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On the real people and lost worlds

from which this story was born

Harriet Boyd Hawes — the woman who lifted a city from the earth

There is a kind of courage that history rarely records: the courage to be the first in a place where you are not expected.

Harriet Ann Boyd was born in 1871 in Boston, Massachusetts, into a world that knew precisely what an educated woman of the American middle class was supposed to do. Marry young. Manage a household. If intellectually gifted, perhaps teach in elementary schools. Harriet Boyd did none of these things — or at least, not in the order her world prescribed.

She studied classics at Smith College, where she discovered that ancient Greece was not an academic abstraction but a real place, with real earth, still concealing real things. She obtained a fellowship to the American School of Classical Studies in Athens — in 1896, at twenty-five — and traveled east with few bags and a stubbornness her contemporaries described alternately as admirable or scandalous, depending on their sex and opinion.

In Athens, she discovered that the world of archaeology was a men’s club and that the club’s members were not especially enthusiastic about accepting new members who wore dresses. Arthur Evans was digging at Knossos and receiving funds and international attention. Federico Halbherr was working in the Messara plain and was respected. Harriet Boyd was a young American woman who wanted to dig somewhere in Crete and was taken seriously by almost no one.

She went anyway. And she found.

In 1900 — the same year Evans discovered Knossos — Harriet Boyd arrived on the island of Crete with a mule, a local guide, and a determination she justified not through arguments but through facts. She surveyed the eastern part of the island, spoke with local people, followed clues that others had overlooked, and chose a hill near the Mirabello gulf that the locals called Gournia.

What she found there changed our understanding of the Minoan world.

Gournia was not a palace. Not a sanctuary or necropolis or storage depot. It was a town — an entire Minoan town from the palatial period, with paved streets, craftsmen’s houses, bronze and pottery workshops, a small agora and a public building at its center. A town of ordinary people, not of kings — exactly the kind of settlement no one had looked for because everyone was fascinated by the spectacular palaces and had not considered that beneath the spectacular palaces there existed an entire civilization, quotidian, alive.

Harriet excavated at Gournia for three seasons — 1901, 1903, and 1904. She directed teams of over a hundred local workers, documented discoveries with a rigor her male contemporaries did not always match, published field reports almost in real time, and in 1908 published the monograph Gournia, Vasiliki and Other Prehistoric Sites on the Isthmus of Hierapetra, Crete — a work that remains to this day a fundamental reference in Minoan archaeology.

She did all this alone, with limited funds, without the institutional support her male colleagues enjoyed, and in spite of an academic world that did not know how to classify her — too serious for an amateur, too female for a professional.

“I see no reason why a woman cannot direct an excavation as well as a man, if she has the necessary training and the determination to do the work well.” — Harriet Boyd, 1901

She married in 1906 Charles Hawes, an anthropologist, and took the name Boyd Hawes, under which she is known in the scholarly literature. She continued to work, teach, and publish. She died in 1945, at seventy-four, leaving behind a career that opened roads that others later walked without always knowing whom they owed the paving to.

The Harriet in this book is fictional. Harriet Boyd Hawes was real. Gournia is real. The Phaistos Disc — which you will encounter in these pages in the form of an enigmatic object discovered in the western trench — is real, though in reality it was found at Phaistos, not Gournia, and not by Harriet Boyd but by Luigi Pernier, in 1908. I have taken this narrative liberty because the story required it and because Harriet Boyd deserved a discovery equal to her.

✦

The Phaistos Disc — the most celebrated mystery of the ancient world

There are objects that defy explanation not because they are complicated, but because they are too deliberate to be accidental and too unknown to be deciphered.

The Phaistos Disc is sixteen centimeters in diameter, two centimeters thick, and a color of fired clay that oscillates between ochre and old honey. It was discovered in 1908 in the ruins of the palace at Phaistos, in southern Crete, in a room that appeared to have served as an archive or tablet storage. On both faces, a spiral of symbols stamped with individual seals — forty-five distinct signs, arranged in groups separated by vertical lines, running in a spiral from edge to center or center to edge, depending on which direction you choose to read.

No one knows what it says.

