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The three Cretan protohistoric writing systems are known conventionally as ‘Cretan
Hieroglyphic', ‘Linear A" and ‘Linear B’. So far the first has been found only in Crete;

the second is also attested in certain Aegean islands (Kea, Kythera, Melos and Thera)

and on the Greek mainland, in southern Laconia, in the form of a two sign ‘inscription’;

the third has been found almost exclusively in the Mycenaean palaces of Knossos on

Crete, and Pylos, Mycenae, Thebes and Tiryns on the mainland (Fig. 1). Cretan
Hieroglyphic (in the strict sense of writing) appeared for the last time around 150, and / s
Lincar A about 1450, while Linear B continued in use on the Greek mainland until

around 1200. (Unless otherwise stated the chronology followed is that of Cadogan 1975:

17-20.)

I Origins

Whereas the end of the use of these three writing systems poses few problems, their
origins are much less well established, whether one considers the circumstances
surrounding their creation or, more especially, the date.

The first traces of Cretan Hieroglyphic are probably to be found on seals dating to the
end of the third millennium B.C., in what has been dubbed ‘the writing of Arkhanes’
(Yule 1980: 170), perhaps prematurely, since in no case has it been proven that this is a
form of writing conveying a precise and unequivocal meaning. Nor can we be certain that
the “hicroglyphic writing” found on seals and clay sealings until the mid-fifteenth century
is not, in fact, a more or less arbitrary grouping of signs (of which a number undoubtedly
belong to the Cretan Hieroglyphic system) used for decorative or ornamental purposes,
and not as writing stricto sensu (Olivier 1981). In fact the oldest true inscriptions which
have appeared are not in Cretan Hieroglyphic (for which, at present, the earliest
attestation in archival documents can scarcely date before 1625), but in an ‘archaic’
Linear A. These inscriptions. the earliest of which date to the eighteenth century, were
uncovered in the remains of the first palace at Phaistos (Vandenabeele 1985 : 12-15).
They were inscribed with a stylus on small clay tablets which in shape are in no way
reminiscent of contemporary Mesopotamian documents. Linear B, whose origin must
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Figure 1 The Acgean region, showing the sites mentioned.

date back to the sixteenth century in Crete according to some scholars (Olivier 1979:
45-8). and in Greece according to others (Godart 1979: 34-36). is not in fact attested
before 1375, at Knossos. It is certain, however, that this is a form of Linear A adapted by
the Mycenacans for the purpose of writing their own language, Greek.

Il Nature

Without doubt, the Minoans at the beginning of the second millennium did not ‘re-
invent’ writing independently, even if they were well able to take their first steps in this
direction without knowledge of the Mesopotamian or Egyptian systems. However,
starting with ideas from eclsewhere, they created an original and astonishingly
uncomplicated system for recording the sounds of their language by means of signs. This
system consisted of a simple syllabary of the open type. each sign representing a single
vowel, or a consonant followed by a vowel. Between S0 and 100 signs sufficed for
rendering all the syllables of the language. Although we do not yet know the exact
number of syllabograms in the Cretan Hieroglyphic system, it is thought to be in the
region of 90. The Linear A syllabary consisted of 75 signs which appear more than five
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times in the texts, while the Linear B syllabary comprised a total of 87 signs, some of
which were extremely rare (Fig. 2). The classical Cypriot syllabary of the first millennium
B.C., the last descendant of Cretan writing, used only 55 signs in the representation of
Greek.

It seems more than likely that the Minoans developed their system of writing in
response to economic needs. At least its development coincides with that of the first
Cretan palaces (1900-1625). The script represented not only the svllables of the
language(s). The Minoans established also a remarkably simple method for the
representation of numbers, based on a decimal system. In general this is common to all
three scripts (Fig. 3), whereas the signs used for denoting fractions and/or units of
weights and measures are largely different. But these are as yet far too little known (with
the exception of Linear B) for us to be able to do other than mention them here (Bennett
1950, 1980). In addition. the Minoans succeeded in representing the objects. animate or
inanimate, with which they dealt in their archives, by the use of small pictures which
were more or less realistic, at least in the early stages. These pictures — of which some are
the same in all three writing systems - have been incorrectly labelled ‘ideograms’ in
specialised literature. In fact they should be called ‘logograms’, since they represent
words rather than ideas. Thus for Linear B, where the system is better known, one has
the logograms for man, woman, sheep. pig. wheat. oil. wine, cloth, armour, ingot, spear,
arrow, sword, chariot and for a variety of containers, to mention but a few of the more
pictorial ones (Fig. 4). The systematic study of the more naturalistic logograms is of no
negligible interest to archaeologists, especially in comparison with objects found on
excavations or with other painted or engraved representations (Vandenabeele and
Olivier 1979).

The use of logograms followed by numerals renders the *basic economic document’
fairly easily understood, at least in part, whether it is written in Cretan Hieroglyphic,
Linear A or Linear B. This would have been as true for the semi-literate or illiterate
protohistoric Cretans as for the modern epigraphist, who is often in much the same
situation. The model is:

‘Personal Name, Geographical Name, OVIS 100°
which. in Linear B (which we can read) could give
‘E-ko-to. pa-i-to, OVIS 100°
to be translated:
*Hector, at Phaistos, (has a flock of) 100 sheep.’

