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Later, in 1893, Dr. Evans, while visiting Greece, found a number 
of similar hieroglyphic seals, all of which, l ike the first, he succeeded 
in tracing to Crete. These seals are of five varieties : ( a )  three-sided 
prisms, some elongated and others globular ;  ( b )  four-sided equi
lateral stones ; ( c )  four-sided stones with two larger faces ; ( d) stones 
with only one side engraved ; and ( e )  ordinary gems. The first three 
forms are the commonest. 

During the last twenty years not only have additional seals been 
discovered, but also thousands of clay tablets, similar in color, size, 
and shape to cakes of chocolate, and inscribed with the signs of this 
prehistoric writing, have been excavated at Cnossus, where their 
preservation was primarily due to the baking which they received 
when the palace of Minos was burned. Originally the clay of the 
tablets was only sun-dried. Different sets of tablets are distinguished 
by certain recurring formulae, peculiar to themselves. Thus it was 
possible to prove in court in 1 90 1  that one of Sir Arthur Evans' 
workmen, named Aristides, had stolen a number of clay tablets from 
Magazine XV of the Palace at Cnossus and had sold the stolen 
objects to the Athens Museum. 

The documents now known are in two systems of script : ( a ) a 
pictographic and ( b )  a linear script. The pictographic or hiero
glyphic writing seems to have been transcribed in the so-called " bou
strophedon " style, that is in the style which follows the plough, run
ning in alternate lines from left to right and from right to left. 
Crude examples of this pictographic script are found cut on seals of 
steatite even in Early Aegean times, that is, as early as or even 
earlier than 2500 B. c. These symbols were later developed into 
artistic pictorial forms in the Middle Aegean period, about 2200-
1800 B. C. 

One hundred and thirty-five of these pictographic characters are 
shown on Plate LVI I.  In the columns headed A are given the glyptic 
forms of the symbols ,  that is ,  their forms as found engraved on seals ; 
while in the columns headed B are noted the parallel pictographs, 
which are inscribed or cut in linearized forms on clay documents . 
The letter X signifies that the sign in question does not exist either 
in its glyptic or inscribed form, as is indicated by placing the X either 
in a column headed A or B. The glyptic forms of the symbols are, 
as a rule, more pictorial than the l inearized variants . Pictographs 1 - 1 1 
represent the human body and its parts ; 12-35 arms, implements and 



74 THE THEOSOPHICAL PATH 

instruments ; 36-40 cult objects and symbols ; 41 -46 houses and en
closures ; 47-56 utensils, stores and treasure ; 57-60 ships and marine 
objects ; 61-84 animals and their parts ; 85-86 insects ; 87-106 plants 
and trees ; 107- 1 14 the sky and the earth ; and 1 1 5-135 uncertain 
objects and simple geometric signs. To these 135  symbols a few 
other hieroglyphs, whose delineation is at present only imperfectly 
known, could be added. The total number of signs known previous 
to the discoveries at Cnossus in 1900 and the ensuing years was only 
sixty-five. Of the 1 3 5  signs reproduced on Plate LVII, 45 are found 
only in their glyptic forms and 43 only in their linearized forms. 
Of the remaining 47 signs, 45 are surely found both on seal-stones 
and on clay documents. Therefore, it seems probable from these and 
other considerations that, were the documentary evidence complete, 
all or practically all of the symbols would have been used in both 
forms. In any case enough has been discovered to prove that the 
hieroglyphic system of prehistoric Crete formed a consistent whole, 
and the discovery has demonstrated beyond the possibility of further 
cavil the falsity of the scepticism which declared that the hieroglyphs 
of the seal-stones had only a talismanic value and denied that they 
were a form of writing. 

Plate LVI I I  shows a number of Cretan seals with the pictographs 
in their glyptic forms. 

On Plate LIX are reproduced some of the clay labels, inscribed 
with the conventionalized script. These were found at Cnossus and 
show the pictographs in their linearized forms. 