Not for lack of trying. Since its discovery, the disc has probably received more proposed decipherments than any other written object in human history. It has been interpreted as a religious hymn, an agricultural calendar, an astronomical map, a magical text, an administrative list, a musical score, a navigation guide, a prayer, a prophecy, and, more recently, an elaborate twentieth-century forgery. Every interpretation had arguments. None has persuaded enough to become consensus.

The reason is simple and frustrating: to decipher an unknown writing system you need either a Rosetta Stone — the same text in an unknown and a known language — or enough text in the language to identify statistical patterns. The Phaistos Disc has two faces with a few hundred signs in total. That is too little for statistics and there is nothing similar against which it can be compared. It is a single-piece message, without context, without parallel, without a key.

What we know with certainty is that the symbol system is distinct from Linear A and Linear B — the other Minoan writing systems — and from any other known Mediterranean script. That it was made with individual seals, which suggests serial production or at least an intention toward standardization. That the material and firing technique indicate Cretan origin. And that the object was considered important enough to be preserved, not destroyed.

Today it is at the Archaeological Museum of Heraklion, displayed in a case, seen by thousands of visitors a year, each carrying away the same question they put to it at first sight: what do you say?

It has not answered.

Perhaps it does not wish to be deciphered. Perhaps the mystery is the message.

✦

The Minoan civilization — a world we know and do not understand

Crete was, between approximately 2700 and 1450 BC, the center of the most sophisticated civilization in the Aegean world — and probably in the entire eastern Mediterranean.

We call it Minoan after King Minos of Greek mythology, although the Minoans themselves probably had no such name for themselves. Arthur Evans, who excavated Knossos at the beginning of the twentieth century, chose the name as a tribute to mythology — and it has remained, for lack of a better one.

What we know about the Minoans comes from three sources: their ruins, their objects, and their frescoes. Not from their texts — Linear A, their principal script, has not been deciphered and may never be, for the same reasons the Phaistos Disc remains silent. The Minoans speak to us through images, not words, and their images tell a story that is simultaneously familiar and utterly foreign.

The Minoan palaces — Knossos, Phaistos, Malia, Zakros — do not resemble the palaces of other contemporary civilizations. They have no defensive walls. No watchtowers. No architecture communicating military power or intimidation. They are complex buildings with open central courts, with corridors that branch and reunite like a functional labyrinth, with drainage and ventilation systems that will not be equaled in Europe for a thousand years. They are buildings that say: we live well and wish to live well — not: we dominate and wish to dominate.

The frescoes on their walls are perhaps the most unusual thing in the ancient world. Blue dolphins swimming through an ocean of coral and yellow fish. Young women in flounced dresses gathering saffron in wicker baskets. Men and women — at equal scale, with the same type of representation — leaping over bulls in motion, with an acrobatic elegance that modern sports researchers study with genuine astonishment. Blue monkeys in garden landscapes. A prince with lilies, peacock feathers in his hair, walking with the step of a man who knows the world is beautiful and that he is part of it.

Minoan society appears to have accorded women a status remarkable for the ancient world. The frescoes show women participating in the same ritual and sporting activities as men. The principal goddess — whom we call the Snake Goddess or the Great Goddess, though we do not know her true name — is feminine, with serpents at her wrists, with an authority that seems to have required no justification or defense. Priestesses appear to have held central roles in the religious and possibly political life of the palace.

The Minoan economy was maritime and commercial, not agricultural and military. Crete exported olive oil, wine, cedar wood, pottery, wool dyed with the celebrated Tyrian purple. It imported copper from Cyprus, tin from Anatolia or further, ivory from Africa, gold from Egypt. Minoan ships with their painted eyes on the prow were found in every major harbor of the eastern Mediterranean — evidence that the Minoans had understood that real power comes not from conquest but from exchange.

And then, somewhere around 1450 BC, something broke.

The palaces burned. Knossos survived a few generations longer than the others, possibly under Mycenaean occupation — and Linear B, which is actually an early form of Greek, appears at Knossos precisely in this period, a sign that the new rulers adopted and adapted the Minoan script for their own language. But Knossos too fell, in the end, somewhere around 1200.

