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INTRODUCTION





Several years ago I visited the ruins of the palace complex of Knossos on the island of Crete. It was an early morning in September, but the sun was already very hot, and the surrounding olive groves throbbed with the scratching of the cicadas. I had just smashed my big toe against an ancient – and well hidden – flagstone, and was bleeding profusely into the ground: my inadvertent offering to a site that archaeologists believe was once used for human sacrifice. I liked to imagine I might be standing somewhere within the labyrinth built to hold the infamous mythological resident of Knossos – the Minotaur. Had I been one of the Athenian youths sent to feed the monster, I would have been in big trouble: limping through the maze in my cheap, plastic flip-flops, leaving a trail of blood in my wake. At the northern fringe of the ruins, I could see a broken chunk of portico propped up by three columns, each painted a deep orange. On the wall behind the columns, a bright fresco showed a bull bending its head to charge. This is one of the iconic show-pieces of the site, a fragment framed in a million tourist photographs, including my own. And it is a fake.


In 1900, the English archaeologist Sir Arthur Evans bought the entire site of Knossos and its surrounding land. He embarked on a massive programme of excavations, and then began what he called his ‘reconstitutions’. There is nothing ancient about the portico. It is, in fact, one of the very first reinforced concrete structures built on Crete, and its construction was overseen by Evans himself.


Evans has come in for a great deal of criticism over the years. Some say he was carried away by his passion for classical mythology and lost track of his duties as historian and scientist. The less kind verdict presents him as an odious product of Victorian Britain: egocentric and supercilious, he is accused of creating a skewed account of the origins of Cretan civilisation that was more about his own repressed sexuality than the actual archaeology. I suspect Evans would never make my personal dinner party dream team – how do you cater for someone who, throughout his time on Crete, continued to import his food by the crate-load from England, and refused to drink the local wine? – but I can’t help but feel some affinity with what he was trying to do at Knossos. After uncovering the remains of a building situated at the centre of one of the ancient world’s most significant cultures, Evans wanted to go further still. I think of him standing among the excavation works, looking out at the surrounding amphitheatre of green, terraced hills, letting his mind wander back to the mid-second millennium BC . He wanted to know the story of this great palace. How was it born and how did it die? Who were its kings, princes and queens? What did they believe in? What was the basis of their faith? What formed the inspiration for their wondrous art? Evans’ response to these questions was perhaps extreme and ill-judged, but I can’t fault his enthusiasm. I feel the same whenever I’m confronted by a ruin, or by a story that begins ‘where you are standing now there was once…’ The scattered stones are not enough for me. I want to rebuild these fallen glories in my mind’s eye and let them live again.


I have experienced this sensation in a number of places around the world. I remember climbing the steps of the Paris Metro at the Place de la Bastille, to be greeted by a blast of car horns and a buzz of scooters. I took a seat at a pavement café and looked out over a roundabout and past a bronze ‘freedom’ column to the glass and stone bulk of the Opéra National. But there was no trace of the Gothic fortress-prison that once provoked a revolution. The only remaining fragment of dissident spirit I could spot was some anti-Sarkozy graffiti, high on an apartment wall.*


In London, I have crossed the Millennium Bridge from the Tate Modern many times. Faced with Wren’s masterpiece, I can’t help but picture a different city skyline. If the Pudding Lane bakers had been less cavalier about fire safety, would Old St Paul’s, one of the largest, most venerable – and most ramshackle – medieval Cathedrals in Europe, still crown Ludgate Hill in place of today’s iconic, baroque dome?


Once, on a summer road trip through Andalucia as we drove west out of Cordoba, a Spanish friend pointed through our windscreen across a grass plain towards a complex of stone buildings in the foothills of the Sierra Morena. These were, he told me, the remains of one of the greatest palaces in Spanish and world history, the Madinat al-Zahara. It was early evening and, with the sun dipping, we took a detour to the ruins. The battery in my digital camera was dead, but I can still see in vivid detail the low light turning the stones red and the dramatic panorama across the plain. I imagined the last caliph enjoying this same view a thousand years earlier – perhaps just days before a civil war erased this dream palace forever.


There is no question that we invest our greatest structures and constructions with personalities. We care about buildings – sometimes, perhaps, more than we care about our fellow human beings. We shout with joy when we raise them up; we weep with sorrow when we destroy them. And, of course, we do continue to destroy them – buildings young and old, all over the world.


Even the longest human life barely exceeds a century. How much more epic are the lives of buildings, which can endure for thousands of years? Unlike the people who made them, these structures experience not just one major historical event, but a great accumulation of them, in some cases stretching all the way from the prehistoric era to the present day. In its lifetime, the same building can meet Julius Caesar, Napoleon and Adolf Hitler. What human could claim the same? If we let them, buildings have the potential to be the ultimate raconteurs. These are some of their stories.




* My visit was before the Je suis Charlie marches in January 2015, since when the Place de la Bastille has once again been covered in ‘dissident’ messages.




















PART ONE


GODS, HEROES AND MONSTERS





Are the gods architecture’s greatest patrons, or its greatest enemies? Much has been built in their names. Just as much – very likely a great deal more – has been destroyed. Perhaps this is not surprising. What are gods if not the original architects? And there is, after all, nothing one architect dislikes more than the work of another…


Humanity’s first great building myth is a case in point. The Tower of Babel was, it seems, sent to development hell by a god piqued at the audacity of his human creations. Yet even when plans have been handed down directly from heaven, the course of architecture has rarely run smooth. Time and again blueprints produced by divine hands have been misinterpreted by mortal masons. The gods have first commissioned and then abandoned some of their greatest works, from a palace in the hills of a Mediterranean island to a city on a desert plain on the banks of the Nile. These buildings have been inhabited and destroyed by a unique cast of heroes and villains – some imagined, others frighteningly real.


There is one place, however, that the gods have never yet left alone. A hilltop inside a city in an arid Middle Eastern landscape, where a great temple was built, demolished, rebuilt and then burnt to the ground, has become the setting for history’s longest running property dispute. A dispute so intractable, some say, that it will only be resolved by the end of the world.










1. MAKE A NAME FOR YOURSELF!


 


The Tower of Babel – Iraq


(Born 5000 BC – Died 323 BC)


 


2. MODERNISM’S LABYRINTH


 


The Palace of King Minos – Crete


(Born 1900 BC – Died 1200 BC)


 


3. THE FIRST WAR MEMORIAL


 


The Citadel of Mycenae – Greece


(Born 1700 BC – Died 1150 BC)


 


4. THE SUN CITY ALSO RISES


 


Akhetaten – Egypt (Born 1348 BC – Died 1331 BC)


 


5. JERUSALEM SYNDROME


 


The Temple of Jerusalem – Jerusalem


(Born 950 BC – Died BC 70)




















CHAPTER ONE


MAKE A NAME FOR YOURSELF!


The Tower of Babel, Iraq (Born 5,000 BC – Died 323 BC)







‘And the whole earth was of one language, and of one speech.


And it came to pass, as they journeyed from the east, that they found a plain in the land of Shinar; and they dwelt there.


And they said one to another, Go to, let us make brick, and burn them thoroughly. And they had brick for stone, and slime had they for mortar.


And they said, Go to, let us build us a city, and a tower, whose top may reach unto heaven; and let us make us a name, lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.’


Genesis 11: 1-51





In southern Iraq, halfway between Baghdad and the Persian Gulf, and twenty kilometres to the west of the city of Nasiriyah, a massive, blocky structure rises above the sand flats. It is approached by a dusty tarmac road lined by rusting lamp-posts, slanting electricity poles and roll after roll of barbed wire. A few hundred metres to the south is Tallil Air Base, a vast military complex covering an area of over thirty square kilometres and surrounded by twenty-two kilometres of security perimeter.2 Once the home of Iraq’s Soviet-built, MiG fighter squadrons, Tallil was seized by U.S. forces in March 2003, and held until December 2011. The huge building is visible from almost every corner of the base. Over the years, American soldiers were taken on guided tours – a rare chance to leave behind the Pizza Huts, Burger Kings and Taco Bells3 that had sprung up around their living quarters, and to experience the culture and history of the country they were occupying.4


The structure on the edge of the airbase is made from baked mud-bricks held together by bitumen – the semi-solid form of petroleum that occurs naturally throughout Iraq, a residue from the country’s vast oil deposits. At first sight it most resembles a giant sandcastle.5 Three staircases, each of a hundred steps, converge at a single point below the top of the building – the façade for an even larger block of bricks behind, rising inwards to a wide, flat roof. In the original design this was merely the first and largest layer of a building that continued skywards in a series of stepped terraces decreasing in size towards the summit. Today, only this base remains. In the shadow of the walls a ramshackle hut once sold souvenirs to the U.S. soldiers. From the top, you can see for miles across a flat and near-empty desert plain: the dry wastes between the Rivers Tigris and Euphrates. This place was once known as Mesopotamia, from the Greek meaning ‘land between the rivers’.


What did those American troops think about when they were up there? Their guides may have told them that they were standing on the remains of one of the world’s first skyscrapers, a temple at the heart of what was one of the largest cities on earth; indeed, that they were standing on the building that may have inspired the legend of the Tower of Babel. And the reason those soldiers were there – to put it in the crudest terms – was because, in America, in what is currently one of the greatest cities on earth, two colossal towers had been destroyed by an act of deliberate and catastrophic violence. From their high vantage point the soldiers would have been able to see, had they known what they were looking for, the place where it all began. Twelve miles to the south, in the heart of the Iraqi desert, is a jumble of sand mounds concealing the world’s urban Eden: the first ever city.


That prototype city, and the cities that followed, brought people together as never before. They made them live in complex, cooperative societies, which needed new ideas to keep the people in order: government, law, organised religion, writing, art, and architecture. Cities gave birth to civilisation. But as they accumulated wealth and increased in size, they had to be defended and fought for. Rulers soon learned that they could increase their power by taking other cities by force, then subordinating them to the will of the greatest one: the ‘capital’. From the start, cities – and the architecture they created – went hand in hand with war.
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Just after 11am on the morning of 8 April 2003, the last remaining antiquities staff evacuated the National Museum of Iraq in Baghdad.6 For almost three weeks the city had endured an incessant aerial bombardment from the coalition forces of Operation Iraqi Freedom – the now infamous ‘shock and awe’ treatment. Cruise missiles sought out strategic targets, in particular the palaces and administrative offices of Saddam Hussein and his Special Republican Guard. Above the city, smoke and dust cast up from the air-strike ruins mingled with thick black clouds from a ring of trench pits of burning oil around the central districts – an attempt to disorientate missile guidance systems.7


By the early days of April, soldiers and militia from the ruling Ba’ath Party and the ‘Fedayeen of Saddam’ were preparing for the imminent ground invasion, sandbagging buildings, bridges and traffic intersections to create thousands of defensive positions. The National Museum complex covers over eleven acres in the Karkh district at the heart of Baghdad. Its main entrance lies on the road running from the central train station across the al-Ahrar Bridge to the market and financial centre on the east bank of the Tigris: a key strategic location in any battle for control of the city.8


The Geneva Convention prohibits the use of cultural sites for military purposes, but its protocols were ignored and the entire museum was turned into a stronghold. Firing positions were dug into the gardens and courtyard in front of the main entrance, a second-floor storeroom was co-opted as a sniper’s nest, and the roofs of the library and the Children’s Museum were adapted to conceal troops armed with rocket propelled grenades (RPGs). One building was even converted into a command post, stocked with a series of military situation maps to allow for live, strategic tracking of the fighting across the city.9


Inside the museum, preparations were equally advanced. Here, however, staff worked to protect one of the finest and most extensive collections of antiquities in the world. For months they had been moving precious artefacts to secure storerooms. By the start of the conflict only the largest objects – heavy sculptures and massive wall friezes – remained in the public galleries. Sandbags surrounded these exhibits, and the ancient statues were trussed up in slabs of foam padding.10


Dr Donny George Youkhanna, the museum’s Director-General of Research, and Dr Jabber Khalil Ibrahim, president of the Iraqi State Board of Antiquities and Heritage, had planned to stay in the basement for the duration of the battle, and had stockpiled food and water to last for two weeks. At the final moment, however, the two men’s nerve failed. When Dr Jabber saw RPG-carrying Iraqi soldiers take up positions in the front garden, he decided that the situation was too dangerous, and evacuated the remaining staff. George and Jabber were last to leave. They passed through the museum, ensuring that all storage rooms and main doors were locked, exited through the back door of the compound, and crossed to the east side of the Tigris to another building belonging to the Board of Antiquities. Their intention was to return a few hours later, when, they hoped, the fighting would be over. But the advancing U.S. troops closed all bridges in the city, and for five days, no one was allowed to cross.11 The National Museum was on its own – exposed, unprotected and about to become a battlefield.
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On 9 April, a tank company from the U.S. Third Infantry Division advanced to an intersection 500 metres to the west of the museum. Their orders were to keep the intersection open as a support route for troops fighting in the northern districts of the city. Within seconds they were taking fire from the museum buildings. The unit’s commander estimated that there were between 100 and 150 Special Republican Guard and civilians armed with RPGs and AK-47s in and around the compound. For the next two days the fighting was so intense that the U.S. soldiers did not leave the insides of their tanks.12


On the evening of 10 April, as the battle continued out on the streets, a group made their way unnoticed into the rear of the museum. Breaking though a bricked-up window, they navigated the empty hallways to find a passage leading down to the underground storerooms. After opening a secure metal door, they were confronted by an entryway sealed shut by cinder blocks. They demolished a section of the wall, and, using lit plastic packaging and foam padding as makeshift torches, passed through two pitch-dark storerooms to reach a back wall lined with metal safes and locked cabinets. Inside the cabinets were tens of thousands of ancient Greek, Roman, Arabic and Islamic gold and silver coins, and a substantial portion of the world’s most precious collection of ‘cylinder seals’.13 These tiny objects – not much more than an inch tall and often no bigger than a human thumb – were first made in Mesopotamia 5,500 years ago, out of materials ranging from clay and limestone to semi-precious stones like agate, carnelian and lapis lazuli. Each one is unique, bearing intricate carved symbols that would once have been pressed and rolled into damp clay as a personal signature or ‘seal’. The most exquisite items sell for hundreds of thousands of pounds on the international antiquities market. The right handful could be worth millions.


