrying poles were inserted through rings on
each side of the Ark, so that it could be carried. It
was to be borne before the people whenever they
journeyed and was to be installed in their midst in
the tented shrine called the Tabernacle, or Tent of
Meeting, whenever they encamped.

In Exodus 25, verse 22 God says to Moses, ‘T will
make myself known to you there, and I will speak
with you from above the cover, from between the
cherubim, which are above the Ark of Testimony’.
For this reason the Ark is sometimes seen as God’s
footstool and sometimes also as the Mercy Seat. It
was the Ark that led Israel into Canaan and once
there was instrumental in the fall of Jericho. It could
fight for itself as well, on one occasion destroying a
false idol when it was captured by the Philistines at
the battle of Eben Ezer. It even killed a man of Israel
who touched it without permission. Later it was
brought to Jerusalem by King David and subse-
quently installed by Solomon in the Holy of Holies
of his new Temple. The Ark was the most precious
and central possession of the nation, a potent remin-
der of Israel’s special covenantal relationship with
the God of their ancestors.
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Fresco from the mid-3rd century AD synagogue at Dura-
Europos, Syria, showing the Philistines sending away the Ark.

The fate of the Ark

But that is only the beginning of the mystique that
surrounds the Ark of the Covenant. It has captured
the imagination of people of many different cultural
backgrounds throughout time — the lore of the Ark
has developed a life of its own.




Many believe that the Ark was destroyed when the
Babylonians captured and devastated Jerusalem in
587/6 Be. In Jewish debates of later times, however,
the Rabbis held differing opinions about its fate. It
was variously felt that the prophet Jeremiah had con-
cealed it on Mount Nebo; that King Josaiah (639-609
BC) had hidden it in a decp cave right on the Temple
Mount, below the Holy of Holies of the Temple, long
before the Babylonian attack; that it had been taken
into exile in Babylon by King Jehoiachin; and, most
obscure of all, that it was hidden beneath the wood-
shed where timber for the altar fire was stored.

There are many other strange traditions as well. It
is said, among other things, that the Ark is destined
Small ivory panel showing a sphinx, 9th-8th century 8c. This
is perhaps what the cherubim guarding the Ark looked like.
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Relief from the Arch of Titus
in Rome, showing the
victorious Roman soldiers
carrying away the contents
of the Temple in Jerusalem
after they sacked the city in
AD 70. One recent theory
suggests that the Ark was
rescued before the Romans
burned down the Temple
and carried to safety to
Qumran, on the shores of
the Dead Sea.

to return to the Temple Mount and will be installed
in the Holy of Holies of a new Temple that will be
built to usher in the Messianic Age. Old Arab chron-
iclers report that the Ark was taken to safety in
Arabia; the Knights Templar searched fruitlessly for
it when they held Jerusalem in the Crusader era;
alternatively there is a claim that the Ark lies con-
cealed in the vaults of the Vatican; yet others feel
that it was captured by the Egyptian Pharaoh
Shishak (also known as Shoshengq, 945-924 Bc) when
he raided deep into Canaan. One recent theory 1s
that when the Romans burned down the Second
Temple in AD 70, the Ark was rescued via under-
ground tunnels that led eastwards over 30 km (19
miles) to the neighbourhood of Qumran where it
still lies buried.

Yet another persistent legend is that, almost as
soon as it was installed in the Temple, the Ark was
stolen and taken to Ethiopia by Menelek, son of King
Solomon and the Queen of Sheba. There are people
from Ethiopia, the Falashas, who claim descent from
the Judeans who escorted the Ark on its journey to
Ethiopia. One of the traditional titles of the monarch
was the ‘Lion of Judah’ and the old Ethiopian royal
family claimed descent from David and Solomon.
The Ethiopian Church has asserted for centuries
that the Ark has lain concealed among them.

Whatever mysteries are inherent in the numerous
legends of the Ark of the Covenant, it seems
unlikely that the original could have survived over
3000 years from the time of Moses down to our own
day. The likelihood is that the Ark was indeed
destroyed when the Babylonians captured Jerusalem
and obliterated Solomon’s Temple in 587 BC.



The Star of Bethlehem

Time: 8-4 BC
Location: Israel

Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king, behold there came wise
men from the East to Jerusalem, Saying, Where is he that is born King of the Jews! for we have seen his star
in the east, and have come to worship him.... and lo, the star, which they saw in the east, went before
them, till it came and stood over where the young child was. When they saw the star, they rejoiced with

exceeding great joy.

F EW ANCIENT MYSTERIES are as controversial
as the Star of Bethlehem, which according to
Christian beliefs announced the birth of Jesus of
Nazareth as the Messiah. The description of the star
in the Gospel of Matthew is brief. We are told that a
star ‘in the east’ directed Magi (physician-astrologers
from the Near East] to find the Messiah in Judea.
King Herod of Judea sent them to Bethlehem, the
prophesied birthplace of the Messiah. Thus, the Magi’s
star became known as the Star of Bethlehem.

Some researchers believe that there was no ‘star’
and that the story may be a myth meant only to
convey the message that Jesus had a messianic birth.
However, many people believe that there is an
historical basis to the story. The quest to find that
star has produced many theories.

Determining what may have drawn the Magi to
Judea is difficult because no one knows the date of
Jesus’ birth. Biblical scholars believe that 25 Decem-
ber was not Jesus’ birthday, but a Roman holiday for
the Unconquerable Sun, which Christians adopted

‘Severa go with God’ says this Roman catacomb tablet
which shows the Magi offering gifts to the infant Jesus.

MATTHEW 2: 1-2,9-10

sometime around AD 354. Furthermore, when
Dionysius Exiguus (c. AD 533) numbered the years of
the calendar, he miscalculated Jesus’ birth year.
Most biblical scholars consider 8 BC to 4 BC to be the
likely timeframe for Jesus’ birth because Herod died
in early 4 BC and Jesus was born during the ‘days of
Herod'.

Searching for the mysterious star in and around
this timeframe, researchers have proposed several
possible celestial objects. Comets, called ‘long-
haired stars’ in ancient times, seem plausible
because the star reportedly ‘went before’ and then
‘stood over’ the infant Jesus. A comet moves slowly
among the stars, which could explain the star’s
motion. However, a comet’s appearance was an
omen of a king’s death, not his birth. Also, the
account in Matthew says that Herod and the people
of Jerusalem did not notice the star, which means
that the star was not visibly noteworthy.

The same evidence argues against a nova because
the appearance of a ‘new star’ would have been seen
by everyone. There is a Chinese record of anova in 5
BC, but there are no Western astrological records
claiming any new star meant a king’s birth.
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Left In the ancient
world comets were
considered an omen of
the death of a king, not
his birth. Emperor
Augustus Caesar
claimed the ominous
comet of 44 BC as the
wandering soul of the
assassinated Julius
Caesar, who is shown
with the comet on this
Roman denarius.

Most theories now propose conspicuous planetary
conjunctions, but there were countless close pas-
sages of planets around the time of Jesus’ birth.
Visibly striking planetary groupings, however, did
not necessarily point to a king’s birth. In fact, most
astrological conditions for royal births, such as for
Roman emperors, were unimpressive by modern
standards. That the star was an obscure astrological
concept is underscored by the fact that Herod and
the people of Jerusalem did not notice it, because
Jews did not practise the Magi’s astrology.

Left The three wise men, or
Magi, from the East are
guided by the Star of
Bethlehem: é6th-century
mosaic from S. Apollinare
Nuovo, Ravenna, Italy.

Right Florentine painter
Giotto di Bondone was not
aware of a comet’s
foreboding message in
ancient times when he
painted The Adoration of
the Magi (Capella degli
Scrovegni, Padua). He may
have been inspired by the
bright comet of 1304 as he
worked on this fresco.

A clue from a Roman coin

A new perspective about the star’s astrological
nature came unexpectedly from a Roman coin issued
in Antioch close to the time of Jesus’ birth. The bronze
coin shows the astrological sign, Aries the Ram,
under a star. The ‘bible of astrology’ the Tetrabiblos
of Claudius Ptolemy (c. AD 150) tells us how Aries
controls human activity in Judea, Samaria, Idumea,
Coele Syria, and Palestine, all of which were in King
Herod’s realm. The coin may commemorate the AD 6
incorporation of Judea into Roman Syria, where
Antioch was the capital city. That is, the star above

Left A Roman coin
from c. AD 6 shows
Aries the Ram gazing
backwards at a star.
The inscription reads
‘of the people of the
Metropolis of
Antioch’.



e PR

the ram symbolizes Judea’s new fate under Roman
Antioch’s control. But the coin’s importance lies in
showing that astrologers would have watched Aries
the Ram for a royal birth in Judea.

Not only do the astrological sources tell us where
astrologers watched for a new King of the Jews, but
they also explain which star announced the king's
birth. And that regal star was the ‘star of Zeus’,
namely the planet Jupiter. The optimum time for
Jupiter to confer kingships was when the planet was

rising as a morning star, which is what ‘in the east’
means in astrological terms. There were other royal
conditions such as when the Moon passed Jupiter in
a close conjunction, but few were as important as
being ‘in the east’.

Examining the likely timeframe of Jesus’ birth
reveals a unique and extraordinary day. On 17 April
6 BC Jupiter emerged in the east in Aries the Ram.
The Moon was also in Aries moving directly towards
Jupiter for a close encounter. (Modern calculations
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reveal that the Moon passed before Jupiter.) Moreover,
the Sun was in Aries where it was ‘exalted’, another
powerful astrological condition for a king’s birth.
Even Saturn was present which created an incredible
omen for the birth of a great king in Judea. A Christ-
ian Roman astrologer, Firmicus Maternus (c. AD 334)
cited these same conditions in Aries as marking the
birth of a ‘divine and immortal’ person — excellent
evidence that this inspired the Magi to go to Judea.
Jupiter then did something else that attracted the
Magi. The planet left Aries but reversed its motion
among the stars (‘went before’ according to
Matthew). Jupiter returned to Aries where it became
stationary (’stood over’) for several days late in 6 BC.

