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Myths are good to think with. Plato’s myth of Atlantis has exercised a fascination on the imagination since the fourth century BC, when the story first appears in two Platonic dialogues, the Timaeus (Timaios) and the Critias (Kritias). But, when we read these dialogues, presented in this book in new translations by the author, we are treated to a wonderful story that is told in order to explore some important philosophical and political ideas: what is the the Ideal State? How might it cope under the pressure of external invasion? In posing these questions, Plato makes very ancient Athens embody the Ideal State, while Atlantis, a mighty island power located in the Atlantic Ocean, is cast as a decadent, imperialist aggressor. When palaeo-Athens has beaten back the marauding Atlanteans, Zeus decides to punish Atlantis for its hybris, and the island along with Athens, is inundated by earthquakes and flooding. Both states sink beneath the waves.


Plato’s tale (logos in Greek) is vivid and memorable, but when we read about Atlantis in the Timaeus and Critias, are we looking at a real island and a real geological event filtered through a mythical lens? Is some other type of myth-making taking place? Is Atlantis the fountain-head of all civilisation? Is there a basis of fact, which Plato has embellished for his own purposes? Is Plato’s tale derived from earlier mythological traditions? What is Plato’s tale really about? How has the tale been used by historians, archaeologists, pseudoarchaeologists, mystics, politicians and religious thinkers from antiquity through to the twenty-first century? Is it true that Atlantis once existed?


This book will explore some of those questions by translating and analysing Plato’s texts, and by examining philosophical, geophysical, archaeological and historical theories that range from the academically credible to the downright bizarre to the chillingly dangerous. On the way we will move from the depths of the Atlantic to the islands of Santorini and Crete, visiting locations as diverse as Scandinavia, the Caribbean, Britain, Central America and Antarctica, and look at the theories and motives of the people who have tried to unravel the ‘mystery of Atlantis’ ever since Plato first introduced it to his students in the fourth century BC.





CHAPTER 1



Ancient Mythical and Semi-Mythical Lands
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THE ISLAND OF ATLAS


Atlantis makes its first appearance in the work of the fourth-century BC Athenian philosopher Plato in a story that is one of the most haunting and enigmatic to come out of Ancient Greece. It is a tale that still resonates very deeply, and perhaps too readily, with the modern imagination. As the characters in his Timaeus and Critias philosophise about ‘life, the Universe and everything’, Socrates says that he’d like to hear an example of the Ideal State in action, struggling against adversaries, and proving its virtue in a time of conflict. This prompts the old man Critias1 to recollect a story that he heard when he was very young, and he treats the great thinker and his friends to a stunning description of hē Atlantis nēsos – the Island of Atlas: Atlantis in Greek actually means of Atlas/Atlas’/belonging to Atlas, so calling it ‘the Island of Atlantis’ is tantamount to saying ‘the Island of Atlas’. It should be emphasised that the Atlas of Atlantis has nothing to do with the more famous mythological Atlas who holds up the sky: the latter, ‘Very Enduring’, is a Titan, the son of Iapetus and either Clymene or Asia; the former is the eldest son of Poseidon and Cleito.


Critias’ story tells of a people who inhabit a wondrous paradise island, but who degenerate into imperialist aggressors. Their expansion brings them into conflict with the warriors of antediluvian Athens,2 which in many ways is an embodiment of Plato’s Ideal State, and which heroically and single-handedly repels the mighty Atlantean forces, before a cataclysmic natural disaster (kataklysmos in Greek = ‘flood’) destroys both Atlantis and Athens.


Plato often used and invented myths to provoke thought and debate, and if the great philosopher was seeking to do this with his Atlantis story, he succeeded in the most spectacular fashion: it has been (mis)interpreted and (ab)used from antiquity through to the medieval, Renaissance and more modern times. The impulse to try to locate the island has proved to be a strong one, as has the drive to use the story to further the ideas and activities of people from a wide range of cultures and eras for diverse motives. These various responses to Plato’s writings often say as much, if not more, about the beliefs and preoccupations of the people who are responding to Plato as they do about Atlantis itself, adding an extra layer of interest to the study of the texts.


And an amazing tale it is: it has wondrous descriptions of extraordinary things, it has drama, mystery and pathos, and it is full of challenging moral issues. But equally amazing is the fact that the story comes as a complete surprise to the people that Critias first tells it to, Socrates included. None of them have never heard this tale before. In fact, neither had anyone else: this is the first time in the entire Greek mythological tradition that any mention has been made of ‘the Atlantis Island’.


Atlantis does not appear in Homer’s Iliad or Odyssey, committed to writing in the eighth century BC after a long tradition of oral transmission prior to that; not in Hesiod (c. 700 BC), whose Theogony, dealing with the origins of the gods, Works and Days and the fragmentary Catalogue of Women contain important mythical material; not in the epic-style Homeric Hymns (seventh/sixth centuries BC), which honour some of the major Greek deities, including key players in the Atlantis story such as Poseidon, Athena, Zeus and Hephaestus,3 and relate important stories from their mythologies; not in Pindar (518–438 BC), a lyric poet whose work is replete with mythological allusions; not in Herodotus (c. 484–425 BC), ‘The Father of History’,4 who recorded a great many mythological tales on his travels and whose itinerary might have led us to expect information about Atlantis; not in Aeschylus (525–456 BC), Sophocles (496–406 BC) or Euripides (485–406 BC), the ‘Big Three’ Athenian tragic dramatists, who drew heavily on the mythical tradition, and often reworked it for sensational theatrical effect; not in Aristophanes (c. 445–385 BC), the Athenian comic playwright who often parodied or subverted mythological stories in his plays; not in the surviving fragments or references to historical writers such as Hecataeus of Miletus, Acusilaus of Argos, Pherecydes of Athens, Hellanicus of Lesbos or Antiochus of Syracuse, who probably wrote the first history of the Greeks in the West; not in any other author; and not in vase painting, sculpture or any of the visual arts. There is nothing whatsoever before Plato introduces it, first with a small tease in the Timaeus and then more fully in the Critias. It is hardly surprising, then, that Critias’ audience are desperate to hear all about it.


One of the reasons that Critias’ listeners are so excited is because the Greek mythology they grew up with is very well endowed with marvellous mythical lands and islands: a new one that no other Greek has ever heard of is obviously quite astonishing. There are places beyond this world – Olympus, the abode of the gods; Hades, the subterranean Underworld where the ordinary dead reside, whose entrance, according to Homer, was in the far west beyond the Ocean; Elysium, sometimes referred to as the White Isle, a region within Hades where a few blessed mortals lived a happy existence; Tartarus, where famous evil wrongdoers were punished, located the same distance underneath the earth as the earth is from the sky5 – as well as others that belong in the more physical areas of the mythical world like Ogygia, Scherie, Erytheia, Hesperia and Hyperborea, and others that are strange, but which can be definitively identified as being real places, such as Britannia. These all carry a great deal of fascination, but none of them has generated quite the consistent level of interest as their late-born companion Atlantis.