The thieves had acquired a set of keys to the safes and cabinets – a fact later held up as evidence that they had received help from a member, or members, of museum staff – yet at the crucial moment they dropped them. As the unventilated basement filled with fumes from the burning packaging, they mounted a furious and ultimately fruitless search. The keys were later found hidden under one of the hundreds of empty plastic boxes that lay scattered across the floor.14 A catastrophic loss was averted only by this simple mistake. The thieves did not, however, leave empty-handed. The plastic boxes had contained precious jewellery and cylinder seals: 5,542 pieces of jewellery and 5,144 seals were taken – a third of the museum’s entire collection of cylinder seals.15 If the contents of the safes and cabinets had also been removed, it might have ranked as the greatest museum theft in modern history. Nevertheless, the robbers were able to make their escape with a staggering number of rare antiquities, none of them too large to carry away in an average-sized rucksack.
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A jasper cylinder seal, showing monstrous lions and lion-headed eagles, from the Uruk period of Mesopotamia (4100 BC - 3000 BC)








Early in the morning of 11 April, another group of thieves entered the museum. Their interest was in the show-piece items from the public galleries. Over the course of a few hours, some of the world’s greatest cultural treasures – objects dating back to the very birth of civilisation – were stolen. The exquisite 5,000-year old Mask of Warka, the earliest known naturalistic sculpture of a human face, was removed from a restoration room, along with the Golden Harp of Ur, a beautifully decorated wooden instrument dating from 2,600 BC , topped by the solid gold head of a bull. The world’s oldest carved stone vessel, the 5,500-year-old Sacred Vase of Warka, was toppled out of its glass display case and hacked away from its base. And the Bassetki Statute, an incomplete figure cast in pure copper some 4,000 years ago, was dragged from the upper storey of a public gallery, shattering every step of the mezzanine’s marble staircase on its way down to the ground floor.16
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The Mask of Warka (c.3000 BC), also known as the ‘Sumerian Mona Lisa’








Rumours of unrest at the museum quickly circulated among the international press in Baghdad. The first camera crews to arrive at the complex captured a perfect scene of cultural devastation – a mob of looters running through the shattered hallways of the public galleries. This third wave was made up of residents from the local neighbourhood, opportunists taking advantage of the fall of the city to steal what remained. By this point it was largely stationery and office supplies from the museum’s administrative buildings.


The media had one of their first great scoops of the war. ‘Museum treasures now war booty’ reported the Associated Press.17 Reuters led with ‘Plunder of past in new Iraq’18; the BBC with ‘Iraqi art “stolen to order”’.19 The New York Times reported that it had taken ‘only 48 hours for the museum to be destroyed’20, and according to the Independent ‘not a single pot or display case remained intact’.21 Expert academics were on hand to provide context. With an impressive eye for specificity, Eleanor Robson, Oxford professor and council member of the British School of Archaeology in Iraq, explained: ‘You’d have to go back centuries to the Mongol invasion of Baghdad in 1258 to find looting on this scale’.22


She continued by comparing what had happened to ‘blowing up Stonehenge or ransacking the Bodleian Library’.23 Piotr Michalowski, Professor of Ancient Near Eastern Languages and Civilisations at the University of Michigan, went even further, calling the pillaging of the Baghdad Museum ‘a tragedy that has no parallel in world history; it is as if the Uffizi, the Louvre, or all the museums of Washington D.C. had been wiped out in one fell swoop’.24


Not everyone in the coalition hierarchy saw this as such a catastrophe. At a news briefing on 11 April, U.S. Defence Secretary Donald Rumsfeld appeared to blame television news programmes for exaggerating the scale of the thefts: ‘The images you are seeing on television you are seeing over and over and over. And it’s the same picture of some person walking out of some building with a vase. And you see it twenty times. And you think, my goodness, were there that many vases? Is it possible that there were that many vases in the whole country?’25


The answer to Rumsfeld’s question is yes, it is possible that there are that many vases. Or there were. As Abdul Zahra al-Talagani, the media director for Iraq’s Ministry of State for Tourism and Archaeology, put it, ‘Iraq floats over two seas; one is oil, and the other is antiquities’.26 The National Museum is like one great archaeological oil well, but the many thousands of precious objects held within its collections are a fraction of what is still waiting, undiscovered, out in the deserts. There are sites where excavators have scarcely been able to move without stepping on 4,000-year-old potsherds, or where archaeologists have found so many ancient artefacts that they have reburied them at the end of a dig season.


The thefts at the museum did not occur in isolation. They were feeding an international black market trade in Iraqi antiquities – a trade which dates back hundreds of years, but which had been growing again at a steady rate since the 1991 Gulf War.27 Saddam’s regime imposed the death penalty for stealing an antiquity – substantially curtailing, for a time, the looting of archaeological sites. But the dealers remained patient, and their opportunity came with the 2003 conflict. As law and order broke down, Iraq’s archaeology was opened up to organised crime.28


Ancient sites came under the control of the looters and antiquities dealers. Armed gangs – frequently linked to paramilitary groups – provided ‘security’ for their workforces. Many of the labourers were farmers who had left their families and jobs behind to live on the sites and search for antiquities. Work began before sunrise and halted during the searing heat of the day. Second shifts started in the late afternoon or evening, often running throughout the night, with the excavations lit by lamps powered by car batteries. This was not the painstaking archaeology of the brush and the trowel – the diggers took to their tasks with heavy shovels and hammers, often destroying as much as they recovered.29 Finding a cylinder seal or a carved tablet could net a looter $50.30 The potential rewards for the dealers were, of course, much greater. On 5 December 2007, an 8cm-high limestone carving of a lioness was put up for auction at Sotheby’s in New York. Described by the auctioneers as ‘one of the last known master-works from the dawn of civilisation’, the 5,000-year-old ‘Guennol Lioness’ sold for $57 million to a private collector, making it, at that time, the most expensive sculpture in history.31 It did not take long for this news to reach Iraq.32


Although the exact provenance of the Guennol Lioness remains unknown – some suggest it is Iranian in origin – it was reported as having been found near Baghdad. In the weeks after the sale, newspaper articles quoted dealers in New York recommending antiquities as the new growth area of investment.33 In 2008, Fortune magazine ran an article titled ‘Really Old Money’, explaining that ‘the new darlings of the art market are ancient artefacts. It’s a wild, high-stakes game with a shady past. Playing it could make you rich – or get you arrested’.34 The appetite for antiquities has rarely been greater, and it continues to be fed today. Poor, ordinary Iraqis work day and night to unearth fragment after fragment of their ancient ancestry. More and more are doing so on behalf of the militant religious army, Islamic State. The propaganda films of millennia-old objects and buildings being smashed to pieces with drills and bulldozers to illustrate the fate of all ‘heretical’ cultures are only half the story. As it advances through Iraq, Islamic State is simultaneously gathering up artefacts and selling them to the highest black market bidders.35 A new term has emerged to describe this trade – ‘blood antiquities’.36 Such is the sad fate of the world’s first civilisation.
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Few places have a cultural history as deep and rich as Iraq. It occupies the same land as ancient Mesopotamia, and its natural borders have remained unchanged over the millennia: the mountains of Anatolia to the north, the snow-capped Zagros range to the east, the Persian Gulf to the south and the vast Arabian desert to the west.37 Yet for almost all of the last 2,500 years, this territory has been in foreign hands.


Most recently, of course, it was held by the American-led coalition, whose nearly eight years of occupation ended with Operation New Dawn and the withdrawal of the last U.S. forces in December 2011. Before that, the occupation of Iraq can be traced back in time from the British, who controlled the country from 1920 to the revolution of 1958, through the Ottoman Empire, the Mongols, the Muslim caliphs, the Romans and the Greeks, until finally you reach 539 BC , and the fall of the famous city of Babylon to the Persian armies of Cyrus the Great.


It was at the city of Babylon that the fortunes of Iraq turned. In the sixth century BC , Babylon was a cosmopolitan metropolis, the urban centre of the world, and a place of unprecedented architectural wonder. The ancient kings, Nabopolassar and Nebuchadnezzar II, drew on their empire’s vast reserves of material wealth – and the skilled and unskilled manpower from many conquered and resettled populations – to create a colossal monument to civilisation. The evidence of an advanced society is to be found not only in the grand palaces and broad boulevards of the city, but also far out in the surrounding countryside. A system of canals and irrigation channels – some built so long ago that their existence was attributed to the gods38 – made the land’s sun-baked soil rich and fertile. Babylon was a seat of art, learning, politics and culture, as well as of political and military power.


Writing around a century after its fall to the Persians, the Greek historian Herodotus only reinforced Babylon’s unrivalled reputation for splendour. He described a vast city standing on a broad plain, constructed in an exact square with each side ‘120 stades’ in length. It was not only ‘sheer size which renders Babylon unique,’ he wrote, ‘but its design as well: the city is unlike any other of which we know. First there comes a moat, deep and broad, filled with water, and enclosing the entire city; then there rises a wall, 50 royal cubits thick and 200 cubits high… The wall also features a hundred gates, fashioned out of solid bronze: door-posts, lintels and all’.39 His account is wonderfully vivid, but the dimensions recorded by Herodotus seem improbably large. The ‘two-hundred-cubit wall’, for instance, would have risen up nearly 100 metres – a third of the height of the Shard in London. And the ‘480 stades’40 circuit of the city is roughly equivalent to a distance of 80 kilometers.41 By way of comparison, the M25, which almost perfectly encircles Greater London and its population of 8.3 million, runs for 188 kilometres.


What is certain is that Babylon captured the Greek imagination. Four centuries after Herodotus, Diodorus Siculus, author of the Bibliotheca Historica, produced a tantalising description of one of the city’s most enigmatic architectural features: the famous ‘hanging gardens’. To this day – and alone among the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World – the existence of Babylon’s gardens remains unconfirmed by archaeological discovery.


Diodorus’ account may explain why: ‘When the ascending terraces had been built, there had been constructed beneath them galleries which carried the entire weight of the planted garden and rose little by little one above the other.’ As the city itself crumbled and disappeared beneath the sands, how could anything have been left of this series of landscaped platforms rising into the sky? Diodorus went on to describe the advanced engineering techniques employed to ensure that the elevated gardens were watertight: first a layer of reeds and bitumen was covered by baked bricks bonded by cement, and then a thick seal of lead was applied. ‘On all this again earth had been piled to a depth sufficient for the roots of the largest trees; and the ground, when levelled off, was thickly planted with trees of every kind that, by their great size or any other charm, could give pleasure to the beholder.’42


Most magnificent of all, however, was the building created as the centrepiece of Babylon. The city’s walls may have cast a long, solid shadow, and its elevated gardens may have amazed by their architectural ingenuity, but both were dwarfed by this one structure – a man-made ‘mountain’, visible to travellers for miles across the plains. Here’s Herodotus again:




‘A tower of solid brick has been constructed, a square stade in size, and on top of this there stands another tower, and on top of that a third in turn, and so it continues, right the way up to the eighth. Sculpted into the exterior of these eight towers, winding its way to the very summit, is a staircase; and midway up this staircase is a resting place complete with benches, where those who are making the ascent can sit down and catch their breath. In the very topmost tower there is a huge temple’43.





Herodotus was describing the Temple of Etemenanki; its name means ‘the House which is the Foundation Platform of Heaven and the Underworld’.44 This structure was a ‘ziggurat’: a temple tower common to Mesopotamia for over a thousand years, designed to rise upwards in a series of large, inward-sloping blocks. With each new level the blocks – ascended by a network of external stairways – decreased in area as the building increased in height, making an exaggerated, ‘step pyramid’. Such towers were always placed in the centre of cities, acting as ever-visible portals between heaven and earth. At the ‘skyscraping’ summit, kings could approach the gods. And at the same time, gods could make their descent to earth.


In Babylon, the ambition of Nabopolassar and his son Nebuchadnezzar was clear – their ziggurat, in their city, would be the greatest ever constructed. It was the Mesopotamian way to seek immortality through astonishing feats of architecture, a tradition passed down from the civilisation’s mythical beginnings. The Epic of Gilgamesh, the world’s oldest known work of literature, was written on clay tablets in Mesopotamia over 4,500 years ago. This story told of Gilgamesh, king of the city of Uruk, and his quest to the ends of the earth to challenge the gods and discover the secret of everlasting life.45


After a series of increasingly perilous adventures, and with his hopes at last extinguished, the inevitability of man’s fate is made clear to Gilgamesh: ‘You will never find that life for which you are looking. When the gods created man, they allotted to him death, but life they retained in their own keeping’.46 As he returns to Uruk, exhausted and disconsolate, Gilgamesh looks up at his city’s great walls. In that instant he sees in his building works the spark of immortality. A man’s time on earth may be set, he realises, but in architecture his name can live forever.


