

[image: Cover]




I dedicate this book to the people of the Mediterranean, who have been so generous with me, even when they had little to share.


In particular, I dedicate it to those who lost their lives, or their homes and livelihoods in the 2023 earthquakes.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


This book has been a journey. It started on a sailboat in stormy seas, limping into the harbour of Syracuse. I was twenty-one years old and it was my first time in Sicily – immediately the history of the island and the warmth of its people inspired me. That visit prompted me to study for a Master’s degree in Mediterranean history, and after many twists and turns led me to writing this book. I will always remember the awe and curiosity I felt as I caught my first glimpse of Syracuse over the waves, the skyline glowing gold in the sunset. I remember walking into the Piazza Duomo, soaked through with sea water, and seeing the baroque facade of the duomo, and beneath it the bones of a Greek temple, which had once been topped with a golden statue of Athena – a beacon at the heart of the Mediterranean Sea.


My research took me around the Mediterranean basin, to Tyre, Carthage, back to Syracuse, and on to Ravenna and Antioch, with many other places in between. I arrived in each city with one idea of its history and identity, and left with a new understanding. I swiftly learned that the histories and identities of these cities are being kept alive by their living residents, as much as by history books.


In writing this book I have included the stories of many different people, as a way of illustrating the living spirit of each place. In some cases, I have taken small steps and some artistic license to conceal identities. Covid disrupted my research and so, in some instances, my visits to cities were made over multiple trips instead of just one, but for simplicity I have condensed them.


The most difficult part of writing and researching this book has been witnessing the devastation and destruction in Antakya following the February 2023 earthquakes, and I encourage readers to donate to aid organisations working in the disaster area of southern Turkey and northern Syria.





INTRODUCTION



THE MEDITERRANEAN: MARE MAGNUM NOSTRUM



The Mediterranean Sea is bordered by three continents and lined with sandy coves and unforgiving cliffs. The churning surface is scattered with islands. For a thousand years this body of water was the conduit of global trade, and the stage of warfare that dictated the fate of empires.


It is a mythic region, steeped in history that has blurred with legend. This coastline has witnessed the life cycle of some of the world’s greatest civilisations from conception to devastation. The beaches now populated by serried banks of sun loungers were once battlefields; just metres below the perfect white sand lies the dust of generations of unnamed soldiers who fought and died for control of the Mediterranean Sea. The glittering surface conceals tragedies in its depths: the remnants of lost civilisations, treasure ships, the bones of long-drowned sailors and modern refugees. This almost tideless body of water, now a magnet drawing tourists from around the world, was once the key to global power.


Carved around the ancient coastline are cities among the oldest in the world. Tyre, Carthage, Syracuse, Ravenna and Antioch are some of the most culturally rich of these, but today their grandeur is all eroded. The gap between greatness and obscurity is surprisingly narrow. These cities are palimpsests, with layer upon layer of history, culture and identity drawn over one another, each obscuring the last, but with glimpses stealing through. In the architecture and spirit of these cities, their antique and medieval pasts collide and coalesce with their twenty-first-century realities.


In November 2021, a conceptual artist named Gea Casolaro unveiled an exhibition in the National Museum of Ravenna on Italy’s Adriatic coast, entitled Mare Magnum Nostrum. Our Great Sea.


In 2013, a ship was wrecked near the Italian island of Lampedusa between Malta and Tunisia: 350 migrants crossing from Libya to Italy lost their lives. In response, the Italian government launched a new humanitarian initiative to prevent these disasters, called Mare Nostrum, reflecting the ancient Roman name for the sea. Inspired, Casolaro designed her project.


A museum usually dedicated to Ravenna’s ancient past, and filled with objects thousands of years old, the National Museum of Ravenna was perhaps a strange choice for this interactive art installation. Casolaro wished to put the present in dialogue with the past. Her concept was one of conversation and connection – with the Mediterranean Sea at its centre. To this end, she created a white cube, large enough for visitors to step into. The floor and parts of the walls were painted deep blue, and on the walls the Mediterranean coastline was drawn, a continuous block of white above the water. There were no frontiers marked, only land and sea. Viewers stepping into the artwork found themselves standing in the heart of the sea, taking in the unmarked continents surrounding them. Over the coastline, photographs submitted by the public in every Mediterranean country were fixed. The photos from Lebanon were surprisingly similar to those from southern Spain, despite the nearly 4,000 miles of sea water separating them.


People were invited to consider the Mediterranean Sea from a new angle and through a new lens. Standing in the middle of the sea, they looked out at those surrounding them: one people, the product of centuries of shared cultural history and collision. The point was to stop them looking out from their own countries, or from their ‘side’ of the sea, to make viewers stand, immersed, at its centre and take in a view of the region starting from the sea itself.


It is sometimes tempting to view the Mediterranean as a dividing force, something separating the people of Africa from those of Europe and the Levant. In reality, the sea connects. Cultures around the Mediterranean basin have sprung up dependent on the sea and the opportunities it offers, to swim, to sail, to trade and to conquer. Since the dawn of history this sea has formed the shared horizon of innumerable native cultures. It was the crossing place and the meeting place: the centre of the world. Maritime routes criss-crossed its vast surface, ships transported pottery, food, crafts and men from one side to another. These travellers took with them languages, cultures, ideas. Sometimes they took weapons too.


Tyre, Carthage, Syracuse, Antioch and Ravenna represent five of the most intriguing cities of the Mediterranean. All of them are beautifully situated, and for layers of history and cultural riches they are rivalled only by their sister cities of Rome, Istanbul and Jerusalem. Their fates have been remarkably different from those of their more famous counterparts. Visitors flock in their millions each year to Rome, Istanbul and Jerusalem; tourists and pilgrims alike travel thousands of miles to stand awash in the august history and culture of these fabled cities whose names are known around the world. No such numbers converge on the ruins of Antioch, on Syracuse or on Ravenna. Carthage is a suburb of Tunis; Tyre is a forgotten city dangerously near to the closed Israeli–Lebanese border. Few pilgrims make the journey to the obscure city of Antakya in southern Turkey, close to the border with Syria, where ‘Antioch the Golden’ once stood, despite it perhaps being home to the earliest site of Christian worship: a cave church purportedly founded by St Peter himself. Syracuse and Ravenna do attract visitors but on nowhere near the scale of Rome. Most who do reach these places are drawn to these small cities by the promise of leisurely Italian lunches, convenient beaches and the occasional pretty church, rather than the millennia of varied history or to see the sites of devastating sea battles and ancient subterfuge. The names of these cities do not conjure the recognition that their glorious pasts deserve. The voices of those who long ago made these cities great are heard only as whispers, if they are heard at all.


This book is an attempt to bring to light the hidden pasts of these cities, to understand them, and to see what is left of the great but vanished empires and civilisations of the Mediterranean.





