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INTRODUCTION

Atlantis Madness

Reading made Don Quixote a gentleman. Believing what he read made him mad.

George Bernard Shaw

The grizzled Arab in his full-length black galabiya grunted and motioned impatiently for my canteen. I hesitated. In North Africa fresh water and life are one and the same, and I was alone, a heathen American in a forsaken corner of Islamic Morocco, come to search the gaunt ruins of a long-dead city for traces of an even older civilization. My friend, who seemed hardly less ancient, did not speak English. I knew no Arabic. He had, notwithstanding, appointed himself my unsolicited guide to Lixus.

His mostly toothless expression twisted into the grimace of a devious smile, and I reluctantly relinquished the army-surplus container. He emptied it at our feet, the priceless liquid splashing to the parched ground, then squatted to the Roman pavement. Mumbling low, as if chanting a mantra, he pressed the palm of his right hand onto the dust-laden stones and rubbed in a circular motion. Gradually, the dim outlines of a mosaic began to materialize from the drab surface.

While the old man continued to rub, muttering all the while, colors began to emerge from the porous stone: carnelian reds, corn-golden yellows, aqua blues, sea greens—the suggestion of a face took form. First, large, blue, commanding eyes, then bushy eyebrows. Then a powerful forehead, followed by long locks of golden hair, a bold nose, a mouth open, as though calling. The portrait expanded to become a vibrant scene with dolphin-filled seas behind the manifesting head. The figure began to fill out in shade and brilliance, revealing a bull neck, massive shoulders, and a strong trident. Here was the living face of the ocean god, Rome’s Neptune, the Greek Poseidon, in a mosaic masterpiece preserved in all its original pieces and vivid colors for two millennia. The old man who conjured this apparition stopped rubbing the stones, and almost at once the vision began to fade. The bright hues lost their shine. The face grew indistinct, as though veiled by mist, then cloud. A moment more, and it was unrecognizable. As my spilled water quickly evaporated in the North African sun, the mosaic disappeared entirely, fading back into the indistinguishable brownish gray pavement. The precious contents of my canteen had been a libation, a small sacrifice to the god of waters, who revealed his timeless face only so long as the offering lasted.

My encounter with Neptune seemed to personify the quest that brought me from my home in Colfax, Wisconsin. Like the mosaic, the object of that search lies hidden, but the proper method may yet bring it back to life. I arrived in coastal Morocco specifically to study, photograph, and most of all experience a place called Lixus, the “City of Light,” as the Romans left it. The ruins are not far from the broken-down town of Larache, fronting a dark blue Atlantic Ocean. Only the upper and most recent ruins of the archaeological zone were Roman.

The Romans’ identifiable pillars and arches rest upon the stonework of earlier, unknown architects. I traced one of these massive, perfectly square-cut monoliths with the palm of my hand and thrilled with a feeling akin to deja vu: the workmanship was uncannily reminiscent of other massive, ancient stones I had touched high in the Andes of South America and at the ocean bottom near the island of Bimini, fifty-five miles east of Florida. Before the Romans made a colony out of northwest Africa, it was the independent kingdom of Mauretania. Phoenicians from Carthage preceded the white-skinned Mauretanians. But who was building cities before they arrived?

A MATTER OF LIFE AND DEATH

Morocco was the midpoint in my single-minded search for the roots of an obsession. Weeks before, I was sitting on the red leather saddle astride a black horse riding through the desert sands in the shadow of the Great Pyramid. In the Upper Nile Valley, I heard my footsteps echo through the enormous Victory Temple of Ramses III. In Turkey, I stood on the battlements of Ilios and looked down on the great plain where Greeks and Trojans fought to the death. Everywhere, I collected pieces of a lost, prehistoric puzzle far greater than all the places I visited.

From the world’s oldest known tomb, in Ireland, and Etruscan Italy’s subterranean temple, beyond to Athens, where the Greek philosopher, Plato, first narrated the story that set me wandering, twenty-four centuries later, I was a driven man. Wherever I journeyed, I felt protected from men and events that on occasion threatened my life, and guided toward the answers I sought. But there were never enough answers. They were spread out like breadcrumbs before a hungry bird, always enticing me on to the next sacred site and the one beyond that.

I climbed Mount Ida, on Crete, to visit the cave were Zeus, king of the Olympian gods, had been born. There were other islands that needed visiting: In the Aegean, Santorini, its sickle shape all that remained of the volcanic explosion that vaporized a mountain, and Delos, birthplace of Apollo, god of light and enlightenment. In the broad Atlantic, Tenerife, its ominous mountain still trembling with  seismic rage; Lanzarote, its tall, conical pyramids continuing to chart the progress of the sun after unknown millennia; and Gran Canaria, where I found the very signature of Atlas himself. My investigations went beyond the Old World, back across the sea to the colossal geoglyphs of fantastic animals and giant men drawn in the Peruvian desert, and to Bolivia’s most enigmatic city, high in the mountains. There were Mexican pyramids to climb and, not far from home, I sought out the effigy mounds of birds and serpents from Wisconsin to Louisiana.