Generation after generation of Mesopotamian kings followed the example set by Gilgamesh. As an extra measure they had the bricks used in their buildings stamped with their own names. When Nabopolassar and Nebuchadnezzar came to build Etemenanki, this meant a lot of autographed bricks – the estimates range from 17 to 45 million.47 Nabopolassar also included a baked-clay cylinder in the foundation of the building, with an inscription which gave a full account of his endeavours:




‘I fashioned mattocks, spades and brick-moulds from ivory, ebony and wood, and set them in the hands of a vast workforce levied from my land. I had them shape mud bricks without number and mould baked bricks like countless raindrops… I commissioned the wisest experts and the surveyor established the dimensions… The master builders drew taut the measuring cords, they determined the limits… I rolled up my garment, my kingly robe, and carried on my head bricks and earth. I had soil baskets made of gold and silver and made Nebuchadnezzar, my first-born son, beloved of my heart, carry alongside my workmen earth mixed with wine, oil and resin-chips. I constructed the building… raised its top as high as a mountain… I made it an object fitting for wonder.’48





Nabopolassar may have presided over the laying of the foundations, but he never saw his temple raised ‘as high as a mountain’. Instead it was Nebuchadnezzar who completed the construction of Etemenanki many years after his father’s death, building it up to its full height and cladding the entire structure in blue-glazed brick.49 The two royal architects were indeed destined for immortality – but not in a way they could ever have imagined. The story of Babylon and its tower would be passed on and on, travelling though history from generation to generation, right up to the present day. Yet those who told it were not full of admiration for the scale and ambition of the city.


During his 43-year reign, Nebuchadnezzar sacked and plundered Jerusalem, destroying the sacred Temple of Solomon and taking the Jews into captivity. The kings of Mesopotamia may have been enthusiastic patrons of art and architecture, but they were also firm believers in the demonstration of power through military force and conquest. The Hebrew population was transported to the capital of the Babylonian Empire. And their revenge was to pass the story of the city down through the generations where it found a place in perhaps the most famous book of all – the Bible.


The biblical accounts of Babylon – Bab-el, as it was known in Hebrew – depict a city and a civilisation gone wrong. All around them the prophets saw the signs of corruption, decadence and excess. The Book of Daniel tells the story of the years of captivity, and recounts gleefully the fear and tension of a city on the brink. Most sensational is the scene at Belshazzar’s feast, when a divine hand appears and produces the famous ‘writing on the wall’ – a prophecy of the imminent destruction of Babylon. Belshazzar, a successor of Nebuchadnezzar, demands that Daniel translate the glowing script. To the horror of the king, ‘whose knees smote one against another’, Daniel reads out that ‘God hath numbered thy kingdom, and finished it; thou art weighed in the balances and art found wanting. Thy kingdom is divided, and given to the Medes and the Persians’.50


The Book of Daniel was written several hundred years after the Persian invasion of 539 BC, so the author already knew the ending, but it was told so artfully that it became embedded in language and culture. The retelling of the story in the Bible made Babylon synonymous with societal breakdown, civilisation on the edge. It held up the city’s extravagant architecture as the epitome of human foolishness and arrogance. And the greatest example of this overweening pride and ambition was Nebuchadnezzar’s colossal ziggurat. The temple of Babylon was seen as the prototype for the Tower of Babel – the work of architecture that challenged the authority of God.


Certainly that was what scholars and travellers believed for thousands of years after Babylon’s fall. The Persian armies may not have laid waste to the city, but their invasion marked the end of Babylon’s position as the world’s pre-eminent metropolis. In the fourth century BC , Alexander the Great overthrew the Persian King Darius III and seemed set to once again return the city to its former glory, making it the capital of his vast Empire. Work began on restoring the great works of architecture – in particular the Temple of Etemenanki, which had been damaged and had fallen into disrepair. The Greek historian Strabo wrote that ten thousand men spent two months levelling the structure and clearing the ruined remains in preparation for rebuilding.51 Yet Alexander died in 323 BC , before work could begin. One of his last acts had been to destroy all that was left of the Tower of Babel. Babylon limped on for several hundred more years – until around the seventh century AD – before it was finally abandoned and left to disappear beneath rising silt and storms of dust and sand. By this time, the biblical Hebrew texts had been translated into Greek and Latin.52 The real Babylon was gone, and in its place grew a city of myth – a city where, it was said, they once built a tower so high that its top reached the heavens.
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Hanging in room ten of Vienna’s grand Kunsthistoriches Museum is an oil-on-panel painting titled the Tower of Babel. This is the work of the great Flemish Renaissance artist Pieter Bruegel the Elder, and it is the second of at least three paintings of the building he produced between 1553 and 1568. The first – a miniature on ivory completed in 1553 while Bruegel was working in Rome – is now lost. The third, ‘small’ Tower, finished sometime between 1563 and 1568, hangs today in the Museum Boymans Van Beunnigen in Rotterdam. The Vienna Tower is by far the largest work of the three, its panel measuring just over a metre by a metre and a half, and it was completed in 1563.53 Likely a commission for the Holy Roman Emperor Rudolph II, the painting is renowned for its inventive and startling composition. The enormous, half-built tower dominates the centre of the picture, its top skirted by thin wisps of cloud. The newly completed, circular walls of the left side of the tower are a pristine, pale gold. On the right, the construction opens up to reveal a darker, reddish interior with a dense, honeycomb structure, like a beehive.


There are workmen on every level of the tower: operating heavy lifting machinery to raise huge blocks of masonry; perched on ladders and scaffolds; sculpting stone and chopping wood. Makeshift thatched-roof houses cling to the exterior as sleeping quarters for the vast workforce. Men and women cluster around braziers high up on the superstructure, and grand new archways are strung with laundry washing lines. The tower is surrounded by a port city – but even this city’s tallest buildings are dwarfed by the very first level of the tower. In the foreground, on a hillside overlooking the scene, a haughty king is presented to a group of cowering, exhausted stonemasons.


Bruegel was playing a game with his painting, teasing the viewer to pick at its many threads to uncover his true meaning. The architecture of the colossal central tower is clearly influenced by the artist’s time in Rome: its seven arcaded tiers are a direct reference to the Colosseum, and the power, ambition – and collapse – of antiquity’s greatest empire.54 A closer look reveals that the tower’s construction is an exercise in futility. Even though it has already risen so high, not one section is complete from top to bottom. As new walls are built, others appear already to be crumbling away. The chambers inside the building have no obvious use or purpose. The tower is out of control, grotesque in its scale – it is architecture as a disease, a cancer.


The surrounding port is strongly reminiscent of Antwerp, Bruegel’s home when he produced the painting. By the mid-sixteenth century, the Flemish town had grown into a prosperous and cosmopolitan trading hub. Its highly developed banking system made it Europe’s financial centre, its streets were filled with the chatter of many different languages, and its reputation for tolerance had brought a great inflow of religious refugees. But Antwerp was also under the control of King Philip II of Spain, and by extension, the Church of Rome. Having succeeded his father Charles V in 1556, Philip embarked on a policy of heavy taxation designed to suppress Protestantism and all other non-Catholic religions. Four years after Bruegel finished his painting, ten thousand Spanish troops travelled north on a mission to ‘cleanse’ the Low Countries. The proud king who stands in the foreground of Bruegel’s painting can be read as a symbol of all ambitious leaders whose arrogance blinds them to the inevitable failure of their endeavours. But it is also Philip II – the foreign ruler who stubbornly refuses to acknowledge both the political and religious rights of the people of Antwerp, and his inability to hold back the tide of the Reformation.55


The Tower of Babel was a popular subject among the Flemish and Dutch artists of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Painters such as Hendrick van Cleve, Tobias Verhaecht, Joos de Momper and Lucas van Valckenborch also produced fantastical and nightmarish visions of the tower. And just like Bruegel’s paintings, their artworks were coded political statements. For the Protestants of the Low Countries, Rome and its all-powerful Church were the ‘new Babylon’ – as corrupt and as oppressive as the city they read about in their Bibles.


For more than a thousand years, the only sources of knowledge about Babylon and its tower were the Bible and classical writers like Herodotus. The earliest medieval European account comes from the Spanish rabbi Benjamin of Tudela in the twelfth century. He told of visiting the ruins of the ‘Tower of Babel’, and described a structure with a base two miles long, and which was 400 feet tall. A spiral path built into the tower led to the summit, ‘from which there is a prospect of twenty miles, the country being one wide plain, and quite level’. The rabbi added that he could see the results of God’s ‘Heavenly fire which struck the tower’ and ‘split it to its very foundations’.56 Writing in 1300, the Italian historian Giovanni Villani said that the tower measured 80 miles round, was 12,000 feet high, and 3,000 feet thick57.


That same century, the traveller Sir John Mandeville claimed that the tower was an astonishing 64 furlongs in height, although he was unable to confirm this by sight, the locals having warned him that the remains were set in a land that was ‘all desert and full of dragons and great serpents’.58 Those who came later to Mesopotamia could barely find any traces at all. In 1575, just over a decade after Bruegel completed his painting, the German botanist and physician Leonhart Rauwolff wrote in A Collection of Curious Travels and Voyages that, when he journeyed to the region and was directed to the site of the tower, all that greeted him was a mound ‘half a league in diameter, and so mightily ruined and low, and so full of vermin that have bored holes through it, that one may not come near it within half a mile’.59


Low, ‘mightily ruined’ mounds may have been a disappointment to medieval and renaissance travellers, but visitors to Mesopotamia in the nineteenth century viewed them with great significance. In December 1811, Claudius James Rich, a young agent in the British East India Company and amateur antiquarian, journeyed to a site around fifty miles to the south of Baghdad, near the city of Hilla. He wrote of how he ‘found the whole face of the country covered with vestiges of building, in some places consisting of brick walls surprisingly fresh, on others merely a vast succession of mounds of rubbish, of such indeterminate figures, variety and extent’.60


Rich spent ten days in the region, setting down his observations in a short ‘memoir’, and putting his cavalrymen to work as surveyors with tape and line to measure the extent of the site. The result was the first modern archaeological record of the ancient city of Babylon. The physical remains were all but gone, but Rich was still captivated. ‘Instead of being disappointed at the difficulty of ascertaining any part of the original plan of Babylon,’ he wrote, ‘from its present remains we ought rather to be astonished at the grandeur of that city which has left such traces, when we consider that it was nearly a heap of ruins two thousand years ago.’61


Other explorers soon followed the path taken by Rich to Babylon, including the Victorian archaeologist Austen Henry Layard – who would go on to uncover the famed city of Nineveh – and his Iraqi assistant Hormuzd Rassam, who later unearthed the first clay tablets containing the Epic of Gilgamesh. They carried out cursory excavations of the city, but were deterred by the sheer volume of debris62: the accumulated rubble of so many crumbling, mud-baked bricks. Other sites promised more immediate discoveries. Layard’s subsequent finds at Nineveh included giant statues of winged bulls with human heads, and intricate wall carvings depicting long-forgotten wars, all of which were heaved into crates and floated down the Euphrates to their final destination – the British Museum.


For a time Babylon was considered too diminished to yield the sort of discoveries that would lead to fame and fortune. It was not until March 1899 – almost a century on from Rich’s survey – that it became the site of a major archaeological dig. The driving force behind the work was Robert Johann Koldewey, an architect and art historian who had been searching throughout the Middle East for a suitably large site to excavate on behalf of the Royal Museum of Berlin and the newly-formed German Oriental Society.


Babylon was the perfect fit for Koldewey. It was almost certainly the largest archaeological dig yet undertaken63 – he was tackling an entire city, after all – and it forced him to develop new standards and techniques for archaeological survey. Even then, the success of an excavation can still rely to some degree on luck, and Koldewey enjoyed the most auspicious of starts: one of the very first trenches of the dig unearthed the walls of the ‘Processional Way’, Babylon’s most sacred street.64 Lined with blue, lapis lazuli-glazed bricks and decorated with life-size figures of striding lions in white and gold, this broad avenue once passed through the ‘Ishtar Gate’ – dedicated to the goddess Ishtar and the entry point to the inner city – to lead on to Nebuchadnezzar’s Temple of Etemenanki. Remarkably, as they dug deeper, the excavators found large sections of this avenue still intact, with thousands upon thousands of the colourful glazed bricks floating preserved in each successive layer of sand.65


The excavation of Babylon became an obsession for Koldewey. From the moment when the first spade bit the earth in 1899, he spent almost all of the next decade-and-a-half overseeing the huge dig site. A whole railway system was built and a locomotive brought from Germany to help with the removal of the immense quantities of debris. Hundreds of men were engaged year-round in tasks ranging from earth-moving to measured drawing. Excavations continued even after the outbreak of the First World War, and did not finally end until March 1917.66


Koldewey died in 1924, the year after he published his excavation report on Babylon, but the results of his methodical and systematic approach to archaeology are still on spectacular display today in Berlin’s Pergamon Museum. The thousands of decorative tiles discovered during the dig were numbered individually and transported to Germany. In 1930, after years of cleaning and restoration work, the Pergamon unveiled a complete reconstruction of the 18-metre-high Ishtar Gate, along with large sections of the Processional Way.


