Theseus in Crete
by Andrew Lang

After many days' sailing, now through the straits under the beautiful peaks of the mountains that
crowned the islands, and now across the wide sea far from sight of land, they beheld the crest of Mount
Ida of Crete, and ran into the harbour, where a hundred ships lay at anchor, and a great crowd was
gathered. Theseus marvelled at the ships, so many and so strong, and at the harbour with its huge walls,
while he and his company landed. A hundred of the guardsmen of Minos, with large shields, and
breastplates made of ribs of bronze, and helmets of bronze with horns on them, were drawn up on the
pier. They surrounded the little company of Athenians, and they all marched to the town of Cnossos,
and the palace of the king.

If Theseus marvelled at the harbour he wondered yet more at the town. It was so great that it
seemed endless, and round it went a high wall, and at every forty yards was a square tower with small
square windows high up. These towers were exactly like those which you may see among the hills and
beside the burns in the Border country, the south of Scotland and the north of England; towers built
when England and Scotland were at war. But when they had passed through the gateway in the chief
tower, the town seemed more wonderful than the walls, for in all things it was quite unlike the cities of
Greece. The street, paved with flat paving stones, wound between houses like our own, with a ground
floor (in this there were no windows) and with two or three stories above, in which there were
windows, with sashes, and with so many panes to each window, the panes were coloured red. Each
window opened on a balcony, and the balconies were crowded with ladies in gay dresses like those
which are now worn. Under their hats their hair fell in long plaits over their shoulders: they had very
fine white blouses, short jackets, embroidered in bright coloured silk, and skirts with flounces.
Laughing merrily they looked down at the little troop of prisoners, chatting, and some saying they were
sorry for the Athenian girls. Others, seeing Theseus marching first, a head taller than the tallest
guardsman, threw flowers that fell at his feet, and cried, 'Go on, brave Prince!' for they could not
believe that he was one of the prisoners.

The crowd in the street being great, the march was stopped under a house taller than the rest; in
the balcony one lady alone was seated, the others stood round her as if they were her handmaidens.
This lady was most richly dressed, young, and very beautiful and stately, and was, indeed, the king's
daughter, Ariadne. She looked grave and full of pity, and, as Theseus happened to glance upwards, their
eyes met, and remained fixed on each other. Theseus, who had never thought much about girls before,
grew pale, for he had never seen so beautiful a maiden: Ariadne also turned pale, and then blushed and
looked away, but her eyes glanced down again at Theseus, and he saw it, and a strange feeling came
into his heart.

The guards cleared the crowd, and they all marched on till they came to the palace walls and
gate, which were more beautiful even than the walls of the town. But the greatest wonder of all was the
palace, standing in a wide park, and itself far greater than such towns as Theseus had seen, Troezene, or
Aphidnae, or Athens. There was a multitude of roofs of various heights, endless roofs, endless
windows, terraces, and gardens: no king's palace of our times is nearly so great and strong. There were
fountains and flowers and sweet-smelling trees in blossom, and, when the Athenians were led within
the palace, they felt lost among the winding passages and halls.

The walls of them were painted with pictures of flying fishes, above a clear white sea, in which



fish of many kinds were swimming, with the spray and bubbles flying from their tails, as the sea flows
apart from the rudder of a ship. There were pictures of bull fights, men and girls teasing the bull, and
throwing somersaults over him, and one bull had just tossed a girl high in the air. Ladies were painted
in balconies, looking on, just such ladies as had watched Theseus and his company; and young men
bearing tall cool vases full of wine were painted on other walls; and others were decorated with figures
of bulls and stags, in hard plaster, fashioned marvellously, and standing out from the walls 'in relief,' as
it is called. Other walls, again, were painted with patterns of leaves and flowers.

The rooms were full of the richest furniture, chairs inlaid with ivory, gold, and silver, chests
inlaid with painted porcelain in little squares, each square containing a separate bright coloured picture.
There were glorious carpets, and in some passages stood rows of vases, each of them large enough to
hold a man, like the pots in the story of Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves in the Arabian Nights. There
were tablets of stone brought from Egypt, with images carved of gods and kings, and strange Egyptian
writing, and there were cups of gold and silver—indeed, I could not tell you half the beautiful and
wonderful things in the palace of Minos. We know that this is true, for the things themselves, all of
them, or pictures of them, have been brought to light, dug out from under ground; and, after years of
digging, there is still plenty of this wonderful palace to be explored.

The Athenians were dazzled, and felt lost and giddy with passing through so many rooms and
passages, before they were led into the great hall named the Throne Room, where Minos was sitting in
his gilded throne that is still standing. Around him stood his chiefs and princes, gloriously clothed in
silken robes with jewels of gold; they left a lane between their ranks, and down this lane was led
Theseus at the head of his little company. Minos, a dark-faced man, with touches of white in his hair
and long beard, sat with his elbow on his knee, and his chin in his hand, and he fixed his eyes on the
eyes of Theseus. Theseus bowed and then stood erect, with his eyes on the eyes of Minos.

"You are fifteen in number,' said Minos at last, 'my law claims fourteen.'

'T came of my own will,' answered Theseus, 'and of their own will came my company. No lots
were cast.'

"Wherefore?' asked Minos.

"The people of Athens have a mind to be free, O king.'