The price paid for these and many more life-changing travels sometimes went beyond money. On Lanzarote I almost drowned when the rising tide trapped me in a seaside cave. Later, that same day, I was saved from falling into the mouth of a volcano by my walking stick. In Tangiers, I escaped a gang of cutthroats. I was less lucky in Peru, when three men strangled me into unconsciousness and left me for dead in the streets of Cuzco.

Even though this book has gone to press, it is not finished, nor ever shall be, because my ongoing travels continually unfold new dimensions in an endless search for the story which can never be known in its entirety. All these adventures were and are bent to a primary purpose: to re-connect with that which was lost. Why I want to do so may be explained through sensible rationalizations—discovering the roots of civilization, the alchemical thrill of transforming dramatic legend into historical reality—or some such reasoned justification for incurring prodigious amounts of time, energy, money, and risk to my physical existence. But they would be only partial explanations. There is a visceral cause beyond the power of words to describe what has become the joyful obsession of my life; it exceeds mere intellectual curiosity.

This idee fixe is by no means mine alone. Other investigators have been and are still similarly enchanted. My fondest hope is that the readers of this book, at least to some degree, become so infected—for their own good, of course! The fever came upon me most gently. While browsing in a Chicago bookstore in the spring of 1980, I picked up a copy of L. Sprague de Camp’s Lost Continents, the first book I read about Atlantis.1 I knew next to nothing about the subject and regarded it as little more than a legendary sidelight of peripheral interest. De Camp wrote convincingly and entertainingly against the leading arguments for Atlantis-as-fact, debunking the claims with sound geology and accessible history. I liked his no-nonsense approach. Still, he provoked more questions than he answered, and left me with the feeling that there was more to the story than his cavalier dismissal of this myth that has endured for at least twenty-four centuries. I re-read Lost Continents and searched out every book in its bibliography. Some were ridiculous, others credible, but all offered something thought-provoking. Although I still regarded Atlantis as fantasy, I could not shake the possibility that some kind of reality lay behind the myth.

TO FIND THE PAST IS TO FIND OURSELVES

Perhaps an answer might be discovered in the writings of Plato, the fourth century B.C.E. philosopher. His Dialogues comprise the earliest known account of Atlantis. Examining the Timaeus and Kritias, I found it difficult to resist, as have so many readers, the impression that his was a straightforward retelling of actual events in a real place with flesh-and-blood characters. He wrote of an oceanic empire on a beautiful island inhabited by a brilliant people reveling in their glittering temples and palaces, suddenly obliterated by a geologic event on the scale of a nuclear catastrophe. Most modern scholars dismissed his narrative as allegory.

But like so many readers of the great thinker’s words I sensed there was something more to it than that. I dissected Plato’s Dialogues point by point, all the while building an expanding library of source material that almost kept pace with my voluminous note-taking. I investigated the wonders of plate tectonics, volcanology, underwater archaeology, comparative mythology, archaeo-biology,  archaeo-astronomy, and history, especially history. I plunged into the study of the past, from the rise of Homo erectus and the Paleolithic Age to Predynastic Egypt and early Mesopotamia, beyond to the American cultures in the Valley of Mexico and the Andes. The more I learned, the more I wanted to know. Pursuit of Atlantis was frustrating and elusive, but enriching, because the answer to one question almost invariably posed several more.

After years of research, far from narrowing my investigation, it had broadened. I felt challenged and more determined than ever to solve the riddle to my own satisfaction. Before the end of the decade, the information I had accumulated was making a strong case for Plato’s sunken city. It is impossible to determine, however, precisely at what point the certainty dawned on me that, yes, Atlantis was historical reality. No single piece of decisive evidence convinced me. Only as I reviewed the mass of collected and organized material, detecting common themes and recurring patterns, did an overall, objective view of the whole civilization begin to appear.

Like the various pieces in the mosaic of Neptune’s head brought back to life by the old Moroccan, Atlantis gradually emerged in a total picture that could only be appreciated from the correct perspective. That perspective was formed by properly interrelating the various fragments of information. I did not force the facts to fit any preconceived notions. On the contrary, my conclusions grew entirely from the available data. I had not set out to prove or disprove the existence of Atlantis, but to find the reason for its hold on the human imagination. It was awesome to finally come to the realization that the place had existed after all. True, physical proof for its demise is scant and equivocal. But had I been arguing a habeas corpus case in any court of law, I knew I possessed more than sufficient evidence to bring in a guilty verdict. I could not imagine that my curiosity would eventually lead to so enormous a project. At first, I felt inhibited about writing a book about Atlantis. I am not a professional archaeologist, and the subject seemed far too broad  for a specialist in any one field. The only person who could write the book on Atlantis had to be a genius proficient in a dozen different sciences.

My dilemma was the same as that faced by the astronomers Clube and Napier in their related research The Cosmic Serpent: “No one individual has the breadth of knowledge to analyze, in full scholarly depth, more than a fraction of the evidence which can be brought to bear on the theme. On the other hand, ever-increasing specialization of knowledge is a recipe for sterility and error: sterility because the comprehensive picture may go unrecognized, and even if it does not, error, because the specialist will tend to overemphasize the significance of this or that data in his own field. The specialist is right to attach importance to details; but one does not judge the theory of evolution simply by its application to the flying squirrels of Eastern Asia.” No salaried archaeologist alive today would be allowed to touch the subject of Atlantis, save to debunk or diminish it. An explanation of the causes for their extreme reluctance concerning all things Atlantean to readers unfamiliar with the present, somewhat deplorable condition of modern American archaeology would require a sad book all its own. Actually, that book has already been written—The Hidden History of the Human Race.2 Suffice it to say that a powerful dogma demanding that no one seriously consider certain taboo subjects rules today’s hallowed halls of academia.