HOMER’S ODYSSEY: OGYGIA AND SCHERIE


Homer’s Odyssey takes us through the fabulous world of Odysseus’ travels, and the first time we encounter him at first hand he is on Calypso’s island of Ogygia. She is a daughter of the Titan Atlas, and she has already kept Odysseus with her for seven years. It is an exquisite place:




Round about the cave grew a luxuriant wood, alder and poplar and sweet-smelling cypress, wherein birds long of wing were wont to nest, owls and falcons and sea-crows with chattering tongues, who ply their business on the sea. And right there about the hollow cave ran trailing a garden vine, in pride of its prime, richly laden with clusters. And fountains four in a row were flowing with bright water hard by one another, turned one this way, one that. And round about soft meadows of violets and parsley were blooming. There even an immortal, who chanced to come, might gaze and marvel, and delight his soul.6





Ogygia is sometimes associated with Atlantis. Although trying to find the whereabouts of many of the places mentioned in Homer is fraught with difficulty, there is a tradition, which goes back to the late fourth century BC (and maintained by contemporary tradition in Malta), that Ogygia is the island of Gozo. However, other authors make links with Egypt or the Ionian Sea, while the ancient geographer Strabo puts it in the Atlantic Ocean:




Homer says also: ‘Now after the ship had left the river-stream of Oceanus’ and ‘In the island of Ogygia, where is the navel of the sea,’ going on to say that the daughter of Atlas lives there; and again, regarding the Phaeacians, ‘Far apart we live in the wash of the waves, the farthermost of men, and no other mortals are conversant with us.’ Now all these incidents are clearly indicated as being placed in fancy in the Atlantic Ocean.7





The biographer, author and Delphic priest Plutarch (c. AD 46– after 119) gives a slightly differently nuanced version of Ogygia’s whereabouts:




First I will tell you the author of the piece [. . .] who begins after Homer’s fashion with, an isle Ogygian lies far out at sea, distant five days’ sail from Britain, going westwards, and three others equally distant from it, and from each other, are more opposite to the summer visits of the sun [. . .] The great continent by which the great sea is surrounded on all sides, they say, lies less distant from the others, but about five thousand stadia8 [1,000 km] from Ogygia, for one sailing in a rowing-galley; for the sea is difficult of passage and muddy through the great number of currents, and these currents issue out of the great land, and shoals are formed by them, and the sea becomes clogged and full of earth, by which it has the appearance of being solid.9





Clearly there is plenty of scope for discussion when it comes to locating mythical islands.


Having left Ogygia on a raft, Odysseus is then wrecked by a mighty storm sent by Poseidon, but is washed up on the island of Scherie, where he meets the beautiful Nausicaa, princess of the Phaeacians, and her parents Alcinous and Arete. Their island is located ‘far from men that live by toil’ and has a walled city, temples, and plough lands. As Nausicaa puts it:




We are about to enter the city, around which runs a lofty wall, – a fair harbour lies on either side of the city and the entrance is narrow, and curved ships are drawn up along the road, for they all have stations for their ships, each man one for himself. There, too, is their place of assembly about the fair temple of Poseidon, fitted with huge stones set deep in the earth.10





Odysseus is impressed by all of this; he is utterly staggered when he arrives at Nausicaa’s parents’ palace. There they live in luxurious paradise conditions, perpetually supplied with abundant fruit, vines and vegetables by a miraculous garden:




Odysseus went to the glorious palace of Alcinous. There he stood, and his heart pondered much before he reached the threshold of bronze; for there was a gleam as of sun or moon over the high-roofed house of great-hearted Alcinous. Of bronze were the walls that stretched this way and that from the threshold to the innermost chamber, and around was a cornice of cyanus. Golden were the doors that shut in the well-built house, and doorposts of silver were set in a threshold of bronze. Of silver was the lintel above, and of gold the handle. On either side of the door there stood gold and silver dogs, which Hephaestus had fashioned with cunning skill to guard the palace of great-hearted Alcinous; immortal were they and ageless all their days. Within, seats were fixed along the wall on either hand, from the threshold to the innermost chamber, and on them were thrown robes of soft fabric, cunningly woven, the handiwork of women. On these the leaders of the Phaeacians were wont to sit drinking and eating, for they had unfailing store. [. . .] But without the courtyard, hard by the door, is a great orchard of four acres, and a hedge runs about it on either side. Therein grow trees, tall and luxuriant, pears and pomegranates and apple-trees with their bright fruit, and sweet figs, and luxuriant olives. Of these the fruit perishes not nor fails in winter or in summer, but lasts throughout the year; and ever does the west wind, as it blows, quicken to life some fruits, and ripen others; pear upon pear waxes ripe, apple upon apple, cluster upon cluster, and fig upon fig. There, too, is his fruitful vineyard planted, one part of which, a warm spot on level ground, is being dried in the sun, while other grapes men are gathering, and others, too, they are treading; but in front are unripe grapes that are shedding the blossom, and others that are turning purple. There again, by the last row of the vines, grow trim garden beds of every sort, blooming the year through, and therein are two springs, one of which sends its water throughout all the garden, while the other, over against it, flows beneath the threshold of the court toward the high house; from this the townsfolk drew their water. Such were the glorious gifts of the gods in the palace of Alcinous.11





The overall effect, and a good number of the details in this description, are well worth bearing in mind when examining Plato’s description of Atlantis: one thing that is for certain is that although the great philosopher seriously disapproved of Homer’s poetry – he regards him as an ‘imitator of phantoms of virtue’12 – he knew it inside out.13


Again, the location of this island (if it is anything other than a mythological invention) is in dispute: Strabo, in the passage quoted above, places it in the Atlantic, whereas the fifth-century BC historian Thucydides records a tradition that Scherie was Corfu (Corcyra). The Corcyraeans




could not repress a pride in the high naval position of an island whose nautical renown dated from the days of its old inhabitants, the Phaeacians.14





Locating mythical isles is fraught with difficulty: the ancient geographer Eratosthenes said that he would believe in Odysseus’ travels when someone found the leatherworker who made the bag that Aeolus put the winds in. Apollodorus censured those who placed Odysseus’ wanderings in the neighbourhood of Sicily, since in that case, ‘one should go on and say that, although the wanderings took place there, the poet, for the sake of mythology, placed them out in Oceanus’.15 In Odysseus’ case the big problem is that once the North Wind blows him off course and drives him past Kythera, we never get clear information. The wind directions that Homer mentions are only approximations, and when we factor in the considerable problems of making sense even of those places that do seem to have some historical reality, there is a very strong case for calling off the search for Odysseus’ ‘real’ route, and for the islands that he visits.16


