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            History's Greatest Mysteries
      

         

         Greatest enigmas of all time

         Deep in the Central American rainforest, thousands of ruins lie hidden beneath the dense vegetation. They are the traces left behind by the Maya civilisation that inhabited modern-day Mexico for almost four millennia. Industrious kings ruled over millions, while the culture’s scientific minds developed advanced mathematical calendars, and entire populations built pyramids that surpassed even those of the Egyptians. But suddenly, the Maya disappeared. No one knows why, and 500 years later, historians are still hunting for the truth about their sudden demise.

         The enigma of the Central American people’s disappearance is just one of antiquity’s many puzzles that academics have yet to solve. Although modern research constantly uncovers new evidence, the past is still full of myths, people and monuments that pose more questions than answers. In this special we examine some of the most fascinating.

      

   


   
      
         
            1. Egypt’s boy king, 1342-1323 BC
      

         

         The golden face on Tutankhamun’s death mask is one of the most famous in history. Behind the mask lies the incredible tale of a child king crowned at the age of nine, who both moved the empire’s capital and changed the Egyptians’ religion before he died at the age of 19. Tutankhamun’s tomb, lost for millennia, contained priceless riches and raised countless questions. In recent years, modern technology has revealed crucial new evidence about the child king Tut, who apparently had a disability and married his half-sister.

          
      

         The boy king, Tutankhamun, ruled a vast Egyptian empire that stretched thousands of kilometres from modern-day Sudan, north-east along the Mediterranean, to the Euphrates in Syria.

         When Tutankhamun died, aged just 19, priests filled his tomb with gold and artefacts – the most magnificent ever found by Egyptologists. The royal tomb is Egypt’s best preserved and it contained more than 5,000 elaborately decorated objects made of gold, alabaster, precious stones and fine wood – treasures that sand and stone managed to keep hidden from tomb robbers for more than three millennia.

         The many art treasures emerged from the darkness and made their way into museums due to the tireless work of a British archaeologist, Howard Carter. He continued digging where other archaeologists had long since given up hope of finding more of the ancient Egyptians’ relics. In particular, he hoped to find the tomb of a mysterious pharaoh called Tutankhamun.

          
      

         Boy found tomb’s doorway

         The name Tutankhamun first came to light in 1909, when an American, Theodore Davis, owned the exclusive rights to excavate the Valley of the Kings. There, on the west bank of the Nile, near ancient Thebes, Egypt’s pharaohs were buried over a period of almost 500 years in a mighty complex of tombs, burial chambers and haphazard underground tunnels. The rulers hoped that the impassable valley would hide the untold treasures that they took with them for their journey to the afterlife.

         In 1909, Davis found a nearly empty underground chamber in the valley containing a small collection of jars, linen and other embalming equipment, which bore the hitherto unknown royal name of Tutankhamun. The American immediately concluded that he had found the looted tomb of an insignificant child pharaoh called Tutankhamun, and soon after declared the entire valley excavated.

         Howard Carter, however, took a very different view. He was convinced that the underground chamber Davis had encountered was far too small to be a royal tomb. Tutankhamun’s real burial place must therefore be somewhere in the Valley of the Kings, waiting to be discovered.

         Davis died in 1914, but because of World War I, Carter had to wait until 1917 before he could begin digging in the area. By then, it had been seven years since anyone had found a new tomb in the Valley of the Kings.

         Carter’s simple but resource-intensive plan was to dig throughout the whole valley to find the entrance to Tutankhamun’s tomb. Over the next few years, more than 100 men armed with shovels, pickaxes and small brushes meticulously worked their way through the Valley of the Kings. The enormous dig was funded by the wealthy George Herbert, 5th Earl of Carnarvon – a keen amateur archaeologist and Howard Carter’s personal benefactor during several years of archaeological endeavours.

         In 1922, after years of fruitless searching, Lord Carnarvon almost lost heart. But then a breakthrough occurred – a boy working on the dig happened to spot a small step while putting down a vase. The archaeological team excavated the site and soon found the beginning of a set of descending steps and the top of a door. According to Egyptian custom, the door was sealed with plaster, embossed with a number of royal symbols – apparently unbroken. Carter saw that the marks dated from the reign of Tutankhamun and immediately sent for the Earl of Carnarvon.

         “At last,” Carter wrote. “Have wonderful discovery in Valley; a magnificent tomb with seals intact; re-covered same for your arrival. Congratulations.”

