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Praise for X Marks the Spot

 

‘X Marks the Spot is a fascinating book; both as a greatest hits compendium of archaeological breakthroughs, and as a subtle examination of how ‘discovery’ has evolved. In tracing Archaeology’s journey – from imperialist scholars, polyglot geniuses, and marauding adventurers, up to the modern-day collaboration of multi-decade projects – Professor Michael Scott shows that ‘discovery’ often required more than just courage, persistence, and talent, but also geopolitical pressure, local knowledge, dubious ethical choices, and pure blind luck!’

 

Greg Jenner, historian, author and host of

You’re Dead to Me podcast

 

‘If you love Indiana Jones, this is the real thing. Michael Scott celebrates the fusion of scholarship and adventure in a book full of both.’

 

Dan Snow, historian, author and host of History Hit podcast

 

‘Through eight of history’s most audacious acts of discovery, Michael Scott tells us the story of archaeology itself. This is a thrilling investigation of humankind’s obsession with the physical remains of its past.’

 

Suzannah Lipscomb, historian, broadcaster and author

 

‘An essential read for anyone with even a fleeting interest in exploring the past. Michael weaves a world around each discovery, which tells us as much about modern attitudes as it does about the ancient civilisations unearthed. I couldn’t put it down!’

 

Janina Ramirez, historian, broadcaster and author

 

‘Do you wish you knew more about some of the most fascinating archaeological discoveries made around the world? Then pick up Michael Scott’s fabulous, learned, smart and never-dusty new book immediately. It’s wonderful.’

 

Natalie Haynes, classicist, broadcaster and author

 

‘With his fedora and bullwhip, one of the most famous heroes in popular culture is an archaeologist: Indiana Jones. Now here are some of the larger-than-life stories that lie behind the films, comics, novels and video games: Hiram Bingham on the heights of Machu Picchu, Aurel Stein in Kashgar, Mary Leakey at Olduvai Gorge and many more. These are the tales of some of the most extraordinary discoveries in archaeology, in deserts, jungles, and even under water. Michael Scott tells these stories in an affable, scholarly and accessible way with an expert eye, giving us incisive portraits of the fascinating, often difficult and driven characters who expanded the frontiers of knowledge, whilst also examining their actions in light of our modern values and debates about restitution, display and ongoing scholarly investigation.’

 

Michael Wood, historian, broadcaster and author 

 

 

‘Vivid, pacey and full of fascinating detail, X Marks the Spot is a riveting adventure through time, propelled by Michael Scott’s excellent scholarship and accessible writing style.’

 

Alice Loxton, historian, author and presenter at History Hit TV

‘A masterful storyteller. These days, serious archaeology sometimes shies away from tales of exploration and adventure. The colonial overtones and sensational headlines are too much of a risk, and too raw for a discipline steeped in difficult imperial origins. In X Marks The Spot, Michael Scott manages to pull off an inspired feat – to capture the excitement and wonder of discovery, but to situate these astonishing tales in their complex, messy historical realities. X Marks the Spot takes us around the world and through deep prehistory, but always leads us back to the pressing questions of our time. Whose history is it? And who should tell the stories of these ancient times? It’s a page-turner and eye-opener. It will inspire you to wonder more at the world and its people – both present and past.’

 

Mary-Ann Ochota, anthropologist, broadcaster and author

 

‘Who knew that the Uluburun shipwreck’s finds include 32 land snails? Or that there may be a further 6,000 suits of armour yet to uncover in addition to the Chinese imperial Terracotta Warriors already unearthed? Or that Kenya’s Olduvai Gorge preserves footprints proving that the featherless biped – us – walked on two feet far earlier than previously imagined? Or that the Rosetta Stone contains not three, but four inscribed texts? All that and much, much more is known and beautifully related here by the indefatigable Michael Scott, famous both as an archaeological scholar and as a communicator, an Indiana Jones de nos jours and for our time. X Marks the Spot hits the spot.’

 

Paul Cartledge, historian and author

 

‘Michael Scott deftly captures the trials and triumphs of archaeology, from the privations of life on a dig to the thrill of discovery. Wide-ranging in time and space, X Marks the Spot is a fascinating mix of history, biography and – above all – adventure.’

 

Toby Wilkinson, Egyptologist and author

‘I am thoroughly absorbed by Michael Scott’s wonderful new book – a generous, warm retelling of eight world-changing archaeological finds, from the Rosetta Stone to the Altai Princess via Machu Picchu. It’s a tour de force of scholarship and an unputdownable read.’