The Church of the
Nativity in Bethlehem is
venerated as the birthplace
of Jesus.

¢/t The planets on 17 April East
6 8c formed a powerful
omen in the astrological

sign of Aries the Ram Jupiter’s
(dashed box) about the birth pathin
of the Messiah in Judea. Signs the sky

were imaginary zones that
loosely coincided with
constellations.

Right Jupiter is the most likely
star which announced Jesus’
birth. The planet seemingly
reversed its motion among
the stars for several days
latein 6 BC. Juprier
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Modern astronomers refer to Matthew’s description
as retrograde motion: an optical illusion produced by
the earth passing Jupiter in the solar system. The sta-
tioning of Jupiter in Aries was another indication
pointing to great events in Judea, which made the
Magi rejoice, believing they would indeed find the
new king in Bethlehem.

There is no proof outside the biblical account that
the Magi or anyone else verified Jesus’ birthday.
But early Christians believed that Jesus was born
under a royal star, which fulfilled the Messianic
prophecy. In any case, people will have to draw their
own conclusions whether he was born under this
star in the east.




King Arthur & the

Time: Ap 400-600
Location: Britain

Holy Grall

If we could see exactly what happened we should find ourselves in the presence of a theme as well
founded, as inspired, and as inalienable from the inheritance of mankind as the Odyssey or the Old
Testament. It is all true, or it ought to be; and more and better besides.

A RE THE ARTHURIAN legends ‘true’? And do
they reflect historical reality? Many modern
Arthurian enthusiasts are not comfortable with
Churchill’s deflecting aphorism, quoted above. We
‘ought to be’ able to prove Arthur’s existence, they
believe, given current knowledge of the historical
and archaeological evidence. But this is a narrowing
of the question. The ‘truth’ to the mystery of Arthur
is informed by history and archacology, but also by
mythology, folklore, literary criticism and other
disciplines. In the quest for Camelot, one must be
prepared to discover not one Arthur, but many.

An historical Arthur remains a possibility, but
good evidence is lacking. The first written accounts
of his deeds - the sparse Annales Cambriae (‘Welsh
Annals’} and the fabulous Historia Brittonum
(‘History of the Britons’) - were produced in the 8th
and 9th centuries AD, some 300 years after the date
given for Arthur’s death (537 in the Annales Cam-
briae). A casual reference to Arthur in the Welsh
bardic poem Y Gododdin may be older (the poem
was probably composed c. 600}, but it did not appear
in written form until the 13th century. There is
simply no primary source evidence for Arthur’s exis-
tence. Gildas, a fellow Briton writing in the early 6th
century, does not mention Arthur, nor does Bede,
writing his famous history two centuries later but
using Gildas and other primary sources. Without
contemporary records, historians have not been able
to make a very strong case for Arthur.

Arthur and archaeology

In 1191, monks at Glastonbury Abbey excavated their
ancient cemetery and uncovered a remarkable grave.
Inside a hollowed-out log coffin were the bones of a
large man and those of a woman whose golden hair

WINSTON CHURCHILL, 1956

was still intact. An overturned lead cross near the
grave bore the Latin inscription: Hic iacet sepultus
inclitus rex Arturius in insula Avalonia (Here lies
buried the famous King Arthur in the Isle of Avalon).

Had this excavation been without controversy,
there would not be much of a mystery about Arthur
and Avalon. But the Glastonbury monks knew what
they were looking for — a bard had allegedly ‘tipped
off’ their patron, King Henry Il - and finding Arthur’s
bones was guaranteed to bring in revenues from
pilgrimage to help pay for rebuilding at the Abbey.
The book that had made Arthur famous throughout
Europe - Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the

Glastonbury Tor was once surrounded by marsh and was
identified in the Middle Ages as the Isle of Avalon.

67




Britain {written n 1136) — was by then

being roundly criticized by contemporary scholars.

Morcover, modern scholars have concluded that the
letter forms on the inscribed cross (now lost, along
with the bones) are too late to belong to the era in
which Arthur allegedly lived, and many now accuse
the monks of having pulled off a brilliant hoax.
Devious or not, the Glastonbury monks were the
first to look for material evidence for clues to Arthur’s
existence. The search for Camelot fascinated early
antiquarians, who recorded Arthurian associations
with sites like South Cadbury. But with the develop-

Aerial view of the rocky promontory called ‘Tintagel
Island’ in Cornwall. Below A Glasgow University team
excavating Site C at Tintagel.

ment of modern archaeology in the 20th century, new
and compelling evidence concerning ‘the Age of
Arthur’ {the 5th and 6th centuries) began to emerge.
The first discovery was at Tintagel, in Cornwall, the
site of Arthur’s birth in Geoffrey’s History. Ralegh
Radford’s excavations revealed, beneath the later
Norman castle, the remains of several small buildings
of stone and slate associated with thousands of pottery
sherds. Though the structures were unremarkable,




the sherds were the remains of fine tablewares and
amphoras (likely wine and oil containers) imported
from North Africa and the eastern Mediterranean
from the 5th to the 7th centuries.

Radford interpreted Tintagel as a Celtic monastery
whose monks were engaged in active commerce with
the Mediterranean world more than a century after
Britain ceased to be a province of the Roman empire.
More recently, scholars prefer to see Tintagel as the
base of a powerful chieftain who used it to receive
tribute and distribute gifts to his retainers. Was this
chieftain Arthur? The latest excavations at Tintagel
unearthed several more small buildings and, cover-
ing a drainage ditch, one highly publicized inscribed
slate bearing the word ARTOGNOV, which repre-
sents the Welsh name Arthnou. While this is not

Inscribed slate bearing the name Artognov, found during
excavations at Tintagel in 1998. 2¢/0» The Winchester Round
Table: this massive oak table top, created in the |13th or |4th
century, was painted early in the reign of Henry VIII (Arthur
bears a likeness to the Tudor king).



Arthur, 1t is evidence of Latin literacy and organized
engincering at Tintagel in the 6th century.

Another excavation that drew much attention
was Leslie Alcock’s work at South Cadbury in the
late 1960s. At the site known locally for centuries as
‘Camelot’, Alcock excavated a prominent Iron Age
hillfort that yielded occupational cvidence from
the Neolithic to the Late Saxon period. In the
‘Arthurian’ period {the 5th and 6th centurics), the
hillfort was greatly refortified and new structures
werc built on the enclosed plateau, including a large
‘feasting’ hall. Dozens of sherds of imported pottery,
the same types found at Tintagel, proved that South
Cadbury was also involved in the active trade of
prestige goods in the later 5th and 6th centuries.
Furthermore, the manpower that would have been
required to build and guard the new ramparts
scemed to suggest a local king of great stature.

The Holy Grail

Like the legends of Myrddin (Merlin) and Tristan
and Iseult, that of the Holy Grail may have been
an indcpendent tradition later attached to the
Arthurian legends. When the Grail first appears,
in the French poem Perceval written by Chrétien
de Troyes ¢. 1190, it is an ornate dish (Old French
graal) which serves the Mass wafer in the castle
of the maimed Fisher King. Because the poem was
left unfinished, subsequent authors were given the
freedom to depict the Grail in myriad forms. Some
reflect pre-Christian Celtic adventure tales of
magical cauldrons. Most popular, however, has been

The ornate Ardagh Chalice, made in the 8th century, is the
image many modern authors have of the Holy Grail.

that tradition identifying the Grail with the chalice
of the Last Supper, the san graal or ‘holy grail’. This
relic, according to medieval apocrypha, passed into
the possession of Joseph of Arimathea, whose family
brought it to Britain during the founding of the
island’s first Christian community, at Glastonbury.

Of course, the Glastonbury monks played their
part in the shaping of this legend. Still, archaeolo-
gists have becen curious as to whether therc is
anything to this tradition of an early Christian com-
munity at Glastonbury. Ralegh Radford excavated
parts of the Abbey in the late 1950s. He found
beneath later Saxon structures slight remains of
early wattlc buildings, which he interpreted as the
founders’ church and subsequent monastic orato-
ries. He also found, in the ancient cemetery, proof
that the Glastonbury monks had indeed dug where
they said and had uncovered early burials. Philip
Rahtz conducted excavations of nearby Glastonbury
Tor a decade later, uncovering traces of wooden
buildings, metalworking debris, and sherds of
imported pottery which enabled him to date this
occupation to the Arthurian period.

The Once and Future King

Despite this flurry of archaeological activity,
nothing has been found which is explicitly identified
with an historical Arthur. At the same time, a verita-
ble industry of Arthur books has taken off in Britain
and America. These detective-like tales posit candi-
dates for the Arthur which include the 2nd-century
Roman general Lucius Artorius Castus, the Breton
warlord Riothamus, an obscure Welsh king of
Gwynedd, and one Artuir, son of the Scottish king
Acdin mac Gabréin. Meanwhile local tourist boards
watch with interest to see whether Arthur will be
declared a Cornishman, a Welshman or a Scot!

This quest to possess a piece of Arthur is nothing
new. Richard the Lionheart gave to a crusading
companion a sword alleged to be Excalibur, while
Henry VIII showed Emperor Charles V the ‘real’
Round Table hanging in Winchester Castle (though
it bore a painted likeness of Henry himself). Both
English and Welsh princes used Merlin’s prophecies
about Arthur to support their own political aims,
and latter-day bards like Spenser and Tennyson
wrote new tales about Arthur to magnify the glories
of reigning monarchs. Since, in most of the medieval
legends, Arthur’s end is shrouded in mystery, he
makes the perfect Once and Future king, to be dug
up and debated over by each generation.