TYRE



Nobilissima et pulcherrima
– Jerome, fifth century AD
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Tyre and the isthmus, 1848





Each day before dawn, darkly tanned feet churn the sand in the coves around the city of Tyre. The fishermen take to the boats laden with nets, as they have done for generations. As the first half-light of the sun permeates the sky around the horizon, the rosy-pink stain spilling over the crest of the sea, they launch their craft, striking out into the waters of the Mediterranean Sea. They are hunting for fish to bring back and sell to harbour restaurants, and pack in ice, perhaps to send up the coast to Beirut. When they have finished, many will swim. If they’re lucky, they might skewer an octopus or two.


The rays of the Tyrian sun have beaten down on the faces of fishermen on this coastline for thousands of years. The city was founded by an enigmatic race of Semitic seafarers who in ancient times flitted across the Mediterranean, trading glass, purple dye, sturdy cedarwood and sometimes people. History has remembered them as the Phoenicians. Ever since the day of foundation, men have put to sea from the natural harbour that became the port of Tyre.


The port that the little boats chug out from today looks to the north, towards Beirut and Saida, and was known in ancient times as the Sidonian harbour. Another looked south, towards Egypt: the Egyptian harbour. An island city with two ports, it is small wonder that the Tyrians would establish themselves as the first rulers of the waves.


Tyre lies at the easternmost reaches of the Mediterranean. The oldest part of the city juts out from the coast of south Lebanon on a tiny peninsula, connected to the mainland by an uneven isthmus. The sea around it glitters. When the Phoenicians first constructed their city, the land they built on was an island, not connected to the mainland at all and lying roughly a kilometre from the coast. It was chosen for its natural harbours and easy defensibility. There was an older settlement on the coast which acted as a supply centre for the island. The Anastasi Papyrus, discovered in ancient Egypt and dating to 1200 BC, described Tyre as ‘a city in the sea’.


Three thousand years ago this island capital, cradled by waves, was the glory of the Mediterranean: rich beyond measure as the mother city of Carthage, Cadiz and the trade networks that crossed the middle sea. The vanity and wealth of the Tyrians would grow, to such an extent that the Old Testament prophet Ezekiel cursed Tyre, likening it to a treasure ship careening towards wreckage. He wrote that the Lord said to him:


O Tyre! I will bring up many nations against you, as the sea brings up its waves. They will destroy the walls of Tyre and break down her towers. I will scrape her soil from her and make her a bare rock. She will be a place where fishing nets are spread, surrounded by the sea.


Ezekiel’s prophecy came true. Not only would Nebuchadnezzar besiege the city for thirteen years, but it would fall victim to siege after siege. For centuries following the Mamluk sack of the city in the thirteenth century, Tyre was reduced to ruins, scarcely inhabited, populated only by the dwellings of abiding fishermen, who spread their nets over the docks. As their descendants paddle out through the city’s shallows, walking out at low tide to rocky islets from which they can raise a catch with rods, their feet pass over the ruins of the empires that came before. Jutting out of the waves that surround the city are granite and marble columns; half buried in the sand are the handles of amphorae, rusted coins and crosses. The sea rushes out and in to the port of Tyre, just as fate has variously abandoned the city, and raised it up again with immeasurable riches.


The sea remains the source of much of Tyre’s wealth, certainly in the old city. Fishermen depend on the catch, and the azure-blue waters bring hordes of tourists in the summer months. Somewhere off the Tyrian coast, reserves of natural gas have the potential to help lift Lebanon out of poverty.


Tyre has been reborn in the last century, but the great monuments of its past have been worn away by the churning sea, devastating earthquakes, multiple sackings and the slow turn of centuries. The towers cursed by Ezekiel have today given way to modest homes and high-rises. Occasionally, the balconies fall off: cheap concrete is not as strong as cedar. Steadily businesses have sprung up along the coastal strip and the urban sprawl has spread inland. Locals are eager to show photos of the city fifty or a hundred years ago: ‘It was only sand,’ they explain.


Today, modern Tyre is known primarily as the nerve centre of Hezbollah, the stomping ground of UNIFIL, and for a vast strip of pristine beach on which turtles hatch their young. There is some irony that members of the Lebanese militia group with their reputation for kidnap and extortion buy their phone credit and cigarettes from the same shops as UN personnel posted in Lebanon to monitor the Israeli border. In the summer, they bask side by side on the white sands. The United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon is as much a part of the fabric of modern Tyre as Hezbollah. They host an army of 10,000 soldiers and 800 civilian peacekeepers, and have been there since 1978. The force was established by the UN Security Council in the wake of the Israeli invasion of south Lebanon, which in itself was a response to Palestinian militants launching deadly attacks from Lebanese soil. The peacekeepers spend their evenings idling in bars in the small Christian quarter, watching sunsets, adopting dogs and propping up local businesses with their appetite for local beer and imported whiskey.


The road to Tyre is lined with scars of war, and green and yellow Hezbollah flags pulled ragged in the wind. Pictures of radical leader Nasrallah, martyrs and the assassinated Iranian general Soleimani cluster the highway, alongside adverts for Botox. The first apartment I stayed in in Tyre had a holographic image of Nasrallah on the fridge, held in place by Simpsons fridge magnets. Lebanese military checkpoints bisect the roads. Sometimes protestors block the way with burning tyres, but usually they are courteous enough to extinguish the fires and allow women travelling alone to pass through. The highway follows the coast and a railway line that for a century linked Beirut to Palestinian Haifa. Now Haifa is an Israeli city, and no trains have crossed that border since 1948. The train tracks can still be glimpsed – rusted and overgrown with ivy and glowing marigolds. In fact, the border is not a border at all. The area separating Lebanon from Israel – two countries still technically at war – is known as the Blue Line. It is the UN-monitored boundary over which nothing – not even animals – is allowed to cross. Birds can get away with it – at a pinch. In practice, though, this is difficult to enforce. In 2021, seven cows crossed provoking an international dispute. The Lebanese claimed the cows were stolen. UNFIL employees recorded that only six out of the seven were returned, and speculated with some amusement about what happened to the seventh.


Like all the cities in this book, Tyre has experienced successive conquests, experiencing Greek, Roman, Byzantine and Ottoman rule – eventually passing into French mandate, and finally an independent Lebanon. Where Tyre proves exceptional among the other cities however is that its history goes further back. Before the Greeks spread Hellenic culture, before Alexander marched to India. Its history is one of continuous inhabitation as far back as the third millennium BC, placing it as a rival to Jericho as the longest inhabited city of mankind. What also marks it out is the still current collective memory of violence. For many Mediterranean cities, invasion, conquest and occupation are a distant memory, something for the history books alone – or an upbeat anecdote to tell tourists as they lean over the railings of archaeological sites. In Tyre, the memories are recent. Not quite in Israel’s occupied security zone, the city was still occupied by Israel for nearly three years from 1982 to 1985. In 1995 gunboats blockaded the harbour and stopped fishermen sailing out for their catch. It was the first time in living memory that boats did not launch from the harbour at dawn. At the time of writing, the thunder of Israeli rockets could be heard in the city of Tyre, a retaliation to those fired from Lebanon days before.


