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Mia S1aQWTIOTIKA OUVEVTEUEN
JE ToV OUAAO YAWOOOAOYO-
gpeuvnth nou el 010 HPAKAEIO
Kal EXEl aplEPWOE! Tn {wh Tou
OTOV ouvapnaoTiko ypipo

TOU Aiokou tng dalotod.

GARETH OWENS
THE DECODER

An enlightening interview

with the Heraklion-based linguist
and researcher from Wales

who has dedicated his

life to the tantalizing

riddle of the Phaistos Disc.

THXZ KATEPINAX MNAKOIIANNH
* BY KATERINA BAKOGIANNI

ZUpewva pe Tov Nkdped Oouevg, o Aiokog Tng
DaloToU €XEl AVAPOPEG KAl OTOV €pWTA.

/ According to Gareth Owens, the Phaistos Disc
also contains allusions to love.
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To omiti Tou YAwoooAdyou-epeuvnti I'kdped ‘Oouvevg
oto HpdxAeio améxel Bewpntikd 5 Aemrtd and to Apxato-
Aoyiké Mouoeio, émou extifetal o Aiokog g Patotoy.
OewpnTiKd... 1611 TouAdxioTtov §éka dtopa Tov oTapatovv
Y10 va TOV XA1PETAOCOUV KAl va TOU TIOUV [11a «<KaAnpépa» otnv
kaBnpepwvii Tou Sradpopn.

O OualddégOouevg eival yvooT KAl XapakTnplotiki
@1yoUpa otoug dpdpoug tou HpakAgiou. ‘Onng yvwotd eivat
Kat 6t to peydro mdbog tng {wng tou, eival o Aiokog g
®aiotov. ‘Eva and ta 1o yonteuTikd puotikd tng apxaio-
tntag.’Eva puotipio ou Eedraltvetar otadiakd, amé tig
ApXE€G TOU TIPONYOUREVOU a1®Vva, 0TIGTE avakaAughnke otn
pwvekn méAn g vétiag Kpritng, péxpt tig pépeg pag. e pua
katdpeotn aibouoa oto EBviké Kévtpo Texpunpinong (www.
ekt.gr) Tou EBvikou I8pupatog Epeuvdv otnv ABniva, tov me-
PAaopévo XeWva, o ‘Oouevg avakoivwoe 9Tt €xel pTdoel 0TO
onpeio va propei va eppnveioet To 50% Twv 1EpOYAUQIKGV
oupféAwv tou Alokou. AnAadn Tig moég mepimou «AéEe1g» o€
kdBe Tou MAeupd.

«IIpwv amé Afyo xaipd», Aéet, «pou avae éva maidi
€€w ano to pouoeio: “E, Tkdpeh, Eépeig 1 Aéve; ‘O éxelg
kataAdfer pévo to piod pdbnpa”. Kat tou amdvinoa: “E, kay
Touldxiotov ey® €xm kataddfel to mod. Eov t Ba kdveig;”».

O Aiokog tng Paiotoy, o omoiog xpovodoyeitar mbavov
otov 170 at. m.X., eival ypappévog ota Aeyépeva Kpntikd
IepoyAugikd. ITpdxertar yia ekSoxii g pvwikig [pappikiig
A, tnv omroia 0’Oovuevg Kat 0 ouvepydtng Tou, kKabnyntig
Pwvntikig otny O§pdépdn TCov Kéoudnav, «drafdlouv» pe
TG QVNTIKEG a&leg Tng puknvaikig Ipappikig B, dtwg v
amokputrtoypdgnoe o AyyAog apxitéktovag MdikA Bévipig.
«O1 Srapopégr, Aéer o ‘Oouevg, «avdpeoa otn Ipappikn B,
™y TP ypan g eAAnvikiig yAwooag, kat otn Fpappikn
A, Trou xpnotpototeitat amd Toug Mivoiteg, eivar Aiydtepeg
a6 10%. Arydétepeg amé tig Srtapopég avdpeoa oto EAANVIKG
Kat 1o Aativiké ah@dfnto oripepar.