The Turin Shroud

Time: AD 332/ap 1260-1390?
Location: Turin, Italy

And when the Lord had given the linen cloth to the servant of the priest, he went to James and appeared

to him.

PUT SIMPLY, the Shroud of Turin is a large
linen cloth, 4.3 m (14 ft 3 in} long by 1.1 m
(3 ft 7 in) wide, which bears the image - front and
back — of a man who apparently died by crucifixion.
This fact alone would excite interest, but the claim
(not by any church authority) that this is the actual
burial cloth of Jesus Christ has become a magnet for
controversy. The same claim has provoked detailed
scientific examination and international confer-
ences. In 1978 an exhibit of the Shroud at Turin,
Italy, attracted three million people; numbers will
no doubt be even greater in future exhibitions.

Some think the history of the shroud began in
1357, when Geoffrey Il of Charney exhibited it in
Lirey, France. Yet earlier mentions of images of Jesus

Above A gold coin of Justinian
Il, struck between AD 692
and 695 in Constantinople.
Such coins were the first to
have an image of Jesus, and it
is very close to that on the
Shroud. Right A 6th-century
AD icon of Jesus from St
Katherine's monastery,
Mount Sinai. For nght
Negative of the first
photograph of the Shroud
taken in 1898.

APOCRYPHA

are known. For example, in the 4th century AD one
source relates that Thaddaeus or Addai painted an
image of Jesus ‘with choice pigments’ at Edessa in
Syria. In the 6th century another source narrates a
tale that Christ wiped his face on a towel and
thereby imprinted his image on it. Christ gave this
towel to an emissary from King Abgar of Edessa.
Stories of an image of Christ at Edessa persisted until
AD 944, when the Byzantine army moved the image
to Constantinople (Istanbul). Here the image rested
until Ap 1204, when the knights of the Fourth
Crusade sacked the city and took its treasures,
including the image. This could explain how the
Shroud came to be exhibited in France in the 14th

century.
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The Shroud and its dating

Many ‘burial cloths’ of Jesus were exhibited in the
Middle Ages, so what is so interesting about the
Shroud of Turin?

When viewed, the image on the Shroud is a rather
muted, yellowish likeness against a white back-
ground. Yet it is best understood as a negative image
of a crucified man, front and back; strangely, it also
contains three-dimensional information. There is
also an amazing amount of detail in the image: for
example, the human anatomy is depicted with great
accuracy, including lesions from scourging, blood
tlows from nail wounds in the wrists and feet, blood
on the scalp, and details of the hair and beard. In
addition observers point out a possibly broken nose
and even coins on the eyes. The bloodstains have
undergone DNA testing and prove to be human,
from a male, type AB.
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There is also microscopic debris, including specks
of dirt, dust and pollen. The pollen comes from
numerous plants, with experts claiming to have
identified 19 species of plants that grow only in the
vicinity of Jerusalem and Jericho.

In 1988 radiocarbon (C14) dating tests of the
Shroud were undertaken in laboratories in Zurich,
Oxford and Tucson, using the Accelerated Mass
Spectrometry  (AMS)  technique, which allows
smaller samples to be radiocarbon dated. A piece of
cloth, just 1 cm (% in) by 5.7 em (2% in) was divided
between the three laboratories. The results dated the
material of the Shroud to AD 1260-1390. Does this
not settle the question of its age?

For many, especially in the press, the radiocarbon
tests did just that, and in the eyes of numerous scien-
tists the 1988 results were conclusive. Yet others
pointed out that the sample was taken from a part of




Opposite The front (left) and
back (right) of the Shroud of
Turin. The two vertical lines
are burn marks and the
triangular patches the result
of the fire of 1532.

Right Enlargement of the
shroud showing the linen
weave and particulate
matter identified as
bloodstains and serum stains.
Below 3-D information in the
shroud, as depicted by an
image analyser showing a
full-frontal view.

the Shroud that has been touched and contaminated
by human hands most since it was first exhibited.
Furthermore, the Shroud was scorched in a fire in
Turin in 1532, and fire introduces new contaminants,
a theory confirmed in testing known samples. Others
noted that fungi and bacteria grow on ancient linen
fibres, and these resist removal by the dating process
used for the Shroud. Finally, since the radiocarbon
date is 13th or 14th century, the artistic style of the
image (if it is a fraud) should be medieval, butitis not.

Explaining the Shroud

So how have people explained the Shroud of Turin?
Is it a fraud, an accident, or a miracle? All these
explanations have at some time been proposed. For
example, although there are no brush strokes on the
Shroud from painting, it might have been produced
by daubing pigments. Others have suggested that the

image is a scorch from draping a hot statue. Stll
others have maintained that the imprint is a kind of
‘vapourgraph’ in which gases given off from a decom-
posing human body leave an imprint. And some have
sought to prove that it is a natural imprint of a body
(the Volkringer effect or dehydration of the linen
fibres). There are those who have made a case for
radiation theories — the body’s natural electro-mag-
netic field interacting with the cloth. Some have
argued for a supernatural burst of electromagnetic
radiation at the resurrection of Jesus. There are even
those who argue that spiritual energies associated
with Christ’s resurrection account for the imprint.

So what are we left with in attempting to explain
this mysterious linen shroud? Does it really testify
to a miracle? There is still room for argument and
experiment. Some of the most convincing theories
are that the imprint is the result of complex and
subtle natural processes that we do not yet fully
understand. Experiments with a medical mannikin
in an ancient tomb in Jerusalem suggest that heat
(from post-mortem fever) and human sweat, which
supplies an acid, combined with the alkaline, high-
humidity environment of a tomb cut into limestone
rock, will produce a subtle image on unbleached linen.

Whatever the actual process might have been, the
Shroud of Turin remains a genuine scientific
anomaly and resists our best attempts at analysis
and classification.

Experiment to reproduce the Turin Shroud image, 1999,
using a cloth to which myrrh and aloe have been applied.




Maya Myth:Will the World

Time: AL 250-909
Location: Central America

Agann there comes a hurdiation, destrction, and demolition.

End in 20127

There came a ram of resin from the sky.

Fhere cane the one named Gouger of Faces he gouged out thew eveballs. There came Sudden Bloodletter:

he snapped off their heads

OME DECEMBER 2012, the current race of

humans s doe to be wiped lvom the face of the
carth i learind cataclvam, which, tw judge from the
last destruction by five, tlood and a plague ot
demons, wall come e an unexpected and temble
torm At least, that 1s what we can expeet to be told
as we enter the ‘tinal countdown’ of the ancient
Mava calendar Give or take a day or so, the 231d of
that Latelul wonth wall mark the end of 13 Bak’tans
of the Long Count evele, completning a jourmey of
1,872,000 davs that began with the last snch event i
S ac, But what do we actnally know abont this
claborate system, and what did the Mava think was
potny to happen i 20128

Ihe Mava, the most

sophisticated and hierate .
Amenca’s ; .'
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ol Cential
ancient civihizations,
heheved wea evelical um
that  had

recnrming
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VOISe,  One
expenenced
creations  and
fons
lll\‘.\k‘ wdeas s the |'\\|\\\|

Vulh o ‘Book o Counal

This painted vase shows the
cigarssmoking tord of the
Underworld, God L, as he
presides over an Important
vlaual at the dawn of the last
treatdonin 3114 ae. The
black background prabably
alludes to a primeval world
betore the arvival of light,

FHE POPOL VUH, 16TH CENTURY

amythological epic produced by the Quiche Maya ol
mghland Guatemala, probably in the late 16th
century (though perhaps based on an oviginal wiitten
m hicroglyphs). 1t hegins with the parting of sky and
carth, which allows the first light mto the world,
It then describes how the Creator Gods uy o
popnlate (¢ with humankind, Thew first attempt
produces the animmals of the earth, but since they
canmot speak and praise then makers they are
hanmished to the torest as falures. In the scecond,
people are formed from clay, but they jabber
insensibly and thew bodies sttt to crumble. The
sods break them up i disgust. For the thivd creation
humans ave formed trom wood, but they have no
souls and torget theiv ereators. To destroy them the
sods not only produce the aforementioned tlood,
fire and demons, they even make thew cooking
utensils nise up agamst them, crushing their faces
with stones, Finally, the gods try maize dough as
the stuft of Iite and the people of today came into
hemg,

There s mueh i the greater Popol Vah myth that
we can recognize i the art ol Mava avilization’s
highpomt, the Classie period (ap 250-909), but it is
clear that i contans ideas of even deeper anuquity.
I the Classic Mayva believed in a evelical universe
then s unung, hoth genesis and  armageddon,
should be encoded m their Long Count calendar. No
one knows exactly where or when this system was
mvented, but the earliest contemporary date we
have talls only in 32 ke, Long Count dates e
wiitten an a five-place notanon, mostly working in
A base of 20 unlike our own hase 10, The highest
value was normally the Bak’tan = a unit of 144,000
davs = but we know that there were 19 higher ones,
rarely expressed, all set with the coetficient 13, The



A monolith at the city of
Quirigua called Stela C
contains the best description
of the creation events of
3114 8c. One side records
the completion of 13
Bak’tuns (detail). Note the
number 13 (highlighted),
composed of three dots and
two bars, with each dot
representing one and the bar
representing five,
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full Long Count was thus of unimaginable scalg,
encompassing many trillions of years (far longer
than our own universe has existed

Advances in deciphenng the Maya script give
some insights into the events of the last 13 Bak’tun
datc in 3114 pc. These focus not on destruction

but creation: there is an ‘ordenng’
forming of a central ‘hearth’ and
stones’. Since this was not a truc year zcro, the

mscriptions also tell

Ot ;f':’l‘:, the

planting ot

of mythic episodes
l'lh;.’ before 3114
Similarly, the Maya
calculated dates well
into the future, with
one T'J}.ll annivcrsary
projccted forward to
1 4772. There can thus
be no sense 1n which
2012 represents  the
end of time