ANY PLACE BUT ATLANTIS

There are legitimate reasons for serious investigators, professional or not, to avoid mentioning the A-word. They have been told that Atlantis was founded by spacemen, that its magic ray is still sinking ships and downing aircraft in the Bermuda Triangle, that its alien inhabitants are alive today and reside under the North Pole, and many other fantasies, enough to make any sane researcher dismiss sober consideration of the sunken city as so much hallucination.



Atlantis has been linked with ancient Troy, the Bahamas, the Hebrides, northern Germany, even another planet. Establishment scientists that have investigated the tale suggest it was on Crete, while the latest interpretation by “diffusionists” postulates Antarctica. This confusion concerning the whereabouts of Atlantis is not new. As long ago as 1841, an exasperated T. H. Martin wrote in Etudes sur le Timee de Platon, “Many scholars embarking upon the search with a more or less heavy cargo of erudition, but with no compass other than their imagination and caprice, have voyaged at random. And where have they arrived? In Africa, in America, in Spitzbergen, in Sweden, in Sardinia, in Palestine, in Athens, in Persia, and in Ceylon, they say.”3 My investigation suggests the Atlanteans impacted all these places and more, so it should not be surprising that investigators find revealing clues to the lost civilization in widely separated locations. While some of these sites may have been Atlantean colonies or places of refuge for its survivors, the city itself cannot be identified with any of them. One of this century’s saner Atlantologists, James Bramwell, stated succinctly, “Atlantis must be understood as located in the Atlantic Ocean or it is not Atlantis at all.”4

In view of the wild claims made for “the lost continent,” it is no wonder most professionals dismiss the very notion of Atlantis with contempt. The piles of speculative droppings that surround discussion of Plato’s story comprise an obstacle course that every honest inquirer must hurdle to reach the truth. Someone other than an archaeologist or an occultist might, therefore, be more willing to sort out that truth buried under decades of official hostility and lunatic-fringe advocacy.

Perhaps my background as a student at Southern Illinois University’s School of Journalism and, later as an investigative reporter with the Winnetka Paper prepared me for sifting fact from fantasy in order to make sense out of the ancient mystery. I felt that if I dealt with Atlantis as an archaeological detective story, perhaps  the truth might be determined. It is, after all, a reporter’s task to assemble as many pieces of evidence as possible, then arrange them into a coherent picture for the general public. Archaeologists, on the other hand, object to popularizations of their work, which, by its very nature, subjectively concentrates on individual pieces of the whole. They have abandoned the subject of Atlantis altogether, save for their efforts to explain it away, either as a complete fiction or a misinterpretation of ancient events in the Aegean Sea. In so doing, they leave the field of investigation open to researchers who lack their academic credentials.

ATLANTIS LIVES!

It was as a reporter, then, that I published The Destruction of Atlantis in 1987. The income it generated funded the next eight years of my overseas’ research. During those extensive travels, the evidence I accumulated from around the world not only confirmed most of my original conclusions, but expanded them far beyond the chapters of the first edition. When the opportunity to republish it presented itself, I was determined to use the primary text as a foundation upon which to add these latest materials. The result is a substantially augmented presentation, five times larger than the original. Too many books on Atlantis contain nothing more than rehashed information that has been used numerous times before. The Destruction of Atlantis is unique, because it offers fresh evidence, most of it never-before available to general readers and new even to long-time students of the sunken civilization. It is presented here within the credible context of the Near-East Bronze Age, not removed, as it usually is, from recognizable history by sixty-five hundred years. Those pieces of evidence appearing in previous publications are held up in a new light. Some are discarded because they have been proved invalid by modern research; some refit into a new way of seeing Atlantis.

Dry recitations of documented theories will not resurrect the Queen of Legends from her watery grave. A definite shift in consciousness is necessary and is presently underway. The dogmas of the past no longer rest on the firm footing they depended on for so long, as more and more researchers, some with outstanding scientific credentials, publicly voice their serious doubts concerning obsolete theories preached as holy writs of Academia. Establishment positions regarding humankind’s supposedly first civilizations in Mesopotamia and the Nile Valley; the impossibility of ancient mariners to cross the oceans from Europe, the Near East, Africa, or Asia to the Americas; the lack of any contact between the ancient peoples of Mexico and Peru—these and similarly entrenched positions are eroding at an accelerating rate under the hard questions posed by a new generation of investigators. Awareness of Atlantis is next on the list of issues still too radical for consideration. But it is the single most explosive issue of them all, because its discovery could blow the Ivory Tower’s official doctrine sky high. Perhaps that is why the defenders of Atlantis-as-myth are so unyielding. After so many decades of denial they have too much to lose.