The Phoenicians who began the tradition of sailing out from Tyre were a mysterious people: clever traders who built ships from the cedars of Mount Lebanon and traded their wares far and wide. They were merchants and explorers rather than conquerors, and the word Phoenician meant nothing to them. They identified themselves by their city of origin, rather than as a unified people or race. Tyre was not the only city the Phoenicians built: Sidon, Beirut, Byblos and Arwad all also had Phoenician founders. The word Phoenician derives from the Greek word phoenix, referring to the reddish-purple colour of the famous dye the Tyrians extracted by the tonne from the plentiful murex sea snails that crawled in their shallows, and became their signature product. It became the term the ancient Greek writers applied to these tribes of Levantine sailors who built the best ships of antiquity, perfected the art of navigation, purportedly invented the alphabet, and whose skin was stained dark from the dye trade.


Whatever they called themselves, the founders of Tyre were industrious and curious. Their skills and determination would eventually take them to every corner of the Mediterranean, and indeed beyond it, into the Atlantic Ocean. Hemmed in on their east by high mountains, hostile civilisations and the dense cedar forests which they used to build their ships and temples, the Phoenicians always looked west. The sea beckoned to them, as it beckons today to modern Tyrians. Talking to my friend Bachir in a seaside café, he laughs and pushes dark curls out of his eyes. ‘It’s not that the sea calls me, it’s simpler than that: I am the sea, the sea is me. It’s my livelihood, it was my parents’ livelihood. It’s everything for us. We are Phoenicians, it’s in our blood, in our DNA.’


In the Middle Ages, the term Phoenician fell out of use. But the residents of the Lebanese coast never gave up their passion for international trade and exploration. Many Frankish sources refer to ‘Syrian merchants’ across Europe, and while we cannot be sure where exactly they hailed from, it is safe to assume that a good number came from Tyre and the surrounding region. The talent for exploration is reflected in the mentality of the modern Lebanese. Driven from home by economic crises, war and general instability, the Lebanese diaspora has fanned out across the globe. Strong Lebanese diaspora communities exist in all five continents. Today, in the wake of the many crises racking Lebanon, more and more Lebanese are seeking to move abroad. In 2023, there were more Lebanese living abroad than in Lebanon. Soon, even Bachir will leave his beloved city to travel to Switzerland. He believes the landlocked country holds more opportunities for him than Tyre, but you can read the pain he feels at leaving. He hopes he will at least be able to dive in the lakes.


Tyre and its Phoenician founders conjure certain connotations in the minds of visitors. Guidebooks will enthusiastically assert that the Phoenicians invented the alphabet, but what does that really mean? They will say that Europa – the demigod who gave her name to Europe – was kidnapped from Tyre, and her brothers Cadmus and Phoenix searched for her. They will say Dido set sail from here when she went to found Carthage. The Phoenicians were famous for their worship of Baal, Astarte, Melqart, Eshmun. Myths and facts have blended inextricably, and it is all so ancient that it has become easier to parrot the myths as fact, than to try and tease out the reality.


Keen to see for myself what these elusive seafarers left behind, I make a date to go swimming with Bachir. He tells me that in the sea around Tyre, I can get a greater sense of the Phoenicians and what they did than in any of the museums on land.


We meet on a small beach, with the sun high overhead, in the sliver of shade cast by a crusader watchtower that glows gold and guards the tiny cove. I point to the sun and am thinking of my pale skin, wondering if now is a wise time to go. Bachir laughs – swim enough, and you will look like me, he smiles, gesturing to his deep tan. I am sceptical. I can already feel the sunburn creeping up on me, but now is the right time, he assures me: the water is very clear.


I spread my yolk-coloured fouta on the sand to claim my space, quickly fold my clothes and follow Bachir out to the sea. After lunch, fishermen come to the beach to relax, with speakers and hookah pipes, their day’s work complete, and this little beach can become crowded. In the morning it is always empty. Picking my way carefully through the rocks, crabs and shards of broken tile that cluster at the shoreline, my eyes scan hopefully for murex, the sea snails whose shells yielded the purple dye that made Tyre famous. Reaching a natural ledge, I dive into the water. It is choppy, with the sort of waves that slap you in the face when you surface to take a breath. My eyes sting, and beneath the surface I hear the crackle of the live coral: it sounds like the muttering of ghosts. When archaeologists come here they dive with full scuba kit. It is necessary as they are, after all, digging – but for people like me who just want to see, goggles and decent lung capacity will suffice.


Bachir swims every day without fail, even in winter, and has brought fins with him. I have to work hard to match his pace as we swim out towards the modern fishing harbour and the sea wall, the crusader tower retreating behind us. Fifty metres out, I turn onto my back and look back at the city. Ottoman house fronts stand over the water, some dilapidated, some restored, painted in yellow, ochre and white. The tip of the Virgin Mary’s crown is just visible over the sea wall. She stands in the middle of the fishing harbour, her palms upturned, welcoming visitors to the town. She cuts a strangely incongruous figure in the Shīa-dominated capital of South Lebanon. I can only pause for a moment; Bachir has gone beneath the surface and is beckoning me to follow.


Breaking the surface, I enter another world, swimming over submerged columns. Ancient monoliths of granite from Roman times lie end to end along the bottom of the sea, barely six metres down. The water is clear, obscuring nothing, and my eyes dart around, taking in every detail. It is dreamlike, gliding over the remains of this ancient city, as if I’ve stumbled on the suburbs of Atlantis. I’ve read about these ruins: for centuries, travellers have written home about the remains of ancient Tyre, half submerged in the glittering waters. Now I am among them.


Diving deeper, I touch the stones – lichens, weeds and moss-like sea plants cover them. I run my hands over them, trying to make out the colour underneath, hoping there might be marble as well as granite. Something catches my eye, moving on the seabed. Distracted, I swim closer, and see rippling legs: an octopus. He eyes me warily, with blinking, milky eyes, and wafts himself under a rock. Bachir pulls me away. When we resurface he tells me, ‘Normally I would play with them, but he’s hurt, someone tried to catch him. He’s afraid.’ I don’t blame him: Bachir has already invited me to eat octopus that evening. Octopus hunting is a cruel and unsophisticated business. The creatures are skewered through their heads with a metal spike, and hoiked from the water.


We swim on past the columns. Bachir dives again, summoning me and pointing to the seabed. Here, I can see blocks, and different levels. These limestone blocks, likewise covered in browny-green marine plants, are the remains of the ancient Phoenician harbour of Tyre. We resurface briefly. ‘Bronze Age,’ Bachir tells me. We dive again, and I look at the ancient blocks that once made up the jetty from which those famous ships were launched. The Phoenicians had a profound impact on the cultural development of civilisations around the Mediterranean basin: it all started from here. I think about the ancient ships that sailed here, and the ancient sailors who drowned here. Looking at photographs from ongoing excavations later, I see that some of the blocks are inscribed with runes, but their meaning has yet to be deciphered and I cannot hold my breath long enough to find them.


Bachir points to something below us, gesturing me to swim deeper. I see movement – a blotched brown shell propelled by mottled fins. One of Lebanon’s sea turtles has decided to join us. Lazily she glides along the seabed, and a ghostly plastic bag wafts between us.