Only onc¢ 1nscry
tion, tound at the site

This scene from the
Dresden Codex, a late
hieroglyphic book, appears
to show the destruction of
the earth by flood. A sky
caiman and an aged
goddess pour water on to
the deity God L.

of Tortuguero, prophetically descnbes

13 Bak'tuns 1n 2012. Sadly, 1t damag
parually legible. It doc fer to b'olon okt
nam¢ of a well-known Maya god, here prefixe
the term yem ‘« nding’. This 1s rather r
cent of the 1image of the Diving God that |
so popular 1in Maya art of the Postcla
y909-1697
As we know, the Long Count did not
sce more than a fraction ot 1t t
The last propcr date was carved at Tonina, M
1in 909. The previous century had se a2 P
logical and demographic ¢n weep the re
bringing Classic civilizatuo t I
282-5). But this disaster j s when pared t
cvents of the 16th century. The a f
pcans was to be a death sent tor 1 nur
i 'tlﬁl“':t 1S 1t was ror nat p throughn
Americas. Decimated by disca VIt
gion imposed on pain of torture XCCut1or
traditional I 1t ¢radi d °r
catastroy he wortny « tpre«




Azt

Time: 13th-15th centuries BC
Location: Valley of Mexico

an & the Myth of the
Aztec Migration

These people like the others who populated the country departed from the Seven Caves, in a land where
they had lived, called Aztldn. This name means ‘Whiteness’, or ‘Place of the Herons'.

T HE AZTECS AND their allies created an
empire in central and southern Mexico during
the 15th and carly 16th centuries AD - barely a
hundred years before they were overcome by the
Spanish expedition of Hernan Cortés. In the national
myth of Mexico today, the Aztecs are idealized in
the popular imagination, embodying the heroic,
indigenous past and the tragedy of foreign conquest.
The conversion of the Aztec capital Tenochtitlan
into Spanish colonial Mexico City, and its continua-
tion as the capital of the modern nation, contributes
to the elevation of the Aztecs above other Indian
peoples as foremost representatives of a 3000-year-
old collective pre-Hispanic cultural inheritance.

The origin myth

Where did the Aztecs come from? Early colonial
annals and pictorial manuscripts prepared from
Aztec sources, as well as archaeological excavations,
trace the Aztecs only to the early 13th century in the

FRAY DIEGO DURAN, 16TH CENTURY

Valley of Mexico with historical certainty. The ultimate
geographical place of their origins remains an
unsolved mystery. Aztecs appeared as one of several
tribes of nomadic hunter-gatherers and part-time
farmers, who, in the 13th century, were migrating
into Central Highland Mexico from northern deserts.
Myths and legends tell of Aztlan, ‘place of cranes’, an
origin-place far to the north. Aztlan is described as
an island-hill rising from a lake. There, the Aztecs
emerged from caves and the earth-womb in the time
of creation. Eventually they decided to leave.
Embarking by canoes to the mainland, they began a
long migration. Soon they were joined by another
group, the Mexica, ‘moon people’ (hence the compound
name Mexica-Aztecs, by which they are often
known). They were led by a chieftain, Huitzilopochtli,
‘Hummingbird on the Left’, who appears thereafter

Pages from the Codex Boturini depict the Aztec migration
from Aztlan, an island in the middle of a lake.




as a sacred effigy transported by priests. As the
migration continued, priests voiced Huitzilopochtli’s
oracular directions as to where the tribe was to travel.

The magical birth of Huitzilopochtli had taken
place before the migration. The myth tells of an aged
priestess, Coatlicue, who was sweeping an earth-shrine
atop Coatepetl, ‘Serpent Mountain’. Unexpectedly a
ball of feathers fell from the sky and impregnated her
with Huitzilopochtli. When Coatlicue’s sons, the
Centzonhuitznaua, ‘the four hundred’ (i.e. many),
and her elder daughter Coyolxauhqui learned of the
pregnancy, they were enraged and determined to
slay her. The armed host then advanced up the
mountain. Suddenly, Huitzilopochtli was born, as a
fearsome, supernaturally powerful warrior. Hurling
a flaming 'fire serpent’ he pierced Coyolxauhqui and
cut off her head, sending her body crashing in pieces
down the mountain. The Centzonhuitznaua scattered
as Huitzilopochtli chased them, slaying without mercy.

Continuing the migration, the tribe moved from
place to place, sometimes stopping for years, and at
one location a dissident faction split off. They also
paused at a mountain, Culhuacan-Chicomoztoc, a
feature named in the earlier migration story of
the 10th-century Tolteca-Chichimeca. After the
Aztecs arrived in the Valley of Mexico, they
attempted to settle near the springs of Chapultepec.
There another fabled barttle took place, when
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Huitzilopochtli slew the enemy chieftain and had
his heart thrown into the lakeshore marshes. The
heart landed at the place where the wandering tribe
would later found their great pyramid and capital,
Tenochtitlan. The place is described as a field of
reeds with magically white juniper, cattails and
willows. White serpents, frogs and fish swam in a
spring. Another version describes twin springs, with
dark blue and yellow water. These images were actu-
ally borrowed from earlier sources, for they are also
depicted in the Historia Tolteca-Chichimeca.
Finally the Aztecs saw an eagle perched on a
cactus growing on a rocky outcrop - this was a long-
sought vision, prophesied by Huitzilopochtli as a
mystical sign of the place where the tribe was to
settle. This happened in the year ‘2 house’, corre-
sponding to 1325 in the Christian calendar.

Le” The defeated Coyolxauhqui: a sculpture found at the
Great Temple of Tenochtitlan. 520w The sign which led the
Aztecs to found their capital city of Tenochtitlan: an eagle
perched on a cactus on a rock, from the Codex Mendoza.
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Map to show the mythical route taken by the Aztecs to their
capital city of Tenochtitlan.

Separating fact from fiction

What are we to make of these mythie events? In faet,
the early years of the Aztees in the Valley of Mexieo
present a different pieture. Despised as barbarians
with no aristoeratie ruling lineage, and suffering
humiliating rebuffs and defeats from the older urban
eommunities, the tribe was forced to flee into the
reedbeds. Yet they proved resilient and enterprising.
By 1428 they had assimilated an urban way of life and
formed an alliance with Tetzeoeo and Tlacopan. They
suecessfully shifted the balance of power to embark
on the eonquests that were to make Tenochtitlan the
most feared and richest city of Mexico. The ruler
Itzchatl soon saw the need to define a new historiecal
identity. A eouneil assembled to review the obseure
origins, the existing tribal migration accounts, the
humiliations endured and the lack of prestigious
aneestry: all were unacceptable for the new imperial
status. The old records were burned. A new, ‘official’
history was prepared, by appropriating well-known
mythie events, and Huitzilopochtli was promoted as
the deified Aztec patron.

Seholars analysing these ‘official’ texts note that
the story beginning in Aztlan conforms to a pattern
of migration stories distributed south into Guatemala,
in Central Mexieo, in Michoaean to the northwest,
and northwards to New Mexico. The sequence begins
in a faraway land or a lake to the north at the onset of

a new era. Often, a people emerge from the carth or
the waters. Departure may be directed by a god or
goddess as a result of dissension or war. The depart-
ing group is joined by others, and a supernatural
leader or messenger points out the route of migration.

Thus the official Aztee migration story reflected
established models, and Aztlan was eonceived by the
Aztecs themselves as a mythical place rather than a
specifie geographical location, whieh is why modern
attempts to locate it have ended in speculation.
Huitzilopochtli's ‘fatherless’ birth and his slaying of
enemies may be seen as an Aztee myth to bypass
their lack of a ‘legitimate’ aristocratic ancestral
lineage. To commemorate Huitzilopoehtli’s victory,
the Great Pyramid of Tenochtitlan was designed
as a symbol of the mythic mountain Coatepetl.
Huitzilopochtli’s temple stood above, next to that of
Tlaloe, the agricultural Rain God of Mesoamerican
antiquity; below, on the landing, was a seulpture of
the dismembered Coyolxauhqui. The Aztecs thus
created a souree of inspiration for their warrior
eulture of fieree valour, pride and destruction.

Yet the faet remains that in ancient Mexico there
was a pattern of intermittent connections, from at
least the Ist millennium BC, between urban peoples
of the central highland basins and tribes of the arid
north. It is probable that the Aztecs were from this
vast region, and a people sueh as the Aztees were not
likely to forget their beginnings entirely, however
assimilated they beeame to an urban way of life.

The quest for Aztlin might thus be seen as an
inquiry into a type of culture once found among
many societies living between the southwestern
deserts of the United States and the eentral high-
lands of Mexico, and a question of how such peoples
shaped aneient, and modern, Mexican history.

The Great Pyramid of Tenochtitlan, with its twin shrines.




Memories of the
e [ Jregmtime

The art of Aboriginal Australia is the last great tradition of art in the world to be appreciated by the world

at large.

WHEN EUROPEANS took possession of
Australia, with the landing of the British
First Fleet in Botany Bay in 1788, they shaped the
land by their own European values. They mapped it,
they divided it into fields and farms, they gave its
landmarks English-language names ~ as if it were an
empty land. Archaeologists, within the same cul-
tural tradition, have always had as a central concern
the dating of the exact time Aboriginal people
settled Australia; their current best estimate is
around 60,000 years ago or earlier (see pp. 101-4).

Aboriginal Australians have their own views on
these matters. We have, they know and say, always
been here, since the Dreaming time when the land
was made and put in order, when the creeks and hills
were made, when the people were placed each in
their own country. The ‘Dreamtime’, the word used
today to express this Aboriginal concept in English,
is not a fitting translation. ‘Dream’ is the wrong
word, in hinting at some insubstantial irrational
world from which we will wake up to a different and
true reality. ‘Time’ is the wrong word also, for it sug-
gests some distinct period, placed in the past and
separate from the present. An essential part of the
Dreaming, of the ‘always’ of the being here, is that
things are as they are and must be. Time, measured
chronological time, change over time — those central
planks in archaeology and Western empirical
science ~ do not come into it.