Both Ogygia and Scherie will enter the debate about Atlantis on numerous occasions, as will the Land of the Hyperboreans, although we might note that Apollodorus was prepared to forgive ‘writers in general’ for seeking these islands, but not Callimachus, because he ‘makes a pretence of being a scholar’17 and calls Gaudos [Gozo] the ‘Island of Calypso’, and Corcyra ‘Scheria’.18


ERYTHEIA, THE RED LAND


Even within the well-established ‘mainstream’ traditions of Greek mythology, the quest for mythical islands can be a Herculean task, and one land associated with Greek mythology’s greatest hero Heracles is Erytheia, the sea-circled ‘Red Land’ located out in the far west beyond the mighty earth-encircling river Oceanus. Oceanus, which gives us our word ocean, is an important element in Greek geography: he/it can be both a deity and a river, and Homer speaks of




the enormous strength of Oceanus with his deep-running waters, Oceanus, from whom all rivers are and the entire sea and all springs and all deep wells have their waters of him.19





For his tenth Labour, Heracles was detailed to steal the cattle of Geryon, who is usually described as a triple-bodied monster who owned great herds of red-coloured livestock, from Erytheia. Prior to his arrival on the island, Heracles cleared Crete of wild beasts, made Libya fertile and prosperous, and visited Tartessus in Spain, where he erected two pillars opposite each other at the boundaries of Europe and Libya: the so-called Pillars of Heracles, which defined the Strait of Gibraltar.20 Finding himself oppressed by the heat, Heracles shot arrows at the sun god Helios, who then gave him the golden bowl, which, after sunset, carried Helios and his horses through Oceanus back to the east in time for sunrise. Oceanus became stormy until Heracles menaced him into calmness with his bow.


On reaching Erytheia, the great hero slew the cattle’s herdsman and their double-headed guard dog ‘out in the murky meadow beyond glorious Oceanus’,21 but another herdsman who was tending the cattle of Hades saw the incident and reported it to Geryon, who ambushed Heracles as he was driving the cattle away. A tantalising set of papyrus fragments now survives, which gives snatches of a poem called the Geryoneis by Stesichorus (seventh to sixth century BC) describing the ensuing combat, in which Heracles seems to smash one of Geryon’s heads with his club, knock the helmet off another with a stone, and shoot him with one of his venom-soaked arrows.22 Having despatched Geryon, Heracles herded the cattle into the bowl and sailed back to Tartessus, which has also become a site mentioned in Atlantis speculation.23


Because of Heracles’ itinerary, various classical writers also identified Erytheia with the region of southern Spain. Herodotus informs us that Geryon lived ‘west of the open sea, settled in the island called by the Greeks Erytheia, on the shore of Oceanus near Gadeira, outside the pillars of Heracles;’24 Apollodorus makes similar connections, telling us that ‘Erytheia was an island near the Ocean; it is now called Gadeira;25 and the geographer Strabo (64 or 63 BC–c. AD 24) tells us that




the ancient writers seem to call the River Baetis26 ‘Tartessus’, and Gadeira27 and the nearby islands ‘Erytheia’. This is supposedly why Stesichorus spoke as he did about Geryon’s herdsman – that he was born ‘almost opposite famous Erytheia by the limitless silver-rooted28 waters of the river Tartessus in the hollow of a rock’29 [. . .] Furthermore, Eratosthenes says that the country next to Calpe [Gibraltar] is called ‘Tartessis’, and that Erytheia is called ‘The Happy Island’.30





Clearly, rather like with Atlantis in the modern world, there was a great deal of discussion in antiquity concerning the whereabouts of Erytheia. Strabo adds that




by ‘Erytheia’, in which the myth-writers place the adventures of Geryon, Pherecydes seems to mean Gades. Others, however, think that Erytheia is the island that lies parallel to Gades and is separated from it by a strait 200 m wide.31





The true state of the confusion is made clear by Pliny the Elder, who himself perished in a major natural disaster at Pompeii in AD 79:




Towards Spain [in the Atlantic Ocean], at about 100 paces distance, is another long island, three miles wide, on which the original city of Gades stood. By Ephorus and Philistides it is called Erythia, by Timaeus and Silenus Aphrodisias, and by the natives the Isle of Juno. Timaeus says, that the larger island used to be called Cotinusa, from its olives; the Romans call it Tartessus; the Carthaginians Gadir, that word in the Punic language signifying a hedge. It was called Erythia because the Tyrians, the original ancestors of the Carthaginians, were said to have come from the Erythraean, or Red Sea.32 In this island Geryon is by some thought to have dwelt [. . .] Other persons again think, that his island is another one, opposite to Lusitania, and that it was there formerly called by that name.33





The fact that the island also shared its name with the Erythraean (Red) Sea helps to create further confusion between them. Strabo comments that even Homer was ignorant about Egypt and Libya because he failed to mention the isthmus between the Erythraean and Egyptian (Mediterranean) Seas, although he excuses this lack of knowledge on the grounds that writers after him ‘have been ignorant of many things and have invented marvellous tales’.34 Nevertheless, the fact that in Plato’s Atlantis story the younger twin brother of Atlas, the first King of Atlantis, was called Gadeirus in the language of Atlantis, and was allotted the ‘part of the island towards the Pillars of Heracles, facing the region that is now called Gadeira’,35 has stimulated a certain amount of excitement in the Atlantis-seeking community.


With the cattle of Geryon in his possession, Heracles moved through Spain to southern France, and then on to the forests north of the Black Sea, where, by a woman who was a snake from the waist downwards, he sired three sons, the youngest of which gave his name to Scythia. In Tyrrhenia, at the future site of Rome, he subdued Cacus, a fire-breathing monster who ate human flesh and nailed the heads of his victims to the doors of his cave. Further south, at Rhegium, one of the bulls broke away and swam over to Sicily, and Apollodorus says that Italy was so named because the Tyrrhenians called the bull italos.36 Having finally tracked down the bull, Heracles was able to deliver the cattle to Greece, where Eurystheus, who had sent Heracles on his Labours, sacrificed them to Hera.


HESPERIA


The Cattle of Geryon Labour fulfilled the Ten Labours that Heracles had originally been assigned, but Eurystheus then insisted on two more, because he refused to count the Labour of the Hydra (he had received help) or that of cleaning the Stables of Augeias (he had been paid). So Heracles now had to fetch the Golden Apples from the Hesperides. Strabo seems to have thought that his western exploits became overworked clichés:




The poets who came after Homer keep dinning into our ears similar stories [i.e. myths set in Spain]: the expedition of Heracles in quest of the cattle of Geryon and likewise the expedition which he made in quest of the Golden Apples of the Hesperides.37





The Hesperides, the ‘Daughters of Evening’, who were also sometimes said to be daughters of Night or of the heaven-bearing Titan Atlas, were nymphs who lived in a vaguely located place out in the far west, in a garden beyond the sunset, where Atlas held up the sky. The Golden Apples had been a wedding present for Zeus and Hera, and Hera loved them so much that she had them planted in the garden of the Hesperides. In order to prevent them being stolen, the goddess stationed Ladon, an immortal serpent with a hundred heads, to watch over the tree. The Hesperides, whose numbers vary in the tradition from between two and seven, also shared guard duties.