My chief purpose in writing this book has been to make the lost civilization come alive in the reader’s imagination. It is not enough to simply argue facts, no matter how convincingly. To make Atlantis live in the mind requires a persuasive factual basis on which to present an explanatory theory dramatized by a credible re-creation. The facts themselves need to be developed in such a manner that they seem more like clues to a fascinating mystery than the bloodless components of mere conjecture. The mystery, in turn, is examined by a theory that unifies all the evidence into a comprehensive solution. Using the factual elements of this unifying theory, I included a re-creation of what it might have been like to actually walk the streets of Atlantis, visit its temples and palaces, and witness its last day through the eyes of the Atlanteans themselves. It is hoped that such a re-creation will revivify a subject too long savaged by professional debunkers, half-baked historians, and self-styled psychics.



The factual Atlantis is fantastic enough. As such, this investigation makes no claims, ventures upon no speculation not supported by today’s understanding of the past. It avoids the occult and extraterrestrial theories that discredit historic Atlantis among professionals and public alike. It relies exclusively on the better-established information and reasonably inferred conclusions of modern science, recognizable history, and comparative myth. If the Atlantis legend cannot be credibly transposed into an accessible, rational theory, resting largely on documented criteria, then it is, after all, only a legend not worthy of our curiosity. But once the paranormal speculations have been set aside, let us at least allow ourselves enough honesty to follow the facts wherever they may lead.

This is not to suggest that Atlantis lacks a genuinely mystical dimension. In truth, it was steeped in mysticism. The whole orientation of the Atlanteans’ culture was aimed at obtaining spiritual empowerment through the mystical arts. It was not for nothing that their foremost mythic figure, Atlas, was revered as the founder of astrology. To be sure, even a reasoned examination cannot elude the Otherworldly aspects of the Atlantis story. To divest this investigation of them would be to miss Atlantis’s reason for being—and the reason for its annihilation. But the mysticism found in these pages was not “channeled,” nor conjured via some favorite crystal. I allowed whatever magic there might be here to arise of its own accord. The real sensation of wonderment derives not through paranormal uncertainties, but from realizing the historical certainty that Atlantis did indeed exist.

Why should the historical certainty of Atlantis be interesting or important? Aside from its place as the real cradle of civilization, Atlantis represents a warning we need to grasp to the bottom of our souls. Not since the Atlanteans elevated their society to its zenith has the world attained a similarly international civilization. But they so abused the fundamental principles of their greatness through arrogance and greed that their entire society crashed into horrific oblivion. The demise of a civilization (and hundreds have fallen before our own) is never painless.

Americans have no right to assume that their civilization will continue indefinitely, especially when they allow forces inimical to the basic survival of their society to proliferate. We need to consider our own behavior, not only as a nation, but as a species, to appreciate how vital an Atlantean comparison might be for today’s so-called movers and shakers, before they and the rest of us are moved and shaken by the consequences of our own misdeeds. Atlantis is the supreme object lesson. We ignore it at our own peril.

IN THE SHADOW OF ATLANTIS

Atlantis can be restored to life through the collection and comparison of trace evidence. Since the capital’s destruction was of so cataclysmic a nature, it is to a large extent through the literary, historical, and mythological evidence of those peoples touched by the Atlanteans that we are able to follow the story. If, by comparison, Rome had suddenly vanished at the zenith of her imperial greatness, leaving no material evidence of the city’s existence, we would still know much about her from the surviving testimony of the societies she directly influenced. The surviving testimony of peoples touched by Atlantis during the height of her empire is no less revealing. Until Atlantis herself is discovered, her physical absence does not invalidate the possibility of her story.

The discovery of the planet Pluto is an analogous example: It was not actually seen until 1930, when the invention of more powerful telescopes made its observation possible. Pluto’s existence had nevertheless been strongly suspected since the turn of the twentieth century, because astronomers already knew the motions of its neighbors, Uranus and Neptune, revealed gravitational perturbations that could not be attributed to the other planets. In other words, Pluto, though unseen for years, was believed to exist because of its observable effect on Uranus and Neptune. The physical laws of  cause and effect are no less applicable to those of human history. Even though the material evidence of Atlantis has yet to be found, we may nonetheless learn the truth about her existence by observing her effect on other societies she influenced. In so doing, we point our investigation in that direction, until the eventual discovery and verification of Atlantean artifacts.

But Atlantis is far more than some archaeological problem. It is, in fact, more than we can entirely express in words, because it is the collective trauma of our species: the birthplace of earthly civilization detonated in a magnitude of terror and guilt that seared the memory of mankind from that time to this. Its supreme moment of horrific mass extinction echoes through all the generations since in the persistent nightmares of our collective unconscious as universally expressed through the myths of every human society. It is time we awoke from the nightmare. Let us heal that missing memory of our origins by recalling the great glory we achieved, but carelessly lost, before we repeat the process of self-destruction by making the same dreadful errors.
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ONE

“In a Single Day and Night”

A Re-creation

And when, amid no earthly moans, down, down that town shall settle hence, Hell, rising from a thousand thrones, shall do it reverence.