Art of the Dreamtime

In their ancient rock paintings and rock engravings,
Aboriginal Australians have left a pictorial record.
Many of the animals and the birds are those in the
land today, among them are some such as the brolga
and the crocodile, the sulphur-crested cockatoo and

WALLY CARAUNA, 1993

the python, that are creatures important also in the
Dreamtime stories. A common motif is a bird-track,
sometimes small, the size of a bush-turkey’s track,
sometimes large, the size of an emu, sometimes
even larger. Are these last the over-size images of
emu tracks? Or records of a bigger bird? There are
images of oversize human feet as well.

Often, but not always, a Dreaming Place is a singular feature
of the landscape, such as this naturally occurring great stack
of sandstone.
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o In Australia, rock art is a living tradition. This great
frieze in Kakadu National Park was painted in the early
1960s, over traces of earlier paintings. Below Human tracks
cutinto a north Australian rock face are worn and crusted
with age; some were later outlined in white paint. The
celebrated ‘dot painting’ of recent art in central Australia
derives its iconography from ancient rock art.

In north Australia, the rock paintings of Kakadu
National Park and its region go back some thou-
sands of years, certainly 4000 years, probably many
more. In its older phases there are many images of
Tasmanian tigers, the marsupial carnivore which
survived into the 20th century only in Tasmania. On
the Australian mainland, the tiger has been extinct
since people brought dogs from Southeast Asia —
these became the wild dingo, which, as a more effi-
cient medium-sized predator, drove the tiger to
extinction. It survived in Tasmania because by the
time the dingo arrived in Australia, Tasmania was
already separated from the mainland by the rising
sea-level of post-glacial times.

Records of the ancient past

We think the dingo came into north Australia some
4000 years ago, so the pictures of Tasmanian tigers
are of an extinct creature — but one which has been
extinct only that length of time. But a unique paint-
ing, high in the remote ‘stone country’ beyond even
the boundary of Kakadu National Park, hints at
something older. Well-preserved and well-painted, it
seems to depict an adult and juvenile of a singular
creature which is certainly not a Tasmanian tiger,




nor any kind of kangaroo or modern marsupial. It
has small front legs with front paws rather like
hands {as marsupials do), beefy back legs and a broad
tail (as marsupials do). It has something odd about its
middle, as if it had large and pointed udders or teats
hanging below the body (but marsupials have their
teats inside the pouches where their young develop).
The small, or juvenile one, has something similar. Is
this creature one of the megafauna? One identifica-
tion is of a creature known only from its fossil bones,
called Palorchestes.

Tantalizingly, we currently know of just the one
painting. There may be more in the high stone
country, where countless rock-shelters are full of
paintings, not much visited and certainly not fully
explored for rock art. A central figure in the Dream-
time stories is the Rainbow Serpent, the great Being
who moved through the country shaping the land
and who has left dramatic sign of her ([sometimes
his) passing by making the billabongs and pools, the
rocks and creeks. Does the Rainbow Serpent pre-
serve some kind of memory of the great snakes, even
larger than modern Australian pythons, of past
times? Do Aboriginal stories of floods and rising
waters also preserve the memory of the end of the Ice
Age, when a rising sea-level will have pushed people
back from an older sea-shore?

In Kakadu National Park, where that sea-level rise
is well dated and rather late in its final stages, a well-
dated rock art sequence gives a telling clue: there is a
decided increase in paintings which show people
fighting at just that era of a rising sea which would
have pushed ‘people of the shore’ into new contact
with ‘people of the stone’ who formerly had been
well inland.

left A churinga from central Australia. It is thought that
the ancestors of the Dreamtime became these sacred
objects. Above This strange creature, its head held up high and
to the right, and with its young to the right, may well be one
of the long-extinct megafauna.

Below Bruce Nabegeyo, Ngalyod — Rainbow Serpent (1995).
The Rainbow Serpent is a central figure in the Dreamtime
stories. In this modern image, Rainbow has the head of that
most powerful of creatures, the saltwater crocodile.







ALTAMIRA’S POLYCHROME bison, the giant
bulls of Lascaux, the rhinoceroses of Chauvet Cave
the Stone Age peoples of the late Ice Age have an
enduring fascination, which began with the discov-
eries of Cro-Magnon art a century ago. We have
come a long way from the well-worn stereotypes

those days: skin-wearing cave people armed with
clubs hunting sabre-toothed tigers, and brutish
Neanderthals shambling across snow-clad Ice Age
landscapes. Thanks to archaeology, genetics and a
wide array of scientific methods, we know many
Stone Age societies in surprisingly intimate detail

their life-ways, their technologies, their complex
seasonal movements, even \wlﬂg'(}‘.'.nl of th

beliefs. Yet, the more we know, the more involved
are the controversies.

One of the greatest debates surrounds the origins
of Homo sapiens sapiens — ourselves. Are the mito-
chondrial geneticists correct when they argue that
we originated in tropical Africa and then spread
widely over the Old World and into the Americas
during the late Ice Age! Or did modern humans
evolve in many different regions, as some scholars
fervently believe?

Whatever our origins, we often assume that we are
the first hominids capable of logical reasoning and the
ability to converse fluently. We point to the sudden
appearance of artistic traditions some 30,000 years
ago, tonewly sophisticated adaptations to arctic envi-
ronments. The Neanderthals and other archaic
humans are often held up as primitive, less-advanced
people, but evidence is mounting that they were

The standing stones of Ballochroy with the Paps of Jura,
Kintyre, Scotland, behind. Why were such megaliths
erected?



tough, mntelligent folk, who may have had a form of
speech. Nor are we certain what happened to them
when modern humans settled in their territories.
Recent archacological discoveries do not necessarily
allow us to assume they rapidly hecame extinct.

As modern humans spread across the world, they
encountered formidable barriers and environmental
challenges. Recent discoveries have posed intriguing
questions as to when Stone Age groups crossed the
open sea from Southeast Asia to settle New Guinea,
Australia and the Solomon Islands. As with the
Americas, the greatest controversics surround first
scttlement, the datc at which humans initially
entered virgin, unsettled lands. This issue is espe-
cially controversial in North Amcrica, where the
discovery of Kennewick Man, claimed by some to be
Caucasoid, has unlcashed a storm of debate over the
identity of the first Amcricans and over the ethics of
studying Native American burials. Human impact
on the natural environment is another contempo-
rary question. Big game animals — a whole range
of megafauna - went extinct in every continent
humans spread to. Werc humans responsible, or
were there other causes?

Some 12,000 years ago, the first farming socicties
appeared in southwestern Asia at a time of severe
drought. Herein lies one of the great mysteries of the
Stone Age — why did humans suddenly change from
being foragers to farmers? The debatc involves a
multiplicity of factors, among them sudden climatic
change, population growth, sedentary living and
technology. But on one point everyone is agrecd. The
advent of farming and animal domestication
changed the rules of human existence altogether and
greatly affected our relationships with the environ-

ment. The endless round of planting and harvest, life
and death, forged a new and closc rclationship
between people and their ancestral lands.

Some of the most intriguing Stonc Age mysteries
concern ancestors and mother goddesses. The mega-
liths of western Europe include stone circles and
communal burial places, whose exact function is still
discusscd, especially their possible role as astronomi-
cal obscrvatorics for marking the passage of the
solstices and other cyclical events. Stonchenge in
southern Britain has been likened to a prehistoric
cathcedral, a complex monument that evolved many
times over the centuries. It engenders continuing
debate about the manner of its construction and the
labour required to build such a stupendous structure.

Most Europcans and large proportion of western
and southcrn Asians have spoken languages belong-
ing to a single linguistic family, which began to
spread across Eurasia in the Neolithic or early
Bronze Age. Where did this language originate? The
question of the home of the Indo-Europeans is one of
how language can be tracked through the archaco-
logical record. Archaeology usually deals with such
anonymous groups, and not with individuals. Only
rarely is the archaeologist fortunate to discover the
body of a person, like Otzi, the Iceman, the frozen
and fully clothed corpse found high in the Italian
Alps, where he perished, probably of exposure, over
5000 ycars ago. Modern medicine can tell us more
about the Ice Man’s health than he knew himself,
but the body does not answer the ultimate conun-
drum: what was he doing so high in the Alps? The
solutions to this, and so many other mysteries of the
past, take us into the world of the intangible, always
hard to decipher from archacological evidence.

A wild horse cavorts across
the walls of Lascaux Cave in
France. The significance of
such paintings is much
debated and there are many
differing theories.



The Puzzle of Human

Time: 5-0.1 million years ago
Location: Africa

Origins

We are extremely close cousins of other species. And yet we have grown light years away from them.

HE HARSH, ARID LANDSCAPES of Ethiopia

and Kenya hold the fossils of our earliest
known relatives, the australopithecines. Dating
from as early as around 4.5 million years ago, teeth,
fragments of skull and occasionally pieces of leg
and arm bones, are found eroding from ancient
sediments. When meticulously excavated and
pieced together they provide us with a picture of
ape-like ancestors about 1 m (3 ft 3 in) tall, with
brains the size of chimpanzees at about 450 cu. cm.
They walked partially on two legs and had a
largely vegetarian diet, with enormous molar teeth
designed for grinding dry seeds and stems.