As they put this massive, three-dimensional jigsaw back together, they discovered a long inscription by Nebuchadnezzar, explaining how he had replaced the previous city gates to make way for this new structure:




‘I pulled down these gates and laid their foundations at the water table with asphalt and bricks and had them made of bricks with blue stone on which wonderful bulls and dragons were depicted… I hung doors of cedar adorned with bronze at all the gate openings. I placed wild bulls and ferocious dragons in the gateways and thus adorned them with luxurious splendor so that people might gaze on them in wonder’.67





Once again, Nebuchadnezzar was searching for immortality through architecture, and once again he found it in circumstances that he would never have expected. People still gaze on his gate in wonder, but thousands of years later and thousands of miles away from the spot where it was first built – on another continent, in the heart of another capital city, set inside a great work of 20th-century architecture.


Koldewey’s excavation of the Ishtar Gate was a triumphant success, but his search for the Tower of Babel was more problematic. In 1876, George Smith – an assistant at the British Museum who first deciphered the cuneiform script of the Epic of Gilgamesh – had translated a clay tablet referring to a great temple tower in Babylon called Etemenanki.68 This cuneiform text set out the composition of the city’s entire temple district as a series of mathematical problems, giving values for the length and breadth of buildings, and then asking the reader to use these to work out the areas.


The result was an unusually precise set of dimensions for Etemenanki. Smith’s translation revealed a building with a base of 91 square metres, which rose upwards in a series of seven stepped storeys, with each new base decreasing in size from 78 square metres at the second storey, down to 24 square metres at the summit. The height of the building was recorded on the tablet as measuring the same length as the base: 91 metres. Here, it seemed, was the truth behind the Tower of Babel, revealed in, of all things, an ancient maths test for aspiring Babylonian surveyors and architects.69


Koldewey and his team were eager to find the remains of this temple. Yet when they arrived at its probable location, they were confronted by the sunken, mud-brick core of a levelled building, submerged in a pit of groundwater. The German archaeologists realised they were not the first to dig among the remains. In the 1880s, local people had burrowed into the structure’s dilapidated base to remove its baked-brick mantle for building materials. In the process, the site had sunk below the water table. It was not until January 1913, fourteen years into the dig, that the water subsided enough for them to access the foundations.


Koldewey’s colleague Friedrich Wetzel was put in charge of the exploration. He worked on the site for just under six months, producing a preliminary survey that had still not been followed up by the time the expedition was called off in 1917.70 Few physical artefacts were recovered, but Wetzel’s work did reveal one significant measurement. Just as the cuneiform tablet had described, the length of the temple base was 91 metres. It may have been reduced to a square pool of oily water, but after nearly two thousand years in obscurity, Nebuchadnezzar’s temple was finally reintroduced to history.
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In 1978, Saddam Hussein began rebuilding the city of Babylon.71 Archaeological accuracy was of little importance to him – only the symbolism mattered. He simply built on top of the ancient remains, adding layer after layer of cement and mortar to the baked mud and bitumen-sealed bricks that had endured for millennia.


His aim was to demonstrate to the people of Iraq that he was a successor to the Mesopotamian kings of old. In particular he modelled himself on Nebuchadnezzar, whom he saw as a great warrior-leader – the conqueror of Jerusalem, no less – and whom he described, with crude historical simplicity, as ‘an Arab from Iraq’72. Massive, state-sponsored images, murals, sculptures, and even laser light-shows73 mimicked the artwork of antiquity, depicting Saddam in heroic profile – his nose supposedly lengthened to make it more like Nebuchadnezzar’s – or carrying a traditional worker’s basket on his shoulders. In the modern versions Saddam’s basket was not filled with clay as with his ‘ancestors’, but cement.74 Just like Nebuchadnezzar before him, many of his new bricks were stamped with an inscription, a message for posterity stating that: ‘In the reign of the victorious Saddam Hussein … the guardian of the great Iraq and the renovator of its renaissance and the builder of its great civilisation, the rebuilding of the great city of Babylon was done.’75


On a man-made hill overlooking the ancient city, Saddam built a brand new palace: a huge, ugly imitation of a ziggurat, surrounded by miniature palm trees and rose gardens. Its high walls and ceilings were decorated with murals of Babylon and the Tower of Babel, and the fixtures throughout were plated with gold. In December 2009, almost three years to the day after Saddam was executed, government officials reopened his palace to the public, charging an entry fee of 1,000 dinar – around 75 pence – for them to walk among its bare, echoing halls. There was even the opportunity, for £150 a night, to stay in the marble room where Saddam is said to have slept.76 For a time, it was suggested that the palace would be turned into a hotel and conference centre, even a casino, but so far it has remained empty, save for the occasional curious visitors.


Saddam’s construction works at Babylon provoked condemnation among the international archaeological community. Yet in a sense he was only following Mesopotamian tradition. It was common for their buildings to be levelled and reconstructed on exactly the same spot, with each subsequent version larger and more advanced than the one before. The remains of previous buildings were honoured by being preserved in some form in the foundations, but the structures that rose visibly towards the sky were, almost without exception, brand new. Saddam himself described his work as the ‘third reconstruction of Babylon’77 – following on from Nabopolassar and Nebuchadnezzar, and from Hammurabi, the author of the first ever written codes of law, who had raised the first incarnation of the city to greatness around 1700 BC.


Intriguingly, in the 1960s the German archaeologist Hansjörg Schmid discovered the remains of three successive buildings in the foundations of Etemenanki. The oldest formed part of a tower base of mud brick about 65 metres square, which appeared to have suffered considerable damage. Superimposed on this was a newer mantle of mud brick attached to the previous structure by timber beams, with a 73 metre square base. These were the traces of the temple towers that came before Etemenanki; the last layer, part of Nebuchadnezzar’s 91 metre square base, was made up of the baked bricks so extensively pilfered for building materials by locals in the nineteenth century.78


Saddam never got the chance to add his own bricks to the pile. The Tower of Babel did not rise from its ruins. Instead, Iraq once again braced itself for foreign invasion. On 21 April 2003, coalition military units moved in to occupy the city of Babylon. In the months that followed, it was transformed into a major military base – known as ‘Camp Alpha’ – and became a temporary home for at least 2,000 troops. A large helicopter landing zone was built in the heart of the ancient inner city, and acres of the site were levelled to be covered with imported gravel. In December 2004, Dr John Curtis, Keeper of Middle East Collections at the British Museum, was granted access to visit the site for three days. His subsequent report was a damning assessment of the condition of Babylon.79 Dr Curtis found broken bricks inscribed with the name of Nebuchadnezzar lying in spoil heaps throughout the site. Thousands of tonnes of earth – much of it containing valuable archaeological material – had been used to fill sandbags. Military vehicles had crushed the original brick surface of the Processional Way, and tank fuel was found seeping down into the subterranean layers of the ancient city. Long trenches had been dug around the Temple of Etemenanki as ‘anti-tank precautions’, with the displaced earth containing fragments of pottery and brick marked with cuneiform inscriptions.80 Dr Curtis stated that it was not possible for him to determine when, and by which forces, the damage had been caused, but the conclusion was obvious – war had returned to Babylon, and placed what remained of its ancient architecture under immediate threat. The political symbolism of occupying the city had not been lost on the commanders of the coalition. Thousands of years after it first rose to prominence, Babylon still mattered.


At almost the same time as the war broke out in Iraq, researchers working with a private antiquities collection in Norway were beginning to examine and decipher an inscription found on a broken fragment of polished, jet-black stone. This slab – known as a ‘stele’ – measures 47 centimetres high and 25 centimetres across, and is shaped roughly like a gravestone, with a smooth, flat face and a rounded top. The upper portion of the stele is taken up with three carved images: a standing figure holding a staff and wearing the royal clothing of ancient Mesopotamia; a detailed profile of a huge, stepped temple-tower; and a ground plan of the tower.81 Below the carvings, on a more damaged portion of the slab, is a partially erased cuneiform inscription.
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The Tower of Babel stele © Schoyen collection








As the translation of this inscription progressed, the significance of the discovery began to emerge. The text reveals the standing figure to be Nebuchadnezzar, ‘King of Babylon’, and it names the temple-tower as Etemenanki. It then goes on to detail how he came to build his great temple: ‘In order to complete Etemenanki to the top, I mobilised all countries everywhere, each and every ruler who had been raised to prominence over all the people of the world… The base I filled in to make a high terrace. I built their structures with bitumen and baked brick throughout. I completed them, making them gleam bright as the sun.’82


The stele has been dated to the sixth century BC , and is believed to have been placed within the foundation structure of Etemenanki. Its journey from the base of the tower to a private collection in Oslo remains unclear. At some point in the last two-and-a-half thousand years, after the fall of Babylon and the steady disintegration of Etemenanki, it must have been discovered and removed – and then sold into the antiquities market. The researchers have conjectured that the occupying Persians might have claimed it as war booty, and that the partial erasure of the inscription could suggest that the conquerors intended to add new text to the stele.83 It may then have re-emerged two thousand years later during the Mesopotamian ‘antiquities rush’ of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, just another artefact in an archaeological dig somewhere distant from Babylon.


Whatever its exact provenance, the stele is an extraordinary discovery. This is the only contemporary image of Etemenanki that has ever been found – a blueprint in stone for the great ziggurat that came to be known as the Tower of Babel. Although George Smith had revealed the probable dimensions of the Tower with his cuneiform translation in the late nineteenth century, its appearance had remained a confusion of classical accounts, biblical narrative, and artistic fantasy. This stele appears to show Babel as it really was – not the impossibly high structure that provoked God’s wrath, but an architectural masterpiece of the classical world, and one of the most important monuments in the history of urban living.
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There is a postscript to this story of the Tower of Babel. In the books of the prophets Daniel and Jeremiah a clear connection was made between Babylon, Nebuchadnezzar’s temple, and the structure that caused God such displeasure: a connection that has persisted up to the present day. Yet the very first mention of the tower comes in Genesis. And according to the latest scholarship, it is likely that the Genesis stories pre-date the construction of Etemenanki by hundreds, if not thousands, of years.


The earliest books of the Bible are a compilation of oral traditions – narratives passed from generation to generation before they were written down in any form. Their sources were wide-ranging and disparate, and often borrowed from even earlier cultures.84 The famous biblical story of Noah and his Ark, for instance, is drawn from the Epic of Gilgamesh: the clay tablets discovered in Mesopotamia in the nineteenth century tell the story of a great flood sent by the gods to wipe out all of humanity save for one man, Utnapishtim, and his family, who built a boat and took into it ‘the seed of all living creatures’.85


We now know that the Gilgamesh account of ‘the Flood’ dates from at least 2000 BC , and it is generally accepted as having inspired the Bible story.86 We cannot say for certain that the Tower of Babel does not have a similarly distant origin87: not least because, according to Genesis, it was the descendants of Noah who ‘journeyed from the east’ to the ‘land of Shinar’ – meaning Mesopotamia – to build a tower ‘whose top may reach unto heaven’.


So if Etemenanki was not the inspiration for the story of the Tower of Babel, then what was? To answer that question, we need to return to the solitary building on the fringes of Tallil Air Base. This huge, ruined structure – and sometime tourist attraction for coalition troops – has a history stretching back much further than Nebuchadnezzar’s Babylon. It was once the greatest ziggurat in Mesopotamia, built at the end of the third millennium BC in the city of Ur. Today it sits in an arid wasteland, but in ancient times it would have commanded a very different outlook. The course of the Euphrates has shifted significantly over the last few thousand years, so that it now runs ten miles further to the east. Ur was once on a branch of the river, leading into a lagoon that fed the Persian Gulf.88 Access to the sea made the city a major trading centre, and by 2100 BC it was the capital of an empire stretching across all of southern Mesopotamia, and was possibly the largest city in the world. The first two kings of Ur – Ur-Nammu and his son Shulgi – reigned for sixty-five years between them89. What better way to demonstrate the wealth and glory of their kingdom than by raising a ziggurat bigger than any before?


