
RESENSIES - REVIEWS 

Redaksionele Nota: 
Die Redaksie wil nie graag die 

volume tydskrifruimte verder ver
groot wat vandag, met heelwat oor
vleueling, reeds in die wereld se 
klassieke tydskrifte aan resensies 
gewy word nie. Nogtans is dit die 
taak van 'n Suid-Afrikaanse tyd
skrif om resente werke oor die 
Klassieke, deur Suid-Mrikaners of 
in Suid-Afrika gepubliseer, deur 
resensies onder die aandag van 
landgenote en die breer kring van 
vakkundiges te bring. Met hierdie 
bepaalde doel voor oe word dus 
'n resensie-rubriek in Acta Classica 
geopen. 

Editorial Note: 
The Editors would not like to 

increase the amount of space that 
is already being devoted, with 
much overlapping, to reviews in 
the world's classical periodicals. 
Nevertheless it is incumbent on a 
South African periodical to bring 
to the notice of fellow countrymen 
and of scholars here and abroad 
reviews of recent work on the 
Classics published by South 
Mricans or in South Africa. With 
this specific purpose a review sec
tion has therefore been introduced 
in Acta Classica. 

S. Davis: The Phaistos Disk and the Eteocretan lnscriptio11s from Psychro and 
Praisos (Witwatersrand University Press, November 1961). 

Professor Davis claims to have deciphered the above inscriptions and to have 
proved that they are written in a variety of Hittite which he calls 'Minoan'. 
Wide publicity has been given to the claim although the reviewer's considered 
opinion is that it is not substantiated. It is therefore necessary to discuss Davis' 
publication in some detail. 

The excavations of Sir Arthur Evans revealed that at least three writing 
systems were in use in Crete during the second millennium B.C. The earliest, 
which he dated to roughly 2000-1650 B.c., was based on a series of pictorial 
signs representing simple objects such as a head, a hand, an arrow, etc. He 
sometimes called it 'pictographic' and sometimes, because of its similarity to 
the well-known Egyptian script, 'hieroglyphic'. Then followed (roughly 
1800-1450 B.c.) a script which was presumably of pictorial origin, although the 
'pictures' were reduced to a bare skeleton consisting of a few lines. This he 
named 'Linear A'. 'Linear B', which is attested from 1400 B.C., seemed to be 
closely related to the A script but to contain some extra signs and to lack 
others. The Linear B inscriptions were deciphered as Greek in 1952 by Michael 
Ventris and no expert would question his brilliant work. Davis claims to have 
deciphered (a) the Linear A script, (b) a unique clay disk with pictorial signs 
grouped into compartments containing what are probably words and running 
spirally round it, found at Phaistos and dated by Evans to about 1600 B.c., 
(c) two words of a pictorial text on a bronze axe from Arkalochori, and 
(d) isolated phrases of inscriptions of the 6th-4th centuries B.C. in Greek 
letters but representing a non-Greek tongue (traditionally called Eteocretan). 
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When he speaks of 'the Cretan Hieroglyphics' he seems to be referring to the 
scripts in items (b) and (c) and not to the script termed 'hieroglyphic' by Evans, 
which he nowhere mentions. 

Hittite was an Indo-European language spoken in Asia Minor in the second 
millennium B.C. and our knowledge of it, based largely on clay tablets dis
covered at Bogazkoy, east of Ankara, is fairly complete. It is not therefore 
impossible that at least some Hittite was spoken in Crete during that period 
and that the language survived in isolated pockets on the island until the 
4th century B.c. 

It is possible by a diligent reading of pp. 7-16 to extract the underlying 
principles on which Davis' assignment of values to the hieroglyphic signs is 
based: 

(a) 'Linear B borrowed most of its sign-values ... from Linear A.' 
The comparative table on page 9 illustrates the close resemblance which 

many pairs of signs in the two scripts bear to one another. That this resemblance 
extended to their values is not impossible. 