          
      

         Chamber glittered with gold

         On 23rd November 1922, Lord Carnarvon arrived at the Valley of the Kings and excavations began straight away. As soon as the door at the bottom of the steps was fully excavated, it was clear that the tomb was indeed Tutankhamun’s – the king’s name was clearly embossed in several of the seals at the bottom of the door. Unfortunately, the excavations also revealed that the door bore clear evidence of tomb robbers.

         Fearfully, Carter broke open the tomb door. Behind it he found a sloping passage filled with stones and gravel, which took several days to empty.

         It was not until the afternoon of 26th November that the corridor was finally cleared. At the end of it was another door, which Carter and Carnarvon prepared to open.

         Carter knocked a small hole in the door and thrust a candle through, into the chamber beyond.

         “Can you see anything?” asked the curious Lord Carnarvon.

         “Yes, wonderful things,” came the reply.

         Behind the door was the most incredible sight any Egyptologist had ever seen. Tomb robbers may have visited in the ancient past, but they hadn’t taken much with them. In his memoirs, Carter later described the moment when he first looked into the room:

         “At first I could see nothing, the hot air escaping from the chamber causing the candle to flicker, but presently, as my eyes grew accustomed to the light, details of the room within emerged slowly from the mist, strange animals, statues and gold – everywhere the glint of gold.”

         Carter and Carnarvon widened the hole and crept into the room. Slowly, they moved among treasures, golden furniture and artefacts that had stood untouched for thousands of years.

         Tutankhamun’s mummy was nowhere to be found, but during the next day’s explorations it became clear that it had to be behind a sealed door beyond the burial goods at the back of the chamber.

         Carter and Carnarvon had to wait for permission from the Egyptian authorities on 29th November before they could break down the door, but Carter couldn’t control his curiosity. By the evening of 28th November, the British men were back in Tutankhamun’s treasure chamber.

         Carter cut a hole in the bottom of the sealed door and squeezed through, followed by Carnarvon. In the room, the two Britons found what no archaeologist thought possible: a gigantic golden sarcophagus that almost filled the entire chamber. Carter and Carnarvon had done it. They had found the first intact sarcophagus, coffin and mummy in the Valley of the Kings. They had found the lost Tutankhamun.

          
      

         Curse of the mummy

         The news immediately spread around the world, but Lord Carnarvon was only able to bask in his new-found fame for a short while. Five months after the discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb, the aristocrat died of blood poisoning in a Cairo hotel.

         Rumours of an ancient hex that would harm anyone who disturbed the pharaohs’ peace had existed for years, and straight away Carnarvon’s death was interpreted as proof of the “mummy’s curse”.

         A series of unexplained events that occurred in the following years further fuelled speculation. Some of the incidents befell Howard Carter’s friend Sir Bruce Ingram, to whom Carter allegedly bequeathed one of the many artefacts from Tutankhamun’s tomb. Shortly after Ingram received the gift, his house burned down – and when he rebuilt it, the house was flooded shortly afterwards.

         However, a later investigation of the 58 people present when Tutankhamun’s tomb and sarcophagus were opened revealed that only eight had died within 12 years of the event. Howard Carter himself did not die until 17 years after the discovery, when he succumbed to lymphoma at the age of 64.

          
      

         Tut succeeded heretic king

         Since the discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb, archaeologists and historians have struggled to understand the life and, above all, the death of the child king, which is still shrouded in mystery.

         Tutankhamun was born in 1343 BC and ascended the throne within ten years. Although Egyptologists knew he belonged to the Eighteenth Dynasty, it was unclear who his parents were and exactly how he came to power.

         The child king’s predecessor on the throne was the revolutionary pharaoh Akhenaten, who rebelled against the powerful priests of Thebes, ousted the ancient gods of Egypt and moved the kingdom’s capital 290 kilometres north along the Nile to his newly built capital city of Amarna. Here the sun god Aten was to be worshipped as Egypt’s new principal deity. Akhenaten adopted his name, which means “he who is useful to Aten”, for the same reason. Only Akhenaten and his queen, Nefertiti, were worthy of worshipping the sun god – everyone else had to worship Akhenaten and Nefertiti themselves.

         Akhenaten’s attempt to change the religion was not well received, either by ordinary Egyptians or by the priests of Thebes. The heretic king’s rule ended in chaos. After his death, two pharaohs ruled for short periods – the first possibly Queen Nefertiti, the second a mysterious pharaoh called Smenkhkare, about whom archaeologists know almost nothing.

         When calm returned to the royal court, a mere nine-year-old boy was sitting on the throne. His name was Tutankhaten – “the living image of Aten”.