From Edgar Allen Poe’s “The City in the Sea”

A lone white sail emblazoned with the image of a black, predatory owl unfurled in a loud flap to inhale the first breath of dawn at sea. Behind the ship’s high, curling stem, Elasippos—an ancient harborcity on the continental coast—fell away in the rosy morning. A female eye painted indigo just above the waterline on either side of the prow stared serenely across the calm expanse of the water heaving gently like the dark breast of a titan. The ship was a freighter, single masted and square rigged, a cargo of bronzes packed amid branches and lashed with hemp to the in-boards.

There were chalices for sacred libations, tripods crawling with serpentine motifs, cauldrons fashioned like crowns, statuettes of gods and monsters. The crew of thirty-two men were as bronzed as the cargo they carried. They had crossed this eighty-league stretch  of Kronos Sea many times before. They knew the clear-sky weather would hold, because their captain had sacrificed a young bull to Poseidon at the quay. Most of the meat was taken by the officiating priests. The ship’s company was allowed a few morsels. The rest, tossed into the water, went to the god. As the sun climbed to its noontide, a lookout on the high bow called out, “Ships ahead!” All eyes not occupied with immediate duties searched the western horizon. Before long, the captain spotted a small armada of warships tacking in a wide zigzag against the same wind that mildly blew his freighter on its course.

Soon the frightening designs of their sails were discernable—grinning skulls, grasping ravens, the sea god’s own crimson trident, a golden lightning bolt—fearsome portents for the enemies of the Distant West. The warships approached in lengthy, swaggering strides. Like the freighter, painted eyes were carved above the waterline, but, like the narwhal, pointed, serrated battering-rams jutted just beneath the spreading bow waves. Both bow and stern posts curved upward to end in the stylized heads of serpents or birds of prey. Before the captain could order a change of heading to avoid the onrushing flotilla, the warships themselves simultaneously dispersed to north and south in an orderly maneuver coordinated by flag signals and trumpet calls that sounded more musical than military over the shifting soundboard of the sea. Moments later, the vessels passed hissing through the water to port and starboard, so close the freighter’s crew could appreciate the prodigious length and lolling bulk of the swift warships.

Troops of warriors crowded the high gunwales, cheering a greeting across the short space of water and waving their red horsehair helmets. Figure-8 shields glinted in the afternoon sun, as the overshadowed freighter slithered in between the half-dozen battle cruisers. The small fleet dropped quickly astern and eventually vanished behind the eastern horizon. Fresh water flasks were passed around for all hands, and rations of oranges, dates, and pomegranates were  equally distributed to officers and common seamen alike. A noisy raven was released from its little wooden cage and everyone watched Apollo’s bird rise rapidly on its shiny black wings as it circled ever higher overhead. After a moment of apparent indecision, it dashed off straight toward the west. “To your oars!” the captain bellowed, his gaze still on the freed raven, now only a dark spot dwindling against the sky gathering with cloud. Not long after it was lost to even his eagle-eye, the bow-watch sang out, “Atlas!”

ARRIVING IN ATLANTIS

The captain ordered a slight change of course, and the steersman leaned on his tiller at the stern. The ship’s ever-languid eyes stared directly ahead at the dark silhouette on the horizon. In less than an hour, the silhouette assumed the form of a shield laid upon the mirror surface of the sea, its middle boss rising steeply from the center. Moments later, the image changed again, this time to that of a colossal pillar, almost anthropomorphic in shape, vaguely suggesting the configuration of a giant down on one knee supporting the roof of the sky, for a partial overcast hung above the island. The great mountain’s summit was lost in cloud, its bouldered shoulders hunched against heaven. Atlas, “He who upholds,” was well named. The men were temporarily relieved of oar duty as a freshening breeze, like the unseen hand of the goddess Alkyone herself, sped the vessel to port. The freighter slid past several outcroppings of half-sunken rocks, one strangely fashioned by the incessant fingers of wind and wave to closely resemble a demasted ship not unlike their own—a circumstantial creation in stone washed over with Gorgon legends of Medusa. For sailors, it was a warning to beware these perilous waters.

Approaching the island-capital from the east, the freighter fell into the enormous shadow of Mount Atlas cast far out over the sea by a lowering sun that scattered the oppressive cloud cover. This view of the island from the sea never failed to impress observers. At  once majestic and fearsome, newcomers, even from civilizations of great splendor, were invariably awed by the power, political, architectural, and geologic, that radiated from this rather eerie place. Especially to the governed, their Atlantean conquerors seemed to be larger-than-life human extensions of their homeland: culturally sophisticated, but not without an innate capacity for overpowering violence.

The Elasippos ship came within hailing distance of the beach, skirting the shoreline around to the south. The busy crewmen sometimes looked up from their duties to see a farmer and his family laboring in the wheat fields. There were airy villas of whitewashed walls and grand private homes with red- and orange-tiled roofs, some perched halfway up hillside acreages overlooking eastern ocean vistas. Coastal roads grew visible, and horse and cart traffic were joined by the occasional chariot of a wealthy landowner or palace official.