Also from Ethiopia is a fossil skull found in the
Omo basin, dating to a mere 130,000 years ago.
This has a brain size of about 1400 cu. cm - within
the range of people living today. This specimen is
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Ardpahecus
ramedus

Australopisrecus
anagmensis

AUSTRALOPITHECINES

Schematic diagram of
human evolution, showing the
diversity of modern species. Exactly
how many species were alive at one
time is still debated by anthropologists,
but as new discoveries are made, there
seems to be an ever increasing number,
especially before 2 million years ago.
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widely regarded as the first modern human, Homo
sapiens, that has so far been discovered and it most
likely had the same ability for language and

Reconstructed skull from
Omo Kibish, Ethiopia.
Dating to around 130,000
years ago, this is currently
the oldest fossil specimen
attributed to Homo sapiens.




symbolic expression as we do today. The few associ-
ated bones show us that it walked fully upright.
Quite how we evolved from those ape-like ancestors
of 45 million years ago to possess our stature,
anatomy, intelligence and culturc is the puzzle of
human origins.

In one respect the answer to this puzzle is extraor-
dinarily simple — biological evolution. Just as all
other species evolved under the guiding force of
natural selection, so too has our own. Thosc chance
genetic mutations that gave one individual an
advantage over others, such as being more adept at
making tools, solving problems of finding food or
walking on two legs, became fixed within the popu-
lation and gradually shifted our anatomy, behaviour
and intelligence to that which we possess today. But
while the processes of biological evolution provide
an answer to the puzzle of human origins — as
Charlcs Darwin originally explained - this is not the
type of answer that most of us desire. We want a
much more detailed solution to this puzzle, one that
tells us when and why specific changes in anatomy,
behaviour and intelligence occurred.

Left The fossilized remains of
‘Lucy’, Australopithecus
afarensis, dating to 3.5
million years ago, from
Hadar, Ethiopia. Around 50
per cent of the skeleton
survived, revealing that this
species walked on two legs
but also maintained
anatomical adaptations for
efficient tree climbing.

Right The basin of the Omo
River in southwest Ethiopia
has particularly long
sequences of Pliocene and
Pleistocene sediments.
Fossils found here include
those of 3-million-year-old
human ancestors. Far right
Dated to 1.6 million years
ago, WT-1500, or the
Nariokotome Boy, is the
most complete skeleton
from our evolutionary past.
Assigned to Homo ergaster,
it shows that fully modern
posture and bipedalism had
evolved, even though brain
size remained at c. 1000 cu.
cm, much smaller than that
of modern humans.

A multidisciplinary approach

This type of solution is proving much more difficult
to find and requires a whole army of different scicn-
tists to study the mcagre sample of fossil fragments.
Actually, the fossils provide just one of several
sources of cvidencc. While anatomy provides some
clues to past behaviour, other cvidence comes from
the stone artifacts, food waste, fire-places and other
material residues left by our ancestors, and these are
the province of archaeologists. Equally, we must
know about the environments within which our
anccestors were living, and that requires geologists
and ccologists. Various scientific techniques are
used to date and extract the maximum information
from the remains - so physicists and chemists play a
major role in the study of human origins. Moreover,
it is not only evidence from the past that must be
examined. An understanding of the genetic diversity
of living humans is absolutely crucial to determin-
ing when and where the very first stages of human
cvolution took place - the divergence of our lineage
from that leading to the chimpanzee - as well as the
very final stages when modern humans evolved.




A bush not a ladder

Discoveries of fossils and archaeological evidence in
the last few decades have in some ways made the
puzzle of human origins more difficult to solve - but
also far more interesting. It was once thought that
human evolution was rather like a ladder, with a
single species evolving into another and gradually
becoming more like us today. But the new discover-
ies have shown that this is not the case: human
evolution is more like a bush with many different
branches, each taking our ancestors and relatives in
a slightly different direction — all of which, bar one,
proved to be evolutionary dead ends. Consequently
it has become difficult to identify which species is
ancestral to which, and indeed how many species are
represented by the fossil specimens we possess.

We have also become aware that the elements of
the package of behavioural and anatomical traits
possessed by modern humans do not necessarily
always have to go together — many have been shared
by other species that have since become extinct.
Walking on two legs, for instance, was adopted by
several types of australopithecines, who were also

likely to have made stone tools - something once
thought to have been the attribute of Homo alone
During the latter stages of human evolution the
Neanderthals had brains the same size as ours, were
big-game hunters and probably had complex lan-
guage, and yet they too were an evolutionary dead
end (pp. 92-5).

Homo ergaster

The fossil discoveries have thus allowed us to get nd
of simplistic notions about a ladder of evolutionary
progress and we now pay more attention to the behav-
ioural ecology of human ancestors and relatives, and
the selective pressures for change that came to bear
These pressures often arose from the dramatic envi-
ronmental changes of the last few million years
which created evolutionary feedback loops so that
developments kept piggy-backing on each other. Con-
sider, for example, the shift to habitual walking on
two legs, increased meat eating, brains of about 900
cu. cm, and enhanced technical skills at flaking stone
all of which were present by about 1.8 million vears
ago within a species known as Homo ergaster
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These 3.5 million-year-old footprints of australopithecines
were found at Laetoli, Tanzania, by Mary Leakey. The
footprints have provided crucial evidence for early
bipedalism.

The shift to full bipedalism appears to have
occurred around 2 million years ago and to be
strongly related to the move to savannah environ-
ments caused by a severe reduction in rainfall in
equatorial Africa. By adopting an upright posture,
our ancestors reduced the amount of solar radiation
their bodies received, maintained a lower body tem-
perature and hence could forage when other animals
had to rest in the shade. Living in more open envi-
ronments is also likely to have placed pressures on
our ancestors to live in larger social groups as a
means of protection from carnivores. Because coping
with a large number of social relationships is one of
the most intellectually demanding jobs we do, this is
thought to have provided the selective pressure for
an increase in brain size. This in turn could only
have occurred with a high-quality diet including
meat-cating, which enabled the length of the gut to
be reduced and metabolic cnergy be released to fuel a
larger brain. Meat-eating in turn was made possible
by the use of sharp stone tools to cut open carcasses
and the possibility of finding these — something
requiring the ability to forage when the lions and
hyenas had to rest in the shade.

As the brain enlarged, the intellectual powers
were provided to make more effective stone tools, to
plan foraging trips and to live in ever greater social
groups. So 1t was the feedback between these differ-
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ent developments that was absolutely crucial in the
emergence of Homo ergaster — a pivotal species in
human evolution that was most likely ancestral not
only to ourselves but also the Neanderthals.

The rise of modern humans

This example of evolutionary developments at
around 2 million years ago shows how the puzzle of
human origins is not simply one of finding all the
bits, nor just of putting them together in the right
order, but of understanding how they interrelate.
Preciscly the same applies at the most recent end of
the puzzle, with the emergence of anatomically
modern humans. Herc our pieces include the fossil
specimens such as the skull from Omo, the fact that
all living humans are genetically very similar to
each other - much more so than other species even
though we live at all ends of the earth and have very
different lifestyles — and the absence of any other
type of human species alive today. This last fact is at
variance with the whole of human evolution up
until 28,000 years ago, as several different types of
humans had always been alive on the planet at the
same time.

Solving this part of the puzzle has proved espe-
cially contentious, particularly the questions of how
modern humans evolved and spread from Africa. For
much of the 20th century many anthropologists
believed that the only dispersal from Africa occurred
soon after 2 million years ago. They thought that the
single species of Homo sapiens then evolved from
the different ancestral species that had appeared in
the old world - from the Neanderthals in Europe and
Homo erectus in Asia. This became known as the
‘Regional Continuity’ model. But it has few adher-
ents today. Most anthropologists, geneticists and
archaeologists today agree that modern humans
evolved about 130,000 vears ago in East Africa, most
likely during a particularly harsh environmental
phase which provided selective pressures for
anatomical and - more importantly - cognitive
changes. Human population numbers during that
time appear to have fallen to as low as 10,000 - so we
could easily have gone extinct, leaving the world to
the Neanderthals of Europe and Homo erectus of
Asia. But we survived and in a complex set of disper-
sals from Africa betwecn 100,000 and 50,000 years
ago eventually spread throughout the world and
pushed all other human species into extinction.
Quite how we were able to do that is another
mystery of the stone age.



How Did Language

Time: 0.5-0.1 million years ago
Location: Africa

Language is not a cultural artifact .

ALKING TO EACH OTHER is both one of the

most simple and one of the most complex
things that we can do. It is effortless and enjoyable; it
is part of being a human being and a participating
member of society. As a species we are compulsive
communicators, using language to convey our
deepest feelings, our advances in knowledge and
understanding, and - often - the trivia of our every-
day lives. As we communicate we engage in one of
the most remarkable products of evolution - the use
of language. Many of the utterances we make are
likely to be unique; each and every one complies
with a complex set of grammatical rules that we are
quite unaware of possessing; and they will draw on
the 60,000 words that an average member of society
has at their disposal. A life without language is
almost unimaginable, and when people are pre-
vented from speech they employ sign languages that
are every bit as complex as the spoken word.

To someone interested in evolution the particular
language spoken is of less interest than the capacity
for language itself. Take a child born in China and
place her in England, and she will grow up as a fluent
English speaker; if Chinese is spoken at home and
English at school, the child will become bilingual.
This happens because all languages have fundamen-
tal similarities. Babies are born with brains
pre-programmed to acquire whatever language they
are exposed to during the early years of life. By about
the age of two, children are learning words at the rate
of at least ten a day, and joining them together in
structured sentences that often astonish their
parents in their complexity and content.

No other system of animal communication is
remotely like human language. Bird song, monkey
calls and ant pheromones are all highly sophisti-
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Fvolve!

. it is a distinct piece of the biological makeup of our brains.