(b) The disk and axe hieroglyphs are the archetypes of the Linear A signs. 
But even among the 15 signs listed (p. 9) which are claimed to be 'common' 

to the two scripts there are some pairs whose mutual resemblance hardly hits 
one in the eye (e.g. rafla, wa, u). If the other disk signs whose values are given 
on p. 15 are compared with the Linear A signs of equivalent value (p. 7) 
considerable imagination will be required to spot resemblances. It is a pity 
that Davis has omitted a discussion of this essential link in the argument. It 
would be interesting to know, for example, why on the disk some sounds have 
up to five signs and some signs up to four values, while in Linear B it is the 
rule for each sign to represent one syllable only and, with a few exceptions in 
which two signs seem to have the same phonetic value (probably a result of 
phonemic differences in the ancestral script), for each syllable to be expressed 
by one sign. If the disk script were acrophonic in origin (which is probably 
what note 1, p. 16 really means)-and it is debatable whether acrophony ever 
formed the basis of Middle Eastern scripts-that 'pictures for words which 
were different but had the same initial syllable could be used to represent that 
syllable' is difficult to accept in view of the parsimony normal to known syllabic 
scripts. 

(c) The spelling conventions of the disk are similar to those of Linear A and 
those of Linear A similar to those of Linear B. They thus include the omission 
of consonants at the end of a syllable (p. 8) and 'an interesting aspect', the use 
of 'extended writing' of words for decorative 'effect', this involving the intro
duction of 'numerous silent vowels and consonants' (p. 16). 

The parallels adduced include Cuneiform Hittite (where the writing of 
silent vowels was necessitated by the absence of consonant clusters and double 
consonants from its syllabary, cf. Linear B sa-ta-ra- for stra-), English spellings 
such as Cholmondoley (where the occurrence of 'silent letters' is obviously 
the result of the conservatism of traditional orthography in the face of sound 
change, Davis' suggestion that such spellings were deliberately extended for 
decorative effect being quite unacceptable) and Egyptian hieroglyphics (whose 
transposition of signs for artistic effect would be fatal to his method). 
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The Arkalochori bronze axe is discussed on pp. 5-6. Its inscription consists 
of 16 signs and on the reasonable assumption that each sign represents a 
syllable one might expect the content to be some half dozen words. Davis 
only 'deciphers' 'Mana dedicated'-two words of which one is a proper name 
and therefore tells us nothing about the language. The other is transliterated 
no-da, which is identified with the Hittite hink ta. A layman might find this 
unconvincing and he would be right. For it would mean that, while the 
preterite third person affix -ta was fully spelt, the root hink- was represented 
by 110-. If it is unlikely that no-da can be read hinkta it is also unlikely-or at 
any rate unproven-that this is what is actually written. Davis arrives at his 
transliteration by searching for resemblances between the hieroglyphic signs 
of the axe and those of the undeciphered Linear A script, and then for 
resemblances between the signs of ~inear A and B. But the 'crowned head' on 
the axe bears only a far-fetched likeness to the 'open hand' sign of Linear A 
(L 100 according to the now standard method of classification) with which 
he identifies it; and that sign in itself is of uncertain value since Linear B 
contains two signs (i- and no-) with almost equal claim to be its derivative. 
The second sign on the axe is in like case. If it is the same as any of the Linear A 
signs, it might with equal probability be the derivative of L 30 or L 31, whose 
possible values are da- and sa- respectively. Thus i-s a would be no less plausible 
than no-da as a transliteration of this word. But even this is to say too much. 
There is no guarantee that it is a word, for there is no mark of punctuation to 
divide it from the succeeding signs. 