 

Katherine Schofield, historian

 

‘Scott’s new book certainly hits the spot. It tells the fascinating story of how archaeological digs are never simply fact-finding missions but are driven by the same present-day concerns that we find in any other human activity. An impressive piece, with an incisive analysis of a broad sweep of examples, all written in an engaging and lively style.’

 

Jerry Toner, classicist

 

‘Scott’s highly personal and passionate account of eight very different discoveries delves deep into two centuries and more of archaeology. As he explores the wonder and excitement of our love affair with the past, unearthing extraordinary lost cultures, and celebrating those determined men and women who work in often gruelling conditions to help bring them to light, the common thread that binds humanity across space and time becomes increasingly apparent. Scott’s enthusiasm is palpable, and his compelling, charismatic book will undoubtedly inspire a whole new generation of future archaeologists. Who knows what they will find?’

 

David Stuttard, classicist, theatre director and author

 

‘Stylish, witty, and informed by wide ranging scholarship, X Marks the Spot tells intensely exciting stories, while illuminating the profound links between the past and the present. An absolute joy to read.’

 

Harry Sidebottom, historian and author

 

‘A gripping account of some of history’s most extraordinary archaeological discoveries. Filled with larger than life figures that give Indiana Jones a run for his money. A triumph of a book!’

 

Tristan Hughes, author, producer of History Hit podcast, and host of The Ancients podcast

 

‘Michael Scott meticulously explores eight different discoveries from the Rosetta Stone in Egypt to the unravelling of the Keros Enigma. He explains how the discovery of the past is always creating a shifting appreciation of who we are across the background of the rich tapestry of human history. I much enjoyed and learned a great deal from this book.’

 

Charles Freeman, historian and author





 ‘So forget any ideas you’ve got about lost cities,

exotic travel, and digging up the world.

We do not follow maps to buried treasure,

and “X” never, ever, marks the spot.’

Indiana Jones, speaking to his class of archaeology students Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, 1989
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Introduction

Who Cares About the Past?

The first Roman Emperor, Augustus, soon after winning sole control of the Roman world in 30 bce, was in the city of Alexandria in Egypt. While there, he requested to visit the grave of the man who had given the city its name: King Alexander the Great, who had conquered all in his sway between Greece and India some three hundred years earlier. Augustus was shown into the tomb and stood in front of Alexander’s decayed body. In one set of ancient sources, he is respectful and careful: laying a golden crown on Alexander’s mummified head and pouring flowers on his remains.1 In another, he runs his hands gleefully and clumsily over the ancient flesh of the man he sought now to outdo, and in doing so, broke off Alexander’s nose.2 Ancient seekers of the past, it seems, may have been no more careful than the modern archaeologist Hollywood character Indiana Jones, who also managed to destroy nearly every archaeological site he walked into.3

Augustus was not alone in wanting to see, touch, honour and compare himself to the great heroes of the past. Alexander the Great himself, during his lifetime, had visited the temple of Athena at the city of Troy and is said to have taken armour left there from the time of the epic Trojan war a millennium before. Having left some of his own armour in its place (seemingly feeling it was an equitable exchange), Alexander had soldiers carry these ancient pieces of armour into battle before him as symbols of his impending victory and glory.4

But the ancient Greek and Roman interest in the past was, thankfully, about far more than providing PR opportunities and symbolic trinkets for their latest would-be conquerors. The past – and its physical remnants scattered around them – anchored the ancients’ very sense of how the world had come into being. Herodotus, the fifth-century-bce historian, used the presence of marine shell fossils in the mountains of Egypt to argue that once upon a time that area of land had been under water.5 The fossilised bones of dinosaurs and mammoths, discovered by the Greeks across the Mediterranean world, were interpreted as physical evidence for the heroes, giants and monsters who had lived before the age of man and become the stuff of Greek myth and legend.6 As their literary greats outlined the genealogy of the world and its gods since the time it emerged from primeval Chaos, the objects the Greeks discovered around them thus provided evidence for the reality of these stories. Not for nothing did the Greeks, as a result, worship many of the relics they found and build temples in the ancient ruins that littered their landscape as a link between their present and their past, between their mortality and the divine and powerful that had shaped and ruled their world. The Romans were no different. The past, while to be sure a place where they may have done things differently, was no foreign country. It was a critical element of who the Greeks and Romans were in the present.

