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A Note on the Authorship of the Revised and Expanded Edition of This Book

The actual text was penned by me, Robert M. Schoch, and the first edition carried only my name on the title page. However, during our years together, Katie and I have been (and remain) close collaborators regarding the material contained within this book. This has been all the more so since the first edition was published in 2012. Therefore, I believe it is only fitting that she be given credit for all that she has contributed, as this book is truly a product of our joint efforts. Thus, the title page now carries the authorship of “Robert M. Schoch, Ph.D., with Catherine Ulissey” at my insistence. However, I have maintained the first person throughout, and I want to keep the dedication that I included in the first edition, which reads:

I dedicate this book to my beloved wife, Catherine (Katie) Ulissey.

She has truly been the inspiration and driving force behind it. As is evident in the pages that follow, this book could not have been written without her.

 



FORGOTTEN CIVILIZATION
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“Schoch is a true scientist, following the data wherever it leads, heedless of political pressures or worn-out paradigms. His redating of the Sphinx in 1991 launched the New Archaeology. Forgotten Civilization distills all that has happened since into a simple conclusion: that solar activity ended the last cycle of high culture and may destroy ours in turn. Schoch is no scaremonger, no hawker of a pet theory. What we do with this knowledge is up to us, but once digested, it changes everything.”

JOSCELYN GODWIN,
AUTHOR OF ATLANTIS AND THE CYCLES 
OF TIME
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Milton R. Schoch (left, 1931–2020) and C. Alicia Schoch (right, 1932–2012), parents of Robert M. Schoch; photograph taken in December 2010.

(Photograph courtesy of R. Schoch and C. Ulissey.)

I can think of no major valid scientific or scholarly theory in place today that has not undergone a long process of development involving correction, winnowing, refinement and revision. The quest to redate the Sphinx is no different.

JOHN ANTHONY WEST


SERPENT IN THE SKY (1993
EDITION, PAGE 225)
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PREFACE TO THE REVISED AND EXPANDED EDITION

Initially, I was hesitant to produce a revised edition of Forgotten Civilization. For me, it is in some ways easier to start fresh and write a new book (and I have several in mind). However, Forgotten Civilization has found a wide audience, and I feel that at this point, nearly a decade since its original publication, readers deserve an updated version while keeping the tenor and feel of the original edition (first published in 2012). With this in mind, the original text (chapters 1 through 14 and appendices 1 through 5) has been kept intact. I have incorporated selected updates in these chapters, but none of these chapters has been fully rewritten.

The major addition to this revised and expanded edition of the book is chapter 15. In this new chapter, I discuss various developments that have taken place, evidence that has come forward, which supplement and reinforce the major themes of Forgotten Civilization. Now more than ever, I stand by the data and analyses that I present below. True civilization existed at the end of the last ice age but was decimated by the natural catastrophes—namely, solar outbursts—that brought the last ice age to a sudden end, circa 9700 BCE. Today it is imperative that we learn from the past, as our active and sometimes unstable Sun is posed to unleash another major solar outburst, the likes of which we have never experienced in modern times. (The Carrington Event, discussed in chapter 12, is a minor herald of what the future will bring.)

While going through this revised and expanded version of Forgotten Civilization, I continue to be impressed by how much we do not know, how much we do not understand, and thus how much there is still to learn. Relative to some of the material in chapter 14 in particular, I think of the early scientists working with electricity in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. They knew of electricity primarily in such forms as static electricity, spontaneous sparking, and lightning. How many people in circa 1740 could have imagined how we would tame, control, and use electricity for everything from cooking and heating to communicating through the internet and smartphones? In the future, how much better might we understand some of the topics discussed in this book? Topics that are highly controversial today, or even dismissed entirely by conventional mainstream status quo thinking, may be accepted as common knowledge in the future. And I wonder how much ancient people may have understood, what knowledge and insights they may have possessed, that have since been forgotten.

As I currently work on the revised and expanded edition of this book, COVID-19 (an illness caused by the 2019 novel coronavirus, also known as 2019-nCoV) is spreading around the globe. Here in Boston, Massachusetts, voluntary curfews, “stay at home” orders, and other measures have been put into place. Working on this revision, the following quotation came to mind.

Here was a way to compensate for current unhappiness, by research into relics of the remote past, by exploring the remains of antiquity. (Wandrei 1948, 125)

And “by exploring the remains of antiquity” I believe we can improve our situation today.

ROBERT M. SCHOCH BOSTON, 
MASSACHUSETTS, USA



 

A Note Regarding Dates

A number of different systems are currently in use for dating years; for instance, AD 2021 = 2021 CE.

AD (A.D.) refers to Anno Domini, “in [the] year of [the] Lord” where the “Lord” commonly refers to the figure Jesus Christ of Christianity.

CE typically refers to “Common Era” or “Current Era,” removing the explicitly religious aspects of the date.

BC (B.C.) is commonly held to be an abbreviation for “Before Christ.”

BCE refers to “Before the Common Era” or “Before the Current Era.” Thus, for example, 9700 BC = 9700 BCE.

In this book I have used the nonreligious CE for Common Era and BCE for Before the Common Era, except in quoted material.

 



PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

Forgotten Civilization. A few notes on the title, which 
was the brainchild of my wife, Katie, are in order.

To place things in context, when I was a youngster, the British art historian Kenneth Clark (1903–1983) wrote and produced an influential thirteen-part television documentary series (first aired in 1969 by the British Broadcasting Corporation) and accompanying book, both of which were titled Civilisation: A Personal View. We were enthralled by the TV series and digested every word of the book, falling under the spell of this uncommon arbiter of taste and excellence, accepting his pronouncements without question. Clark codified for a generation the common concept of what civilization (being British, Clark spelled it as “civilisation”) was all about, and his views endure among much of the public (or at least the Western European and American public) to this day. For his contributions, Clark received the title Lord Clark of Saltwood (Saltwood is a castle in Kent that Clark purchased in 1955).

In actuality, Clark had a rather narrow view of what exactly constituted civilization. His book and series concentrated on Western European Christian civilization from the period of about 1100 CE through the nineteenth century and had a decidedly English slant to it. About the concept of civilization more generally, leading up to the apparent height of civilization as he viewed it, Clark wrote:

There have been times in the history of man when the earth seems suddenly to have grown warmer or more radio-active. 
. . . I don’t put that forward as a scientific proposition, but the fact remains that three or four times in history man has made a leap forward that would have been unthinkable under ordinary evolutionary conditions. One such time was about the year 3000 BC, when quite suddenly civilisation appeared, not only in Egypt and Mesopotamia but in the Indus valley; another was in the late sixth century BC, when there was not only the miracle of Ionia and Greece—philosophy, science, art, poetry, all reaching a point that wasn’t reached again for 2000 years—but also in India a spiritual enlightenment that has perhaps never been equalled. Another was round about the year 1100. It seems to have affected the whole world; but its strongest and most dramatic effect was in Western Europe—where it was most needed. It was like a Russian spring. In every branch of life—action, philosophy, organization, technology—there was an extraordinary outpouring of energy, an intensification of existence. (Clark 1969, 33; ellipses in the original)

My contention, as I will develop in this book, is that the sudden appearance of civilization circa 3000 BCE of which Clark speaks is not the first appearance of civilization. Rather it is the reemergence of civilization after some six thousand or more years. True, unambiguous civilization is evident during the period of circa 10,000 BCE, thousands of years earlier than the dynastic Egyptians and their contemporaries in Mesopotamia and the Indus Valley. This earlier flowering of civilization has been generally forgotten by humanity, although allusions to it are still to be found in sacred scriptures, traditional legends, and ancient texts; the Garden of Eden, tales of a golden age, and Plato’s recounting of Atlantis may all be referencing this primordial civilization. Now it is time to recognize its legacy.



 

 

 

 

. . . the Day of the Lord is going to come like a thief in the night. It is when people are saying, “How quiet and peaceful it is” that the worst suddenly happens, as suddenly as labour pains come on a pregnant woman; and there will be no way for anybody to evade it.

THE JERUSALEM BIBLE, 
1 THESSALONIANS 5:2–3

The fourth angel emptied his bowl over the sun and it was 
made to scorch people with its flames. . . .

THE JERUSALEM BIBLE, 
REVELATION 16:8
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A WHIRLWIND TRIP

How could I say no? Here was an invitation to join a short expedition to one of the most remote locations on Earth. The Chilean ambassador to the United Arab Emirates, Jean-Paul Tarud-Kuborn, who befriended us when I spoke at the first International Conference on Ancient Studies in Dubai (UAE), November 29 and 30, 2008, had invited Katie (Catherine E. Ulissey, my fiancée at the time) and me to not only visit him and his family in Santiago but also to join him on a short expedition to Easter Island (which has been Chilean territory since its annexation in 1888). Honestly, I experienced some trepidation when initially considering the trip. On the one hand, this little speck of land is virtually synonymous with ancient mysteries, which for the last twenty years I had devoted much of my life to exploring around the globe, from Egypt to Peru to Japan. Easter Island was a definite on my list of “must see” destinations. On the other hand, it was a long way to travel for such a short excursion; the plan was to spend just seventy-three hours on the island. What could I accomplish in such a short period of time? But Katie convinced me we should take advantage of the opportunity. So it was a go. In hindsight, those seventy-three hours on Easter Island changed my life in more than one way!

Something that attracted me personally to Easter Island was its remoteness, for here I reasoned might be preserved ancient traditions that elsewhere were lost or transformed by contact and conquest. Apparently isolated from the rest of the world for centuries or millennia—located in the South Pacific over two thousand kilometers from the nearest inhabited island—this tiny triangular piece of real estate (just 24.6 kilometers long and 12.3 kilometers at its widest point), was unknown to Westerners until Dutch explorers under the command of Jacob Roggeveen spotted it on Easter Sunday 1722. Easter Island is the home of hundreds of gigantic stone heads and torsos, known as moai, that adorn the island. It is also the source of mysterious glyphs inscribed on pieces of wood; known as the rongorongo script, just over two dozen original tablets and objects (such as an inscribed wooden staff) have been preserved and are now scattered among museums around the world. So far undeciphered, although as I will discuss later in this book various gallant attempts have been made, they have been one of the great enigmas of linguistics. Might the moai and the rongorongo texts, I wondered, preserve some kind of legacy, some kind of message, from remote antiquity?

On the evening of December 28, 2009, Katie and I boarded a flight to Miami, and from Miami we flew to Santiago, Chile. Upon our arrival in Santiago the next morning, the ambassador and his wife, Valentina Troni, met us at the airport. Initially, we were to stay with them and their family, and indeed we visited extensively, but because other family members were also in town, we were graciously accommodated at a friend’s house, even as they profusely apologized for the inconvenience to us. This turned out to be a most fortunate inconvenience, as the friend (who quickly became our friend too) was a native Easter Island (Rapanui) artist living in Santiago, and furthermore his father (who just happened to be visiting him at the time and, initially unbeknownst to us, would travel with us to Easter Island) was a former governor of the island. (Rapa Nui and Easter Island are used somewhat interchangeably for the name of the island; the term Rapanui is used for the people and their culture.)

We spent several days dividing our time between hiking in the Andes Mountains on the outskirts of Santiago and absorbing Easter Island lore. Katie and I had already prepared ourselves over the preceding months by poring through and digesting all the books and literature about the island we could lay our hands on; we were determined to maximize our experience. Especially exciting to me was the collection of hundreds of old photos that our host shared with us, showing many of the moai and other ancient stone structures on the island before their modern restorations. Also included with the photos were numerous vignettes of life on the island in an earlier time. From a scientific point of view, such documentation is invaluable.