O "Oovevg umtootnpilel 4Tt n ypa@n tou Afokou reptAap-
Bdvel otoixeia Tng pIvwIKig YAwooag mou epgavidovrat kat
onpepa. Ta totwvipia «<Kvwodgy, «Paiotdgr, «Kpitn» efvat
Aé€e1c mou amodeikviouv 6l n pveikn yAoooa Sev eivar ve-
kpn. [lepypdget, pdAiota, TG o 610G EVIUTTOOIAOTIKE TIPIV
a6 moAAd xpévia dtav dvoiée yia mpan gopd to PiffAio yia
maidid tou Nikou Kalavtddkn «Xta maddtia te Kvooou»
Kat ouvdvinoe otny mpdtn oeAida emrtd aypotikd mpoidvta
ou epgavidovtail kat otn Ipappikn B a1ré to 1400 m.X. <AA-
An ypaeni, dAAn yAdooar, e&nyel pe to mdbog tou epeuvna,
«aMAd (61a mpdypata. Ilpdypata mou Sev aAAdfouv otnv
Kpnitn»!

YUpgova pe tov'Oouevg, n Aé€n «I-QE-KU-RJA» mou
ep@avidetal otnv TP TN TAEUPd TOU OI0KOU Kal emava-
Aapfdvetar tpeig popéc onpaivel «éykuog Bedtntar kat
fewpeital kAeldi yia tnv epunveia tou. [Iiavdtata ava-
@épetat otnv Agaia («I-PE-WI-JE», otn Seldtepn mAeupd
Tou diokou), yvwoti otn dutiki Kpitn kat g Aiktuvva,
Bedtnta g yovipdtntag. [Tiotevel aképn 6t o Aiokog éxet
ava@opég Kai oTov £pmTa. Xav epWTIKNA KPNTIKA pavtivdda.
«Xta eAAnvikd», Aéet, «n Aéén “épwtag” éxer oxéon pe tn AéEn
“épxopar”, mou onpaivel épxopat oe emagn. O épwtag eivar
auté mou evivel toug avBpamoug. To privupa tou Aiokou
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«Kdnolog yia
Popd pou gine
ot €ipat...
KPNTOAOYOG

Kal auto Pou
apeoe. H ahnBela
€ival ot 10
evOIaPEPOV IOU
gival n Kpntn.

H MeyaAdvnoog.
H Kpntn nou, wg
otaupodpoul
NOAITIOUWV, €ival
"eK pUOEWS”
O1EBVNG».

“Someone once
told me | was

a Cretologist
and | liked that.
The truth is
that Crete, the
one they call
Megalonisos, or
The Great Island,
is my passion.
As a crossroads
of civilizations,
Creteis

‘by nature’
international.”

The home of linguist-researcher
Gareth Owens in Heraklion is a five-minute
walk from the city’s archaeological muse-
um, where the Phaistos Disc is displayed.
It takes him much longer, though, to get
there, because at least ten people stop to
greet him and wish him kalimera.

Owens, a native of Wales, is a well-
known figure on the streets of Heraklion.
Also well-known is the conundrum con-
suming his life: the Phaistos Disc, one of
the most intriguing mysteries of antiquity.
The obscure meaning behind this unique
artifact, discovered in 1908 at the Minoan
palace of Phaistos in southern Crete, has
been gradually coming to light for more
than a century. Finally last winter, during a
packed lecture at the National Documen-
tation Centre (www.ekt.gr) of the National
Hellenic Research Foundation in Athens,
Owens announced that he had reached
the point of being able to understand
about 50 percent of the disc’s hieroglyph-
ic symbols. That is, about half the “words”
on each side.

“A while ago,” Gareth Owens says,

“a child outside the museum remarked to
me: ‘Oh, Mr Gareth, do you know what
they say? That you have only learned half
the lesson.” And | replied, ‘Oh, yes...?
Well, at least I've figured out half of it. Now
what will you do?’”