Heracles’ first problem vividly illustrates how difficult it is for scholars accurately to pinpoint mythical places: he had to locate the land of the Hesperides. The ancient shape-changing sea god Nereus knew the way, but Heracles had to subdue him before he would divulge the information. Armed with the directions he needed, the hero crossed Libya, which was at that time ruled by Antaeus, son of Poseidon and Earth, who used to kill strangers by forcing them to wrestle, and, according to Pindar,38 decorated the temple of Poseidon with the skulls of his victims. Antaeus was invincible provided he stayed in contact with his mother Earth, so in the bout Heracles lifted him aloft and crushed him to death above his head. From Libya he traversed Egypt, which was under the rule of Busiris, another son of Poseidon, who was in the habit of sacrificing strangers to Zeus ever since Egypt had suffered a nine-year famine and the seer Phrasius said that it would stop if they adopted this practice. Busiris started with Phrasius himself and continued to kill any foreigner who landed. Herodotus narrates what happened next in the myth, but then adds his own sceptical comments – not all Greeks believe their own myths, and, interestingly in the light of the fact that Plato’s Atlantis story is said to originate in Egypt, they have a very poor understanding of Egypt:




The Greeks have many stories with no basis of fact. One of the silliest is the story of how Heracles came to Egypt and was taken away by the Egyptians to be sacrificed to Zeus, [. . .] and how he quietly submitted at the altar, when he exerted his strength and killed them all. For me at least, such a tale is proof enough that the Greeks know nothing whatever about Egyptian character and custom. The Egyptians are forbidden by their own religion to kill animals for sacrifice [with a few exceptions]: is it likely, then, that they would sacrifice human beings? Besides, if Heracles was a mere man (as they say he was) and single-handed, how is it conceivable that he should have killed tens of thousands of people? And I hope that both gods and heroes will forgive me for saying what I have said on these matters!39





Heracles resumed his travels and again utilised the bowl of Helios to cross Oceanus. En route, in the Caucasus Mountains, he shot the great eagle that had been devouring the eternally renewed liver of Prometheus for the last 30,000 years, and liberated him. Prometheus advised Heracles not to go after the apples himself, but to send Atlas to do it after relieving him of the job of holding up the sky. Acting on this advice, he arrived in the land of the Hyperboreans and shouldered the heavens, while Atlas collected three apples from the Hesperides. Atlas did not want to carry on supporting the sky, so he offered personally to deliver the apples to Eurystheus. However, Heracles tricked Atlas by asking him to hold the heavens while he put a cushion on his head. Atlas agreed, put the apples on the ground and took the sky from Heracles, who simply picked up the apples and walked off.


It is important to be aware that Greek mythology is not a fixed and immutable ‘system’ – it is full of variants and alternative versions, told by different myth-tellers at different times, in different places and for different reasons. For instance, Apollodorus locates the Garden of the Hesperides near to the land of the Hyperboreans in the north,40 while a different tradition places it in Libya, close to the Atlas Mountains, and makes Heracles kill the serpent Ladon with his poisoned arrows and pick the apples himself. In Apollonius Rhodius’ Argonautica,41 Jason and the Argonauts carry their ship, the Argo, on their shoulders overland to Lake Tritonis, near to the Garden of the Hesperides, and find the snake dead apart from its twitching tail, and the Hesperides in mourning: Heracles had performed his Labour only the day before. Orpheus sang to the Hesperides and they turned into trees; Ladon was immortalised as the constellation Draco; and Heracles ultimately delivered the Golden Apples to Eurystheus. Eurystheus inspected them and gave them back to him; Heracles passed them on to Athena; and Athena returned them to the Hesperides because it was not lawful for a mortal to own them.


In none of these tales of mythical islands in the west is any mention made of Atlantis.


HYPERBOREA


Up in the Greek mythological north we find the Hyperboreans. They were a blessed race who spent their long lives singing, dancing and sacrificing to Apollo, who spent his winters with them. Hyperborea, ‘the Land Beyond the North Wind’, was an earthly paradise inaccessible to ordinary mortals: only the greatest heroes could go there, and its inhabitants knew nothing of war, age or disease. They were a byword for happiness:




Your wish is better than gold. It surpasses great good fortune, even that of the Hyperboreans.42





Hyperborea’s southern border was protected by the mythical Rhipaean Mountains, which were the abode of the North-Wind god Boreas. The mountains were guarded by griffins and one-eyed Arimaspians, and Hyperborea was further isolated from the rest of humanity by a land of perpetual winter called Pterophoros (‘Winged’). To the north was Oceanus, from which Hyperborea’s main river, the south-flowing Eridanus, drew its waters. The land enjoyed an eternal springtime: most of its territory, known as ‘the Garden of Apollo’, was covered with abundant forests, but the cultivated areas produced two grain crops every year. The capital city contained a circular temple of Apollo.


Apollodorus was highly sceptical about historians who speak of the ‘Rhipaean Mountains’ and of the settlement of the Gorgons and Hesperides;43 Strabo put the fact that any heed has been given to those who created the mythical Rhipaean Mountains and Hyperboreans down to ignorance of these regions,44 and Herodotus also had some interesting comments to make regarding people’s ideas about the Hyperboreans, and the geography of the earth:




I have said this much of the Hyperboreans, and let it suffice [. . .] But if there are men beyond the North Wind (Boreas), then there are others beyond the South. And I laugh to see how many have before now drawn maps of the world, not one of them reasonably; for they draw the world as round as if fashioned by compasses, encircled by the Oceanus river, and Asia and Europe of a like extent. For myself, I will in a few words indicate the extent of the two, and how each should be drawn [see Fig. 1].45





Fig. 1:
THE GREEK WORLD AS DESCRIBED BY HERODOTUS


[image: illustration]


What is absent from these maps, and from Herodotus’ description of world geography as he saw it, is any reference to Atlantis.46


Hyperborea makes regular appearances in Greek myths, most notably in the story of Phaethon, son of Helios (the Sun). The myth itself is a fascinating one, perhaps best known from the Roman poet Ovid’s brilliant account of it in his Metamorphoses,47 where we hear that Helios promised to give Phaethon anything his heart desired. Phaethon asked for his father’s chariot, and permission to control its ‘wing-footed horses’, just for a day. It was a crazy request. Driving the chariot of the Sun needed specialist divine skills, but Phaethon was adamant, Helios could not renege on his promise, and disaster was inevitable.48 With convoluted instructions from his father ringing in his ears, Phaethon mounted the chariot pulled by Fiery, Dawnsteed, Scorcher and Blaze, and almost instantly lost control: the chariot set the heavens alight and created the Milky Way, before searing the earth with heat so intense that forests burned, rivers dried up, the seas contracted, the skins of the Ethiopians were turned black and North Africa became a desert. With the world on the brink of total destruction, Zeus stepped in. He fought fire with fire, hurling a thunderbolt at Phaethon, and the boy’s flaming body fell like a comet into the Hyperborean River Eridanus. His sisters, the Heliades, mourned so intensely that they turned into poplar trees, and their tears became drops of amber exuding from the trees. It is a myth that will feature in Plato’s Atlantis tale,49 and a great deal has been made of comets in relation to the destruction of Atlantis.50