A complete translation of the disk is given on pp. 17-25. The burden of the 
text is 'I Nokeul built this palace', which is repeated ad nattseam with minor 
variations, including at one point a sentence which Davis translates 'I gave 
my offering' but which must mean, if the noun really is 111t1hrais 'Korperteil des 
Opfertieres' (p. 24), something like 'I gave my liver'. In an inscription of 
61 words the Hittite root hink 'dedicate' is made to appear 12 times, six in 
(unattested) nouns which are spelt in five different ways and six in the word 
for 'I dedicated', spelt in four different ways. Even Nokeul whose name (not 
shown to be Hittite) occurs three times does not manage to spell himself 
twice the same way. His final words (although Davis regards them as probably 
verse) hardly show him to have been a mute inglorious Milton: 'I built, 
I built, I erected. Mighty things I wrought. I built, I dedicated, I built, I poured 
libations.' Perhaps the most surprising statement in the book (p. 22) is that 
the enclitic Hittite form for 'my' is written separately in the phrase A17-18 
'my dedication' because 'the previous word is too long for -JJJin or -man to 
be attached to it'. It is as if one were to write 'parliamentarian s' in English 
because of the length of the stem. 

In the 'Eteocretan' inscriptions the sounds are given (in Greek letters) 
although there are no spaces or other devices to delimit words. It would thus 
be possible to 'read in' spaces in such a way as to yield Hittite words. It is 
therefore surprising, not that Hittite words have been identified but that so 
few have been found-in spite of arbitrary 'emendations'. docf>.iarala, for 
instance, is read (p. 32) [a ]docp!llatala and translated '0 Hatup, priest ... '. 
We are told that httk!llatala is Hittite for 'invocatory priest' and that h is 
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omitted 'as the Greek script had no equivalent sign for h'; the loss of uk (much 
more puzzling) is not discussed. 

Although Davis mentions that the Hittite of the 'Eteocretan' inscriptions is 
1,000 years later than that of the Phaistos Disk he does not seem to have fully 
taken into account the implications of this time gap. Many changes would have 
occurred but would have been regular and have affected sounds, and not 
individual words as he seems to think (p. 27 ' 'k' too is omitted, thus showing 
that in this word it was no longer being pronounced'). It would thus be 
relatively easy to establish a table of correspondences for the two stages of 
the language, just as one can for e.g. Latin and French (Lat. ca-: Fr. cha-, etc.) . 
This is the on(y scientific way to prove linguistic affinity; it is not even men
tioned. Those equations between Jvords which are given would actually tend to 
disprove affinity. Word-initial Hittite k becomes gin one word, if the equation 
kttttat 'by a wall' with gutat (p. 32) is correct, while the k of kargaranti is 
claimed to yield 'Eteocretan' kin kark (p. 35). The instrumental -t of kuttat 
is assumed to survive in the fourth century, while the -t of the instrumental of 
kas 'this' has dropped by the sixth (p. 34 'The omission of "t" here may well 
be a late development' -surely a confusion of sound and symbol-he must 
mean 'dropping'). 