The Phaistos Disc, which probably
dates back to the 17th century BC, is
written in what is known as “Cretan
Hieroglyphs.” This is a form of the Minoan
Linear A script, which Owens and his col-
league, John Coleman, professor of pho-
netics at Oxford University, have “read”
with the phonetic values of Mycenaean
Linear B, previously deciphered by the
scholar Michael Ventris. “The differences
between the syllabic script Linear B, the
earliest attested form of Greek, and the
older script Linear A, used by the Mino-
ans, constitute less than 10 percent of the
alphabet,” says Owens. “That is, fewer
than the differences between the Greek
and Latin alphabets today.”

Owens argues that the script on the
disc contains elements of an ancient
Minoan language that are still used today.
The place names “Knossos,” “Phais-
tos” and “Crete” prove that the Minoan
language is not dead. He recalls how he
himself was impressed many years ago
when he first opened Nikos Kazantzakis’
children’s book At the Palaces of Knos-
sos and spotted on the first page seven
agricultural products that were mentioned
in Linear B texts from about 1400 BC. “A
different script, a different language,” he
explains, “but still the same things, things
you can find in Crete today.”

Owens believes that the word “I-QE-
KU-RJA,” which appears on the first side
of the disc and is repeated three times,
means “pregnant goddess” and is key
to the disc’s interpretation. It probably
refers to Aphaia (called “I-PE-WI-JE” on
the second side of the disc), also known
as Diktynna in western Crete, goddess of
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one can make out the

ZTnv npwTtn NAeUPd Tou diokou
ep@aviZetar n AéEn I-QE-KU-RJA,
nou gAAAov avagépeTal oTn
OedtnTa TG yovipdTnTag Agaia.
/ On the first side of the disc
word I-QE-KU-RJA, which is
probably a reference to the
goddess of fertility, Aphaia.
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O 'Oouevg unopei va 81aBAcEl T0 99% TwV IEPOYAUPIKWOV CUURBOAWY
TOU Aiokou Kal €xel TACEl 0TO OhPEI0 va EPUNVEUEI TO 50% AUTWV.

Owens is able to read 99% of the disc’s
hieroglyphic symbols and understands half of them.

g Paiotov oxeTieTat, Aoy, pe KATL epWTIKG — aAAd pe
v eupeia évvola. To Bpnokeutiké dev amoxAeiet 10 epwTL-
k6. 'Epwrtag, aydmn, 0e6¢ — 6Aa autd eivar mavavlpomiveg
kat draxpovikég a&ieg. It autéd ot Mivwiteg égnoav tov Aioko
¢ PaioTtoy, ¥oTe va S1ackoouUV To PAVURA TTOU PETaQépet
Kai to omoio dev ifedav va xabei».

ITotog tov Ipoétpeye va peiver otnv Kpntn, o épwtag
11 0 Aiokog; «Edv Sev eixa yvwpioet tn yuvaika pou kat Sev
elxape kdvel o1koyévela, Oev Ba eixa peivew, amavtd katn-
yopnpatikd. «To mo onpavtikd ya péva eival o dvlpwirog
pe Tov otroio Tivelg tov kagé oour». H ouduyog tou'Oouevg
eival apxatoAdyog otov Anipo HpaxAeiou. I'vopiotnkav mpiv
amé 30 xpdvia, dtav exeivog npbe wg gortntig tou University
College London yia va ouppetdoxet oe pia apxatoAoyikn
avacka@n.

O "Oovuevg €xer apiepwoet dexddeg x1A1ddeg epeuvnTikég
Wpeg oty eppnveia tou Aiokou. «Eival 1o XOpt pou», Aéet.
Eivai, 6pwg, kat n ouvéxeila tng S18aktopikiig tou Siatpifrig
oto EKIIA, émrou eixe emxelpnioet pia SOKIpaoTikA Tpooyyt-
on ¢ PIVEIKAG yYAwooag.

