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TO MY DARLING SON,
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If a kingdom be a great family, a family likewise is a little kingdom, torn with factions and exposed to revolutions.


Samuel Johnson


The world is a mountain and our deeds, voices;


The voices have echoes; to us they will return.


Rumi


Until the lions have their own historians, the history of the hunt will always glorify the hunter.


Chinua Achebe


Truth never yet fell dead in the streets; it has such an affinity with the soul of man, the seed however broadcast will catch somewhere and produce its hundredfold. 


Theodore Parker


So many wars, so many shapes of crime . . .


Unholy Mars bends all to his mad will;


The world is like a chariot run wild.


Virgil


The whole question is: who controls whom.


Lenin 


He who believes that by studying isolated histories, he can acquire a fairly just view of history as a whole, is like the person who, after looking at the severed limbs of an animal once alive and beautiful, fancies he has seen the creature alive in all its action and grace . . . It is only indeed by study of the interconnection of all the particulars, their resemblances and differences, that we are enabled at least to make a general survey, and thus derive both benefit and pleasure from history.


Polybius


Midway on life’s journey, I found myself in a dark wood, for the straight path was lost.


Dante Alighieri




PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


This is a world history that I wrote during the menacing times of Covid lockdown and Russian invasion of Ukraine. There are a million ways to do such a thing; hundreds of historians, starting in ancient times, have done it their way; most universities now have professors of world history and scores of such works are published annually, many of them brilliant, and I have tried to read them all. No book is easy to write, world history harder than most. ‘Words and ideas pour out of my head,’ wrote Ibn Khaldun composing his world history, ‘like cream into a churn.’ There has been much cream and much churning in the writing of this.


I have always wanted to write an intimate, human history like this, in some ways a new approach, in some ways a traditional one, which is the fruit of a lifetime of study and travels. I have been lucky enough to visit many of the places in this history, to witness wars and coups that play a part in it, and to have conversations with a few characters who have played roles on the world stage.


When I was eleven, my father, a thoughtful medical doctor, gave me an abridged version of the now pungently unfashionable Arnold Toynbee’s A Study of History. ‘Maybe one day,’ he said, ‘you’ll write something like this,’ and I spent hours reading histories of places and times that were not taught at my English school, where study of the Tudors and Nazis dominated.


This book has given me the greatest satisfaction of my writing life, and presented the most daunting challenge. But I have suffered much less than many other historians. Ibn Khaldun saw both his parents perish of the plague. Sir Walter Raleigh wrote his History of the World while waiting to be executed, a condition that surely fostered the required perspective. But he was beheaded before finishing (an unbearable thought). History has a special, almost mystic power to shape (and, if abused, to distort) the present: that’s what makes history-writing an essential and noble – but dangerous – profession. Sima Qian, the Chinese world historian (born circa 145 BC), was accused of defaming the emperor and given a choice between execution and becoming a palace eunuch. He opted for castration so that he could complete his history: ‘before I had finished my rough manuscript, I met with this calamity … If it may be handed down to men who will appreciate it, and penetrate to the villages and great cities, then though I should suffer a thousand mutilations, what regret should I have?’ Every historian, every writer shares that dream. Sima Qian was in my thoughts as I wrote …


Among living historians, a galaxy of distinguished, brilliant scholars have read, discussed and corrected all or part of this book: thank you to Dominic Lieven, Professor of International History, LSE; Peter Frankopan, Professor of Global History, Oxford; Olivette Otele, Professor of the Legacies and Memory of Slavery, SOAS; Thomas Levenson, Professor of Science Writing, MIT; Sir Simon Schama, Professor of History and Art History, Columbia Univeristy; David Abulafia, Professor Emeritus of Mediterranean History, Cambridge University; Abigail Green, Professor of Modern European History, Oxford.


Dr Henry Kissinger, US Secretary of State 1973–7, read his period; I had the honour to talk about the creation of the internet with Sir Tim Berners-Lee and Rosemary Berners-Lee. Thanks to Ben Okri.


Thanks to the following for correcting these specific subjects:


Africa: Luke Pepera.


Americas: (USA) Annette Gordon-Reed, Charles Warren Professor of American Legal History, Harvard Law School; Andrew Preston, Professor of American History, Cambridge University; (Mesoamerica/South America) Matthew Restall, Edwin Erle Sparks Professor of Colonial Latin American History, Penn State College of Liberal Arts; (Brazil) Lilia Schwarcz, Professor of Anthropology, University of São Paulo.


China: (early) Michael Nylan, Professor, East Asian Studies, Berkeley University; (Qin onwards) Mark C. Elliott, Mark Schwartz Professor of Chinese and Inner Asian History, Harvard University.


Genetics/DNA: Dr Adam Rutherford.


Greeks: Roderick Beaton, Emeritus Koraes Professor of Modern Greek & Byzantine History, King’s College, London.


India/South Asia: Tirthankar Roy, Professor in Economic History, LSE; Dr Tripurdaman Singh, Institute of Commonwealth Studies, School of Advanced Studies, London University; William Dalrymple; Dr Sushma Jansari, Curator, South Asia Collections, British Museum; Dr Imma Ramos, Curator, South Asia Collections, British Museum; Dr Katherine Schofield, Senior Lecturer in South Asian Music and History, King’s College London.


Iran: Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones, Professor in Ancient History, Cardiff University.


Japan: Dr Christopher Harding, Senior Lecturer, Asian History, Edinburgh University.


Ukraine: Serhii Plokhy, Mykhailo Hrushevsky Professor of Ukrain­ian History, Harvard University


My thanks to the following for their corrections in subjects presented chronologically:


Prehistory: Professor Chris Stringer, Research Leader, Human Evolution, Natural History Museum; (Sumeria/Mesopotamia) Augusta McMahon, Professor of Mesopotamian Archaeology, Cambridge; Dr John MacGinnis, Department of Middle East, British Museum.


Ancient Egypt: Salima Ikhram, Professor of Egyptology, American University in Cairo.


Ancient Rome: Greg Woolf, Ronald J. Mellor Chair of Ancient His­tory at University of California.


Silk Roads: Peter Frankopan.


Byzantium: Jonathan Harris, Professor of the History of Byzantium, Royal Holloway, University of London; Peter Frankopan.


Vikings: Neil Price, Professor of Archaeology, University of Uppsala.


Kyivan Rus/Muscovy: Dr Sergei Bogatyrev, Associate Professor, University College London (author of a forthcoming book on familial memory in Kyivan Rus).


Medieval Europe/Normans: Robert Bartlett, Emeritus Professor, St Andrews University.


Mongols: Timothy May, Professor of Central Eurasian History, University of North Georgia.


Incas and Aztecs: Matthew Restall, Edwin Erle Sparks Professor of Colonial Latin American History, Penn State College of Liberal Arts.


Ethiopia: Dr Mai Musié, postdoctoral researcher in Race and Ethnicity in the ancient Graeco-Roman world, Oxford University; Dr Verena Krebs, Ruhr-University Bochum; Dr Adam Simmons, Nottingham Trent University; Dr Bar Kribus, Hebrew University, Jerusalem.


Khmer/Cambodia: Ashley Thompson, Professor in Southeast Asian Art, SOAS.


Portugal/Portuguese empire: Malyn Newitt, Charles Boxer Professor of History, King’s College London; Zoltán Biedermann, Professor of Early Modern History, SELCS, University College London.


Spain/Spanish Empire: Dr Fernando Cervantes, University of Bristol.


Seventeenth-century England: Ronald Hutton, Professor of History, University of Bristol.


Brazil: Lilia Schwarcz.


Hawaii: Nicholas Thomas, Professor of Social Anthropology, Cambridge.


France: Robert Gildea, Professor of Modern History, Worcester College, Oxford.


Saint-Domingue/Haiti: Dr Sudhir Hazareesingh, Balliol College, Oxford; John D. Garrigus, Professor of History at the University of Texas at Arlington.


Netherlands/Dutch Empire: David Onnekink, Assistant Professor of History at Utrecht University.


Germany: Katja Hoyer.


Cold War: Sergey Radchenko, Distinguished Professor at the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies.


Dr N. Zaki translated Arabic texts. Keith Goldsmith read US sections. Jago Cooper, Kate Jarvis and Olly Boles helped in the early sections. Jonathan Foreman spent many hours discussing world history.


Lives are made by great teachers and inspirational mentors: thank you to the late majestic Professor Isabel de Madariaga who taught me how to write history in my first book Catherine the Great & Potemkin; Jeremy Lemmon, the late Stuart Parsonson, Howard Shaw, Hugh Thompson.


Thanks to the team who have sustained me: Dr Marcus Harbord for health; Rino Eramo of Café Rino and Ted ‘Longshot’ Longden at The Yard for blood-pumping cortados; Carl van Heerden and Dominique Felix for Spartan fitness sessions; Akshaya Wadhwani for high-tech. Thanks to dear friends Samantha Heyworth, Robert Hardman; Aliai Forte; Tamara Magaram; Marie-Claude Bourrely and Eloise Goldstein for their help on Côte d’Ivoire.


Thanks to my publishers at Hachette, David Shelley, Maddy Price, Elizabeth Allen; the heroic Jo Whitford; and to the brilliant Peter James, the king of editors; my former editor Bea Hemming; in the USA, the late Sonny Mehta, to Reagan Arthur and Edward Kastenmeier at Knopf; and to my superlative agents Georgina Capel, Rachel Conway, Irene Baldoni, Simon Shaps.


I dedicate this to my late parents Stephen and April. I thank my wife Santa, daughter Lilochka and son Sasha for tolerating three years of hermetic focus with laughter, love and tolerance: ‘One for all and all for one.’


Simon Sebag Montefiore


London




NOTE


This is a work of synthesis, the product of a lifetime’s reading, using primary sources wherever possible. Each subject here has a vast historiography, so to save space I list in the Bibliography the main works used in each section.


Names matter: ‘things in actual fact’, suggested Confucius, ‘should be made to accord with the implications attached to them by names’. The traditional academic style is to Hellenize eastern dynasties, e.g. Genghis Khan’s Genghizids. Unless they are actually Greek (Seleucids), I try to use their own names for themselves: I call Persian Achaemenids, Haxamanishiya; the Abbasids, Abbasiya. I try to avoid neologisms – mostly using Romaioi instead of Byzantines, Hattian instead of Hittite. I try to avoid anglicizing everything: French kings are François, Spanish kings Enrique. But if they are well known, I use the familiar: Cyrus, not Kouresh, Pompey, not Pompeius. In Ottoman times, I generally use Turkish rather than Arabic: Mehmed Ali instead of Muhammad Ali, even though this will displease Egyptians. I use Türkiye instead of Turkey: if ever there was an example of Eurocentric misspelling, it is that. For Chinese rulers, I use either their given name (Liu Che) or their posthumous title (Emperor Wu or Wudi); for the Ming and Qing, I use era names (the Kangxi Emperor, thereafter Kangxi).


For geographical context, I cite modern states, but this can be confusing: the Kingdom of Dahomey was in today’s Republic of Benin (not the Republic of Dahomey); the Kingdom of Benin was in Nigeria (not the Republic of Benin).


The chrononyms of world history are world-sized – Stone, Dark and Axial Ages, Great Opening and Renaissance, and a lot of revolutions; many now seem reductionist, old-fashioned and clichéd. But it is the historian’s job to classify and some of these are clichés because they are largely true.


Apologies for all inconsistencies.




INTRODUCTION


As the tide fell, the footsteps emerge. The footsteps of a family walking on the beach of what is now a small village in eastern England, Happisburgh. Five sets of footprints. Probably a male and four children, dating from between 950,000 and 850,000 years before the present. These, discovered in 2013, are the oldest family footprints ever found. They are not the first: even older footprints have been found in Africa, where the human story started. But these are the oldest traces of a family. And they are the inspiration for this history of the world.


There have been many histories of the world, but this one adopts a new approach, using the stories of families across time to provide a different, fresh perspective. It is one that appeals to me because it offers a way of connecting great events with individual human drama, from the first hominins to today, from the sharpened stone to the iPhone and the drone. World history is an elixir for troubled times: its advantage is that it offers a sense of perspective; its drawback is that it involves too much distance. World history often has themes, not people; biography has people, not themes.


The family remains the essential unit of human existence – even in the age of AI and galactical warfare. I have woven history together telling the stories of multiple families in every continent and epoch, using them to tether the onward rush of the human story. It is a biography of many people instead of one person. Even if the span of these families is global, their dramas are intimate – birth, death, marriage, love, hate; they rise; they fall; rise again; they migrate; they return. In every family drama, there are many acts. That is what Samuel Johnson meant when he said every kingdom is a family and every family a little kingdom.


Unlike many of the histories that I grew up with, this is a genuine world history, not unbalanced by excessive focus on Britain and Europe but rather giving Asia, Africa and the Americas the attention they deserve. The focus on family also makes it possible to pay more attention to the lives of women and children, both of whom were slighted in the books I read as a schoolboy. Their roles – like the shape of family itself – change through the arc of time. My aim is to show how the fontanelles of history grew together.


The word family has an air of cosiness and affection, but of course in real life families can be webs of struggle and cruelty too. Many of the families that I follow are power families in which the intimacy and warmth of nurture and love are at once infused and distorted by the peculiar and implacable dynamics of politics. In power families, danger comes from intimacy. ‘Calamity,’ as Han Fei Tzu warned his monarch in second-century BC China, ‘will come to you from those you love.’


‘History is something very few people were doing,’ writes Yuval Noah Harari, ‘when everyone else was ploughing fields and carrying water buckets.’ Many of the families I choose are ones that exercise power, but others encompass enslaved persons, doctors, painters, novelists, executioners, generals, historians, priests, charlatans, scientists, tycoons, criminals – and lovers. Even a few gods.


Some will be familiar, many will not: here we follow the dynasties of Mali, Ming, Medici and Mutapa, Dahomey, Oman, Afghanistan, Cambodia, Brazil and Iran, Haiti, Hawaii and Habsburg; we chronicle Genghis Khan, Sundiata Keita, Empress Wu, Ewuare the Great, Ivan the Terrible, Kim Jong-un, Itzcoatl, Andrew Jackson, King Henry of Haiti, Ganga Zumba, Kaiser Wilhelm, Indira Gandhi, Sobhuza, Pachacuti Inca and Hitler alongside Kenyattas, Castros, Assads and Trumps, Cleopatra, de Gaulle, Khomeini, Gorbachev, Marie Antoinette, Jefferson, Nader, Mao, Obama; Mozart, Balzac and Michelangelo; Caesars, Mughals, Saudis, Roosevelts, Rothschilds, Rockefellers, Ottomans.


The lurid coexists with the cosy. There are many loving fathers and mothers but also ‘Fatso’ Ptolemy IV dismembers his son and sends the parts to the child’s mother; Nader Shah and Empress Iris blind their sons; Queen Isabella tortures her daughter; Charlemagne possibly sleeps with his; Ottoman power mother Kösem orders the strangling of her son and in turn is strangled on the orders of her grandson; Valois potentate Catherine de’ Medici orchestrates a massacre at the wedding of her daughter whose rape by her sons she seems to have condoned; Nero sleeps with his mother, then murders her. Shaka kills his mother, then uses it as a pretext to launch a massacre. Saddam Hussein unleashes his sons against his sons-in-law. The killing of brothers is endemic – even now: Kim Jong-un has recently murdered his brother in a very modern way using a reality-show stunt as cover, a nerve agent as poison.


We follow the tragedies too of teenaged daughters, dispatched by cold parents to marry strangers in faraway lands where they then die in childbirth: sometimes their marriages facilitated affinities between states; more often, their sufferings achieved little since family connections were totally trumped by interests of state. We also follow enslaved women who rise to rule empires; here is Sally Hemings, enslaved half-sister of Thomas Jefferson’s late wife, secretly bearing the president’s children; here is Razia of the Delhi sultanate who seizes power as sovereign but is destroyed by her relationship with an African general; in al-Andalus, a caliph’s daughter, Wallada, becomes poetess and libertine. Following our chosen families through pandemics, wars, floods and booms, we chart the lives of women from the village to the throne to the factory and the premiership, from catastrophic maternal mortality and legal impotence to the rights to vote, to abortion and contraception; and the trajectory of children from devastating child mortality to industrialized labour and the modern cult of childhood.


This is a history that focuses on individuals, families and coteries. There are many other ways of approaching history with this span. But I am a historian of power and geopolitics is the engine of world history. I have spent most of my career writing about Russian leaders, and this is the sort of history I have always enjoyed reading – it encompasses passions and furies, the realm of the imagination and senses, and the grit of ordinary life in a way missing from pure economics and political science. The centrality of this human connection is a way of telling the global story that shows the impact of political, economic and technical changes while revealing how families too have evolved. This is another bout in the long struggle between structure and agency, impersonal forces and human character. But these are not necessarily exclusive. ‘Men make their own history,’ wrote Marx, ‘but they don’t make it as they please; they don’t make it under self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing already, given and transmitted from the past.’ So often history is presented as a staccato series of events, revolutions and paradigms, experienced by neatly categorized, narrowly identified people. Yet the lives of real families reveal something different – idio­syncratic, singular people living, laughing, loving over decades and centuries in a layered, hybrid, liminal, kaleidoscopic world that defies the categories and identities of later times.


The families and characters I follow here tend to be exceptional – but they also reveal much about their era and place. It is a way of looking at how kingdoms and states evolved, at how the interconnectivity of peoples developed, and at how different societies absorbed outsiders and merged with others. In this multifaceted drama, I hope that the simultaneous, blended yet single narrative catches something of the messy unpredictability and contingency of real life in real time, the feeling that much is happening in different places and orbits, the mayhem and the confusion of a dizzying, spasmodic, bare-knuckle cavalry charge, often as absurd as it is cruel, always filled with vertiginous surprises, strange incidents and incredible personalities that no one could foresee. That’s why the most successful leaders are visionaries, transcendent strategists but also improvisers, opportunists, creatures of bungle and luck. ‘Even the shrewdest of the shrewd,’ admitted Bismark ‘goes like a child into the dark.’ History is made by the interplay of ideas, institutions and geopolitics. When they come together in felicitous conjunction, great changes happen. But even then, it is personalities who roll the dice …


A book of this scale has many themes: one is the shaping of nations by migration. We follow stable families and we follow families in movement or formed by movement: the great mass movements of families – migrations and conquests – that created every race and nation.


We follow both inner families and wider power families, often expanded to clans and tribes. The inner family is a reality for all of us in terms of biology, and for many of us in terms of parental care, however flawed; wider dynasties are constructs that use trust and lineage as a glue to preserve power, protect wealth and share perils. Yet all of us instinctively understand both of these: in many ways we are all members of dynasties, and this family history is a chronicle of all of us. It is just that the means of ruling families and what is at stake for them are more lethal.


In Europe and the USA, we tend to think of family as a small unit that is no longer of political importance in the age of individualism, mass politics, industrialization and high-tech – and that we no longer need families as much as we used to. There is truth in that, and in the later centuries, family takes on a different aspect, particularly in the west. When there are not prominent families, I continue to use character and connection to tether a complex narrative, but it turns out that, in our individualistic, supposedly rational world, dynasties have evolved but not vanished. Far from it.


During the American revolution, Tom Paine insisted that ‘A hereditary monarch is as absurd a position as a hereditary doctor,’ but doctors, like many other professions, were then often hereditary. One cannot write about dynasty without religion: rulers and dynasties governed as sacred monarchies, agents and sometimes personifications of divine will, a conviction that dovetailed with family to make hereditary succession seem natural, a reflection of the natural organization of society through lineage. After 1789, sacred dynasty evolved to fit new national and popular paradigms and after 1848, mass politics. Traditional religion – bells and smells – is less predominant today, yet our so-called secular societies are just as religious as those of our forefathers and our orthodoxies are just as rigid and absurd as the old religions. An overarching theme then is the human need for religiosity and soteriology, providing every individual, family, nation with a righteous mission that gives meaning and shape to existence. ‘He who has a why to live for,’ says Nietzsche, ‘can tolerate any how.’


