
2019 Migration & Diffusion 

Standardizing the Cretan Protolinear Syllabary 


Evangelos C. Papakitsos 


University ofWest Attica, Greece 
email: papakitsev@sch.gr 

Abstract 

The three Aegean scripts ofMinoan Crete, namely Linear A, Linear Band Cretan Hieroglyphics, 
had been developed during the 2nd and 3rd millennium BCE. Each script has the form of a 
syllabary, because their signs mostly render a syllabic phonetic value of the pattern consonant­
vowel, therefore named syllabograms, in the Eteocretan language. lt has been suggested that all 
three syllabaries evolved from a common ancestor, which has been called the Cretan Protolinear 
syllabary. This common ancestor has been reconstructed, having as a main feature that every 
syllabogram depicts a culturally common andlor important object in a simplified/abstract 
manner. The Cretan Protolinear syllabary practically contains all the common or not 
syllabograms of the Aegean scripts, which are formally designated by a number, often different 
for the same sign in different scripts. This formal designation is arbitrary, often confusing and 
therefore does not facilitate the memorizing of signs. Since Cretan Protolinear syllabary has not 
been standardized yet, the present paper proposes a method of unified designation for its 
syllabograms, based on the conventional grid of syllabic values that is commonly used in the 
related international bibliography to describe the individual Aegean scripts, by following a 
standard alphabetic order. 

Keywords: Aegean scripts; Cretan Protolinear; Eteocretan language; Minoan civilization; 
syHabary; archaeolinguistics 

1. Introduction 

During the 2Dd and 3rd millennium BCE in Minoan Crete, three syllabaries had been developed, 
called so because most of their signs ("syllabograms") render a syllabic phonetic value of the 
Consonant-Vowel (CV) pattern (e.g., DA, PE, TI, etc.). These syllabaries are parts ofthe Aegean 
scripts (Davis 2010) and include Cretan Hieroglyphics (henceforth CH), Linear A (henceforth 
LA) and Linear B (henceforth LB), with the latter being the only one that has been indisputab1y 
deciphered, conveying the oldest known form of Greek language, conventionally called 
Mycenaean Greek (Ventris & Chadwick 1953). Considering CH as merely the ornamental and 
ritual version of the Aegean scripts (Papakitsos & Kenanidis 2016), LA conventionally 
comprises around 100 syllabograms (Christidis 2010: 80-81) and LB comprises 88 syllabograms 
(Hooker 2011: 84), regarding two of them (*34/*35) as the mirror images of a single one 
(Papakitsos 2018a). 

It has been firstly proposed by Willetts (1977: 100) that all three syllabaries (CH, LA and LB) 
evolved from a common ancestor: the Cretan Protolinear syllabary (henceforth CP). This notion 
(i.e., the existence of a protolinear script of some form) is also indirectly found elsewhere 
(Tsikritsis 2006). Originally, CP had been reconstructed by Kenanidis (1992), who reieased the 
final and augmented version, latter on (Kenanidis 2013). Subsequently, CP comprises 120 
syllabograms, having 116 of them positively identified and the rest 4 uncertain (Fig. 1). The 
main feature of CP is that every syHabogram depicts a culturaUy common andlor important 
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object, in a simplifiedJabstract manner for facilitating faster writing (compared to a hieroglyphic 
script) and easy recognition by anyone (Papakitsos 2018b). The phonetic value of every 
syllabogram corresponds to the whole name of the depicted object, according to the rebus 
principle (Fischer 2004: 34-40), in the Eteocretan language, spoken by this predominant ethnicity 
of Minoan Crete. 

B 84 HT 122 b I B 88 HM204 
Nodule 

Pre-cuneiform KIB 
or swastika 

6 11 W:.~. I T 
(a) (b) (c) (d) 

Figure 1: The four uncertain syllabograms ofCP (Kenanidis 2013). 

The syllabograms of each Aegean script are formally designated by a number. LA and LB share 
82 pictorially similar or identical syllabograms (Tsikritsis 2006). Some ofthem are designated by 
the same number, while others don 't, without considering various misconceptions or differences 
in pronunciation or identification. For example: the designatiün of syllabogram AB 53 denotes 
that exists both in LA and LB, although it is found only in LA (Papakitsos & Kenanidis 2018); 
the syllabogram B 43 is also designated as AB 28 in LA (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018a); the 
syllabogram B 8 is also designated A 52 and many more such cases can be found (Papakitsos & 
Kenanidis 2015). Moreover, all ofthem (common to both LA and LB, or not) are also present in 
CP. Therefore, a unified designation of the syllabograms of CP is imperative for ensuring its 
standardization, in the suggested manner that will be described in this work. 