They started with a huge brick base, 61m long, 45m wide, and 15m tall.90 This was the first of three levels rising skywards. At the very top, at a height of around 30m, was the scared shrine to Nannar, God of the Moon.91 The completed structure must have been a truly awe-inspiring sight. Shulgi was so proud of his efforts that his people – or perhaps more likely, Shulgi himself – proclaimed him a god. The ziggurat would have towered over the newly-built city of Ur, and been visible for many miles across a country of grain fields and long grasses irrigated by the waters of the Euphrates. It is hard to imagine a much greater transformation than from this abundant environment to the desolate landscape of today. Yet the glory of this original temple tower and its city was rather short-lived. Around 2000 BC , Ur was sacked by an uprising of two disaffected western provinces of its own Empire – Elam and Shimashki. The fall of the city was captured in vivid detail in a 500-line poem written in the immediate aftermath, known as ‘The Lamentation over the Destruction of Sumer and Ur’:




That on the two banks of the Tigris and Euphrates, bad weeds grow,


That no one set out for the road, that no one seek out the highway,


That the city and its settled surroundings be razed to ruins




 





[……]




 





The country’s blood pools like bronze or lead,


Its dead melt of themselves like fat in the sun, Its men laid low by the axe, no helmet protects them,


Like a gazelle taken in a trap they lie, mouth in the dust




 





[……]




 





The dogs of Ur no longer sniff at the base of the city wall.92





Ur was rebuilt, but it never regained the political influence it once held as the capital of an Empire. The fame of its temples, however, and its status as a site of scared pilgrimage did persist. Successive rulers of Mesopotamia thought it prudent to honour the gods by repairing and maintaining the architecture of Ur’s religious precincts.93 Indeed, one-and-a-half thousand years after it was first built, Nebuchadnezzar himself commissioned extensive reconstruction work on the ziggurat. And two-and-a-half millennia on from that, Saddam Hussein ordered the erection of a massive brick façade around what remained of the original base. Here was a structure older than the Bible, rising higher above the land of Mesopotamia than any other before, built by a king claiming to be a god – and part of a city destroyed after it had displayed an excess of ambition, wealth and pride. Could the ziggurat of Ur have been the inspiration for the Tower of Babel? The parallels seem compelling, particularly when you consider that a city called Ur is mentioned in the Bible as the birthplace of Abraham, son of Noah and father of the Jewish people.94
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Twelve miles to the south of the ruins of Ur, even further into the wasted desert, seven heaped sand mounds break the flatness of the plain. If you are reading this book in a city, look up for a second and take in everything around you: the dense rows of high buildings, the hum and buzz of relentless traffic, the packed press of a tube carriage, the low, never-ending sprawl of the suburbs. All this began somewhere. Unlikely as it may seem, it was here in Iraq, in a place called Eridu – the ‘first city’ of Sumerian myth – in a landscape that today seems as far removed from humanity and progress as anywhere you could imagine. A great ziggurat once rose up in Eridu, built by Amar-Sin, son of Shulgi, as a counterpart to the temple of Ur.95 It was, however, never completed, its construction halted by the fall of the empire. This looming, half-built ‘skyscraper’ across the plains from the city of Ur is an even stronger candidate for the original Tower of Babel. The eerie, abandoned building site must have made a powerful impression on the people of Mesopotamia who came after the destruction of Ur – perhaps so powerful that they passed on its fate as a tale of architectural ambition undone by man’s hubris.
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The Tower of Babel disappears into the clouds in Gustave Doré’s 1865 engraving ‘The Confusion of Tongues’








Eridu was excavated between 1946 and 1949 by Fuad Safar of the Iraqi Directorate General of Antiquities, with the British archaeologist Seton Lloyd acting as adviser.96 According to an ancient Mesopotamian creation myth found – in its earliest form – on a 3,600-year-old clay tablet, it was at Eridu that mankind began.97 Unlike Eden in the Bible, however, Eridu was no garden of paradise. From the very start it was a city, built by the god Marduk, the creator of everything. It was first home to the gods, who found it to be ‘the dwelling of their hearts’ delight’. Marduk then made man to serve the gods and to live with them in the city.98 The excavation had set its sights high. Eridu was more than just the potential place of origin for Mesopotamian culture. Here, it was suggested, could be the very beginnings of civilisation itself.99


Work began on the largest of the sand mounds, and soon uncovered the remains of an extensive terraced structure. Bricks inscribed with the names of the kings of Ur were raised out of the rubble, appearing to confirm that this was the ziggurat half-built by Amar-Sin at the end of the twenty-first century BC. The archaeologists probed deeper. Beneath one corner of Amar-Sin’s ziggurat, they discovered the walls of another large structure, which they were able to date back much further – to 3800 BC. This find was itself of huge significance, but they did not stop there. The excavators wanted to keep going below these remains, to see if anything else could be detected. No fewer than seventeen further layers of building works progressed down into the earth, before, at the lowest level, the traces of what Safar and Lloyd called a ‘primitive chapel’ were uncovered, around 3 metres square, resting ‘on a dune of clean sand’.100 Opposite the door of this structure was a pedestal, and in one wall was a tiny alcove, perhaps intended for a sacred statue or sculpture. The proposed date for these remains was around 5000 BC. Here, it seemed, was the first temple, in the first ever city.


Every one of the eighteen buildings was made of sun-dried brick – a material always in the process of crumbling back into the earth. The response of the architects of Eridu, however, was not simply to patch up and repair. Instead they kept adding and adapting, each time making a structure larger and more advanced than the one before. Such was their enthusiasm that they did this at least once every century over the course of more than a millennium.101 Buildings were pulled down and their foundations levelled to create elevated platforms, and new structures were erected on top, always rising higher above the earth. As the temple grew, so too did the city, spreading across the landscape to bring more people inside its streets and walls. Just like Ur, ancient Eridu was fed by the Euphrates, and it once sat on a lagoon of fresh water emerging naturally from the earth. This was known as the ‘apsu’: a divine, life-giving water source, whose presence at Eridu made the city the most sacred in Mesopotamia.102


The layers of building works at Eridu provide an elegant and unique demonstration of the history of urbanism. Unlike others of their time, the people of Eridu were never satisfied with what they had created. They strove relentlessly for improvement. The fabric of the past was enshrined within their new works, but they did not let tradition stand in their way. They believed that things could always be better, and that man had the power within himself to innovate and create. The excavation at Eridu uncovered the fragments of what may have been the world’s first city. But it also revealed something more important. Here, on one small square of earth, is the archaeology of an idea. The history of Eridu is the history of progress and ambition.


The Tower of Babel is a central figure in this same history. Whether the story can be traced to a single, real building or not is beside the point, because its true foundations can be found at Eridu. This mound of ancient sand and brick in the Iraqi desert is the tower – or rather, it is what the tower represents. Its height is not measured in metres, but in the tide-marks of successive buildings – seam after seam of architectural evolution that rise up through the centuries. Perhaps the story of Babel was meant as a warning that progress should never proceed unchecked. Or it may have been inspired by jealousy and a dread fear of change. Either way, some fragment of the tower has always been present, every time man has looked to build something new. It is both the angel and the devil on the architect’s shoulder. It whispers, ‘Beware, don’t let ambition be your downfall’. And in the same breath it says, ‘Build up to the heavens and don’t look back. Go to it. And make a name for yourself.’
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CHAPTER TWO


MODERNISM’S LABYRINTH


The Palace of King Minos, Knossos, Crete (Born 1900 BC – Died 1400 BC)





In February 1893, Arthur Evans – archaeologist, collector, journalist, traveller, and Keeper of the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford – picked his way through the stalls of the Shoe Lane bazaar in Athens. With him was John Myres, a young scholar working at the British School of Archaeology.1 As the two men moved through the narrow streets below the Acropolis, antiquity dealers brought forward tray after tray of artefacts for them to sift through. This was also the leather-work district of the city, and the air around was thick with the pungent smell of the tanneries.


Evans lingered at one stall, where a collection of three- and four-sided stones had caught his attention.2 Removing his glasses, he held the stones just a few inches from his eyes and stared at the tiny symbols engraved in their surfaces. He had seen similar markings before, on a handful of curious artefacts held by his museum in Oxford.3 Evans was something of an expert in numismatics – the study of currency and ancient coins – and his extreme myopia had the advantage of allowing him to study small objects in near-microscopic detail.4 The more he looked, the more he became convinced that the symbols represented some obscure form of writing – a script that no one had ever seen before. He asked the dealer if he knew where the stones had been found.


‘Kriti,’ was the answer.5 The stones were from Crete.
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In March 1894, Evans made his first visit to Crete. His journey by steamship from Athens took him far out into the Aegean. There is no more appropriate way to arrive in Crete than by sea. For millennia, it has been the keystone of a bridge of islands running eastwards to join Europe to Turkey and the Middle East. To the south, there is nothing for hundreds of miles until the coasts of Libya and Egypt.


Evans’ steamship approached the island from the north-west.6 His first sight of Crete was the pale silhouette of the Lefka Ori – the ‘White Mountains’ – a range of imposing limestone peaks, still snow-capped in late spring and early summer, that surge up from the coastline to a height of over 2,200 metres. Further east, he could pick out the impressive bulk of Mount Ida – the summit of the island at 2,456 metres, and said to be the birthplace of Zeus. Just beyond the mid point of the northern coast, Evans’ steamer turned in towards the sheltered harbour of the Cretan capital, Heraklion. Immediately behind the port was another mountain, Juktas. Evans had been told that, if you stood in the right place at the right time of day, you could discern in Juktas’s rocky outline the profile of a recumbent Zeus – his broad forehead and pointed nose; the great expanse of his beard.7


Evans was captivated by Crete. He found the port of Heraklion a striking blend of east and west. A massive wall surrounded the city, built by the Venetians. The spires of old Christian churches rose up over the rooftops. But so did a series of mosque minarets – a sign that the Ottoman Turks were the current lords of Crete. There were fragments of structures and stonework going back much further, to the Byzantines, Arabs, Romans, and classical Greeks. Evans could see in Heraklion’s architecture the constant push and pull of history, the relentless clash of races and cultures.8


His first destination was the city’s bazaar, where he bought twenty-two stones carrying similar markings to those he had found in Athens. The following day he visited Ioannis Mitsotakis, the Russian vice-consul to Crete.9 Mitsotakis had been collecting artefacts on the island for a number of years, and had recently found a gold signet ring in the hills above Heraklion, near a place called Knossos. The ring was engraved with more of the curious symbols, as well as depicting what appeared to be an ancient scene of worship involving a god, an obelisk and a tree. Evans negotiated a price with Mitsotakis, and later in life described the ring as one of his ‘most precious spoils’.10 Rather than pass it on to the Ashmolean, he kept hold of it himself for the next forty-four years.11


The name Knossos was familiar to Evans, as it was to any classical scholar. In the Odyssey, Homer had singled it out in his description of the island: ‘In the middle of the wine-dark sea, there is a land called Crete, a rich and lovely land washed by the sea on every side; and in it are many peoples and ninety cities… Among the cities is Knossos, a great city; and there Minos was nine years king, the boon companion of mighty Zeus.’12 Writing in the fifth century BC , the Greek historian Thucydides claimed that Minos was the ‘earliest of those known’13 to establish a navy and that he used it to control the Aegean and colonise and rule over the islands of the Cyclades. In the Iliad, Homer identified the grandson of Minos, Idomeneus, as the lord of Crete, who sailed with eighty ships to support Agamemnon of Mycenae in the siege of Troy.14


There was also a darker side to Knossos. According to Greek legend it was the site of a vast underground labyrinth, built by Daedalus, a brilliant inventor, master-craftsman and architect. At its heart was an abomination – a creature born of an unnatural union between Minos’ wife Pasiphae and a bull: the Minotaur. Every year Athenian youths were sent in tribute to Crete, and cast into the labyrinth to feed the Minotaur, until Theseus – with the help of Minos’ daughter, Ariadne, and a ball of twine – killed the monster and escaped.


The myth was told by Ovid, Plutarch, Virgil, Apollodorus and many others. Although it reached the height of its popularity in the seventh and sixth centuries BC , when the final battle between Theseus and the beast was a common subject of vase-paintings, the story has persisted right up to the present day. Its symbolism remains potent: man first tries to conceal his shame where it cannot be found, before he comes to realise that the only way to overcome his troubled past is to confront it head on.15 The Minotaur is the dark side of the psyche, the beast within us all.


The legend certainly made a lasting impression on the Romans. A regular discovery in the fields and olive groves of Crete were coins dating back to the Roman occupation of the island. On one side they had the word ‘Knosion’ or the abbreviation, ‘Knos’16; on the other was a labyrinth symbol or an image of a man with the head of a bull.17 Many early explorers travelled to Crete in search of Minos and his labyrinth.


The Italian monk Cristoforo Buondelmonti carried out the first modern survey of the island in 1415. Roaming across the landscape for eleven weeks, he recorded an ancient underground quarry on the slopes of Mount Ida, and concluded that this was the dark lair of the monster. Over the centuries, others followed Buondelmonti to explore the mountain caves, with one of the most vivid accounts of the experience coming in 1779 from the French explorer Claude-Étienne Savary: ‘We walked with precaution in the doublings of this vast labyrinth, amid the eternal darkness that reigns throughout it, and which our torches could hardly dispel.’18 Just like Theseus, Savary and his companions unravelled a ball of twine as they went. It was little wonder that ‘the imagination raise[d] up phantoms; it figure[d] to itself precipices under the feet of the curious, monsters placed as sentinels’.19


Others had marked out a different location for the labyrinth of Daedalus. Just two decades after the visit of Buondelmonti, the Cordoban traveller Pero Tarfur identified a site three miles outside of ‘Candia’ – the old name for Heraklion – as the labyrinth, where ‘many other antiquities’ could be found.20 In 1834, Robert Pashley, an antiquarian and Fellow of Trinity College, Cambridge, travelled to Crete and agreed with Tarfur that a hillock of ruins ‘in the immediate neighbourhood of the site of Knossos’ called to mind ‘the well-known ancient legend respecting the Cretan labyrinth, the locality of which is uniformly assigned to this city’. For the sober-minded Pashley, however, there was ‘no sufficient reason for believing that the Cretan labyrinth ever had a more real existence than its fabled occupant.’21


In the nineteenth century, the locals called the site of Knossos by the Greco-Turkish word kephala – meaning ‘big head’22 – and in April 1879, a local merchant pleasingly named Minos Kalokairinos decided to dig down into the soil to see what he could find. Almost immediately he hit what appeared to be the traces of a massive rectangular building. Walls began to emerge from the earth, and on one side of the mound he found what seemed be a storeroom, containing giant, five-foot-tall ceramic jars known as pithoi.


A thousand metres to the south of kephala, through a wooded area that he christened the ‘Forest of Jupiter’, Kalokairinos discovered a large underground quarry. What else could it be, he speculated, other than the labyrinth?23 After three weeks, these tentative excavations were called to a halt by the Cretan parliament, who feared that the ruling Ottomans would claim any significant finds as the property of the empire, and remove them to the Imperial Museum in Istanbul.