In today’s liberal democracies, we pride ourselves on pure, rational politics without clan, kin and connection. Certainly, family matters much less. But most politics remains as much about personality and patronage as about policy. Modern states, even liberal democracies in north America and western Europe, are more complex and less rational than we like to pretend: formal institutions are often bypassed by informal networks and personal courts that include family: in democracies or semi-democracies, one only has to think of Kennedys and Bushes, Kenyattas and Khamas, Nehrus, Bhuttos and Sharifs, Lees and Marcoses, demo-dynasties who represent reassurance and continuity but have to be elected (and can be unelected too). Research in today’s USA, India and Japan reveals that national dynasties are replicated locally among congressional and state lineages. And then there is the growing number of hereditary rulers in Asia and Africa who – behind the cosplay of republican institutions – are in effect monarchs.


‘Kinship and family remain a force to be reckoned with,’ writes Jeroen Duindam, the doyen of dynastic historians. ‘Personalised and enduring forms of leadership in politics and in business tend to acquire semi-dynastic traits even in the contemporary world.’


While family has had different shapes at different times and power is always in flux, there is an opposite phenomenon to which it is linked and to which this book pays much attention: slavery. In the form of household slaves, slavery was an ever-present feature of family from the start, but this was the family not of the enslaved but of the slave master. Slavery shattered families; it was an anti-family institution. The enslaved families that did exist – in Roman households or Islamic harems or those like Sally Hemings and Jefferson in slave-owning America – encompassed coercion without choice, and often outright rape. One theme of this history: family for many can be a privilege.


This book is written at a time of exciting and long-overdue developments in history writing that are reflected here: an emphasis on peoples in Asia and Africa; the interconnectedness of polities, languages, cultures; a focus on the role of women and racial diversity. But history has become a sparkwheel, its moral power instantly igniting torches of knowledge and dumpster-fires of ignorance. One has only to glance at the hellscapes of Twitter and Facebook, hear their borborygmi of prejudices and conspiracies, to see that history is ever more fissile thanks to digital distortion. Part-science, part-literature, part-mysticism, part-ethics, History has always been important because the past, whether gold-speckled splendour or heroic suffering, however imagined, possesses a legitimacy and an authenticity, even a sanctity, that is built into us – and often expressed through the stories of families and nations. It can move multitudes, create nations, justify slaughter and heroism, tyranny and freedom, with the silent power of a thousand armies. That is why at its best, its pursuit of truth is essential. Every ideology, religion and empire has sought to control the hallowed past to legitimize whatever they are doing in the present. There are plenty of attempts today in east and west to force history into an ideology.


The old childish history of ‘goodies’ and ‘baddies’ is back in fashion, albeit with different ‘goodies’ and ‘baddies’. Yet as James Baldwin pointed out, ‘An invented past can never be used; it cracks and crumbles under the pressures of life like clay in the season of drought.’ The best clue is the use of tangled jargon. As Foucault wrote, ideological jargon is a sign of coercive ideology: ‘it tends to exert a sort of pressure and something like a power of constraint on other discourses’, for the jargon conceals the lack of factual basis, intimidates dissidents and allows collaborators to flaunt their virtuous conventionality. ‘What is at stake,’ asked Foucault, so often on point, ‘in the will to truth, in the will to utter this “true” discourse, if not desire and power?’ Baldwin warned, ‘Nobody’s more dangerous than he who imagines himself pure in heart: for his purity, by definition, is unassailable.’ Ideologies of history rarely survive contact with the messiness, nuance and complexity of real life: ‘The individual which power has constituted,’ noted Foucault, ‘is at the same time its vehicle.’


Of necessity, there is much focus on the dark matter of history – war, crime, violence and oppression – because they are facts of life and they are engines of change. History is ‘the slaughter bench,’ wrote Hegel, ‘on which the happiness of peoples are sacrificed’. War is always an accelerant: ‘The sword tells more truth than books, its edge is parting wisdom from vanity,’ writes Abu Tammam ibn Aws, poet of ninth-century Iraq. ‘Knowledge is found in the sparkle of lances.’ And every army, wrote Trotsky, ‘is a copy of society and suffers from all its diseases, usually at a higher temperature’. Empires – polities of centralized rule, continental mass, geographical span, diverse peoples – are omnipresent in many forms; the steppe empires of nomadic horsemen that menaced sedentary societies for many millennia are very different from the European transoceanic empires that dominated the world between 1500 and 1960. Some were the work of a single conqueror or vision but most were conquered and ruled ad hoc, haphazardly and multifariously. Today’s world contenders are ‘empire nations’ – led by China, America, Russia – which combine the cohesion of nation and the span of empire with awesome, often continental, mass. In Moscow, imperialists, fortified by a new ultra-nationalism, control the world’s largest empire nation – with lethal results. The tournament of geopolitics – what Pope Julius II called ‘the World Game’ – is implacable; success is always temporary, and the human cost is always too high.


Many crimes have been neglected and concealed, and they must be covered in full. In this book, my aim is to write a nuanced history that shows humans and their polities as the complicated, flawed, inspiring entities they really are. The best medicine for the crimes of the past is to cast the brightest light upon them; and, once those crimes are beyond the reach of punishment, this illumination is the truest redemption, the only one that counts. This book aims to cast that light: achievements and crimes are chronicled, whoever the perpetrators were. I try to tell the stories of as many of the innocents killed, enslaved or repressed as I can: everyone counts or no one counts.


Today we are blessed with exciting new scientific methods – carbon-dating, DNA, glottochronology – that allow us to discover more about the past and to chart the damage humans are doing to their earth through global warming and pollution. Yet even with all these new tools, at its essence history is still about people. My last trip before writing this was to Egypt: when I saw the animated faces of the tomb portraits of Fayum, I thought how much these people in the first century looked like us. They and their families do share many characteristics with us today, but the differences are as great. In our own lives, we often scarcely understand people we know well. The first rule of history is to realize how little we know about people in the past, how they thought, how their families worked.


It is a challenge to avoid teleology, writing history as if its outcome was known all along. Historians are bad prophets but good at prophesying the future when they already know what happened. But historians are often not so much chroniclers of the past or seers of the future as simply mirrors of their own present. The only way to understand the past is to shake off the present: our job is to seek what facts we can to chronicle the lives of earlier generations – high and low and as broad as the world – using everything we know.


A world historian, wrote al-Masudi in ninth-century Baghdad, is like ‘a man who, having found pearls of all kinds and colours, gathers them together into a necklace and makes them into an ornament that its possessor guards with great care’. That is the kind of world history I want to write.


The familial footsteps on Happisburgh beach were rapidly destroyed by the tides – but it would be several hundreds of thousands of years before the beginning of what we call history.





ACT ONE
WORLD POPULATION:



70,000 BC: 150,000


10,000 BC: 4 million


5000 BC: 5 million


2000 BC: 27 million


1000 BC: 50 million





Houses of Sargon and Ahmose: Ziggurats and Pyramids



POETESS, PRINCESS, VICTIM, AVENGER: ENHEDUANNA


Four thousand years ago, Enheduanna was at the height of her splendour when a raider invading the empire attacked her city, seized her and evidently raped her. Not only did she survive but she was restored to power – and recovered by writing about her ordeal. Enheduanna was the first woman whose words we can hear, the first named author, male or female, the first victim of sexual abuse who wrote about her experiences, and a female member of the first dynasty whom we can know as individuals. She was as privileged as you can get in the 2200s BC – a princess of the Akkadian empire (based in Iraq), high priestess of the moon goddess and favourite daughter of the first conqueror that we know of: Sargon. But like every empire, it all depended on power and violence – and when the empire tottered it was she, a woman, who endured that downfall in the form of sexual violence.


She was probably in her thirties, politically experienced as the long-serving high priestess of the moon goddess Nanna or Sin, and potentate of the city of Ur, but still young enough to bear children. Brought up at the court of her father, Sargon, king of the Four Quarters of the World, from the Mediterranean to the Persian Gulf, daughter of his favourite queen Tashlultum, she believed passionately in her patron goddess but she also enjoyed the luxury of royalty: she appears on a disk wearing a fluted robe and cap and tightly plaited hair, performing a ritual at her temple. She presided over a huge staff – as testified by the seals of ‘Adda, estate manager of Enheduanna’ and ‘Sagadu the scribe’ – but fashion and hairstyle were also important: one seal reads ‘Ilum Palilis hairdresser of Enheduanna child of Sargon’. In her temple complex, Enheduanna had her hair plaited by Ilum Palilis – the first named fashionista in history – as she dictated orders to Sagadu about her estates, the temple herds and her poetry. Her hymns praised the goddess – ‘when she speaks heaven shakes’ – and of course her father, ‘my King’. But then some time after his death, when his sons and grandsons struggled to hold the empire together, a raider, or a rebel known as Lugal (king), launched a coup and somehow seized the princess-priestess-poetess herself. Possessing her won him the prestige of Sargon the Great; if he could father a child by her, he might found a dynasty, ennobled by the blood of Sargon. Enheduanna knew what she faced: ‘Oh moon god Sin, is this Lugal my destiny?’ she wrote. ‘Tell heaven to set me free of it!’ It sounds as if she was raped by this upstart: ‘That man has defiled the rites decreed by holy heaven … Forcing his way in as if he was an equal, he dared approach me in his lust.’ She remembered it viscerally as any woman would: ‘a slobbery hand was laid across my honeyed mouth’. And he removed her from her beloved temple: ‘When Lugal stood paramount, he expelled me from the temple, flying out of the window like a swallow.’


But she was lucky: the empire struck back. Her brother or nephew routed Lugal and reconquered the Akkadian empire, thus liberating Enheduanna and restoring her as high priestess. How did she grieve for her pain and celebrate her survival? She did what writers do: she wrote. And she wrote proudly: ‘I am Enheduanna, let me speak to you! My prayer, my tears flowing like some sweet intoxicant. I went towards the shade. It shrouded me in swirling dust.’


The exact date and precise details of this episode are obscure but we know she existed and we know her words: in her survival as a woman, not to speak of her record as author and ruler, she represents the experience of women throughout history, as ruler, writer, victim, whose survival she herself celebrates unforgettably as a goddess ‘in a queenly robe … riding on leashed lions’, slashing ‘her enemies to pieces’ – quite an image and a voice both astonishingly modern and very much of the twenty-third century BC.


Enheduanna lived a long time ago, yet the human family was already very old in her time. It probably started in Africa. We do not know how exactly humans evolved and we probably never shall. All we know is that all humans were originally Africans, that the nurturing of children required teams that we call families and that the story of humanity from the beginning to the twenty-first century AD is an invincibly exciting and complicated drama. Historians have long debated when history began.* It is easy to point to footprints, chiselled tools, dusty walls and bone fragments, but for the purposes of this book history started when war, food and writing coalesced to allow a potentate, usually a male one like Sargon but sometimes a female like Enheduanna, to harness power and promote his or her children in order to keep it.


Seven to ten million years ago, while our planet, itself four to five billion years old, was in the grip of ice ages that receded and returned, hominins of a currently unknown genus separated from chimpanzees. By about two million years ago, in east Africa, a creature who walked upright on two feet had evolved. This was Homo erectus, who lasted most of the next two million years – the longest period of human existence – and who lived by foraging and hunting. Soon afterwards, some of these creatures migrated out of Africa into Europe and Asia, where different climates caused them to develop into different branches to which scientists have given Latin names such as antecessor, neanderthalensis and heidelbergensis after the places where their bones were discovered. DNA suggests most were dark-skinned with dark eyes. They already used stone axes. By 500,000 years ago, from South Africa to China, they were hunting large animals and perhaps using fire to cook, and there is evidence of both caring and violence from the start: some disabled individuals lived to a good age, suggesting social care, while on the other hand several skulls found in a northern Spanish cave had head injuries inflicted 430,000 years ago – the first confirmed murders. Some 300,000 years ago, they started to make offsite fires, changing landscapes for the first time, and using wooden spears and traps to hunt large animals.


Hominin brains nearly tripled in size, requiring an ever-richer diet. Larger-headed babies were harder for females to deliver: the tightness of the female pelvis – a compromise between the form necessary to walk upright and that needed to deliver a baby – made childbirth dangerous for both the mother and the baby, a vulnerability that helped shape the family in history. We guess this meant that they needed a group of related people to help raise their babies – and, if correct, these small blood-related communities became the defining unit of human history, the family that we still need today even though we are masters of the planet, dominators of every other species and the creators of remarkable new technologies. Anthropologists love to project that families were a certain size, that men did one task, women another, but all this is guesswork.


Most likely, there was a mosaic of many different-looking hominin species, coexisting, sometimes isolated from each other, sometimes interbreeding, sometimes fighting. By about 120,000 years ago, as earth was in a warming period (so warm that hippopotami were bathing in the Thames), modern humans – Homo sapiens, wise man – emerged in Africa. Sixty thousand years later, some of these humans migrated into Asia (Europe came later), where they encountered the other hominin species on the way eastwards. The reasons for their travels are mysterious, but most likely they were a combination of quests for food and land, climate and environmental changes, spasms of disease, religious rites and love of adventure. Crossing seas as wide as 100 miles in boats, they reached Indonesia, Australia and the Philippines between 65,000 and 35,000 years ago. Then they ventured into the Pacific, island by island.


Sapiens coexisted with the other hominin families: over 100,000 years, they fought and killed some Neanderthals and raised families with others. Today Europeans, Chinese and Native Americans are 2 per cent Neanderthal in their DNA while some indigenous Australians, Melanesians and Filipinos have an additional 6 per cent of DNA, inherited from an enigmatic, ancient Asian population first identified from fragmentary fossils and DNA recovered from the Denisova Cave in Siberia. This pattern of migrating, settling and conquering – the mass movement of existing families and the generation of new ones by competition (sometimes murderous), nurturing and mixing – is the perpetual dance of human creation and destruction: it started early, is repeated throughout history and continues today. The humans who emerged were almost uniform – gracile faces, globular skulls, little noses, biologically almost identical. Yet the tiniest differences have justified centuries of conflict, oppression and racism.


By 40,000 years ago, Homo sapiens had outcompeted, killed or absorbed other hominins, and wiped out many large animals. Long before this, they had developed vocal cords that allowed them to talk, and brains that sparked the wish and ability to tell stories. Somehow the appetite for comfort, the need for safety, the instinct to raise children and perhaps even the enjoyment of companionship encouraged people to settle in clusters of families. They lived by hunting and gathering, worshipping the spirits of nature, expressing their beliefs through paintings in caves – the earliest in Indonesia and Australia dating from over 40,000 years ago – carving figures of curvaceous women and lion-headed men, and ritualistically burying some people in graves with jewels and beads. They made the first linen cloth, which replaced animal skins as clothing; bows and arrows improved hunting; dogs were trained for hunting and then domesticated. These hunter-gatherers were tall and fit, their teeth strong, undecayed by grain or sugar. But throughout history the fate of an individual was decided by geography and timing: some lived in lush abundance, some eked out meagre lives in icy tundras.


Sixteen thousand years ago, the climate began to warm, the ice to recede, grasses and legumes along with herds of deer and cattle became more plentiful in some regions. Some bands of these hunter-gatherers crossed the icy land bridge between Asia and Alaska and entered the Americas, where in a glimpse of perilous existence, 13,000 years ago, the footsteps of a woman in New Mexico show her holding a child, sometimes putting it down and lifting it up again, as she was stalked by sabre-toothed tigers. Her footsteps came back alone. The tigers may have devoured the child.


Humans started to build first wooden then stone structures: in Russia and Ukraine, close to the edge of the ice, they raised wooden enclosures sometimes embellished with mammoth tusks and bones, possibly to celebrate hunts. They buried a few people in elaborate graves, many of them with physical deformities, perhaps regarded as sacred. The people of the Amazon used ochre to paint their world of mastodons, giant sloths and horses; those of Australia depicted bilbies and dugongs. In Japan, people made pottery; in China, they fired their pottery so that they could cook over fires. These were now fully formed people, not apes. Their families, like ours, probably shared sacred rituals and useful knowledge while nursing hatred for their close relatives and distant rivals. It is tempting to impose our wishful thinking that women for example were powerful, but actually we know virtually nothing about them.


The thawing of the ice accelerated 11,700 years ago; this marked the dawn of a warm age that is still continuing, and the rising waters cut off America and Australia from Asia, and Britain from continental Europe. Now there were perhaps four million people on earth. After most of the ice had melted, around 9000 BC, a few lucky ones found that they lived in regions where they could cultivate animals and plants. But even by 8000 human hunting and management of forests started to drive the large mammals – mammoths, mastodons, indigenous horses in America – to extinction. For several millennia, many people still lived seasonally, hunting game in one season, gathering grasses and fruits in another. Yet even before agriculture was fully organized, people across the world – from Japan to Finland and the Americas – were raising monumental structures that were both sacred and social. The temples acted as calendars linked to celestial bodies, and people possibly just gathered there to celebrate successful harvests, then returned to their hunting-foraging life. In south-east Türkiye, at Göbekli Tepe, structures that looked like temples, pillars topped with sculpted foxes, snakes and scorpions, were built by hunter-gatherers who did not yet farm yet already shared religious rites. Nearby, at Karahan Tepe, they built another monumental temple embellished with sculptures of people – including a small room featuring eleven statues of phalloi. Starting around 9500 BC the temples, built 4,500 years before Stonehenge, were used for over 1,500 years.


People started settling in villages – one of the earliest was at Jericho in Canaan (Palestine) – before agriculture became their chief source of nourishment: they still foraged and hunted. Contrary to the traditional image of a ‘revolution’, there was no sudden switch: many peoples moved back and forth between agriculture and hunting, fishing and foraging. Even though it only takes between 30 and 200 years to domesticate a crop, it took 3,000 years (the difference between today and the pharaohs) from the beginnings of cultivating cereals to full agriculture, and another 3,000 before the real emergence of states – while in most parts of the world such states never developed at all.


At first, this meant the diet of most individuals was worse, not better: these agrarian planters were shorter, weaker, more anaemic, their teeth worse. Women worked with the men, developing strong upper arms – along with deformed knees and bent toes – from working the land and grinding grain. Life may have been better before farming, but it worked because it was more efficient for the species. Competition was ferocious; farmer villages vanquished hunter bands who coveted their food stores. For unknown reasons, the Göbekli and Karahan Tepe temples were filled in and buried. In Jericho, the thousand inhabitants built the first walls to protect themselves. Under their houses, they buried their dead and sometimes, after removing the flesh, they remoulded the faces with plaster and placed stones in the eye sockets – skull portraits that were popular from Israel to Iraq, more confirmation that humans could mentalize supernatural and magical beings and recognize the difference between body and spirit.


Starting around 7500 BC, the villagers of Çatalhöyük (central Türkiye) – which housed over 5,000 inhabitants – lived by planting cereals and rearing sheep while starting to hammer copper into useful tools. Near Raqqa, Syria, villagers in Tell Sabi Abyad built granaries for their food stores and used clay tokens to record how much they possessed. The oldest intact cloth, found in Çayönü, (Türkiye) dates to 7000 BC. Safe in walled villages, women had more children who could be weaned and fed porridge, but 50 per cent of them died young because they lived in intimate proximity to people and animals which made them prey to diseases: then as now, epidemics were symptoms of the species’ success, not its failure. But they required more settlements to organize the growing of more food: between 10,000 and 5000 BC, the world population scarcely grew from four million to five million. For most of history – the next eight and a half millennia – life expectancy was around thirty.


Small towns developed in Iraq, Egypt and China, followed by Pakistan/India where fecund, moist riverine soils along with the most useful breeds of domesticated animals gave these four regions a boost in the formation of sophisticated societies that would grant them supremacy over Eurafrica for many millennia.


All over the world, people started to raise megalithic stone structures, often in circles: around 7000 BC, Nubians – not Egyptians but sub-Saharan Africans – pulled huge stones from far away and raised them at Nabta Playa in circles linked to the observance of stars. The first commodities and luxuries were traded or exchanged: from Iran to Serbia, copper, gold and silver were mined and crafted; lapis lazuli was used in burials; and in the Yangtze Valley, the Chinese started to make silk.


