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It iz not uncommon for an archaeologist, in the coursse of an excavation, ko
come across an object so unuseal and enigmatic that it becomss an immediale
focal point of international scrutiny. Such was the case with the Ttalian
School of Archaeoclogy's discovery of the so-called Phasstos Digk in 1908,

Found in the rwins of the Mincan palace at FPhaestos, fhis obiect was a circular
disk of baked clay, about 16 cm in diameter, with both surfaces covered with
pictographic signs. From the context in which the disk was Cound, it would
seem to date to the periecd 1700-1600 B O, Buk, what wag this unigue object?

That it contained a form of writing seemed apparent to all who stodied the
disk. There were 241 gigns inscribed in all on both sides: these were divided
by wertical lines inte groups, of which there were 30 on one side and 31 on the
other. Examinaticon guickly showed that there were 45 individual signs in this
scripl, some of bthem appearing many times in the different groups. But here
agreement. came Lo oan end, and numerous gquestions beset the investigators.

For example, one of the basic problems was ©o identify the start of the
inscription: Jid it bhegln in the centre of eoch side, or ot the circumference?
Opinions were divided, but the majority view was that the circumference seemed
a better place for the inscription £o begin, Then, were the wariocus signs
phonetic or sipply ldeagraghic? Again there was no unanimity, but most
schalars warking on the disk preferred ©o see it as phonetic in nature. As for
the quastion of what language was espressed by these signs, numercus theories
evolved, champloning such fongues as Mincan, Greek, Carian, Hittite, Btruscan,
Basque, and Luvian. A% presoent it is Luvian which is receiving the moat
attention, especially through the work of Lecnard Palmer and Vladimir Georgiev.
This language belonged &0 a people living in southwestern Asia Minor during

the Bronze hge, and Palmer beliewves that the Mincans came to Crete from that
ragian .



Complicating the entire matter, howewer, is the thecry held by many authorities
that the Fhasstos Disk was npot made in Crete, but was an imporct foom sSome other
country. Thiz was the belief of hrthar Evans, the excavator of Fnossos and the
virtual father of Micoan studies; he thought the disk may hawve been imporoed
from soubhbwestern Asis Minor. Becent work on Drebe, howewer, has revealed sians
akin to those fowund on the disk on other objects that seem native oo Crece, and
so0 the current consensus 45 thabt the Phasstos Disk was indsed a #incan artefact.
WHopetheless, there is skill a weeal mincrity who point out the "undinson”
features of sone of the signs, such as a man with a feathered headroess and a

lady inm a garment foreign to the Mingan world.

Az far as the copntent of the disk is concerned, many Sifferent ond conflicting
“translations" hawe 2eon made. Those whg favour Basque as the longuoge of

the inscription, for example, have road Lt 85 a zeligious hymn to the Rain
God; Georgicy prefers U0 See a message Irom one prince o another, complaindng
of political difficulsies; others have found a list of soldiers, or a lecal
document. A racent suggestion has boen offered by Leon Pomerance, who views
the =signs as idecgrams and translates the disk as a kind of farmer's almanac,
full of astronomical signs 4o help a Fammer kaow when bt aow and when to reap.

of ocourse, the main problem in all this is Ehe disagresment among scholars as

to what the signs represent.  One mon's sun symbed buens cud &0 be another man's
2cldier with a feathered helmet, ond 50 on.  Thus, ak oresent we 243111 have a
long way to go before the Phaostos Disk will Be "cracked.” Passimists feel that
unless cther examples of this script come to light, the oroblem will newver be
zolved; cptimists, like Pomorance, believe that we are gekking closer and

closer to £inding the key that will uwnlock the mystery. Lekts hope the optimists
are right!
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