On New Year’s Eve, Katie and I participated in a fantastic costume ball hosted by the ambassador’s mother (who joined the expedition to Easter Island, along with various other friends and family). New Year’s Day was a time to relax and invigorate ourselves for the days to come. Early on the morning of Saturday, January 2, we headed for the Santiago airport to catch our flight. Traveling over five hours across the majestic Pacific, we touched down on Easter Island at about 1:00 p.m. local time.

The next three-plus days were wild, crazy, and wonderful. A magic carpet ride, as Katie likes to say. Reviewing in my mind or looking at the thousands of photos we shot, I am not sure how we fit so much in. We toured the island from end to end, using a small private bus under the guidance of another former governor, who also happened to be an extremely prominent Rapanui archaeologist. The moai and the ahu (platforms on which some of the moai were erected) were even more incredible and awe inspiring than I had imagined from simply reading about them and viewing photographs. I have learned over the years that there is never any substitute for seeing the real thing—a lesson continually reinforced on every trip I take, be it to a new area (as Easter Island was for me at the time) or old familiar territory (as parts of Egypt feel for me now after so many trips there). But it was not just the moai that struck me, for they are only part of the landscape, the seemingly primeval complex of Easter Island. There are also the quarries from which the moai were carved, the numerous petroglyphs (rock carvings, many representing strange “birdmen”), the low and thick stone buildings (“houses” found at the stone village and ceremonial center of Orongo on the southwestern tip of the island), the spherical stone known as the navel of the world, the natural caves found across this volcanic island, the ancient volcanic calderas themselves, and of course the inexplicable rongorongo script. In many ways, it was too much to digest in three days, and so I simply took it all in, absorbing. I would try my best to make sense of it later.

Indeed, trying to make sense of the world is what drives me. I try not to readily accept simple pat answers uncritically. Studying so-called ancient mysteries, I have found that sometimes they are not quite so mysterious, as when data are misinterpreted (and, to put it bluntly, at times outright fraud is involved), while in other cases conventional and mainstream explanations serve to obscure and gloss over genuine mysteries. Actually, it seems to me, the latter is all too often the situation, as when those with vested interests feel they must preserve the status quo. (We will explore this topic further in the pages that follow.) In the case of Easter Island, it quickly became apparent to me that the standard archaeological explanations—that the island was first colonized by Polynesians about 1,500 years ago, who erected the moai, carved the petroglyphs, constructed the stone houses, and in the process brought ecological devastation to their tiny island such that it was a poor and impoverished people whom the Europeans encountered in 1722—were fundamentally flawed.

I am a trained geologist (Ph.D. in geology and geophysics from Yale University, 1983), and studying the varying levels of weathering and erosion and the degree of sediment built up around the moai (some that have been excavated were buried in up to six meters of sediment), I quickly became convinced that the standard story was improbable, to say the least. The high levels of sedimentation around certain moai suggested a much greater age than a mere 1,500 years. And what was the purpose of the low, thick, stone houses that oddly resemble modern bunkers or fallout shelters? Why did the indigenous people sometimes occupy the natural caves of the island? What about the stories of giants inhabiting the island in past times? And, perhaps most mysterious of all, what was the meaning of the rongorongo texts?

These are questions Katie and I pondered while we explored the island, but we had no ready answers. (I further discuss all of these topics later in this book.) One thing for certain, however, is that we did not find some of the conventional explanations very convincing. For instance, was the carving of the moai, perhaps ostensibly as part of an ancestor cult, really just “busywork” thought up by the chiefs and leaders as a way to keep the masses occupied and happy, so as to bond the elements of society together and avoid social turmoil? Was the rongorongo simply an indigenous eighteenth-century imitation of European writing? If this were indeed the case, then the rongorongo texts would be stripped of any antiquity, being a few centuries old at most, and would have little significance—a mere childish attempt by the “primitive” Easter Islanders to emulate the superior Westerners. What if, instead, the Easter Islanders were the guardians and keepers of ancient treasures? Conventional Western archaeologists, and their Western-trained Rapanui counterparts, are quick to dismiss such a notion (which, in my mind, elevates the status of the Rapanui) as mere fantasy.

Besides exploring the archaeological wonders of Easter Island, we also took in as much of the modern and traditional Rapanui ambiance as is possible in three days. I had the honor of meeting the current governor. We attended a “traditional” dance performance. (Honestly, I am not sure how traditional it was as much of the indigenous Easter Island culture was eradicated by European contact and has since been reconstructed based primarily on imported Polynesian models.) We dined on the local food. We hired a small outboard motorboat and cruised along the coast of the island. I even managed to make it briefly, after taking a dunk in the Pacific while trying to step from the boat as strong waves surged, to a little islet (tiny island) off the coast of the main island. I wanted to explore firsthand the pristine volcanic rocks and an ancient cave preserved on the islet.

On a very personal note, Katie and I were married on Easter Island—twice! During the afternoon of Monday, January 4, 2010, in the presence of an ambassador, two former governors, and a senior elder of the island, we were united during a civil ceremony at the appropriate Chilean government office on Easter Island. Then it was off to visit more moai and archaeological sites. That evening we were married again, this time in a traditional Rapanui ceremony presided over by the island elder who had attended our civil ceremony. We were lent traditional costumes adorned with feathers. Our skin and faces were decorated with paint, some made from the mud and minerals of the island, and we were crowned with feathered headdresses. I was allowed to borrow an antique bark-cloth cape, passed down through five generations, for the occasion. We were married barefoot, as we had always dreamed, in contact with the Earth, our Earth, and under the open sky, connecting with the cosmos. Not knowing the Rapanui language, we could not understand a word of the ceremony, but somehow the meaning came through. A feast in our honor followed the ceremony. It was a magical experience. We will be forever grateful for the hospitality and open hearts shown us. It was a unique honor to be the first couple married on Rapa Nui in the year 2010.

Tuesday morning, our last day on the island, we visited El Museo Antropológico Padre Sebastián Englert, where many fantastic, and I would add, somewhat inexplicable, artifacts from the island are housed, including a strange, alien-looking, small female moai carved of basalt. Then, our bags already packed, it was off to the airport to catch a 2:00 p.m. flight to Santiago. In Santiago, we transferred to a flight bound for New York City, and from there, caught our flight to Boston, Massachusetts, arriving home on the afternoon of January 6, 2010.

It was a dizzyingly exuberant trip; we were happy but exhausted. Flying back to the United States, there was no doubt in my mind that the trip had been worthwhile. Katie was right in urging we should go. But it was not until after we returned that I realized how worthwhile the trip really was. Not only had we been married in one of the most exotic locations on Earth, with a genuine indigenous ceremony; not only had we explored enduring archaeological mysteries firsthand, but for me the seventy-three hours on Easter Island helped crystallize and reignite two decades of contemplating the dawn and demise of ancient civilization. It all came into perspective about two weeks after we returned from Easter Island, with a simple yet profound observation made by Katie.

One evening, my mind still racing from all I had seen on Easter Island—and perplexed at the genuine enigmas and disgusted by the conventional explanations (or should I say nonexplanations)—Katie suggested that we rewatch a video titled Symbols of an Alien Sky (Talbott 2009; see also Talbott and Thornhill 2005). One portion of the video discusses the work of Anthony L. Peratt, a plasma physicist associated with Los Alamos National Laboratory in New Mexico, who became interested in ancient petroglyphs (Peratt 2003). I already knew of Peratt’s work and indeed had met him at a conference many years earlier. In a nutshell (we will review his work in more detail later in this book), Peratt noticed that many petroglyphs found around the world appear to record the shapes that would have been seen in the sky if there had been a major solar outburst—a plasma discharge (ionized particles and associated electrical and magnetic phenomena)—in ancient times. If our Sun discharged a huge ball of plasma toward us, it would have dire consequences for Earth, including life and humanity, as the surface of the planet would be literally fried by the incoming electrical currents. Nothing like this has been seen in modern times, although small plasma discharges, known as coronal mass ejections (CMEs), are a regular feature of the modern Sun. However, as a geologist, I was aware that going back in time, the Sun has had periods of much higher activity, including at the end of the last ice age (circa 9700 BCE). Peratt and his colleagues postulated a major solar outburst in ancient times, but they did not specify a precise date or dates. They had also not considered one other very important thing.

Katie’s simple but profound observation, while we watched the documentary, was that the rongorongo glyphs look remarkably similar to the petroglyphs that Peratt believes record plasma discharges and configurations, due to a major solar outburst, seen in the ancient skies. Could the rongorongo be a text, a scientific text if you will, that records in meticulous detail what was happening in the skies of long ago? Were the Easter Islanders in fact the keepers of an ancient, long forgotten, knowledge?

I was struck, as if by plasma itself. Many isolated threads, topics I had pursued for years and decades, suddenly began to fall into place. My work on redating the Great Sphinx of Egypt (discussed in chapter 2) indicates that civilization and sophisticated culture date back thousands of years earlier than mainstream archaeologists have generally accepted. The same story seems to hold true for the oldest Easter Island moai, which may be thousands of years older than conventionally believed. And within months of visiting Easter Island, Katie and I found ourselves in Turkey inspecting the incredibly sophisticated and also incredibly ancient—dating back twelve thousand years—site of Göbekli Tepe, confirming and reinforcing my work on the remote antiquity of early civilization. But the issue has always been, What could have happened to such an ancient, forgotten civilization? Why is there such a paucity of evidence for it?

Within weeks of our return, spurred by Katie’s discovery, all that I had studied for so long came into sharp focus as the pieces began to fall into place, and a new story of a very ancient and long-forgotten civilization emerged. This is not another tale of lost continents and technologically advanced science-fiction-like beings loosely based on the overinterpretation of a few myths and legends. This is a story that combines the evidence of modern geology, geophysics, climatology, astrophysics, archaeology, comparative mythology, and many other disciplines. As we shall see, the catastrophes that occurred nearly twelve thousand years ago, eradicating this early, forgotten civilization, appear to be on the verge of occurring once again. Furthermore, those very ancient peoples may have known something about the world and the cosmos that has since been lost. But if we can break free from the shackles and blinders of conventional status quo paradigms and worldviews, we may be able to regain this essential knowledge.

In this book, we will explore these and related topics. Our story reaches back into the remote past and continues into the future. We need to understand multiple lines of evidence that together weave a new view of the origins of civilization, ancient history, our future, and the dynamics of the planet we live on. This is truly a grand puzzle with many parts. We will begin with a key piece, the Great Sphinx.

UPDATE: Katie’s discovery that the rongorongo glyphs are very similar to the petroglyphs that Peratt and his group had been studying for years, and that both are ultimately representations of plasma discharges and configurations as would be seen in the sky during a major solar outburst, was confirmed by a member of Peratt’s team in an email sent to us. It turns out that they had independently made this discovery some years earlier but had purposefully not published it.

Relative to the rongorongo depicting plasma configurations seen by ancient people, Changizi et al. (2006) have made the case that “The Structures of Letters and Symbols throughout Human History Are Selected to Match Those Found in Objects in Natural Scenes” (which is the title of their paper). Certainly, plasma configurations during a solar outburst would present exceptional “objects” and “scenes” to memorialize in a “script.” Furthermore, other researchers have connected the rongorongo to the sky and stars (see, for instance, Dietrich 1999; Esen-Baur 2011), although not explicitly to solar outbursts and plasma configurations (other than Peratt and his team in their unpublished work).
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THE GREAT SPHINX

I have to admit that the Mena House (named in honor of Menes, the legendary first dynastic pharaoh of a united Egypt) is my favorite hotel in the Greater Cairo area. I love the nineteenth-century ambiance and the history. In a land where the history overwhelms you, this is a hotel that boasts a story of its own; it is a place where kings, princes, presidents, Hollywood royalty, and celebrities from all spheres have stayed. But, more than anything else about the Mena House, I love the view. Book the right room and you can have a private balcony overlooking the Great Pyramid, the only surviving wonder of the ancient world.