In Malta, Germany, Finland and later England, communities moved gigantic stones across long distances to build structures that were – possibly – temples to follow the sun, to predict rain, to sacrifice humans, to celebrate fertility. Faith was interlinked with power and family: both men and women did the hunting and farming, but the latter probably raised the children and spun textiles: the oldest cotton has been found in the Jordan Valley. In Africa, where families weaved raffia and bark cloth these clans may have been run by women with power descending through the female line.* In Eurasia, the value of female skills began to be calculated: fathers charged a bride price to future husbands who if powerful could keep several women and protect their children. Originally families honoured both male and female lineages, but to avoid conflicts over land or grain they at some point started to favour the male lineage, though genetically all descendants were identical – a tradition that still endures in many places into the age of iPhones. Yet even in Iraq women could rise to power.


KUBABA: FIRST QUEEN


At Eridu, on a lagoon in Iraq near the mouth of the Euphrates River on the Persian Gulf, around 5400 BC, fishermen and shepherds founded a village where they raised a temple to the god Enki. So rich was this environment that other cities were built nearby, so close that they could almost see other. The invention of the spindle whorl – a sphere with a hole – to make cloth may have been the first gadget, developed as early as pottery and agriculture, with consequences far beyond its immediate usefulness. Difficult to create, cloth was essential but expensive: societies were arranged around food, war and cloth. Eridu was one of the first towns in Sumeria, followed by Ur and Uruk, where a terraced platform was built to Anu, the sky god, topped off with a temple – a ziggurat.


Their leaders were both patriarchs and priests. Their gods were partly playful hucksters, but they evolved into harsher judges who threatened rule-breakers and then policed something altogether greater still: the afterlife. The gods got bigger as the rulers and communities got bigger and the competition with others became fiercer.*


It is not known how Uruk, now home to over 20,000 people, was organized – there were no palaces and there is mention of ‘the people’ – but there were priest-kings and the temples controlled the wealth: the idea of property probably started with reference to special treasure and artefacts set aside for the sacred within these temples.


To the north, on the Eurasian steppes, horses – the animals that would help humans dominate the terrestrial until the nineteenth century – were being domesticated. Around 3500 BC, horses were fitted with bits so they could be ridden. Soon, the wheel was developed in Ukraine/Russia, where the first linguistic references to wheels appear. It is likely the wheel reached Iraq before the horses: the earliest wagons were pulled not by horses but by another member of the equid family, the kunga – a sturdy cross between female donkey and Syrian ass, the first example of human interbreeding of animals – depicted in art pulling early four-wheeled wagons. The remains of one was recently discovered in Syria. The new technology spread to India; kungas vanished; and the horse empowered shepherds to become ferocious, nomadic cavalry and families to move across vast distances to settle in new lands. War already drove technology: wagons were weaponized as chariots, so prestigious that warband chiefs fielded charioteer armies. When they died, they were buried with horse and chariot. The steppe peoples found copper reserves too: at Sintasha, north of the Aral Sea, bronze was created by mixing copper and tin from Bactria (Afghanistan), used for weapons and decorations.


These horsemen were soon led by sword-swinging warlords who built strongholds with high audience chambers, perhaps the first palaces – one stands at Arslantepe (eastern Türkiye) – and buried heroic male warriors in extravagant tombs with food, swords and jewellery.


Around 3100, the people of Uruk – which meant the Place – may have invented writing, initially pictograms, but then took to marking clay with the wedge-end of a reed, a process that we call cuneiform, which means wedge-shaped. The first named people in history are an accountant, a slave master and two enslaved persons. The first receipt, confirmed by the first signature of the first named person – the accountant – reads:


‘29,086 measures barley. 37 months. Kushim.’


Another records the ownership of En-pap X and Sukkalgir, the first named enslaved people. These were slave-owning societies. We do not know when slavery started, but it was probably at the same time as organized fighting. Most enslaved people were war captives or debtors. Royal taxes paid for soldiers who captured the slaves who now built the cities or toiled within family households: a history of family is also a history of slavery.


Towards 2900, kings – starting as Big Men, Lugalene in Sumerian – appear as rulers of all the Iraqi cities that now engaged in vicious wars: ‘Kish was defeated and the kingship taken to Uruk. Then Uruk was defeated and the kingship taken to Ur.’ Kingship ‘descended from heaven’ and it soon became hereditary. The crown was not inherited by eldest sons; kings had many children by chief wives and junior women. They chose the most able – or the more ferocious son killed his brothers. What they gained in ability they lost in stability for the children fought for power, and often destroyed the very realm they coveted. As people in Britain celebrated their rites at Stonehenge,* one of the first family rulers, around 2500, was Kubaba of Kish, the world’s first female potentate that we know of, who owned taverns and brewed beer, and who was succeeded by her son and grandson. We know nothing else about them but a lot about their world.


These kings now built palaces alongside the rich temples; they ruled with a hierarchy of courtiers, generals, tax collectors. Writing was a tool for ruling, recording the ownership of property, transactions in grain and promulgation of laws. The Sumerians created pictures of themselves, men and women, not just praying but also drinking – and loving. They recorded recipes, and both men and women celebrated their enjoyment of sex; they drank beer through straws and imbibed opium. Later they studied mathematics and astronomy.


Thousands of cuneiform texts survive to reveal a world where taxes, war and death were certain, but so were the prayers of the priests to ensure that the sun would shine and rain would fall, crops would grow, sheep would make more sheep, the palm trees would be beautiful at dawn, the canals full of fish.


Uruk and the Sumerian cities were neither unique nor isolated. Cities became the marketplaces, information exchanges, marriage agencies, sexual carousels, fortresses, laboratories, courts and theatres of human community, but there were compromises: city folk had to conform; they could not feed themselves, having lost the skills of the wild and the thrills of the steppe. If the harvests failed, they starved; in epidemics, they died in droves. Sumeria was already in contact with other worlds. Lapis lazuli, the first international luxury commodity, tells the story: mined in Afghanistan, it was traded via the cities of India/Pakistan, to Sumer – mentioned in The Epic of Gilgamesh* – then on to Mari in Syria and all to the way to Egypt, where objects were made with lapis, found in the Abdju temple city.


Around 3500 BC, the villages of Egypt started to consolidate into larger polities. Fifty years later, the king of the south, Tjeni, who was known as Narmer – Catfish – united Egypt under one crown, celebrating his victory with religious festivals, where sacred beer was quaffed, and commemorated in objects: a palette, used to grind and mix male and female cosmetics, shows him killing his enemies with a raised mace, watched by a cow goddess, while on its other side Narmer, shown as a powerful sacred bull, tramples rebels under hoof. Nearby, Narmer marches to view his fallen enemies, who have been beheaded, their penises sliced off. Our first real glimpse of the refinement and brutality of Egypt is a cosmetics artefact – and a pile of penises.


KHUFU AND MOTHER: THE PYRAMID BUILDERS


Egypt was the first African kingdom that we can observe: Egyptian kingship reflected a life where everything depended on the Nile and the sun. Its towns and villages were spread along the thread of the river which gave the soil its richness. The sun crossing the sky every day was regarded as a god, and all life was played out in that daily journey. Kings travelled up and down the Nile – and to the underworld – on splendid boats.


Narmer and his family lived in mudbrick palaces and were buried in mudbrick tombs in the desert at Abdju, where large mudbrick enclosures contained boats to carry them across the sky on their journey to join the sun.


The Egyptian kings thought deeply about life and death and believed in their sacred role, affirmed by a network of temples and priests. Originally different gods were revered in different towns that were gradually agglomerated into a single story symbolizing the union of the two kingdoms – upper and lower Egypt – and the life of the monarch before and after death. Like so many sacred narratives, it was a story of family love, sex and hatred.*


When they died, the kings did not really perish but instead became Osiris while their heirs became Horus. The power of the kings was absolute, demonstrated at this time by human sacrifice. The tomb of the third king of Narmer’s dynasty, Djer, was surrounded by 318 sacrificed courtiers.


Around 2650, King Djoser, also known as Netjerikhet, added a novelty to his tomb: instead of separating the tomb and enclosure, he built them on top of one another to create the step pyramid, six steps high – and it still stands. His minister, the tjati, possessed the vision of his master: his name was Imhotep, so trusted by the king that on the statue base in the entrance both of their names appear. Most probably the minister of the king was also his doctor because, later, Imhotep was worshipped as a god of medicine.


The new king Sneferu, succeeding in 2613, signalled his swagger by his Horus name, neb Maat, lord of truth, righteousness and the sacred order of the universe – and that was not all. His other name, netjer nefer, meant Perfect God. A story in a later papyrus implies Sneferu’s hedonism – he had himself rowed out on to a palace lake by twenty girls wearing just fishing nets – and his aggression, noting that he sent a 170-foot ship Praise-of-the-Two-Lands to raid Nubia where he enslaved captives and seized 200,000 cattle.


Sneferu ordered the building of the Meidum Pyramid, built like all pyramids on an east–west axis, associating the king with the daily journey of the sun. When he attempted an even bigger pyramid at Dahshur, he demanded a steep angle of inclination of 60 degrees, but disaster struck: the foundations were not strong enough and cracks suddenly appeared as the pyramid collapsed in on itself. Now Perfect God ordered a perfect pyramid and it was built fast while the Bent Pyramid was finished (and it still stands 4,000 years later). The Red Pyramid, Sneferu’s third, was completed in record time. Sneferu was surely buried there: a body was found in modern times – but lost.


His widow Hetepheres, daughter, wife and now mother of kings, smoothed the succession of her son Khufu, who built the Great Pyramid at Giza, designed to outdo even his father’s works. She gloried in titles Mother of the Dual King, Follower of Horus, Director of the Ruler, suggesting that if Khufu respected anyone it was her.


Khufu must have been obsessed with his pyramid. It is still perhaps the greatest building of world history: 2.3 million blocks. Its height of 481 feet made it the tallest building on earth until the Eiffel Tower. His workers were arranged in teams which adopted playful names such as King’s Drunkards, perhaps just 10,000 in all, living in a special workers’ village beside the site, with food and medical care provided. He added little pyramids too for his female relations.*


When Khufu’s mother was buried, her tomb was packed with imported treasures, real and depicted. Turquoise came from Sinai, cedarwood from Lebanon, lapis from Afghanistan, ebony and carnelian from Nubia, myrrh and frankincense from Punt (Eritrea/Ethiopia/Somalia, perhaps Yemen) probably brought on ships from Sumer, where a conqueror founded the first empire: his name was Sargon.


MY FATHER I KNEW NOT: SARGON KING-SMASHER


Sargon was a boy abandoned in a basket, rescued and nurtured. ‘My mother was a priestess; my father I knew not,’ he declared in a poetical inscription that may capture his own voice. After all, they were a family of poets as well as potentates. Sargon was born in the northern steppes, ‘the highlands of Azupiranu’, speaking a Semitic language like those that became Phoenician, Hebrew, Arabic, instead of Sumerian from the south. ‘My mother conceived me in secret, she gave birth to me in hiding.’ He was a self-creation. ‘She set me in a basket of rushes, she sealed the lid with tar. She cast me into the river but it did not rise over me.’ His enchanted birth, mysterious paternity, obscure concealment, charmed rise – to be repeated in the myths of many world changers, Moses, Cyrus, Jesus – explained the mystical process of how exceptional leaders, throughout history, could rise to power from nowhere.


‘A water carrier Akki rescued him,’ raised him as his own son and appointed him ‘his gardener’: in a society where all prosperity was based on irrigation and rainfall, the river, the water carrier and the garden all represent purity and holiness. Through Akki, young Sargon found service with the king of Kish, Ur-Zababa, descendant of Queen Kubaba, rising to become cupbearer. Power is always personal; proximity is influence; the more personal and absolute the power, the closer to the body the better: cupbearers, physicians, bodyguards and bearers of the royal chamberpot shared its glow. Inanna (later known as Ishtar), the goddess of love, sex and war, appeared to Sargon in a terrifying dream in which he was covered in blood. When he told the king, Ur-Zababa sensed that the blood was his own and ordered his assassination, but Inanna warned him. Sargon reappeared as if nothing had happened, ‘solid as a mountain. Ur-Zababa was afraid,’ unsure if Sargon knew of his duplicity. But then came alarming news.


The most aggressive king in Iraq, Lugalzaggesi of Umma, was marching on Kish: Ur-Zabada sent Sargon to negotiate with him. But his letter asked Lugalzaggesi to kill Sargon. Lugalzaggesi contemptuously revealed the request and unleashed Sargon, who seized Uruk. But then he routed Lugalzaggesi and around 2334 surges into history in his own inscriptions, taking the regnal name Rightful King – Sharrumkin.* He paraded the fallen Lugalzaggesi through the Temple of Enlil, where he smashed his skull with a mace.


Sargon galloped south ‘to wash his weapons in the sea’ – the Persian Gulf – then eastwards. ‘Sargon King of Kish,’ reads the inscription on his tablets, ‘triumphed in thirty-four battles,’ invading the kingdom of Elam in Iran and, after advancing northwards, defeating the nomadic Amorites and taking the cities of Ashur and Nineveh, before turning west into Syria and Türkiye. He was now calling himself King of the Four Quarters of the World, and a later legend praises his fighting prowess in an unforgettable metaphor:


The writhing ranks will writhe back and forth,


Two women in labour, bathed in their own blood!


Sargon created the first power family which we can know personally: it was his daughter Enheduanna, who was the first poetess. But naturally she was also a connoisseur of paternal power: ‘My King, something’s been created here that no one’s created before.’ She meant empire.


ENHEDUANNA’S REVENGE


It was no coincidence that Sargon appointed his daughter Enheduanna as high priestess of the moon god of Uruk. Temples were rich complexes at the centre of Akkadian cities. Sargon himself may have been the first ruler to maintain a standing army – 5,400 men ate daily at his table in Akkad. He enforced law that was a mixture of reason and magic: water ordeals decided difficult cases. At her temple, Enheduanna presided over thousands of employees and estates. The relationship between the temples and the royal family was close: Sargon believed that Inanna (Ishtar) and her divine husband Dagan were his special protectors.


When Sargon died he left Enheduanna in charge of her temple, but the new king, her brother Rimush, immediately faced rebellions and invasions. These he defeated, killing 23,000 people, torturing, enslaving and deporting others, then he invaded Elam (Iran), and returned with gold, copper and more slaves. Rimush died in a special way, assassinated by killer scribes, stabbed either with the reeds used for writing or the copper pins used to attach the cylinder seals – the first death by bureaucracy! The Sargons lived by conquest: it was Sargon’s grandson, Enheduanna’s nephew Naram-Sin, who probably faced the revolt of Lugal – and the capture and rape of his aunt. Naram-Sin smashed the usurper and restored the high priestess to her temple. We do not know when she died, but Naram-Sin ruled for thirty-seven years, carrying out sorties into Iran to smash the Lullubi raiders, boasting of killing 90,000 and claiming that he ruled lands as far away as Lebanon. On his Victory Stele, Naram-Sin is a muscular, bare-chested warrior wearing a divine horned helmet and tight kilt, holding a spear and bow and crushing his enemies in Iran, with nothing between him, the Mighty, and the sun and stars: the first mortal to be depicted as equal to a goddess.


The capital Akkad flourished under House Sargon. Its location is unknown, but standing somewhere on the Tigris it became a new sort of city. ‘Its population dine on the best of food, draw the best of drinks, make merry in the courtyard and throng the festival grounds,’ recounts The Epic of Gilgamesh, probably referring to Akkad.* ‘Acquaintances dine together. Monkeys, mighty elephants … dogs, lions, ibexes and sheep jostle each other in public places …’, while its stores were packed with ‘gold and silver, copper, tin and blocks of lapis’. Grandees dressed richly, both men and women wearing cosmetics and taking trouble with their hair. Fashions changed as quickly as they do today – Sargon had worn a shaggy coat; the Naram-Sin elite preferred a robe tied with a pin at the shoulder. Akkadians consulted diviners – using extispicy, the reading of animal entrails – to advise on their decisions. There was a culinary cult: tablets record the variety of food eaten, from sheep and pigs to deer, rabbits, fieldmice, jerboas and hedgehogs. Beer was the favourite drink, enjoyed by men and women, made from fermented barley, drunk through a straw, at taverns run by independent women. Elite girls attended school and could write both Sumerian and Akkadian. In glimpses of family life, women gave birth in a seated position; children are shown playing with rattles, wheeled sheep and mini-wagons. Love spells were common: girls wore love charms around their thighs.


Foreigners wandered its streets, admiring its wonders. ‘Tigi drums, flutes and zamzam instruments resounded,’ says The Epic: ‘its harbours where ships moored were full of joy,’ trading with the entire Indian Ocean: ‘at the wharf … ships moor from Meluhha [India/Pakistan], Magan [Yemen/Oman] and Dilmun [Bahrain]’. Amorites, Meluhhans, Elamites bore goods there ‘like laden donkeys’, traders paying for their goods in barley or silver: there were so many Meluhhans that they lived together in their own village.


Meluhha – land of ivory – was centred around two cities, Harappa and Mohenjo-daro, on the Indus (Pakistan but extending into India and Afghanistan), so well planned that they were built in grids with standardized bricks and even boasted public rubbish bins, and public lavatories and sewers that London would not possess until the nineteenth century and that are not universal in south Asia today. Using their own (still undeciphered) script, their workshops made jewellery in ivory, gold, carnelian, as well as textiles and ceramics. Mohenjo-daro may have housed as many as 85,000 people, the biggest city in the world, but its largest building was a public bath – no palaces, no ziggurats.


These Indian cities were not ruled by single kings; more likely they were governed by councils – perhaps Pakistan/India invented democracy – but the bathhouse stood in a sequestered citadel which might suggest it was the precinct of a priestly elite. Versions of urban life were being sampled simultaneously on several continents. In China, there were towns on the Yellow River and in the north, at Shimao (Shaanxi). In Ukraine, Taljanky, containing 10,000 people, was larger and maybe even earlier than the first city at Uruk. In America, long since separated from Asia, people in Mexico and Guatemala were building towns with as many as 10,000 inhabitants and pyramidal mounds that reflected their sacred calendar, using a form of writing, storing surplus maize in storehouses, and sculpting giant heads, probably of their rulers, who seem to be sporting helmets worn for their ballgames.* On the Mississippi, people were raising monumental earthworks that somehow linked stars and calendar: the inhabitants of the largest of these – now called Poverty Point – were not farmers but nomadic hunters who somehow came together to build massive structures.


In west Asia, the Sargon family illustrated a paradox of empire. The bigger it grew, the more borders had to be defended; the richer it was, the more tempting a target it became for less settled neighbours – and the greater was the incentive for destructive family feuds. Drought brought hunger; nomads swooped on the cities. In 2193 BC, the Sargons lost control: ‘Who was king?’ asks the Sumerian king list. ‘Who was not king?’ By 1800, west Asia was in turmoil – even Egypt ceased to be a player in the most humiliating and gruesome way. It started with a row about hippopotami.


THE SHATTERED HEAD OF SEQENENRE THE BRAVE


The king stood no chance. His hands were tied behind his back. He was likely to be kneeling. Seqenenre Taa, ruler of southern Egypt, had been captured in battle and now Apophis, Asiatic ruler of northern Egypt, was leading the squad of killers. There were at least five of them. The first blow of the Asiatic axe smashed into Seqenenre’s royal face, severing his left cheek, a wound that would have opened his entire face. A second slash shattered the back of the skull before a javelin penetrated his forehead just above the eye.


It was the sacred hippos of Thebes who provided the pretext. Apophis told Seqenenre that their grunting far away in Thebes was keeping him awake in Avaris (Hutwaret): he ordered them killed, a declaration of war. Seqenenre seized the gauntlet and marched north, leading his troops from the front. But something went wrong. Seqenenre was captured and Apophis devised his public demolition. A final fifth blow from a sword sliced straight into the brain. For those who looked upon the shattered body of the king – as we still can today – it must have seemed as if his family and Egypt itself were finished. In fact, this nadir was the moment the recovery started.