Soon, the great harbor was on right, and the sun, poised huge and carnelian, like a titan’s burnished shield raised just over the edge of the world, sketched the broken overcast in bold streaks of scarlet, tinting wine-dark the waters through which the freighter coasted. The captain ordered the sail furled and the rowers back to their stations. Oars rose and fell rhythmically to the measured beat of the hortator upon his drum as the ship executed its lumbering turn toward shore. The captain, standing at his place in the high bow, marveled at the towering wall on the other side of the harbor. As often as he had seen it, the sight of such a colossal fortification never failed to awe. From the perspective of an incoming vessel, only Mount Atlas was more prominent. The battlements’ vast extent were sufficient to make the capital unique, but the Atlanteans always did things on a grand scale that no one else could afford or duplicate.

Completing an unbroken circuit around the entire inner city, these castellated ramparts sloped gently upward from their contiguous base, making the whole work appear even higher than  its forty feet. The effect was heightened by the placement of various stones arranged into colored bands that narrowed as they reached to the top of the wall. Black lava rock rose from the wall’s base to little more than halfway up the front. The next course, about ten feet high, was made of white pumice below a top band, the narrowest, of red tufa. When viewed close-up, the rampart seemed to reach for the sky. The broad, black course had been made to dramatically contrast with gleaming sheets of highly polished bronze set into the walls. Massive, crenelated towers manned by special regiments of archers and spearmen abutted the wall and were spaced within a bow shot of each other, surrounding the entire capital, if need be, with impenetrable crossfire. The tower roofs were spacious enough to accommodate catapults that could throw a quarter-ton stone, a weighted sponge of flaming oil, or a large basket filled with lethal vipers onto the deck of an approaching enemy long before the ship could make land. If any did make their way to shore, their crews would be pounded into oblivion by a concentrated barrage.

The unchanging eyes of the freighter stared at the sprawling harbor, its gigantic docks crammed with lean triremes from the northerly kingdom of Mestor, famous even then for its circle of huge stones that counted the progress of the sun; pot-shaped trading ships from lands of the Inner Sea almost closed off in the west by the Pillars of Heracles; a luxurious yacht of gleaming white cedar and bronze appointments on emissary from newly conquered Etruria; scarred freighters creaking in their quays, weary with long, overocean voyages to and from copper mines of the Outer Continent; beautiful but dangerous-looking Confederation warships, like the rigs encountered en route, in the process of refitting; a whole shipful of musicians and their strange instruments from allied Libya; an Azaes merchantman with a heavily guarded cargo of costly dyed linens, rare perfumes, and huge feathers that glinted in the sunlight like azure metal.



THE CITY OF WORLDLY DELIGHTS

Oars up on command, the little freighter from Elasippos coasted expertly into dock. Ready hands caught thrown lines and beam ends squeaked into the wood pilings; bow and stern were secured. The discharged crew bounded ashore for the promise of high times, but their captain and first officer remained behind to supervise the unloading of the precious bronzes with the just-arrived palace recorder, wax ledger and silver-tipped stylus in his hand. Immediately behind the harbor works was a broad, extensive avenue that fronted and partially surrounded the lofty walls that guarded the city with their bold watchtowers at regular intervals. It was here, along this elaborate avenue, that the goods of the whole island-capital and much of the wealth of the world, civilized or not, were displayed, bartered, bought, and sold. It was Atlas’ own marketplace, the economic heart of his empire that beat night and day; where virtually everything and practically anyone were for sale; where the riches of three dozen cultures flowed in an exciting disharmony of international voices, sights, and smells, at once garish and intoxicating.

Into this mercantile vortex the crewmen of the Elasippos freighter threw themselves, followed eventually by the captain and first officer. The variety of faces and often wildly dissimilar bodies that crowded this eternal bazaar were no less varied than the confused riot of glittering goods and myriad services that infested the market avenue itself. There were godlike giants with metallic-golden hair tied tightly behind their bold, strong heads. They had ice-blue eyes and voices like Atlas’ when he bellows from the depths of his mountain. There were awed, dark brown little fellows bedecked with so many feathers one might imagine they flew across the ocean from their forest-kingdom of Maia. There were brusque, big-boned men from northerly Euaemon with hair like fire and tempers to match. Taller were the Eastern Continent’s blue-black men, whose incomprehensible babbling was punctuated by the  constant clatter of huge ivory collars hanging around their long necks.

These and more were the outsiders, some of them part of the Confederation, but most foreigners come to Atlantis for the profusion of material goods she spread out for the world. Native Atlanteans less frequently seen among the jostling crowds were the apparently wise, long-robed, long-bearded astrologers. They passed unheeding and unheeded through the joyful mobs. Graceful courtesans with purple-painted eyes flowed like filmy apparitions between the rows of bawling street merchants. Warriors in the Atlantean armed forces—infantrymen, bowmen, and marines—were common sights, their high, crimson, horse-hair helmets bobbing above the crowds. There were merchants, some native but most foreign, selling everything from stubby vats of aromatic spices to flasks of wine and hogsheads of beer, from fruits and fans to votive statuettes and perfumes. Through the crowds pushed farmers and shorehands, pickpockets and prostitutes, street musicians and beggars.