2. The context 

There is no indication survived of a standard order, in which LB syUabograms were learned 
(abecedarium), although there are very few tablets that may indicate the existence of such an 
order (Palaima 2011: 51), comparable to the Japanese iroha of kana writing (Ruiperez & Melena 
1990: 110). Their observed sequence of syllabograms DI-WE SI-PO-RO TI-MI-TO [QO-RE] 
denotes a rather prosodic nature of order than, e.g., a phonetic one (DA OE DI DO DU etc.). In 
this respect, it was early realized (before the deciphennent of LB) that the enumeration of Sir 
Arthur Evans was arbitrary (Palaima 2011: 45, 52) and not helpful in the deciphering process. 
Alice E. Kober and Emmett L. Bennett Jr. had been two of the most influential scholars in the 
decipherment progress of LB (Judson 2017). The former suggested an enumeration (i.e., order) 
based on the frequency of syllabograms (seen in Olivier 1986: 380), because this would be 
helpful in the deciphering process. The latter proposed an enumeration based on the gradual 
pictorial complexity of the syllabograms' shape, from the simpler to the more curvilinear ones 
(Bennett 1947: 20), which eventually has become the standard one (Palaima 2011: 50, 53). A 
similar notion applies to LA, as weil. 

Regardless of how hel pful the standard enumeration of LB' s sy llabograms was before and for 
deciphering this script, nowadays it is not helpful at all for having the script memorized by 
anyone, as it is evident by all the presentations of both LA and LB scripts (Y ounger 2017). These 
presentations are based on a grid (Table 1). Namely, a table where every row contains those 
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DA, DE, 01, DO, DU, 
with the same 

to the standard order 

consonant 
phonetic 

'""v,,,.... u;'" the syllabograms having 

Tabte 1: 14). 

3. The standard 

When final version of was 
syllabograms was through a grid, without 
the conventional ones of (Table 1). In this 

• 	 ror vowels (columns) (a, 1, e, i, 0, u}; 
• 	 n)r consonants (rows) {q, c, 1), t, n, p, m,j, r, 1, w, h, S, s, elz}. 

{e} compared to the conventional grid (Table 1). 
compatible with the conventional one, either. 

Regarding the vowels, it is observed that {I} (schwa) is IJIi.:U';\;;U c>'-'WHU, ,",,,""PP,, {a} and 

The proposed herein CP grid (Table 2) is normalized according to 
facilitating memorizing and There are also the 

• 	 {l} is wTitten as {g} für avoiding confusion with {i}, especially the uppercase form 
that is used. beim! placed 6th after the standard five vowe1s; 
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• 	 after {g}, the columns are occupied by supplementary/irregular combinations of 
phonemes, according to the initial consonant; 

• 	 {IJ} is written as {g}, being placed in the position of -(g} for notational convenience (it 
can be also written so, without any chance of confusion with anything else); 

• 	 {c} corresponds to the conventional syllabograms of the {k} -set; 
• 	 {s} corresponds to the conventional syllabograms of the -( z} -set of LB, therefore 

occupying the standard position of {z} and written so; 

• 	 the Greek {8} (theta) is placed last; 

The columns are numbered from 1 to 0 and the rows from 00 to 17. In the cells, the 
corresponding phonetic value (and name) of the CP syHabograms is placed. The asterisk (*) 
denotes the speculated phonetic values ofthe four uncertain (and very rare) syllabograms, which 
must have been obsolescent very early. 

Table 2: The standard grid of ep syllabograms. 

2 --3 4 5 6 7 8 9 o 
00 
01 
02 
03 
04 
05 
06 
07 
08 
09 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 