STEPHEN PINKER, 1994

cated but none have the possibility to refer to events
either far in the future or in the past, those happen-
ing out of immediate experience, or perhaps only
ever in the imagination. Chimpanzees, our closest
living relatives, communicate by vocalization and
gesture, and can learn to manipulate symbols in the
laboratory. Scientists have experimented for years to
detect any glimmer of human-like language in chim-
panzees; most have concluded that they do not exist.
Chimpanzees appear quite unable to acquire more
than a few hundred ‘words’, and the ‘grammatical’
complexity of their own utterances never exceeds
the most simple ordering of words.

Our human ancestors of 5 million years ago, who
lived in the woodlands of East Africa, are likely to

Sue Savage-Rumbaugh and Panbanisha, a bonobo with
substantial understanding of spoken English.

Wil



Lower jaw of Homo ergaster, showing reduced-size molars in
comparison with those of earlier human relatives. The
change in dentition was related to diet, and a by-product was
an ability to make a large range of sounds.

have had similar ’language’ capacities to the chim-
panzee — which is effectively none. They would have
communicated with each other by vocal calls and
gestures. The transformation of this into human lan-
guage probably happened very gradually, involving
not just one transitional step of ‘proto-language’ but
very many small steps culminating with fully
complex modern language at about 130,000 years ago
with the emergence of our species, Homo sapiens.

Pre-conditions for language

The evolution of language was dependent upon the
possession of a sufficiently large brain to undertake
the neural processing required to understand and
generate utterances. But quite how large a brain was
necessary remains unclear; that of the chimpanzee
and australopithecines at ¢. 450 cu. cm seems inade-
quate, but Homo ergaster of 1.5 million years ago
(see p. 88] with a brain of c¢. 900 cu. cm may well have
had sufficient brain power - although the appropri-
ate neural connections may still have been absent.
Homo ergaster also had two other essential pre-
conditions for the evolution of language. It was
habitually bipedal and ate meat. Running and
walking on two legs required a highly controlled
breathing system to manage such exertions and this
is also essential for producing the large number of

diffecrent sounds which is characteristic of spoken
language. By relying on meat-eating rather than just
consuming large quantities of seeds, stems and roots
like its ancestors, Homo ergaster also had much
smaller teeth. This provided the potential for a wide
range of oral sounds as it gave great flexibility for the
positioning of tongue, lips and cheeks.

The large brain of Homo ergaster, bipedalism and
reduced dentition are likely to have evolved for
reasons quite unrelated to language. But language
could not have evolved until these were in place -
they were a necessary pre-condition. Once present,
vocal and gestural communications are likely to have
gradually increased in frequency and complexity
with an ever greater lexicon and more sophisticated
grammar. One can readily imagine that those individ-
uals who were able to express information more
effectively, such as about the location of game or how
to make tools, were at an advantage, as were those
who had a more effective understanding of the utter-
ances of others. But early language was also likely to
have been used for expressing emotions and espe-
cially for building social relationships. Indeed some
anthropologists today believe that the origins of lan-
guage lie in gossip — language provided the ‘glue’ to
prevent ever-larger groups from breaking apart.
Others think that language may have been a means
for showing off one’s intelligence: just as peacocks
use bright tail feathers to show off to peahens, so
might early men and women have adopted an ever-
increasing, and to some extent redundant, vocabulary
to show off to the opposite sex. Certainly the skills of
oratory are likely to have been important, since one of
the key functions of language is to modify the minds
of others, often to one’s own way of thinking.

The evolution of language

Precisely when these selective pressures for lan-
guage were most important in human evolution also
remains unclear. The key elements of human
anatomy that reflect the capacity for spoken lan-
guage are unfortunately mainly soft tissue or neural
circuits within the brain that leave no archaeologi-
cal trace. So quite when the larynx descended in the
throat to differentiate the human vocal tract from
that of the chimpanzee, or when the human ability
to perceive rapid speech sounds and to split up a con-
tinuous audible sequence into discrete words
emerged remains unclear. It seems most likely that
the enlargement of the human brain between
)00 and 200,000 years ago, taking it to modern
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Below In 1963 a well-preserved
Neanderthal skeleton was
found in a burial pitin Kebara
Cave, Israel. This provided
the first ever hyoid bone
(centre), which sits in our
throats and to which soft
tissues relating to our vocal
apparatus are attached.

The human voice box, or
larynx, is substantially lower
in the anatomy of the throat
than that of chimpanzees.
This constrains the range of
sounds that a chimpanzee
can make and the descent of
the larynx was a critical
development for the
evolution of language.

proportions of ¢. 1200-1500 cu. cm may well have
been about building new networks in the brain for
language. But the evolution of language is unlikely
to have occurred in isolation from other cognitive
abilities, such as those of consciousness and creative
intelligence — these are likely to have ‘piggy-backed’
on each other. After all, there seems little point in
being able to speak one’s mind if one does not know
one’s mind in the first place.

In the light of evidence of bone harpoons dating to
90,000 years ago and red ochre from caves in South
Africa from as much as 120,000 years ago, there
seems little doubt that the first Homo sapiens had
language - it is difficult to imagine people engaging
in body painting and making complex tools if they
were still unable to talk about what they were doing
and why. But other human lineages are also likely to
have evolved some language capacities. Anatomical
evidence of the Neanderthals suggests that they
were sophisticated language users — notably a hyoid
bone from Kebara Cave, Israel (c. 63,000 years ago)
that indicates a vocal tract not significantly different
from ours today. But whether Neanderthals evolved
a lexicon as large as modern humans and a grammar
as complex, remains disputed.

So the evolution of language was a long and
gradual process. Its ultimate roots lie in the type of
communication systems used by apes today. It
needed certain pre-conditions to be put in place, the
fortunate product of quite unrelated developments,
and then the selective pressures to exist for those
individuals who could both produce and compre-
hend utterances to be at a reproductive advantage.
Those pressures most likely related to living in large
social groups, the problems of finding and acquiring
food, and communicating about toolmaking. A best
guess is that the large-brained humans of at least
250,000 years ago were not only sophisticated
hunter-gatherers but also ardent gossipers.



What Happened to the

Time: 250,000-28,000 years ago
Location: Europe & western Asia

Neanderthals?

... they were neither ‘new and improved’ versions of Homo erectus nor crude prototypes of Homo sapiens.
They were themselves; they were Neanderthals — one of the most distinctive, successful and intriguing
groups of humans that have ever enriched our family history.

WHAT HAPPENED TO the Neanderthals
was the same as what happened to the vast
majority of species that have ever lived on earth -
they went extinct. There is nothing unusual about
that, and as we discover more about human evolu-
tion we learn that the Neanderthals were just the
most recent of many different types of humans and
human ancestors that have suffered the same fate.
But what is unusual and so intriguing about the
Ncandcrthals i1s that they went extinct so very
recently, less than 30,000 years ago, and by doing so
left our species, Homo sapiens, as the only member
of our genus alive on the planet. This is certainly
very unusual, as all other types of animal including
our closest relatives the chimpanzees and gorillas
have at least two species alive, while most types of
animals have many more. Moreover, Neanderthals
seemed to have everything in their favour - they had
brains as large as modern humans, a physiology

A drawing of the first
identified Neanderthal skull.
It was excavated in the
Neander Valley in Germany
in 1856, hence the name
Neanderthal.

ERICK TRINKAUS & PAT SHIPMAN, 1992

extremely well suited to living in their Ice Age envi-
ronments, they were able to make complex stone
tools and were effective big-game hunters. And yet,
after having flourished across Europe and western
Asia for more than 200,000 years, their population
numbers dwindled and they went extinct. Exactly
what happened to them remains a key question for
archacologists and anthropologists.

The classic Neanderthals

Homo neanderthalensis evolved from a species,
Homo herdelbergensis, that colonized Europe soon
after 1 million years ago. Quite which fossil speci-
mens are assigned to which species is a matter of
some dispute among anthropologists, but it is
evident that by 150,000 years ago classic Nean-
derthal features had evolved. These include a face
with a rather large projecting nose and large eyebrow
ridges, and a cranium that is flat and sloping when
compared with the high and rounded vault of a
modern human. Their bodies were stout and robust
with large barrel chests and muscular arms and legs.
Their bones were thick and heavy, reflecting strenu-
ous lives involving great physical activity. From the
remains found in the caves they occupied we know
that they were capable big-game hunters, killing
horse, deer and bison with stone-tipped spears. Their
hunting was often undertaken in rather harsh glacial
environments — open tundra-like landscapes. Sur-
vival depended upon social co-operation and sharing
as much as brute strength. During the time of
their existence there were marked environmental
changes. At around 125,000 years ago forests spread
across Europe, but Neanderthals proved quite able to
adapt to the new types of plants and animals that
became available for food and as sources of material



Right There are anatomical
and physiological differences
between Homo sapiens and
Neanderthals which reflect
contrasting lifestyles and
evolutionary environments.
The Neanderthals are
generally stouter and more
robust, a physique well
adapted to living in high
latitudes. Modern humans
are more gracile, reflecting
their equatorial origin. But
there is considerable
variation in both species -
many Neanderthals would
not look out of place today.

Below The extent of the
Neanderthal world. For
much of their existence the
far northwest was covered in
ice sheets.

the Neangerthal world
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for making shelters, clothing and tools. All in all,
they were a highly successful species, inhabiting
some of the most demanding environments humans
have ever known, adapting to change, seemingly set
to survive into the modern world. So what went
wrong?

From an evolutionary point of view nothing went
wrong; all that happened was that a new species
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entered the landscapes in which the Neanderthals
hunted and gathered, out-competing them for food,
for caves and for sources of stone. A rule of ecology
states that two different species cannot share the
same ‘niche’ — and that is exactly what began to
happen in western Asia from about 100,000 years
ago, and in Europe from 40,000 years ago. The new
species was ourselves ~ Homo sapiens.
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Neanderthals vs. modern humans

Having evolved in Africa at ¢. 130,000 years ago,
groups of Homo sapiens began dispersing into Asia
and Europe soon after. Quite why they showed such
wanderlust remains unclear, but it is evident that
by 60,000 years ago they had spread throughout
Southeast Asia and crossed into Australia. Other
groups had travelled to Israel by 100,000 years ago,
and buried their dead in the caves of Qafzeh and
Skhul. And there they may have come face-to-face
with Neanderthals — or not. Although Neanderthals
were living in precisely the same area at 125,000
and 63,000 years ago, whether they were also there
when modern humans arrived, or had all travelled
into Europe, remains unclear to archaeologists.