Other examples of the linearized pictographs arc to be seen on 
the clay " bars," also found at Cnossus and shown in Plate LX. 

Plate LXI is a synoptical table of the pictographs, which are im
pressed on the most famous example of the prehistoric Aegean hiero
glyphic script, namely the Phaestus Disk. This was discovered in 
July 1908 by Dr. Fernier of the Italian Mission in a chamber at the 
northeastern corner of the Acropolis of Phaestus in an annex of 
the palace, among various objects dating from the end of the third 
Middle Aegean period, and is usually dated about 1600 B. c. It is 
by far the longest hieroglyphic inscription yet discovered in Crete. 
It contains on its two faces 241 signs and 61 sign-groups .  On one 
face are 123 signs and 3 1  sign-groups, and on the other 30 sign-groups 
and 1 18 signs. Every sign has been separately impressed on the clay 
while soft by means of punches, which must have resembled our 
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rubber stamps . The Disk is, in fact, a remarkable anticipation of 
the modern art o f  printing. 

vVhen the pictographs of Plate LXI are compared with the standard 
forms of the Cretan pictographs, which are reproduced on Plate LVII, 
noticeable differences between the signs of the Phaestus Disk and the 
ordinary Cretan hieroglyphs are distinguishable. Thus, the human 
figures represented on the Disk are not prehistoric Cretan either in 
outline or in costume, while the helmeted head, shown as No. 2 of 
the pictographs of the Disk, has been compared with the crested 
Philistine warriors painted on Egyptian tomb frescos. In fact, of the 
forty-five different hieroglyphs of the Phaestus Disk, four-fi fths 
are new and independent forms, and not more than ten closely resemble 
the ordinary Cretan pictographs. Even these ten show appreciable 
differences. The subjects, however, of the two sets of pictographs 
are similar. Of these forty-five signs of the D isk, Nos. 1 -9 repre
sent the human body and its parts, including articles of dress ; 10-23 
arms, implements and utensils ; 24 a building ; 25 a ship ; 26-34 
animals and their parts ; 35-39 plants and trees ; and 40-45 uncertain 
objects. The differences in the symbols has led to the belief that the 
Disk is an importation into Crete, probably from Asia M inor, and 
that it is in a different language or dialect from that of the other 
pictographic inscriptions. This, however, is a mere surmise, although 
the clay, which is not only very fine and well baked but also in a per
fect state of preservation, is thought to be not of Cretan origin. The 
Disk is not quite round ; its diameter is a little more than six and one
half inches, and its thickness, which is not entirely uniform, is about 
five-eighths of an inch. 

Face A of this Disk is shown on Plate LXII. On both faces the 
inscription coils around the Disk in several spirals. Sir Arthur Evans 
believes that the writing begins at the center of Face A and runs 
from left to right until it reaches the circumference at the line marked 
by five points ; but Professor Hempl of Leland Stanford University 
reads the inscription in the opposite direction and calls attention to 
the oblique scratch, which is placed under some of the characters. 
This is comparable to the virfmw of the Sanskrit, Venetic and Early 
Runic writing. Since the virama is placed under a final consonant 
and not under an initial one, Professor H em pl infers that the writing 
runs from right to left and that it starts at the l ine marked by five 
points, and ends at the center. This inference is further substantiated 
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by a close examination of the spirals. The facing of the figures 
toward the right may be explained by the circumstance that if the 
figures were carved on the s tamps so as to face the left, they would 
appear reversed when stamped. They were pressed down somewhat 
more heavily on the left. This indicates that the impressor formed 
them by using his left hand. Had he used his r ight han d, since he 
was writing from right to left, he would, of course, have covered up 
what he had previously stamped while in the process of completing 
the inscription. 