The Mena House is located in Giza (a city unto itself that forms part of modern Greater Cairo), just a half kilometer north of the Great Pyramid. Making your way out of the gated entrance, you can stroll the ever-bustling streets to the pyramids. But be prepared for the army of venders who will quickly descend on you, plying their ancient trade of hawking trinkets and fake antiquities. If you don’t feel like walking, there will be plenty of cabs for hire, as well as camels and horses.

Once situated far from any settlements, the Giza pyramids were built on the edge of the Sahara, the seemingly endless expanse of beautiful and forbidding dune-covered desert that stretches across the length of North Africa. Originally, the Mena House was a royal lodge used by Isma’il Pasha (1830–1895), who reigned as the Ottoman khedive (viceroy) of Egypt and Sudan from 1863 to 1879. Here the khedive and his guests rested and refreshed themselves when off on a hunting expedition in the desert or paying a visit to the pyramids. Of course, today the pyramids still sit on the edge of the Sahara (the desert has not moved), but roads crisscross and encircle the pyramids, which are quickly being walled in and surrounded by the ever-expanding modern neighborhoods necessitated by the burgeoning population of Greater Cairo.
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Figure 2.1. Robert Schoch relaxing at one of the restaurants at the Mena House, July 2016. In the background is the Great Pyramid (left), the Second Pyramid (center back), and the old section of the hotel (far right).

(Photograph courtesy of R. Schoch and C. Ulissey.)

The pyramids, and the Great Pyramid in particular, have justly earned their reputation as being among the most amazing marvels of the ancient world. Perfectly aligned to the cardinal points (the Great Pyramid is oriented to true north with a tolerance that could not be matched again until the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries) and built of multi-ton stone blocks with a precision that defies easy explanation, the pyramids remain an enigma on many levels. Modern engineers and common folk alike wonder how they were built. I myself have taken a great interest in the pyramids, even writing two books about them (Schoch with McNally 2003; Schoch and McNally 2005). However, my first love on the Giza Plateau is something else, something very nearby: the Great Sphinx.


THE SPHINX AND I

The Great Sphinx of Egypt, perhaps the most famous statue in the world, has a very personal meaning to me. The Sphinx and I have a long history together. For over thirty years, the Sphinx has influenced and shaped my life, haunting me and speaking to me. I was first introduced to the problem of the age of the Sphinx in late 1989 by the “independent Egyptologist” John Anthony West (1932–2018), perhaps best known for his studies and popularization of the Egyptological work of the philosopher and mathematician R. A. Schwaller de Lubicz (1887–1961) and for his guidebook titled The Traveler’s Key to Ancient Egypt (1985). Schwaller de Lubicz had suggested, in an almost offhand way, that the Great Sphinx was eroded by water, not wind and sand (see West 1993). West realized that if this were true, the implications would be profound. But who could confirm the nature of the weathering and erosion on the Sphinx? A geologist, of course! So West was on the lookout for an “open-minded” geologist who might critically and objectively take a look at the Great Sphinx.

A colleague of mine, Robert Eddy, an English and Rhetoric professor who just happened to be teaching in the same college as I in the late 1980s, had met West while teaching in Cairo. He knew that West was looking for a geologist, so he arranged for West to give a lecture at the university and then invited me to join him and West for dinner (West 2007). It only took one discussion and I was hooked.

The following summer, West and I traveled to Egypt. I first met the Great Sphinx face-to-face on June 17, 1990. Since then, I have been back many times, more times than I remember, not only to study the Great Sphinx but also to investigate other ancient mysteries in the land of the pharaohs as well.

It turned out that the issue of the weathering and erosion on the Sphinx was fairly simple and straightforward from a geological point of view. After only a couple of trips to Egypt, intensively studying the statue and its surroundings and collecting underground seismic data with geophysicist Thomas Dobecki (discussed in this chapter in the section “Redating the Great Sphinx” and see Dobecki and Schoch 1992; see also chapter 2, “The Sands of Time,” by R. Schoch in Schoch and Bauval 2017, 35–88), I felt confident enough to announce my results to the scientific community—and the world at large. At the October 1991 annual meeting of the Geological Society of America (GSA) I presented the evidence that the origins of the Great Sphinx must date back to at least the 7000 BCE to 5000 BCE range, or possibly earlier (this was allowed only after a formal abstract, submitted with West, was accepted based on positive professional peer review; see Schoch and West 1991). I made my case using scientific analyses, comparing erosion and weathering profiles around the Sphinx to the ancient climatic history of Egypt. I was immediately bombarded by the media and lambasted by establishment archaeologists and Egyptologists. My life has never been the same since that fateful conference. A 1993 NBC documentary titled The Mystery of the Sphinx, hosted by the late Charlton Heston and featuring me describing my research on-site in Egypt, was viewed by millions and received an Emmy Award (Sphinx Project 1993; the DVD version currently available has been reedited from the original show and most regrettably includes supplementary/extraneous material that detracts from the strong science initially presented).

Many people know me, or believe they know me (or more accurately, know of me), due to the controversy over the age of the Sphinx that my research has engendered. I was even told by one writer and filmmaker that she knew my work better than I knew it myself! Be that as it may, here I will share my story of the Great Sphinx—and my work with her (to me the Sphinx has always been feminine), as I know it. First, a little background information on this icon of antiquity (for further information and an update on the Great Sphinx, see chapter 15, here, as well as my various papers and books listed in the bibliography, particularly Schoch and Bauval 2017).
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Figure 2.2. Robert Schoch next to the granite stela attributed to Thutmose IV between the paws of the Great Sphinx.

(Photograph courtesy of R. Schoch and C. Ulissey.)




HISTORY OF AN ENIGMA

Before we proceed further, it is important to understand the context of the Great Sphinx, in large part because conventional archaeologists heavily rely on this context to date the Sphinx. Their reasoning essentially comes down to this: the Sphinx is surrounded by structures that date to about 2500 BCE, therefore it too must belong to this period. Of course, if you give it a little thought, this is not necessarily true. Think of Rome. Here is a city that traces its history, according to tradition, back to the year 753 BCE. It contains magnificent architectural wonders, statues, and monuments spanning over two thousand years. Imagine if archaeologists thousands of years from now found both the Coliseum (first century CE) and the remains of the National Monument of Victor Emmanuel II (early twentieth century). Would they blithely conclude, since these structures are relatively close to each other, that they both fit into the same context and therefore are of the same age?

Returning to Egypt, the Great Sphinx is located on the eastern edge of the Giza Plateau, also known as the Pyramids Plateau, on the west bank of the Nile across from Cairo. The Sphinx sits southeast of the Great Pyramid, attributed to the Fourth Dynasty pharaoh Khufu (Cheops, circa 2550 BCE), and due east of the Second Pyramid, the pyramid generally attributed to the pharaoh Khafre (Khafra, Chephren, Khephren), possibly the son or brother of Khufu. The Second Pyramid is just slightly smaller than the Great Pyramid. A third major pyramid, though considerably smaller than the other two, is also located on the Giza Plateau; it is attributed to the pharaoh Menkaura (Menkaure, Mycerinus), possibly a grandson or son of Khufu. Thus, according to standard Egyptological thinking, the Giza pyramids all date to around the period of 2500 BCE. According to the same Egyptologists, the Sphinx is clearly “associated” with the pyramids, so it must be about the same age. They do not consider the possibility that the Sphinx could be much older than the pyramids—that the site could have been used and reused, new structures being added in the vicinity of much older structures. Or, even more heretical, could the pyramids themselves be misdated? Here it is important to point out that it is the three Giza pyramids that various researchers, most notably Robert Bauval (Bauval and Gilbert 1994; Bauval and Brophy 2011; Schoch and Bauval 2017), have correlated with the belt of the constellation Orion (representative of, in some guises, the Egyptian god Osiris). Furthermore, the precise correlation with Orion may not pertain to Egypt in 2500 BCE, but to a much earlier period—possibly going back to 12,000 BCE to 10,000 BCE (Bauval and Brophy 2011; Schoch and Bauval 2017). This is not to say that the pyramids themselves are necessarily physically this old, although portions of them, such as the bases and underground chambers, might well be extremely ancient. Even if the pyramids themselves were constructed around 2550–2450 BCE, they apparently mark or memorialize a very old period in time. This independent evidence of extreme antiquity on the Giza Plateau can only bolster my conclusion that the Sphinx is incredibly old.

The Great Sphinx is truly great in stature, being approximately twenty meters tall and seventy meters long. (The original length of the statue is difficult to determine because of the later repairs.) It is carved out of solid bedrock limestone and faces due east. On the vernal and autumnal equinoxes the Sphinx is precisely aligned with the rising Sun. On these mornings the first rays of daylight strike directly on her face. Only the head sits above the ground level; to carve the body, the ancients had to cut down into the rock, and thus the Great Sphinx actually sits in what is known as the Sphinx Enclosure, or Sphinx Ditch. Immediately in front of the Sphinx, at a lower level (lower elevation), sits the Sphinx Temple. While carving out the core body of the Sphinx, huge multi-ton blocks were removed from the Sphinx Enclosure and assembled as the Sphinx Temple, so the original Sphinx Temple is as old as the core body of the Great Sphinx.

The traditional academics of the late twentieth century attributed the Great Sphinx to the pharaoh Khafre, builder of the Second Pyramid, circa 2500 BCE. In contrast, some classical Egyptologists of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries dated the Great Sphinx to an earlier predynastic period, foreshadowing my own work (see Schoch and Bauval 2017, 57). (For a discussion of how the Great Sphinx may have been referred to during the Old Kingdom, see Schoch and Bauval 2017; regarding the form of the Sphinx prior to dynastic times, we now know that it was originally a statue of the goddess Mehit in her guise as a lioness; see this book, chapter 15, here.)

A granite stela (or stele) erected between the paws of the Sphinx by Thutmose IV, circa 1400 BCE, when excavated in the nineteenth century, was reported to include in its inscription the name, or at least part of the name, of Khafre. (This portion of the inscription has since flaked away.) This has been variously interpreted to indicate that either Khafre ordered the Sphinx carved or that Khafre ordered the Sphinx renovated, as Thutmose IV did over a millennium later. In reality, however, it is unclear if indeed it was the Fourth Dynasty pharaoh Khafre being named on the stela or what relationship the stela may have suggested that Khafre had to the Sphinx (Schoch and Bauval 2017). The bottom line is, the Thutmose IV stela provides no definitive evidence of when, or by whom, the Sphinx was constructed. Also possibly bearing on the origins of the Great Sphinx is the so-called Inventory Stela, alternatively known as the Stela of Cheops’s (Khufu’s) Daughter. Although the actual stela dates to the seventh or sixth century BCE, it purports to be a copy of an Old Kingdom text (Schoch and Bauval 2017, 118–23; Seyfzadeh and Schoch 2018). According to the Inventory Stela, the Great Sphinx was already in existence during the reign of Khufu. Indeed, Khufu is credited with repairing the Sphinx after it was struck by lightning (see further discussion in chapter 15). Modern Egyptologists generally dismiss the Inventory Stela as a Late Period fabrication.