The exact cause of the Minoan collapse remains disputed. The eruption of the Thera volcano — today’s Santorini — around 1628 BC devastated the Aegean and may have structurally weakened Minoan civilization. Earthquakes are another hypothesis. But increasingly, modern researchers point to a cause that appears ever more clearly in the archives and ruins across the eastern Mediterranean: the Sea Peoples.

✦

The Sea Peoples — those who ended the Bronze Age

Around 1200 BC, there occurred an event historians call the Late Bronze Age Collapse — one of the most dramatic and mysterious civilizational collapses in human history.

Within a span of approximately fifty years, nearly every major civilization in the eastern Mediterranean fell or underwent irreversible transformation. The Hittite Empire — which had controlled Anatolia and much of the Middle East for centuries — disappeared almost completely. Ugarit, the great commercial port of the Levant, burned and was never rebuilt. Mycenae and Tiryns and the other citadels of the Mycenaean world were abandoned or destroyed. Minoan Crete, already weakened, entered the Greek Dark Ages. Egypt survived, but at enormous cost and with profound transformation.

Almost all contemporary sources — Egyptian inscriptions, tablets from Ugarit, Hittite archives — mention the same agent of destruction: peoples coming from the sea, in ships, in great numbers, with a fighting force the stable and prosperous world of the Bronze Age had never seen.

The Egyptians called them the Sea Peoples — a collective term for a phenomenon they did not fully understand themselves. Pharaoh Ramesses III left at his temple at Medinet Habu one of the most spectacular narratives of an attack in ancient history — inscriptions and reliefs describing waves of ships and men coming from north and west, fighting in the Nile delta and on the Levantine coast, carrying weapons and armor the Egyptians did not recognize.

“No land could stand before their arms — from Hatti, Kode, Carchemish, Arzawa, and Alashiya on, being cut off at one time. A camp was set up in Amurru. They desolated its people, and its land was like that which has never come into being.” — Inscription at Medinet Habu, Ramesses III, circa 1175 BC

Who were these people?

This is one of the most debated questions in ancient history, and the answer is — probably — that they were not a single people. Egyptian inscriptions mention several groups with different names: Peleset, Tjeker, Shekelesh, Denyen, Weshesh. Some of these names can be identified with peoples known later — the Peleset are probably the Philistines, who would settle in Canaan. But others remain enigmatic.

The dominant hypothesis today is that the Sea Peoples were a confederation of migrating populations — from the Aegean, from Anatolia, perhaps from the Danube basin or the Carpathian region — set in motion by a combination of factors: severe drought leading to widespread famine, the collapse of Bronze Age trade networks, internal political instability in their regions of origin. They were not primitive barbarians — archaeological evidence shows that some of them had a sophisticated material culture, distinctive pottery, advanced combat techniques. They were desperate and well-organized people, which is by far the most dangerous combination possible.

The effects of their passage through the eastern Mediterranean were catastrophic and lasting. The complex commercial networks of the Bronze Age — those that had moved copper and tin and gold and ideas across thousands of kilometers, that had built the Minoan and Hittite and Mycenaean palaces — collapsed and never reformed in the same shape. This led to a metal shortage from which bronze production, the technological foundation of civilization, declined dramatically. The population of the eastern Mediterranean fell by estimates of up to eighty percent in some regions. Writing disappeared in Greece for four hundred years — the Greek Dark Ages, the period from which we have no texts and almost no information.

The world was never the same.

But from the ashes of the Bronze Age, slowly, other worlds emerged. The Philistines who settled in Canaan came into contact with Israel and changed the history of the Middle East. The Greeks, after the Dark Ages, resuscitated a culture from fragments and memory and built something new. The Phoenicians took over Mediterranean trade. Iron replaced bronze. The world remade itself, differently.

Perhaps that is the deepest lesson of the Sea Peoples: that civilizations end, but people continue. That from collapse comes, always, something new — not necessarily better, not necessarily worse, but different, with its own possibilities.