As may be seen on Plate LXII, the signs are arranged in gruups, 
placed within the spiral coils and separated from one another by up
right lines. Doubtless each of the groups so marked off forms a word. 
The parallelism which exists, not only bet\veen the faces of the Di-:k 
but also between the sign-groups themselves, seems to indicate a 
metrical arrangement. On this face, shown in Plate LXII, the crested 
helmet pictograph appears in fourteen groups, and in twelve cases it 
is accompanied by the round shield, which also occurs by itself in 
three other groups. 

As early as 1897 a German scholar named Kluge attempted to 
read the Cretan pictographs as representing Greek words, and recently 
Professor Hempl has actually transliterated the symbols of the Phaes
tus Disk into Ionic Greek words ; while in his lectures delivered last 
summer at the San Diego Session of the Archaeological Institute of 
America he derived the characters of the Greek alphabet from the 
Cretan script. He has also called attention to the identity which 
exists between some of the Cretan pictographs, the Egyptian hiero
glyphs, and some of the most primitive Chinese characters. For 
example, the old Chinese sign for " stream " or " river " is identical 
with the three-line character of the Phaestus Disk. H The world is 
large but the s treams of learning early flowed to the utmost parts 
thereof." ( See Professor Hempl's The Solving of an Ancient Riddle. 
Ionic Greek before Homer, in Harper's Magazine for Jan. 19 1 1 , 
Vol. 1 22,  pp. 1 87-1 98. ) 

These pictographs, Professor Hempl believes, have syllabic values, 
indicated by the first syllable of the particular Greek word which was 
used to signify the object represented by the particular symbol in 
question. With this key he has succeeded in transliterating into 
Greek anapaestic tetrameters the first nineteen sign-groups of this 
face. These he thus translates : 
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Lo, Xipho the prophetess dedicates the spoils from a spoiler of the prophetess. 
Zeus guard us! In silence put aside the most dainty portions of the still unroasted 
animal. Athena J.Vfinerva be gracious! Silence ! The victims have been put to 
death. Silence ! 

The dialect Professor Hem pl finds to be Ionic and not Attic Greek, 
although h e  believes Attic Greek to be the language used in the palace 
archives of Cnossus. Therefore he agrees with Sir Arthur Evans in 
supposing the Disk to be imported from Asia Minor, and interprets 
the inscription as indicating that piratical privateers of Phaestus had 
formerly plundered a shrine of " the most august prophetess, Xipho," 
in Asia M inor, but that later the robbers were forced to placate the 
prophetess and make atonement for their sacrilege by establishing an 
affiliated shrine at Phaestus. 

When Professor Hem pl published his " Solution of an Ancient 
Riddle " in 191 1  there were still a few words in the latter part of the 
inscription which he had not succeeded in transliterating. Therefore 
he published only a partial translation of the inscription. Also the 
grammar and the forms of the Greek words which he obtained are 
not those of the ordinary Greek grammar and forms familiar to 
classical scholars. This, however, is what a priori would be expected, 
because no Greek has heretofore been known earlier than Homer. 
Consequently, in view of our present lack of knowledge, these gram
matical differences can hardly be urged as a proof that Professor 
Hempl has not succeeded in reading the inscription. 

Pictographic writing disappeared at Cnossus after the destruction 
of the earlier palace, which is usually dated about 1800 B. c. There
fore, the Phaestus Disk is peculiar not only in the forms of its picto
graphs but also in its comparatively late date, since it is thought to 
have been written even as late as 1 600 B. c., that is, two or more 
hundred years later than the date accorded the latest pictographic 
inscription discovered at Cnossus. 

The second form of Cretan writing, a new and more advanced 
method than that of the earlier pictographs, is first found in the third 
Middle Aegean period, that is, about 1800 B. c., although it did not 
come into general use until Late Aegean times. This is a conventional 
linear script, of which two varieties, classified by Sir Arthur Evans 
as Class A and. Class B respectively, have been discovered. The 
second variety, which is closely allied to the first, seems not to be a 
derivative but a parallel form, and so far, at least, has been found 
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only at Cnossus, where during the period of the remodeled palace, 
that is, during the second Late Aegean period, or the Golden Age of 
Crete, dated circa 1 500 13. c., it entirely superseded the first variety 
of linear script. Examples of Class B l inear script have been dis
covered not only at Cnossus but also at various other places in Crete 
and on the island of Melos as well. The inscriptions of the first 
class were written generally, and those of the second class always, from 
left to right. 