In New Kingdom times (circa 1550 BCE to 1070 BCE or so), the Great Sphinx was sometimes referred to as Horemakhet (Hor-emakhet, Harmakhet, Harmachis), which can be translated as “Horus of the Horizon” or “Horus in the Horizon,” or as Ra-horakhty, translated as “Ra of the Two Horizons.” In medieval Arabic times, one appellation given to the Great Sphinx was Abu el-Hol (Abu al-Hol, Abou el Hôl), “Father of Terror(s)” or “The Terrifying One.” The name Sphinx is derived from the Greek language and referred originally to the Greek sphinx. Sphinx may come from a Greek word meaning “to strangle,” as according to one legend, the Greek sphinx, often depicted as a winged lion with the head of a woman, had the habit of strangling and devouring those who could not answer her riddles. Another interpretation is that the word sphinx was derived, possibly through Greeks visiting Egypt, from the ancient Egyptian Shesep-ankh, sometimes translated as “living statue” or “living image,” a term used to refer to royal statues during the Old Kingdom. The Sphinx is connected to the bedrock—“living rock.”




REDATING THE GREAT SPHINX

I have studied extensively the nature and extent of the weathering and erosional features found on the statue directly, as well as the similar features found in the so-called Sphinx Enclosure (as already noted, the Sphinx sits in a hole or quarry, with its body below the level of the plateau behind it) and in the subsurface under and around the Sphinx. I have analyzed as well the numerous repairs to the Sphinx (some of which date back to Old Kingdom times). While my overall general conclusions have not changed since 1991, I have refined my thinking over the years.

Based on my geological analyses, I initially (and I now admit quite conservatively) calculated that the oldest portions of the Sphinx date back to the period of approximately 7000 BCE to 5000 BCE. I arrived at this conclusion through a variety of independent means, such as correlating the nature of the weathering with the climatic history of the area, calculating the amount of rock eroded away on the surface and estimating how long this may have taken, and calibrating the depth of subsurface weathering around and below the Sphinx.

Key to my redating of the Sphinx is the interpretation that the weathering and erosion observed on the body of the Sphinx and the walls of the Sphinx Enclosure is not due to the arid desert conditions found in the region during the last four thousand to five thousand years. Rather, the observed weathering and erosion resulted from rain, precipitation, and water runoff, and sufficient precipitation was available only during pre-Sahara conditions, prior to circa 3000 BCE (Schoch 1992b; Schoch and Bauval 2017, and references cited therein). Other geologists, such as Colin Reader and David Coxill (each working independently of me and also independently of each other; see Coxill 1998; and Reader 1997/1999) have corroborated my analyses of the nature of the weathering and erosion, concluding that the causative agent was water and not wind and sand (see Schoch 2002; Schoch with McNally 2003; Schoch and Bauval 2017). I must note, however, that while Reader, Coxill, and I agree that the Sphinx was weathered by water and must date to an earlier period than the traditional attribution, we do not all agree on the same age estimate. In particular, Reader has argued that the Sphinx can still be accommodated into a very early dynastic time frame and thus is perhaps only a few hundred years older than the traditional date of circa 2500 BCE. However, I firmly believe that the extent of the erosion and weathering definitively push the core body of the Sphinx into a much more remote period. Furthermore, Reader does not take into adequate account the subsurface data that Dobecki and I collected (see discussion in this section, below, and Schoch and Bauval 2017), data that allow me to calibrate the rate of subsurface weathering and arrive at my age estimate for the Sphinx. My dating places the Sphinx well back into predynastic times, a period when many suppose that the technology and social organization did not exist to create such a monument.

Over the years, various Egyptologists and archaeologists have suggested to me that, yes, the Great Sphinx does show evidence of being weathered and eroded by rain, but this is because heavy rains in fact lasted well into the third millennium BCE. However, I believe this is incorrect, and there is evidence not far from Giza demonstrating just how early the hyperarid climatic conditions of the Sahara Desert set in. Mud-brick tombs called mastabas built on the Saqqara (Sakkara) Plateau, only about a dozen kilometers south of Giza and dated indisputably to circa 2800 BCE, show little if any rain weathering, even though they are built from a much softer and more vulnerable material than limestone and were subject to the same climatic conditions as the Great Sphinx. Mud-brick mastabas would be quickly destroyed by much lighter rainfall than would be required to weather and erode the Sphinx. It simply is not possible that the Sphinx could have been carved after 2800 BCE, the date of the mastabas, yet weathered so badly under the scant rainfall (as indicated must be the case based on the survival of the mud-brick mastabas) that it required extensive repair by Old Kingdom times (the date of the earliest repairs to the Sphinx and Sphinx Temple). It has been suggested to me that perhaps the Saqqara mud-brick mastabas survived in such good condition because they occur on higher ground than the Sphinx and Sphinx Enclosure, which would have been subjected to much more water runoff, even from scant rains. However, after taking this into account, I am still convinced that the mastabas in question are evidence of just how arid the area has been for the last five millennia. The archaeological evidence, in my assessment, does not support the assertion that there was enough rainfall around and after 2500 BCE to weather and erode the Sphinx to the state we observe on the statue.

Even though the Sphinx exhibits water erosion, this erosion was the result of precipitation and rain runoff, not from flooding or the rising of the Nile. Also, the Sphinx was not eroded from standing water sitting in the Sphinx Enclosure. (The idea that the Sphinx sat in a pool of water, or had a moat around it, does not stand up to geological scrutiny; see appendix 1, here.) Another important point I should make is that fossil shells, sea urchins, and so forth, can be found on the Giza Plateau, but these have nothing to do with the water erosion seen on the Sphinx. Rather, the fossil sea organisms are millions of years old and have weathered out of the limestone rocks from which the Sphinx, pyramids, and many other structures are built.

As I already mentioned, in the early 1990s I estimated that the oldest portions of the Great Sphinx date back to circa 5000 BCE or perhaps a bit earlier. (As I discuss later in this chapter, the head of the Sphinx is not the original head; it was evidently recarved in dynastic times.) Even as recently as 2007, I wrote, “Concerning my redating of the Sphinx, I emphasize that I am comfortable attributing it to the period of circa 5,000 B.C. or a bit earlier. Could it be considerably older? Based on the geological data, and depending on how one interprets the data, possibly. However, I have never claimed an age for the Great Sphinx prior to the 5,000 B.C. to 7,000 B.C. period” (Schoch 2007, 43).

Since 2007, I have come to modify my opinion on the possible antiquity of the Great Sphinx in the light of more recent data. My initial “conservative” dating of the Great Sphinx to circa 5000 BCE was based on an extreme view of both the surface and subsurface seismic data, attempting to squeeze the data into as short a time frame as possible. Much of this has to do with the seismic data, measuring subsurface weathering, which we collected around the base of the Sphinx (Dobecki and Schoch 1992). Subsurface weathering essentially consists of mineralogical and fabric changes of the rock that occur once the surface is exposed to the atmosphere; to the untrained eye, the rock may or may not look as if it is weathered. Over time, such weathering penetrates progressively farther (deeper) into the rock. This weathering can be detected using seismic wave velocity data.

The Sphinx itself faces east. The northern, southern, and eastern floors of the Sphinx Enclosure are weathered to a depth that varies between 1.8 and 2.5 meters below the surface. The western floor, however, is weathered less deeply, to a maximum of just 1.2 meters. This difference is not due to variations in the rock; the exposed floor of the enclosure on all sides belongs to the same stratum of limestone. Rather, the western floor has been weathering for a shorter period of time. Obviously, it must have been excavated at a considerably later date.

There are two excavated walls at the western end of the Sphinx Enclosure—two tiers, if you will. The higher wall, which lies farther west, is deeply coved and fissured by rain and water runoff. It must have been carved out when Egypt’s climate was wet and rainy, well before the Old Kingdom. The second, lower wall, which is closer to the Sphinx’s rump, shows much less precipitation weathering. It was along the base of this lower wall that the western seismic line, showing a depth of only 1.2 meters of weathering, was taken. The lower wall was excavated later than the higher wall, and certainly the western floor of the enclosure, where we took our seismic readings, was excavated later than the remainder of the enclosure—at a time when Egypt had already turned dry, during the Old Kingdom. Based on my analyses, I conclude that the Great Sphinx was carved and the Sphinx Temple was built well before the reign of Khafre, when heavy rain regularly washed across Egypt. Then Khafre claimed the site for himself, refurbishing the temple and Sphinx. Originally, I suspect, the sculpture’s body emerged from 
the bedrock as if it were an integral part of the plateau. By carving the rump and digging out the western enclosure to a second, lower level (the wall of which is rather crudely carved), Khafre divided the monument from the rock and gave it its own separate aesthetic existence.

My analysis of the nature and depth of the subsurface weathering on the Giza Plateau indicates that it has taken 4,500 years for the subsurface weathering at the younger, western floor of the Sphinx Enclosure to reach a depth of 1.2 meters. Since the weathering on the other three sides is between 50 and 100 percent deeper, as a first estimate I believed it was reasonable to assume that this excavation is 50 to 100 percent—or approximately 2,200 to 4,500 years—older than the western end. If we accept Khafre’s reign, circa 2500 BCE, as the date for the western enclosure, then this calculation pushes the date for the Great Sphinx’s original construction back to the 7000 BCE to 4700 BCE range, or 6,700 to 9,000 years ago. Or, rounding, the origins of the Great Sphinx are pushed back to circa 7000 BCE to 5000 BCE.

However, there is the distinct possibility (actually, it is a certainty, as far as I am now concerned) that this analysis underestimates the age of the Sphinx. Subsurface weathering rates often proceed nonlinearly; that is, the deeper the weathering goes, the slower it progresses because of protection from the overlying material. If we assume this is the case, then the estimated date above is only a bare minimum. Nonlinear weathering suggests that the very earliest portion of the Sphinx could date to well before 7000 BCE; my best estimate is a date of circa 10,000 BCE (see further discussion in Schoch and Bauval 2017).

Sometimes people believe that my work confirms the age of the Sphinx as being on the order of 10,500 BCE, in line, for instance, with the prophecies of the late psychic Edgar Cayce (discussed in greater detail later in this chapter; see also Lehner 1974). This, however, is more a matter of opinion than fact. I do not deny a possible 10,500 BCE date, but my analysis has nothing to do with the prophecies of Cayce. However, Göbekli Tepe in Turkey (discussed in chapter 3) dates back to the end of the last ice age, circa 9700 BCE, and at this point I find it tenable and compelling, based on the evidence, that the oldest portions of the Great Sphinx may date back to this remote period as well.

It has been suggested that the leonine aspect of the Sphinx connects it to the constellation Leo. In terms of zodiacal precessional ages, the transition from the Age of Virgo to the Age of Leo occurred around 10,500 BCE. Is it just coincidence that, based on the geology, the Great Sphinx, with a lion’s body symbolizing Leo, dates back to a very remote period? (Since I initially laid eyes on the Sphinx in 1990, I have hypothesized that originally the Sphinx may have had a lion’s head, although I was at first thinking in terms of a male lion; now we have evidence that the statue originally had a female lion’s head. The original statue represented the goddess Mehit in the form of a lioness; see chapter 15, here.) Could the Sphinx be a representation of the Age of Leo, or even date to the Age of Leo, circa 10,500 BCE to 8500 or 8000 BCE? (There is disagreement as to when this age begins and ends.) In the past, I have questioned this association, however, reasoning that it is not certain that the constellation of Leo as such was recognized some twelve thousand or more years ago, and even if the Great Sphinx does represent or commemorate, in some aspect, the Age of Leo, that does not necessarily imply that it was sculpted during that age. However, in my opinion at this point, the evidence indicates that the original Great Sphinx (that is, before the head was recarved to turn it into the Sphinx) actually dates to the Age of Leo. I feel we must be open to this possibility. Even more widely speculative is the idea that the Great Sphinx was carved not during the last Age of Leo, but during the preceding Age of Leo, some thirty-six thousand or so years ago. (This is something that John Anthony West liked to suggest.) Another widespread notion is to view the leonine-human hybrid aspect of the Sphinx as a representation of Leo and Virgo combined (the Age of Virgo is the age immediately preceding the Age of Leo)—the masculine and feminine, the animal or beastly vitality and the human intellect united. However, as I discuss below, the current human head of the Sphinx is not the original head. I have long favored the idea that originally the statue had a lion’s head on a lion’s body and that the leonine body (the lioness) was connected with, and emerged from, the bedrock of the plateau at the western end of the Sphinx Enclosure.

