

    

    

    
    

  Archaeology is the study of the past through things people left behind, with archaeologists digging up items and using them to work out how people lived throughout the millennia. Often, it isn't the most exciting or valuable treasures which tell archaeologists the most about the past, with a simple clay tablet revealing more about a king than any gold jewellery he was buried with. But despite archaeology not being as glamorous as the films show it to be, archaeologists sometimes stumble across incredible discoveries which fire the public's imagination and forever change how we view the past. Read about ten of the most incredible archaeological finds.

 

  



    

    

    
    

  Tutankhamun's Tomb

 

    
  Located in the rocky Valley of the Kings in central Egypt, the tomb of the boy pharaoh Tutankhamun was one of a handful of royal burials in Egypt to have not been robbed in ancient times. Buried under piles of rubble from the building of other tombs, the site was obscured for over 3,000 years, preventing grave robbers from plundering.

   

  The tomb was discovered in 1922 by an expedition led by British Egyptologist Howard Carter, when the water boy Hussein Abdel-Rassoul stumbled across a flight of steps. The discovery soon became a massive news story that captured everyone's imagination. The discovery became even more popular when Carter's patron, the Earl of Carnarvon, died of malaria, which was blamed on the so-called 'Curse of the Pharaohs'.

   

  In addition to priceless treasures like Tutankhamun's famous golden mask and coffins, the tomb contained many objects designed for the boy king to use in the afterlife. Inside there was a wide assortment of goods, from clothing and mummified food to board games and walking sticks, giving an incredible insight into daily life of Egyptian royalty.

 

  



    

    

    
    

  Mausoleum of Qin Shi Huang

 

    
  Discovered by farmers Zang Zhifa and Wang Puzhi in 1974, this immense mausoleum or tomb is the final resting place of Qin Shi Huang, the First Qin Dynasty Emperor and widely considered the first Emperor of China. Constructed over a period of 38 years, the colossal tomb stretches for miles and is said to be based on the layout of the city of Xianyang.

  While most of the complex, including the tomb itself, has never been excavated, the small parts that have been dug up have yielded incredible finds, including the famous army of over 8,000 terracotta soldiers. Life-sized statues originally painted and armed with real weapons, it is believed that no two of these terracotta soldiers look the same. In more recent years the remains of a massive palace have been found at the site, so who knows what will be discovered in the years to come.

 

  



    

    

    
    

  Pompeii

 

    
  A coastal city near Naples in Italy, Pompeii was a wealthy trade centre at the height of the Roman Empire, up until it was buried under 4-6 metres (13-20 feet) of ash and rock during the eruption of the volcano Mt Vesuvius in 79 CE. While excavations have taken place among the ruins of Pompeii on and off since the Renaissance, the first truly scientific archaeological digs took place from 1863 under Giuseppe Fiorelli, who, among other things, poured plaster into impressions left in the layers of ash to create eerie silhouettes of people who died in the eruptions. Excavations continue to this day, with exciting recent finds including brightly-coloured frescoes, a bronze and wood ceremonial chariot, and even a fast food snack bar!

 

  



    

    

    
    

  Rosetta Stone

 

    
  In 1798, French general and future Emperor Napoleon Bonaparte led an expedition to conquer Egypt, taking with him hundreds of artists and scholars to record the sights they saw. Among their greatest discoveries the following year was a granodiorite slab found near the town of Rashid (Rosetta to the French), which contained a decree by Pharaoh Ptolemy V written in three languages for the benefit of his Greek and Egyptian subjects.

  Napoleon's expedition, though, ended in disaster, with the stone being among the treasures captured by the British and taken back to London, where the stone remains today in the British Museum. But despite this, it was the French scholar Jean-François Champollion who was able to use the Greek text to translate Egyptian hieroglyphics for the first time, along with the Demotic script used for document writing in later Egyptian history. This makes the Rosetta Stone arguably the single most important discovery in the history of Egyptology.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Sutton Hoo

 

    

  The site of two early medieval cemeteries, Sutton Hoo in the east of England is home to the greatest treasure trove ever discovered in the United Kingdom. First excavated in 1939 by amateur archaeologist Basil Brown on behalf of landowner Edith Pretty, what seemed to be a range of Anglo-Saxon burial mounds turned out to be something much more incredible when the imprint of a massive ship was discovered.