The discussion of the inscription from Psychro shows that Davis belongs 
to the 'Barmecide' school of linguists: rather than state what things are, he 
prefers to tell us what they are not, and even in this is misleading: 0 was 
pronounced "t", a hard "t" as in the old Phoenician alphabet from which it 
was derived. The Greek @ for that matter was not pronounced like the English 
"th" ' (p. 27). In actual fact 'th' in English has at least four pronunciations, 
two of which, as in Thomas and hothouse would probably have been taken by a 
Greek for the sound written theta. Lower down the page we are told that the 
Greek X 'was not the equivalent of the "ch" sound in Scottish "loch" ... 
but was properly some "k" sound in Greek ... '-linguistics has an established 
terminology and it would have been more appropriate (here and elsewhere) 
had Davis used it in writing on a technical subject of this nature, particularly 
when the publication was destined to bear the imprint of a University Press. 
e, of course, represented an a~ pirated voiceless dental stop, X differing from e 
in having a velar point of articulation. And the distinction drawn between 0 
and e is curious. The latter is described as 'the Greek e but one does not have 
to be an epigraphist to know that the form normal in Greek inscriptions of the 
period was O'· In any case, that both 0 and T should be used to represent one 
sound 't', as he implies, is most unlikely. And that H should have had the 
sound a is impossible. In order to equate ZHT AN with the accusative of 
Hittite zaha 'metal object for ritual use' (which would actually be zaha, not 
zahan) he suggests that '7] still had a value approximating to a'. It never did; 
one can only conclude that Davis has confused letters and sounds. What he 
is thinking of must be the Attic-Ionic raising of a to an open e, which led to 
the spelling of the latter sound with H but never, of course, to the use of H 
for a. The clumsy manner in which Davis presents the facts of Greek, for 
which the evidence is so clear, should warn us not to treat the confident tone 
in which his 'decipherment' of Minoan is presented as a criterion of the validity 
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of his methods. His grasp of phonology is exemplified again by a statement 
made on p. 32 in connection with the identification of tscpa with zuppa 'silver 
vessel': 'N.B. ts = z, compare Cuneiform Hittite'. This must mean that ts 
was pronounced z; yet in Cuneiform Hittite the converse holds. The signs 
transliterated with z were pronounced with ts. 

Davis' use of morphological criteria (p. 36) to prove 'Minoan'-Hittite 
affinity rests on hopelessly inadequate evidence (the nom. pl. -es and ace. pl. -us 
are each supported by one highly doubtful interpretation and his 'preterite' 
-1111 is always written -u except in palun and </Jesiamun (p. 32) which, if words at 
all, are not known Hittite ones). The palatalization oft before front vowels is 
so common that its occurrence can hardly be used as comparative evidence. 
In any case the material presented in the publication under review proves, if 
anything, that it did not occur in Minoan (tsi, tse are never found, while ti 
comes on p. 26). 

Among the errata noticed, two are particularly serious. The spelling (p. 20) 
of word B 23 of the Phaistos Disk should be 7-18-35 (u-ra-nu) and not 
7-3-4-23-25 (u-a-da-1va-hu), and Hittite ha11da, presented as a preposition (p. 21) 
is, according to Friedrich, who is quoted, a postposition, so that the trans
lation of A 4-5 is invalidated. 

It should be clear from what has been said that Davis has not proved his 
Hittite thesis for the Phaistos Disk, the Arkalochori Axe and the Eteocretan 
Inscriptions. If the Linear A tablets represent Hittite, as he claims, we hope 
that his forthcoming book on the Linear A script will present us with precise 
and cogent evidence on the subject. 

University of Cape Town. B. E. NEWTON 

* * * 
John Boardman and Maurice Pope, Greek Vases in Cape Town, South Mrican 
Museum Guide No. 6, Cape Town. 

The Greek vases in the Cape Town museum, a modest but valuable collec
tion, were contributed from various sources. One of the donors gave his 
donation in gratitude for the fact that the climate of Cape Town had restored 
him to health. Others have bequeathed what they had acquired in their 
Mediterranean travels. A few specimens are on loan. The largest part of the 
collection is due to Mr. Alfred de Pass, a Capetonian well known for his many 
gifts to the city. Attic black-figure and red-figure are well represented among 
the pieces donated by Mr. de Pass. Of the other Greek pottery in the collection 
the earliest is a Mycenaean stirrup jar (no. 21 in the guide) of about 1250 B.c., 
found in Cyprus and probably made by Mycenaean colonists. There are three 
examples of early Corinthian ware (nos. 25-27), and two late Italian imitations 
of Attic red-figure (nos. 31 and 32, Plates XV-XVI). From Italy also came 
two Etruscan bucchero chalices (cf. no. 28, Plate XV, a fine specimen). 

The guide gives the provenance and classification of the vases. Most of them 
have already been classified in Sir John Beazley's Attic Red-figure and Black
figure Vase-painters. One piece, a black-figured hydria (no. 4, Plate III in the 
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