A 
BA 
CA 
DA 
GA 
HA 
JA 
LA 
MA 
NA 
PA 
QA 
RA 
SA 
TA 
WA 
ZA 

L eA 

E 
BE 
CE 
DE 
GE 
HE 
JE 
LE 
ME 
NE 
PE 
QE 
RE 
SE 
TE 
WE 
ZE 
8E 

-

I 
BI 
CI 
DI 
GI 
HI 

LI 
MI 
NI 
PI 
Ql 
Rl 
SI 
TI 
WI 
zr 
eI 

0 
BO 
CO 
DO 
GO 
HO 
JO 
LO 
MO 
NO 
PO 
QO 
RO 
SO 
TO 
WO 
ZO 
80 

U 
BU 
CU 
DU 
GU 
HU 
JU 
LU 
MU 
NU 
PU 
QU 
RU 
SU 
TU 

ZU 
eu 

I e 
Be 
ca 
De 
Ga 
Ha 
Ja 
Le 
Ma 
Ne 
pe 

Qa 
Re 
se 
Ta 
we 
ze 
ea 

CWE 
DWE 

JAW 
LJA 

NWA 
PETE 
QWO 

CWO 
DWO 

LJO 

*QIBI 

*ceze 
*DALA 

-

*DILE 

The standard designation of CP syllabograms, proposed herein, consists of the following marks: 

• 	 Initially the letter {P}, denoting the Protolinear script, compared to the conventional {A}/ 
{B} for LAiLB respectively. 

• 	 Then, two digits follow, denoting the row of the syllabogram and the initial consonant of 
its phonetic value. 

• 	 Finally, the last digit denotes the cotumn ofthe grid that corresponds to the closing vowel 
ofthe sign's phonetic value or the irregular combination ofphonemes. 

For example, syllabogram DA is designated as P031 instead of A30/BOl (its conventional 
designation in LAiLB respectively). Therefore, the enumeration refers directly to the cell of the 
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corresponding syllabogram in the CP grid (Table 2). Indirectly, additional information can be 

added in the form of subscript uppercase letters, which may denote variants of signs in different 

Aegean scripts or even different forms of the same sign in a single script. For example, 

syllabogram NE (actually, syUable fne!) can be found as three sign-variants in LA, seven in LB 

and at least one in CH (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018b: 24-25). Consequently, the LA's signs can 

be designated as P092A, the LB' s as P092B and the CH's equivalent as P092B. This extension is 

useful merely for classification purposes, because the signs of different variants depend on the 

handwriting of individual scribes and therefore cannot be found in the same piece of text (only a 

single variant can, usually). 


Subsequently, the list of CP syUabograms will be briefly presented, designated according to the 

proposed herein method (Table 2). The brief description includes the depicted by each 

syllabogram object and a commentary, wherever necessary, merely für reference purposes: 


POO 1 A depicts the double axe, symbol of the supreme deity A(n) of the Minoans (Kenanidis & 

Papakitsos 2015). 


P002 E depicts a mansion (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2015). 


P003 I depicts any kind of low plant (Papakitsos 20 18b). 


P004 0 depicts the head of a camivorous animal, primarily a lion (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 

2018d). 


P005 U depicts the head of an elephant with proboscis and tusk (Papakitsos & Kenanidis 2015). 


P006 a depicts a forearm (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2015; 2018a). 


PO 11 BA depicts a rattle (Papakitsos 20I8a). 


P012 BE depicts a sickle (Papakitsos 2018a). 


PO 13 BI depicts a plant of reed (Papakitsos 2018a). 


P014 BO depicts a ladder (Papakitsos 2018a). 


PO 15 BU depicts the standard dress of the men in Minoan Crete, along with the relevant part of 

the body, namely the buttocks and upper thighs (Papakitsos 2018a). 


P016 Ba depicts a plant ofwheat (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018a). 


P021 CA depicts either the clay token for a sheep or the wheel of a chariot (Papakitsos & 

Kenanidis 2015). 


P022 CE depicts a sheaf of reaped cereallsfreeds (Papakitsos 20 18b). 


P023 CI depicts the measuring cup that was the monetary unit of the Minoans (Kenanidis & 

Papakitsos 2015). 


P024 CO depicts the head of a cow (Kenanidis & Papaküsos 2018d). 


P025 CU depicts a flying bird (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018d). 


P026 ca depicts the symbol of greatness (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018a). 


P027 CWE depicts a bow (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2017a). 


P028 CWO depicts a fish (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2017a). 
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P029 *caza depicts perhaps a working craftsman in LB (Fig. la), pronoWlced IC'Js'Jl (Kenanidis 
2013). 


P030 *DJLE probably depicts a ladle (Fig. 1 b), perhaps also pronounced Idilil or Idele/, meaning 

"unique" (Kenanidis 2013). 


P031 DA depicts the main branch of a trunk (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2015). 


P032 OE depicts the fumace of a metal-worker or an ingot of non-precious metal (Papakitsos & 

Kenanidis 2016). 


P033 DI depicts the cereal emmer (Papakitsos 20 18b). 


P034 00 depicts the ce real barley (Papakitsos 20 18b). 