Even as my redating of the Great Sphinx has been attacked as impossible by some authorities, other serious researchers have suggested that I have underestimated the true age of the oldest portions of the Great Sphinx, perhaps by tens of thousands of years or more. In The Neanderthal Legacy (2008), the late Stan Gooch (1932–2010) asserts that the head of the Sphinx was carved deliberately to include both Neanderthal and Cro-Magnon features. Could this indicate that the Sphinx is tens of thousands of years old? According to Gooch, ancient Neanderthals and Cro-Magnons met and interbred about thirty-five thousand years ago, giving rise to modern humans. The idea of such interbreeding is intriguing, but I am not convinced that the Sphinx contributes to the evidence for such a claim. In my opinion, the head of the Sphinx is not the original head; furthermore, black, African, or Nubian features are found on the current Sphinx head (Schoch and Bauval 2017).

There are even more extreme interpretations as to the possible age of the Sphinx. Two members of the National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine, Vjacheslav I. Manichev and Alexander G. Parkhomenko (2008), citing my work, have reinterpreted the geological and erosional features on the Great Sphinx to mean that the core body of the statue could date back as far as eight hundred thousand years ago. And they are not referring to simply a natural outcropping that may have existed eight hundred thousand years ago that was later shaped into a statue.

The dating of Manichev and Parkhomenko could push the age of the Great Sphinx into a very remote time period, one that has been suggested for possible, but ambiguous, ancient structures, sculptures, or simulacra that are found in many parts of the world, such as Markawasi in Peru (Schoch 2006/2007), the Carpathian Sphinx (Welcome to Romania 2002; Schoch and Bauval 2017), or a possible stone circle dubbed Adam’s Calendar in South Africa by researchers Johan Heine and Michael Tellinger with a claimed date of from 75,000 years ago (Heine and Tellinger 2008; Serrao 2008) to 160,000 through 200,000 years ago (Eden 2009). Personally, I am not convinced that the Great Sphinx is anywhere close to the age postulated by Manichev and Parkhomenko or that various claims of very ancient, very eroded statues are anything more than natural formations, but the prospects are intriguing (Schoch 2006/2007). Without going off on such limbs, as we will discuss further later in this book (see chapter 3), there is clear evidence for an early high culture at a remote period beyond just that of the Great Sphinx. (Since the first edition of this book was published, I have had a chance to visit and examine Adam’s Calendar firsthand. I was not convinced that it is as old as claimed; indeed, from what I observed, it may be a predominantly or entirely natural feature. Likewise, I am convinced that the underwater structure off of the coast of Yonaguni, Japan, is also primarily or wholly a natural feature, although there is evidence of ancient human habitation on Yonaguni; see Schoch with McNally 1999.)

While most of the focus of, and controversy surrounding, my work has been on the Great Sphinx, to my mind the so-called Sphinx Temple, sitting directly in front of (east of) the Sphinx, is in many ways even more significant than the Sphinx itself from a construction and dating point of view (see fig. 2.3). The Sphinx Temple is built of megalithic limestone blocks, many weighing tens of tons, assembled in a tightly enclosed space. How these blocks were maneuvered is difficult to fathom. Pertinent to our current theme, however, is the fact that the Sphinx Temple (or at least the original parts of the temple, as it too, like the Sphinx, was reworked and repaired in dynastic times) was built contemporaneously with the oldest portions of the Great Sphinx. The blocks from which the temple was constructed were removed from around the body of the Sphinx as the statue was carved. The sculptors of the Sphinx did not simply chisel, pound, and shovel out the excess rock they needed to remove; rather, they meticulously quarried it as huge blocks used to construct the Sphinx Temple. Although it is in ruins today, I consider the building of the Sphinx Temple to be an engineering feat even more incredible than the carving of the Great Sphinx, and this occurred at the same time as when the original core body of the Sphinx was carved. That is, according to my current analyses, the Sphinx Temple dates back to circa 10,000 BCE.




THE CHANGING FACE OF THE SPHINX

I must stress that, in my assessment, the Great Sphinx of predynastic times did not look like the Sphinx we see today. It is only what I refer to as the core body (the torso or trunk) of the Sphinx that dates back to that much earlier period. The front paws have been heavily reworked and repaired (today they are mostly covered with modern blocks of limestone), and the head is surely not the original head. I have always contended that the head of the Great Sphinx is out of proportion relative to the size of the body. It is too small. In my opinion, the head was originally larger, but it was damaged by weathering and erosion, and to “repair” it the ancients recarved the head, resulting in its disproportionately small size today. Originally, the head may not have been that of a human. Indeed, we now have evidence, as I had long speculated, that the head was originally that of a lion to fit the leonine body. For decades I was thinking in terms of a male lion, but we now know that the statue was originally a lioness—the goddess Mehit (see chapter 15, here). As an aside, some years ago a noted Egyptologist refused to believe my observation that the current head of the Great Sphinx is too small for the body. He subsequently undertook an analysis of the proportions of many ancient Egyptian sphinxes, only to find that virtually all had similar head-to-body ratios, except for the Great Sphinx, in which case, the head was proportionally smaller.
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Figure 2.3. Overview of the Sphinx Temple (top). Robert Schoch within the Sphinx Temple (bottom).

(Photographs courtesy of R. Schoch and C. Ulissey.)

In my opinion, based on analyses of the weathering and chisel marks as well as on stylistic considerations and the ethnicity of the head (evidently a “black African” or “Nubian” in my opinion; see Schoch and Bauval 2017), the current head of the Sphinx is a dynastic recarving, but probably older than the Fourth Dynasty. Some researchers have claimed that the current face of the Great Sphinx resembles the face found on statues of the pharaoh Khafre (builder of the Second Pyramid on the Giza Plateau) and have used this supposed evidence to support the attribution of the Sphinx to the period of Khafre, circa 2500 BCE. Personally, I never saw any similarity between Khafre and the Sphinx, but I am not formally trained in such analyses. In the early 1990s, forensic expert Frank Domingo (formerly with the New York City Police Department) undertook a detailed comparison of the face of the Sphinx and the face of Khafre, concluding that they certainly do not represent the same individual and, indeed, that they do not appear to represent people of the same race or ethnicity (Sphinx Project 1993; West 1993).

Some researchers have suggested that the face of the Sphinx represents that of Khufu (reputed builder of the Great Pyramid) and that either the Great Sphinx was ordered built by Khufu himself, or by his son Djedefre (Ra’djedef, who reigned for a short period between Khufu and Khafre), in the image of Khufu (see chapter 4, “A Case of Mistaken Identity,” by Robert Bauval in Schoch and Bauval 2017, 135–73). Personally, I am not convinced that the current face of the Sphinx represents Khufu, in part because Khufu and his family members, if they were related by blood (rather than by adoption) to Khafre, might be expected to share the same ethnic and racial characteristics with Khafre. Based on the beautifully preserved statues of Khafre (unfortunately, only one tiny ivory statuette of Khufu remains today, and its authenticity has been questioned), Khafre was not of a strong black African or Nubian racial type, as is the current head of the Great Sphinx. However, it has been argued that Khufu himself had a more African face than Khafre (see Schoch and McNally 2005, 283).

I suspect the head of the Great Sphinx was recarved during the period of the First to Third Dynasties (ca. 2920 BCE–2575 BCE). Stylistically, to my eye, it might fit this early dynastic period. And the African or Nubian ethnicity of the Sphinx might fit an earlier period when the southern population of Egypt had greater sway than during certain later periods of Egyptian history. One must also remember that the head may have been further altered in later dynastic times. For instance, the entire Great Sphinx may have been modified, repaired, and brightly painted at various periods in its history, including during the New Kingdom. The current head as we view it today has been damaged, apparently both by weathering and by vandalism over the ages, and is possibly incomplete. It has been suggested that the Sphinx appears to be missing the uppermost part of its skull, the region of the crown chakra, or top of the head. Is this simply coincidental? Or was the crown purposefully removed for symbolic purposes? Also, to my eye, the current face of the Great Sphinx has always appeared to be either androgynous or female, and my personal intuition is that in fact it is a female face.

Admittedly, this is a subjective impression. Yes, parts of the Sphinx’s “beard” (actually a ceremonial false beard) have been found and now reside in various museums (Schoch and Bauval 2017), but this proves nothing. The beard was added much later and subsequently removed or lost again. At any rate, a beard on the Sphinx would be a symbol, such as of royal power and authority, and not indicative of the gender of the statue. I have seen more than one living African woman whose face strongly resembled that of the Great Sphinx.

We now have hieroglyphic evidence from before the time of Khufu that the original statue was of the lioness Mehit and that she guarded an ancient archive. This new research is presented in the chapter I wrote for this revised edition: chapter 15.




A SECRET CHAMBER?

As part of our research on the Sphinx, geophysicist Thomas Dobecki and I undertook low-energy seismic studies around the Sphinx and elsewhere on the plateau. My primary concern with these studies was not to search for “buried treasure,” but to gather good data on the nature, degree, and depth of subsurface weathering, both around the Sphinx and in areas containing confidently dated dynastic structures. Indeed, as discussed above, we acquired excellent data supporting my attribution of the Sphinx to 5000 BCE or earlier (and now interpreted, I believe more accurately, to indicate that the original statue dates back to circa 10,000 BCE). However, we also discovered evidence of a cavity or chamber under the left paw of the Sphinx. This chamber measures approximately twelve meters in an east-west direction, approximately nine meters in a north-south direction, and measured from the current level of the floor of the Sphinx Enclosure, it lies under approximately five meters of rock. Additionally, we found some lesser (and previously known) cavities under and around the Sphinx, and the data also indicate that there may be a tunnel-like structure running the length of the body under the Sphinx (see chapter 2 of Schoch and Bauval 2017).

A chamber in the vicinity of the paws of the Sphinx was certainly interesting to me, but I did not put that much emphasis on it. However, upon publication of our data (Dobecki and Schoch 1992), I soon found that a number of parties considered the chamber to be of extreme interest and importance. I still remember well the day, sitting in my office at Boston University between teaching classes, that I received a phone call from the Virginia Beach headquarters of the Association for Research and Enlightenment (ARE, informally known as the Edgar Cayce Foundation). Unbeknownst to me, the American psychic Edgar Cayce (1877–1945) had predicted that a “Hall of Records” would be found in the general area where we had discovered the chamber. According to Cayce, the ancient continent of Atlantis had been destroyed circa 10,500 BCE. The survivors dispersed to the far corners of Earth, founding new offshoot civilizations, including one that in time would come to be recognized as ancient Egypt. In several locations (Bimini in the Bahamas, the Yucatan, and Egypt; see Association for Research and Enlightenment 2011), including in the region of the Great Sphinx, they had secreted libraries recording their history, science, and accomplishments. Furthermore, the representative of the ARE informed me that my research on redating the Great Sphinx went a long way toward confirming the Cayce chronology of Atlantis and the building of structures on the Giza Plateau well before dynastic times. I found myself formally interviewed for the ARE’s magazine, and I have spoken at their conferences in Virginia Beach. (To their credit, I would note that the ARE has a history of attracting top-notch researchers to speak at some of its conferences, researchers who in some cases are clearly antithetical to the main tenets and interests of the organization. I have always found the leaders and members of the ARE to be warm, friendly, open, and honest.)