There can be little doubt, however, that once
modern humans entered eastern Europe at 40,000
years ago, and then spread rapidly to the west, the
two species became aware of each other’s presence.
There are no archaeological signs of direct contact
other than a collection of bone and antler jewelry
that some Neanderthals began making in southwest
France at around 33,000 years ago. This was a com-
pletely novel activity for them, but an established
part of modern human culture. The Neanderthals
appear to have been copying the modern humans,
using their own techniques and choosing their own
materials, but inspired by what they saw the modern
humans wearing.

Very soon after this, all traces of Neanderthals are
lost from Europe — except for within the Iberian
peninsula. There are no signs of physical combat
having taken place, let alone murder or the type of

eft The final Neanderthals in France
(33,000-30,000 years ago) began to make
ornaments from animal bone and teeth,
such as this necklace from Arcy sur Cure.

genocide that happened when Euro-
peans came into contact with the
aboriginal peoples of America and Aus-
tralia. But what we know from the
archaeological record is that modern
humans had a way of life that was
nearly identical to that of the Nean-
derthals. They also hunted large
animals, employed stone as a raw mate-
rial, required the use of caves for shelter. This is a
classic case of niche overlap — and one species had to
give way to the other. That it should be the Nean-
derthals is perhaps surprising. After all they had
occupied Europe for many thousands of years and
unlike the incoming modern humans had a physiol-
ogy well suited to the harsh, cold conditions - the
modern humans retained a stature and limb propor-
tions much more suitable for equatorial regions, not
Arctic-like landscapes. Yet modern humans must
have had at least one major advantage, and that seems
to have been their culture, which was in turn a conse-
quence of a different type of mind or intelligence.
The most glaring difference between the
Neanderthals and modern humans is that the latter
made art — carving statuettes and painting cave
walls. This may itself have given them an advantage
because art can be used to help people to adapt to




Left The Lagar Velho child
dates to 24,000 years ago -
4000 years after the last
known Neanderthal - but is
believed by some to show a
mix of Homo sapiens and
Neanderthal traits, the
latter reflected in his short,
stout limbs. As such, this
might be evidence of inter-
breeding between the two
human species. Other
anthropologists suspect that
the Lagar Velho child is
simply a particularly thick-
set Homo sapiens boy.

Right Ever since the first
Neanderthal fossils were
found, artists and academics
have attempted to
reconstruct what they may
have looked like. A great
deal relies on imagination,
such as for hairstyles and
clothing. This image (from a
TV documentary) is far too
uncouth for some.

Opposite below The ‘Gibraltar
man’ was one of the earliest
Neanderthals found. We
now know that he was one of
the last Neanderthals, as
southern Iberia was a refuge
for the Neanderthals after
modern humans had spread
across the rest of Europe.

harsh landscapes; it can, for instance be used as a
store of information — the tribal encyclopedia—such
as concerning animal behaviour, while at the cere-
monies associated with the art many people would
have gathered and swapped information in a manner
that never happened in Neanderthal society. Much
of the art, however, appears to have been made
after the Neanderthals had disappeared from the
European landscape. What it probably reflects is a
much greater creativity and ingenuity in the minds
of the modern humans - they were just that much
better at finding game and gathering plants, they
were able to invent tools to exploit a wider range of
resources, and began to exploit the landscape at
a level of intensity far beyond that which the

Neanderthals had ever achieved. And hence, as
the population of the modern humans expanded,
that of the Neanderthals dwindled as they had to
find the nooks and crannies where modern humans
had not yet reached.

Endgame

Iberia is hardly a nook and cranny of Europe, yet it
appears to have remained the province of Nean-
derthals alone for the last few thousand years of their
existence. Curiously, modern humans seem to have
put a temporary halt on their otherwise relentless
global journey and only entered Spain and Portugal
at about 28,000 years ago. Some anthropologists
claim that a skeleton found at Lagar Velho in Portu-
gal dating to about 24,000 years ago shows that
modern humans and Neanderthals had interbred, as
this individual’s limb proportions are very Nean-
derthal-like while its skull is very sapiens-like.
Mounting evidence, however, suggests that this was
not the case and the skeleton is simply that of a
rather robust young boy, modern human through
and through. Yet the possibility for some hybridiza-
tion remains - there is a chance that some
specifically Neanderthal genes survive within some
of us today.

The very last Neanderthals are found at sites in
the far south, most notably on Gibraltar. There they
not only hunted animals but also gathered shellfish
to eat. Those archaeological traces may be of a relict
group, unable to expand their numbers due to the
dominance of modern humans in the surrounding
landscapes. And when the last member of the group
died, so too did the species. Just one more to add to
the millions that have suffered extinction in the
history of the planet.



The Enigma of Palaeolithic

Time: 40,000-10,000 years ago
Location: western Europe

Cave Art

Thou, silent form, dost tease us out of thought

As doth eternity.

I N DECEMBER 1994, Jean-Marie Chauvet and two
friends were exploring caves in the Ardeche region
of France. They were hoping to find evidence for
humankind’s first art, but had so far enjoyed little
success. They were well aware of the magnificent
subterranean images of the Upper Palacolithic
period (40,000-10,000 years ago); they knew the art
of Lascaux, Niaux and other famous sites. But
nothing had prepared them for what they were to
find deep in a hill above the Ardeche River.
Scrambling up a slope, they came across a small
rockshelter. At the back was a pile of rubble. Care-
fully, they tested the jumbled stones for evidence of

JOHN KEATS, 1819

a draught. Yes, they believed that they could detect
a movement of air. Excitedly, they removed the
fallen debris and discovered a narrow tunnel that led
down into the heart of the hill. Eventually, they
descended into a vast, glistening, underground
chamber. Then they spotted a red imprint of a
human hand on the wall: someone had been here a
very, very long time ago.

Farther on, they found sophisticated images of
horses, lion, bison, rhinoceros, as well as the now-
extinct woolly mammoth. Some of the images were
painted; others were ‘engraved’ into the mud walls
of the cave. Their lamps pierced the darkness,



revealing the skeletons of cave bears, fire-places and
marks made by people who had tapped their flaming
torches against the walls, rather as a smoker does
with a cigarette on an ashtray. They felt themselves
intruders into a lost, perhaps sacred, world.

Tantalizing questions
The discovery of the Chauvet Cave, as it is now
known, was one of the greatest archacological finds

Left This small human head,
carved in mammoth ivory, is
about the size of a thumb. It
comes from an excavation at
Brassempouy (Landes,
France), undertaken early in
the 20th century when
archaeological techniques
were not as rigorous as
today; as a result, its exact
provenance is unknown, and
its authenticity is now
debated.

Left At Pech-Merle (Lot,
France), the natural rock
formation on the right
seems to have suggested a
horse’s head. Both horses
are surrounded by negative
handprints made by blowing
paint on and around a
human hand. A radiocarbon
date on the right-hand horse
indicates that it is around
24,600 years old.

Right The Lion Panel in the
Chauvet Cave (Ardéche,
France). The site was
discoveredin 1994. Images
here have been dated to
more than 30,000 years ago.
Remarkably, the soft surface
of the cave wall was scraped
to prepare for the images,
and some painted outlines
were made to stand out by
further scraping. This panel
is in the depths of the cave.

of the 20th century. But like so many archaeological
discoveries, it raised as many questions as it
answered.

How long ago had people, whose bare footprints
were still visible in the mud, ventured into these
dark chambers? Why did they go so far underground
to make images? Was this mysterious kind of subter-
rancan activity the origin of what we today call ‘art’?
How were these cave images related to those
engraved on portable pieces of bone, antler and
ivory, and to the small statuettes that had been exca-
vated at Upper Palacolithic sites? These questions
had been asked before, but now they seemed to
acquire a new urgency.

The age of the Chauvet images was comparatively
easy to establish. Samples of carbon taken from the
black paint were analysed by the radiocarbon dating
technique. Astonishingly, researchers found that the
oldest Chauvet images dated back 32,410 = 720
years. Despite their sophistication, these are the
oldest dated representational images. They were
made very near to the first appearance in western
Europe of fully modern people, the successors of the
more primitive Neanderthals. So a new - and still
unanswered — question had to be asked: did ‘art’
emerge fully formed and sophisticated, without a
long period of development? Either way, why were
they making images deep underground?
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The great‘Why?’ question

A century ago, researchers suggested that the com-
paratively few Upper Palaeolithic images then
known were ‘simply’ art pour I'art, art for the sake of
art, and that image-making was a pastime that grew
out of idle scratching on rock walls. But it was hard
to imagine people crawling, squeezing and climbing
their way underground just to make pictures of
animals that they had seen in the countryside. Then,
too, the notion that art pour I'art is ‘simple’ was
rightly questioned: indeed, many art historians
believe there is no such thing as art pour I'art. Art is
always set in a social matrix and serves some
purpose.

An explanation for the hazardous underground
journeys was not long in coming. The French
resecarcher Salomon Reinach argued that ‘sympa-
thetic magic’ was the reason. People made images,
he said, to gain control over the animals they
hunted. That such an activity would be shrouded in
mystery and would be performed far from human
habitation scemed reasonable enough. Later, when
images of lions were discovered, the leading French
prehistorian of the time, the Abbé Henri Breuil,
argued that people made them in order to acquire the
power of the predator.

Gradually, researchers began to feel that this sym-
pathetic magic explanation was to<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>