The sea off this part of the Lebanese coastline, far to the south and near the Blue Line, is filled with ancient stones, and occasionally treasure. If I had sharper eyes, and a good deal more time, I might find gold. One fisherman recounted to me in a café how he once found a solidus, a solid-gold Byzantine coin, in the sand while he was hunting octopus. He sold it for US$1,500. His eyes grew misty at the memory: times had been hard, but the ghosts had looked after him.


Political tension and august history are always close at hand in the modern city. Two archaeological sites dominate the landscape, and new discoveries are made all the time. The summer in which I was writing, I volunteered with an archaeological excavation that uncovered the remains of a Roman temple beside the Shīa cemetery and the ruins of the crusader cathedral. There is much more to be discovered, submerged in the waters off the coast. Marine archaeology was pioneered in Tyre by a British archaeologist, Honor Frost. Born in the ancient Mediterranean capital of Nicosia in Cyprus, she swam daily in her childhood, and – despite being orphaned and moving to London – the affinity with the sea remained strong. She would write, ‘Time out of the water is time wasted.’ She came to Tyre having glimpsed the aerial photographs taken by spy-cum-archaeologist Antoine Poidebard in the early twentieth century. His aerial images of Tyre provoked interest in unearthing the remains of the Phoenician harbours that once sent out the ships that would dominate Mediterranean trade.


Situated on the edge of the fertile crescent, Tyre is one of the early centres of civilisation.


THE PURPLE PEOPLE


Two and a half millennia ago, a traveller from Halicarnassus paid a visit to Tyre, specifically to see a temple of wondrous beauty that he had heard about at home. It was richly furnished and adorned, with uncommon extravagance. The traveller spoke to the priests, who told him that by that point, the city and the temple had already stood for 2,300 years. That traveller’s name was Herodotus, and he had travelled to Tyre to visit the legendary temple of Heracles-Melqart – the city’s patron divinity. In The Histories he wrote:


I made a voyage to Tyre in Phoenicia, because I had heard there was a temple there, of great sanctity, dedicated to Heracles. I visited the temple, and found that the offerings which adorned it were numerous and valuable, not the least remarkable being two pillars, one of pure gold, the other of emerald which gleamed in the dark with a strange radiance. In the course of conversation with the priests I asked how long ago the temple had been built … they said that the temple was as ancient as Tyre itself, and that Tyre had already stood for two thousand three hundred years.


Yet the god venerated in this temple is not the Heracles or ‘Hercules’ that Western readers will imagine. Equally strong, but eminently more divine, a bearded figure more often clad in a loin cloth than lion pelt, the god of this temple was the Lord of Tyre, the Phoenician god Melqart, who counted Hannibal of Carthage among his loyal devotees, and to whom temples sprang up across the Mediterranean in the wake of Phoenician settlement. In the Greek imagination, Heracles and Melqart became conflated and interchangeable.


For all this, their myths and identities were quite different. Heracles is a demigod, famous for his labours. Melqart is one of the most important gods of the Phoenician pantheon – a son of Baal the creator, patron deity of Tyre, lord of sailors and exploration. He died each year at the end of winter, was entombed, and three days later was resurrected, in a cycle known as the egersis or ‘awakening’ of Melqart.


The Phoenician temple of Melqart has been long since lost. No trace of it has been found in the various archaeological sites of Tyre. However, in 2018, a team of archaeologists from the universities of Barcelona and Warsaw chanced on something. Digging in the overgrown field adjacent to the ruins of the crusader cathedral, known as ‘the jungle’ by the men working on the site, they began to uncover a processional road of white stone that led to the remnants of a building built on monumental, monolithic foundations. They soon realised they had found a temple, but they didn’t have the necessary proofs to announce it to the public until 2021. When they did, it made international headlines.


As they excavated it the archaeologists began to notice strange elements in the architecture. This was not a typical Roman temple – certainly it was Roman, from the age and the type of stone used, but it was not designed like any other Roman temple they had seen in Lebanon. It had a completely different structure: a narrow entryway, two massive columns and a strange subterranean chamber, almost like a tomb, but quite empty. It was built in the style of a Canaanite temple, and its entrance once stood fifteen metres high.


As they excavated, the archaeologists waited impatiently for the summer solstice on 22 June. If on that day the sun went down behind the monumental altar, then that – they felt – might be enough to tell them that this was not just any temple, but the Roman temple of Melqart – the Phoenician deity still worshipped by the people of Tyre well into the Roman period – an interloper in the Roman pantheon. Melqart’s resurrection was linked with the summer solstice – Melqart was, after all, a sun god – so this seemed to be a clear indication that the temple was associated with him. Beyond this, why else would a Roman temple be built in the Phoenician/Canaanite style? And why else would there be an empty subterranean tomb, if not for the ritual of the god’s death and rebirth – the egersis of Melqart? Without a clear inscription and dedication, they do not have enough evidence to announce to the world that this is Melqart’s temple, they cannot definitively prove it, but most of them are convinced. When I saw the red disc of the sun slip down in the centre of the altar, I felt convinced too.


It is ironic of course that a people so often credited with the creation of the alphabet left next to no literature of their own. The Phoenicians have slipped between the lines of written history. Most of what they wrote themselves was on flimsy papyrus that has not survived, and subsequent civilisations did not preserve their works the way they did those of the Greeks, Romans and Israelites. Inscriptions do emerge, carved in stone and clay, but these are few and far between, and never take the form of true narrative history. Tantalising references to Tyre and her people are found across cultures, in the writings of the Egyptians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians, Hebrews, Greeks, Romans and more. Praise for their skill in sailing and handicrafts crops up everywhere from the Iliad to the Bible. For Homer, they were exemplars of master craftsmen and traders. He gives us our first written mention of Phoenicians, albeit Sidonians not Tyrians – though in many cases the word Sidonian seems to have stood for Tyrian or Phoenician in general, rather than specifically a citizen of Sidon. Homer mentions the quality of the goods they traded, offering their cunningly worked silver bowls as prizes in the funeral games of Patroclus. Hecuba similarly offers a robe embroidered by Phoenician women as a gift to Athena when her son Hector goes to fight.


The name Phoenicians is familiar to many, but few details are known about who they were and how they saw themselves, or even where they came from. Nevertheless, records attest that it was the Phoenicians who built the city, who made Tyre great and who forged its reputation as a shining jewel of the Mediterranean. The city was established on an island 600 metres from the coast. The island city had impregnable walls that rose out of the sea, and sophisticated, multistorey houses. As an island it was easily defensible, but in peacetime maintained strong links with communities on the mainland and regularly exchanged supplies brought over from settlements on the mainland and the fertile hinterland surrounding the coast. Of paramount importance were the two natural harbours of the city. Today, the Egyptian harbour is silted up, but the (now much diminished) Sidonian harbour is where the fisherman moor their boats, presided over by the Virgin Mary.


