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 HistorIQly Jr.

 The Disc With No Answer

 A 3,700-Year-Old Clay Disc Covered in Symbols. Nobody Has Decoded It.

 
 A history mystery for young detectives ages 8–12

 
 HistorIQly Jr.

 


"Out of the forty-five separate signs on the Phaistos Disk, no more than ten more or less resemble Cretan hieroglyphic forms."

 — Sir Arthur Evans



Chapter 1
 The Disc

 What did an Italian archaeologist find buried in the ruins of an ancient palace?

 On the third of July, 1908, an Italian archaeologist named Luigi Pernier was digging in the ruins of a palace on the island of Crete.


The palace was called Phaistos. It had been one of the great centres of the Minoan civilisation — a powerful Bronze Age people who ruled Crete thousands of years ago. The palace had been destroyed, rebuilt, and destroyed again. Now it was rubble and dust, baking in the Greek summer heat.


Pernier was excavating a small underground room — Room 8, in a cluster of buildings on the northeast side of the palace. The room was filled with black earth and ash, the remains of some ancient catastrophe. A fire. An earthquake. Maybe both.


And there, in that dark layer of ash, Pernier found something extraordinary.



 [image: An Italian archaeologist in early 1900s clothing carefully brushing dust from a round clay disc in the ruins of an ancient stone palace]
 
 Luigi Pernier in the ruins of the Palace of Phaistos, July 1908. The disc was found in a basement room buried under layers of black ash. What could have been important enough to store underground?
 


A disc. Made of clay. About the size of a large saucer — roughly 16 centimetres across and 2 centimetres thick. It was fired hard, like pottery, and in remarkably good condition.


But it was what covered the disc that made Pernier stop and stare.


Both sides were covered in symbols. Tiny, precise pictures — spiralling from the outer edge toward the centre. There were people. Birds. Fish. Shields. Plants. A ship. A figure wearing a feathered headdress. And dozens more, pressed into the clay in neat little groups separated by thin lines.



 Case File Extra

 The symbols on the Phaistos Disc were not carved by hand. Each one was stamped into the wet clay using a tiny carved die — like a rubber stamp, but made of metal or bone. There were 45 different stamps. This makes the Phaistos Disc the oldest known example of movable-type printing — roughly 3,200 years before Johannes Gutenberg invented his printing press in Germany.




There were 241 symbols in total. Forty-five different types. Arranged in 61 groups across both sides. And nobody — not Pernier, not the other archaeologists working nearby, not anyone alive on the entire planet — had ever seen anything like them.


The script on the disc did not match any known writing system. Not Egyptian hieroglyphs. Not Babylonian cuneiform. Not even the other Minoan scripts that archaeologists were already finding across Crete.


It was completely, utterly unique.


And in the 117 years since Pernier pulled it from the earth, not a single person has been able to read it.

 

Chapter 2
 The World of the Minoans

 Who were the people who made the disc — and what kind of world did they live in?

 In 1908 — the same year Henry Ford released the Model T car and the Olympic Games were held in London — the island of Crete was already drawing archaeologists from across Europe. Because buried beneath its olive groves and rocky hillsides was one of the oldest civilisations in the Western world.


The Minoans.



 [image: An illustrated treasure-map style chart of Crete showing the Palace of Phaistos in the south and the Palace of Knossos in the north, with the Mediterranean Sea surrounding the island]
 
 Crete sits at the crossroads of the Mediterranean. Phaistos was in the fertile south. Knossos, the largest palace, was about 50 kilometres to the north. Why would a civilisation build two enormous palaces on one island?
 


The Minoans built their first great palaces around 2000 BCE — more than a thousand years before the golden age of Athens, and roughly the same time that Stonehenge was being completed in England. They were traders, artists, and builders. Their palaces had running water, paved roads, and rooms decorated with vivid frescoes of dolphins, bulls, and acrobats.



 Word Unlock

 Fresco
 A painting made directly on wet plaster on a wall. As the plaster dries, the paint becomes part of the wall itself. Minoan frescoes have survived for nearly 4,000 years — many of them still showing bright blues, reds, and yellows.