Tarti, Spwg, eméle&e va agiepwoet T {wn Tou otov AioKo

g Paiotoy; «Adt eivar moAy yonteutikde», amavtd. «Eivat
éva avtikeipevo téxvng». AAAG kat yia évav dAAo Adyo: «Exet
TAve Tou 61 AéEe1g, dTav o1 mePIOOOTEPEG EMYPAPES TNG
emoXN¢ éxouv Atydtepeg amd 10.Eypaya pia Siatpifi 300
0eAidwv yia v avdyvwon g Fpappikig A, pe agopun pia
emypa@n poAig 8 AéEewv».

0O ’Oouevg Sev eivai kaBnyntrig. EpydZetar wg S101knTikGg
untdAAnlog tou umoupyeiou ITaideiag oto TEI Kpritng kat
ouUvToVIoTiG Tou mpoypdppatog Erasmus. (To TEI Kpritng
mmpe to B’ Bpafeio otnv Eupdnn mpv amd Aiya xpévia ya
KaAn mpaxtiki oo mpdypappa Erasmus.) I'a va mpooAngBei
amé to eéAAnVikG Kpdtog, améktnoe Ty eAAnviki urmkodn-
Ta Kat... UInpétnoe otov eAAnviké otpatd. Mia emdoyn mou
vtnayopeUtnke TG00 and v aydmn tou yia v EAAdda éoo
Kat amé avdykn, a@ou ot E€vot utikoot dev pmopovoav téTe
va Sroptotouv otig dnpdoteg utmpeoieg g xdpag. «IIriya
otpatd to 2004, pe toug OAupmakolg Aydveg, S16T1 efxa
“povipa” maidid kat xperaddpouv “pévipn” douvleid...» Aéet
yeAdvtag.

H mpéo@atn avakoivwon tou’Oouevg 6T1 popel va gp-
pnvevoet to 50% tou Afokou ouvodeUeTal Kat atd Tov 10XU-
propd 6t mAéov pmopei va draPddet to 99%. Onwg ometdet
va tovioet, dAAo «eppnveia» kat dAAo amAn avdyveon. Kat
e&nyel: <Evag Eupwmaiog propei va “Giafdoer” jia toupkiki
emypa@n ypappévn oto Aativiké aAgpdpnto, aAdd autd Sev
onpaiver 61 Ba kataddfer 1 Aéet... exTog and Aé€eig Swg
“kafe” xat “baklava”».

«Efvatl 1o kaAUtepo Tou pIopd va Kavm», ouvexilel.
«Nopifw du mpdkertat yia tnv mo epeplotatopévn Bewpia
OXeTIKA pe 1o T1 propel va onpaivetl o Alokog tmg Paiotou.
Kat v kata@éto ya va oupfdre otn ouditnon. Edv xd-
TI010G €XE1 KATL KAAUTEPO VA TIPOTEIVEL, AG TO KAVEL.

IMapdt aviikel otn peydAn mapddoon twv Bpetavaiv mou
emAéyouv va {rioouv otnv KpAtn amd v emoxn tou Ap-
Boup EPavg kat tng ouvepyaoiag Tou pe t Bpetavikn XxoAn
ABnvov otnv avaokagn g Kvwoou, 0’Oovevg amotedel
e€aipeon, 6161 Sev eivar apxatoAdyog. «Kdmolog pia gopd
POV gitie 01 glpat... KPNTOAGYOG», Aéel, «kal auTod pou dpeoe.
H aArnifeia eivar 611 10 evdiagépov pou eivar n Kpnatn. H
MeyaAdévnoog. H Kpritn mou, wg otaupodpdpt moArtiopayv,
elval “ek pUoews” S1ebvrig. ES® Ba mouv oe 6Aoug: “Kadwg
Tov, éAa otnv mapéa pag”’. Auté pou apéoet modv». Kat
oupmAnpdvel, kAeivovtag pe vénpa to pdtu Etot ki ey, o
Bpetavdg, éyva yapmpdg otnv Kpritn. E, dev pe éBAaye!».

[95)
g

»*
]
m
[}
z
=
©

ll.

W



1. O ‘'Oouevg gival XapakTNPIoTIKA
@1yoUpa oToug dpououg Tou HpakAeiou.
/ Owens is a familiar figure

on the streets of Heraklion.