The texts and translations of 325 Linear B documents, with their commentaries. can be
found in Ventris and Chadwick (1973). From this volume one can see that in reality the
documents are much more complicated than the example cited above, since summary or
fiscal documents or even those of doubtful or unknown purpose are far from rare, and
there is still a relatively large number of logograms which remain unintelligible. For

Cretan Hieroglyphic and Linear A, unfortunately, we cannot turn to any comparable
study, since these scripts have not been deciphered.
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Figure 2 The syllabary of the Linear B script, with the conventional numbering, transcription
(when known) and frequency of each sign.
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100 VIR 130 OLE 230 HAS 201 VAS
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120 GRA 166 200 VAS 221 VAS

Figure 4 Some of the Linear B logograms with the conventional numbering and Latin transcription

(when known),
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Il Decipherment

The Linear B of the tablets from Knossos and Pylos was deciphered in 1952 by M.
Ventris (Ventris and Chadwick 1953; Chadwick 1967), who first read the script and then
recognised in it a Greek dialect which was subsequently called Mycenaean. We are still a
long way from being able to read Linear A adequately, and probably we shall never
succeed with Cretan Hieroglyphic.

Why?

First, because when Linear B was deciphered there was sufficient material - more than
30,000 signs on over 2,000 documents - for it to be studied in a serious fashion with some
chance of success. For Linear A there exist at present only 7.500 signs on less than 1,500
documents, while Cretan Hieroglyphic offers only some 1,500 on less than 300
documents.

Second, because once Linear B was read it could gradually be better understood, since
it represented a known language (even if the first attestation of that language does not
come until 500 years later) belonging to a well documented and well studied family of
languages — Indo-European.

If we assume that one day we may have a corpus of some 20,000 signs for Linear A
(that being three times as many as at present, a not implausible supposition since Linear
A was used throughout Crete, was written on several different materials, and new
documents continue to be discovered almost every year), it should be possible eventually
to read most of it (80 per cent?). This appears the more likely since it is already possible
to read both Linear B, which derives from Linear A, and the classical Cypriot syllabary
which also descends from it (Chadwick 1979). But reading is not understanding. If the
language (or languages) recorded in Linear A is not adequately known already, we will
not be able to understand it any more than we understand Etruscan which has been read
for more than a century (it is written in a slightly modified Greek alphabet) but in which
we understand only the meaning of the epitaphs, which are generally short, of stereotype
content and exist in their thousands. We cannot understand any of the lengthier texts,
which are of a different nature, whether they are religious, administrative or of any other
type. That is to say that all ‘decipherments’ of Linear A (not to mention Cretan
Hieroglyphic) published so far are failures, and were destined to be so.

Generally speaking the phonetic values of homomorphic signs in Linear B have been
attributed to the signs in Linear A. This method in itself is not necessarily unsound, since
Linear B derives from Linear A. However, it is necessary that we agree on the
homomorphisms (which is not yet entirely the case), and we should then undertake to
demonstrate the validity of the equivalence of the phonetic values sign by sign, not on a
purely graphic basis — what relationship is there between the Greek ‘rho’ and the Latin
‘P*, or between the Greek ‘eta’ and the Latin *H'? — but from an internal analysis of the
documents, something which no decipherer has yet risked doing and which seems
impossible, at least for the moment, for more than about ten signs (Olivier 1975).

Assuming that the phonetic values proposed for the signs in a decipherment are
correct, where will this lead us? Since the material is not yet sufficient for a serious
internal analysis, it is necessary to approach the problem from the outside. In other
words, a solution can only come through a language which is more or less well known to
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the ‘decipherer’. Among those which have been proposed we can mention, at random,
Greek, a number of languages from Asia Minor, Etruscan, various Semitic languages or
dialects, Sanskrit. . . A priori, no language attested in the third or second millennium
from the eastern Mediterranean or its surrounding areas can be excluded: who would
seriously have considered Greek for Linear B before this conclusion literally forced itself
on Ventris? But, if what we think we know about the population of Crete between the
neolithic (end of the seventh millennium) and the beginning of the early bronze age
(about 3000 B.C.) is correct and does not render any hypothesis totally incredible
(Cadogan 1976: 16-17), the languages spoken by people from the coasts of Asia Minor
or Syro-Palestine must be favoured. However, over a period of 4,000 years, even in 1,000
years or less, a language can evolve in such a way that it only vaguely resembles its
original form. Between 3000/2600 and 1450, the period of the birth and development of
Cretan Hieroglyphic and Linear A, virtually no archaeologist assumes any significant
change of population in Crete. Thus the introduction of a language known to us from
elsewhere is unlikely. In any case, to ‘read’, as is done by most ‘decipherers’, four names
of vase types and then to ‘find’ them in Akkadian, two names of divinities and ‘recognise’
them in Lycian, or even two names of cereals and ‘come across them’ in Luwian, could
not prove, even in the best examples, anything other than linguistic borrowing. It does
not demonstrate that the language recorded by Linear A was Akkadian, Lycian or
Luwian.

Without a bilingual text — and such a discovery is highly improbable given the type of
documentation that has survived - progress can come only from internal analysis of the
available documents, and such progress can come about only through complete and
satisfactory editions, furnishing - in addition to the texts themselves, obviously — those
working tools which are indispensable to all research: indexes, plates, tables,
concordances, etc, This is something which has now been accomplished for Linear A
(Godart and Olivier 1976-85). and it is hoped will soon be completed for Cretan
Hieroglyphic. Without it. no progress can be expected from attempts at ‘decipherment’
whose bases are tentative, or even non-existent.

IV Functions and materials

Of those documents which have survived (obviously because they were written on
durable materials such as stone or metal, or a material which has become more durable,
for example the unbaked clay of the archival documents which was accidentally baked in
the destruction fires), how many are there, what are they, and what can we understand of
their purpose?

Reference to the tables on the next page will demonstrate clearly that the three Cretan
writing systems present remarkable similarities and differences both in the materials on
which they occur and the functions which they probably fulfilled, at least in so far as can
be judged from the sample which has been preserved, admittedly only a small proportion
of the millions of inscriptions which must have been written during the second
millennium B.C.