The Palace of Phaistos sat on a hilltop in the Messara Plain — the largest flat area on Crete, perfect for farming. It was the second-biggest Minoan palace, after Knossos to the north. Both palaces had grand courtyards, storage rooms packed with enormous clay jars, and underground chambers where precious objects were kept.


The Minoans also had writing. Not one system, but at least three. The oldest, called Cretan Hieroglyphics, used tiny pictures carved into seals and clay. The next, called Linear A, was more abstract — lines and curves scratched into clay tablets. Nobody has deciphered Linear A. We cannot read it.


The Man at Knossos


While Pernier was digging at Phaistos, a British archaeologist named Sir Arthur Evans was excavating the Palace of Knossos, 50 kilometres to the north. Evans had been at it since 1900. He had uncovered an astonishing palace complex — and thousands of clay tablets covered in writing. He gave the name "Minoan" to the entire civilisation, after the legendary King Minos of Greek mythology.


Evans also found a third script, which he called Linear B. In 1952 — forty-four years after the Phaistos Disc was found — a young British architect named Michael Ventris would finally crack Linear B. It turned out to be an early form of Greek.


But Linear A? Still unreadable. And the script on the Phaistos Disc? It matched neither Linear A nor Linear B. It matched nothing at all.


Somewhere in this world of palaces and writing systems — a world where scribes used at least three different scripts — someone created a disc covered in a script found nowhere else on Earth.


Why?

 

Chapter 3
 Forty-Five Tiny Stamps

 How was the disc made — and what makes it unlike any other ancient object?

 When archaeologists examined the Phaistos Disc closely, they realised something remarkable about how it was made.


The symbols had not been scratched into the clay by hand. They had not been carved with a stylus, the way Linear A and Linear B tablets were made. Instead, each symbol had been pressed into the soft, wet clay using a pre-made stamp — like a tiny seal, probably carved from metal, bone, or hard stone.


One stamp per symbol. Forty-five different stamps in total.



 [image: A close-up illustration of tiny carved stamps being pressed into soft clay, showing the detailed symbols including a plumed head, a shield, and a bird]
 
 Each symbol was stamped individually into wet clay. Look at the level of detail — some symbols are barely a centimetre tall. Whoever made the stamps was an extremely skilled craftsperson. What tool would you need to carve something that small and that precise?
 


Think about what that means. Someone — 3,700 years ago — sat down and carved 45 miniature stamps, each one showing a different tiny picture. Then they took a disc of wet clay and carefully pressed those stamps into it, one symbol at a time, working in a spiral from the outside edge toward the centre.


After the symbols were stamped, someone used a sharp tool to scratch thin vertical lines between the groups of symbols — creating "words." Side A has 31 word groups. Side B has 30.



 Word Unlock

 Movable Type
 A printing method where individual letters or symbols are made as separate pieces that can be rearranged and reused. Johannes Gutenberg is famous for inventing movable-type printing in Europe around 1440 — but the Phaistos Disc stamps work on the same principle, roughly 3,200 years earlier.




Here is the truly puzzling part. If someone went to the enormous trouble of carving 45 separate stamps, they almost certainly intended to make more than one disc. Stamps are reusable — that is the entire point of making them. You create stamps so you can print the same symbols over and over again, quickly and consistently.


But no other disc has ever been found. No other object anywhere in the world bears these symbols. And the 45 stamps themselves have never been discovered.



 "Out of the forty-five separate signs on the Phaistos Disk, no more than ten more or less resemble Cretan hieroglyphic forms."
 — Sir Arthur Evans



The disc was designed for mass production. But as far as we know, only one was ever made — or only one survived.


That single fact is what makes the Phaistos Disc almost impossible to decode. When archaeologists cracked Linear B, they had thousands of tablets to work with — enough text to spot patterns, identify repeated words, and test theories. With the Phaistos Disc, they have 241 symbols on one small clay circle.


And that might never be enough.

 

Chapter 4
 What the Symbols Show

 What pictures are on the disc — and can the images themselves give us any clues?

 Even though nobody can read the Phaistos Disc, we can look at it. And the 45 different symbols tell us quite a lot — even in silence.


The most common symbol is a human head wearing a tall, feathered headdress. It appears 19 times — more than any other symbol on the disc. Archaeologists call it the "Plumed Head." It looks like a warrior or a chief, someone important.