The Greeks called the stories they told and the search for the objects they found and worshipped ‘archaiologia’ – the ‘logos’ being the ‘account, reckoning, explanation, discussion’ of the ‘archaios’, the ‘primordial, the long ago, the past, the old, the ancient’. Archaiologia included, as described in one of Plato’s fourth-century-bce dialogues, ‘the genealogies of heroes and of ordinary men, and stories of the foundations of cities’.7 Nor was this archaiologia the preserve of intellectuals and scholars. Pausanias, the second-century-ce tour-guide writer, recalls how he witnessed workmen at the sanctuary of Olympia, while preparing the ground for a new victory monument for some Roman bigwig, excavate ancient fragments of armour and horse-riding gear.8 Virgil, the great Roman epic poet, speaking of one of Rome’s early battles, reflects that one day it will be a farmer who, while in the middle of ploughing his fields, will find the ‘spears corroded by foul rust’, or, with his hoe, ‘hit upon empty helmets’, ‘gaping at the heroic bones he has disturbed’.9 Anyone could – and would – be interested in, and have the chance to come face to face with, the physical objects of the past. The ancients came across them in every part of their landscape.10 They used, honoured, worshipped, studied and wrote about them.11 They even dreamt about them.12

No human civilisation or community has not similarly been fascinated by the physical relics of those who came before them. We have always related ourselves to the past. The past creates the storyboard on which we play out our lives, and we are lost if we move forward without it. To quote a well-known phrase: ‘the past is never dead, it’s not even past’.13 It is that thirst for relating and anchoring ourselves to the past that makes archaiologia an innate part of what it is to be human. The irony is that it has only fairly recently (in historical terms) been once again called that. The Romans translated archaiologia into Latin as antiquitates, which echoed through into English and other European languages.14 As a result, for many centuries students of the physical relics of the past were antiquaries and antiquarians rather than archaeologists.15 Indeed, it is only really since the late eighteenth century that archaeology has been (re)born as a term and a recognised discipline, developing at a rapid pace ever since.16

This book is dedicated to this quintessentially human itch to find out about, and relate ourselves to, the physical remnants of our pasts. It focuses on the period over the last two hundred or so years during which archaeology has once again been taken up as the battle cry for this endeavour, and has developed its own character, methods and self-awareness. In each of the following eight stories, which speak of beguiling discoveries from different ancient cultures made in different parts of the world by different individuals and groups during that time period, we will investigate how and why the discoverer(s) came to look for what they did. We will follow their footsteps in the extraordinary moments of discovery. We will sweat alongside them, and sometimes the generations that followed, in their efforts to recover, study and understand what was found. We will pursue the evolution of that understanding through to the modern day, and we will ask finally what the discovery now adds to our picture of the past. And through these eight stories I want not only to underline how much searching for our past is an innate part of what it is to be human, but to make three crucial points about what is at stake in the study of the past.

The first is that what we look for, find and subsequently study is always an active choice. How could it be otherwise? We simply cannot look for, excavate and study everything – there isn’t the time or indeed the money. So, of course, a choice and prioritisation about what pasts to look into, where to look for them, what kind of evidence to prioritise and how to interpret it is inevitable. But at the same time, that active choice is actually guided by a series of bigger shifting tectonic forces that govern what we choose to look for in our pasts at different times. As we shall see in each of our stories of discovery, world events, geopolitical forces, political and cultural values, as well as shifting academic fascinations and foibles, which swirled around our discoverers at the time they were formulating their thoughts and plans, have played a major role in influencing what has been looked for and when it has been discovered – and indeed by whom. This is not to take away from the complex fascinating characters of our discoverers, nor from their often epic and gruelling adventures and achievements. But they worked and explored within a powerful context that often shaped them, primed them and guided them towards the great discoveries they made. As such we must remember that the past we look for is all too often the product of our present.

The second key point running through these eight stories of discovery is that the way we search for the past has changed beyond all recognition, particularly during the last 200 years in which archaeology has been reborn and developed as a discipline. Part of the spur to the rebirth of archaeology was the quantum leap forward in the early nineteenth century in our understanding of how to study the ground underneath our feet. For it was then that pioneering geologists and proto-archaeologists developed for the first time an understanding of stratigraphy: the ability to read and date different levels of the soil as they dug, and thus to provide an accurate timeline for the pasts they were uncovering. This crucial skill turned the previously potted search for bits of our past into a scientific map of the antiquity of the human race and paved the way for the mid-nineteenth-century birth of a timeline of human societal evolution based around the materials mankind had worked with: the ‘Stone’ Age, the ‘Bronze’ Age and the ‘Iron’ Age. Combined with simultaneous revolutions in our understanding of the evolution of the human species itself, symbolised by Charles Darwin’s publication of On the Origin of Species in 1859, these great leaps forward propelled archaeology on a trajectory of rapid and exciting discovery and growth.