✦

A note on this book

The Goddess’s Spiral is a novel. The Harriet in these pages is not Harriet Boyd Hawes, though I have borrowed her biography, her place, and her spirit. Keira and Aran are entirely fictional characters. The Phaistos Disc exists, but in reality was not found at Gournia and no one knows what it says — at least not yet.

I have taken liberties with chronology and geography in the service of the story. The battle at Amnisos described in Chapter XVIII is a narrative fiction, not a documented event. The palace at Knossos did burn, but the exact circumstances and dating remain disputed.

What I have tried to remain faithful to is the spirit — the spirit of a woman alone at the beginning of the twentieth century who went where she was not expected and lifted a city from the earth; the spirit of a Mediterranean civilization that built beauty and loved the sea and fell without fully understanding why; the spirit of people who came from the north in ships and changed the world and whom we do not fully understand even today.

And the spirit of an object sixteen centimeters across that has sat in Heraklion for over a hundred years and answers no questions.

Perhaps it does not need to answer. Perhaps it is enough that it exists — that someone made it with care, with individual seals for each sign, with a spiral that begins at the edge and reaches the center or the reverse, and placed it in the world with the intention that it would matter to someone.

It has mattered.

It matters.

The Author

✦  ✦  ✦
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Heraklion — Gournia, Crete

Summer, 1901

Crete does not announce itself. It appears.

Harriet knew the island from books — knew it was shaped like a sleeping serpent, that its mountains reached nearly two and a half thousand meters, that at its center lay a fertile plain called the Messara and that to the east the land became arid and harsh, like another world entirely. She knew all of this with her mind, with pencil underlinings in margins, with notes taken during lectures in Athens. But no one had warned her that the first sight of Crete from a ship’s deck simply takes your breath away.

It was early morning — that hour when Mediterranean light is not yet white and hard, but golden and oblique, slipping beneath your eyelids like an argument. The steamer moved slowly toward the port of Heraklion and the island grew out of the sea with a patience that resembled indifference. Mountains behind, the Venetian walls of the harbor ahead, and between them — a whiteness of houses and a green of olive groves that belonged to no Europe Harriet had ever known.

She stood at the bow with her hands on the railing and had not moved for nearly an hour. The other passengers — a few Greek merchants, a British couple with wide-brimmed hats and the expressions of cautious tourists, an Orthodox priest with a beard and a silence — had passed by her without particular notice. A woman alone, in work clothes, with a pack too large for a pleasure visit. Nothing unusual on a steamer crossing the eastern Mediterranean.

Harriet did not mind. The habit of going unnoticed was, she had discovered in recent years, one of the most useful qualities a woman could possess if she wanted to do serious work in a world of serious men.

✦

The port of Heraklion smelled of fish, tar, and hot dust.

Harriet stepped off the steamer with her pack on her back and a valise in hand, and stood still for a few moments on the quay, letting the bustle move around her. Porters shouted in Greek, dogs wove between bales of goods, a donkey tied to a post gazed toward the sea with the resignation of a creature that had watched too many ships come and go.

— Miss Boyd!

A boy of about sixteen was pushing through the crowd toward her — thin, in a straw hat, with a smile too wide for his face. Sent, Harriet understood, by her contact in the city.

— That’s me, she said in Greek.

The boy stopped, visibly surprised — he had clearly not expected to be met in his own language. The smile widened further.

— You speak well, he said, with the honest tone of someone who has no reason to lie.

— Not well enough, Harriet replied. But I manage.

The city was a succession of narrow lanes and high walls and blessed shade after the brightness of the harbor. Harriet walked quickly, eyes moving in all directions, cataloguing — a fountain, a domed church, a spice stall, an old man selling dried figs from wicker baskets. Crete was older than anywhere she had ever been, and you felt it in every stone, in every courtyard, in the way shadows fell too deeply for a place so full of light.

✦

She set out for Gournia the following day at dawn, on a mule.

No one in academic circles in Boston or Athens had warned her that a large part of fieldwork in Crete meant mules. The roads — where they existed at all — were stone tracks, cut into the mountainsides with a logic older than any Ottoman or Venetian map. Her mule — a grey, philosophical animal with long ears and deliberate steps — seemed to know the route better than anyone else in the small party moving east.