Melqart’s priests told Herodotus that the city was founded in 2750 BC. The archaeological record backs this up, showing it was inhabited from early in the third millennium BC. As Tyre is among the oldest cities in the world, its early history is hard to piece together. Like so many ancient cities, Tyre’s origins are unclear. Some sources say it was founded by Sidonians, while the cuneiform tablets found at Ugarit in Syria record that the city was founded by one ‘Uzus’. Others say Melqart himself founded it, and named it in honour of his beloved mistress Tyrus. It was this same Tyrus whose disobedient dog bit into a murex shell while running along the Tyrian coast, staining his fangs a rich purple colour that Tyrus had never seen before. Once her initial panic at the dark liquid flowing from her pet’s mouth abated, she marvelled at the colour and demanded from her lover a dress in the same shade. Melqart obliged, collecting all the murex snails he could lay his hands on and boiling them to extract the rich dye. The purple of Tyre would tint the robes of emperors for centuries. The Byzantine emperor and empress Justinian and Theodora stand resplendent in Tyrian purple in the Basilica of St Vitale in Ravenna.


While the foundation myth of Melqart and Tyrus is seductive, it is likely to be an invention of later centuries. The early name for the city came from the ancient Canaanite word for rock, ṣu̅r and the modern Arabic name of the city itself, Sour, derives from this, but where the name Tyre came from, is unclear. The Phoenicians and Canaanites are often deemed interchangeable by historians. The people who came to be known by the Greeks as Phoenicians arrived in Tyre in the fourteenth century BC, and founded the city under the name by which it is now known, either due to Melqart, or some other unknown reason. They resulted from the mingling of the native Canaanites and the newly arriving, and somewhat disruptive, ‘Sea Peoples’. These Sea Peoples are still largely unidentified in modern scholarship, with their title serving the purpose of a question mark over this obscure group who began to attack Egypt just before and during the Bronze Age collapse.


The citizens of early Tyre were first and foremost traders and craftsmen. They were the masons who built the temple of Solomon, the shipbuilders who gave the pharaohs of Egypt their navies, the weavers and dyers who made the purple mantles of emperors. They were talented glassblowers and metal workers whose handiworks were given to Trojan heroes, and navigators who crossed the Mediterranean and sailed out into the Atlantic. They are a people who – while they have not left written records of their own history – have left their footprints across the Mediterranean basin, culturally and archaeologically – most interestingly of all – genetically.


Nostalgia for the Phoenicians remains strong in Tyre, among the Christian community at any rate as I learn from my conversation with Bachir. On Saturday nights the wealthier Christian Tyrians and weekenders from Beirut flock to a rooftop hotel named El for a Phoenician deity, and quaff expensive cocktails named ‘Astarte’ and ‘Tyrian Purple’. Nevertheless, a friend from a Shīa background tells me bluntly that Tyrians today are Arabs, and that the Phoenicians are ancient history – just a myth: ‘You won’t find any Phoenicians in Tyre,’ he tells me. He laughs at my naivety, explaining that the only Lebanese who consider themselves Phoenicians live in the north, in Christian parts of the country. Tyre is a Shīa town.


Broadly, this is true. There are fewer than 3,000 Christians in Tyre, a city of 200,000 people. If I spoke to the vast majority of the citizens, they would echo what my friend said. This is part of a broader political and religious trend of those of Christian backgrounds identifying with the Phoenicians as their ancient ancestors, and those of Islamic backgrounds identifying with the Arabs. ‘Phoenicianism’, as it has become known, was championed by various political parties following the creation of modern Lebanon, most notably those with Christian and Druze leaders. This took on a darker side during the devastating civil war from 1975 to 1989, when ‘New Phoenicianism’ was picked up by far-right Christian militias and used as a way of differentiating the Christians from the Muslims, taking on a distinctly racist current. It’s no wonder the Shīa communities of Tyre aren’t convinced by the suggestion of common Phoenician ancestors. In some contexts, Phoenicianism, and the revival of interest in Lebanon’s Phoenician past, is little more than a racist reaction to Pan-Arabism.


After our swim, over a beer served in a frosted, salt-rimmed glass and mixed with lemon juice, I ask Bachir about this. Ambivalent to the political baggage, he shrugs and simply asserts that he knows he is Phoenician. He says it isn’t to do with politics, and mentions DNA again. When I press him, I realise the allusion to DNA is not exaggeration: ‘They did a test. They proved that Tyrians have Phoenician genes.’ I ask who proved this. The answer is National Geographic. Bachir directs me to a café in the harbour to find out more. Apparently, the owner was on the cover of the magazine, billed as ‘the Last Phoenician’.


As promised, I find that the owner of the café – Charbel – a man tanned even more deeply than Bachir, and sporting a white goatee and gold earring – produces a copy of the magazine. Rifling through the pages, he opens it to a double-page spread, with a full-page portrait of himself – shirtless – and superimposed over an image of the Byblos figurines, the votive statuettes of Phoenician men. There is an uncanny resemblance between his long facial features and those of the figurines. The caption does indeed hail him as the Last Phoenician.


This article confirms to a degree what Bachir told me: that a team of geneticists led by a Lebanese professor named Pierre Zalloua and funded by National Geographic did indeed carry out genetic tests on volunteers across Lebanon, and particularly in Tyre. Charbel was one of the volunteers for their research project, and gave a swab of his cheek cells and a vial of his blood for the scientists to test for the ‘Phoenician genetic trace’. His participation in this project and uncannily ‘Phoenician features’ earned him the full-page portrait – shirtless and steely eyed, posing as the last of a noble race of mariners.


The ‘genetic trace’ that Pierre Zalloua was searching for in Charbel’s DNA is a certain Y chromosomal gene present in male DNA, passed down the generations from Phoenician ancestors. The Y chromosome usually does not merge DNA with other chromosomes between generations, which can render it a historic tag, allowing the movement of historic populations to be mapped. His results showed that this genetic tag, while only found in 6 per cent of men across the entire Mediterranean basin, was found in 30 per cent of Tyrians. So Bachir is sort of right: at least 30 per cent of the Tyrians are indeed descendants of the Phoenicians.


For the Lebanese however, Phoenicianism must be dismantled and rebuilt. This important part of Lebanese history must not be used for division. The Lebanese, 30 per cent of them at least, are the descendants of those famous purple traders. But it is not just the Christians. These Y chromosomes are indiscriminately scattered across the different religious communities of Lebanon. The message of Zalloua’s study was one of unity not division to the Lebanese people. ‘Their religions are just coats of paint over their much deeper genetic identity, which is common.’ However, the claim that these men are descendants of Phoenicians based on this genetic trace is still a bit of a stretch, especially when it was been argued that the Phoenicians never really existed as a cohesive group at all.


In any case, Charbel is proud of the genes he carries. When the geneticists came to Tyre to do their tests, it was a major event in the sleepy seaside town. The Lebanese, so often distrustful of authority, of testing, and many of whom refused the Covid-19 vaccine, happily queued up to donate blood and cheek cells to the project. Charbel never learned to read or write at school, but nevertheless is passionate about history. His education was disrupted by the civil war, but he was born with a thirst to see and to understand the ruins scattered around his home town, and beneath the waves off the coast. ‘Whenever I dive beneath the surface, I feel like I am going back in time,’ he tells me. He has spent his days collecting priceless trinkets from the bottom of the sea, and before I leave he presses a clay oil lamp and pieces of silvered ancient glass into my hands, putting a finger to his lips and smiling. As he chats to me, he calls his wife over to join us. She smiles, a little embarrassed, as he shows us a pendant around her neck. It is a pure blue stone, set in gold. He found this stone on the sea floor and made it into a necklace for her. He owes her a lot; she taught him to read and write enough to run the café, not to mention sharing her life with him and giving him his children. Neither she nor the elder boys share his passion for the sea and for their history, but the youngest likes it ‘a bit’. He swims a lot, and his father has taught him to look for artefacts after the rains, which churn up the ground and yield fresh treasures.