Delving into the details of the Cayce readings, I found one that appears to pertain to the Atlantean Hall of Records in the vicinity of the Sphinx:

A record of Atlantis from the beginnings of those periods when the Spirit took form or began the encasements in that land, and the developments of the peoples throughout their sojourn, with the record of the first destruction and the changes that took place in the land. . . .

This in position lies, as the sun rises from the waters, the line of the shadow (or light) falls between the paws of the Sphinx, that was later set as the sentinel or guard, and which may not be entered from the connecting chambers from the Sphinx’s paw (right paw) until the TIME has been fulfilled when the changes must be active in this sphere of man’s experience.

Between, then, the Sphinx and the river. (Reading 378–16 [Association for Research and Enlightenment 2011]; listed as reading “10/29/33 [apparently the date] 0378–016/11” by Mandeville 1995–1999)

This prophecy is a bit confusing when trying to identify the actual location of the Hall of Records, but note that it mentions the “right paw” of the Sphinx. The chamber we found during our seismic studies is located below the left paw. Possibly the discrepancy can be explained this way: the Sphinx’s left paw is the paw on the right side of a viewer standing face-to-face with the Sphinx.

It turns out that it is not only the members of the ARE who have a special interest in the discovery of chambers and tunnels under the Sphinx, but that members of many other groups do as well, such as various Rosicrucian and Freemason groups, who believe (with some good basis) that there is a complex network of tunnels and chambers below the surface of the Giza Plateau.

Questions I am often asked include: Where is the entrance to the chamber under the left paw of the Sphinx? And have the Egyptian authorities allowed you to explore the chamber, and if not, why not?

In answer to the first question, I have not located any entrance to the chamber on the surface. However, based on the seismic data and analyses, we found that just in front of (just east of) the Sphinx Temple, buried under the sand, there is a substantial drop in the bedrock (Schoch and Bauval 2017, 83). That is, if the sand and debris were removed from in front of the Sphinx Temple, it would be found that the temple sits atop a cliff with the Great Sphinx itself looming over the temple. This must have been a very dramatic sight. I speculate that the entrance to the chamber under the paw of the Sphinx may be found in the cliff face.

To this date, the Egyptian authorities have not allowed me to explore the chamber that we found. Certainly, they are well aware that I would like to, and for the record, I have never been denied permission to do so outright; I have simply not been granted permission. I have some understanding of the complex intricacies and highly sensitive nature of exploring and excavating new archaeological finds in Egypt. I am not surprised that the authorities do not want to open more “cans of worms” at this time, and I am not an advocate of conspiracy theories. I am not aware of any credible evidence that the chamber has already been entered, as certain people have contended, but it is not impossible either. In recent years, there has been growing concern over the rising water table, due in large part to the exploding population in the vicinity of the Great Sphinx. Under this pretext, there has been drilling carried out by the Egyptian authorities around the Sphinx, including near the left paw. In a video posted on the internet (Hawass and Lehner 2009), the Egyptian authorities are shown drilling directly under the left paw, and they assert that there is no evidence of a chamber. Viewing the video, it is clear to me that they missed the chamber! They were drilling at the wrong angle (too sharp) to intersect the chamber that we located seismically. Also in recent years, I have observed that the Egyptians have begun, ever so slowly, to excavate the area in front of the Sphinx Temple. If they persist in their endeavors, at some point they should uncover the cliff we discovered three decades ago using geophysics, and I will not be surprised if a door or opening, leading to a passage under the Sphinx Temple and thus into the chamber under the Sphinx, is eventually found. Something I have learned while working in Egypt is patience. However, I would appreciate the opportunity to assist in the endeavor and continue my research.




SOME PERSONAL ANECDOTES CONCERNING THE SPHINX

Even before I first met John Anthony West in 1989, I had given some thought to the Great Sphinx. As a teenager, I loved ancient history, read profusely on the subject, and even acquired a few minor Egyptian antiquities from an aged fellow whose family had brought them out of Egypt when it was still legal to do so. But more directly applicable to my later research, I remember as a graduate student reading a couple of articles on the geology of the Great Sphinx.

In particular, a certain Egyptian researcher, later living and teaching in America, promulgated the notion that the Great Sphinx began as a yardang; that is, a natural hill or rock outcropping that had been weathered and shaped by the elements, primarily wind in the case of desert yardangs as found in Egypt. The ancient Egyptians, so his hypothesis went, saw in the yardang the crude shape of a sphinx (sort of like seeing the shapes of animals or people in clouds) and decided to start chiseling and carving the yardang to turn it into an actual sphinx. I recollect sitting in the geology department graduate student lounge at Yale University laughing over this crazy notion with my fellow geology graduate students. Remember, to free the body of the Sphinx from the bedrock, large blocks of limestone were quarried and removed. We thought it was hilarious that someone would think that wind could somehow carve out multi-ton blocks from around the body of the Sphinx and reassemble them as a temple in front of the statue.
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Figure 2.4. Robert Schoch (left) and John Anthony West (right) at the Great Sphinx, July 2016.

(Photograph courtesy of R. Schoch and C. Ulissey.)

Furthermore, the weathering and erosion features on the Sphinx (and mind you, we were basing this just on photos, as none of us had actually been to Egypt) did not appear to fit the yardang hypothesis. At most, perhaps the head of the Sphinx, which does sit above the level of the plateau, was once a yardang, but it has now been too heavily carved and recarved to tell for sure. We had our own theory: the author of the yardang hypothesis grew up in Egypt and as a small child visited the Great Sphinx. He was impressed by its size and majesty and also noted the heavy weathering to the statue, but did not at that time pay attention to the details of the geological and cultural context. Years later, without revisiting the Sphinx to check the geology and location, he based his theory on those formative impressions from childhood.

Once I had traveled to Egypt to study the Great Sphinx firsthand, I reinvestigated the yardang hypothesis. As we had discussed in graduate school, it made absolutely no sense (except, perhaps, for the head), but there was one important aspect to it. The author of the yardang theory observed, and acknowledged, the very ancient weathering features still preserved on the body of the Sphinx. Indeed, one way to view the yardang theory is that it provides a way to explain how such incredibly ancient weathering can be found on a dynastic structure. According to the yardang theory, the weathering came first, followed by the carving of the Sphinx. But given the context, this is patently impossible. The body of the Sphinx and the walls of the Sphinx Enclosure were weathered after being carved, and the weathering bears on the age of the Sphinx.

My earliest work researching the Sphinx was done on my own time without remuneration, and the travel expenses to Egypt were funded by a group, spearheaded by West, intent on producing a documentary on the subject. The immediate result was The Mystery of the Sphinx, hosted by Charlton Heston, also known as “Moses”; Heston played the role of Moses in the famous Cecil B. DeMille movie The Ten Commandments (Sphinx Project 1993; DeMille 1956). Contrary to some people’s beliefs, I never earned any money from the documentary (despite various promises and agreements, and now the key persons involved have passed away). I make this point explicitly because, over the years, some of my critics have asserted that I became involved in the project for “fame and money.” I never sought fame; indeed, the criticism from some quarters, even if unfounded, has hurt me. Regarding money, I am still waiting.

Not long after I became “notorious” for my work on the Sphinx, a senior faculty member at Boston University (I have taught there fulltime since 1984), now deceased, told me that I had managed to immortalize myself by connecting my name to what is arguably the greatest and most recognizable sculpture on Earth. This was never my intention.

There are many personal anecdotes I can relate relative to my work with the Sphinx and the wide-ranging reaction to it. I will give a few here.

I first presented my analyses of the data on the Great Sphinx, coming to the conclusion that the core body dates well back to predynastic times, at the 1991 annual meeting of the Geological Society of America. Before the formal presentation I happened to run into a colleague of mine, a very talented geologist whose specialty was stratigraphy, the exact field that pertained to my data and analyses of the Great Sphinx. I showed him my data and explained my conclusions. His response: He began to laugh. My heart sank to the pit of my stomach. I was sure I must have made some fundamental mistake to induce such laughter from him, and in the next hour I was scheduled to present my work in the public forum. I asked hesitantly what was wrong. He answered (a paraphrase after all these years), “Nothing, nothing at all. It is just so obvious. Hasn’t anyone ever looked at the Sphinx before? Where have all the Egyptologists been? Why didn’t they see this long ago?”

Some weeks after the 1991 Geological Society of America presentation, I heard from one of my former undergraduate professors, a man I had always respected, though had never known well. He was scathing in his comments regarding my work on the Sphinx, vehemently contending that I was quite wrong in recasting the age as anything other than circa 2500 BCE. But his arguments against me made no logical or scientific sense, as far as I could determine. Then it came out that he was a devout, and apparently somewhat fundamentalist, Christian (although by no means a creationist or a proponent of a young Earth), and basically he somehow viewed the implications of my redating of the Sphinx as questioning his religious faith (how, I am not exactly sure). Scientists are humans too, and their deep beliefs and long-held assumptions can certainly cloud their ability to think clearly.

Concerning the bitterness of infighting among academics, I learned my lesson well many years ago at a Boston University facultystaff Christmastime gathering. It was back in the early 1990s. During the holiday party, a faculty member with the Archaeology Department accosted me concerning my work on the Great Sphinx. I had never met her before, though she had attacked me in the local press. Suddenly, she appeared before me, face-to-face, as I was attempting to enjoy the hors d’oeuvres. She loudly spouted out a denunciation of my work and me, virtually spitting in my face, accused me of falsifying data and results, and called me a pseudoscientist. Then quickly, before I could respond, she disappeared back into the crowd. It was all quite disconcerting, and I even felt a bit threatened. Clearly, she had prepared her statement, ready to be delivered in a staccato voice if she happened to run into me. She did not want to open a dialogue on the subject. She did not care to learn about my evidence or analyses. I was the enemy as far as she was concerned, and that was that! I later learned that she and her colleagues in Archaeology were doing everything they could to make trouble for me behind the scenes, attempting to prevent me from any salary raises and spreading rumors in the Egyptian press (which I believe they thought I would never get wind of) that I was not a member of the Boston University faculty, though I had already received tenure, as they knew. These are classic tactics attempting to marginalize someone who dares to challenge the dominant paradigm. The goal is to generally make life miserable for the dissenter with the hope that the challenge to the status quo will quietly disappear (for more on such issues generally, see appendix 2, here).

At one Egyptological conference to which I was invited to speak, I gave a nice, stolid presentation on the evidence for an older Sphinx. I did not get many comments from the audience, but afterward I was approached by a very senior, elderly, and rather grandfatherly Egyptologist. His comment to me, and I can only paraphrase it now as it was many years ago, was to the effect that “I do not understand geology, and I cannot refute your evidence, but I know you are wrong. Now there are lots of rocks other than at Giza and in Egypt; I suggest you go study the rocks somewhere else.” By his demeanor and the tone of his voice, I took this as more than just a friendly suggestion. It was clear that he did not want me studying the Sphinx, and he was not beyond gently threatening me, implying that there could be untold consequences if I persisted in my endeavors along such lines.