The group consisted of herself, the guide she had hired in Heraklion — a quiet man with a long scar on his cheek who went by Petros — and two local workers who would be introduced to the rest of the team at Gournia. They moved in single file along the narrow track, with the Cretan sea glittering to their left and the Dikti mountains rising to their right, and no one spoke because there was no need.

Harriet used the silence to look.

The land shifted as they moved east. The olive groves and vineyards around Heraklion fell behind them and the landscape grew more arid, more reddish, older in its own way. The rocks were the color of dark honey. Thyme and sage grew from the cracks in the stone with a tenacity that resembled stubbornness. And the earth between the rocks — where it showed — was a red-brown unlike any soil Harriet had ever seen.

Earth that has seen things, she thought. And immediately corrected herself, because that was not a scientific thought.

But the thought stayed.

✦

Gournia was a hill.

That was the first impression — a hill like any other in this landscape of hills and valleys and goat tracks. It sat above the Gulf of Mirabello with the discretion of a place that does not wish to be found, covered in dry scrub and stones that did not look, at first glance, any more remarkable than any other Cretan stones.

But Harriet dismounted and went straight to the edge of the hill and knelt.

Petros and the two workers watched from a distance.

Beneath the vegetation — beneath the layer of thyme and dry grass and earth beaten hard by centuries of sheep and goats — the corners of walls were emerging. Not large, not spectacular, not like the palaces at Knossos that Evans had unearthed with British fanfare and British resources. Small. Modest. The walls of ordinary houses, of people who had lived and worked and died here three and a half millennia ago.

Harriet placed her palm on a stone.

It was warm from the sun, but beneath that surface warmth lay something else — a deep coolness, the coolness of earth that has not seen light for a long time. The chill of lower strata, of time resting quietly in the dark and waiting.

— Here, she said in Greek, more to herself than to the others.

Petros came to stand beside her.

— What does the lady see?

— A town, Harriet replied. An entire town. Buried.

Petros looked at the hill covered in stones and weeds and raised his shoulders with the politeness of a man who does not contradict anyone, but is not convinced either.

Harriet paid him no mind. She kept her palm on the stone and felt — and she knew that feeling was not scientific method, and she did not care — that beneath this hill something was waiting. Not for her specifically, perhaps. But for someone. For whoever was patient enough to ask.

✦

The camp was two tents and a fire.

The workers from Kavousi — the village at the foot of the hill — were due to start the following morning. Harriet had met them briefly at dusk: twelve men in straw hats with hands that knew the earth, led by an older man with a white mustache who introduced himself simply, without ceremony.

— Manolis, he said. And you are the woman who digs.

It was not a question. Nor an accusation. It was simply a statement — the way a man who has seen many things in his life catalogues something new and puts it in its place.

— I am, said Harriet.

Manolis studied her for a few seconds with eyes the color of dry earth, then gave a single nod and went to tend to the mules. Harriet had the feeling, without knowing why, that she had just passed a test whose subject she had not been told.

Now she sat alone before the fire, her notebook on her knees and a cup of tea that had gone cold. The hill of Gournia was a black silhouette against a sky thick with stars — the Cretan sky, she had discovered, was something else entirely compared to the sky above Boston or Athens. Deeper. Fuller. As though the stars hung lower, closer, more interested in what was happening down on the earth.

Harriet wrote in the notebook: “Gournia, 14 May 1901. First day. The hill is larger than I expected. Walls visible at the surface suggest a settlement of considerable size — perhaps an entire small town, not a simple villa or rural sanctuary. The earth is red and hard. Workers arrive tomorrow. Manolis seems trustworthy.”

She stopped. Looked at the flame.

Added, in smaller letters, in the corner of the page: “I placed my hand on a stone today and felt that someone answered.”

Then she closed the notebook firmly, as though she meant to close the thought inside it.

That night, falling asleep in the tent to the sound of crickets and the smell of thyme and ash, she dreamed for the first time of the sea. Not the sea of the Gulf of Mirabello, visible from the hill — but another sea, older, fuller of ships
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