After feasting on calamari and tabbouleh in Charbel’s café, I go out to swim in the spots to the south that he suggested. Just as he told me, the sand is filled with fragments of the past. This is not surprising, as the area he has directed me to is known to archaeologists as ‘the submerged quarter’ – a part of the island city that fell away under the waves. I don’t find coins, but my fingers do close around a large amphora handle embedded in the sand, and I have just enough breath to unearth it before I resurface. Triumphantly I show Bachir, watching me lazily from a kayak. He smiles ruefully, and tells me to throw it back.


The old city of Tyre, now the Christian quarter, occupies the area that was once an island. This is the ancient heart of Tyre, the place where Roman roads intersected the island between colonnaded streets and the most magnificent temple to Heracles ancient writers ever saw. Archaeologists have industriously raised the ancient stones and reconstructed areas of the Roman metropolis. The marble columns are interspersed with mosaic fragments, and vibrant petals of the native oleander and bougainvillea cluster the roads which overlook the sea. They evoke hints of the splendour of ancient Tyre, an island city of white stone embraced by the waves.


In the evenings men drag tables up to the railings that separate the archaeological site from the main street. They gather to drink Lebanese coffee from ornate requaes and arak from delicate glasses, and to smoke hookah overlooking the columned Roman road.


There is a second archaeological site just south of the modern city. This is where the most extensive excavations have taken place, revealing the necropolis, churches and the magnificent hippodrome. Directly adjacent stands the Palestinian refugee camp of Al-Bass. This ghetto is part of the city’s identity, and as I walked through the necropolis, the ramshackle buildings and barbed-wire fences loomed over me. One forgotten people beside so many more. Some of them have less private space than the dead Romans in their sepulchres. I can’t help wondering how it must feel to look down from those crowded windows at Beiruti weekenders and international tourists wafting around the ruins. The Al-Bass camp is considered dangerous for visitors. It is certainly true that machine-gun fire sometimes chatters out in the evening, but more often than not they are shooting in the air, either in celebration or frustration. This kind of thing is common across Lebanon.


In 2015, a British artist named Tom Young mounted a project in Tyre Hippodrome. He wanted to explore the history of the city through a collaborative collective painting that would be turned into a stop-motion film. Young chose the site of the hippodrome not only for its historical significance, but also because his five-metre canvas would be in plain view of the Al-Bass refugee camp. In the weeks that followed, tentatively at first, refugee families would visit out of curiosity, to see what the strange European in the straw hat was doing in their back yard. Little by little, they began to paint together. Word spread and before long members of other communities were joining too, painting Europa being carried away on the back of a bull, the arrival of the ancient Persians, and Alexander the Great. Lebanese soldiers were sketching alongside Palestine refugee children. Every so often, members of Hezbollah would arrive to inspect the goings on, and when they saw Young asking Muslim children to paint crusaders and Israeli gunboats, he had to reassure them that if they returned the next day they would find Saladin driving out the crusaders, and Hezbollah clashing with the Israelis.


During my time in Tyre, I speak to several Palestinians. One is a teacher at Cadmous College. He is quitting, though, and leaving Lebanon. ‘My wages no longer cover the cost of food and transport, it’s costing me money to work there, I can’t keep it up.’ Naively, I think his position as a teacher and a Palestinian is a good example of integration, and I put this to him. ‘Integration?’ he asks, almost spluttering in anger. ‘My mother is Lebanese, but my father is Palestinian. That might look like integration, but where is my passport? My Lebanese citizenship? I was born and raised in Lebanon, so were both my parents. But because my father’s family fled from Palestine, we have no rights. I can’t vote. How is that integration?’


Many of the treasures from the Al-Bass site have been moved to the Museum of Beirut. A significant Egyptian influence can be seen in the Phoenician art discovered there. This is testament to the pivotal relationship between the Egyptians and the Phoenicians. For a thousand years, the King of Tyre and Pharaoh of Egypt were closely intertwined.


Egyptian records begin to mention the city of Tyre in the sixteenth century BC. By the seventeenth century BC strong Egyptian influence was present in Phoenician culture, and certainly by the fourteenth century BC the archaeological and written records attest that Tyre was firmly under the control of the Egyptian pharaoh.


Trade with the Phoenician city state was essential for Egypt, as nowhere in their domain did they have forests to rival the cedars of Mount Lebanon, which provided the long, tough and rot-resistant timbers prized among the mariners of the ancient world. The Lebanese mountains are dense with thick cedar forests, much decimated but still evident today. The oldest cedars in Lebanon have stood for over two thousand years, and have witnessed the many transitions of civilisations.


This period also marked the conflict between the Egyptian and Hittite civilisations, which warred for control of Syria. For centuries Tyre was caught in the middle of Egypt’s wars with the Amorites and the Hittites. When the Amorites attacked Egyptian allies, Tyre was loyal to Egypt, while Sidon took the other side. Egypt often did little to support her Tyrian allies, showing the hierarchical nature of the relationship between the two civilisations.


Egyptian influence over Tyre would begin to diminish in earnest in the twelfth century BC, as they came under the attacks of the Sea Peoples. In turn, the Sea Peoples began to raid the Levantine coast and intermingle with the local Canaanite populations. Following this, the civilisation that has become known as the Phoenicians began to assert itself and clearly develop.


The Tyrians and inhabitants of other Phoenician cities, in addition to their valuable murex shells, purple cloth, cedar trees and unrivalled boats, had one other thing of great value in the eleventh to the ninth centuries: independence. The influence of Egypt dwindled, allowing them to pursue their own agendas. The Tyrians soon began to forge themselves a new reputation as masters of the sea. They traded and exchanged, rather than destroyed. A thousand years before Jesus Christ was born, the Tyrians had sailed past the pillars of Heracles and out into the Atlantic. Tyre soon earned the title Queen of Seas from the sweat of the brows of her sailing sons.


The moment that clearly shows that Tyre had risen and become superior to the other cities in the region was when the Assyrian King Tiglath-Pileser failed to capture Tyre when the other cities of the coast had capitulated. Tyre would reach its golden age under the rule of King Hiram (969–32 BC).


It was under King Hiram that the Tyrian Phoenicians would garner their reputation for fine craftsmanship and their prowess in seafaring. On the outskirts of modern Tyre is a monumental sarcophagus dating from the Persian period. It stands twenty-one feet high, and its situation is superb, commanding views of the sea and countryside all around. A traveller – W. M. Thomson writing in The Land and the Book about the landscapes of the Bible – wrote in the nineteenth century:


As there is nothing in the monument itself inconsistent with the idea that it marks the final resting-place of that ancient king of Tyre, I am inclined to allow the claim to pass unquestioned. It bears about it unmistakable marks of extreme antiquity … There is nothing like it in this country, and it may well have stood, as it now does, since the days of Solomon.