The numerical system both of the hieroglyphic and of the l inear 
script has been deciphered. The symbols of the two forms differ 
somewhat, but the system of both, like the numeration of ancient 
Egypt, is decimal. On the inscriptions written in the linear script 
the units were represented Ly upright lines ; the tens by horizontal 
lines, or sometimes, especially on the earlier tablets of l inear Class A, 
by pellets or dots ; the hundreds by circles ; and the thousands by 
circles with spokes. The thousands could be raised ten times by the 
addition of the ordinary symbol for ten, namely, a horizontal line . 

. On Plate LXIII is reproduced an ink-written inscription of Class 
A of the linear script. This is written on the inner surface of a 
terra-cotta cup, which was found on a higher floor level immediately 
above the Pillar Chamber of the Palace at Cnossus. This, like a 
s imilar inscription written on a second cup found in the same place, 
was apparently made with a reed pen before the final firing of the 
clay. A certain similarity between some of the signs and the letters 
of the historic Greek alphabet can be quite readily detected. Many 
ink-written documents once existed at Cnossus, but these were de
s troyed when the Palace was burned. Their existence is attested by 
the discovery of many clay sealings, which formerly secured and 
authenticated such documents. They may have consisted either of 
parchment or papyrus or of both materials .  

Plate LXIV is a facsimile of a clay tablet, containing three para
graphs of the linear script, Class B. It was found in a large deposit 
near the northern entrance of the Palace at Cnossus and is of ex
ceptional size, measuring about six by four and three-quarter inches. 
There are eight lines of writing in characters of good style. Apparent
ly the separate words, which seem to consist of from two to five 
characters, are here marked off from one another by upright l ines. 
The total number of words seems to be twenty, and these arc, ap
parently, divided into three paragraphs : the first paragraph end-
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ing on line 2, the second on line 6, and the third on l ine 8. As there 
are no quasi-pictorial indications of persons or objects here and as 
there are no numerals, it is believed that this is a contract, a judicial 
decision, or perhaps an official proclamation. 

Besides the pictographic and linear scripts, there have also been 
found on various prehistoric Aegean s ites a number of letters or 
marks, inscribed on masonry, pottery, and objects of ivory, bone, and 
porcelain. Of the twenty-one different marks thus found at Cnossus, 
ten " arc practically identical with the forms of the later Greek alpha
bet." Therefore, in the words of Professor B urrows, it  is now be
l ieved that " the Greek alphabet was a selection from an extensive 
repertory, from which each highly civilized branch of the Medi
terranean race had picked and chosen in its turn." ( The Discoveries 
in Crete, 1907, page 148. ) 

Says Diodorus Siculus : 

Some claim that the Syrians were the inventors of letters and that the Phoe
nicians learned from the Syrians and brought the art of writing into Greece, 
wherefore the name of " Phoenician Letters " (which is applied to the alpha
bet ) .  But the Cretans declare that the first discovery came not from Phoenicia 
but from Crete, and that the Phoenicians only changed the character of the letters 
and made them of common knowledge among the nations. 

That this claim of the Cretans was presumably true has been amply 
shown by the discoveries which have been made during the last 
twenty-five years : for the date now assigned to the earliest examples 
of Phoenician writing is about 1000 B. c., but the Cretan pictographic 
script goes back to, at least, as early a date as 2500 B. c., and the 
linear script to, at least, some time before 1 800 B. c. 