2. O Aiokog Tng daioTou eKTiBETAI

o1o Mouoeio Tou HpakAgiou kal

OUYKEVTPWVEI Ta BAEUPATA PIKPWV KAl HEYAAWV.

fertility. He also thinks that the disc, like
the famed Cretan love ballads composed
millennia later, contains references to
erotas (romantic love). “In Greek,” Owens
says, “the word erotas is associated with
the verb erchomai (I come), meaning ‘|
come in contact.’” Love is what unites peo-
ple. The message of the Phaistos Disc,
therefore, relates somehow to romantic
love — but in a broad sense. The religious
message did not exclude the erotic.
Erotas, agape (love), Theos (God) — all
these ideas are universal, timeless human
values. That’s why the Minoans made the

/ The Phaistos Disc is on display at the
Heraklion Archaeological Museum
where it fascinates young and old.

Phaistos Disc out of fired clay, so that it
would survive. Because it carries a mes-
sage that they did not want lost.”

What encouraged him to stay in
Crete — love, or the disc? “If | hadn’t met
my wife and we hadn’t started a family, |
wouldn’t have stayed” he replies candidly.
“The most important thing for me is the
person with whom you drink your coffee.”
Owens’ wife is an archaeologist working
for the Municipality of Heraklion. They met
30 years ago, when he first came to the
island as a student from University Col-
lege London to participate in an archaeo-
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logical excavation. Owens has spent tens
of thousands of research hours on the
decipherment of the Phaistos Disc. “It’s
my hobby,” he says. It is also, however, a
continuation of his doctoral thesis at the
University of Athens, where he attempted
an experimental reconstruction of the
Minoan language.

So, why did he choose to dedicate his
life to the Phaistos Disc? “Because | find
it very captivating,” he replies. “It’'s a work
of art.” But there’s also another reason:

“It has 61 words on it, when most of the
inscriptions of the era have fewer than ten.
| wrote a 300-page dissertation concern-
ing the reading of Linear A, prompted by
an inscription of only eight words.”

Owens is not a professor. He works
as an administrative employee of the
Technological Educational Institute (TEI)
of Crete and a coordinator of the Erasmus
program (TEI of Crete took second prize in
Europe a few years ago for its manage-
ment of the program). To become eligible
for employment by the Greek state, he
first acquired Greek citizenship and then
did military service in the Greek army. It
was a choice dictated as much by his love
of Greece as by necessity, since foreign
nationals could not then be hired in the
country’s public services. “I went into the
military in 2004, at the time of the Olympic
Games, because | had ‘permanent’ chil-
dren and | needed a ‘permanent’ job,” he
says, laughing.

Owens’ recent announcement that
he can translate 50 percent of the disc
was followed by a further claim that he
can actually read 99 percent of it. But, as
he hastens to emphasize, it’s one thing
to “interpret” a text and another simply to
read it. He explains: “A European can read
a Turkish inscription written in the Latin
alphabet, but that does not necessar-
ily mean he will understand what it says
... aside from words such as kafe and
baklava.”

“It is the best | can do,” he contin-
ues. “I believe this is the most in-depth
theoretical analysis of what the Phaistos
Disc may mean. | am submitting it as a
contribution to the ongoing discussion.

If someone else has something better to
suggest, let them do it.”

Although he belongs to the great tra-
dition of Britons who have chosen to live
in Crete, a tradition stretching back to the
time of Arthur Evans and the first involve-
ment at Knossos of the British School at
Athens, Owens is an exception because
he is not an archaeologist.

“Someone once told me | was a
Cretologist,” he says, “and | liked that. The
truth is that Crete, the one they call Megal-
onisos, or The Great Island, is my passion.
As a crossroads of civilizations, Crete is
‘by nature’ international. Here, they say to
everyone, ‘Welcome, join our parea [group
of friends].’ | like this very much.”

Then, with a wink, he concludes:
“That’s how I, a Briton, became a groom
in Crete... It didn’t hurt me!”