 [image: An illustrated grid showing key Phaistos Disc symbols: the plumed head, helmeted head, shield, bird, fish, ship, plant, and walking figure, each labelled with their frequency]
 
 Eight of the most common symbols on the disc. The Plumed Head appears 19 times. The Helmeted Head appears 18 times. Can you see any pattern in which symbols appear together?
 


The second most common is a helmeted head — 18 appearances. Then a round shield (17 times), and what looks like an animal hide or skin (15 times). There are birds, fish, a walking figure, plants, a ship, what might be a carpenter's tool, and shapes that nobody can confidently identify at all.


Many of the images — the feathered headdress, the shield, the ship — look like things from Minoan art. But some are unusual. A few don't match anything else found on Crete. This has led some researchers to wonder whether the disc was even made on Crete at all. Could it have come from somewhere else in the Mediterranean?



 Detective Challenge

 The symbols on the disc include warriors, shields, a ship, and animal hides. If you had to guess what the text was about based only on the pictures, what would you say? A story? A prayer? A list of supplies for a journey? What kinds of texts would use images like these?




Here is another clue. The symbols are not distributed evenly across the two sides. The Plumed Head appears 14 times on Side A but only 5 times on Side B. The Helmeted Head, on the other hand, appears mostly on Side B. Whatever the disc says, the two sides seem to be about different things — or at least emphasise different ideas.


There is one more detail. On 18 of the symbols, someone scratched a tiny diagonal line underneath — not stamped, but drawn by hand with a sharp tool after the stamping was done. Nobody knows what these marks mean. They might indicate emphasis, a change in pronunciation, or something else entirely.



 Case File Extra

 If you look very carefully at the disc, you can see places where someone made a mistake and erased a symbol — pressing the clay smooth again while it was still wet — and then stamped a different symbol in its place. The person who made the disc was not just copying mindlessly. They were thinking about what they were writing. And sometimes they changed their mind.




The erasures and corrections tell us something important. This was not decoration. Whoever made the disc cared about getting the symbols right. They were communicating something — something specific enough that a wrong symbol mattered.


But what?

 

Chapter 5
 The Evidence

 What hard facts do we actually have — and what do they tell us?

 Over the past century, archaeologists and linguists have assembled a surprisingly detailed picture of the Phaistos Disc — even though they cannot read a single word on it. Here is what we know for certain.



 Evidence Card

 The Phaistos Disc (c. 1700 BCE)

 A fired clay disc, approximately 16 cm in diameter and 2 cm thick. Both sides bear 241 stamped symbols of 45 distinct types, arranged in a clockwise spiral from the outside edge toward the centre, grouped into 61 "words" by incised vertical lines. Found on July 3, 1908, in a sealed underground room at the Palace of Phaistos, Crete, alongside a Linear A tablet.

 Current location: Heraklion Archaeological Museum, Crete, Greece. Inventory number: HM 1. Condition: excellent. Status: undeciphered.




Fact 1: It was found in a sealed archaeological layer. The disc was buried in a stratum of black earth and ash — the remains of a destruction event, probably an earthquake followed by fire. A genuine Linear A tablet was found just centimetres away, in the same layer. This strongly suggests the disc is authentic and dates to the same period as the rest of the palace.



 [image: A cross-section diagram showing the underground room where the disc was found, with layers of ash and earth labelled, and the positions of the disc and Linear A tablet marked]
 
 Room 8, Building 101 — the underground chamber where Pernier found the disc. It was sealed under layers of destruction debris. The Linear A tablet (labelled PH-1) was found almost touching the disc. What does their proximity tell us?
 


Fact 2: The stamps were made by an expert. The 45 stamps are extraordinarily precise. Each symbol is only about 1 centimetre tall, yet they show fine details — individual feathers on the headdress, fingers on a hand, scales on a fish. Whoever carved those stamps was a highly skilled craftsperson.



 Detective Challenge

 Someone went to enormous effort to carve 45 separate stamps. That only makes sense if you plan to use them many times. But we have only found one disc. What do you think happened to the other discs — if they existed? Were they destroyed? Made of a material that didn't survive? Or was there only ever one?