Beyond the flurry of the marketplace and the gargantuan wall that squeezed it next to the harbor, the capital lay in resplendent, monumental organization, like an empress’ crown jewels on permanent display. The sacred city was strangely designed, unlike any other in the known world. It was laid out in concentric circles, alternating rings of land and water, each equidistant from the other. The water rings were joined by a system of canals that bisected the capital in all directions, with gates and outlets to the three capacious harbors on the south coast. Two land rings encircled a central island. Each ring was entirely surrounded by a high wall, the inner ring plated in a glinting excess of orichalcum. Displaying this costly metal was a deliberate extravagance meant to impess foreign visitors with the Atlanteans’ almost barbaric opulence.

Orichalcum was the Atlantean name for the finest grade of copper on Earth, and they alone were its miners, shippers, and dealers. Thanks to their skill as sailors, they had discovered rich  deposits of the ore in the freezing north of the Opposite Continent long ago. Since that discovery, the men of Atlantis never relinquished their hold on its source, which simultaneously made possible the Near Eastern Bronze Age and Atlantis’s unparalleled prosperity. They ostentatiously displayed the metallurgical components that generated their great wealth, decorating the inner wall with orichalcum, the middle wall with tin, and the outer wall with bronze. Every kingdom in the Ancient World had to purchase the copper needed to make bronze from the Atlanteans, who jealously guarded its overseas sources as the highest state secret. And bronze was the most important component in contemporary weapons’ manufacture. Without it, conquerors of new lands or defenders of their own could not hope to succeed.

AT THE CITADEL

The land ring directly behind the tricolored wall that encircled the city comprised the military headquarters of the Atlantean Empire. Here, its navy and marines set up extensive offices, training facilities, and barracks for every grade of officer, seaman, and foot soldier. Admirals and generals planned strategy; captains rehearsed their junior commanders and sailors in maritime proficiency; lieutenants drilled ranks of archers, spearmen, and slingers, and the more heavily armed warriors with sword and shield; horse soldiers and charioteers competed in tactical mobility with organized brigades of elephants; the huge animals, ferocious in spiked armor, grasped seven-foot long scimitars with their trunks.

Natural hot and cold springs were converted into luxuriously ornate baths for men and animals alike. From this circular headquarters the imperial power of Atlantean conquest spread over the world. But the land ring was not without temples (mostly to the gods of war) and enormous gardens that provided both supplies of food and numerous places of entertainment. Foremost of these was the largest racetrack ever built. It made a complete circuit around  the middle of the land ring. All facilities were grouped on either side of the track. While the general public was ordinarily forbidden from entering this most important military zone, it was regularly open when races and other sporting events were staged to celebrate a special occasion, such as the Day of Poseidon, creator of the horse; an important victory; or to entertain a guest of particular merit. This military land ring was connected by stone bridges to the next, and each bridge was wide enough to accommodate two war chariots side by side.

Towers and gates guarded both sides of the bridges, which were splendidly adorned with statues of gods and heroes. Prodigious canals were dug through each ring and roofed over, making them subterranean and allowing swift, direct passage by even the largest ships to every part of Atlantis on a moment’s notice. On the southwest outer coast of the land ring were two separate, gigantic, underground docks, constructed to service several large warships at a time, yet completely invisible to all but the initiated. Military as well as civilian considerations inspired these huge engineering feats; their creators feared revenge from any of a dozen conquered enemy lands.

The inner, smaller land ring was occupied by the splendid temples, private homes, and offices of the empire’s high priests, scientists, artists, engineers, and elite warriors. Their buildings were among the finest in the empire, second only to those of the imperial family. Some were built with one color of stone; others tastefully combined different colors, for the whole island was rich in a variety of natural building materials. The spiritual and intellectual elite lived in monumental structures, as luxurious as they were comfortable, with hot and cold running water, sunlit courtyards, and flowery balconies. Every building was filled with statues large and small; murals depicting mythic scenes enlivened the walls, and multicolored mosaics covered the floors. In contrast to the tumult of the military land ring, this inner haven behind the flashing orichalcum  wall rang with the sounds of artisans, choral singing, and music of all kinds, from lone flute players to choruses of harpists. In sacred groves and dark, solemn temples, the inner ring was home to numerous religions, cults both light and dark, where a quiet struggle was being waged between priests and sorcerers.

THE TEMPLE OF POSEIDON

Shorter bridges and canals identical to those that spanned the outer rings connected the inner to a central island, home of the emperor and his family, a household guard, retinues of servants, and the most extraordinary architectural and spiritual feature of Atlantis, the Temple of Poseidon. Titanically broad and proportionate in height, the exterior surfaces of the immense, white-stone building were completely covered in molded sheets of silver, which contrasted with gilt, sculpted figures of the god and his divine attendants mounted in the temple’s pediment.

During the day, light was admitted into the cavernous interior through a few narrow windows, hardly more than slits, near the ceiling, itself a miracle of carved ivory picked out with geometric designs of gold, silver, and orichalcum. In the dim silence heavy with an unseen presence reared the alabaster colossus of Poseidon, a statue so gargantuan that his lordly head practically brushed the roof of the building high above. He was portrayed standing in his monstrous nautilus shell chariot, all gleaming mother-of-pearl worked with flowing sheets of orichalcum and gold leaf. The chariot was drawn by a team of winged horses sculpted in white stone; they represented the foaming waves that roll before the progress of the god.