In 1558 BC, when Seqenenre the Brave, son of Senakhtenre Ahmose and his commoner queen Tetisheri, succeeded his father as king in Thebes, Egypt was already broken. The chaos was accelerated by stampede migrations where the movement of one people forced others to advance. Tribes of pale-skinned, dark-eyed, aquiline people on the Black Sea steppes migrated from their pasturelands, driven by changing climate, the lust for conquest and the pressure of other tribes behind them. Speaking an Indo-European language, they were cattle-breeders who had become expert horsemen. Three pieces of technology made them deadly adversaries: the bronze bit meant horses could be controlled; swift chariots with bladed wheels added a heavy punch to their charges; and they could fire composite bows – new killing machines made of laminated wood, sinew and horn – from the saddle at the gallop.


These horsemen galloped westwards into the Balkans and eastwards towards India. They shattered established kingdoms but also settled into them. In Iran, this horde – whom scholars later called Aryans – brought their Avestan language and holy scriptures, the Avesta; in India, the Aryans may have overwhelmed the Indus cities and then settled, merging the Indus Valley culture with their own rituals and language, and formulating the stories, prayers and poems of the Vedas written in what became Sanskrit. Their warlords and priests imposed a hierarchy of castes, the varnas.* This culture long afterwards formed the Sanatana Dharma – Eternal Way – later called Hinduism by Europeans. Some tribes rode southwards through the Caucasus into eastern Türkiye where they founded the kingdom of Hatti – the Hittites of the Bible – while others hit Canaan, stampeding its peoples, known as the Hyksos, to invade Egypt.


Around 1630, an Asiatic warlord Apophis, whose tribes had invaded Egypt, ruled the north from his capital Hutwaret in the Nilotic delta, while Seqenenre held Thebes in the south. Just four years into his reign, Seqenenre was in his prime, tall, athletic, with a head of thick curly black hair (that is still on the skull of his mummy today). Not only did he face Asiatics to the north, a new southern kingdom of Kush had subjugated the Nubian city states. Based at Kerma (Sudan), its kings co-opted the old Egyptian gods, even worshipping Osiris and Horus, as well as Egyptian kings.


Kush left vast monuments. Enriched by their gold mines, ostrich feathers, leopard furs and spices, its kings built massive royal tombs in which hundreds of courtiers and relatives were killed with them. Kushite fortresses were impressive and their main shrine, in Kerma, was a colossal pre-Kushite temple built of mudbrick that still survives.


Somehow the Egyptians reclaimed the carved-up body of Seqenenre, but there was no time to mummify him to the usual standards. His brother Kamose the Strong mourned him: ‘Why do I ponder my strength while … I sit squeezed between an Asiatic and a Nubian, each holding a portion of Egypt?’ But Kamose had a mission: ‘No man can be calm, when despoiled by the taxes of the Asiatic: I will grapple with him. I’ll rip open his belly! My wish is to rescue Egypt and to kill the Asiatic!’ Kamose attacked his enemies in both directions.


His heir was his young nephew Ahmose, just ten years old, who adored his grandmother. ‘His love for her was greater than anything,’ he declared on the stela he raised at Abdju. But his mother Ahhotep was even more important – King’s Daughter, King’s Great Wife, King’s Mother, she was a commander and international arbiter. Her title ‘The Mistress of the Shores of Hau-nebut whose reputation is high over every foreign land’ suggests she cultivated links with Aegean peoples.


Egyptian kings had already launched expeditions to ‘hack up Asia’, raiding ‘Iwa’ (Türkiye) and ‘Iasy’ (Cyprus), but Hau-nebut was Crete, with which the Egyptian family had a special relationship. Knossos, Crete’s capital, and its other cities boasted unfortified palatial complexes decorated with ecstatic, playful frescoes of naked male athletes leaping over sacred bulls and bare-chested women in patterned skirts.* A maze in Knossos was surely the basis for the legend of the monstrous Minotaur said to demand the sacrifice of children, but it was not just a legend: children’s bones found with cooking pots suggest these stories were based on reality; and Labyrinthos, the name of the maze, may have been the name of the city itself. For around 250 years, between 1700 and 1450 BC, these Cretans traded throughout the Mediterranean. They brought home Egyptian artefacts, and Cretan griffins and bull-leaping frescoes decorated the palace at Hutwaret. Ahmose may have married a Cretan princess.


Some time around 1500, a volcanic eruption at Thera, the Greek island of Santorini – the most explosive catastrophe in world history, more powerful than the hydrogen bombs, a boom heard thousands of miles away – shot clouds of poisonous sulphur dioxide into the atmosphere and sent a tsunami across the Mediterranean, drowning tens of thousands. It changed the climate, blighted harvests and devastated kingdoms. Crete was wounded by Thera, but regained its vigour for a while before warlords from mainland Greece took control. Egypt recovered.


As soon as he came of age, in 1529, Ahmose married his own sister Ahmose-Nefertari and marched on Hutwaret, finishing off the Asiatics then pursuing them across Sinai. When he faced uprisings, his mother Ahhotep crushed the rebels. ‘Give praise to the Lady of the Land,’ Ahmose wrote on his stela at the Temple of Amun at Ipetsut. ‘She has pacified Upper Egypt.’ Ahhotep’s grave goods included a necklace of golden flies – for courage in battle. When Ahmose died in his thirties, his sister-wife Ahmose-Nefertari ruled for their son, Amenhotep, who also married his sister: these incestuous marriages intensified the sanctity of the family and emulated the gods. But ultimately interbreeding was disastrous, destroying the very family they were meant to strengthen.* The Ahmoses faced extinction, a problem they solved by adoption: they chose a general, Thutmose, as heir.


Thutmose had crushed the Nubians and invaded Syria, a hoary but tough commoner who married a daughter of Ahmose, though he retained his non-royal wife Ahmes, mother of his favourite daughter, Hatshepsut.


‘Enraged like a panther’, Thutmose was determined to ‘destroy unrest throughout the foreign lands, to subdue the rebels of the desert region’, and invaded Kush. This was no raid but the deliberate devastation of a kingdom and culture: the king, accompanied by his wife and daughter Hatshepsut, led the army himself. While former kings had been stopped by the rapids on the Nile, Thutmose built a fleet and had the boats, including his personal yacht the Falcon, dragged overland. He defeated Kush in battle, burning the splendid capital Kerma – a triumph celebrated in his inscription boasting of ‘extending the frontiers’ on the sacred rock of the Kushites.


The real prize was the gold mines. It was Nubian gold that funded armies, built temples and crafted the sumptuous funerary regalia for the tombs of royalty, to be worn in the afterlife – and it was Nubian prisoners who worked the mines. Thutmose expanded the temple of Ipet-isut (Karnak) and prepared a new location for the royal tomb in the Valley of Kings. Before he returned home, he hunted down the ruler of Kush, whom he killed personally with his bow; then he hung him upside down on the bow of the Falcon, leaving him to decay in the sun, an arrow still stuck in his chest.


Thutmose loved his first non-royal wife, Ahmes, most – she was his chief consort and no doubt their daughter Hatshepsut grew up with the confidence of the favourite child of the favourite wife of a warrior king. But his marriage into the royal family, to Mutneferet, King’s Daughter, was no less important. This had produced an heir, a young Thutmose, whom the king married to his beloved Hatshepsut.


The old paladin died in 1481, and Thutmose II followed him soon afterwards, leaving his half-sister/wife Hatshepsut in charge of a baby stepson. Taking the regency, Hatshepsut – Foremost of Noblewomen – was exceptional in all things.


HATSHEPSUT: FOREMOST OF THE WOMEN – FIRST PHARAOH


She believed she was born to rule. ‘The God’s Wife Hatshepsut conducted the affairs of the land, the Two Lands being in her counsels,’ read one of her inscriptions from her regency. ‘She is served; Egypt bows the head.’ After seven years, she declared herself king in her own right. But it was a challenge to fit her vision of herself within the traditions of male kingship and she solved it in a bewildering display of sexual fluidity that the twenty-first century should find understandable: she presented herself first as male, King Maatkare, even appearing as a man, though often with female epithets, sometimes as a beautiful woman with a broad intelligent face but a male body; at other times she depicts herself in traditional male kilt and headdress but with breasts. The word for palace – peraa – was used to describe Egypt’s sovereign: Hatshepsut became the first ‘pharaoh’.


She adored her father, projecting herself as the King’s First-Born Daughter but simultaneously as the daughter of Amun (originally the god of air, increasingly the senior deity), who was Thutmose too. Her father had declared that Hatshepsut would make a better king than a weak son. ‘Then His Majesty said to them: “This daughter of mine, Hatshepsut – may she live! – I have appointed as my successor,”’ she claimed in her mortuary temple. ‘“She shall direct the people … Obey her.”’


She was not alone. Her intimate adviser was one of her father’s courtiers, Senenmut, who climbed from obscurity to Steward of the King’s Daughter – tutor to Hatshepsut’s daughter, Neferure, a position that gave him access to the queen. When she herself was promoted to king, he became High Steward of Amun and Overseer of the King’s Works, mentioning himself in inscriptions at royal temples.* Rumours spread that he was her lover – partly a reflection of the chauvinistic belief that behind a clever woman there must be a cleverer man. Ministers often boasted that they were ‘beloved of the King’, but he went further: ‘I entered into the mysteries of the Lady of the Two Lands.’ At their greatest monument, cheeky Theban workmen drew graffiti of a figure penetrating a slim woman from behind, presumed to be Senenmut having sex with Hatshepsut.


Assisted by Senenmut, Hatshepsut built monuments all over the empire, from Nubia to Sinai, dispatching an expedition in 1463 BC to the Land of God – the Egyptian name for Punt – to procure materials for her buildings and festivals, including incense, ebony, cosmetics and pet monkeys. Five ships, each with a crew of 210 including marines and 30 oarsmen, were led by her keeper of the seal, Nehsi, a Nubian. In a world that now boasted around 30 millions, there was a regular trade route down the Red Sea to east Africa and probably another to west Africa where, over the next centuries, the Nok people would create exquisite terracotta statues, later using furnaces to make iron, and a third route through the Gulf to India. Nehsi met the rulers of Punt, King Parahu and his enormously proportioned wife Ati, and returned with frankincense and thirty-one myrrh trees, which Hatshepsut replanted at her temples.


At Karnak, already expanded by her father,* she created a national shrine to Amun-Ra, the god associated with her father, adding a mudbrick palace designated ‘The Royal Palace – I am not far from him’.*


As Thutmose III grew up, Hatshepsut felt the pressure to hand over power to her stepson/nephew, whom she married to her daughter. As she entered her fifties, suffering arthritis, then diabetes and cancer (revealed by a mummy recently identified as her), after twenty successful years in power, she must have reluctantly watched Thutmose III develop into a vigorous pharaoh with the courtiers increasingly turning to the rising sun. When Hatshepsut was dead, Thutmose III defaced her monuments, but she had laid the foundations for his successes. Every year he campaigned in Canaan and Syria, eighteen campaigns altogether, defeating the Syrian kingdom Mitanni and its Canaanite allies at Megiddo, where he addressed his troops with the words, ‘Be steadfast, be steadfast! Be vigilant! Be vigilant!’, returning with booty of 2,000 horses and chariots, 1,796 male slaves and uncounted females, among them three Syrian girls who became special for him. The Ahmoses were bombastic, militaristic monarchs who were expected to look and live the part: Thutmose III’s son Amenhotep II was the model of the athletic prince of a martial empire: he rode faster than anyone else, rowed harder than 200 rowers and could shoot an arrow through a copper target one palm thick.


BOY RACER, MARKSMAN, HORSE WHISPERER, BULL BREAKER: AMENHOTEP


Amenhotep and other royal children were brought up in the Family Palace next to the main palace where the royal wives resided with the pharaoh. Marriage in Egypt was a sacred bond, based on pragmatic arrangements, but divorce was permitted and ex-wives could remarry. Most Egyptians were not polygamous, but pharaohs had multiple wives, led by the Great Royal Wife, and thousands of concubines. Foreign conquests increased the number of royal wives, their sanctuary run by an Overseer of the Family Palace, which itself adjoined the Royal Nursery where ordinary children were brought up with the princes and princesses. The key carer of a royal baby was the ‘great nurse who brought up the god’, whose own children were brought up with the family; these Children of the Nursery were likely to become ministers in adulthood.


Princesses were taught weaving, singing and reading. They were never sent abroad to marry foreign kings, as they were too superior for foreigners. Princes were taught to read first Egyptian by the Scribe of the House of the Royal Children, using pen ink on papyrus, then Babylonian cuneiform, the language of diplomacy. Their tutors and nannies were – like childhood mentors through the ages – well positioned to become trusted advisers. Princes hunted bulls, lions and elephants – and they were obsessed with horses, introduced into Egypt by the Hyksos. Out near the Geza pyramids, Prince Amenhotep – who ‘loved his horses … [was] strong-willed in breaking them in; he raised horses without equal’ – practised shooting his bow and then went hunting: ‘His Majesty appeared again in the chariots. The number of wild bulls he took: 40.’ Hunting was always training for war: the spearhead of his army was a fifty-strong corps of chariots, each manned by a team of three, an officer with a composite bow, a driver and a guard with a shield.


As pharaoh, the horse-crazy marksman Amenhotep II expanded his domain eastwards towards Iraq, while in the Mediterranean Egypt traded with the Mycenaean peoples of Arzawa (Greece) and Alashiya (Cyprus). In 1424, after crushing local kings at Kadesh (Syria), he killed seven of them personally and hung their corpses upside down. Troops were rewarded by the tally of penises and hands heaped at the feet of pharaohs or skewered on spears like kebabs. Amenhotep II returned after one Syrian expedition with three-quarters of a ton of gold, fifty-four tons of silver, 210 horses, 300 chariots and 90,000 prisoners. Only the best was ever good enough for the sardonic, exacting Amenhotep II,* pharaoh for twenty-six years, who said: ‘If you lack a gold battleaxe inlaid with bronze, why make do with a wooden club?’


Not everyone could be so ferociously macho: his grandson Amenhotep III was more fixated on a religious vision that changed Egypt, a vision he shared with one remarkable woman. To call it a love match would be an understatement.


MISTRESS OF EGYPT: GOLD, WIVES AND DIPLOMACY


When he was a teenager, Amenhotep III married Tiye, aged thirteen, who became the most prominent wife in Egyptian history. She was not his sister but the daughter of a cavalry officer. Great Royal Wife Tiye was tiny, four foot nine, with long hair, still lustrous on her mummy, and her portraits show her beauty. Married for thirty-five years, the couple had nine children together.


Amenhotep promoted the state religion in processions of barques and statues, and ever more gigantist temples where his inscriptions described how Amun-Ra himself had crept into the bedchamber of the Great Wife: ‘She awoke because of the god’s scent and cried out with pleasure.’ And the god announced, ‘Amenhotep is the name of the child I have placed in your womb.’ Amenhotep III was himself a god and Tiye was his divine partner, enthroned beside him on colossal statues, known to the ancients as the Colossi of Memnon. Presented as the equal of her husband, Tiye corresponded with foreign monarchs from the Greeks of Arzawa to Babylon. ‘Tiye knows all the words I spoke with your father Amenhotep,’ wrote King Tushrata of Mitanni to their son, suggesting, ‘Enquire carefully of Tiye.’ He even wrote directly to the ‘Mistress of Egypt’.*


Tiye was a female potentate, but the next queen, Nefertiti, would be even more powerful and her husband, Amenhotep IV, was not like anyone else: if the portraits of the couple are accurate they were an extraordinary pair and their eccentricities would almost destroy the empire.


 


 





* Archaeologists have not: they identify the start of history as the point when writing was invented.


* In the Andes, in 7000 BC, a female teenaged warrior was found buried with her spear; out of twenty-seven buried hunters discovered in south America from this period, eleven were female. Women may have led and fought as well as nurtured and nursed, or the burials could be merely ritualistic.


* Competition was brutal: in Europe around 5500 BC, the villages of early farmers were annihilated by invasions or wars, with unknown enemies leaving mass graves of tortured, scalped, cannibalized bodies.


* Around 3000 BC, at Waun Mawn, in Wales, the inhabitants created a circle henge of bluestones, some of which were later dragged a long way to build a new and larger circle at Stonehenge.


* One of the rulers of Uruk named in its king list was Gilgamesh, whose mythical story – The Epic of Gilgamesh, written down around 2000 BC and known by most Sumerians – recounts the rise of a single family and the development of cities. Gilgamesh is part god, part man, who travels with his wild friend Enkidu in search of eternal life. Such travels reflect early trading that allowed flint and obsidian to reach Sumer from Anatolia. Enkidu, creature of nature, is seduced by a divine harlot, Shamhat, but their sexual passion depletes his savage power and he settles in the dazzling city of Uruk. In The Epic of Gilgamesh, a flood threatens all mankind, revealing a theme of world history: the ever-present fear of the world’s end felt as strongly then as today. Only the family of Utnapishtim/Ziusudra, a Noah-like figure, survives – the definition of an elite family. The story, which inspired many sacred books, ends with the gods teaching Gilgamesh the limits of human supremacy, a lesson that Sapiens still struggles to learn: ‘You were given the kingship, such was your destiny; everlasting life was not your destiny.’


* Different versions of the Osiris myth were favoured during different periods. Osiris ruled the earth, but his brother Seth seized power and murdered him. Isis, the sister and wife of Osiris, found his body and resurrected him – perhaps the origin of mummification. His death and revival were linked to the annual flooding of the life-giving Nile. He impregnated Isis but, barely alive, fell to Duat, the underworld, which he then ruled. The world was inherited by their son, Horus, god of the sun, moon and stars, the personification of life and power. There were thousands of gods in the Egyptian pantheon, but the kings were protected by Horus; in some ways they were themselves Horus. Like Osiris they could marry their sisters.


* Khufu’s favourite dwarf and jester Perniankhu, with his short twisted legs, lived in the Great Palace with him, nicknamed ‘One who delights his lord every day, the king’s dwarf’. His royal favour was underlined by his tomb close to the Great Pyramid itself and he may have achieved great wealth – and have been a member of a dwarf dynasty. Another court dwarf, Seneb, who served Khufu’s son King Djedefre, was buried at Giza very near Perniankhu: it is possible Seneb was Perniankhu’s son. Seneb was a high court official with many titles, owned thousands of cattle and was married to a well-born priestess, who was not a dwarf, with whom he had children. A beautiful statue shows them together. Next to the Great Pyramid, Khufu buried a barque, 140 feet long and made of Lebanese cedar, for his voyage into the underworld. When he died in 2525 BC, Khufu was succeeded in turn by two sons Djedefre and Khafra. Neither attempted to outdo their father, but Khafra built a funeral pyramid that was smaller but on a higher site. It contained twenty-five statues of himself sitting on his throne with the falcon Horus behind his head in white stone. But his masterpiece was the sculpture of a recumbent lion with Khafra’s own face: the Sphinx.


* This was mistranslated by the Jewish authors of the Bible as ‘Sargon’ – though they were referring to the much later king Sargon II, Neo-Assyrian king circa 720–705 BC.


* Some scholars argue that this is a description of Akkad; others insist it depicts Babylon, the greatest city when later versions of The Epic of Gilgamesh were written down.


* Their rulers lived in plastered palaces with large basalt columns and their ordinary people in wattle houses on massive terraces. They pierced their bodies with thorns; they may have practised ritual bleeding and sacrifices; and they used rubber to make the balls used in their ritualistic games. We do not know the name of the city – we call it San Lorenzo – nor of the people. Much later the Mexica called them Olmecs – the Rubber People.


* The rise of Aryan culture occurs between 1500 and 500 BC, though there may be more continuity between the Aryan and Indus Valley cultures than was previously supposed. Three millennia later, in Europe, Nazi ideologues commandeered the word Aryan for their racist ideology. At the same time, Reza Shah, whom we will meet later, changed the name of Persia to Iran (Aryan). In today’s India, Hindu nationalists reject the idea that Indian, especially Hindu, faith or race can possibly have European origins. But in central Asia, long known as the Aryavarta – Abode of the Aryans – this concerns not race but language and culture: Old Persian (Avestan) and Sanskrit are still closely linked; the stories and rituals of the Persian Avesta are similar to those of the Indian Rigveda and other Vedic stories, and to the Ramayana with its tales of ideal kings and families. The latest DNA research in India reveals that most Indians are descended from a mixture of the original southern Indians, the Harappans, and steppe peoples related to Iranians.