Fact 3: Corrections were made. In several places, a symbol was pressed out smooth and replaced with a different one. This proves the creator was composing meaningful content, not making random patterns.


Fact 4: The script is unique. Despite over a century of searching, no other object anywhere in the world bears these symbols. About 10 of the 45 symbols loosely resemble signs from Linear A, but the match is not close enough to confirm a connection.


Fact 5: The language is unknown. We do not know what language the disc records. It could be an early form of Greek, a Minoan language, an Anatolian language from what is now Turkey, or something else entirely. Without knowing the language, decipherment is almost impossible.


Five solid facts. One undecipherable disc. And the question that has haunted every researcher who has ever held it: what does it say?

 

Chapter 6
 The Theories

 What do people think the disc says — and why does nobody agree?

 Over 100 people have claimed to decode the Phaistos Disc. Scholars, hobbyists, linguists, mathematicians, and enthusiasts from all over the world have announced their solutions. The problem is — none of them agree with each other, and none have been accepted by the wider scientific community.


Here are the most important theories.


Theory 1: A Prayer


In 2014, a linguist named Gareth Owens presented what he called a partial decipherment at a TEDx talk in Heraklion — the city closest to where the disc was found. Working with Oxford phonetics professor John Coleman, Owens used sound values from Linear B to try to "read" the disc's symbols out loud.


His conclusion? The disc was a prayer to a Minoan mother goddess. He identified a repeated word that he believed meant "mother" or "goddess."



 "We are reading the Phaistos disc with the vocal values of Linear B. Reading something, however, does not mean understanding."
 — Gareth Owens, 2014



Most scholars were not convinced. The problem is that we don't know if the disc's symbols have anything to do with Linear B. Using Linear B sound values is a guess — a reasonable guess, but still a guess.



 Detective Challenge

 Owens admitted that "reading does not mean understanding." Imagine you could sound out the letters on a sign written in a language you don't speak. You could say the words — but you still wouldn't know what they meant. Why is this distinction so important for decipherment?




Theory 2: A Story or a List


Some researchers think the disc tells a story — perhaps a myth, a historical account, or a record of a journey. The ship symbol, the warriors, and the hides could suggest a voyage or a military campaign. Others think it is an administrative list — a record of tribute, supplies, or offerings. Minoan palaces were centres of trade, and many Linear A tablets seem to be accounts and inventories.


Theory 3: An Astronomical Calendar


The spiral shape of the text has led some researchers to propose that the disc is a calendar — tracking the movements of the sun, moon, or stars. The 31 word groups on Side A and 30 on Side B are close to the number of days in a month, which some see as significant. But this could easily be a coincidence.


Theory 4: A Board Game


A more recent theory, published in 2024 by researcher Constantinos Ragazas, argues that the disc is not a text at all — but a board game. He points to the spiral layout, the rigid compartments, and similarities to ancient Egyptian spiral games like Mehen. If correct, the "symbols" would be game instructions, not writing.



 Case File Extra

 People have "translated" the Phaistos Disc into ancient Greek, a Semitic language, an Anatolian language, a Slavic language, and even a geometric theorem. One person claimed it was a document about land ownership. Another said it was a song. The disc has been claimed as proof of connections to Egypt, Anatolia, and even the Aztec civilisation. When an object can mean anything, it might mean nothing — or everything.




The problem with every theory is the same. There is only one disc. With thousands of texts, you can test a theory — check it against other documents, look for patterns that confirm or deny your reading. With 241 symbols on a single object, almost any theory can be made to fit if you try hard enough.


And that is exactly what has happened. Over and over again.

 

Chapter 7
 The Investigation

 How have scientists tried to crack the code — and why has everything failed?

 The history of the Phaistos Disc is also the history of people trying — and failing — to read it. But those failures have taught us something important: why decipherment is so difficult, and what it would actually take to succeed.



 [image: A split illustration: on the left, Michael Ventris working at a desk covered in Linear B tablets and charts; on the right, the lonely Phaistos Disc in its museum case with a question mark above it]
 
 Michael Ventris cracked Linear B in 1952 — but he had thousands of tablets to work with. The Phaistos Disc is alone. What is the minimum amount of text you would need to crack a code?
 


