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| Seience and Archaeology Update

by: P.Y. Forsyth

Science News, a weekly magazine which
aims to keep the general public
informed of recent events in the sci-
entific world, featured in its Novem-
ber 7, 1987, issue three articles of
great interest to classicists and
archaeologists. One article, enti-
tled "Pharaoh's boat found in ancient
pit",
up-to-date on a topic featured in our
January 1986 1issue. Last October,
Egyptian and American scientists suc-
ceeded in drilling into the large,
sealed pit at the base of the Great
Pyramid associated with Cheops. They
were trying to achieve two things:
1) discover what was sealed in the
pit by the ancient Egyptians, and 2)
obtain a sample of the air inside the
plt to see if it differed from our
modern atmosphere. The first aim was
easily accomplished: a minlature
video camera was successfully
inserted into the pit and revealed
exactly what the archaeological world
had hoped to find - a disassembled,
but well-preserved wooden boat (about
4600 years old) similar to the one
found in an adjoining pit in 1954,
The purpose of these boats remains
controversial, although most authori-
ties believe that they were used to
transport the body of the deceased
pharaoh to the pyramid itself.

The second aim of the scientific team
was also successful, but at the same
time disappointing: a sample of the
air trapped inside the pit was indeed
obtained, but it was discovered that
the limestone block that covered the
pit was extremely porous; thus it may
well be that the air inside had not
been sealed in effectively and that
"modern" air has been penetrating the
covering block. As team member
Pieter Tans put 1t, "It is unlikely

that the air in the pit remained
unchanged for 4600 years."
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Nonetheless, the entire project was a
victory for non-destructive tech-
niques of archaeology, since nothing
was disturbed and, in fact, the 3 1/2
inch diameter hole drilled into the
covering stone has been successfully
resealed. According to scientist
Kamal Baraket, it is now clear that
"artifacts no longer need be removed
from their natural sites to make them
meaningful."

The second archaeological item in the
magazine also pertains to ancient
Egypt, specifically to the current
problems of the famous Sphinx that
guards the Great Pyramids at Giza.
Simply put, this amazing sculpture is
disintegrating because of high con-
centrations of salt in the natural
limestone out of which it was carved.
A team from the University of Louis-
ville 1s engaged in a "rescue
project”, but first needed to under-
stand exactly what is happening
inside this noble, 5000 year old
creature. A first step has been
taken, since the experts now know how
the salts are causing the stone to
decay. To quote from the article
itself, “"During the cool desert
nights, moisture condenses inside the
pores of the limestone and dissolves
the embedded salts. Then when the
sun heats the stone in the day, the
salts recrystallize, creating pres-
sure in the pores of the stone that
can break the limestone apart." With
this new understanding, the team
hopes to be able to find appropriate
replacement blocks in order to
restore the Sphinx as much as possi-
ble.

The final item reported on falls into
the category of "adventure archaeol-
ogy". Inspired by the famous Greek

myth of Daedalus - the inventive
craftsman who put on wings of wax and



feathera to fles from the island of
Crete - researchers from the Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technolegy have
built an axperimental alreraft
{appropriately named Daedalus) which
a trained eyelist will pedal into the
air and ocut of Crate for a flight to
the Greek mainland; some T0 milea
away. The eraft itaelf is extremely
light-weight (only 68 1bsz,), with a
gkin of plastic and ribz of foami ita
wingspan measures about 114 feet, and
the entire plane i3 just 35 fest in
length. Power 1a provided by one
perscon  pushing a =et of bicvele
pedals jolned to rods which in turn,
rotate a 12 Took loog propeller.
Three eyclista have been busy train-
ing as pillots, although only one will
have the honour of Imltating Daeda-
luz. The atbtempt will be made this
coming apring, when the weather 1in

the area will be agreeable (one
hopes!), If bthe experiment sucdeeds,
the pilot will fimd hisself the
holder of a new record for the long-
eat distanee flown uaing only human
powert the prezsent reocord distance ia
only 37.2 miles, and took a 1ittle
over two hours in a plane ealled
Light Eagle, which in 1987 flew low
gbove the desert of the Edwarda Adr
Foroce Base 1n California.

The faect that a 3ingle 1szsus of a
regpected geolence magazine contains
three guch items oconnested to the
ancient world demonstrates olearly
the contimuing fascination of antiqe
uity for modern soientistz, and
should make all readers of Labyrinth
proud of their owm interast in whakt
some sooffers used to sall the "dead
pask"!
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