Until recent decades it has indeed been unquestioningly assumed that this tomb, the largest in the region, must have belonged to the Phoenician King Hiram, as he is the most famous of all the Phoenician rulers, leading to the reasoning that the largest tomb must be his. It was Hiram who ruled over Tyre’s golden age as a mercantile superpower, and it was Hiram who enjoyed a collaborative friendship with King Solomon. Biblical records attest that the pair struck a bargain to exchange grain and oil from Israel for cedar wood and master builders from Phoenicia to construct the Hebrew temple in Jerusalem. Hiram worshipped the Phoenician gods, of course, and in addition to constructing new temples he began the practice of celebrating the ritual of Melqart’s egersis. The two were good friends it seems, with the Romano-Jewish historian Flavius Josephus claiming that they used to send each other riddles to solve. Solomon, being wiser, was of course better at this game. Hiram ruled Tyre for roughly thirty-four years in the tenth century BC.


Hiram was not the only Tyrian royal to earn significant mentions in the Old Testament. Another famous Tyrian described in the Bible is Jezebel, the daughter of King Ithobaal I of Tyre. He gave her as a bride to the King of Israel, Ahab, demonstrating the close diplomatic and familial relations between the kings of Tyre and Israel. The name Jezebel has become synonymous with manipulative and deceitful women. She was a Phoenician and worshipped Phoenician gods. Instead of converting to the religion of Israel, Jezebel, with her husband’s co-operation it seems, created altars to Baal throughout Israel, and encouraged the Hebrews to convert. For this reason, she is reviled in biblical texts and presented as a villain associated with false prophets. She also stands accused of ordering the murder of Jewish priests. She was eventually killed for her actions, thrown from a window, but it seems she was coolly prepared for her end:


And when Jehu was come to Jezreel, Jezebel heard of it; and she painted her face, and tired her head, and looked out at a window. And as Jehu entered in at the gate, she said, Had Zimri peace, who slew his master? And he lifted up his face to the window, and said, Who is on my side? who? And there looked out to him two or three eunuchs. And he said, Throw her down. So they threw her down: and some of her blood was sprinkled on the wall, and on the horses: and he trode her under foot.


Jezebel saw her death coming and put her make-up on: her mask, her beauty, her bravery. And then she was destroyed, body and all, her blood spattering the coats of the horses. This demonstrates the volatile relationship between the Tyrian kings and the kings of Israel: sometimes harmonious, trading, collaborative, other times descending into full-blown religious warfare. It is hard to get any real sense of Tyre’s rulers and relationships with Israel at this time as the Bible is the main source, and it is unclear how familiar the writers of the Old Testament were with the political balance of the early Iron Age. What is known however is that Tyre certainly emerged as the foremost city of Phoenicia at this time, and began to dominate Mediterranean trade. It was during this period – that of Hiram and his successors – that Tyrian merchants founded the colonies of Carthage, Cadiz, Kition, Utica and more.


This expansion and settlement was not prompted only by a thirst for exploration and adventure, but also by necessity. Tyre had developed its independent identity in a slim window of opportunity between the waning influence of Egypt and the rising power of Assyria. Before long, the Tyrians found themselves obliged to pay hefty tributes to the Assyrian rulers. An inscription in the great Palace of Kalhu reads: ‘I receive the tribute of the kings of the seacoast … the lands of the peoples of Tyre … silver, gold … multicoloured linen garments … They submitted to me.’ Tyre had been successfully besieged by several Assyrian kings, and in return for peace at home, it paid them treasures from abroad.


During the eighth and seventh centuries, then, the people of Tyre found themselves under the jurisdiction of the Assyrians and forced to pay tributes which prevented them expanding their civilisation. When the Assyrian Empire crumbled in the wake of the advancing Babylonian Empire, and the Tyrians were no longer under the Assyrian yoke, the trade and seafaring activities of the citizens would begin to flourish. The city would become widely renowned for its beauty and its wealth, and it was at this time that Ezekiel prophesied the destruction of glorious Tyre, Queen of Seas.


With what seems remarkable prescience, in the sixth century BC the Hebrew prophet Ezekiel wrote:


Thus saith the Lord God; O Tyrus, thou hast said, I am of perfect beauty. Thy borders are in the midst of the seas, thy builders have perfected thy beauty … O Tyrus … shall fall into the midst of the seas in the day of thy ruin … What city is like Tyrus, like the destroyed in the midst of the sea? When thy wares went forth out of the seas, thou filledst many people; thou didst enrich the kings of the earth with the multitude of thy riches and of thy merchandise. In the time when thou shalt be broken by the seas in the depths of the waters thy merchandise and all thy company in the midst of thee shall fall.


He also prophesied the siege of Tyre by Nebuchadnezzar II of Babylon. This is not technically a prophecy, as it is quite possible Ezekiel was writing his book simultaneously with Nebuchadnezzar’s siege:


For thus saith the Lord GOD; Behold, I will bring upon Tyrus Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon, a king of kings, from the north, with horses, and with chariots, and with horsemen, and companies, and much people. He shall slay with the sword thy daughters in the field … And they shall make a spoil of thy riches, and make a prey of thy merchandise: and they shall break down thy walls, and destroy thy pleasant houses: and they shall lay thy stones and thy timber and thy dust in the midst of the water. And I will cause the noise of thy songs to cease; and the sound of thy harps shall be no more heard.


In the sixth century – from 585 to 573 – at least part of this prophecy would come true: Tyre would withstand a prolonged siege by Nebuchadnezzar II. This Babylonian conqueror, famed for his military prowess and indeed for conquering Tyre’s neighbours, failed to conclusively defeat Tyre, despite constructing a temporary causeway linking the island to the mainland, in a military manoeuvre made more famous some centuries later by Alexander. However, despite his failure to ‘break’ the city, Nebuchadnezzar still triumphed in practice. Ithobaal II, the defending King of Tyre and father of the famous Jezebel, died around the ending of the siege, and while his son Baal succeeded him, he would rule as a vassal king. Many of the details surrounding this siege cannot be nailed down conclusively, as the sources err on the side of vagueness rather than clarity, however we can be sure that Nebuchadnezzar waged a long and persistent siege on Tyre, and no great victory was recorded.


Baal would rule for ten years before being overthrown and replaced by a Tyrian named Eknibaal who would take command, but ruling in the role of a judge, rather than as a king.


The Babylonian Empire was absorbed by the Persian Achaemenid Empire in 539 BC under the rule of Cyrus the Great, bringing Phoenicia and the city of Tyre under his control as well. Cyrus was the founder of the first Persian Empire, and under his rule all the states of the Near East were absorbed into his dominion and expanded in nearly every direction, eventually encompassing territories from the shores of the Mediterranean Sea to the banks of the Indus River. Thus Babylonian overlords gave way to Persian ones, marking the beginning of Persian dominion over Tyre, which would last more than two centuries, until the coming of Alexander the Great. Cyrus – known as one of history’s more benevolent conquerors – never occupied Tyre or installed his own lord. Instead, he allowed the city to retain a certain amount of freedom in exchange for the use of its legendary fleet.