BRITANNIA


The extreme vagueness surrounding mythical lands like Ogygia, Scherie, Erytheia, Hesperia and Hyperborea makes it challenging, if not impossible, to locate them. It is also interesting to note that these intriguing places have attracted far less interest in finding them than Plato’s Atlantis, where an enormous amount of energy has been expended over the centuries analysing the minutiae of the description in terms of its geography, size, agriculture, architecture, military prowess, location and very existence. But it is as well to be aware that ancient geography is not an exact science, and that even when there is good, detailed knowledge of real places, misconceptions can easily persist. Taking Roman knowledge of Britain as an example reveals some very illuminating practices and attitudes.


When Julius Caesar was planning his first expedition to Britain in 55 BC, he complained that he wasn’t able to get reliable information about the island from merchants engaged in trade with it. But once he had actually been there he provided a fascinating and very influential description:




The interior of Britain is inhabited by people who claim, on the strength of their own tradition, to be indigenous. The coastal areas are inhabited by invaders who crossed from Belgium for the sake of plunder [. . .] The population is extremely large, there are very many farm buildings, [. . .] and the cattle are very numerous.


There is timber of every kind, [. . .] but no beech or fir. They think it wrong to eat hares, chickens, or geese, keeping these creatures only for pleasure and amusement. The climate is more temperate than in Gaul, the cold season being less severe.


The island is triangular in shape, with one side facing Gaul. One corner of this side points east and is on the coast of Kent, the landing point for almost all ships from Gaul; the lower corner points south. The length of this side is some 800 km. The second side of the island faces westward, towards Spain. In this direction lies Ireland, which is thought to be half the size of Britain and is the same distance from Britain as Gaul is. Midway between Ireland and Britain is the Isle of Man, and it is believed that there are several smaller islands too, where, some writers say, there is continual darkness for 30 days in midwinter. We made numerous inquiries about this, but found out nothing [. . .] This western side of Britain is, in the opinion of the natives, 1125 km long. The third side of the island faces north; there is no land opposite this side, but the eastern corner of it points roughly towards Germany. The length of this side is reckoned to be 1300 km, which means that the whole island is some 3225 km in circumference.51





Perhaps the most striking aspect of this is the supposed orientation of the island: the west side of Britain does not, of course, point towards Spain.


The geographer Strabo is an often-quoted source when it comes to discussions about Atlantis,52 and he too has things to say about Britain:




Britain is triangular in shape. Its longest side lies parallel to Gaul, and neither exceeds nor falls short of it in length. Each measures about 860–880 km.53 [The British shore] extends from Kantion [Kent] (which is directly opposite the mouth of the Rhine), as far as the westerly end of the island which lies opposite Aquitania and the Pyrenees.





Again, the west side of Britain is made to face Spain. Then he includes some information about the resources of the island and the way of life of its inhabitants:




It produces corn, cattle, gold, silver and iron. These things are exported along with hides, slaves and dogs suitable for hunting [. . .] The men of Britain are taller than the Gauls and not so yellow-haired. Their bodies are more loosely built [. . .] They live much like the Gauls but some of their customs are more primitive and barbarous. Thus for example some of them are well supplied with milk but do not know how to make cheese; they know nothing of planting crops or of farming in general. They are ruled by their own kings. For the most part they use chariots in war [. . .] Their cities are the forests, for they fell trees and fence in large circular enclosures in which they build huts and pen in their cattle, but not for any great length of time. The weather tends to rain rather than snow. Mist is very common, so that for whole days at a stretch the sun is seen only for three or four hours around midday.54





Some of this is accurate, but some of it is just plain wrong, notably the alleged British ignorance about agriculture. But Strabo had never travelled to Britain, so he had to derive all his information at second hand. Neither had Britain been definitively conquered in Strabo’s time, but just before Claudius’ invasion of AD 43, Pomponius Mela expressed hopes that the mysteries of the damp, misty island would be revealed at last:




It will soon be possible to describe the nature of Britain and the character of the people she produces with greater certainty and knowledge gained from exploration; for indeed the closed book of Britain is being opened by the greatest of Emperors, victor over peoples not only unconquered, but before him absolutely unknown.55





Yet Pomponius Mela’s confidence seems somewhat misplaced. The historian Tacitus, who was writing after Roman armies had penetrated to the northern part of Scotland and Britain had been circumnavigated by a Roman fleet, proudly proclaims that his predecessors ‘had to fill out their lack of information with tricks of style: I can offer fact’. He gives a description of Britain along these lines, written in around AD 98:




Be this as it may, the question who were the first inhabitants of Britain and whether they were indigenous or immigrant is one which, as one would expect among barbarous people, has never received attention. The physique of the people presents many varieties, whence inferences are drawn: the red hair and the large limbs of the inhabitants of Caledonia [modern Scotland] proclaim their German origin; the swarthy faces of the Silures [from South Wales], the curly quality, in general, of their hair, and the position of Spain opposite their shores, attest the passage of Iberians in old days and the occupation by them of these districts; those peoples, again, who adjoin Gaul are also like Gauls, whether because the influence of heredity persists, or because when two lands project in opposite directions till they face each other the climatic condition stamps a certain physique on the human body; but, taking a general view of the case, we can readily believe that the Gauls took possession of the adjacent island.56





Again, after some fifty years of Roman occupation during which the Romans acquired a certain amount of very detailed knowledge about Britain, building roads whose long-distance alignments prove that routes between places far apart were accurately surveyed, the Romans still believed that the west of Britain faced south. It is also very wet and shows the characteristics of a very northerly latitude:




The sky is overcast with continual rain and cloud, but the cold is not severe. The length of the days is beyond the measure of our world: the nights are clear and, in the distant parts of Britain, short, so that there is but a brief space separating the evening and the morning twilight. If there be no clouds to hinder, the sun’s brilliance – they maintain – is visible throughout the night: it does not set and then rise again, but simply passes over. That is to say, the flat extremities of the earth with their low shadows do not project the darkness, and nightfall never reaches the sky and the stars.