  At its centre, burial chambes were found containing beautiful gold jewellery and ornate armour, which are believed to have belonged to King Rædwald of East Anglia, who ruled between 599 and 624 CE. However, this is yet to be confirmed, as no human remains were found. Other mounds, while not as spectacular, produced many fascinating artefacts from spears and religious artworks to board games and drinking vessels, giving archaeologists one of the most valuable insights into Anglo-Saxon England in the 6th and 7th centuries.

 

  



    

    

    
    

  Cave of Altamira

 

    
  Located near the historic town of Santillana del Mar in the north of Spain, the Cave of Altamira is a cave complex famous for its incredible prehistoric artworks. Discovered by a hunter in 1868, its research began in 1879 by amateur archaeologist Marcelino Sanz de Sautuola with the help of his daughter María. The paintings were so incredibly preserved that they sparked a fierce debate over whether they were real! The dates of the paintings vary, with some of the oldest being painted as far back as 36,000 years ago, and they radically changed people's ideas of what prehistoric people were capable of creating.

   

  This has helped to make the paintings a world heritage site, and has led millions to come and see them. Sadly, however, the cave is now closed to the public in order to preserve the paintings, though people can see replicas.

 

  



    

    

    
    

  Dead Sea Scrolls

 

    
  Possibly the most important religious text ever discovered, the Dead Sea Scrolls were hidden in caves around Qumran in the disputed West Bank region for thousands of years until they were discovered by Bedouin shepherds between 1946 and 1947. Over the next decade the caves were explored and around 900 manuscripts were discovered. Mostly taking the shape of parchment scrolls kept in various jars, the texts date back thousands of years. Together they make up some of the earliest known copies of the Hebrew Bible, along with hymns, calendars, and psalms, written in a mix of Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek.

   

  Along with their religious significance, the texts make up one of the oldest surviving manuscripts and give valuable insights into the ways people worshipped in the past.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Library of Ashurbanipal

 

    

  Discovered by Austen Henry Layard and his assistant Hormuzd Rassam in the mid-nineteenth century, the Royal Library of Ashurbanipal is a collection of over 30,000 clay tablets and fragments containing texts dating back to the 7th century BCE. The tablets were found in the ruins of the ancient city of Nineveh, the capital of the Assyrian Empire in what is today northern Iraq.

   

  The texts were collected by Ashurbanipal, the king of the Neo-Assyrian Empire from 668 to 631 BCE, known as both a ferocious military leader and a keen intellectual who was the master of several languages. He was obsessed with collecting texts relating to divination and rituals he could use to secure his power. Along with the religious texts are works of literature like the Epic of Gilgamesh, considered among the earliest literary texts of all times, and guides to history and government that have given historians a priceless glimpse into the past of the Ancient Near East.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Knossos, Crete

 

    

  First discovered by amateur archaeologist Minos Kalokairinos in 1878, the excavation of the ruins of the ancient city of Knossos began in 1900, led by the English archaeologist Sir Arthur Evans. His excavations revealed an incredible palace complex surrounded by a large town.

   

  The discovery helped Evans to develop theories about the Bronze Age civilisation that built it, which he named Minoan after a famous king in Greek mythology who was said to be father of a horrible beast called the Minotaur which lived under his massive palace. Evans was reminded of the legend by some of the beautifully preserved frescoes that adorn the walls of the palace, showing griffins, dolphins and human athletes leaping over charging bulls. But perhaps Evans' most important discovery were two ancient scripts, Linear A and Linear B, much of which has still not been translated to this day.

 

  



    

    

    
    
  Olduvai Gorge

 

    

  A steep-sided ravine in Tanzania's Great Rift Valley, Olduvai Gorge is one of the most important palaeoanthropological sites in the world to understanding the earliest human ancestors and their evolution. First discovered by palaeontologist Wilhelm Kattwinkel, who observed fossil deposits, most of the excavations and discoveries in Olduvai Gorge are owed to Louis and Mary Leakey in their multiple visits to the site.

   

  The earliest remains found at the site were those from 25 million years ago, while later remains from 1.9 million years ago onward show multiple different species of our early human ancestors, demonstrating how humanity evolved. Among the incredible finds, there are what appear to be primitive stone tools created over a million years ago, among the earliest man-made objects ever found.
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