Cyrus and his heirs held Tyre successfully until Alexander of Macedon, the next Eurasian conqueror to earn the epithet of ‘Great’, arrived to rattle the city’s gates.


THE COMING OF ALEXANDER


Persian influence in Tyre would come to a dramatic end with the arrival of Alexander of Macedon in Phoenicia. In the West, this conqueror is known as Alexander the Great, but he is not given this epithet of admiration in modern Lebanon, where instead he is known as ‘the horned one’ and other negative titles. Alexander had inherited the throne of Macedon from his father in 336 BC at the age of twenty, and he launched his invasion of Asia in 333 BC. His reign would last only twelve years, as he would die of illness at the age of thirty-two, in Nebuchadnezzar’s former palace in Babylon. However, in that short time, he would decisively carve a sprawling empire out of Eurasia, subduing Egypt, Persia and eventually reaching northern India.


Alexander defeated the Persian King Darius III at the Battle of Issus – an area near Antioch – in 333 BC. From there he launched his attack on the Levant, marching his army of approximately 35,000 men down the Phoenician coast. He received the submission of the northern cities on the Phoenician coast with little difficulty; Arwad, Byblos and Sidon surrendered without bloodshed. Tyre, however, did not. The ‘impregnable’ island fortress liked its chances against the might of Macedonia, and thought to win favour from the Persians by buying them time, so put up fierce resistance. Alexander could have marched on past the city, but he was not a man to do things by halves, and feared that Tyre could be used as a rallying point for his enemies if he left it unconquered. He therefore settled in for what he knew would be a long siege.


This siege is certainly the most famous and best documented episode in Tyre’s long and varied history, attested to in the writings of three important classical writers: Arrian, Diodorus and Quintus Curtius. It was in this siege also that Tyre’s unique geography would be her strongest advantage.


Alexander must have eyed the island city with grim determination. It was small, but fortified, and taking it would be one of the great challenges of his career. Tyre was a fly he needed to swat if he was to neutralise Persian naval power. Additionally, the fabled Phoenician city would be a jewel in his crown, alongside the already capitulated Sidon, Arwad and Byblos, filled with magnificent buildings and great wealth. Geographers and historians wrote of the glory of Tyre, claiming the walls rose to a height of 150 feet, directly out of the churning surf. It was a wealthy, beautiful and powerful city, and Alexander wanted it.


Alexander presented an unprecedented challenge to Tyre’s independence. He did not follow the example of Cyrus the Great and allow cities to retain autonomy, but instead conquered and incorporated. He wished to take control of the coast before moving deeper into the Persian heartland. The Phoenician cities had long lent military and naval support to the Persians, and if he was going to make any meaningful and decisive assault on Persia proper, he could not have these states harrying his rear.


A conventional siege would not be possible in Tyre. He could not surround the city, or cut it off from its trade routes: the Phoenicians had more naval power than the Macedonians. The Tyrians on the other hand did not want trouble with Alexander; they could not hope to defeat him in conflict, and merely wanted to retain their independence. To this end, they dispatched friendly envoys to makes co-operative noises to the great general – promising him friendship and sending him a golden crown to demonstrate their recognition of his rule.


In reply, Alexander proclaimed that he wished to make a sacrifice to Heracles, a figure he claimed as his own ancestor, at the famous Tyrian temple of Melqart. The leaders of Tyre suspected that this was a ploy to gain entry for him and his soldiers to their city. Furthermore, they believed it would be tantamount to a surrender of their sovereignty, as only the kings of Tyre were permitted to make sacrifices in that holy place. They denied his request, suggesting that he made his sacrifice on the mainland instead. Alexander read this response as a clear gesture of hostility, and potentially an indication that the Tyrians intended to ally with Persia against him. Quintus Curtius, one of our primary sources for the Macedonian siege of Tyre, wrote: ‘Alexander could not restrain his anger, which as a rule he was unable to control. Accordingly, he said “You indeed, relying on your situation, because you live on an island, despise this army of foot-soldiers, but I will soon show you that you are on the mainland […] I will either enter your city or besiege it.” ’ He sent a final mission of envoys to offer the Tyrians the chance to surrender, and when the proud men of Tyre slit the throats of these men, and cast their bodies from the high walls into the sea, Alexander declared war.


The Tyrians felt safe from Alexander’s threats, and believed they only needed to buy time while the Persians rallied themselves. After all, their city was half a mile from the mainland, Alexander as yet had no fleet and so far seemed to have no means of procuring one. How could an army of infantry attack a city at sea with no ships?


Alexander made a rousing speech to his troops, declaring that they could not proceed into Persia until the entire Phoenician coast was under his dominion, and they could not continue with their campaign until Tyre was captured. He warned them that if they left the Persians in control of the coast with the strongest part of their navy – the Phoenician ships – intact, then they might attack Greece while Alexander was occupied in Persia. If this was not enough, he also told them of an auspicious dream he had had, of Heracles reaching out his hand to him from the walls of Tyre, and giving him safe entrance to the city.


This dream would have greater resonance still, as Heracles was a hero famous for his endless toils, and the siege of Tyre would require much toil. Given that a traditional siege was impossible, Alexander came up with one of the most ingenious strategic decisions of his career, and one which would change the geography and identity of Tyre forever.


Alexander lacked the ships to defeat the Tyrians at sea, but had ample troops to outnumber them on land. If Tyre was anything but an island his victory would have been a straightforward one. Thus, instead of lamenting the gulf of sea between his men and the towers of Tyre, he decided to fill it. He commanded his soldiers to pull down the ruins of Old Tyre, the decaying city on the mainland where the Tyrians had suggested he make his sacrifice to Heracles, and harvest stones from it. These he bid them cast down into the half-mile of sea separating the fortified island from the mainland, and thus construct a land bridge, or causeway, connecting Tyre to the mainland. This would allow his hordes to march on Tyre on their own terms, playing to their strength and superiority in numbers.


While at first the Tyrians watching from their high walls must have laughed and thought that Alexander was mad for what he was doing, their derision must soon have turned to trepidation as they saw his progress. And their mocking swiftly ceased when they realised this was a threat they would have to take seriously. Slowly but surely, Alexander was closing the gap between his army and the walls of Tyre.


This was no easy task however. While the first section of sea was relatively shallow, the second half was not, and required far more materials and technical skill. The further the builders got from the mainland, the deeper the water became, and the nearer they came to hostile Tyrian defenders, who were certainly not going to stand idly by while a road was built for the biggest army they had ever seen to reach the gates of their city. Rather, they pelted the toiling soldiers with missiles and arrows to prevent them carrying out their work. They also sent triremes to fire on the builders from the sea and disrupt their efforts. To defend the workers, Alexander constructed defensive siege towers at the tip of his causeway, from which arrows could be fired back at the defenders and which shielded the men working to fill the sea with stone. A palisade wall was also constructed from Lebanese cedars along the edges of the causeway.
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