Britain produces gold and silver and other metals: conquest is worthwhile.57





Tacitus’ final statement is probably the key to his discussion, but even a further fifty years after his work, when Claudius Ptolemaeus (‘Ptolemy’) compiled his Geography in Greek, there are still anomalies in the details. Because Ptolemy attempted to provide precision to his data by including coordinates for many of the locations he discusses, we can construct maps from his text. However, when we do this, we find that St Albans was placed on the same latitude as Leicester (it is well to the south), and Silchester is placed north of both Cirencester and London (it is south of both of them). Scotland is rotated through ninety degrees so that its main axis runs west–east instead of south–north, and Hadrian’s Wall, the Antonine Wall, the legionary fortress at Caerleon and the towns of Gloucester, Dorchester and Caerwent are all conspicuous by their absence. Again, Ptolemy never visited Britain and so he was entirely dependent on the quality of other people’s work.


The point here is that whether we are dealing with descriptions of the mythical Scherie, the real Britannia or of Plato’s Atlantis, ancient geographical knowledge can be vague and contradictory. The reason for this is that in our sources we are dealing with a literary tradition: the writers tended to repeat what others have said, and in Britain’s case a conventional picture was quite quickly created, which often only bore a tangential relation to reality. Many of the authors, be they writing about Atlantis, Britannia or any other legendary place, are doing so for a primarily political, moral, philosophical or biographical purpose. So Britain is presented as a distant, mysterious, semi-mythical land across the Ocean, near the end of the world – the poet Horace spoke of Britain as ‘the furthest nation of the world’,58 and of ‘the whale-burdened sea that bursts on the exotic British coast’59 – but also as a place that is rich in precious metals, minerals, pearls, corn, slaves and potential tribute. This makes it both prestigious and profitable to conquer, and those who write about it included geographical detail in order to add colour and authenticity to their accounts, and/or to enhance or denigrate the reputations of the people they are writing about. We often learn far more about what was thought to be interesting or important to the writers and readers than we do about the true facts. It is crucial to bear this in mind when we set off in search of a mysterious island across the Ocean.





CHAPTER 2



Plato in Context – the Athens of His Ancestors


[image: illustration]


SOLON


The Island of Atlas had never been mentioned anywhere in the whole of world literature until, in a fictional conversation in Plato’s dialogue Timaeus, the character Critias tells Socrates that their discussion has just reminded him about an odd tale that was a ttested by Solon, who was a friend and relative of Critias’ great-grandfather.1


Solon came to be regarded as one of the Seven Sages of Greece. He was a man of good birth, widely respected for his integrity and moderation, and expressed his political views in his poems, small fragments of which still survive. Around 594 or 593 BC, he was appointed by the noble families at Athens to reconcile some difficult social tensions, which in other states had led to the ousting of aristocratic regimes by people known as tyrannoi, ‘tyrants’.2 Solon put through a package of reforms that stimulated the economy, and by granting the people what Aristotle dubbed ‘a necessary minimum of power’,3 he set the Athenians on the road to democracy. His laws were published on revolving wooden beams called axones, and tablets/pillars with a pointed top known as kyrbeis,4 but Solon was acutely aware of how controversial his measures would be: too many people wanted to quiz him about points of detail, ask for clarification, criticise or offer unwanted advice, and he was ‘anxious to disengage himself from these complications’.5 So, having required all Athenians to take an oath to observe his laws for 100 years, he left Athens for a decade for the combined purposes of trade and travel.6 One of the places on his itinerary was Egypt.


Approximately 450 years after Plato, Plutarch wrote a biography of Solon, in which he tells us that Solon spent some of his time in Egypt studying with some highly erudite priests called Psenophis of Heliopolis and Sonchis of Saïs, and that this is where he first heard the Atlantis story, which he then tried, unsuccessfully, to introduce to the Greeks in a poetic form.7 Plutarch had studied Plato very deeply, but he disagreed with him as to why Solon never completed his Atlantis poem:




Now Solon, after beginning his great work on the story or fable of the lost Atlantis, which, as he had heard from the learned men of Saïs, particularly concerned the Athenians, abandoned it, not for lack of leisure, as Plato says, but rather because of his old age, fearing the magnitude of the task. For that he had abundant leisure, such verses as these testify:


‘But I grow old ever learning many things;’


and again,


‘But now the works of the Cyprus-born goddess are dear to my soul,


Of Dionysus, too, and the Muses, which impart delights to men.’


Plato, ambitious to elaborate and adorn the subject of the lost Atlantis, as if it were the soil of a fair estate unoccupied, but appropriately his by virtue of some kinship with Solon,8 began the work by laying out great porches, enclosures, and courtyards, such as no story [logos], tale [mythos], or poetic composition ever had before. But he was late in beginning, and ended his life before his work.9 Therefore the greater our delight in what he actually wrote, the greater is our distress in view of what he left undone. For as the Olympieium in the city of Athens, so the tale of the lost Atlantis in the wisdom of Plato is the only one among many beautiful works to remain unfinished.10





It should be noted that no trace of any such work of Solon’s now survives: no fragments in quotations from any ancient author, and no ancient source predating Plato makes any reference to it. This clearly raises the question of whether or not the whole story is in fact Plato’s invention, rather than Solon’s factual report.


Plutarch goes on to outline Solon’s travels to Cyprus, and to the court of the fabulously rich King Croesus of Lydia. He is aware that the meeting between Solon and Croesus might well be fabricated, but he still wants to believe it:




As for his interview with Croesus, some think to prove by chronology that it is fictitious. But when a story is so famous and so well-attested, and, what is more to the point, when it comports so well with the character of Solon, and is so worthy of his magnanimity and wisdom, I do not propose to reject it out of deference to any chronological canons, so called, which thousands are to this day revising, without being able to bring their contradictions into any general agreement.11





But despite Plutarch’s assertions, which resemble those of numerous more recent authors on the Atlantis tale, there has to be a question mark over their meeting: the tradition is at least as old as Herodotus,12 but if Solon died c. 560/559 BC he is unlikely to have met Croesus, who reigned c. 560–546 BC.


On his return to Athens, the aged Solon still commanded great respect. We hear that more than ever before he indulged himself in leisurely amusement, wine and song.13 Evidently completing his important Atlantis poem was not at the top of his ‘to do’ list, maybe because Athens was being torn apart by factional strife. His reforms had been designed to prevent a takeover by a tyrant, but in fact he lived just long enough to witness his failure when Peisistratus, himself distantly related to Solon,14 orchestrated a coup d’état in 561/560 BC, although it took him three attempts to establish himself on a permanent basis.15 Solon, in one tradition, died in the archonship of Hegestratus (560/559 BC), although other versions give him a few more years.16


PEISISTRATUS


Peisistratus’ power was absolute,17 enforced by using foreign mercenaries, murdering or exiling many of his opponents, taking hostages from the leading families, and tolerating no party policy except his own. Yet he also bestowed various benefits on the lower classes, supported trade and industry, gained overseas territory, made important alliances, embarked on a large programme of public works, was a significant patron of the arts and, to a large degree, respected Athens’ civil and constitutional legal protocols. His rule became known as ‘The Age of Cronos’ (a mythical Golden Age), and Plato’s pupil Aristotle seems to have approved:




Peisistratus administered the city’s affairs moderately, and more like a citizen than a tyrant.18





When Peisistratus died in 527 BC, his sons Hippias and Hipparchus ‘took over the regime and continued the management of affairs in the same way’.19 But their honeymoon period soon degenerated into a homosexual love-triangle; Hipparchus was assassinated; Hippias became tyrannical in the modern sense; and the Athenians expelled him in 510 BC.20 Hippias spent the next twenty years cultivating friendly relations with Darius I, the King of Persia (ruled 521–486 BC), but in the meantime, under an aristocratic reformer called Cleisthenes, Athens became the world’s first democracy.21 Cleisthenes’ Athenian democracy (dēmokratia) was based on the creation of ten new tribes for political purposes: most of the political offices and institutions operated in decimal units – ten generals, ten prytaneis (tribe-based sub-committees of the Council, who operated for one of the ten months of the year), various ‘Boards of Ten’, and so on. The political structures of Plato’s Atlantis will also show a notable liking for units of ten.