* Though nineteenth-century historians named it after a mythic king, Minos, there is no evidence of a monarchy and its ‘throne room’ may have been a council chamber or a temple for rituals. Cretans may have worshipped goddesses portrayed on their frescoes. Some suggest these were female rulers, but there’s no evidence either way. Their language has still not been deciphered.


* If the Egyptians did not grasp the dangers of incestuous marriage, they did produce guides to medicine and gynaecology, written on papyrus, which together with other papyri reveal how much they knew – and how little. Illness was caused by demons and bad spirits that were cured by both magic and treatment. Doctors, often also priests, were specialized, ranging from ‘Physician of the Eyes’ to ‘Shepherd of the Anus’; Djoser had Hesy-Ra, a ‘Chief of Dentists and Doctors’, in 2700 BC, and there was a chief female doctor Peseshet in 2400. Babies were delivered with the mothers in a kneeling position, supervised by female midwives. Their physicians believed channels led from the heart to the rest of the body. Pain was treated with opium, burns with aloe, epilepsy with camphor; wounds were bound with bandages. Tests for pregnancy used female urine on barley and emmer seeds; if they grew the woman was pregnant; if it was barley, it would be a boy, if emmer a girl. Fertility was tested with an onion in the vagina; if the woman’s breath smelled in the morning, she was fertile. Other measures are more sensible: if the perineum was ‘very swollen due to childbirth you should prepare for her: oil to be soaked into vagina’. Contraceptives for females included pessaries of sour milk, honey, natron or acacia gum, the latter a known spermicide. Crocodile dung would have acted as an indirect contraceptive. After rape: ‘Instructions for a woman suffering in her vagina and limbs having been beaten … You should prepare for her: oil to be eaten until she is well.’


* The titles reveal the complexity of the court – Royal Seal Bearer, Gentleman of the Bedchamber, Fan Bearer of the Lord of Two Lands – but security was vital: Master of the Secrets was ‘Eyes of the King’. The royal bodyguards were made up of Nubian but also Mycenaeans from the Aegean. The police were often Nubian.


* The definition of life after death had changed since the days of Sneferu. Then, only kings had been worthy of afterlife; now high officials too inscribed their tombs with the sacred texts to achieve divinity and resurrection. The new royal family promoted the cult of Osiris, god of earth and the lord of the underworld, who oversaw the rebirth after death assisted by Ra and Horus, the two gods of the sky. The Egyptians embraced different concepts of the soul of the dead: the ba existed in parallel to the individual, but in death by day travelled with the sun and by night rejoined the mummified body with Osiris. The ka was a deathless spirit that needed food to survive and allowed the dead to travel to the underworld for judgement by Osiris, a terrifying voyage that, according to the so-called Coffin Texts, led them to the Field of Offering. There they faced fearsome alternatives between eternal life and damnation to hell where they had to eat excrement and drink urine. But if chosen, they entered a paradisiacal world. All of this depended on the survival of the mummy in the grave: just in case, Egyptians were now buried with a shabti, a burial figurine, to serve as a substitute in case the mummy was destroyed, so the ba could return every night.


* On the base of one of the three pairs of obelisks, which Senenmut chose and transported from Aswan, she inscribed her rationale for accession: ‘I have done this with a love for my father Amun … I call this to the attention of people who live in the future who shall consider this monument that I made for my father … He [Amun] will say, “How like her it is, loyal to her father!” For I am his daughter.’ No daughter has ever loved a father so splendidly. But her masterpiece was Dkjeser Djeseru, Holy of Holies, her mortuary temple, a complex of terraces cut into the rock face.


* It is rare to hear the actual voice of a pharaoh. Amenhotep II witheringly mocked the louche entourage of his Nubian viceroy: ‘You, in faraway Nubia, a charioteering hero who brought booty from every foreign country, are now master of a wife from Babylon, a servant girl from Byblos [Lebanon], a young girl from Alalakh, a hag from Arapkha. These Syrians are worthless – what are they good for?’ When the viceroy was too trusting of his Nubian subjects, he was told: ‘Don’t trust the Nubians, beware their people and witchcraft. Beware that servant whom you’ve promoted …’


* Some 380 letters discovered in the House of the Pharaonic Correspondence in the city of Akhetaten reveal the fascinating correspondence, written in Babylonian in cuneiform, with the powers of west Asia. The Great Kings of the time gloried in their membership of the club of world arbiters – rather like today’s G7 – who called each other ‘brother’. Like today, all were very touchy about their status. Egypt and Hatti were the leading powers.





Houses of Hattusa and Rameses



SUN MANIA: NEFERTITI AND THE KING OF HATTI


The new pharaoh, Amenhotep IV, had a strange slit-eyed, angular face with an elongated head and extended torso with androgynous breasts, a potbelly and short legs – or at least was shown this way. Nefertiti, who may have been his first cousin, Tiye’s niece, appeared as his equal everywhere – even in an inscription of her killing foreign prisoners on the royal barge. Nefertiti’s beauty was striking, but here too there was a kink: her statues suggest an elongated skull. Did this new fashion in royal statues express Amenhotep’s divinity or was he presenting his bizarre looks as evidence of divinity?


The cone-headed pharaoh was absorbed by religious matters, as Egyptian power in Syria was being challenged by a rising empire: an aggressive and gifted warrior, Suppiluliuma, was the king of Hatti, whose people were superb charioteers descended from Aryan invaders and who now ruled from the Aegean to the Euphrates. Suppiluliuma, scion of the greatest dynasty of the time, that ruled for almost 500 years, had crushed Greek kingdoms in the west; now he tested Egyptian power by taking Kadesh in northern Syria.


The pharaoh failed to get Kadesh back, but the wars had unleashed hordes of Habiru* – brigands – who attacked Egyptian allies in Canaan. ‘I’m at war … Send archers!’ begged Abdi-Heba, king of a small beleaguered fortress. ‘If no archers, the king will have no lands.’ The fortress was Jerusalem, making its first appearance in history.


As the Hattians advanced into Canaan and the Habiru marauded, Amenhotep IV launched a religious revolution. He embraced one sun god, Aten, and changed his own name to Akhenaten – Effective for Aten; Nefertiti became Neferneferuaten-Nefertiti – Beauteous are the Joys of Aten (and everyone else had to change their names from Amun to Akhen too). Then he founded a new capital, Akhetaten – Horizon of Aten – between Memphis, the ancient capital, and Thebes.* The new theology, known sinisterly as the Teaching, downgraded not just Amun but all the other gods popular with the elite and the people, to elevate one god, an idea that may have influenced the writers of the Bible and the religions to come. Even the word ‘gods’ was changed to its singular form. The divine partnership of Akhenaten and Nefertiti had a cosy intimacy to it: illuminated and joined by the rays of the divine sun, they appeared in engravings with three children on their laps. It was the first appearance of a nuclear family as a political–religious statement.


In 1342, the royal family, starred in a spectacular jubilee ‘seated upon the great palanquin of electrum to receive the tribute of Syria and Kush, the West and the East … even the islands in the midst of the sea [the Greeks], presenting tribute’. The foreigners were unimpressed by this sun cult: ‘Why,’ wrote King Ashuruballit of Assyria, ‘should my messengers be made to stay constantly outside to die under the sun?’ The sun was about to lose its dazzle, and its eclipse would bring the most famous of all pharaohs to the throne.


TRANSITIONING: THE MALE NEFERTITI, TUTANKHAMUN’S WIFE AND THE PRINCE OF HATTI


A new male co-pharaoh was named as Neferneferuaten-Nefertiti, who was probably the queen transitioning into a male king. But the sun cult depended on one man – and in 1336 Akhenaten died, to be succeeded by a mysterious pharaoh named Smenekhkara, most likely Nefertiti in male guise, who ruled with her own daughter Meritaten as King’s Great Wife. But courtiers were enraged by the sun cult, and knives were out: Nefertiti died – or was killed. Her replacement was a nine-year-old son of Akhenaten by one of his secondary wives: Tutankhaten – Living Image of Aten – who was swiftly married to another of the daughters of Akhenaten and Nefertiti, Ankhesenpaaten.


The vanishing of Nefertiti heralded a counter-revolution to undo the Atenists and restore Amun-Ra. The capital returned to Memphis, the new city abandoned; Tutankhaten became Tutankhamun, his wife Ankhesenamun.


The pharaoh, five foot six, was not strong – he may have fractured his leg in a chariot accident; he also suffered from malaria and it sounds as if he had a temper. Now he consulted ‘with Amun’, which meant his powerful advisers, Ay, his great-uncle, and the top general Horemheb, who boasted that Tutankhamun promoted him to ‘Lord of the Land’. The boy-pharaoh declared ,‘The temples of the gods and goddesses had fallen into ruin …’ but he himself ‘drove away chaos’. The royal couple were half-siblings, the queen was barely pubescent and two daughters were stillborn (their tiny mummies buried with Tutankhamun, his paternity proved by their DNA). The pharaoh faced the relentless advance of the Hattian king Suppiluliuma. ‘If armies were sent east,’ admitted Tutankhamun, ‘they had no success.’ He sent an army northwards. Suppiluliuma’s chariots routed it.


In 1322, Tutankhamun died at the age of nineteen – whether as a result of malaria, some other infection or murder – but his tomb was not ready, so his entombed regalia was paltry compared to the treasures prepared for kings who died in predictable old age.


Only one of House Ahmose was left: Queen Ankhesenamun, also nineteen, was alone in a vicious court at the mercy of Great-Uncle Ay who was angling to marry her and become pharaoh himself. Overseer of the Army Horemheb had, he claimed, been designated as heir, but he was campaigning in Syria. In a desperate move, the daughter of Nefertiti turned to the other great dynasty.


Great King Suppiluliuma was at war, besieging Carchemish (Türkiye). In a letter, included in The Deeds of Suppiluliuma, an account written by his heir and found among the ruins of Hattusa, teenaged queen Ankhesenamun wrote: ‘My husband has died and I have no son. They say that you have many sons. You might give me one of your sons to become my husband. I would not wish to take one of my subjects [she meant Ay] as husband … I am afraid.’


Suppiluliuma sent a son, Prince Zannanza, through Canaan towards Egypt. But he was too late. The journey took a long time; the old minister Ay was acclaimed pharaoh and married the young queen. But Zannanza was still on his way. We do not know what happened, but Horemheb surely intercepted and murdered him. It was a favour Pharaoh Ay did not forget. No one knows for how long Ankhesenamun survived, but Ay soon died, leaving the throne to Horemheb.


Suppiluliuma was incensed – ‘Oh gods, the people of Egypt did this to me’ – sending his charioteers to ravage Egyptian Canaan. But the soldiers and their prisoners returned with a plague, always a symptom of an interlinked world. Soon afterwards, Suppililiuma died and the crown prince, leaving his domineering Babylonian queen Tawananna ruling an empire beset by rebellion. In 1321, Mursili II, son of Suppiluliuma, grieved: ‘O gods, what have you done? You’ve let plague into Hatti and everyone is dying.’ The pandemic decimated the capital, Hattusa. Out of the chaos in Egypt and Hatti, two potentates emerged who would now clash in the greatest battle of the ancient world.


The day began with a surprise.


CLASH OF THE CHARIOTEERS: RAMESES AND MUWATALLI


In May 1274, north of Kadesh, Rameses II, aged twenty-five, five foot seven, fair-skinned with ginger wavy hair, the monarch of a new dynasty, rode out of his camp in a golden chariot wearing his full regalia, followed by his army of over 20,000 divided into four divisions. His mission: retake Kadesh, a walled city surrounded by water. But his manoeuvres were more leisurely parade than vigilant advance.


The capture and interrogation of two Bedouin confirmed that the Hattian army under King Muwatalli was 120 miles away near Aleppo. Closer to his home base, the Great King of Hatti deployed a much larger force of 47,500, including 3,500 chariots – but they were far away.


Fording the Orontes, the Egyptians set up a new forward camp to begin the siege. Just five years on the throne, Rameses, slim, fit, aquiline, was energetic and confident like his father. The family were new: Tutankhamun’s general Horemheb had had no children: he appointed a commoner as King’s Deputy, Paramessu, a general, whom he then promoted to King’s Son. Paramessu took the regnant name Rameses, but it was his son Seti, another tough, athletic general – still impressive as a mummy – who restored the empire with parvenu vigour. Even while his father was still alive, Seti was storming up the coast of Canaan, where he forced the rulers of Lebanon to cut timber for his navy then seized Kadesh. But the Hattians, now under the impressive team of Muwatalli and his brother, Hattusili, grandsons of Suppiluliuma, seized it back.


When Rameses II succeeded his father – taking the throne name Usermaatra (Ozymandias) – Kadesh was his first priority. Rameses was flamboyant and narcissistic, engraving his name on more monuments than anyone else. He had already begun to build a capital, Per-Rameses – House of Rameses. His tomb builders lived in a workers’ village at Deir el-Medina, proud of their speciality – ‘I am a craftsman,’ wrote one, ‘who excels in his art at the forefront of knowledge.’ In his works, Rameses would define the very word pharaonic.


Maestro of bow and chariot, Rameses first defeated the fleets of the Sherden, raiders of the eastern Mediterranean. Then he turned to Kadesh.


As Rameses set up camp, Muwatalli’s spies were watching, but they were spotted, captured and tortured to reveal alarming news: the Hattians were very close, poised to attack. Rameses was outraged by his generals’ incompetence. He took personal charge, sending the royal princes out of the battle zone, dispatching his vizier to bring up the Ptah division. Before they were ready, the Hattians ambushed them, their chariots smashing into the Amun division commanded by Rameses, who sent out the call: ‘His Majesty is all alone.’ Then they hit the Ra division as it crossed the river. Thousands of chariots crashed into each other. Commanded by Muwatalli, Hattian chariots broke the Egyptian lines with their flimsier chariots; the Egyptians fled. It was a desperate fight in which the pharaoh himself, riding his chariot and firing his bow, was almost killed, only rescued by his Greek guards resplendent in horned helmets and hacking swords. There is no reason to doubt Rameses’ claims that his own personality saved the day. He was lucky: the Children of Hatti started plundering the pharaonic camp. As chariot reinforcements arrived in the nick of time, Rameses, shouting orders from his chariot, rallied his forces for Muwatalli’s charge. Rameses’ counter-attack broke the Hattian lines.


Night fell over the battlefield as the last Egyptian divisions arrived to consolidate the line. At dawn the two kings ordered their frayed armies into a savage frontal combat that ended in stalemate. Rameses withdrew his men; Muwatalli offered negotiations. Yet Muwatalli had won: Kadesh remained Hattian. Once he got home, Rameses transformed the desperate pandemonium of the Hattian ambush into a heroic legend. In no fewer than five massive monuments, he recast Kadesh as a triumph.*


Rameses shared this glory with one person – Great Wife Nefertari, who now played a special role in making peace between enemies,* just as in China a queen commanded chariot armies in battle.


WAR QUEENS: LADY HAO OF SHANG, PUDEHEPA OF HATTUSA AND NEFERTARI OF EGYPT


As the charioteers of Rameses and Muwatalli clashed in Syria, the new weaponry had reached north-western China, where Wuding had inherited a realm around the Yellow River gradually built by his family, the Shang, over a few hundred years. Legends depict an earlier Chinese king Yu ‘who controlled the flood’ of the Yellow River, but real history starts with the Shang.


Wuding, the twenty-first of his lineage, was a warrior king who around 1250 BC expanded Shang influence by conquest and marriage: many of his sixty-four wives were princesses of conquered fiefdoms. A favourite wife, Fu Hao, rose within his household to become a commander and high priestess. Wuding expanded into north-eastern China, fighting the other fiefdoms but also the northern peoples, the Guifang – Border Demons – from whom he had learned the arts of crossbow and chariot. Overseeing an agricultural society that also produced bronze crafts, weaponry and silk, the Shang ruled from Yin (near Anyang, Henan Province), aided by scribes who used the earliest Chinese writing from which today’s language derives. While worshipping a supreme god, Di, who may have been the supreme ancestor of the Shang, along with a lesser pantheon, they revered their ancestors as intermediaries and they daily consulted court diviners who used scapulimancy, the cracks on burned ox bones or turtle shells, to answer all the essential questions of life – from the imminence of natural disasters to health, harvest and family.


The bones and shells were burned and the diviners interpreted the cracks, their comments written on the bones, thousands of which survive. Scapulimancy helped people cope with a dangerous, unpredictable world, but the divinations were frustratingly vague.


War was waged partly in order to capture humans to sacrifice and so ensure a serene afterlife: the Shang – contemporary with Rameses in Egypt* – were buried in a family necropolis of tombs cut into the loess soil, with bronze artefacts and weapons. ‘Offerings to Da Ding’, reads one inscription. ‘Da Jia and Zu Yi, 100 cups of wine, 100 Qiang prisoners, 300 cattle …’. When Shang potentates died, hundreds were killed and buried with them.


Lady Fu Hao, mentioned in 170 oracle bones, may have started as a court diviner, but became the king’s partner. When the king appointed Lady Hao, he consulted the diviners and they confirmed the appointment. Hao won four successive campaigns, mainly against barbarians, but when she died at the age of thirty-three she was buried with sixteen sacrificed slaves and her favourite pets, six dogs.* The king missed her bitterly, regularly asking her advice in the afterlife.


In 1045, the Shang were said to have been destroyed by their own perverted corruption: King Zhou and his wife Daji floated on pleasure boats on a lake of booze, cavorting with concubines while devising vicious tortures for their enemies, the worst being the Cannon Burning Torment in which victims were fried alive on red-hot metal. Yet these excesses are likely to be the propaganda of the Zhou, a rising dynasty from the west, who destroyed them. At the battle of Muye, they were defeated by King Wu of Zhou. After the Shang couple had committed suicide in the ruins of their burning palace, Wu hunted down the Shang, family and troops, collecting 177,779 ears, then amid the rituals of chanting, bells and flutes he ‘beheaded and sacrificed their little prince and master of the cauldron [and] the leaders of their forty families’, scalping them. The Zhou family now ruled for several centuries, developing the first bureaucracy, the Grand Secretariat. Wu’s son Cheng was challenged by rebellious nobles but was rescued by that rare phenomenon, a benign uncle, Dan, gong (duke) of Zhou.


Once Cheng came of age, the duke of Zhou surrendered power – and later came to define responsible rule and the idea of the Mandate of Heaven: if a dynasty ruled well, they would ensure order, blessed by heaven, but if they abused power, they would lose the Mandate and be replaced.


Back in Syria, a less virtuous uncle, Hattusili, seized the Hattian throne from his nephew. After occupying Dimasqu (Damascus), he stopped to pray at a shrine to Ishtar, where he met and married the priest’s daughter Puduhepa, one of the first women of power whose voices we can hear. The Egyptian war went on until King Hattusili and Queen Puduhepa negotiated a peace treaty with Rameses – the first surviving treaty – that, like many such carve-ups right up to our own times, split Canaan–Syria – and then arranged a marriage between their children. It was Queen Puduhepa who did much of the negotiating while her husband galloped westwards to scourge a vassal, the Mycenaean kingdom of Ahhiyawa. The two had fallen out over Hattusili’s small ally, Wilusa – also known as Ilios or Troy.


In 1250, Hattusili negotiated with the king of Ahhiyawa, Tawagalawa (Eteocles), and in a letter only part of which survives wrote: ‘Now as we have come to an agreement about Wilusa over which we went to war …’. The timing is roughly right for a war in which the Trojans, backed by their Hattian allies, fought the Mycenaeans, possibly descendants of Aryan invaders. Based at Mycenae in the Peloponnese, they were ruled by kings and sword-swinging, chariot-riding warrior aristocrats who wassailed in the draughty halls of fortresses. They now worshipped male and female gods, and their battle-scarred bodies sporting golden masks were buried with bronze swords. But they were also Eurasian traders.*


The war ended in the burning of Troy, confirmed by archaeological excavations. The backing of Hatti explains why little Troy could defy a coalition of Greeks. But these Hattian letters suggest that the ‘Trojan war’, later celebrated in The Iliad, was, if it happened at all, a sideshow in Hatti’s long struggle to control the Greeks.