Such development was not of course – and still is not – without its growing pains. Each of our eight stories of discovery situates our discoverers in a particular era of archaeology’s evolution. These men and women, as they strain to make their breakthroughs, are often simultaneously both exemplars of the standard practice in the field at the time and also leaders in the development of new techniques, mindsets and, at least in more recent decades, ethics. Their stories are thus the stuff of legend but are also full of attitudes and actions from which we may recoil today. In particular, the early chapters of this book delve into stories of discoveries that were, at the time, removed from their place of origin and discovery to become the property of the discoverer (and most often the nation backing them). In some cases this happened within the context of warfare, in others as part of official permissions given at the time for excavation, and in others still as part of much more unofficial negotiations dressed up as efforts to preserve the past.17 We will follow the stories of these discoveries through to the modern day to understand how, in some of these cases, an understanding and resolution has now been reached about how, where and by whom such discoveries should be handled, and how, in others, the sores caused by these past actions have yet to be healed. At the same time, in our later chapters, we will see how, particularly over the last seventy years, archaeological practice has evolved to consider afresh the question of ownership, care and display, alongside a much wider set of ethical questions about what can and should be excavated and studied in the first place. As a result, while in many ways we have made substantial progress, we shall see also how complex and delicate the balancing act of discovery has become.18

The third – and perhaps the most crucial – point this book makes is that what we do with the pasts we discover is just as important as the initial discovery and interpretation itself. In each of these eight stories, we see the discoverers making initial sense of their discoveries and publicising their version of that past to the world. That initial breakthrough on the value and meaning of the discovery sometimes came quickly and sometimes took decades. But either way the story by no means ends there. In many cases the academic study of these discoveries has never stopped, thanks to new technologies and questions that open fresh avenues and possibilities for investigation, revealing deeper truths about the discovery or indeed demanding revisions to (and in some cases scrapping of) our previous understanding. What a discovery can tell us about the past is never a finished story.

Alongside this ongoing academic discussion, it is crucial also to remember that the continually evolving meanings of the discoveries do not remain the property of the discoverers, or indeed of the generations of scholars who come to study them. Like children, the discoveries grow up and leave the nest to become part of the wider world. They, in tandem with the evolving understanding of them provided by scholars, become stories that are told and retold over time by individuals, groups, communities and nations, and as such are also refashioned, re-presented and remodelled according to the needs of those groups and their times. That ability to be changed and reshaped is, of course, one of the reasons why the past is of such value to the present, but it also makes it a challenging customer indeed. As another of my favourite sayings goes: ‘Only the future is certain, the past just keeps on changing.’ While archaeology as a discipline has attempted to evolve as a science that provides us with the best possible factual record and interpretation of the past (one that is always evolving as new evidence and insights come to light), its shifting image of the past stands alongside other overlapping and shifting versions of what the past means within the wider world. Indeed, an important part of archaeology’s most recent development as a discipline has been in response to the need for it to continue to be part of the public debate, long after the discovery itself has been announced.

Over the course of the next eight chapters, we will cross millions of years from some of our earliest human ancestors to the remains of more recent civilisations. We will travel from the jungles of South America to the plains of Africa, from the islands of the Mediterranean to the barren deserts and frozen highlands of Central Asia and on to the vast expanse of China. We will follow military invasions accompanied by teams of academics. We will trek with individuals who headed out into the perilous unknown to search for new worlds, and with foreign adventurers who capitalised by bringing global public attention to treasures locals had long known about. We will fight alongside scholars who pushed through the many obstacles in their path to uncover the earliest moments of humankind. We will lament with those whose accidental discoveries benefited the world, but not them. We will empathise with communities who feel their heritage and history has been taken from them. We will hold our breath as artefacts are slowly persuaded to give up their secrets, thanks to evolving technologies and the herculean efforts of global networks of scholars working over decades. And we will be challenged by the past not just in terms of understanding what happened, but in terms of what should happen next. In short, in contrast to what Indiana Jones told his students archaeology was about, we will be discovering lost cities, engaging in exotic travel, digging up the world and even, on occasion, following a treasure map. But the one thing we can all agree on is that X, never, ever, marks the spot.





[image: A black and white map entitled ‘Rosetta Stone’ shows Egypt, including the Nile, Red Sea and Mediterranean Sea. Key cities are plotted along the Nile.]
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