Kalokairinos may have been barred from further digging, but this did not deter him from publicising his discoveries. He sent samples of the pithoi to London, Paris and Rome24 – indeed, the metre-tall terracotta jar he gave to the British Museum is still on show today in room twelve of the Arthur Fleischmann gallery. Interested parties began to descend on Knossos, and Kalokairinos was more than happy to show them around the site. W. J. Stillman, a former American consul to Crete, returned to the island on behalf of the Archaeological Institute of America to report on what had been unearthed. At Knossos he described ‘huge blocks of hewn stone, gypsum and sandstone,’ and remarked that ‘the structure is the earliest example of the style commonly known as Hellenic that I have ever seen.’ His tantalising conclusion was that he was ‘at a loss to attribute this work to any other period or any other use than that which would belong to the Daedalian Labyrinth.’25


Stillman’s rather breathless account piqued the interest of the German archaeologist, Dr Heinrich Schliemann, who had achieved worldwide fame for his excavations of ‘Priam’s’ Troy and ‘Agamemnon’s’ citadel of Mycenae. Schliemann’s goal was to use archaeology to uncover the truth behind Homer’s epic poems. The prospect of excavating another Greek legend was too good to miss. Even before visiting Knossos, he entered into negotiations to buy the site. Schliemann was exceptionally wealthy, but he was also a shrewd businessman, and he baulked at the prices quoted for the land. He suspected that the owners were attempting to cheat him by, among other things, listing more olive trees than the property contained.26 Nevertheless, his efforts to acquire Knossos continued for several years, right up until his death in 1890. A report in the Athenaeum recalled a wistful Schliemann visiting the site and staring at ‘a huge building peeping, but what it was… he could not tell, and thus he was obliged to go away without having dug his spade into the ground.’27
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On 19 March 1894, Evans hired a local guide and rode out of Heraklion towards Knossos. They left the city through the great gate of the old Venetian fortress, and began to climb up a series of clay slopes still wet from the heavy rains of early spring. As they picked their way higher into the foothills above the city, they travelled past the vineyard estate of a Turkish monastery, and then through the fallen, fragmentary remains of Colonia Julia Nobilis, a Roman town built in the early years of the first century AD.28 Here and there were the stones of villas, temples, aqueducts and bathhouses – even the sweeping curve of a theatre. Evans paid these ruins little notice. As his guide led him over the summit of another hill, he caught his first glimpse of Knossos. Half-hidden by pine trees was a wide, rounded knoll, lying in a hollow above a river valley, and surrounded on three sides by gentle hills strung with vineyards and olive groves.


Evans rode down to the tree line, tethered his horse, and walked out into the centre of the knoll. He later recorded in his diary that it was ‘brilliant with purple white and pink-ish anemones and blue iris’.29 Climbing down into the trenches dug by Kalokairinos fifteen years before, he saw great sandstone blocks overgrown with soil and weeds. As he cleared away the earth, touching the ruins for the first time, he was able to make out a distinctive sequence of rock-cut symbols and engravings. To his intense excitement, these looked exactly like the tiny, indecipherable markings on the stones from the Athens bazaar. Evans had not come to Crete looking for King Minos or the Labyrinth; instead he was following ‘a clue to the existence of a system of picture-writing in the Greek lands’.30 Remarkably, without any need for excavation and within just a few minutes of arriving at Knossos, he appeared to have succeeded in tracing this clue back to its original source.


Evans had planned to spend a fortnight on Crete. This turned into forty days. In that time he travelled across the remotest and wildest reaches of the island, looking for more signs of ancient remains, visiting isolated towns and villages, and asking everywhere for examples of the engraved stones.31 In this last endeavour he met with particular success. Thanks to what Evans called a ‘happy accident of Cretan superstition,’32 he was able to collect a large number of the stones on his travels. It turned out that it was a custom for the women of Crete to seek out these particular artefacts and wear them around their necks, believing that they helped with milk production during breast-feeding. Evans described how he ‘made a house-to-house visitation in the villages, and by one means or another prevailed on many of the women to display their talismans… Ladies of a certain age were not altogether averse to parting with their ‘milk stones’ for a consideration, but with the younger women it was a more delicate business’. Often he found that his requests were refused by first-time mothers. ‘I would not sell it for ten pounds!’ he was told. ‘Don’t you see my baby?”33


On 25 April, Evans sent word to the Athenaeum that, from the engravings on the walls at Knossos, and through collection and close examination of the ‘milk stones’, he had produced a catalogue of eighty different symbols belonging to two separate, and previously unknown, scripts – which he called Linear A and Linear B. His note emphasised the importance of this discovery: ‘The evidence supplied by these Cretan finds shows that long before the time when the Phoenician alphabet was first introduced into Greece, the Aegean islanders, like their Asiatic neighbours, had developed an independent system of writing.’34


Evans believed he had found an entirely new civilisation on Crete – and not just any civilisation. ‘I do not think that it is too much to say that the ‘baneful signs’ of Homer are here before us,’ he wrote.35 ‘The golden age of Crete lies far beyond the limits of the historical period.’36 His implication was clear. Here was a new origin point for the classical world, and by extension all of western civilisation. To Evans, deep down we were all Cretans.


In 1895, Evans returned to the island with his young colleague John Myres. The two men continued to search for traces of a lost culture, exploring in particular the Lasithi Plain, a flat expanse of farmland set high in the Cretan mountains. Here they discovered a string of ancient fortifications, and abundant evidence that ‘these remote uplands harboured more than one walled city’37. Among the weathered ridges were crumbling watchtowers, a great ‘military’ road, even a shattered acropolis, which seemed ‘to have been deserted before the dawn of history.’38


In assessing this extensive defensive network, Evans referred to the fortifications of the mountainous region of eastern France recently annexed by Germany during the Franco-Prussian War: ‘We might be on the Vosges instead of the Cretan mountains,’39 he wrote. It would take another four years of persistent negotiation, fighting off claims by rival archaeology schools and securing the support of no less than Prince George of Greece, before it was all his. Not that he had ever been in any doubt. One day he and Myres hiked up to a hill overlooking the site. As the two men sat and ate their lunch on the grass, Evans turned to his friend and announced, ‘This is where I shall live when I come to dig Knossos.’40
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Arthur Evans was born in 1851, and grew up in the small industrial town of Nash Mills near Hemel Hempstead in Hertfordshire. His father, John Evans, was an archetypal Victorian patriarch – on the one hand a captain of industry running a flourishing paper-mill business; on the other, a prolific amateur scientist pursuing often ground-breaking research in the fields of archaeology, geology, palaeontology and anthropology.41


Over the years John amassed a vast collection of coins, fossils, flint implements and prehistoric bronzes, transforming his family home into a museum. Evans spent his childhood in a kind of time capsule, in a place where ancient history was all around him – even, as his half-sister Joan recalled, in the air he breathed.




‘The house in those days had a scent that was all its own: a scent compounded by the spiciness of leather bindings, the sour smell of flints, the slight acridness of rusted bronze, the faint aromatic incense of carpets and hangings from the East … The perfume of jasmine might blow in at the window, and rose petals might drift through the open door; but the essential scent was the dry smell of Time itself.’42





While still a schoolboy, Evans accompanied John on archaeological digs, and he soon inherited his father’s enthusiasm for collecting and his ceaseless appetite for work and travel. Educated at Harrow and then Brasenose College, Oxford, where he read history, Evans would interrupt his studies with ‘Long Vacations’43 – deliberately arduous journeys on foot or on horseback into hard terrain and ‘primitive’ countries throughout Europe. Roughing it appealed to the romantic in Evans.


It was a journey to the Balkans in 1871, made when he was just twenty years old, that really ignited Evans’ adventurous, liberal spirit. As he traversed the Slavic landscape, moving from Slovenia to Croatia and on past Zagreb, he fell in love with the region’s history and architecture – Muslim, Venetian, Byzantine, Roman – but even more so with the people. At that time, Bosnia-Herzegovina was still part of the Ottoman Empire. Yet everywhere he travelled, he encountered the signs of revolution. Local uprisings were met with bloody reprisals. There were stories of torture, murder and looting; villages destroyed and refugees marching across the country.44 Evans admired the spirit and tenacity of the Bosnians, and cast them as heroic figures struggling against oppression and brutality.


In 1875 he returned to the Balkans with his brother Lewis, and compiled the notes from this journey into a book: Through Bosnia and the Herzegovina on Foot, During the Insurrection, August and September 1875. The brothers journeyed with only their knapsacks, sleeping kit and a revolver each. Evans’ account is a fascinating travelogue, but it is shot through with romanticism. His ardent hopes for a peaceful and independent future Balkan state lead him to view the political struggles through an idealised and questionable version of the region’s ancient past. In particular he waxed lyrical about the ancient ‘Republic of Ragusa’ – modern day Dubrovnik – as the ‘Athens’ of the Balkans, evoking a peaceful, maritime society that had lived thousands of years before, and which supposedly proved that the Slavic people were ‘capable of the highest culture and civilisation’.45


This marriage of myth and modernity reached a peak in Evans’ narrative of crossing the mountains of the Dinaric Alps. On arriving at a beautiful glade, alive with flowers, butterflies and insects, he imagined he had entered the domain of the fairies and nymphs of Europe’s ‘old world’, who were the true agents of revolution: ‘they are singing the fates of men; they are weaving destinies; they are watching with motherly tenderness over the heroes of the race, who… are dreaming on of better days… till the guardian nymph shall rouse each warrior from his sleep to sunder for ever the chains of the oppressors.’46 In his enthusiasm, Evans had invented a mythology like that of the Greek Gods on Olympus: on a ‘fairy mountain’ at the pinnacle of the Balkan landscape, the fortunes of men and nations were being decided.


Over the next few years Evans became a prominent spokesman for this Slavic revolution. In 1877 he was appointed as the Balkan correspondent to the Manchester Guardian. From his base in Ragusa, he captured in a series of impassioned dispatches both the wider political climate and the experiences of individual people caught up in the troubles. When not interviewing insurgent leaders or detailing the squalor and hardship of refugee camps, he roamed the countryside, excavating obscure burial mounds and the remains of Roman buildings, collecting Greek coins, visiting medieval castles, and transcribing old Bosnian inscriptions.47


At the end of his first year as a reporter, while he was covering the outbreak of war between Turkey and Montenegro, Evans heard that the historian Edward Freeman, an old Oxford friend and mentor, was in Ragusa with his two daughters. Eager not to miss their visit, he rode overnight on horseback from the Montenegrin highlands back to the Dalmatian coast. Freeman’s eldest daughter, Margaret, had met Evans years before in Oxford, but the robust and passionate figure who appeared in Ragusa was an altogether more exotic and appealing proposition.48 In February 1878, with Evans briefly back in England, the two announced their engagement. The manner of their celebration was typical of Evans: the pair travelled to London to view Schliemann’s new exhibition of antiquities excavated from the fabled city of Troy.49


For the next four years, Evans continued as Balkan correspondent, living in Ragusa with his new wife in the Casa San Lazzaro, a grand Venetian house he had acquired overlooking the sea. By 1882, the region still appeared no closer to freedom – it had passed first from the Turks to the Russians, and then on to the control of the Austrian Empire. Evans’ journalism became still more politicised, and then strayed into activism: gatherings of people known to be sympathetic to the Slavic cause became a regular occurrence at the Casa San Lazzaro.50


The Austrian authorities soon tired of Evans, and on 7 March, he was arrested and held in the city’s local jail.51 He was released after seven weeks, but was expelled immediately from the country and barred from ever returning to Ragusa or Austria. To the relief of his family Evans decided to return to England – yet his half-sister observed wryly that a, ‘heartfelt prayer went up from Nash Mills that Arthur would not take to Celtic archaeology and try to right the wrongs of Ireland.’52


The family’s prayer would be answered. Instead Evans turned his attention to righting the wrongs within his own alma mater of Oxford. In 1884, at the age of thirty-three, he was appointed to the keepership of the Ashmolean Museum. At that time the museum was regarded by the university authorities as more of an irritant than an asset – a relic that had suffered from years of neglect and disorder. Evans, however, saw only opportunity. Here was the chance to establish the Ashmolean as a centre for archaeological studies, and he spent much of next decade pouring his energies into its revival, a task that took him from the macro-politics of the Balkans to the micro-politics of institutional academia. The ultimate transformation of the museum was as much a testament to his patience as it was to his tenacity.


The keepership was also a perfect fit with Evans’ wanderlust. The conditions of residence not only made travel possible – they also presumed it, on the basis that it would lead to new acquisitions. The only firm requirement was for Evans to give occasional public lectures on the progress of his studies.53 At the same time as rebuilding the museum, he was also constructing a new home, which he called ‘Youlbury’, on a sixty-acre estate in Boar’s Hill near Oxford. This great Victorian mansion was completed in 1894, tragically too late to receive the Evans family. Margaret Evans died of tuberculosis in March 1893, and never had the chance to enjoy the house, garden, lake and woodland her husband had created for her.54 Youlbury would always remain a base for Evans, a place where he could return after his travels. But it was never really home. Instead, another home – his spiritual home, perhaps – was still waiting for him, out across the ‘wine-dark’ sea.
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In the spring of 1929, the young archaeologist and Cambridge Blue John Pendlebury arrived in Heraklion with his new wife, Hilda. Evans’ chauffeur was waiting at the harbour to greet them.55 The couple were driven out of the city and up into the hills along a rough, twisting valley-road that led towards Knossos. Near the end of the track, the car reached a small, lime-washed cottage sitting behind a stone wall. This was where Pendlebury was to stay during his visit. The building was known affectionately as the Taverna, and sat just a few metres through the trees from Knossos.