Fifteen years after Kadesh, Rameses II and Hattusili III signed an ‘Eternal Peace’, pledging ‘great peace and great brotherhood between themselves for ever’, co-signed by Queen Puduhepa. She not only mediated between the many offspring of the king by concubines, officiated at religious festivals and sat as a judge, but – always acute, sarcastic, haughty – also negotiated the marriage of her daughter to Rameses. Nefertari sent her ‘sister’ a golden twelve-strand necklace and a luxurious dyed garment. But Puduhepa negotiated very frankly with Rameses.


‘My sister, you promised to give me your daughter,’ wrote Rameses. ‘That’s what you wrote. But you’ve withheld her and are angry with me. Why?’


‘I’ve indeed withheld my daughter,’ replied Puduhepa. ‘And you will certainly approve of my reasons. The treasure house of Hatti was burned [by rebels].’ Puduhepa teased Rameses: ‘Does my brother possess nothing at all? … My brother, you seek to enrich yourself at my expense. That’s not worthy of your reputation or your status.’ No one else in the world would speak to Rameses the Great like that. Then she boasted of her daughter’s charms: ‘With whom shall I compare the daughter of heaven and earth whom I shall give to my brother?’ But ‘I want her made superior to all the other daughters of Great Kings.’


In 1246 BC, Rameses and Puduhepa were ready. ‘Wonderful, wonderful is this situation,’ exclaimed Rameses. ‘The Sun God and the Storm God, the gods of Egypt and Hatti, have granted our two countries peace for ever!’ Puduhepa set off with her daughter, accompanied by a trove of ‘gold, silver, much bronze, slaves, horses without limit, cattle, goats, rams by the myriad!’ Puduhepa bade her daughter goodbye at the frontier and thereafter Rameses ‘loved her more than anything’, but when no children appeared, her father blamed Rameses. ‘You’ve sired no son with my daughter,’ wrote Hattusili. ‘Isn’t it possible?’ Since Rameses had sired over a hundred children, this cast an unfair aspersion. At the apogee of their empires, the super-monarchs were discussing a summit. ‘Though we Great Kings are brothers, one has never seen the other,’ wrote Puduhepa to Rameses, so they decided to meet in Canaan. But the summit never happened. Hattusili faced challenges from the Aegean to the Euphrates, and Rameses ruled for far too long, sixty-seven years, and by the time he died at ninety, twisted by arthritis, tormented with dental problems (all revealed by his mummy), his elderly son had to cope with attacks on all his frontiers* but especially on the Mediterranean, where all the powers now faced a catastrophe. No one knows what caused it, but it is probable that a synchronicity of climate, natural disaster, pandemics, greed and systemic implosion sparked movements on some faraway steppe that unleashed a stampede migration in which maritime marauders shattered the rich cities of the Mediterranean and western Asia. The raiders sound like Greeks, the Egyptians called them ‘Sea Peoples’ but they came by land too, sporting new iron breastplates and leg greaves, wielding stabbing swords and shields, all made by the smelting of iron ore and meteoric iron to make a stronger metal. Iron had been known for a long time and it is likely that the smelting process developed slowly in many places, starting in India and spreading via the sophisticated blacksmiths of Hatti to Europe and Africa.*


Egypt and Hatti fought back. Hattusili’s son, Tudaliya IV, attacked the raiders in Alishiya (Cyprus), but he was soon struggling to hold back the horses of the apocalypse. ‘If nobody is left to yoke the horses,’ Tudaliya wrote forlornly, ‘you must show even more support. If the charioteer jumps from the chariot and the valet flees the chamber, and not even a dog is left, your support for your king must be all the greater.’ In Egypt Rameses III claimed to have defeated these invaders in the Nile delta, a triumph celebrated by his gigantist temple-palace – the Mansion of a Million Years of King Rameses – in which enemy penises are depicted, heaped at his feet. But his gravebuilders, living with their families in their special village at Deir el-Medina, were no longer paid: they refused to work and launched a sit-in at the temples – the first strike.


‘Barbarians conspired in their islands,’ wrote Rameses III, ‘no land could withstand their weaponry.’ The Rameses family disintegrated; Egypt fell to Libyan chieftains; Hatti was broken; in Europe, Celts advanced into the west; in the Mediterranean, Greek-speaking peoples settled Aegean coasts. In western Asia, Semitic peoples, many speaking Aramaic, founded new kingdoms: in Canaan, they built thriving trading cities on the coast; in the interior, they formed a kingdom around Damascus, while further south one Semitic tribe, speaking an early version of Hebrew, settled and coalesced into a people who called themselves ‘Israel’. They may already have worshipped a peculiar notion – one deity – who did not reside in a single temple but travelled with them in a mobile shrine.* Yet these were all tiny peoples. The mayhem was also the opportunity for a northern Iraqi city to build the first empire to dominate all of western Asia: the city was Ashur and the spectacular cruelties of Assyria would terrify the known world.


 


 





* These Habiru could be the first mention of ‘Hebrews’, who would emerge later as the Jews.


* The capital’s centrepiece was the House of Aten next to the Pharaoh’s House and the state department, the House of Pharaoh’s Correspondence, guarded by colossi of Akhenaten and Nefertiti. Every day the royal family rode in ceremonial chariots from palace to temple, accompanied by priests and protected by baton-wielding bodyguards. The royal artist, ‘The King’s Favourite and Master of Works, the Sculptor Thutmose’, set up a studio, specializing in Nefertitis, sculpting both his famously beautiful teen-queen, her eyes of black painted quartz held in place by beeswax, wearing her blue crown, and the naked adult woman and mother.


* The brash grandiloquent gigantism of his vision endures today in all five – above all his spectacular masterpiece, the Temple of Rameses United with Thebes, eleven acres in size, crowned with a colossus of Rameses. These works expressed not just the plenitude of his power but his apotheosis as a living god.


* Just at this time, a court scribe, Any, wrote advice to his son on how to live, giving a glimpse of Egyptian conservative family values: ‘Truth is sent by God,’ ‘Keep away from rebels’ and ‘Scorn the woman of ill repute, don’t try to sleep with her,’ alongside ‘Give back in abundance the bread your mother gave you: support her as she supported you.’ But the soul and eternity are always on an Egyptian’s mind: ‘Don’t lose yourself in the exterior world to the extent that you neglect the place of your eternal rest.’


* We know much less about Europe, but it was a violent world: Celtic peoples migrated from the east and settled in central Europe. Around this time, 1,400 people including women and children were killed in the Tollense Valley (German–Polish border) in what appears to have been the ambush of a merchant caravan, executed by having their skulls smashed.


* Their bones were placed around her lacquered coffin along with an array of bronze vessels, some engraved with her name, 560 hairpins, 700 pieces of jade, opal and ivory carved into figurines of dragons, phoenixes and elephants, and among 130 weapons her favourite battleaxes. She was not the only female commander of Wuding’s armies, and women commanded Chinese armies at least until the Tang in the seventh century.


* Mycenaeans traded tin from Afghanistan, amber from the Baltic, plying the seas from Greece to Italy and Spain. One of the earliest shipwrecks dated around 1300 BC – studied by the historical science that we might call naufragiology – contains goods from as far away as Babylon and Italy, showing that a Eurasian network already existed.


* The son, Merneptah, dealt with rebellions in Libya, Nubia and Canaan where, among the vanquished Canaanite tribes listed on his inscription, he cites ‘Israel’, the first definite mention of the Jewish people.


* The division of early history into Stone, Bronze and Iron Ages was devised in 1825 by the Danish historian Christian Jürgensen Thomsen. Sub-Saharan Africa did not experience a prehistoric Bronze Age: tools were made of stone. Then they were made from iron. For some, the sudden influx of iron-working technology supports the argument that the technology reached Africa from outside the continent. But more recently it has been argued that iron-working technology developed independently in one or more centres, possibly Nok (Nigeria) or Kush (Sudan).


* The Israelites immigrated to Canaan from servitude in Egypt many centuries earlier – according to the Bible. Contrary to the biblical story of conquest, it is likely they conquered some local peoples and intermarried with others.





The Nubian Pharaohs and Great Kings of Ashur: House Alara versus House Tiglath-Pileser



THREE QUEENS: JEZEBEL, SEMIRAMIS AND ATHALIAH


In 853 BC, at Qarqar in northern Syria, the kings of Israel and ten other kingdoms prepared to fight the most powerful monarch of his day, Shalmaneser III of Assyria, who was advancing to destroy them.


Ashur was an old city founded around 2600, home of the god Ashur, worshipped in his ziggurat tower and temple, where Assyrian kings were crowned. For a long time, Assyria was just a minor city state in a region dominated by Akkad and Babylon, but around 1300 its kings, descended from the semi-mythical Adasi, started to conquer northern Iraq. After its expansion had been checked by Hatti and Babylon, Assyria – Assurayu in Assyrian (a dialect of Akkadian) – exploited the predations of the Sea Peoples to shatter both powers: Shalmaneser routed the king of Hatti, whose empire was fatally undermined by the attacks of Kassite nomads; Hattusa was abandoned. The Assyrian king captured the Babylonian king, on whom he ‘trod with my feet upon his lordly neck as a footstool’, and then struck at the kingdom of Elam (Iran), invading Arabia, seizing entrepôts in Dilmun (Bahrain) and Meluhha (India), calling himself King of the Upper and Lower Seas and King of Kings. After seizing power in 1114, Tiglath-Pileser I, tempted by the riches of Canaan, plundered the kingdoms of Damascus and Tyre, Sidon and Beirut, celebrating, he claimed, by harpooning a ‘seahorse’ – surely a whale – in the Mediterranean. When Assyria was crippled by the strife among his heirs, a small people in southern Canaan took the opportunity to expand their own kingdom.


Around 1000, the Israelites were united under elected kings, first Saul and then David, a warlord who made his name fighting the Philistine tribes of the coast. David, whose existence as the founder of a kingdom called the House of David is confirmed by a stele found at Tel Dan, chose a small Canaanite stronghold and shrine as his capital: Jerusalem. On Mount Moriah, David’s son Solomon built a temple to the one god idiosyncratically worshipped by the Israelites, who disdained Baal and the Canaanite pantheon of gods. There is no evidence for Solomon’s existence except the Bible,* but there is plenty of evidence for the Jewish Temple that existed soon afterwards. The united Israelite kingdom quickly broke up: the House of David ruled the southern part, Judah – the origin of the word Jew – based around the richly endowed Jerusalem Temple that was raided by one of the Libyan pharaohs of Egypt, who mentioned it in his inscriptions. The northern half of Canaan was ruled by a larger, more formidable kingdom, Israel, built up by a general, Omri, who seized the throne, founded a new capital, Samaria, where the ivory artefacts of his splendid palace have been found, and made it a regional power, building his own temple, conquering Moab across the Jordan and marrying his son Ahab to a princess of Sidon: Jezebel.


Israel was close to the Canani* and their rich coastal city states, like Tyre, Byblos and Acre (Lebanon/Israel), traders in purple dye, cedarwood, carved ivory and ebony (imported from Africa) and glass artefacts, united together at this time under a priest-king Ithobaal of Sidon, Jezebel’s father. Worshipping Baal, Astarte and other gods, the Canani – also known as the Phoenicians – voyaging in ships powered by rows of enslaved oarsmen, were already founding colonies in Sicily, Sardinia, Spain (Cadiz), trading and seeking new sources of iron, tin and silver, even passing into the Atlantic to found Mogador in Morocco. In the process, they spread their written language, an alphabet of 22 consonants, just at the time the Tyrians founded their New City, Qart Hadasht – Carthage (Tunisia). Assyrian kings furnished their palaces with Canaanite ivories; Omri’s palace in Samaria was filled with the Canani’s ivory carvings and treasures.


The marriage of Ahab to Jezebel linked Omri’s family to this sophisticated Eurasian network, very far from the puritanical priests of remote Jerusalem. Many of the achievements assigned by the Bible to Solomon may describe Omri, who built the port-fortress at Tel Kheleifah on the Red Sea between Elath and Aqaba, to trade spices and ivory, via the kingdom of Sheba (Yemen/Eritrea), with Africa, Arabia and India. But when Omri died in 873, Ahab and Jezebel faced an imminent threat: Assyria was back.


Shalmaneser III, portrayed on his steles gripping a royal mace and wearing the crown, robes and braided long beard of an Assyrian monarch, blessed by his god Ashur, reconquered Iraq, attacked into Persia – boasting that he received the tribute of the Paruwash (the first mention of the Persians) – then struck westwards, demanding the tribute of Israelites and Canani.


Ahab of Israel and Hadanezer of Aram-Damascus refused and massed their armies, joined by the 1,000 cameleers of King Gindibu of the Arabs, their first appearance in history, and the first recorded use of camels in battle.*


Shalmaneser marched south. Jews and Arabs, Aramaeans and Phoenicians drew their swords.


TIGLATH-PILESER AND FAMILY: THE WORLD -CONQUERING ASSYRIANS


Shalmaneser, fielding 100,000 men that day, defeated the Israelite–Aramaean–Arab alliance, killing 14,000 of them, but a rebellion called him home. As soon as he was gone, the allies fell out among themselves: Ahab returned to his alliance with his compatriots in Jerusalem, marrying his daughter Athaliah to its heir. But he was killed by Hadanezer. Jezebel oversaw the succession of her family in Jerusalem and Samaria, but in 825, ‘Jehu of the House of Omri’ – as the Assyrians called him – assassinated both kings and then trapped Queen Mother Jezebel in her Samarian palace, where she faced down the rebels dressed in her royal jewels and regalia, only for three court eunuchs, suborned by the rebels, to toss her out of the window. Jehu trampled the queen with his horse, her body torn apart by dogs – and paid tribute to Shalmaneser.


The sole survivor of this family massacre was Queen Mother Athaliah of Judah who seized power in Jerusalem and ruled in her own right – that rare phenomenon, a queen regnant. But Athaliah was – like her mother Jezebel – a homicidal megalomaniac who slaughtered the royal family to retain power. Only one Davidic prince was hidden from her killers. Once his survival was known, the courtiers assassinated Athaliah. Israel was an Assyrian vassal but tiny Judah survived as Assyria itself faltered.*


In 754 Urartu, a mountain kingdom famed for its military ferocity and bronze craftsmanship, situated in the mountains of north-western Iran, Azerbaijan and Armenia, shattered the Assyrians. The downfall seemed final, but one man changed everything: his real name was Pulu, a prince who governed the Assyrian capital Kahlu (Nimrud). In 745, taking the name Tiglath-Pileser III, he created a new Assyria, diminishing the overmighty nobility, recruiting a professional army and specialized auxiliaries, all funded by his efficient tax collecting, directed though a cabinet of seven; his orders stamped with the imperial seal of the king killing a lion were conveyed along royal roads by special couriers. Tiglath-Pileser was voracious and tireless, in perpetual motion, scourging Elam, climbing with his men into the mountains to defeat Urartu* and routing an Arab queen. When Damascus and Israel besieged Jerusalem, King Ahaz of Judah unwisely invited Tiglath-Pileser to help: ‘“I’m your servant … Come and save me,” and the King of Assyria came.’


Tiglath-Pileser made Judah a vassal and reduced Israel to a rump, whose king in 727 desperately sought a way to escape Assyrian rule: he appealed to Egypt, but its pharaohs no longer counted. The unthinkable was about to happen: Kush was about to take Egypt.


ALARA OF KUSH: FIRST AFRICAN EMPIRE


In 727 BC, Piye, king of Kush, galloped northwards into Egypt. Kush had existed for millennia alongside Egypt, its twin riverine civilization. Around 800, a local ruler called Alara, who later assumed the title of king, united a realm based in Napata, a city founded by Thutmose III, close to the holy cobra mountain of Jebel Barkal, which was governed by a literate court – with secretaries of the archives and chief treasurers. Kush fielded crack archers and formidable cavalry, all funded by trade between the Mediterranean, inland Africa and, via the Red Sea, India.


Alara oversaw a hybrid Egyptian–Kushite religion. Originally Kushites buried their dead beneath circular mounds at el-Kurru near their capital Kerma, accompanied by droves of relatives or servants, sacrificed by being buried alive. Then their kings started to build pyramids for their burials: 200 pyramids still stand in Sudan, almost double those of Egypt. Like a pharaoh, Alara called himself Son of Amun and married his sister. Alara’s brother Kashta succeeded him just as the instability in Egypt, particularly a conflict in Thebes between a king and his Amun priests, forced the latter to seek asylum in Napata, the new Kushite capital, where they encouraged Kashta to see himself as the legitimate guardian of Amun – and of Egypt.


In 760, Kashta raided Thebes where he forced the Egyptians to accept his daughter as God’s Wife of Amun and proclaimed himself King of the Two Lands. Kashta and his heirs claimed to be protectors of ancient gods, but the dynasty never presented themselves as Egyptian: in her statue at Karnak, Kashta’s daughter, Amenirdis, depicted as God’s Wife of Amun, is dressed like an Egyptian but her face in unmistakably Kushite.


Fifteen years later, Kashta’s son King Piye, invited by one of the Egyptian factions to intervene, advanced into Egypt, presenting himself as more Egyptian than the Egyptians, respectfully honouring Amun. Kings made obeisance to him in Thebes as pharaoh – as he boasted on Jebel Barkal. Married to a cousin, and to his own sister, Piye was content to leave his Egyptian vassals to rule on his behalf until challenged by the rulers of Memphis. In 729, he personally led the storming of Memphis. All the potentates of the delta submitted to him, promising to ‘open our treasuries and bring you the choice of our studs and the best of our horses’. He loved horseflesh more than jewels or women: ‘The king’s wives and daughters came to him and paid honour but His Majesty did not pay them attention. Instead he went off to the stables where he saw that the horses were hungry.’ In a city stinking of dead bodies, he could barely tolerate any cruelty to animals. ‘It’s more painful to me,’ he wrote on his pyramid in Napata, ‘that my horses should be hungry than every ill deed you have done.’ When he died, he was buried in his Napata pyramid with his favourite squadron of horses.


His brother Shabaka did not stay in Napata but marched north, enforcing direct rule and religious purity by burning one of his opponents alive, installing his son as high priest and female cousins as God’s Wives of Amun. House Alara now ruled all of modern Egypt and Sudan, at least 2,100 miles of the Nile – one of the largest African empires of world history. The royal archives at Nineveh show friendly contacts between Shabaka and Assyria, but the titans were bound to clash. Shabaka was unlikely to be threatened by the new Assyrian king, who was said to be a weakling. But first impressions can be deceptive.


His name was Sennacherib. When the news spread that Sennacherib was king, the entire Assyrian empire flickered into rebellion – and Hezekiah, king of Judah, asked for Shabaka’s help.


In 701, the pharaoh’s army of Kushites and Egyptians under Prince Taharqo, younger son of Piye, marched north across Sinai just as Sennacherib fought his way south-west towards Jerusalem. The two greatest families, one Asian, one African, were now to fight for the world.


AFRICA VERSUS ASIA: SHABAKA VERSUS SENNACHERIB


It was hard to be Sennacherib: his father was Sargon II, a triumphant warlord who had conquered Cyprus, Phoenicia and the rest of Israel, ethnically cleansing it and deporting 29,000 of its elite to Assyria, before turning to Urartu. In a spectacular exploit, Sargon had led his army into the mountains to destroy the kingdom before returning to the heartland to found his own new capital, Dur Sharrukin – Fort Sargon – where he declared himself King of the World. But predators can never rest. Now old, but drawn to one last campaign in Tabal (Türkiye) in 705, he was killed during an enemy raid on his camp, his sacred body lost.*


Sennacherib must have loathed the old monster: he never praised or mentioned his father. But he possessed all the atrocious grandeur of his father and grandfather, lashing out at Babylon, independent-minded city state of the god Marduk, whose blessing the Assyrians could never quite ignore. Then Sennacherib hacked his way southwards, consuming Phoenicia and Judah, city by city.


As the King of the World approached Jerusalem, the House of David prayed for deliverance from God and for a relieving army from Egypt. The Kushite Prince Taharqo, aged twenty, raced towards Jerusalem.