"There is a way,' said Minos. 'Slay the Minotaur and you are free from my tribute.'

'T am minded to slay him,' said Theseus, and, as he spoke, there was a stir in the throng of
chiefs, and priests, and princes, and Ariadne glided through them, and stood a little behind her father's
throne, at one side. Theseus bowed low, and again stood erect, with his eyes on the face of Ariadne.

"You speak like a king's son that has not known misfortune,' said Minos.

'T have known misfortune, and my name is Theseus, Ageus' son,' said Theseus.

"This is a new thing. When I saw King ZAgeus he had no son, but he had many nephews.'

'No son that he wotted of,' said Theseus, 'but now he has no nephews, and one son.'



s it so?' asked Minos, 'then you have avenged me on the slayers of my own son, fair sir, for it
was your sword, was it not, that delivered ZAgeus from the sons of Pallas?'

'My sword and the swords of my friends, of whom seven stand before you.'
'l will learn if this be true,' said Minos.

"True!' cried Theseus, and his hand flew to the place where his sword-hilt should have been, but
he had no sword.

King Minos smiled. "You are young,' he said, 'I will learn more of these matters. Lead these men
and maidens to their own chambers in the palace,' he cried to his guard. 'Let each have a separate
chamber, and all things that are fitting for princes. To-morrow I will take counsel.'

Theseus was gazing at Ariadne. She stood behind her father, and she put up her right hand as if
to straighten her veil, but, as she raised her hand, she swiftly made the motion of lifting a cup to the
lips; and then she laid on her lips the fingers of her left hand, closing them fast. Theseus saw the token,
and he bowed, as did all his company, to Minos and to the princess, and they were led upstairs and
along galleries, each to a chamber more rich and beautiful than they had seen before in their dreams.
Then each was taken to a bath, they were washed and clothed in new garments, and brought back to
their chambers, where meat was put before them, and wine in cups of gold. At the door of each
chamber were stationed two guards, but four guards were set at the door of Theseus. At nightfall more
food was brought, and, for Theseus, much red wine, in a great vessel adorned with ropes and knobs of
gold.

Theseus ate well, but he drank none, and, when he had finished, he opened the door of his
chamber, and carried out all the wine and the cup. 'l am one,' he said, 'who drinks water, and loves not
the smell of wine in his chamber.'

The guards thanked him, and soon he heard them very merry over the king's best wine, next he
did not hear them at all, next—he heard them snoring!

Theseus opened the door gently and silently: the guards lay asleep across and beside the
threshold. Something bright caught his eye, he looked up, a lamp was moving along the dark corridor, a
lamp in the hand of a woman clad in a black robe; the light fell on her white silent feet, and on the feet
of another woman who followed her.

Theseus softly slipped back into his chamber. The light, though shaded by the girl's hand,
showed in the crevice between the door and the door-post. Softly entered Ariadne, followed by an old
woman that had been her nurse. "You guessed the token?' she whispered. 'In the wine was a sleepy
drug.'

Theseus, who was kneeling to her, nodded.

'T can show you the way to flee, and I bring you a sword.'

'T thank you, lady, for the sword, and I pray you to show me the way—to the Minotaur.'

Ariadne grew pale, and her hand flew to her heart.



'l pray you make haste. Flee I will not, nor, if the king have mercy on us, will I leave Crete till I
have met the Minotaur: for he has shed the blood of my people.'

Ariadne loved Theseus, and knew well in her heart that he loved her. But she was brave, and she
made no more ado; she beckoned to him, and stepped across the sleeping guardsmen that lay beside the
threshold. Theseus held up his hand, and she stopped, while he took two swords from the men of the
guard. One was long, with a strong straight narrow blade tapering to a very sharp point; the other sword
was short and straight, with keen cutting double edges. Theseus slung them round his neck by their
belts, and Ariadne walked down the corridor, Theseus following her, and the old nurse following him.
He had taken the swords from the sleeping men lest, if Ariadne gave him one, it might be found out that
she had helped him, and she knew this in her heart, for neither of them spoke a word.

Swiftly and silently they went, through galleries and corridors that turned and wound about, till
Ariadne came to the door of her own chamber. Here she held up her hand, and Theseus stopped, till she
came forth again, thrusting something into the bosom of her gown. Again she led the way, down a
broad staircase between great pillars, into a hall, whence she turned, and passed down a narrower stair,
and then through many passages, till she came into the open air, and they crossed rough ground to a
cave in a hill. In the back of the cave was a door plated with bronze which she opened with a key. Here
she stopped and took out of the bosom of her gown a coil of fine strong thread.

'"Take this,' she said, 'and enter by that door, and first of all make fast the end of the coil to a
stone, and so walk through the labyrinth, and, when you would come back, the coil shall be your guide.
Take this key also, to open the door, and lock it from within. If you return place the key in a cleft in the
wall within the outer door of the palace.'

She stopped and looked at Theseus with melancholy eyes, and he threw his arms about her, and
they kissed and embraced as lovers do who are parting and know not if they may ever meet again.

At last she sighed and said, 'The dawn is near—farewell; the gods be with you. I give you the
watchword of the night, that you may pass the sentinels if you come forth alive,' and she told him the
word. Then she opened the door and gave him the key, and the old nurse gave him the lamp which she
carried, and some food to take with him.
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