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entirely reasonable to imagine that 
innovative ways of treating, more 
securely storing, or productively 
utilizing nuclear waste will be devel-
oped on much shorter time scales.
America needs to address energy
policy, and greater use of fission 
will have to be an important compo-
nent of that policy over at least the
short and medium terms. Our
elected leaders could more produc-
tively spend their time and our
money on developing sensible poli-
cies toward greater national energy
independence.
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Probing Pyramids to
Identify Internal
Structure
The news that Mexican physicist

Arturo Menchaca and archaeolo-
gist Linda Manzanilla have launched
a cosmic muon search for hidden
chambers in the Pyramid of the Sun
in Mexico (PHYSICS TODAY, February
2004, page 31) opens a new and ex-
citing chapter in cross-disciplinary
research. The two researchers have
chosen the technique of pyramid
probing with vertical muons—that
is, those making an angle less than
45° to zenith. Vertical muons were
first used in 1955 in Australia 
(ref. 5 of ref. 1). Luis Alvarez and
coworkers used the method in their
1967–68 probing of Chephren’s 
pyramid, the second of the great 
pyramids of Egypt. The Alvarez
team searched for equivalents of the
king’s and queen’s chambers that
had been found in the first pyramid,
that of Chephren’s father, Cheops. 

The vertical muon probing
method consists of measuring, from
beneath the pyramid, the absorption
pattern of the muons as a function of
their angle to zenith after they pass
through the pyramid. The detector
was placed in the only known cham-
ber beneath Chephren’s pyramid. 
As a result of the probing, Alvarez
concluded that no other chamber 
existed.1 “It’s not that we did not
find the chamber,” said Alvarez. 
“We found that there wasn’t any
chamber.”2

Menchaca and Manzanilla appear
to be unaware of an article by two
French architects3 that was pub-
lished two decades after Alvarez’s 
investigation. In describing their

search for cavities in the Cheops
pyramid, the architects pointed out
an important construction feature,
unknown to Alvarez at the time of
his search, that brings into question
the feasibility of observing hidden
chambers from beneath the 
pyramids.

Alvarez assumed that the pyra-
mids were filled with only one kind
of stone—limestone—so that their
interior density is uniform. The 
architects reported that the Cheops
pyramid was built of two kinds of
stone with different densities: lime-
stone, at 1.8 g/cm2, and granite, 
at 2.7 g/cm2. While most of the first
pyramid’s interior consists of lime-
stone, the roofs and walls of all
chambers and galleries are made 
of granite. The mass of the granite
roof above the king’s chamber is
equal, within 5%, to the sum of the
missing mass of the chamber plus
the mass of the roof if it were made
of limestone;4 the apparent area 
density of the king’s chamber, as 
detected by the vertical muons, 
approximately equals that of lime-
stone. By accident or by design, the
excess density of granite over that 
of the limestone nearly exactly
masks the void. Had Alvarez first
tested his system in the Cheops
pyramid, from beneath, he could not
have detected the king’s chamber
with vertical muons.

Are these considerations, based
solely on our knowledge of the Cheops
pyramid, valid for Chephren’s as
well? They would be invalid if 
Chephren’s pyramid was built with-
out granite. However, the lower
chamber’s granite roof suggests that
no such radical departure in archi-
tecture took place between the 
father’s pyramid and the son’s. 

I first saw the French architects’
article3 in January 1987 while in
Cairo filming a documentary about
the pyramids.2 I immediately 
informed Alvarez of the French
group’s findings. He confirmed that
he was unaware of the use of granite
in the pyramids. 

I suggested to Alvarez that to 
unambiguously state that there are
no other chambers in Chephren’s
pyramid, one would have to repeat
the measurement using horizontal
muons—those that make an angle
greater than 45° to zenith—and that
the detector should be on the ground
outside the pyramid.5 The intensity
of the horizontal muons is much
lower than that of the vertical ones,
but the horizontal muons have the
advantage of being “hardened” by

their longer passage through the 
atmosphere. In fact, Alvarez’s experi-
ment1 had confirmed the feasibility
of using horizontal muons: The
muon absorption pattern had clearly
shown the ridges of the peak of the
Cheops pyramid viewed from the
Chephren pyramid’s lower chamber. 

In a letter written to me less than
a year before his death, Alvarez
stood by his conclusion that no king’s
or queen’s chambers exist in Chep-
hren’s pyramid. He argued that if a
hypothetical king’s chamber had in-
cluded a granite roof, his detector
would have observed it as a density
bump. Because no such bump was
observed, Chephren’s pyramid must
have been constructed differently
from Cheops’s. Alvarez did tacitly
imply, however, that the issue was
not closed; he said another measure-
ment, using horizontal muons, would
confirm his conclusion. 

Actually, the issue is wide open,
because the only chamber found in
the Chephren pyramid was built like
all chambers in the Cheops pyra-
mid—with a granite roof. To exclude
the existence of chambers in the
Chephren pyramid, an experiment
with horizontal muons is called for. 

How is this story relevant to the
Pyramid of the Sun? If the Mexican
pyramid’s interior density is homo-
geneous, it will be irrelevant. If the
density is not homogeneous, the
story may be quite relevant. 
According to the PHYSICS TODAY
story, Menchaca says the Pyramid 
of the Sun has a more irregular
shape, is less dense, and is also less
homogeneous.
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