Kushite prince and Assyrian king met at Eltekeh near Ashdod; the Kushites were defeated and pursued back to Egypt. Sennacherib besieged Jerusalem but then, paid off with Temple gold, he withdrew, returning laden with booty to pay for the embellishment of his capital, Nineveh, sacred to the goddess of love and war, Ishtar. Building massive walls, with eighteen gates, decorated with winged apotropaic bulls, and a new palace, Sennacherib was surprisingly green-fingered for a blood-soaked conqueror: he prided himself on the city’s gardens, irrigated by fifty-five miles of viaducts and canals to bring water from the mountains; his own in his palace contained rare plants, while he promised every Ninevite an allotment garden. Supernatural protection was essential at all times in a world threatened by evil spirits. Like the city gates, his palaces were magically protected by pairs of human-headed winged bulls – lamassus – weighing thirty tons – ‘a wonder to behold’, said Sennacherib. Sennacherib’s city, with its 120,000 inhabitants, was so big it is only partly covered by modern Mosul.


Blessed with at least seven children, he placed his eldest on the Babylonian throne, but a Babylonian faction arrested the boy and sold him to the king of Elam, who hated the Assyrians and executed him. Now it was personal: ‘I put on my coat of mail … my helmet,’ Sennacherib recorded. ‘I hurriedly mounted my great battle chariot’ and ‘stopped their advance, decimated them with arrow and spear. I slashed their throats, cut off their precious lives as one cuts a string.’ In 689, he destroyed Babylon. ‘Like the waters of a storm, I made the contents of their gullets and entrails slither along the earth,’ he wrote with macabre Assyrian glee. ‘My prancing steeds plunged into their blood. The wheels of my chariot … were spattered with blood … Their testicles I cut off; I ripped out their genitals like seeds of summer cucumbers.’


Sennacherib was supreme: yet it is one of the ironies of power that kings of the world struggle to cope with their own children.


DEPRESSION OF A WORLD KING: ESARHADDON AND TAHARQO


Sennacherib first favoured one of his surviving sons, Ardamullisi, then changed his mind and appointed the younger Esarhaddon: ‘This is the son who shall succeed me.’ But ‘Jealousy overcame my brothers,’ recorded Esarhaddon, ‘plotting evil.’


Ardamullisi decided to assassinate his father and brother. Oblivious, Sennacherib was praying at a Nineveh temple, kneeling, when his eldest son hacked him to death. But Esarhaddon exterminated his brothers and their entire families, though by the standards of House Tiglath-Pileser he was a milksop: the stress took its toll. He suffered fevers, loss of appetite, blisters and paranoia – what we would call depression. ‘Is one day not enough for the king to mope and eat nothing?’ wrote his doctors. ‘This is already the third day!’


In Nineveh, he trained his youngest son, the remarkable Ashurbanipal, who now moved into the heir’s residence, the House of Succession. ‘I cantered on thoroughbreds, rode stallions raring to go,’ recalled Ashurbanipal. ‘I held a bow … I threw quivering lances; I took the reins of a chariot and made the wheels spin.’ But he also studied. Even the most brutish dynasties become cultivated in the end. ‘I learned … the hidden and secret lore of all the scribal arts. I’m able to recognize celestial and terrestrial omens and can discuss them with an assembly of scholars.’ Ashurbanipal was also trained in vigilance and security by his grandmother, Naqia. Now he watched his father’s back, as Esarhaddon marched against Egypt. Pharaoh Taharqo, son of Piye, was preparing to restore Egyptian power over Judah.


Just as this Nubian ruled the cradle of civilization, migrations were starting that would change the continent. Most of Africa had long been the domain of Khoesan hunter-foragers, but in the west – today’s Nigeria, Niger and Cameroon – Bantu-speaking peoples farmed beans, sorghum and millet, herded cattle and sheep, forged weapons from iron ore and traded with the north. Now, for reasons we may never know, the Bantu started to migrate slowly southwards, settling the best land, killing, conquering and marrying into the Khoesan, whom they slowly drove into more marginal regions. Their warlords probably conquered kingdoms, but since they left no pyramids or inscriptions to equal Kush, we can track them only by the march of their Bantu language.


To their north, Taharqo trained his army Assyrian-style: on a sixty-mile all-night run, ‘the king himself was on horseback to see his army running when he exercised with them in the desert behind Memphis in the ninth hour of the night. They reached the Great Lake at sunrise.’ Then he led them into Judah and Phoenicia, agreeing treaties with Jerusalem and Tyre, both of them keen to escape the Assyrian yoke.


In 674, Esarhaddon invaded Egypt. Taharqo defeated him, but three years later Esarhaddon, after destroying Tyre, swooped across Sinai and besieged Memphis. Taharqo retreated to Kush, leaving his treasury and his women behind. Yet he returned. If he thought Esarhaddon’s death had saved him, he was wrong. In 667, the young scholar-king Ashurbanipal finally woke the Kush empire: ‘I made Egypt and Nubia feel my weapons bitterly.’*


ASHURBANIPAL AND GRANDMOTHER: A POWER PARTNERSHIP


The security chief and top adviser of Ashurbanipal was his grandmother, Naqia. It was she who backed his succession and orchestrated the oaths of allegiance across the empire. This history has a cast of female potentates but few equal Naqia, who ordered, ‘Whether plotters are bearded or half-men [eunuchs] or royal princes, kill them and bring them to Zakutu [Naqia] and Ashurbanipal King of Assyria your lord.’


Ashurbanipal was a scholar who proudly wore a pen as well as a sword, but the Assyrian empire was surprisingly bureaucratic: scribes were constantly present with their hinged writing boards to record taxes, booty, royal orders. Some 32,000 cuneiform tablets survive. But Ashurbanipal was also the first collector of literature, creating a library of scholarly texts, oracular requests and reports and buying other collections from Babylon, the home of high culture, and he was contemptuous of his coarse forefathers who knew nothing of books. Yet, however fastidious he was, warfare was an essential part of being a world king. Lions were hunted* – and so were people.


Ashurbanipal turned eastwards to strike Elam, whose king, Teumman, was shot with an arrow in the back and beheaded, the head brought back to Nineveh. Ashurbanipal poured libations from his trophy as prisoners paraded around the city wearing decapitated heads around their necks. In the royal pleasure park, the king and chief queen Libbali-sharrat, sitting on thrones facing each other, relaxed at parties and played board games, as servants fanned them and served pomegranates and grapes, eunuchs officiated, lyres and harpists played and tame lions were walked. This inscription presents a scene of serene splendour, yet there is a very Assyrian touch: the head of King Teumman hangs upside down in a tree next to the picnic like a gruesome fruit.


Ashurbanipal’s victories did not alleviate the tensions within his own family. He was a control freak who interfered in his brother’s subordinate kingdom: ‘My faithless brother Shamashshumukin, whom I treated well and established as king of Babylon, forgot this kindness – and planned evil,’ assembling a coalition of Babylonians, Elamites, Arabs and Aramaeans. After four years of war, his brother threw himself into the flames of his palace. Ashurbanipal ordered tongues to be slit or ripped out, prisoners were flayed, and in the temple ‘between the colossi where they had cut down Sennacherib, my grandfather, I cut them down as an offering to his soul. Their dismembered bodies I fed to dogs, swine, fish of the deep …’ Elam was sacked, yet the family war weakened Assyria, and the constant campaigns in Iran failed to declaw the dynamic peoples of the steppe who regarded Ashurbanipal’s empire as prey.


Just after these victories, Ashurbanipal got a nasty shock: an army of sheepskin-clad nomadic horsemen, Medes and Persians, led by a Mede khan Dia-oku, rode into Assyria right up to the walls of Nineveh. These Parsa (Persians) and Mada (Medes), the most successful of the Aryan peoples of the Iranian plateau, rode tough little Nisean horses, lived in portable ger, tents, and tended their herds of horses – 160,000 of them – enjoying themselves raiding, feasting, gambling, storytelling and horseracing.*


To defeat these barbarians he hired other barbarians, the Scythians, Aryan horsemen who ranged across the steppes of central Asia. The Mede khan’s son was killed. The son of one Persian khan – who also called himself king of Anshan – Kurosh, sent his son to Ashurbanipal’s court as a hostage. The other Persian khan was Haxamanis (Achaemenes). As these shaggy horsemen galloped ignominiously back to their herds, who would have believed that these two khans were the progenitors of the world-conquering Persian greats, Cyrus and Darius?


Ashurbanipal was exhausted. ‘Let the king apply this lotion and perhaps the fever will abate,’ advised his doctor. ‘I’m sending ointment.’ But when, after forty-two years of war and refinement, Ashurbanipal died at the age of sixty, it looked as if Assyria would rule for ever.


Yet, just fifteen years later, Nineveh would fall and out of a story of cannibalism, burning cities and vines growing out of royal vaginas rose the family that would rule an empire on three continents.


 


 





* The Bible is a library of different sacred texts written by anonymous Jewish authors much later, during the Babylonian exile from the religiously pure monotheistic point of view of the kingdom of Judah. It was biased against the more cosmopolitan kingdom of Israel. Like all sacred texts, it is filled with obscurities, but it is also sometimes a historical source, sometimes mythological.


* These peoples called themselves ‘Canani’ but the Greeks called them ‘Phoenicians’, after their top brand, the purple dye phoenix, derived from the Murex mollusc.


* Camels, two-humped in Bactria and one-humped in Arabia, had been domesticated for milking in the fourth to third millennium BC, then used as pack animals and ridden mounts. They were already central to the life of the Arabs as currency, transport and food: when an Arab chieftain died, his favourite camel was buried with him or left hobbled by his grave to die. Arab chieftains had already fought the Assyrians, but their troops were also in demand as mercenaries. Camels transported Arab fighters, who then switched mounts and galloped on horseback into battle.


* Shalmaneser III died facing a rebellion by his sons, one of whom emerged as King Shamsi-Adad. His queen was Shammuramat, a Babylonian princess, whom the Greeks called Semiramis. When Shamsi-Adad died in 811 BC, their son Adad-Nirari III was a child, so Semiramis took power, describing herself as ‘King of the Universe, King of Assyria, Daughter-in-Law of Shalmaneser, King of the Four Regions of the World’ – and winning the respect of the martial Assyrians. Like a real king of Assyria, she led her armies into Iran and died in battle. But thanks to the queen, Assyria retained its power.


* The name of Mount Ararat is a rare geographical hint of Urartu’s existence, but there are many excavations of Urartian cities in Türkiye and Armenia. Elam was also a powerful realm; its people spoke a language unlike any other in the region; its capital Susa was a famous walled city while its chief temple was the ziggurat 174 feet high at Choga Zanbil which, writes Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones, is ‘the best-preserved ziggurat in existence, a monument to Elamite ingenuity and might’.


* His grandfather was (probably) the conqueror Tiglath-Pileser, but some scholars argue that Sargon was a usurper. The mission of the Assyrian kings was to expand the territory of the god Ashur, legislate and rule justly, enrich the homeland and serve all their gods. Their palace reliefs and historical annals describe the battles and killing, but this is exaggerated for effect. Their deportations were intended to disrupt rebellions and populate core Assyria.


* The House of Alara, still using pharaonic titles and burying their kings in pyramids, ruled Kush for several centuries more, finally moving the capital deeper into Sudan to Meroe to be safer from Egyptian invasion.


* Lion killing was the motif of Assyrian monarchy. Iraqi lions were smaller than those in Africa, but the beasts were corralled by armies of beaters, and driven towards the king by eunuchs holding mastiffs, watched by huge crowds. It was religious, it was sport and it was training for warfare. After the hunt, the king celebrated: ‘I, Ashurbanipal, king of the universe, king of the land of Ashur, whom Ashur and Ninlil endowed with supreme strength, who killed lions with the terrible bow of Ishtar, lady of battle: I offered a libation of wine over them.’


* The Medes and Persians, guided by a class of priestly diviners, the magi (from whom we get the word magic), saw the world as an endless duel between light and darkness, truth and lies, ruled by the fire-giving god of light, wisdom and truth, Ahura-Mazda. They were inspired by an Aryan prophet, Zoroaster, who may have lived in Bactria during the second millennium – or much later in the time of Cyrus or Darius. Only fragments of his life were preserved: his birth as a baby that laughed rather than bawled; his vision at the age of thirty in which he saw a being of lightness who revealed the truth of Ahura-Mazda (Wise Lord), who represented asha – order and truth – while fighting the darkness of Angra Mainyu (Destructive Spirit), who represented druj – the chaos and the lie. Much of Zoroastrianism, expressed in the Persian sacred text the Avesta, is linked to Indian Hindu religion, referring as it does to Indian gods such as Mithra, thus showing a shared Indo-Iranian origin. Unlike Jesus Christ but like Muhammad, Zoroaster married and had children; like Jesus, he died violently aged seventy-seven by an assassin’s dagger.





ACT TWO
100 MILLION





Haxamanis and Alcmaeon: Houses of Persia and Athens



NEBUCHADNEZZAR, HIS QUEEN AND THE WHORE OF BABYLON


In 612 BC, the armies of Assyria’s enemies surrounded Nineveh, trapping the king, Ashurbanipal’s son Sinsharishkun, within the doomed city. The seven and a half miles of walls were reinforced, the broad gates narrowed, but the very size of this capital of the world made it almost impossible to defend. Attracted to the prizes of this now lame giant, new predators arrived to feast on the body.


A Babylonian potentate, Nabopolassar, had seized the throne there in 626. Determined to regain Babylon, Sinsharishkun called in Egyptian help, but in 616 Nabopolassar defeated the once invincible Assyrians.


Yet it took the Median cavalry to bring them down. The Median king, Uvaxštra (Cyaxares in Greek) – son of Fravartis, who had been killed by Ashurbanipal – was based in his mountain capital of Ecbatana, a city of seven circular walls fortified with bastions painted in bright colours. As he grew up, Scythians had taken over most of Iran. When he was ready, Uvaxštra invited the Scythian chieftains to a banquet and, when they were drunk, killed them all. He then united the Median tribes of western Iran, and allied with Nabopolassar of Babylon to carve up Assyria. In 612, ‘the King of Babylon mobilized his army and the King of the Medes joined him. They advanced along the Tigris towards Nineveh.’ The siege lasted three months, during which Scythians arrived to join the mayhem. In August, the attackers smashed the dykes, and the flooding enabled them to breach the walls. The fighting was savage – at the Halzi Gate, skeletons of men and women, even a baby, struck by arrows, lay tangled for many centuries where they fell. ‘A great slaughter was made of the people,’ recounts the Babylonian Chronicles. ‘Horsemen charging, flashing sword, and glittering spear, hosts of slain, heaps of corpses, dead without end, they stumble over the bodies.’ At the palace Sinsharishkun – last of House Tiglath-Pileser – perished in the flames.


Nabopolassar commandeered the Assyrian kingdom for his Babylonian empire; Uvaxštra, who had been little more than a horse-breeding chieftain two years earlier, ruled from northern Iran westwards into Türkiye. Uvaxštra gave his daughter Amartis to Nabopolassar’s son, Crown Prince Nebuchadnezzar. But Egypt, invited in by the Assyrians, was not yet finished.


Pharaoh Necho rode up the Levantine coast to defeat the Babylonians. On the way north, he was challenged by Josiah, king of Judah, who sensed an opportunity for glorious independence, a moment of exhilaration captured in the Bible. But Necho routed the Judeans at Megiddo – the biblical origin of Armageddon – and then conquered Syria.


In 605, Nebuchadnezzar halted the Egyptians at Carchemish and ‘inflicted such a defeat on them that none returned home’. Then, learning that his father was dying, he literally galloped home – 620 miles – to be crowned twenty-two days later.


Nebuchadnezzar spent most of his long reign suppressing rebellions, successfully on the Phoenician coast, less so in Canaan. In 586, Zedekiah of Judah defied him: Nebuchadnezzar stormed Jerusalem and destroyed the city, deporting most of the Jews to his capital: Babylon became a huge building site as he constructed eleven miles of walls with an inner royal city entered by the colossal Ishtar Gate glazed in deep blue and decorated with Ishtar’s lions, Adad’s bulls and Marduk’s dragons. This led to the Processional Way known as May the Arrogant Not Flourish and so to the temple of Esagila and a ziggurat tower known as The House That Is the Border between Heaven and Earth, the centrepiece of the city. Home to 250,000 people – Babylonians, Scythians, Greeks, Medes, Jews – Babylon was notorious for its wild pleasures. The Jews denounced the king as ‘destroyer of nations’ and wrote holy books in a distinctive monotheistic voice. Refusing to vanish like other defeated peoples, the Jews dreamed of a return to their sacred city Zion amid the sun-blistered wilderness of Judah: Jerusalem. It was a longing that defined them: religions and peoples are formed by shared experiences of suffering, lived and relived as inherited stories. ‘By the rivers of Babylon,’ they sang, ‘they sat down and remembered Zion.’


Everyone enjoyed the metropolis – except those few austere Jews who called it the Whore of Babylon.* But in the palace the Median queen was homesick. Nebuchadnezzar supposedly built the Hanging Gardens of Babylon to comfort her.


Her father Uvaxštra advanced into Anatolia until he was stopped by a regional potentate, Alyattes, who, based in Sardis, ruled Lydia, a rich realm extending to the Aegean, trading between Babylon and Greece. Alyattes was the first to cast coins, money that gleamed with electrum, an alloy of silver and gold. The Lydians invented coins at the same time as they appeared in India and China.


Uvaxštra’s army was made up of Medes, Persians and Scythians; the latter were training his young men in their unsurpassed ability to shoot bows on the gallop, skills aided by first the bit, then foot supports, which gradually improved from a length of rope into wooden and eventually iron stirrups. Together these innovations meant they could control their mounts while shooting their bows. But when Uvaxštra insulted these Scythians, they killed the boys, cooked them in a stew and fed them to the king before seeking asylum with Alyattes, who refused to surrender the cannibalistic gourmets. Their armies met in May 585 on the River Halys when suddenly ‘the day became night’ – a solar eclipse – which so amazed both sides that they stopped fighting and made peace: Uvaxštra married his son Rishtivaiga (Spearthrower, Astyages) to Alyattes’ daughter Aryenis.


When both kings died, Rishtivaiga found himself at the centre of a family network as brother-in-law to Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon and the new king Croesus of Lydia, who boasted that he was the world’s richest king. To keep his tribal federacy together, Rishtivaiga married his daughter Mandana to a Persian khan, king of Anshan, Cambyses (Kabūjiya).* When their baby, named Cyrus – Koresh – half Mede, half Persian, was born, he was brought up like all Persian khans until he was six by his mother Mandana, who still at this stage churned milk, made bread, spun cloth. Then he was handed over to his father Cambyses to be trained in horsemanship and marksmanship, wearing trousers and leather chaps.* When Cambyses died, Cyrus donned the cowhide coat, the gaunaka, of kings of Anshan and started to plan the destruction of his grandfather Rishtivaiga, who had alienated his khans by adopting fancy court ritual and bureaucratic controls. One of them, Arbaku, sent an appeal to Cyrus sewn inside the body of a hare: ‘The Median nobles will join you.’ Cyrus extended his power by marrying a khan’s daughter, Cassandane, from the respected Haxamanishiya (Achaemenid) clan, with whom he had two sons. But he also negotiated with the king of Babylon, Nabunid (Nabonidus), against their mutual Median enemy.


When Rishtivaiga cavorted with a concubine, she sang about a ‘lion who had a wild boar in his power but let him into his lair’.


‘Who is this wild boar?’ asked Rishtivaiga.


‘Cyrus,’ she replied. But before Rishtivaiga could break Cyrus, the Persian gathered his khans at Pathragarda, his capital near Shiraz: ‘I’m the man destined to undertake your liberation; you’re the match of the Medes. Fling off the yoke of Rishtivaiga!’ Cyrus marched against his grandfather: in 550 at Pasargadae, the Persians broke before the Median charges, but their women opened their robes and flashed their vulvas at their men, shouting, ‘Where are you off to, quitters? Do you want to crawl back into where you came from?’ The Persians turned and fought, Cyrus seized Rishtivaiga, took his capital Ecbatana and married his daughter.