When Michael Ventris deciphered Linear B in 1952, he had an enormous advantage: volume. Thousands of clay tablets covered in Linear B had been found at Knossos, Pylos, and other sites. Ventris could count how often each symbol appeared, look for patterns, identify which symbols appeared at the beginnings and ends of words, and test his guesses against hundreds of different texts.


The Phaistos Disc offers none of that. Its 241 symbols are simply too few. Linguists estimate you need a minimum of several thousand symbols in an unknown script before statistical analysis becomes reliable. The disc has less than a tenth of that.



 Word Unlock

 Statistical Analysis
 A method of looking for patterns in data by counting things. In code-breaking, you count how often each symbol appears and where it appears in a word. In English, the letter "E" is the most common — so if you see one symbol appearing far more often than others in an encoded message, it might be "E." But you need a lot of text for this to work.




There is another problem. Every successful decipherment in history has relied on at least one of three things:


1. A bilingual text. The Rosetta Stone had the same message in three scripts — Egyptian hieroglyphs, Demotic, and Greek. Scholars already knew Greek, so they could work backwards to crack the hieroglyphs. No bilingual text exists for the Phaistos Disc.


2. A known language. When Ventris cracked Linear B, he eventually realised the language behind it was Greek — a language scholars already understood. For the Phaistos Disc, we don't know what language it records.


3. A large corpus. Even without a bilingual text or a known language, you can make progress if you have enough text to find patterns. The disc is far too short.



 Detective Challenge

 Imagine you found a single page of text in a completely unknown language, written in an alphabet you've never seen. You have no dictionary, no other examples, and no idea what the text is about. Could you decode it? What would you try first? What information would you need that you don't have?




The American classicist Alice Kober — who made crucial breakthroughs that later helped Ventris crack Linear B — warned that claimed "decipherments" of the disc were really just "translations." The difference matters. A decipherment proves how the script works, symbol by symbol, in a way other scholars can verify. A "translation" is someone's guess about what the text says — and for the Phaistos Disc, there is no way to prove any guess correct.


The code remains unbroken. Not because researchers aren't clever enough — but because the evidence simply isn't there.


Unless, of course, someone finds another disc.

 

Chapter 8
 What We Know Now

 Is the disc real — and will we ever be able to read it?

 For most of its history, nobody questioned whether the Phaistos Disc was genuine. It was found by a professional archaeologist, in a sealed layer of ancient debris, alongside a known Minoan artefact. That seemed like strong evidence.


Then, in 2008 — exactly one hundred years after the discovery — a scholar named Jerome Eisenberg published an article arguing that the disc was a forgery.



 [image: The Phaistos Disc displayed in a glass case at the Heraklion Archaeological Museum, surrounded by other Minoan treasures, with visitors looking at it]
 
 The Phaistos Disc on display at the Heraklion Archaeological Museum in Crete, where it is one of the most famous objects in the collection. Millions of people have stood where you are standing now — staring at symbols nobody can read.
 


Eisenberg's argument was simple. The disc is suspiciously unique. No other example of this script exists anywhere. The symbols look too clean and too perfect compared to other Minoan objects. And Pernier, Eisenberg suggested, had a motive: he wanted a spectacular discovery to rival the finds being made by Arthur Evans at Knossos.



 Detective Challenge

 Eisenberg says the disc is "too unique" to be real. But is being unique proof of forgery? Think of other one-of-a-kind objects in history. Does the fact that something is the only one of its kind mean it must be fake — or could it simply be rare?




Most archaeologists disagree with Eisenberg. They point to several powerful pieces of evidence against the forgery theory.


First, the disc was found in a sealed archaeological layer — buried under metres of ancient destruction debris, alongside a genuine Linear A tablet. Planting a forgery in that context would have been extraordinarily difficult.


Second, the disc has corrections — places where symbols were erased and re-stamped. A forger trying to create a convincing ancient artefact would be unlikely to include mistakes.


Third — and this is the strongest evidence — in 1955, archaeologists discovered a Minoan clay sealing at a different site that bore a symbol remarkably similar to one on the Phaistos Disc (Sign 21, the "Comb"). This sealing was found nearly fifty years after the disc. If Pernier had forged the disc in 1908, he could not possibly have known this symbol existed on a genuine Minoan object that wouldn't be discovered for another half-century.