From the Taverna, a path climbed up a steep slope through cypress, olive groves and clusters of oleander and bougainvillea. Fragments of ancient statuary had been arranged among the trees and within sight of the path – the remains of a shrine, a broken column, or a fractured plinth. A headless statue of the Emperor Hadrian which Evans had found in the ruins of a nearby Roman villa rested in the shade, toga slung over one arm.56 Near the top of the path a building emerged from the summit of the hill. It was wide, blocky and rectangular, with a low, flat roof that stood out against a backdrop of pine trees. Its windows boasted dark shutters, and at its rear it dropped down into the earth, with bedrooms sitting below ground level, designed to provide a cool refuge from the heat of the Cretan summer. At the front of the house, a terrace was surrounded by a garden filled with dwarf iris, palms, honeysuckle, roses and jasmine.57 This was the house that Evans built in 1906 as his Cretan home, on the exact spot where he had once told John Myres that he would live. Known as the Villa Ariadne – after the daughter of King Minos – it was here that Evans, the new lord of Knossos, held court.
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Arthur Evans (left) at Knossos in 1900 with two other members of the original dig team – Theodore Fyfe and Duncan Mackenzie.








Pendlebury did not know it, but he was being groomed to take over as curator of the site. At 78 years old, Evans had lost none of his energy or enthusiasm – but his time on Crete was coming to an end. Knossos had been a near all-consuming passion, and had entirely dominated the second half of his life. His report on the dig, The Palace of Minos, already stretched across two weighty volumes, and number three was on the way. The fourth and final instalment was still five years from publication. Evans had grown more concerned with his book than with the excavation of Knossos. By this time what mattered most to him was his interpretation of the site that he was billing as the most important archaeological discovery of the twentieth century: the origin point of European civilisation.


The dig had begun almost three decades earlier, on 23 March 1900. Evans had only managed to secure full ownership of Knossos at the turn of the century, his negotiations having been held up by the short, yet brutal Greco-Turkish war of 1897. Crete won its independence, but at a considerable cost – a series of Muslim-Christian massacres had devastated much of the island.58 As in the Balkans, he was witnessing a modern society torn apart by the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. And as in the Balkans, he would try to use the past as a balm to heal the wounds of the present. When Evans and his party left Heraklion on the first day of the excavation, they met a large group of Cretans looking for work on the dig site. He instructed his foreman to choose men and women in an even mix of Christians and Muslims, so that, as he put it, the work at Knossos might be a symbol ‘of the future cooperation of the two creeds under the new regime in the island’.59 For Evans, resurrecting their ancient past would begin the process of reconciliation for the divided people of Crete. At just past eleven o’clock that day, a British military tent was pitched on top of Knossos, a Union Flag raised above it, and the ground was broken for the first time.


Just a few inches into the grass and soil, the tops of walls started to emerge. As they dug a little deeper, the excavators began to uncover fragments of frescoes. Working even further down into the earth, they found that the walls were up to two metres high. Still streaked with red paint, they formed a room lined with benches made of gypsum – a soft, grey-white mineral rock – facing a large, square basin. Perhaps the most extraordinary discovery was a small, elaborately-sculpted gypsum chair, with a high back fashioned into a leaf shape.60 Evans stood over the chair as it was hoisted from the soil. This, he announced immediately to his excavation party, was ‘the oldest throne in Europe’61 – and the sunken tank was a royal bath.


The pace of the discoveries was breathtaking. Great deposits of clay tablets – some whole, some in pieces – were brought out of the earth. ‘The cry is still they come,’ Evans wrote home to his father.62 Hundreds grew into thousands, all of them marked with the same form of picture writing he had first seen in the Athens bazaar. ‘It is extremely satisfactory,’ he continued, ‘as it is what I came to Crete seven years ago to find.’63 It was a telling letter: what had once been revolutionary to Evans was now merely satisfactory, a single component of something much bigger. He could now glimpse that Knossos was more than just a library of lost scripts.


As the dig continued, it became clear that the heaped hillock of earth concealed a massive and complex structure – unequivocally a palace to Evans’ mind – covering an area of more than six acres.64 In fact this was not just the remains of one ‘palace’, but of several, a sequence of architectural adaptations and reconstructions indicating that people had lived continuously on this one spot for many hundreds, perhaps even thousands of years, going back to the fourth millennium BC . Evans also coined a name for his civilisation. If the site of Knossos was indeed the Palace of Minos, then the people who had once lived within its walls should follow their famous king – and so he christened them ‘Minoans’.65


Within weeks of the start of the dig, the excavators unearthed their first picture of a Minoan. As they cleared away the dirt from the surface wall of a long corridor section, a figure, painted on the stonework, became visible. ‘A great day!’ wrote Evans in his diary. ‘The figure was life size with flesh colours of a deep reddish hue… The profile of the face was of a noble type… In front of the ear is a kind of ornament and a necklace and bracelet are visible… It is far and away the most remarkable human figure of the Mycenaean age that has yet come to light.’66


Throughout the remains of the palace, more fragments of ancient artwork emerged. There were frescoes of flowering olive trees, figures ‘gathering saffron’, groups of ‘court ladies’ sat in lively conversation. To Evans’ intense excitement, there was also a ‘great relief, in painted stucco, of a charging bull’67 – thought to have once covered the north portico of the palace. The bull motif recurred throughout the site, in other frescoes and reliefs, and particularly in engravings on clay tablets.68 Most unusual of all was a fragmentary painting that appeared to show a figure engaged in an elegant somersault over the horns of a charging bull, with another figure waiting behind the animal to catch them. Here, surely, was a record of some ancient and incredibly dangerous sport or ritual – it has been questioned whether such an act of ‘bull-leaping’ is even possible. To Evans it was an eerie echo of those mythical Athenian youths sent each year in tribute to face the Minotaur. He was rapturous. ‘What a part these creatures play here!’ he wrote.69


Spectacular archaeological discoveries and classical legends were coming together at Knossos in an intoxicating mixture. Evans struggled to maintain his scientific equilibrium. His romantic side began to dominate. ‘There can be little remaining doubt,’ wrote Evans to The Times, ‘that this huge building, with its maze of corridors and torturous passages, its medley of small chambers, its long succession of magazines with their blind endings, was in fact the labyrinth of later tradition which supplied a local habitation for the Minotaur of grisly fame.’70 It was October 1900 when Evans composed this letter – just a few months into the dig, and yet already he was blurring the boundaries between fact and the imagination. Increasingly, Knossos was turning into an excavation of Evans’ own psyche.
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In 1929, Evans walked Pendlebury on a tour though Knossos. Every section of the excavated palace was named with a picturesque flourish. There was the Room of the Throne, the Hall of the Colonnades, the Room of the Lotus Lamp, the Court of the Distaffs, the Megaron of the Double Axes, the Hall of the Jewelled Fresco, the House of the Fetish Shrine and the Room of the Lady’s Seat.71 Evans had not stopped at embellishing the ruins of Knossos with evocative titles; he had embarked on rebuilding them. Pendlebury had never seen a dig site like it in his life. No one had. Everywhere, fragments of the palace had risen again from the earth: walls, floors, stairways, columns, colonnades, porticos and roofs. And all of them sharp-edged and gleaming against the hard blue Cretan sky.


It was their newness that gave them away. Each structure was made out of reinforced concrete – the building material of the modern world employed to recreate an ancient palace of the Bronze Age. ‘Very confusing’ had been Pendlebury’s immediate reaction to this hybrid Knossos in a letter home to his father after an earlier visit in 1928, and ‘spoilt in places by Evans’ restorations’.72 No wonder he was confused. The Palace of King Minos was one of the very first concrete buildings to be constructed on Crete. The Villa Ariadne – Evans’ house on the hill – was the other.73


It had not been Evans’ original intention to rebuild Knossos in this way; the project of reconstruction was, in some respects, an accident of circumstance. There was evidence throughout the site that the final incarnation of the palace had been consumed by fire74 – even down to the black scorch-marks that still marked the walls of the ‘throne room’. It appeared that timber frames had once supported the upper storeys of the building. These had disintegrated almost completely over the centuries, but their place had been taken by massed heaps of clay and rubble. As digging cleared this debris, however, it also removed everything that was preventing the upper levels from crashing down into the lower.


Evans first used wooden beams and posts as scaffolding to ensure that the excavated structures remained in the exact places where they had been found. It was soon obvious that these props were inadequate for the Cretan climate: they rotted away over the course of a single season. Next they tried brickwork and custom-cut slabs of masonry – a time-consuming and very expensive process.75 In 1905, a series of harsh winter storms threatened all of these makeshift structures with collapse. The prospect so horrified Evans that he enlisted the services of Christian Doll, an architect who had studied at Cambridge.


Doll had two immediate tasks: one was to find a lasting solution to the problem of protecting the site, and the other was to build a permanent residence for Evans at Knossos – the Villa Ariadne. For the latter, Doll introduced to Crete a fashionable new building material: reinforced concrete.76 As Evans watched the superstructure of his villa rise up on the summit of the hill overlooking Knossos, he realised he had his answer.


Concrete allowed the protective shelters to evolve into what Evans liked to call ‘reconstitutions’. After the First World War, the pace of this work increased considerably, with Doll replaced by Piet de Jong, a Dutch architect and artist. In a journal article for the Society of Antiquaries in 1926, Evans admitted that ‘to the casual visitor who first approaches the site… the attempt may well at times seem overbold, and the lover of picturesque ruins may receive a shock’.77 Two years later, however, as he presented his most recent concrete additions to the Royal Institute of British Architects, he was rather less circumspect. ‘It is not too much to say,’ Evans began his address, ‘that in the last few years the site of Knossos has renewed its life’.78


The result was stark and – to many observers – quite unsettling. Concrete is a utilitarian building material: severe, bold and unashamedly functionalist. It would become a favourite of Le Corbusier, the Swiss-French architect and self-styled doyen of modernism who came to prominence in the 1920s with a new world view that imagined cities and homes as ‘machines for living’. It is a great irony that Evans appeared to have ‘unearthed’ this vision for the future as the very beginnings of western European architecture. If you believed the ‘reconstitutions’ of Knossos, then Le Corbusier wasn’t breaking new ground, merely going back to first principles. The English historian R. G. Collingwood was particularly scathing in his assessment: ‘The first impression on the mind of a visitor is that Knossian architecture consists of garages and public lavatories’. For Collingwood there was ‘no taste, no elegance, no sense of proportion’, just a building fit for ‘comfort and convenience – a trade, not a fine art.’79 It was a review that would have made Le Corbusier proud.


Evelyn Waugh came to Knossos in February 1929, while on a Mediterranean cruise. His verdict was a customary mixture of caustic description and acerbic wit: ‘I think that if our English Lord Evans ever finished even a part of his vast undertaking, it will be a place of oppressive wickedness,’ he wrote, continuing:




‘I do not think that it can be only imagination and the recollection of a bloodthirsty past which makes something fearful and malignant of the cramped galleries and stunted alleys… these rooms that are mere blind passages at the end of sunless staircases; this squat little throne set on a landing where the paths of the palace intersect… is not the seat of a lawgiver nor the divan for the recreation of a soldier; here an ageing despot might crouch and have borne to him, along the walls of a whispering gallery, barely audible intimations of his own murder.’80





The buildings constructed on the ruins of Knossos – some even reached several storeys high – may have been cast in bare concrete, but they were not without decoration. As Evans explained in the fourth and final volume of The Palace of Minos, it was the ‘duty of the excavator to preserve, wherever practicable, the history of the building by replacing in situ – even when it entailed some reconstruction of the walls – replicas of the fresco designs as completed from the existing fragments.’81 To create the replicas, Evans employed two Swiss artists, a father and son team, both called Émile Gilliéron. Their work on the frescoes created a sensation: here were vivid scenes of an ancient, lost world, depicted in an artistic style that was fluid, free and joyous. In one, an athletic young prince, wearing a crown of flowers, stands in a field of lilies. In another, a group of glamorous palace women sit talking, their hands held up in excitement over some choice piece of gossip. There is immediacy to these paintings – and a sense of familiarity and universality.82


Today these scenes remain some of the most recognisable representations of early European culture, featuring, as the Cambridge Classics professor Mary Beard puts it, on everything from postcards and posters to T-shirts and fridge magnets.83 And they seem custom-made for mass-reproduction – that twentieth century ‘gift’ to all artworks. Their enduring popularity is perhaps due to the fact that we can see ourselves in these figures, still recognise our own lives in a culture so distant in time. This familiarity was so pronounced that some questioned the exact degree of ‘restoration’ involved. As Waugh once again commented, ‘It is impossible to disregard the suspicion that the painters have tempered their zeal for accurate reconstruction with a somewhat inappropriate predilection for covers of Vogue.’84


He was right to be suspicious. Often only the smallest fragments of the original frescoes were actually found – a few square inches here and there, and sometimes with no evidence that they even belonged to the same painting. The rest of the jigsaw was left to the imaginations of Evans’ modern artists. In the most extreme example, the fresco given the name the ‘ladies in blue’ was first created by the elder Gilliéron from a handful of paint chippings, which showed upturned hands, and faint glimpses of clothing. The heads and the outfits were all his own work. Yet this version was itself seriously damaged by earthquake in 1926, and so the fresco we know today is a reconstruction of a reconstruction, carried out by Gilliéron’s son.85 The queer result of all this architectural and artistic licence was that the ancient ruins of the Palace of Minos were gradually beginning to fuse with a distinctly modernist mansion86 – its walls covered in fresh Art Deco-style murals. Evans was quite unable to recognise, let alone acknowledge, that in his ‘reconstitutions’ time was very much out of joint. Indeed he openly expressed wonder at the glaring anachronisms. ‘These scenes of feminine confidences, of tittle-tattle and society scandals,’ he wrote of the ‘court ladies’ frescoes, ‘take us far away from the productions of Classical Art in any age. Such lively genre and rococo atmosphere bring us nearer indeed to quite modern times’.87 He had lost himself too deeply in a labyrinth of his own making.