P035 DU depicts the head of a donkey (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018d). 


P036 Da depicts a torch (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018a). 

P037 DWE depicts the head of a wild boar (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2017a). 


P038 DWO depicts a pair of seal es implying a talanton (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2017a). 


P039 *DALA probably depiets a type of crown with crest (Fig. 1 c), either in LB (B 88 I P039s) 

or in CH (HM 204 Nodule I P039J-J) (Kenanidis 2013). 


P041 GA depicts a box (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 20 18b). 


P042 GE depicts the human leges) (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018e). 


P043 GI depicts a wild tree (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2(15). 


P044 GO depicts a snake (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018d). 


P045 GU depicts a pair 01' eggs/testicles (Kenanidis 2013). 


P046 Ga depicts a pair of eggs/testicles in CH (P046H; Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018a; but see 

also P045) or a young man/lad (P046ß I B 84; Kenanidis 2(13). 

P051 HA depicts the head of a buffalo (Papakitsos & Kenanidis 2(15). 

P052 HE depicts an eye (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 20 18c). 

P053 Hf depicts a writing tablet (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 20 17b). 

P054 HO depicts a woman's breasts (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2017b). 

P055 HU depicts a panoply (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 20 18e). 

P056 Ha depicts a fruit, probably an apricot (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 20I8a). 

P061 JA depicts a bundle of canes bound at its two ends (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2(15). 

P062 JE depicts a masterlboss (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 20 18c). 

P064 JO depicts an adze (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 20 18b). 

P065 JU depicts the head of a goat (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 20 18e). 

P066 Ja depicts the delineation of a city (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018a). 
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P067 JAW depicts the head of a hog, with alternative pronunciation Ijowl or Ijoul (Kenanidis & 
Papakitsos 201 7a). 

P071 LA depicts a pouring vessel with aspout (Papakitsos & Kenanidis 2018). 

P072 LE depicts the sprout or new shoot of plants (Papakitsos & Kenanidis 2018). 


P073 LI depicts a man (Papakitsos & Kenanidis 2018). 


P074 LO depicts the head of a gazelle (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2017b; Papakitsos & Kenanidis 

2018). 


P075 LU depicts a ploughshare (Papakitsos & Kenanidis 2018). 


P076 La depicts aspade (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018a). 


pon LJA depicts a pair ofwings (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2017a). 


P078 LJO depicts a scorpion (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2017a). 


P081 MA depicts the head of a male ca]f (Papakitsos & Kenanidis 2015). 


P082 ME depicts the symbol of the goddess that safeguarded every social institution (Kenanidis 

& Papakitsos 20 18b). 

P083 Mr depicts a woman' s body in profile, without head and tegs (Papakitsos & Kenanidis 
2015). 

P084 MO depicts a walking bird (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018d). 

P085 MU depicts the head of a bovine animal (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018d). 

P086 Ma depicts a ship (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 20I8a). 

P09 ] NA depicts a colunm (Papakitsos & Kenanidis 2015). 

P092 NE depicts the holy libation vessel (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018b). 

P093 NI depicts the moon (P093A , P093 B) and a gern (P093 H) in eH (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 
2018e). 


P094 NO depicts a palm (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2015). 


P095 NU depicts a yoke (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018b). 


P096 Na depicts a luxurious bed (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 20] 8a). 


P097 NWA depicts a specific gesture of the Minoans with the two arms crossed (Kenanidis & 

Papakitsos 2017a). 


PI 0 1 PA depicts a twig (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2015). 


PI02 PE depicts an ear (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 20 18c). 


PI03 PI depicts a sword/blade (Papakitsos & Kenanidis 2015). 


PI04 PO depicts a vine/vineyard (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 20 17b). 


PI05 PU depicts all fruit-bearing trees (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2015). 


PI06 pa depicts a canal of irrigation (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018a). 
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P107 PETE depicts the well-known Minoan sacred symbol, which is wrongly described as "buH 
horns" or "wings"; yet, it signifies a pair/comp1eteness (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2017a). 

P11t QA depicts a human face (Papakitsos 2018b). 

Pl12 QE depicts a place/land (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2015). 


Pl13 QI depicts the head ofa wild sheep (Papakitsos 2018b). 


P 114 QO depicts the head of a bull in LB (P 11413 ; see also P 117 QWO) and a mountain in the rest 

ofthe Aegean scripts (P114A, P114H; Papakitsos 2018b). 


PI15 QU depjcts an ingot ofany valuable metal, mostly silver (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018e). 