At another conference, to which I was invited to debate the age of the Great Sphinx, prior to the public discussions, I was sharing some of my data with a member of the “opposition.” It was not that I was required to do so, but I shared my data of my own free will. I have never treated the controversy over the age of the Sphinx as a situation where I am determined to “win” and “prove” my hypothesis for an older Sphinx. Rather, my concern as a scientist and researcher is to gather the data, share the data, and honestly follow the data to wherever the data should lead. Anyway, I was showing this professional “geoarchaeologist” some of the seismic data that we had collected around and under the Sphinx. He was having a difficult time interpreting it; looking down at the table, I saw a potential problem. Gently, and trying not to embarrass him, I said, “You might want to look at it this way,” and I turned the charts around, as he had been trying to read them upside down. Even when viewing them in their correct orientation, he seemed not to be able to follow them. I quickly realized that despite his position at a major university and a Ph.D. in a relevant field, this man had absolutely no clue as to what he was looking at or how to interpret the data, and he was too proud to ask for help. The rest of the so-called debate was not very illuminating from my point of view. I attempted to present and discuss real data, while my opponents at best skirted the issues and at worst lowered themselves to ad hominem attacks and insults against me personally.

At the same conference, I ran into one of my opponents, Mark Lehner, in a back hall; he has been hailed as one of the world’s experts on the Great Sphinx, perhaps the world’s expert. Many years earlier, he had been a follower of Edgar Cayce’s teachings, even writing a book about them (Lehner 1974), but had since “seen the light” and become a conventional Egyptologist. We were alone and standing face-to-face, eye-to-eye. He said to me something like, “You can’t really believe that the Sphinx is older than the Fourth Dynasty. You must know that is nonsense.” Evidently, he was attempting to appeal to my academic, orthodox side. I almost felt like he was trying to “save” me from the unholy alternative theorists and the “New Age” camp, which he had once been so intimately associated with. He then asked me some question about my analyses of the Sphinx data. I honestly no longer remember the question, but I remember that the tone of his voice was rather bitter and sarcastic. I proceeded to answer in detail as he just stared at me with a blank look on his face, saying nothing. Then, as I was in midsentence, he simply turned around and walked away. I realized afterward that his “question” was meant as a rhetorical comment and that he had neither expected me to be able to answer it nor thought I would dare try to answer it. When I did answer him, he was caught off guard and apparently felt he had no other choice but to ignore me and walk away.

I have often felt that I am misunderstood when it comes to my work on the Sphinx. I am trained as a staid, traditional academic, with a Ph.D. from an Ivy League school (as mentioned, Ph.D. in geology and geophysics from Yale University, 1983) and a tenured teaching position. I think of myself as quite conventional, not as the radical alternative thinker that some have cast me. It is worth stressing that I believe in following the data to wherever they may lead, and my hypotheses and conclusions have not always gone over well with my traditional academic colleagues. In hindsight, I suppose I realize why I am thought of as a radical; it is not easy for people to accept that what they have always believed, what they may have staked their academic careers on, is not true after all. In my own way, I was threatening the established worldview.

I had pushed the Great Sphinx, arguably the grandest and most recognizable statue in the world, back into a period when humanity was supposedly just transitioning from a hunter-gatherer economy to a sedentary life. People seven thousand or more years ago were still brutish and unsavory, at least by modern civilized norms, or so the standard story went. Certainly, they were not carving giant statues out of solid limestone bedrock.

I have recounted some of my private experiences above, but I was really taken aback when my work became very public. Immediately after my announcement of an older Sphinx, I was under attack. Archaeologist Carol Redmount, of the University of California, Berkeley, was quoted in the media as saying, “There’s just no way that could be true.” The article continued, “‘The people of that region would not have had the technology, the governing institutions or even the will to build such a structure thousands of years before Khafre’s reign,’ she said” (Dye 1991). As John Anthony West liked to point out sarcastically, Redmount—apparently a self-styled expert on ancient willpower—certainly speaks with authority when it comes to the subject of what people had “the will to build” thousands of years ago, so why should we doubt her pronouncements? Perhaps Redmount was directly channeling the ancients, West would jokingly suggest.

In other words, my data did not fit with the establishment archaeological paradigm of what our ancestors were like at that remote period long ago. I was challenging Redmount’s worldview, and she was fighting back. This would be a scenario that would repeat itself, with different players, over and over. Thirty years later, I almost (almost, but not quite) feel like I am getting accustomed to it.

The initial hoopla peaked in February 1992 at a “debate” on the age of the Great Sphinx held at the Chicago meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of Science (Schoch 1992a). As the New York Times put it, “The exchange was to last an hour, but it spilled over to a news conference and then a hallway confrontation in which voices were raised and words skated on the icy edge of scientific politeness” (New York Times 1992).

Egyptologist Mark Lehner could not accept the notion of an older Sphinx, personally attacking me by labeling my research “pseudoscience.” He argued, “If the Sphinx was built by an earlier culture, where is the evidence of that civilization? Where are the pottery shards? People during that age were hunters and gatherers. They didn’t build cities” (New York Times 1992).

At the time, I lacked any pottery shards. But I was sure of my science, and I persisted.

Decades later, we have something far better than pottery shards, and dated to an even earlier period than my initial, conservative Sphinx date of circa 7000 BCE to 5000 BCE. These new discoveries, found in southeastern Turkey, will prove critical to ushering in a new model concerning the how, when, and why of early civilization. To understand the clash of paradigms, we need to look at both the old thinking and how the new evidence not only confirms my initial work on the Great Sphinx but also changes our most basic assumptions about humanity twelve thousand years ago.
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Figure 2.5. Two views of a small humanoid statue or “small man” from Göbekli Tepe, on display in the Șanliurfa Museum.

(Photographs courtesy of R. Schoch and C. Ulissey.)
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GÖBEKLI TEPE AND THE ORIGINS OF CIVILIZATION

What were our ancestors like twelve thousand or more years ago? The most common image is one of small nomadic bands endlessly in pursuit of the next meal. Men hunted game while women and children gathered fruits, seeds, roots, shoots, insects, and other edibles. The height of technology was a finely worked stone knife blade or spear point; nets, baskets, and cordage ostensibly were also put to good use. Permanent structures were superfluous, for these nomadic groups never stayed in one place very long. Material goods were sparse, as possessions had to be limited to those easily carried. Jewelry (perhaps beads, animal teeth, or shells strung on a cord) and personal decoration (body paint, tattoos, and scarification) were prized. In colder climates appropriate clothing was fashioned from animal skins. Social institutions were minimal. Not until around ten thousand years ago did true agriculture and domestication appear, or so we have been taught (see, for example, Mithen 2007). This in turn allowed permanent settlement, leading to the specialization of labor, the development of crafts (including pottery and metalworking), the building of substantial structures, long-distance trade, and the slow and gradual evolution of complex societies.

None of this happened overnight, according to the standard chronology. It took thousands of years, and it was not until around 4000 BCE to 3000 BCE that true signs of high culture first appeared, such as fine artistry in decorative crafts, written records, scientific observations of the heavens, complex political organizations, and megalithic building projects. This level of achievement was reached in Mesopotamia, the Nile Valley, and the Indus Valley by the end of the fourth millennium or the beginning of the third millennium BCE. A well-known example is the rise of dynastic Egypt about 3200 BCE to 3100 BCE and the building of the Djoser (Zoser) pyramid circa 2630 BCE. The major megalithic construction at Stonehenge in England is traditionally dated to this same period.
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Figure 3.1. Robert Schoch at Göbekli Tepe, May 2010.

(Photograph by Catherine Ulissey.)

Although accepted as dogma by many, this nice neat scenario now appears to be completely wrong.


BETTER THAN POTTERY SHARDS

When I first publicized my redating of the Sphinx, I was challenged to name anything so old that was comparable to the Sphinx. Remember Egyptologist Mark Lehner’s very public rebuttal to me back in 1992 asking me to produce some pottery shards?

I duly noted that very ancient and sophisticated remains have been found at such sites as Jericho (in Palestine, with a stone wall and tower dating back to circa 9000 BCE; Science Daily 2011a; Schoch with McNally 1999) and Çatalhöyük (also spelled Çatal Hüyük, Çatal Höyük, or Çatalhüyük, a Neolithic settlement in southern Anatolia, Turkey, circa 7500 BCE to 5400 BCE; Schoch with McNally 1999), but admittedly these examples do not include megalithic constructions comparable to the Great Sphinx. The Sphinx seemed to sit in splendid isolation, with no cultural context. What I would have given for not merely some pottery shards but also a good example of megalithic structures securely dated to ten thousand or twelve thousand years ago. Now we have it!

A short drive from Urfa (alternatively Şanlıurfa), in southeastern Turkey just north of the border with Syria, atop a low mountain north of the Harran Plain, sits Göbekli Tepe (which has been translated as meaning “hill with a belly or navel” or “potbelly hill”). In 1995, the late Klaus Schmidt (1953–2014) of the German Archaeological Institute began excavating the site (Schmidt 2001, 2006/2008, 2007, 2010, 2012; Peters and Schmidt 2004; Birch 2008; Chandler 2009; Curry 2008a, 2008b; Mann 2011; Symmes 2010). In May 2010, Katie, John Anthony West, and I visited it for ourselves. We were amazed. (I have since returned to Göbekli Tepe a number of times, and always I am filled with awe upon viewing the accomplishments of these ancient people.)

Picture Stonehenge, multiply it by twenty, carve the pillars more ornately, place the circles next to one another, and intentionally bury them with a mountain of rock and dirt. This is Göbekli Tepe—so far! The portion excavated has yielded dozens of carved limestone megaliths, many of which date back to the extraordinarily early period of eleven thousand to twelve thousand years ago. Immense, finely carved, and decorated T-shaped limestone pillars, many in the range of two to five and one-half meters tall and weighing up to an estimated ten to fifteen or twenty tons, form circles. An unfinished megalith, left where it was being quarried, measures seven meters long. The workmanship is extraordinary, with clear, sharp edges that would do any modern mason proud. The major megaliths excavated thus far were originally erected in four distinct stone circles (labeled Enclosures A, B, C, and D by the archaeologists), ranging from ten to thirty meters in diameter. (The primary inner circles with the largest pillars are ten to twenty meters in diameter, and the surrounding stone walls are up to thirty meters in diameter.) Other stone megaliths have also been found. The hill of Göbekli Tepe covers some nine hectares (about twenty-two acres; Schmidt 2010) and, based on geophysical surveys, the entire site may cover three dozen hectares (about ninety acres) and contain another sixteen to twenty stone circles (Global Heritage Fund 2011a, 2011b; Chandler 2009). This is an immense complex!
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Figure 3.2. Robert Schoch at Göbekli Tepe on a cold January day, 2020.

(Photograph by Catherine Ulissey.)

Göbekli Tepe boggles the imagination. The date is incredibly early, even earlier than my “conservative” estimate for the date of the Great Sphinx. Göbekli Tepe dates back to the end of the last ice age. It may be a cliché, but pondering Göbekli Tepe, I cannot help but think of the opening scene of the classic 1968 movie 2001: A Space Odyssey. In that film, a group of ape-like protohumans discovers a giant monolith; influenced by it, they learn to use tools, leading to civilization (Kubrick 1968).
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Figure 3.3. Overview of Göbekli Tepe showing the modern covering, January 2020.

(Panoramic photograph courtesy of R. Schoch and C. Ulissey.)