         Over the next two years, the capital was moved back to Thebes, the old gods were reinstated and the pharaoh changed his name to Tutankhamun – in honour of the ancient god Amun, who had been Egypt’s most important deity before Akhenaten’s failed religious revolt. Tutankhamun inherited a kingdom plagued by religious unrest after his predecessor’s attempts to do away with the old religion. To help him rule, the young king had a number of powerful advisers – most notably the army commander Horemheb and the grand vizier Ay, who was close to the court and had acted as an advisor to the pharaohs since Akhenaten’s predecessor, the mighty Amenhotep III.

          
      

         Inherited a kingdom in disarray

         Archaeological discoveries of more than 380 clay tablets at Amarna tell of the empire inherited by Tutankhamun, who was then just nine years old, and his powerful court in 1333 BC. For years, the Egyptian vassal states of Canaan, Syria and Sumer had constantly tried to extort money and gold from Egypt in return for their allegiance, which Pharaoh Akhenaten had alternately paid or threatened war if the vassals didn’t submit to his rule. Further to the north-east lay the Egyptians’ old enemies the Hittites, who inhabited what is now modern-day Turkey.

         Several of the tablets indicate that Akhenaten was not the ablest diplomat. Several ambassadors wrote home to say they were beginning to lose respect in the cities where they were stationed. Taken together, the tablets paint a picture of an Egypt that was losing its grip on the earlier pharaohs’ kingdoms.

         Among this chaos, Tutankhamun grew up and married Ankhesenamun, who was a few years older. Pictures found in Tut’s tomb indicate that the young couple had a close and loving relationship. She is depicted giving him flowers and gifts, and accompanying him while hunting. But the love never bore fruit – Tutankhamun died suddenly at the age of just 19, leaving no heirs. In Tut’s tomb, scientists found only the mummies of two stillborn girls.

         What remains is the image of a pharaoh who assumed power at a young age and restored the old order in just a few years, only to die an early death, then fade into obscurity for more than 3,000 years.

          
      

         X-ray suggested murder

         The circumstances of the child king’s death remain one of ancient Egypt’s greatest puzzles. In 1968, an X-ray of the king’s skull revealed that the mummified regent had a large hole in his head – as though he had been struck with force. There was nothing to suggest the king had been injured in war, so suddenly Tutankhamun’s early death became one of the world’s oldest murder mysteries.

         Egyptologist Bob Brier theorised that the ageing Grand Vizier Ay, Tutankhamun’s advisor, could have killed the king to take the throne himself.

         Historian’s know that after Tut’s death, Ay went to great lengths to cement his claim to the throne – despite his lack of royal blood. Ay’s main rival was the army chief Horemheb, but the grand vizier secured the throne by acting while the commander was waging war against the Hittites, far from Thebes. In ancient Egypt, the heir to the throne was supposed to bury the old ruler, and by hastily burying Tutankhamun while Horemheb was absent, Ay emerged as the rightful heir. In 1323, he took power.

          
      

         Tut had disability

         In 2005, however, new research shattered Bob Brier’s theory that the great vizier, in his quest for the throne, had actually had the young Tutankhamun killed.

         CT scans revealed that the blow to the head had only been inflicted on the child king after his death. The hole was probably made during the process of mummification, or perhaps when Howard Carter’s team of archaeologists examined the mummy behind the gold mask in the 1920s.

         The CT scans also revealed a broken left leg, giving rise to a new theory about the young pharaoh’s cause of death: the fractured bone had caused a deadly infection.

         In an attempt to find the truth about Tutankhamun, Egypt’s chief archaeologist, Dr Zahi Hawass, decided to subject the 3,300-year-old mummy to new, high-tech studies in 2008. Along with 15 other mummies, the child king’s embalmed body was CT-scanned again and DNA-tested.

         The laboratory work revealed some surprising insights about the young ruler and his family. The man behind the famous golden mask was not a handsome young king who’d lived fast and died young. Rather, the child king had been disabled – a victim of generations of incest and inbreeding.

         Before Dr Hawass’s research, Tutankhamun’s family background had been a mystery. Virtually nothing was known about his mother, and there were several plausible candidates for his paternity. Tutankhamun himself left inscriptions that could be interpreted as stating that the magnificent Amenhotep III was his father. But archaeologists have also found hieroglyphics in which Tut is referred to as the son of the heretic king Akhenaten. And they couldn’t rule out the mysterious transitional pharaoh Smenkhkare either.