 The Case So Far

 
 	The Phaistos Disc was found on July 3, 1908, in the ruins of the Palace of Phaistos on Crete.

 	It bears 241 symbols of 45 types, stamped into clay with individual dies — the oldest known movable-type printing.

 	No other object in the world bears the same script.

 	Over 100 people have claimed to decode it. None have been accepted.

 	Decipherment may be impossible without finding more examples of the script.

 	A 1955 discovery of a matching symbol on a Minoan sealing strongly supports the disc's authenticity.

 	The disc is on display at the Heraklion Archaeological Museum in Crete.

 

 Now it's your turn. What do you think the disc says?




Today, the Phaistos Disc sits in Room III of the Heraklion Archaeological Museum, in its own glass case. It is one of the most visited objects in Greece. Every year, thousands of people stand in front of it and stare at the same 241 symbols that Luigi Pernier first saw in 1908.


And every one of them wonders the same thing.

 

Chapter 9
 Think Like a Detective

 Now that you know everything — what do you think the disc is?

 You have the same evidence the archaeologists have. You know what the disc looks like, how it was made, where it was found, and what people have tried to make of it. You know why decipherment has failed and what it would take to succeed.


Now think carefully about the questions that remain.



 [image: A detective's desk with photographs of the Phaistos Disc from both sides, a map of Crete, notebooks full of symbol charts, and a magnifying glass]
 
 Your evidence file is complete. You have the symbols, the context, the theories, and the failures. Now — what's your verdict?
 


Question 1: Is it genuine? The disc was found in a sealed layer alongside a real Linear A tablet. A matching symbol turned up on a Minoan sealing discovered 47 years later. The disc shows corrections — signs of real composition, not decoration. Most scholars believe it is authentic. But no thermoluminescence test has ever been performed — a test that could confirm whether the clay was fired thousands of years ago or much more recently. Why do you think the Greek authorities have never allowed that test?



 Detective Challenge

 Here is the deepest puzzle. Someone carved 45 individual stamps — a huge amount of work — which only makes sense if you plan to print many discs. But only one has ever been found. What is your explanation? Were the others destroyed in the fire that buried this one? Were they made of a material that didn't survive? Was this a prototype — the very first disc, made to test the stamps? Or is there a possibility nobody has considered?




Question 2: What kind of text is it? A prayer? A story? A calendar? A board game? A record of trade? Each theory has some evidence in its favour, and none can be proven. The warrior symbols and ship suggest something military or nautical. The spiral suggests something cyclical — a calendar, a chant, a game. The two different sides suggest two related but distinct sections of text. What feels right to you?


Question 3: Will it ever be decoded? Most experts say no — not unless another disc, or another object bearing the same symbols, is found somewhere in the Mediterranean. Every few years, a new "decipherment" is announced. Every time, other scholars examine it and find it unconvincing. Is the Phaistos Disc a message that was never meant for us? Or is the answer sitting right there in plain sight, waiting for someone to see what everyone else has missed?



 "Each new attempt at decipherment simply produces another guess. And guesses — no matter how clever — are not decipherments."
 — Alice Kober



Maybe the Phaistos Disc will be decoded next year. Maybe it will take another century. Or maybe it will remain forever silent — a 3,700-year-old message from someone who had something important to say, stamped carefully into wet clay, fired in a kiln, and stored in a palace basement.


Waiting to be read by someone who may never come.



 The Case Is Yours

 You've read the evidence. You've heard the theories. Now it's your turn.

 Is the Phaistos Disc a genuine message from a lost civilisation — waiting for someone to crack the code? Or is it something else entirely — a game, a forgery, or an object whose purpose we haven't even imagined yet?



 

About This Book

 The Disc With No Answer is a narrative non-fiction book for young readers ages 8–12. All events, dates, and people are real. The story is told in a way that makes history exciting while teaching critical thinking.

 This book is part of HistorIQly Jr. — history's greatest mysteries, written for curious young detectives.

 Visit jr.historiqly.com for more books.
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