Various pillars at Göbekli Tepe are decorated with bas-reliefs of animals, including foxes, boars, snakes, aurochs (wild cattle), Asiatic wild asses, wild sheep, birds (cranes, waterfowl, a vulture, and other forms of birds), a gazelle, and arthropods (a scorpion, ants, and/or spiders). The pillars may also carry symbols (Eilenstein 2011; Seyfzadeh and Schoch 2019a). In particular, the two central pillars of Enclosure D have arms, hands, belts, and loincloths, and on one of the belts are letter-like carvings (one resembles an H, and others resemble a C and a reversed C). Could the Göbekli Tepe people have had a form of now-lost writing? My answer is yes, as I discuss further in chapter 15, here. The carvings are refined, sophisticated, and beautifully executed. Not only are there bas-reliefs, but also carvings in the round, including a carnivorous beast, possibly a lion or other feline, working its way down a column, apparently in pursuit of a boar carved in relief below. In-the-round carvings of apparent carnivores, boars, humans, and other figures—including a strange sculpture that looks rather like a stone totem pole—have been uncovered; these are now housed in the Museum of Şanlıurfa, as is a life-sized statue of a man (seemingly lacking a mouth), which, though from Urfa, apparently dates to the Göbekli Tepe era. (This statue is generally known as Urfa Man; Batuman 2011, 76; a modern Turkish name for the statue is Balıklıgöl Heykeli, or the Statue / Man from the Fish Pools [of Abraham], as it was found near the Pools of Abraham in Urfa.) Also from Göbekli Tepe are beautiful stone beads with incredibly small holes drilled through their long axes, raising the issue of how this was accomplished with only “primitive” technology. Small stone plaques with engraved symbols on them have also been found at the site. And, according to Professor Schmidt, while some of the stone pillars were set directly into the local bedrock, others were set into a concreteor terrazzo-like floor. Some of the pillars are very tall and thin, with what appear to be “weak” foundations. It has been speculated that this was purposeful, as originally the pillars may have been designed to hum in the wind, acoustically resonating like tuning forks (Batuman 2011, 74; see further discussion in the section on “The Power of Sound” in chapter 14, here). Looking only at style and quality of workmanship, one might easily suggest that Göbekli Tepe dates to between 3000 BCE and 1000 BCE. How wrong one would be. Based on radiocarbon analyses, the site goes back to the period of 10,000 BCE to 9000 BCE and was intentionally buried no later than circa 8000 BCE (and perhaps much earlier, or portions were buried earlier). That is, the site dates back an astounding ten thousand to twelve thousand years ago!

I have to admit that even I, the person who geologically redated the oldest portion of the Great Sphinx to an incredibly early date, was initially skeptical about the dating of Göbekli Tepe, despite the fact that this is a discovery made by mainstream academics. I do not take just any claim on face value. For instance, the contention that gigantic pyramids, dating back ten thousand to twelve thousand years ago or more, have been found on the outskirts of the Bosnian town of Visoko is simply false—something I discovered only after visiting and examining the so-called pyramids firsthand (on the Bosnian pyramids, see Archaeological Park 2011; Bohannon 2006; Fronza Videoproducties 2011; Markey 2006; Parzinger et al. 2006; Schoch 2006; and Woodard 2009). Therefore, it was important to me to both visit and examine Göbekli Tepe so as to fully understand the techniques and data used to determine the age of the complex located there.
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Figure 3.4. Front (right) and back (left) of an ancient statue (“Urfa Man”) found in Urfa (Şanlıurfa), now on display in the Şanlıurfa Museum, that is believed to date back to the same time as Göbekli Tepe.

(Photographs courtesy of R. Schoch and C. Ulissey.)
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Figure 3.5. Heads of two beasts found at Göbekli Tepe, now on display in the Şanlıurfa Museum.

(Photograph courtesy of R. Schoch and C. Ulissey.)
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Figure 3.6. A bird figure found at Göbekli Tepe, now on display in the Şanlıurfa Museum.

(Photograph courtesy of R. Schoch and C. Ulissey.)
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Figure 3.7. Examples of small engraved bone (top row) and stone (bottom row) plaques found at Göbekli Tepe, now on display in the Şanlıurfa Museum.

(Photographs courtesy of R. Schoch and C. Ulissey.)

I discussed the dating of Göbekli Tepe on-site with Professor Schmidt. It is based not only on calibrated radiocarbon dates of circa 9000 BCE or earlier taken on organic remains found in the material used to fill the site (these dates could be later than the actual occupation of the site), but also dates of circa 8000 BCE to 7500 BCE on pedogenic (formed with the soil) carbonate coatings and microstalactites on wall stones (see Peters and Schmidt 2004, 182). These carbonate coatings and microstalactites would have formed only after the burial of the site and after soil formation began, thus indicating that the site itself was buried by circa 8000 BCE (Batuman 2011, 72, cites a date of 8200 BCE for the burial). Taken together, I am convinced that the evidence indicates that the site was actively used in the tenth and ninth millennia BCE and was intentionally buried (as indicated by the systematic layers of the fill material and the material the fill contains, including flint and obsidian tools and waste, and animal and plant remains) prior to circa 8000 BCE. Why it was purposefully buried is a major mystery, one that we will return to. Arguably as much or more energy was expended burying the site as was used to originally carve and erect the stone pillars and walls.
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Figure 3.8. Professor Klaus Schmidt (left) and Robert Schoch (right) at Göbekli Tepe, discussing the site.

(Photograph courtesy of R. Schoch and C. Ulissey.)

The major, and older, stone circles (Enclosures A, B, C, and D) belong to Schmidt’s Layer III. Overlying Layer III is the younger Layer II, which contains smaller pillars and structures and may date to the same period as the Neolithic site of Nevali Çori, an area northwest of Göbekli Tepe and similar in many respects to the Layer II period at Göbekli Tepe. Nevali Çori was excavated in the 1990s, but has since been flooded as a result of the Atatürk Dam built on the Euphrates River. Nevali Çori and Layer II of Göbekli Tepe may date to the second half of the ninth millennium BCE. In the catalog to accompany a 2007 exhibit at the Badisches Landesmuseum Karlsruhe, the earlier material at Göbekli Tepe, that of Layer III, is referred to as circa 9500 BCE to 8800 BCE, whereas the material from Layer II is referred to as circa 8800 to 8000 BCE, and material from Nevali Çori is dated as circa 8500 BCE to 7900 BCE.

In Enclosure D of Göbekli Tepe, there is a “wall plaster” composed of “loam, which also contains small amounts of organic material” (Dietrich et al. 2013, 36). A sample of this plaster was radiocarbon dated, yielding an age of 9745 to 9314 BCE (“calBC at the 95.4% confidence level”; see Dietrich et al. 2013, 36). Subsequent dated samples from Enclosure D are in “good agreement” with this date (Dietrich et al. 2013, 37). This is arguably the most accurate date to come from the earliest portions thus far excavated at Göbekli Tepe. However, it is not the date of the initial construction of this portion of Göbekli Tepe (that is, the erection of the pillars of Enclosure D). This radiocarbon date is from wall plaster on a wall that is secondary—a wall that was erected after the initial structure consisting of T-shaped pillars arranged in a Stonehenge-like fashion was built (see Sezen 2020, 47, who apparently independently came to the conclusion that the walls are a more recent construction than the erection of the pillars)—and furthermore, it is not inconceivable that this wall may have been plastered and subsequently replastered (perhaps more than once), as we commonly observe in ancient structures of later periods.

Based on the evidence, and incorporating archaeoastronomical analyses, I believe that the pillars of Enclosure D, including the two central anthropomorphic pillars, were erected by circa 10,000 BCE. This would date this stone circle and pillars to a time before the end of the last ice age (before 9700 BCE), thus placing them in the Younger Dryas (circa 10,900 BCE to 9700 BCE). Interestingly, in a 2003 paper, Pustovoytov and Taubald suggested, on the basis of reconstructed paleoenvironments using stable carbon and oxygen isotopes from pedogenic carbonates of Göbekli Tepe, that at least the oldest portions of Göbekli Tepe date back to the Younger Dryas. They wrote, “. . . of prime importance appears to be the fact that the early laminations of pedogenic carbonate at Göbekli Tepe recorded in situ isotopic signals distinctly different (relatively cool and dry environments) from those of most of the first half of the Holocene [the time since the end of the last ice age]. Considering that secondary carbonate started to accumulate once the PPNA [Pre-Pottery Neolithic A] stone enclosures were covered by fill, it is evident that the builder[s] of the enclosures should have experienced the harsh climatic conditions of the Younger Dryas” (29; italics in the original, comments in brackets by R. Schoch). In a later paper, however, Pustovoytov (2006) no longer mentions a possible Younger Dryas age for some of the Göbekli Tepe structures.

Enclosure D was subject to damage that resulted in some of the pillars being knocked over and broken in ancient times. This may have occurred during the turmoil at the end of the last ice age and shortly thereafter. Various pillars were reerected, and in some cases realigned and reworked. Relatively crude stone walls were built between, among, and around the pillars, forming circles or “spirals” of stone walls; in some cases, these secondary stone walls cover over older bas-reliefs (Schmidt 2012). Some of these walls were plastered; as noted, in the case of Enclosure D a radiocarbon date for some of this later plastering is 9745 to 9314 BCE (Dietrich et al. 2013), which places this secondary stone wall in a transitional period between the end of the last ice age and fully post–ice age times.

What do we make of Göbekli Tepe? Ten to twelve thousand and more years ago was supposedly the time of brutish, nomadic hunters and gatherers who, according to many academics, did not have the technology, governing institutions, or will to build structures such as those found at Göbekli Tepe. Clearly, there is a disconnect between what conventional historians and archaeologists have been teaching all these years and the physical evidence on the ground. Charles Mann wrote in National Geographic, “Discovering that hunter-gatherers had constructed Göbekli Tepe was like finding that someone had built a 747 [Boeing 747 commercial airliner] in a basement with an X-Acto knife [a small knife commonly used in model making]” (Mann 2011, 48; material in brackets added by R. Schoch).

Stanford University archaeologist Ian Hodder commented that Göbekli Tepe is “unbelievably big and amazing, at a ridiculously early date . . . huge great stones and fantastic, highly refined art. . . . Many people think that it changes everything. . . . It overturns the whole apple cart. All our theories were wrong” (Hodder, quoted in Symmes 2010).

Like my redating of the Great Sphinx, Göbekli Tepe forces us to reconsider our antiquity.

And as with my work on the Sphinx, the specialists are perplexed by Göbekli Tepe. Patrick Symmes wrote in Newsweek, “But the real reason the ruins at Göbekli remain almost unknown, not yet incorporated in textbooks, is that the evidence is too strong, not too weak. ‘The problem with this discovery,’ as [Glenn] Schwartz of Johns Hopkins puts it, ‘is that it is unique.’ No other monumental sites from the era have been found. Before Göbekli, humans drew stick figures on cave walls, shaped clay into tiny dolls, and perhaps piled up small stones for shelter or worship. Even after Göbekli, there is little evidence of sophisticated building” (Symmes 2010).
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Figure 3.9. Dioramas on display in the Şanlıurfa Museum showing supposed “hunters and gatherers” carving and moving the pillars of Göbekli Tepe (left) and pillars in Enclosure D at Göbekli Tepe (right).

(Photographs courtesy of R. Schoch and C. Ulissey.)

Indeed, the Göbekli Tepe people appear to have reached a high level of sophisticated culture, flourished for a relatively short period of time (even if some thousands of years), and then suddenly disappeared. As Klaus Schmidt stated, “Even one thousand years later [after the purposeful burial of Göbekli Tepe and disappearance of the people], nothing is left of this world” (Schmidt, quoted in Batuman 2011, 80).

Göbekli Tepe poses a genuine mystery, one that I will attempt to unravel.
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