HERODOTUS: INVADERS AND FABULOUS CITIES


Athens’ dealings with Darius I’s mighty Persian Empire over the next generation were crucial to the course of the history of the Western world, and also, undoubtedly, to Plato’s Atlantis story. Discussing ancient history at the beginning of his work, Thucydides calls the ensuing conflict between Persia and the Greeks ‘the greatest war of the past’, thereby making it trump the Trojan War,22 which he mentions, and the Atlantis versus Athens conflict, which he does not.


Our main source for the Persian Wars is Socrates’ contemporary Herodotus, who was born in the cosmopolitan but culturally Greek city of Halicarnassus (modern Bodrum in Turkey) sometime between 490 and 480 BC. He produced a wonderfully engaging account of his historia (‘inquiry’) into the origins and events of these hostilities, in a book that is also replete with geographical and ethno-graphical material. He tells us that during the course of this often first-hand research, he visited Egypt (probably sometime after 454 BC, but possibly earlier), and that one of the places he visited was Saïs, where Plato says Solon heard the Atlantis story. There, Herodotus, who could not speak Egyptian, although he does mention interpreters,23 says he talked to the scribe who kept the register of the treasures of Athene in the Temple.24 The historian reports a great deal of interesting information that he gleaned at Saïs, but if the priest told him anything about Atlantis, he didn’t include it in his work.


Solon’s conversations at Saïs, as recorded by Plato, also look rather like Herodotus’ story of the Greek historian Hecataeus of Miletus, who tells some Egyptian priests that he was descended from a god in the sixteenth generation, only to be upstaged by an Egyptian genealogy extending for 345 generations.25 Like many authors on the topic of Atlantis since, Herodotus is keen to stress the antiquity of Egypt and its customs:




It would seem, too, that the Egyptians were the first people to establish solemn assemblies, and processions, and services; the Greeks learned all that from them. I consider this proved, because the Egyptian ceremonies are manifestly very ancient, and the Greek are of recent origin.26





This is, of course, not true, and the reliability of Herodotus in relation to Egypt has been challenged since the time of Thucydides, who although not specifically name-checking his predecessor, probably refers to him in his opening remarks:




And it may well be that the absence of the fabulous [to mythōdes] from my narrative will seem less pleasing to the ear; but whoever shall wish to have a clear view both of the events which have happened and of those which will some day, in all human probability, happen again in the same or a similar way – for these to adjudge my history profitable will be enough for me. And, indeed, it has been composed, not as a prize-essay to be heard for the moment, but as a possession for all time.27





The ‘prize-essay’ comment is a dig at Herodotus, who according to Lucian (c. AD 125–after 180), premiered his Histories to a standing ovation at the Olympic Games.28 Herodotus’ writings are crammed with to mythōdes, fabulous stories which he records, sometimes circumspectly, but often uncritically.


Modern scholarly opinion about Herodotus’ visit to Egypt is divided and nuanced. On the sceptical/critical side, opinion escalates from arguing that his writing has serious defects as an historical work and operates with inadequate sources,29 to commenting that ‘though we cannot entirely rule out the possibility of Herodotus having been in Egypt, it must be said that his narrative bears little witness to it’,30 to questioning whether Herodotus ever travelled up the Nile and regarding pretty much everything he says about Egypt as dubious:31 for him, Egypt, like its main river which floods in high summer, not in winter, is simply an inversion of Greek normality.


Herodotus does not operate like a modern historian. He unquestionably wants to give his audience an accurate account of events, but this also includes the type of mythological material that both he and his audience feel helps him to express the truth behind his narrative. Our distinctions between ‘myth’ and ‘history’ would baffle Herodotus: for him, brought up in the cultural milieu of the fifth-century BC Greeks, the way events are remembered and retold is through myths. These tales generate a valid kind of understanding, even when this retelling is not entirely factual.32 Plato also uses mythos (‘myth’) to get at the truth: understanding is more important than facts.33


Having left Egypt, assuming he really went there, Herodotus probably travelled via Tyre to the River Euphrates and down to Babylon, from where he produced a memorable description of the city:




It lies in a great plain, and is in shape a square, each side 120 stadia [24 km] in length; thus 480 stadia [96 km] make the complete circuit of the city. Such is the size of the city of Babylon; and it was planned like no other city whereof we know. Round it runs first a moat deep and wide and full of water, and then a wall of fifty royal cubits’ thickness [about 25 m],34 and two hundred cubits’ height [i.e. 100 m]. The royal cubit is greater by three fingers’ breadth than the common cubit.35





The walls of Babylon were clearly wondrous: our first list of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, which occurs in a poem On the Temple of Artemis at Ephesus attributed to either Antipater of Sidon or Antipatros of Thessalonica,36 includes them instead of the lighthouse at Alexandria:




I have set eyes on the wall of lofty Babylon on which is a road for chariots, and the statue of Zeus by the Alpheus, and the hanging gardens, and the colossus of the Sun, and the huge labour of the high pyramids, and the vast tomb of Mausolus; but when I saw the house of Artemis that mounted to the clouds, those other marvels lost their brilliancy.37





Yet despite this, Herodotus’ description is manifestly absurd: 96,000 x 25 x 100 m = 24 million m of material in the walls.38 This raises the issue of whether he had actually seen them, and certainly underlines the dangers of the literal interpretation of ancient evidence, especially when it comes to the dimensions of things. But Herodotus continues with his description:




On the top, along the edges of the wall, they constructed buildings of a single chamber facing one another, leaving between them room for a four-horse chariot to turn. In the circuit of the wall are a hundred gates, all of bronze, with bronze lintels and side-posts [. . .] The city is divided into two portions by the river which runs through the midst of it. This river is the Euphrates [. . .] The city wall is brought down on both sides to the edge of the stream: thence, from the corners of the wall, there is carried along each bank of the river a fence of burnt bricks. The houses are mostly three and four stories high; the streets all run in straight lines, not only those parallel to the river, but also the cross streets which lead down to the water-side. At the river end of these cross streets are low gates in the fence that skirts the stream, which are, like the great gates in the outer wall, of bronze, and open on the water.