Completely surrounding Poseidon were one hundred smaller statues, rendered in gray stone, of golden boys riding the arching backs of dolphins. These were the Nereids, acolytes of a mystery school particularly sacred to the sea god. The entire monument rested on a raised circular platform, itself surrounded by a pool of  clear water, making it yet another island, the smallest, holiest and most central on Atlantis. Before Poseidon, fronting the circular pool, stood a massive altar depicting in sculpted relief his divine character and exploits. Privileged seers came here to scry the future.

The temple was a veritable storehouse of sacred statuary. Monumental representations of the original queens and kings lined the circular interior, yet the building was far too enormous to be cluttered.

The first such statue was Atlas, who gave his name to the great sacred mountain and the island itself. The capital, too, derived its name from him: Atlantis, “Daughter of Atlas.” In addition, there were many other statues dedicated by private persons of great wealth, both native Atlanteans and those who came from the far corners of the Empire. The temple dazzled with a profusion of molded orichalcum covering the walls, climbing the pillars, and even spreading across the floor. For nighttime ceremonies, it shimmered in the flames of burning tripods like dreams of the Otherworld.

Immediately behind the temple was a sacred grove with a large and verdant pasture. Here the sacred bulls were given free reign and nurtured by priestly attendants until chosen for sacrifice in the island’s most important ceremonies. Although close, the Temple of Poseidon did not stand at the absolute center of the island. That position was reserved for a much smaller shrine, one of particular sacredness to the island’s inhabitants. It was here that Poseidon lay with a mortal native, Kleito, to beget the empire’s royal lineage. The holy precinct was enclosed by a wall of gold and entry was forbidden to all but the high priests, who lay seasonal offerings from the ten allied kingdoms on a sacrificial altar stone that resembled a great egg. This was the original Omphalos, the “Navel of the World,” center of the oldest mystery religion on the island, if not on Earth, with roots going back unknown millennia to the days when men lived in caves. The altar stone was originally molten rock ejected from the mouth of Mount Atlas. After it had cooled, the stone was retrieved and venerated for its special powers and significance.



THE IMPERIAL PALACE

Not far from the acropolis was the palace of the emperor. While certainly magnificent, it did not sprawl in gaudy splendor, but was a tasteful synthesis of monumental simplicity. The palace served not only as the emperor’s home, but also as his imperial base of operations and reception hall for important guests from other parts of the empire and beyond. It was surrounded by a large courtyard that stretched up to its gates with trimmed hedges running down on either side. It contained a four-acre orchard of pear, apple, orange, lemon, pomegranate, and fig trees.

At the other end of the leafy enclosure was a vineyard, complete with wooden racks for drying hundreds of grapes at a time, vats for trodding upon them, and every kind of facility the most skilled vintner could require. Nearby an extensive vegetable garden was laid out in long rows watered by two natural springs. The emperors’ wife and daughters cultivated gardens of their own. Many varieties of flowers flourished in the island’s extraordinarily fertile, volcanic soil. Several small fountains bubbled near the corners of the shrubbery and occasional statues of nature gods and goddesses lent an unobtrusive sanctity to the quadrangle. Fantastically plumed birds of iridescent orange and yellow with incredibly long tails cried out strange songs as they winged among the tree tops, and bees zigzagged across the flower beds. This embracing courtyard full of life and color created a serene setting for the royal residence.

The palace’s high, bronze-sheeted walls were topped with a line of blue tiles that ran under a gently slanting red roof. The main entrance was a high, ornate affair of silver-sculpted greatness enfolding a pair of huge doors embedded with plates of incised gold. On either side of the threshold stood life-sized statues of two dogs, one gold, the other silver. More than symbolic guardians, they represented the solar, male principle and the lunar, female principle, respectively, of an ancient canine cult associated with the island’s earliest kings. This grand entrance opened into a spacious  hall. At its center stood a long table of dark, superbly carved hardwood with several dozen high-backed chairs of the same material and draped with cloth covers beautifully woven by the women of the royal household.

Gold, life-sized statues of heroic youths in the glory of their nakedness bore torches throughout the reception hall. Here feasts, entertainments, consular meetings, and other secular conferences took place. Beyond was the throne room, where the emperor, in all the power and glory of his supreme office, held sway over an imperial enterprise unmatched in scope and influence by any empire before and few after. Atlantis was the queen of an ocean she was mighty enough to name after herself. She sat at the center of an imperial web that spread from Asia Minor in the east, where her army fought in the Trojan War, across the sea in the distant west to the shores of the Opposite Continent.

THE ISLE OF THE BLESSED

Beyond the magnificence of the triple-walled capital, a far-flung, rectangular plain, fruitful and eternally green, was irrigated by an ingenious, extensive water system by communities of industrious, prosperous farmers. The whole island was studded with precipitous mountains, which embraced Atlantis on all sides up to the sea, sheltering the capital with an impregnable defense against the strong winds that often dashed against their flanks. There were pleasant meadows and many freshwater lakes, some of the larger ones bordered by small villages. The countryside was a temperate beauty of wooded valleys and high mountains, whose peaks sent down meandering streams of pure water for towns and private estates.
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