P 116 Qe depicts the head of a fox (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018a). 


P117 QWO depicts the head of a bull, which in LB is used for syllabogram P114 QO (Kenanidis 

& Papakitsos 2017a). 

Pl18 *QIBI depicts two boards crossed, also found in Sumerian pre-cuneiform as sign KlB, or a 
swastika (Fig. 1 d), meaning the favor/love of god (Kenanidis 2013). 

P 121 RA depicts a chisei (Papakitsos & Kenanidis 2018). 

P122 RE depicts a boomerang (papakitsos & Kenanidis 2018). 


P123 RI depicts any large flying insect (Papakitsos & Kenanidis 2018). 


P124 RO depicts a throne in LA (PI24 A) and a grill with handles (P124H) in eH (Papakitsos & 

Kenanidis 2018). 


P125 RU depicts a prop (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2015). 


P 126 Re depicts the tlower of crocus (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018a). 


P131 SA depicts the stalk oflinen (Papakitsos & Kenanidis 2015). 


P132 SE depicts a deer-horn (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2015). 


P133 SI depicts the hide of an animal, stretched on a special wooden frame for tanning. 

(Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018d). 


P134 SO depicts a human head (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2017b). 


P135 SU depicts a threshing-tloor (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018b). 

P136 se depicts an elaborate hairdo (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018a). 

P141 TA depicts a kind of harp that was a conunon musical instrument of the Minoans 

(Papakitsos & Kenanidis 2015). 


P142 TE depicts the stalk ofcereals (Papakitsos & Kenanidis 2015). 


P143 Tl depicts an arrow (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2015). 


P144 TO depicts an axe (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2015). 


P145 TU depicts the most common type of vessel for storing liquids (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 

2018b). 


P146 Te depicts the pudenda (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018a; Papakitsos & Kenanidis 2015). 
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P151 WA depicts a house (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 20] 5). 


P 152 WE depicts a river (Papakitsos 20 18b). 


P153 WI depicts a piece ofmeat with flesh and bone (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018d). 


P154 WO depicts a nanny (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018c). 


P 156 we depicts a phallus (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 20 17b; 2018a). 


P161 ZA depicts a mace/club (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2015). 


P162 ZE depicts a saw (Papakitsos & Kenanidis 2015). 


P163 ZI depicts a type offishing net (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018e). 


P 164 ZO depicts a spear (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2015). 


P165 ZU depicts the interior of the body or "anything else" (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 20 18e). 


P166 ze depicts a small pertlime bottle (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 20] 8a). 


P171 0A depicts a leaf, mainly of ivy (papakitsos 2018a). 


P 172 0E depicts the plant of a spicy herb, especially the rock samprure (Papakitsos 2018a). 


P173 01 depicts a grinding machine, yet meaning "flour" (Papakitsos 2018a). 


P174 00 depicts the teeth ofa beast (Papakitsos 2018a). 


P175 0U depicts ablanket (Papakitsos 2018a). 


P176 0e depicts a plant of cumin (Kenanidis & Papakitsos 2018a). 


In conclusion, the proposed CP grid (Table 2) is arranged equivalently to the conventional grids 

of LB (Hooker 2011; Melena 2014). Accordingly, the designation refers directly to this grid, by 
denoting the number of row (first two digits) and the number of colurnn (third and last digit), 
which both correspond to specitic phonemes (consonants and vowels) that make up the phonetic 
value of each syllabogram. In this manner of standardization, it is estimated that the CP syllabary 
will be memorized more easily, since the prime designation corresponds actually to the syllable 
and not to the sign itselt: which may have many variants in the different Aegean scripts. 

4. Epilogue 

The CP script (thus, all the Aegean scripts) has a significant advantage of recognition and 
memorizing over other contemporary scripts: the name of each syllabogram closely denotes its 
phonetic value as weIl Ce.g., TI = /ti/). Even in the case of some phonetic differentiations, the 
time elapsed since the actual usage of this script makes these minor changes manageable or 
insignificant, in terms of semantic interpretation. Other contemporary scripts do not offer such a 
convenience. For example, the Sumerian cuneiform sign named 101 is pronounced /liml 
CKenanidis 2013: 123). The standardization of CP can be also proved useful for the 
computational treatment of the Aegean syllabaries, in the archaeolinguistic software applications 
that are developed nowadays (Chorozoglou et al. 2017; Kontogianni et al. 2017; Koukis et al. 
2018; Papakitsos et al. 2018). 
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