         However, Dr Hawass’s DNA analysis established with 99.99 percent certainty that Tutankhamun’s father was the heretic king Akhenaten – but Tut’s mother was not Akhenaten’s powerful queen, Nefertiti. On the contrary, analysis of DNA from a previously unidentified female mummy showed that she was Tut’s mother. And, interestingly, the woman had the same parents as Akhenaten, namely the powerful pharaoh Amenhotep III and his queen, Tiye. Tutankhamun was the product of a sibling relationship.

         In ancient Egypt, it was very common for the king to have children with his sister – the Egyptians believed this made the bloodline stronger and reinforced the royal family’s power. Tut’s own wife was also his half-sister – the daughter of Akhenaten and Queen Nefertiti. The young couple’s close family ties may have been the reason why they never conceived a baby that survived to inherit the throne from Tutankhamun.

         The incestuous habits of the royal family were probably also the cause of the disease from which Hawass’s archaeologists surmised Tutankhamun suffered. The rare bone disorder Kohler’s disease must have caused the king great pain in his left foot, due to poor blood supply, and Tutankhamun’s foot had succumbed to bone necrosis. The condition explained both the broken left leg and the fact that Carter’s had archaeologists found no fewer than 130 walking sticks in Tutankhamun’s tomb during their excavations. The king would have needed them.

         DNA analysis also showed that Tutankhamun suffered from malaria. The combination of the congenital bone disease, a malaria-suppressed immune system and infections from a fall that resulted in a broken leg may have caused the young king’s body to simply give up, Dr Hawass concluded.

         However, German scholars who have closely studied Dr Hawass’s research findings do not fully agree with the Egyptian archaeologist’s conclusions. More likely, they say, Tutankhamun died of the hereditary disease sickle cell anaemia, which can also cause bone deformities like those found in Tutankhamun’s body.

         The researchers believe that their theory is supported by the fact that Tutankhamun was conceived in an incestuous relationship. The risk of a child being born with sickle cell anaemia is multiplied if the parents are related.

          
      

         Tomb filled with recycled goods

         While Dr Hawass’s genetic studies have revealed Tutankhamun to be a disabled victim of his parents’ incest, other researchers have turned their attention to the funerary goods of the child king. These studies, too, have yielded surprising information. There are strong indications that most of Tutankhamun’s burial goods are not his own at all, but recycled from other royals.

         Archaeologists have found several motifs on the sarcophagus that prove it was not Tutankhamun’s own. The young ruler’s sudden death and the Grand Vizier Ay’s rush to bury him meant there was no time to have special burial paraphernalia made. A new sarcophagus with ornamentation and inscriptions would take eight months to carve, so instead Ay had the sarcophagus of a predecessor of Tut – most likely Akhenaten – redecorated.

         Probably not even Tutankhamun’s famous golden mask with blue stripes was made especially for him. British Egyptologist Nicholas Reeves has closely studied the mask and found that it consists of two parts: the face itself and the rest of the headgear. While the main part of the mask is made of 22.5 carat gold, the face is only made of 18.4 carat, and the mask bears traces of solder on the neck and forehead. Similarly, the mask’s blue decorations indicate that it was made in two stages – the blue stripes on the headgear are made of glass, while the blue features of the face are made of the stone lapis lazuli.

         Finally, the death mask’s ears are pierced, suggesting that it was originally intended for a woman – most likely Akhenaten’s queen, Nefertiti, according to Reeves. The face part is simply glued to the rest of a mask that was actually intended for someone else.

         In Reeves’s opinion, Tutankhamun’s tomb may have been used to dispose of anything pertaining to Akhenaten’s reign. The British archaeologist estimates that more than 80 percent of Tutankhamun’s treasures were in fact just hand-me-downs from other pharaohs – mainly Akhenaten and Nefertiti.

         Reeves’s theory is supported by the fact that subsequent pharaohs did everything in they could to erase any trace of Akhenaten, Nefertiti, Tutankhamun and anything else that might remind them of the heretical time when the sun god Aten was suddenly proclaimed to be Egypt’s foremost god.

         Horemheb succeeded Ay to the throne, and at the temple of Karnak in Thebes erected the Great Edict of Horemheb – a stela carved with a public decree to restore peace and order in the land. He banned the names Akhenaten, Nefertiti, Ay and, to some extent, Tutankhamun, and ordered their names to be erased from temples and palaces. Horemheb died childless as the last pharaoh of the Eighteenth Dynasty, but the successors of Egypt’s Nineteenth Dynasty went to even greater lengths to erase Tutankhamun from history – not least the famous pharaoh Ramesses the Great. In this way, ironically, the pharaohs managed to preserve the secret of King Tut’s tomb for posterity, so that the child king – a mere footnote in the mighty empire’s thousands-year history – is today among its best-known rulers.
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