When the suggestion was published by Madame Blavatsky more 
than thirty years ago, that the Pelasgians, or the prehistoric inhabi
tants of the Greek lands, \vere the real inventors of the so-called Cad
mean or Phoenician letters, from which all European alphabets have 
been derived, it was either ignored or was disbelieved by scholars. 
Ought not, therefore, the fact that the scholarship of today has, al
though tardily, vindicated this  suggestion ( and many other similar 
instances might be given ) ,  I repeat, ought not this vindication help 
to open the eyes of progressive scholars and thinkers to the fact that 
The Secret Doctrine and the other writings of Madame B lavatsky 
contain well-nigh inexhaustible treasures, from which may be drawn 
torches of truth to guide travelers on the paths of research ? Let 
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us hope that some, at least, may thus learn how to avail themselves. 
In the extant literature of classical Greece and Rome we find in

dications showing that examples of the prehistoric Aegean writing 
were discovered in antiquity and that scholars then succeeded in de
ciphering what was to the men of that day a strange script. Thus 
in Plutarch's essay on The Guiding Spirit of S aerates is told with 
considerable detail how King Agesilaiis of Sparta, who reigned 398-
360 B. c., opened a tomb, said to have been that of Alcmene, near 
Haliartus in Boeotia. This was presumably a tholos similar to the 
" Treasury of Minyas." In this tomb -

was found a small bronze armlet and two clay amphorae . . .  and a tablet of 
bronze, containing many letters, which excited wonder from their appearance of 
great antiquity. For nothing could be understood from them ( although when 
the bronze was washed the letters came out clearly) ,  because the characters were 
outlandish and very similar to the Egyptian writing. Therefore, Agesilaiis sent 
a copy of the tablet to the King of Egypt, asking him to show it to the priests . . . .  
Agetoridas the Spartan, by order of the King, came to Memphis with letters to 
Chonouphis, the priest . . .  and Chonouphis in three days' study having collected 
all the different sorts of characters that could be found in the old books, wrote 
back to the King that the writing enjoined the Greeks to in stitute games in honor 
of the Muses ; that the characters were such as were used in the time of Proteus 
(that is, the time of the Troj an \Var) ,  and that Heracles, the son of Arnphitryon, 
then learned them, and that the Gods by this admonished the Greeks to live 
peaceably and in quiet, to contend in philosophy to the honor of the Muses, and 
laying aside their arms to determine what is right and just by reason and 
discourse. ( Chapters V and VII) 

A second discovery of the prehistoric script in antiquity is recorded 
in the prolog of a work which claims to be a Latin translation of a 
Greek chronicle of the Trojan \!Var, said to have been originally com
posed by Dictys of Crete. The Latin translator was L. Septimius, 
who dedicated his work to Q. Aradius Rufus, presumably the official 
of that name who was Prefect of Rome in 376 A. D. In general, mod
ern scholars until recently maintained that the entire work was a fabri
cation of Septimius, and that no Greek original had ever existed. 
Now, however, all doubts in regard to this have been removed by the 
publication in 1907 of a substantial fragment of the Greek original, 
which was discovered in Egypt. The editors of this newly-found 
fragment state that " apart from unnecessary verbiage and occasional 
minor differences the Latin version follows the original faithfully." 
( Grenfel and Hunt, The Tebtunis Papyri, Part II, 1907) 
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According to the prolog of this work, as translated by Septimius, 
Dictys was an eye-witness of the Troj an 'War, a companion of the 
Cretan chiefs Idomeneus and }l eriones, who are named by Homer. 
Returning to Cnossus in his old age, Dictys is said to have written an 
account of the Trojan \Var, and to have ordered that it be enclosed in 
a tin chest and placed in his tomb. The prolog continues that in the 
thirteenth year of the reig-n of the Emperor Nero, that is, the year 
67 A. D., a violent earthquake at Cnossus exposed the interior of the 
tomb of Dictys. The chest was then discovered and opened by some 
passing shepherds, who took the documents, which were unintelligible 
to them, to their master, Eupraxides. He, conjointly with Rutilius 
Rufus, who was then the Roman governor of the island, presented 
the find to Nero, who believed that the characters were Phoenician 
and ordered experts to interpret them. When this was done, i t  was 
discovered that the documents were the memoirs of one of those who 
had taken part in the siege of Troy. Therefore, the Emperor further 
commanded that they should be translated into Greek. When this 
was done, Nero placed the Greek translation in his Greek Library 
under the title of Dictys. It is worth noting that in the dedicatory 
letter of Septimius it is said that the discovered documents were writ
ten in Greek but with Phoenician characters. This statement has 
been regarded by scholars either as nonsense or as evidence proving 
the work to be a l iterary forgery. May it not rather indicate that 
the solution proposed by Professor Hempl may be along right lines ? 
Documents written in the prehistoric Aegean script may well have 
been written in Greek although the characters of that script were 
not identical with the letters of the later Greek alphabet. 