The outer wall is the main defence of the city. There is, however, a second inner wall, of less thickness than the first, but very little inferior to it in strength. The centre of each division of the town was occupied by a fortress. In the one stood the palace of the kings, surrounded by a wall of great strength and size: in the other was the sacred precinct of Zeus Belus, a square enclosure two stadia [400 m] each way, with gates of solid bronze; which was also remaining in my time. In the middle of the precinct there was a tower of solid masonry, a stadion [200 m] in length and breadth, upon which was raised a second tower, and on that a third, and so on up to eight [. . .] On the topmost tower there is a spacious temple, and inside the temple stands a couch of unusual size, richly adorned, with a golden table by its side. There is no statue of any kind set up in the place, nor is the chamber occupied of nights by anyone but a single native woman [. . .]


Below, in the same precinct, there is a second temple, in which is a sitting figure of Zeus, all of gold. Before the figure stands a large golden table, and the throne whereon it sits, and the base on which the throne is placed, are likewise of gold. The Chaldaeans told me that all the gold together was eight hundred talents’ weight. Outside the temple are two altars, one of solid gold [. . .] the other a common altar, but of great size [on which] the Chaldaeans burn the frankincense, which is offered to the amount of a thousand talents’ weight, every year, at the festival of the God. In the time of Cyrus there was likewise in this temple a figure of a man, twelve cubits high, entirely of solid gold. I myself did not see this figure, but I relate what the Chaldaeans report concerning it [. . .]


The whole of Babylonia is, like Egypt, intersected with canals. The largest of them all, which runs towards the winter sun, and is impassable except in boats, is carried from the Euphrates into another stream, called the Tigris, the river upon which the town of Nineveh formerly stood. Of all the countries that we know there is none which is so fruitful in grain. It makes no pretension indeed of growing the fig, the olive, the vine, or any other tree of the kind; but in grain it is [so abundant that] the fruitfulness of Babylonia must seem incredible to those who have never visited the country.39





Plato’s Atlantis resounds with echoes of Herodotus’ Babylon, and another major city in the Persian Empire that Herodotus describes, and which might have had a bearing on Plato’s Atlantisville, was Ecbatana (modern Hamadan in Iran):




Deioces40 bade them build for him a palace worthy of the royal dignity and strengthen him with a guard of spearmen. And the Medes did so: for they built him a large and strong palace in that part of the land which he told them [. . .]. He built large and strong walls, those which are now called Ecbatana, standing in circles one within the other. And this wall is so contrived that one circle is higher than the next by the height of the battlements alone. And to some extent, I suppose, the nature of the ground, seeing that it is on a hill, assists towards this end; but much more was it produced by art, since the circles are in all seven in number. And within the last circle are the royal palace and the treasure-houses. The largest of these walls is in size about equal to the circuit of the wall round Athens; and of the first circle the battlements are white, of the second black, of the third crimson, of the fourth blue, of the fifth red: thus are the battlements of all the circles coloured with various tints, and the two last have their battlements one of them overlaid with silver and the other with gold.41





Fact and fantasy are hard to disentangle in this description – most of the site now lies under the modern city – although the Late Babylonian Nabonidus Chronicle in the British Museum42 speaks of Cyrus of Persia marching against ‘the country Agamtanu’ [i.e. Ecbatana] in 550/549 BC and seizing the royal residence along with the ‘silver, gold, other valuables of the country Agamtanu’, and the Greek historian Xenophon (c. 430–c. 355 BC) tells us that Ecbatana subsequently became the summer residence of the conquering Achaemenid Persian kings.43 Likewise Polybius, writing after Plato’s death, tells us that the city was richer and more beautiful than all other cities in the world; although it had no wall, the palace, built on an artificial terrace, had impressive fortifications; the circumference of the citadel was seven stadia (about 1.4 km); the builders used cedar and cypress wood, which was covered with silver and gold; the roof tiles, columns and ceilings were plated with silver and gold; and that the palace was stripped of its precious metals during the invasion of Alexander the Great (Alexander’s dear friend Hephaestion died there in 324 BC), and also in the reigns of his successors Antigonus and Seleucus. Aspects of the city could well have served as templates for the city of Atlantis with its circular layout, variegated stone constructions and metal-coated fortifications.44


When Herodotus’ travels were over he migrated to Athens, possibly around 447 BC. His work doesn’t mention anything that we can date to later than 430 BC, and it is generally assumed that he died shortly after that date, perhaps before he reached the age of sixty.


PERSIAN WARS


The Persian Empire, which Herodotus described so evocatively, was one of the most powerful in the ancient world, and as it expanded under Cyrus and his successors it had come to control the sophisticated Ionian Greek communities of Asia Minor, Herodotus’ native Halicarnassus included. But in 499 BC, when Darius I was on the throne, some of these cities rebelled, and Athens sent ships to help them. The ultimate failure of this ‘Ionian Revolt’ was never in doubt, though, and once the rebels had been overwhelmed, the Great King (as the Greeks called him) sought revenge. Athens was at the top of his list.


Armed with a list of ‘just grievances’, Darius moved to subjugate Greece in a seaborne invasion, despatching a force said to number 600 ships. The invaders crossed the Aegean Sea, and in the summer of 490 BC they landed at Marathon, about 40 km north-east of Athens. The Athenians sought help from Sparta, but this was not forthcoming. Effectively on their own, with just 1,000 Plataean allies at their side, the hoplites (heavy infantrymen) of Athens, led by their swashbuckling general Miltiades, confronted the overwhelming barbarous/barbarian seaborne might of the Persian Empire, and, to general astonishment, they won one of the most significant battles in the history of the Western world.45 The Marathon-men and Athens revelled in the glory; the Persians yearned for revenge.


Miltiades died the year after his triumph at Marathon. But in 483 BC the Athenians struck a rich vein of silver in their mining district of Laurium. Ten years prior to this the anti-Persian politician Themistocles had instigated fortification projects at Piraeus, 5 km from Athens, in order to create a new naval base and commercial harbour. Plutarch observes that, ‘it was his ambition to unite the entire city to the sea’,46 and now Themistocles persuaded the Athenians to spend their silver windfall on a large fleet of state-of-the-art warships called triremes. He actually exploited the hostility of the Athenians towards their neighbours on the island of Aegina, rather than against the Persians, but as Herodotus commented, this animosity saved Greece by forcing Athens to become a maritime power.47 It was one of the most significant decisions the Athenians ever made: their transition from the land-fighting era of Marathon to their sea-based imperialist dominance of the Aegean world, which coincided with the peak of their democracy, was absolutely crucial, and these developments were not lost on Plato when he was composing the Atlantis narrative.48


Over in Persia, when Darius I died in 486 BC the vengeance project fell to his son Xerxes, who assembled a vast invasion force drawn from forty-six different nationalities,49
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