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Hidden deep in an underground reservoir in 


Istanbul are two enormous  Gorgon heads, 


carved in marble. Gorgons are mythic 


monsters with a special power – their gaze 


was believed to turn living things to stone! 


Once upon a time, these stone heads would 


have been part of a much older building, 


perhaps a fortress. The ancient Greeks who 


built it believed that having fierce  Gorgons 


staring from their walls would help protect 


them. Eventually, though, the fortress was 


conquered, and the walls taken apart. 


It is hard work to carve and transport big 


blocks of stone, so parts of old buildings were 


often used to make new ones. When the 


Byzantine Emperor Justinian set about his 


grand building projects 1,500 years ago in 


Istanbul, he reused many stones from earlier 


structures. Among them were the  Gorgon 


heads, which his architects used to form the 


base of pillars in a reservoir known today as 


the Sunken Palace.


I lived in Istanbul when my two sons were 


very small, and we’d sometimes visit the 


Sunken Palace. The  Gorgon heads are the 


star attraction and they still look spooky, even 


thousands of years after they were carved.


The Secret Lives of Stones looks at the mineral 



world in curious ways. All stones have a story, 


even those you might consider ordinary 


looking. Very often, that story tells us 


something about human history. The  Gorgons 


in the Sunken Palace can help guide us through 


some of the themes linking the stories in this 


book. They can tell us interesting things 


about the relationship between stones, 


human culture and the planet we live on.


The  Gorgon heads are works of art. Humans 


have carved stone into artworks for tens of 


thousands of years. Stone is tough and slow to 


change, so carved stone objects are often the 


only evidence we have of civilisations from 


long ago.


The myth of the  Gorgons is one of many stories 



from around the world inspired by stones. 


Rocks are found in the strangest shapes. Seen 


from a certain angle, they might look like 


people or even monsters. Oddly shaped rocks 


have inspired myths in which living things are 


turned to stone. Before people understood 


that dinosaurs once lived on Earth, stories of 


dragons and giants helped them to explain the 


enormous bones and teeth they found.
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Humans’ very earliest tools were stone. First 


hammer stones to hit with, then axes and flints 


to cut with. The  Gorgon heads are part of a long 


tradition of using stones as building materials. 


Carvings of  Gorgons – and in 


particular their mortal sister 


Medusa – were very popular with 


the  ancient Greeks. People carried small 


stone carvings of  Gorgon heads to bring them 


luck, just as people today might carry a favourite 


crystal or pebble as a talisman. Most cultures around 


the world have stones that mark special places. 


Sacred stones are often associated with a holy person 


or with the spirit of the dead. There are also stones – 


such as crystal balls – believed to be capable of magic 


in the hands of those who know how to use them.


Stone also tells us stories about the history of our 


planet. The marble that was carved for the  Gorgon 


heads is a metamorphic rock made hard and crystalline 


by powerful heat and pressure  from within the Earth. 


Before it was turned into marble, it was limestone – a 


sedimentary rock that formed hundreds of millions 


of years ago at the bottom of an ancient ocean. 


Limestone is composed of the tiny fossils and shells 


of miniscule sea creatures. That means that the 


marble contains material that was once part of living 


creatures! So, the  Gorgon heads really did have secret 


lives – though perhaps not the ones you expected.


Constructing magnificent buildings out of stone is 


a way that cultures express their power. Looking at 


ancient ruins we can see how power passed from 


one group to another. This is what happened to 


the  Gorgon heads. Once part of a grand building 


constructed by the ancient Greeks, they were 


 reused by the Emperor Justinian. Justinian’s 


architects expressed his power by constructing 


even grander buildings, and they positioned the 


 Gorgon heads upside down in the dark , almost 


as if they wanted to show them who was boss! 


Rulers also express their power through jewellery. 


Wearing precious gemstones is a way of displaying 


wealth while looking magnificent.
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AMBER



Amber was once a sticky liquid called resin, which flows out of trees in 



the conifer family when they are cut. The resin hardens, much like a 



scab , protecting the bark from infection so that it can heal. 


In prehistoric forests  so much resin dribbled out of pine trees that insects and other 


small creatures often drowned in the sticky stuff! Over hundreds of thousands of years, 


the resin turned to stone, preserving the creatures inside. The oldest pieces of amber 


are 320 million years old,  dating from the Carboniferous period. Some of the creatures 


that have been found preserved in amber lived long before the first dinosaurs!


Amber can range from dark red to milky white, but the classic colour is deep gold. 


Today, amber is usually gathered from underground mines. There are also deposits of 


amber beneath the ocean. Amber is so light that it can be carried by salty water, and as 


a result there are certain beaches where it can be found washed up after storms.  


Trees that produce 


resin include cedar, fir, 


juniper, pine, redwood, 


spruce, yew and larch. 
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In the seventh century BCE, the 


Greek philosopher Thales of Miletus 


discovered that amber rubbed on animal 


fur attracted light objects such as 


feathers or dried grass, a phenomenon 


we call static electricity. The word 


‘electricity’ comes from the  ancient 


Greek name for amber: elektron.



Flowers, fungi, 


insects, spiders, crabs 


and even a gecko have 


been found preserved 


in amber.


Amber was abundant on the beaches of the Baltic Sea in the old country of 


Prussia, and in 1699 the ruler of Prussia, Frederick III, had so much amber 


that he commanded his artisans to construct an entire chamber lined with 


it. He envisioned an amber room glowing like the summer sun in the Baltic 


winters. When Frederick III died in 1713, the chamber was still unfinished.


Frederick III’s son washed his hands of his father’s project by sending the amber room as a gift to Tsar Peter 


the Great of Russia. The chamber was completed in 1755 and installed in the Summer Palace. Almost 200 


years later, during the Second World War, the amber room was dismantled and stolen by the Nazis. It has since 


disappeared, becoming one of the world’s greatest missing treasures.
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Millstone grit could win a prize for ‘most literal ever description of a stone’. 


Its surface is gritty , like sandpaper, and it was indeed used for millstones in the 
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