The Chronicles of Dictys are almost universally believed to be 
fictitious. But even if this be true, the value of the account of the 
discovery of documents in the prehistoric Aegean script at Cnossus 
may also be true. The details, as enumerated in the prolog, have every 
appearance of not being fictional, for in the year 67 A. D. Nero actually 
did travel through Greek lands, and in that year, from other sources, 
we know that there was a violent earthquake at Cnossus. Nero's 
sentimental love for anything connected with Troy and the Trojan 
War is too well known to require mention, and the recent discoveries 
at Cnossus of <;ists, containing thousands of inscribed tablets cer
tainly make it appear extremely p robable that a discovery such as is 
recounted by Septimius was made in the year 67 A. D. at Cnossus. 



86 THE THEOSOPHICAL PA TH 

The prehistoric Cretan writing might very naturally, if  of the linear 
form, be confused with " Phoenician " letters, and the stone cists 
discovered at Cnossus by Sir Arthur Evans suggest an explanation 
of the " chest of tin," in which it is said the -Memoirs of Dictys were 
found ; for these stone cist s are frequently lined with lead. 

May we therefore not infer from the stories of the bronze tablet 
found in the " Tomb of Alcmene " and of the ' ' Chronicles " found 
in the " Tomb of Dictys " that if the ancients of historic times suc
ceeded in deciphering the prehistoric Aegean script we also may be 
similarly successful, and that perhaps we have already discovered or 
perhaps we shall in the future discover other documents having an 
important literary value and not merely accounts and inventories ? 

In regard to the language of the prehistoric Aegean inscriptions 
a word of caution is neces sary. Although the Greek alph;:ibet was 
presumably derived from the prehistoric Aegean script, and although 
the Phaestus Disk may be written in Greek, the Cretan pictographic 
writing, of which the linear script is admittedly a later variation, 
apparently originated among the pre-Hellenic inhabitants of the Ae
gean basin, the so-called Pelasgians, who, as we shall soon see, were 
closely allied to the ancient Egyptians. Therefore, presumably the 
language of the pictographic inscriptions is quite different from what 
we know to have been the Greek language in historic times. And 
this possibility cannot be disproved merely by proving the language 
of the Phaestus D isk to be Greek, because the D isk i s  admittedly 
unique and is thought to be an importation into Crete from Asia 
M inor. Also it  is possible that should the clay tablets of Cnossus 
in linear script be found to be written in Greek, other examples of 
this script may prove to be written in Pelasgian, the pre-Hellenic 
language of the Aegean basin. Therefore it is necessary to emphasize 
the possibility that although Professor Hempl may have discovered 
the key to some of the prehistoric Aegean inscriptions, it does not , 
therefore, follow that the same key, even allowing for dialectical 
variations, will unlock the meaning of all the inscriptions, since these 
may not all be written in one and the same language, even though the 
form of the script be identical. But how much Pelasgian may have 
resembled the pre-Homeric Greek is unknown, and it may well be that 
there is a com�on element sufficiently extensive to enable the know
ledge of Greek to assist in the deciphering of the Pelasgian language. 

( To b' coffcltided in the next isstu) 