From the start there had been something of the gentleman’s club about Evans and his entourage at Knossos: the ageing widower and his team of bachelor excavators, architects and artists. They enjoyed midday lunches in the long, cool dining room of the Villa Ariadne, and convivial dinners on the terrace beneath hoods of fragrant jasmine. Evans imported ox tongues, caviar, foie gras, plum puddings and jam from the Army and Navy store in London. For drinks there was whisky, gin, French wine – Evans refused to drink the local Cretan grape – and champagne.88 Over the years, however, this club began to shift towards something more akin to a cult. Men like the Gilliérons and de Jong were as much disciples as colleagues, inspired in their work by Evans’ increasingly vivid reconstructions of Minoan society as a pacifist utopia.


In his introduction to The Palace of Minos, Evans made clear that, over the course of his excavations, he had come to understand that the dark tales of sacrifice at Knossos – embodied by the Minotaur myth – were a false history: ‘The ogre’s den turns out to be a peaceful abode of priest kings, in some respects more modern in its equipments than anything produced by Classical Greece.’89 And to Evans the labyrinth – that dread work of architecture bringing death to anyone unfortunate enough to enter it – was really a dance floor, a place of joy and celebration. He recalled a passage in the Iliad describing Achilles’ great bronze shield, its surface covered with delicate engravings of vineyards, ploughed fields, wedding parties and harvest banquets; wonderful vignettes of peace and tranquillity, and a stark counterpoint to the death and destruction on the fields of Troy.90 One of the scenes on the shield was ‘a dancing circle, broad as the circle Daedalus laid out on Knossos’ spacious fields, for Ariadne the girl with the lustrous hair.’ Here beautiful young men and women linked hands, and danced in ‘rows crisscrossing rows – rapturous dancing’.91 Evans obsessively searched for Ariadne’s dance floor, locating it at several different parts of the ruins of Knossos – wherever there were broad, paved areas that would allow space for any kind of performance. Every year on a common island feast day, he made his workmen re-enact the scene, encouraging Christians and Muslims to join hands and move together in a meandering dance that mimicked ‘the mazy turns of the labyrinth’.92 To Evans, the ease with which his men took to this ritual was evidence that it had somehow survived across the millennia to remain part of island life; a shared pagan heritage transcending modern religious division.93


At the spiritual centre of Evans’ pacifist Minoan society was a ‘mother goddess’, whom he described repeatedly in The Palace of Minos in long passages straying from science into sermon: ‘She presides over births and fosters the young both of land and sea,’ he wrote, continuing: ‘Like Artemis, she combines the attributes of nurture and of the chase’. He envisaged the goddess as ‘central to the cult of the Palace and of Minoan Crete as a whole… standing on her sacred peak with her pillar temple behind her.’94 Female figures appeared repeatedly in artworks, sculptures and clay tablets discovered on site. Perhaps even greater numbers appeared on the antiquities market as forgeries – objects that may well have been the work of the Gilliérons.95 After all, the line between ‘restoration’ and ‘fake’ had already been so blurred that the Swiss artists may have struggled to appreciate the difference.


Evans’ excavation of Knossos became a political and philosophical act. As war once again descended on Europe, he had a deep personal need to believe there was hope for civilisation, that the continent’s common ancestry could ultimately point to a peaceful future.96 His ‘Minoans’ were half archaeological reality, and half antiquarian wish-fulfilment. In 1899, Joseph Conrad published Heart of Darkness, a short novel set on the Congo River. Its bleak perspective on colonialism and imperialism suggested that civilisation is always built upon – and frequently sustained by – unmentionable cruelties. Evans was the antidote to Conrad’s character Mr Kurtz, the mysterious, troubled figure waiting at the end of the Congo.


At Knossos Evans saw the opportunity to establish the first Europeans as un-warlike, artistic and benevolent – western civilisation sprung from a utopia set on a bountiful island at the centre of the Mediterranean Sea. His repulsion at the violence of the modern world – from the Balkan and Cretan conflicts to the First World War – sent him searching for evidence of better days in Europe’s deep past.97 Even before the dig had begun, he was interpreting Minoan archaeology based on this theory, and suppressing evidence to the contrary. This included the extensive series of military fortifications he discovered in 1895 whilst travelling across Crete with John Myres. At Evans’ Knossos, there was no place for ‘the horror’.98
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During the first six months of 2013, sharp-eyed travellers on London’s Underground – or those with the energy to lift their eyes up from the morass of the daily commute – would have noticed a series of unusual signs that had appeared at various places throughout the network. Each of the 270 signs – one for every station – displayed a unique monochrome version of the labyrinth, with a red ‘X’ sitting at the exit (or entrance). Produced in vitreous enamel, the material used for signs throughout the Underground, they are the work of the contemporary artist Mark Wallinger, commissioned as part of the celebrations for the Tube’s 150th anniversary.99
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The Victoria Station labyrinth © Mark Wallinger








In Wallinger’s vision, the X is the cue to enter the labyrinth, and embark on a single, meandering path into its centre and back out again: a route that echoes the Underground traveller’s journey. ‘Mostly we go about our business, journeying to work on the Tube and return home along a prescribed route,’ he explains. ‘The seeming chaos of the rush hour is really just the mass of individuals following the thread of their lives home.’100 Wallinger’s inspiration came directly from the symbols recurring on the coins and engravings from Knossos: the pattern of the Cretan labyrinth, which bears a strong resemblance to the two hemispheres of the human brain. For Wallinger, the traveller’s journey is both physical and mental: a descent into the transport arteries of London, and also a space into which their imagination can wander.101 The labyrinth of Knossos – the labyrinth of Evans – still endures. In one of the modern world’s great cities, it has become a familiar symbol marking the start and end of the working day for millions of people.


Perhaps this contemporary development should come as no surprise. The Palace of Minos was one of the sensations of the early twentieth century, and became a touchstone for the foremost artists, architects, writers and philosophers of the age. Evans may not have realised it, but he was excavating Minoan and modernist culture at the same time. In 1913, the Greek-born, Italian artist Giorgio de Chirico completed a series of five paintings that situated a statue of Ariadne within a spare, near-empty landscape where modernist-looking reconstructions of classical architecture – rows of columns and archways – cast long, mournful shadows. The parallels with Evans’ concrete additions to Knossos are obvious: even more so given that de Chirico was once a student of none other than Émile Gilliéron. Whether the paintings shaped Evans’ construction work or vice versa, it is hard to say.102 Regardless, this blurring of the artistic boundaries between the past and the modernist present had a profound influence on the surrealist movement of the 1920s.


Pablo Picasso was an admirer of de Chirico, and was also fascinated by another key aspect of the symbolism of Knossos – the Minotaur. His interest in the bullfight was spurred to another level by Evans’ excavation of the labyrinth.103 The bull and the Minotaur emerged as common motifs in his work, most famously in his Guernica mural, a massive, kaleidoscopic, Cubist response to the destruction in 1937 of an entire Spanish town by German bombers.


In the late 1930s, with Europe once again threatening to tear itself apart, Knossos became for many a cherished vision of life before the fall.104 When the American writer Henry Miller visited Crete during a tour of Greece in 1939, he was unmoved by criticisms of the way the Palace had been reconstructed: ‘However Knossos may have looked in the past, however it may look in the future, this one which Evans has created is the only one I shall ever know. I am grateful to him for what he did.’ More important to Miller was what it represented to a continent on the brink of war: ‘Knossos in all its manifestations suggests the splendour and sanity and opulence of a powerful and peaceful people… I felt as I have seldom felt before the ruins of the past, that here throughout the long centuries, there reigned an era of peace… In short, the prevailing note is one of joy.’105


In the aftermath of the Second World War, Evans’ view of Crete as a pacifist paradise filtered down to subsequent generations, in whose imaginations it grew still more vivid and extreme. In the nuclear age, the island was embraced as the potential site of a new Eden in the event of a global holocaust. For the flower-power peaceniks of the Sixties and Seventies, it was where civilisation could begin again, a chance to return the western world to its creative, feminist origins.106 Indeed, if you venture off the beaten track in Crete today, you can still find many traces of this once vibrant, now somewhat grubby, counter-culture. There is no need for Ariadne’s ball of twine – just follow the scent of hashish and patchouli to the heart of a tie-dyed labyrinth.
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Evans brought the Minoans onto the world stage just at the point when they could be consumed by a new monster: the mass media. In The Palace of Minos he went into exhaustive detail about Minoan culture and society, painting one of the most evocative pictures of an ancient civilisation that archaeology has ever known. Yet there was still a mystery over what happened to the Minoans. The ruins of Knossos had been left undisturbed for thousands of years before Evans embarked on his dig. Nevertheless, the stark reminders of the final moments of the Palace were still everywhere to be seen. The building had been ravaged by fire. There were blackened walls and floors, fragments of charred timber. From the positioning of the scorch marks, it was even possible to work out that on the day of the blaze – some time in the fourteenth century BC – the wind had been blowing strongly from the south.107


Evans attributed the end of the Minoans to a natural catastrophe – specifically, to an earthquake. Subsequent archaeological research has confirmed that there was a cataclysmic event, but that the Palace was repaired and rebuilt in its aftermath. Sometime in the seventeenth or sixteenth centuries BC , the island of Thera – the modern day tourist destination of Santorini – was torn apart by a massive volcanic explosion. Huge quantities of rock, fire and sulphuric acid were propelled twenty miles up into the atmosphere. Only a hundred miles away, Crete would have been rocked by a sequence of massive earthquakes, and smashed by the colossal force of a gigantic tidal wave.108 For a time the impact on Minoan – and Mediterranean – civilisation would surely have been devastating. But it was not fatal. The Palace of Minos recovered and grew again.


John Pendlebury, Evans’ successor at Knossos, had a different theory. He believed that an act of man rather than of god had brought about the end of Europe’s first civilisation. In the war-torn early years of the twentieth century this must have seemed a depressingly familiar scenario – which perhaps helps to explain why Evans opted to discount it as a possibility. Pendlebury, however, was a different breed of archaeologist to Evans: he was a rationalist and a man of action. In his book The Archaeology of Crete, he felt perfectly able to recreate the last moments of Knossos as it fell to an invading force from the mainland:




‘Now there is a name which is always associated, if not with the sack of Knossos, at least with the liberation of its subjects – Theseus. Names have a habit of being remembered when the deeds with which they are associated are forgotten or garbled… On a spring day, when a strong south wind was blowing which carried the flames of the burning beams almost horizontally northwards, Knossos fell. The final scene takes place in the most dramatic room ever excavated – the Throne Room. It was found in a state of complete confusion. A great oil jar lay overturned in one corner, ritual vessels were in the act of being used when the disaster came. It looks as if the King had been hurried here to undergo too late some last ceremony in the hopes of saving the people. Theseus and the Minotaur! Dare we believe that he wore the mask of a bull?’109





Even Pendlebury was getting carried away with the dramatic possibilities. Unlike Evans, though, he was able to rein himself in, ending this thrilling account with the reminder that ‘such imaginings’ are ‘not suitable to archaeology’.110 In a tragic irony, Pendlebury would experience first-hand what it was like to defend Crete from an aggressive army from the mainland. At the outbreak of the Second World War, he joined Military Intelligence, becoming a leading figure of the island’s resistance. On 20 May 1941 German paratroopers targeted Crete for the first airborne invasion in history. Pendlebury was wounded in the fighting and found refuge in the cottage of a local woman. When he was tracked down by German soldiers and refused to respond to interrogation, they lined him up against a wall and shot him dead.111


‘Here I am still alive,’ said Evans when he heard the news, ‘and that young man with all his promise is gone.’112 Evans despaired of the modern world and its incessant cruelties. Knossos was his retreat from the belligerence of the twentieth century, and his optimistic history of the Minoans clearly struck a chord. Like Henry Miller, many were ‘grateful to him for what he did.’


In more recent years, however, a shadow has been cast over Evans’ Cretan paradise. In her 1973 memoir The Villa Ariadne, Dilys Powell, the British journalist, film critic and wife of the archaeologist Humfry Payne, described the ‘pall of history pressing bloodstained and heavy on summer days’ at Knossos.113 Powell spent several dig seasons on Crete after her husband was appointed director of the British School of Archaeology at Athens in 1929. ‘For me it had always been afternoon in the Palace, late afternoon,’ she wrote, ‘the pines solid and gold-fringed in the dying sun, and as I clambered about the reconstructed passages something sacrificial in the air; one half-expected a roll of drums. In those days it had been comforting to escape from the deserted labyrinth back to the company at the Villa.’114 Powell felt dread where Henry Miller had sensed joy. In the late 1970s, in a cave on Mount Juktas, the three-thousand-year-old remains of a young man were found tied and bound to a stone altar with a bronze dagger lodged in the chest.115 In the mid-1980s, at a site close to Knossos, the ancient bones of two young children aged roughly eight and eleven were discovered bearing marks that are consistent with butchery.116 Could it be true that the peace-loving Minoans practised human sacrifice and cannibalism? Somehow, despite all Evans’ best efforts, the spectre of the savage Minotaur once again raises its great, horned head.
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