Next, Cyrus came up against the richest man in the world, Croesus.


CYRUS AND QUEEN TOMYRIS: CONQUEROR TO GOBLET


Croesus claimed he was descended from the Greek god Herakles (Hercules) and regularly consulted the ancient Greek oracle at Delphi – but he was not Greek himself. Yet as master of Eurasian trade, whose currency was widely used, he was as at home with the people of the Aegean as with those of the Euphrates (he was after all brother-in-law of Nebuchadnezzar, cousin of Cyrus). But now Cyrus had to be stopped, so Croesus turned to the Greeks, recruiting two Greek city states, Sparta and Athens, to join Babylon and Egypt.


Croesus’ fixer on Greek matters was an Athenian nobleman named Alcmaeon, descended from the half-divine king Nestor, and member of one of the richest families in the city. Alcmaeon did so well that Croesus offered to pay him as much as he could carry from the Lydian treasury. In a story that illustrated his family’s voracity, Alcmaeon turned up in Sardis wearing loose clothes filled with pockets and wide boots that he filled with Croesian coins, adding to the family fortune. The story of Alcmaeon was not just that of Athens but of the Greeks themselves.


After the chaos of 1200, when the Mycenaean kingdoms were overthrown, the Greeks gathered in villages that coalesced into small cities (poleis) – the process known as synoecism – where they developed a concept of communal self-government. Their Greekness centred on their language, developed from the Phoenicians whom they encountered around the Mediterranean: Phoenicians only used consonants; the Greeks added vowels to develop the first alphabetic system of writing. Then came their stories. Around 850, writing and reading started to spread.* Rhapsodes – song-stitchers – recited poems at festivals. Drama, developing out of religious festivals, became popular. It was not so much that Greeks placed humanity at the centre of their world; all people did that. What was new was their consciousness of this self-focus.* Their sculptors developed the skill to fashion human likeness out of marble. Their religion was a set of rituals rather than a system of beliefs, concerned with living rather than afterlife. They worshipped a pantheon of flawed, greedy gods, led by Zeus, and treasured stories of half-divine supermen, like Hercules, and god-blessed travellers, like Odysseus, whose global exploits reflected the voyages of Greek sailors.* ‘Are you here on business,’ asks a character in The Odyssey, ‘or traversing the seas as reckless raiders?’ The Greeks, like their rivals the Phoenicians, were seafarers, traders and pirates, colonizing the Mediterranean they called the Great Sea in ships powered by rows of oars.


Yet not all their cites were naval: Sparta was a land-based monarchy, more precisely a diarchy ruled by two kings from rival dynasties, descended from Hercules, elected to rule with a twenty-eight-man council of Elders, assuming command in times of war. The Peloponnesian city was organized around a small citizenry of Spartiates who did not trade but served as soldiers in order to overawe a conquered subject population of serfs – the helots, benighted inhabitants of Helos. Spartiates were trained by living in a barracks, not with their families; they dined with their soldier messmates and maintained their martial ferocity and the obedience of the underclass by sending squads of adolescent Spartiates annually into the countryside to kill a certain number of serfs; they were also spurred by wargames such as missions to steal cheeses, and by having ephebophilic relationships with twenty-something men.* They married in their twenties, but did not live with their families until they were thirty and only ceased military service at sixty. Deformed children were exposed – that is, abandoned to the elements. They prided themselves on manners and control, and were so curt that the word laconic comes from Laconia, the Spartan homeland. Yet Spartiate women, famed for fitness, blondeness and morality, trained in tiny tunics, nicknamed ‘thigh-flashers’ by prudish Athenians.


Dominated by a martial nobility, Greek society was macho, social and competitive: men exercised naked at gymnasia; at symposia dinners, they drank mixed wine and water out of a shared bowl, symposiasts told stories and had sex with pipe-playing hetairai – courtesans – or cupbearer boys. Their peasant farmers served as infantrymen, hoplites, wearing iron cuirasses, greaves, plumed helmets, and they fought together in a phalanx, guarded by their interlinked shields; nobles fought on horseback – all of them much in demand as mercenaries. In distant Babylon, Nebuchadnezzar employed Greek auxiliaries.


The Greeks prided themselves on their involvement in governing the polis – politics based on good governance, eunomia, and freedom, eleutheria. Yet their poleis were dominated by aristocracies and often ruled by tyrants, sometimes by benign autocrats, who were supported by middle and lower classes against overweening nobles.


Alcmaeon and his Athenian family were typical of these aristocrats. Athens had developed as an aristocracy in which an elected council of nine archons ruled, presenting their ideas to an assembly of male citizens. A mythical Alcmaeonid was said to have been the first archon in the eighth century BC, and in the 630s the clan leader Megacles and his son Alcmaeon ruled as archons. In 621, a nobleman Drakon drafted the first laws in his own blood, but his draconian code scarcely restrained the aristocratic faction fights that often led to massacres: eighty skeletons with bound wrists were found in one mass grave. Around 593, Solon, an archon, established a constitution that turned the poor into full citizens, but its system still favoured the Alcmaeonids and other clans. When another Megacles murdered his opponents, the entire family were expelled from Athens, even down to the bones of their ancestors. Yet they rose again.


The Athenian rivalry with Sparta started early: in 510, when Athens was ruled by a tyrant, the Alcmaeonids, now led by Cleisthenes, appealed for help to the Spartans who, seeing the chance to make Athens a client state, drove out the autocrat. Instead Cleisthenes dispensed with the Spartans and then promised new powers to the people who had supported him. Athens depended on its navy; its triremes needed rowers; and that meant the people had to be consulted. Cleisthenes devised the rule of the people – democracy – by an assembly (ecclesia) of all the male citizens (excluding women and slaves).* Real democracy was regarded as election by lottery: the ruling Council of Five Hundred was chosen by lot. Only the ten commanders – strategoi – were chosen annually by a show of hands or by a vote using pebbles. Devised by a member of the most ambitious family in Athens, people power was never quite as democratic as it seemed – not with the Alcmaeonids involved.*


In 547, as he negotiated his anti-Cyrus alliance, Croesus thrice consulted Pyphia, high priestess of the Delphic Oracle, via his Athenian ally Alcmaeon, focusing on war with Persia. Her oracular reply was a masterpiece of ambiguity: if he attacked Persia, he would destroy a great empire. Cyrus marched immediately. In 546, when the kings fought, Cyrus placed his dromedaries, which carried his supplies, at the front, thereby panicking Croesus’ cavalry. Croesus was executed, and Cyrus dispatched Arbaku to mop up the Greek cities of Ionia, the Aegean coast.


Only Babylon held out, but its empire was mired in crisis. In 539, Cyrus routed the Babylonians. Now King of the World, he paraded into Babylon on a white stallion accompanied by his son Cambyses and held a durbar for the princes of his vast new empire at which the ex-king Nabonidus was executed. Now he showed respect for the Babylonian elite – including the top banking family, the Egibi* – and careful reverence for Marduk in his temple of Esgila where he buried a clay cylinder that recast his career of conquest and killing as the liberation of Babylon and all his subject peoples.*


Yet his empire would be different from that of Tiglath-Pileser and Nebuchadnezzar. All deportees could return home. All could worship their own gods and manage local affairs – provided they absolutely obeyed the King of the World and paid his taxes. In 537, 40,000 Jews returned to Jerusalem to rebuild their Temple: no wonder some regarded Cyrus as the anointed one, the Messiah.


Now finally he could relax in his new palace and gardens – pairidaeza, origin of the word paradise* – at his capital at Pathragarda (Pasargadae). His empire was now the largest the world had seen, but could he keep it together? Cyrus accepted no limits. Egypt was next, but in the east a Scythian queen based on the steppes between Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan was raiding his lands. She too had to be destroyed. Summoning his sons, he appointed Cambyses, king of Babylon, as his successor and assigned the second boy Bardis to rule Bactria before he himself set off.


The queen’s name was Tomyris (Tahmirih), which simply means brave. Women leaders were much more common among the nomadic tribes of Scythians* in the north and the Arabs in the south than among the settled peoples, because their women fought alongside the men on equal terms: 37 per cent of Scythian warriors found in tombs were women with bodies trained to ride and fire arrows, wearing armour and golden headdresses, lying beside horses in golden trappings – just like the men. The Greek myth of the one-breasted she-warriors, the Amazons, was based on the Scythians.


These were the people that Cyrus now pursued, but somehow the septuagenarian world conqueror was himself killed. Tomyris crucified and beheaded him in the Scythian manner, stuffing his head into a wineskin filled with blood with the words, ‘I warned you I’d quench your thirst for blood, and so I shall.’*


She made a cup out of his head.


At a king’s death, the sacred fires were extinguished. In 529 BC, the Persians brought back what was left of Cyrus, but a royal funeral in which the waxed body was borne on a golden chariot was impossible.*


DARIUS AND BUDDHA: THE WHEEL


The news that Cyrus had ‘gone away from the throne’ shook the empire. Cyrus’ son, Cambyses II, underwent the ritual investiture that combined sacred blessing and tribal glory at the shrine of the goddess Anahita (the Persian equivalent of Ishtar) in Pasargadae. A Great King underwent a metamorphosis, throwing aside his own clothes and choosing a throne name, donning the robe of Cyrus, drinking magical (and intoxicating) elixirs of sacred terebinth and distilled milk cooked up by the magi, taking the sceptre, then being crowned with the kidaris or royal tiara, before all the courtiers threw themselves to their knees in obeisance.


Cambyses planned to finish his father’s work and take Egypt. He had to prove himself fast. First he married his two elder sisters, Atossa and Roxane, to prevent them marrying anyone else, appointing his strapping brother Bardiya, a muscled bowman extraordinaire known as Strongbody, as satrap of Bactria – and culling all opposition. Accompanied by Strongbody and a well-connected young courtier Darius, and raising a force that reflected his family’s astonishing multinational empire, pointy-hatted Scythians, Medes, Persians and a Phoenician navy, he conquered Egypt and killed the pharaoh yet treated Egyptian traditions respectfully. He planned to attack Carthage (a plan vetoed by his Phoenician sailors, who refused to attack their compatriots) and instead marched down the Nile and into Nubia and Ethiopia. His successes were remarkable, yet he did not inspire loyalty.* Jealous of Strongbody, Cambyses sent him back to Persia, then, tormented by stories of his treason, ordered his killing. In 522, Strongbody declared himself king, while in Cambyses’ own retinue a cabal of seven respected khans, all related to the dynasty, plotted against him. The youngest of them was Darius (Da¯rayavauš, or Holder of Good), aged twenty-two, grandson of the khan of the Haxamanishiya clan who had served Cyrus as quiver bearer and was now Cambyses’ lance bearer. Even though he was the junior member, he was tall, charismatic, athletic and remarkably confident: he emerged as the candidate for king.


As Cambyses rushed home, he met with an unfortunate accident: dismounting from his horse, he cut himself with his dagger and died of gangrene. Darius later wrote that Cambyses ‘died his own death’ – whatever that means. One has to wonder if the Seven quietly killed him. Now they galloped for home, where Strongbody had married his surviving sister Atossa but alienated his own nobles. The Seven arrived at his fortress near the sacred mountain Bisitun, where Strongbody was cavorting with a concubine. A eunuch let the hit squad into the royal chamber where the half-naked Strongbody put up such a fight with a stool that it took all Seven to subdue him. Darius’ brother Artafarna delivered the fatal stab. The Seven met at dawn on horseback to decide who was to be king. Whosever horse neighed first would be he. Darius ordered his groom to dip his fingers into a mare’s vulva first and then, just as sun rose, to wave them temptingly under the nose of his stallion, which then neighed. The other six fell to their knees before the prince, who now adopted the throne name Darius. More likely he had been the king-designate from the start.* The Seven agreed that the rest of them could always have access to Darius even if he was in bed with a girl.


The empire was in ruins; nine contenders rose to claim the throne. But blessed with irrepressible energy and invincible luck, claiming to be the warrior of Truth, manifestation of Ahura-Mazda, and aided by his six compadres, within two years Darius defeated all contenders, whom he dubbed ‘agents of the Lie’, definition of evil in Zarathustrianism. They were skinned and stuffed, crucified and rectally impaled on the walls of Ecbatana near Mount Bisitun. There, on a blood-red cliff-face, with a winged Ahura-Mazda, chief god of truth, order and war, hovering above him, Darius himself appears, brandishing his bow, sporting the kidaris, the bejewelled robe, and a square-cut plaited beard scented with oil, as he crushes a pretender beneath his foot – ‘I cut off his nose, ears, tongue and tore out one eye’ – while the others writhe in chains awaiting their impalement. The message, in three languages, was pure fake news, obscuring the killings of Cambyses and Strongbody and the usurping of the throne and merging his ancestry with that of Cyrus: ‘I am Darius, King of Kings … a Haxamanishiya. Whoever helped my family, I favoured; whoever was hostile, I eliminated.’


Darius the Great was that most unusual phenomenon, a warlord of panache and stamina who was both visionary and master of detail, so much so that his subjects nicknamed him the Trader. He launched an imperial currency, the daric, but he was also a master of security: his spies – King’s Ears – reported any treason to his secret-police boss entitled the King’s Eye. Constantly travelling in splendour, a maestro of colossal projects, tolerant of other religions (helping the Jews rebuild the Temple in Jerusalem), he built a new capital at Parsa (Persepolis) with enormous throne halls and a ceremonial staircase designed to be ascended, probably by Darius, on horseback, all built with ‘the gold of Sardis and Bactria, lapis and carnelian of Sogdiana, silver and ebony from India, friezes from Ionia, ivory from Ethiopia and India’. As a young man he had married the daughter of one of the Seven, with whom he had three sons, but now he married all the wives and daughters of Cyrus, Cambyses and Strongbody, having children with each. Atossa, Cyrus’ daughter, now married her third Great King. In a marital history brimming with blood and betrayal, both her brother-kings had likely been murdered by her new husband Darius. It was enough either to crush a woman’s spirit or, in her case, to fortify it for she became the mother of three sons, including Xerxes, and a political force.*


Darius’ women and children resided in a protected household: women were invisible in the inscriptions of court life; indeed, since the court was frequently on the road, women travelled in special giant curtained carriages which in camp were placed together to create a familial compound. Yet royal women were potentates who ran their own estates. The family court, protected by trusted eunuchs – African and Colchian (Georgian) boys seized or bought in childhood and then castrated – was run by Darius’ mother Irdabama, who ruled when he was away.


Darius was restless: when he travelled, the courtiers and their wives and families – 15,000 people – went with him. The sacred fire was borne ahead of him, pulled by eight white horses, then came the magi, followed by the empty carriage of Ahura-Mazda, then the crack royal bodyguard the Immortals and the top courtiers, led by the Master of the Thousand, and the Royal Companions, followed in turn by the queen’s household. Wherever he stopped, a palatial round tent would be erected at the centre of a resplendent tented capital.


The empire was a family business, with Darius’ brother, Artafarna, King Stabber, ruling as satrap of Greek Ionia, and most commanders being relatives or descendants of the Seven. But inevitably at least one of the Seven would resent that sacred kingship of their old messmate. Vidafarnâ (Intraphrenes) was outraged when one day refused entry to the royal apartments and cut the ears off the guards. When the rest of the Seven all wisely disavowed him, Darius executed Vidafarnâ and his family. Recalling the death of Cyrus in battle, Darius considered the succession: his sons were raised as warrior princes, growing up in the harem, awoken at dawn by trumpets, tutored by Greek eunuchs and magi, hardened by iced baths, practising horsemanship with spear and bow to enable them to accompany their father on lion hunts and to war. Even the princesses were taught bow shooting, riding and history. Among his many sons, Xerxes (Khshayarsha – He Who Rules Over Heroes) was handsome, brave in war and in the hunt. Male beauty was evidence of Ahura-Mazda’s favour: slaves were trained as beauticians; Persian men wore make-up and eyeliner; false beards and hairpieces were so valuable that they were taxed; beards were curled and anointed with perfumed oil. Getting dressed in the morning was a special ritual.


Darius, like Cyrus, recognized no limits. Once he was secure, the Trader ordered the building of a canal between the Nile and the Red Sea, opening Mediterranean trade to Arabia and India. Then in 516 he invaded Afghanistan and India.


As Darius conquered provinces that his successors would rule for centuries – seven satrapies covered modern Afghanistan – the news of his invasion would have reached a prince living in the kingdom of Magada, one of the sixteen mahajanapadas, principalities of north-east India, dominated by high castes, Brahmin priests and kshatriya kings and nobles according to the Vedic rituals of what later became Hinduism.* But many of the cities were republics ruled by sanghas, popular assemblies. The prince’s teachings both challenged and dovetailed with these existing religions to found what would become the first world religion.


Siddartha Gautama, the son of a minor ruler, a kshatriya, elder of the Shakya clan, and his wife, a princess of neighbouring Koliya (Nepal), enjoyed the noble lifestyle, at sixteen marrying his first cousin Yasodhara, with whom he had a son Rahula. ‘I lived a spoilt, a very spoilt life.’ But already he contemplated life and death, and was uneasy with his own pleasure-loving existence, deciding to seek enlightenment by embracing asceticism. Following Rahula’s birth, he left his marital home to travel with two friends as a sramana – a seeker.


After studying meditation, he rejected extreme asceticism when he accepted food from a village girl named Sujata. Instead he embraced a Middle Way. Sitting to meditate beneath a pipal tree in a deer park at Sarnath, he awoke with knowledge that human life is frustrating and desperate, cursed with ambition and appetites, but this could be mitigated by the Four Noble Truths and understanding of the dharma, a path of duty that to him meant the cosmic truth that led, after a lifetime of contemplation and suffering following his programme of the Noble Eightfold Path, to nirvana, freedom from endless rebirth. ‘We are what we think,’ preached Gautama. ‘All that we are arises with our thoughts. With our thoughts, we make the world.’


Now he formed the first sangha, a coterie of monks who believed they were witnessing the wheel-turning revelations of an exceptional human: the imagery of a chariot wheel turning to change consciousness and power was already part of Indian culture, used in the early Indus cities. They called Gautama’s version the wheel of dharma – the dharmachakra – and hailed him as Buddha, Enlightened One, though he never called himself that, preferring the modest Tathagata, the One Who’s Here. His teachings channelled Vedic ethics and meditations, yet he also threatened the dominance of the Brahmins.


Settling in Kosala, now surrounded by many followers, Buddha was joined by his son Rahula, who became a monk. But Buddha experienced betrayal from within his own family: his cousin Devadatta tried to seize control and kill him. When that failed, Devadatta spun off his own sect.


As he aged, Buddha advised the sangha to ‘meet in harmony, don’t fall prey to worldly desires’ and to ‘preserve their personal mindfulness’, but he refused to appoint an heir: ‘I’ve taught the dharma, making no distinction of inner and outer … If there is anyone who thinks: “I’ll take charge of the Order” … the Tathagata [himself] does not think in such terms. Why should the Tathagata make arrangements for the Order? I’m now old, worn out.’


In Kushinagar, he achieved in bodily death the elevated state of pari­nirvana, after which his adepts cremated him and distributed his bones and relics among his followers, who started to build domed stupas in which to store and revere them. Buddha left no writings, but his son Rahula and the sangha preserved his teachings until a council started to organize his order. Buddha did not claim to be a god, merely a sage, and did not wish to create a structured religion, leaving a metaphysical worldview instead. His popularity revealed the human need for a higher mission, to mitigate the terrifying unpredictability of life and the inevitability of death but also to share values and rituals across oceans and peoples: its power was that it offered salvation to all.*


After his death his followers formalized his ideas and rituals, and Buddha himself was soon regarded as divine, his very fingernails revered. Yet it needed a wheel-turning political leader to transform the movement into a world religion. It took time – but the wheel was turning.


Darius never made it to Buddha’s north-eastern India but he conquered Gandhara and Kamboya in the west, recruiting Indian troops who later served in the Persian armies that attacked Greece. He was curious enough to appoint a Greek sea captain, Scylas of Caryanda, to sail from the Red Sea to explore the Indian coast. Then, after a Scythian raid, he ordered his Greek allies, expert seamen, to build a pontoon bridge of boats, lashed together, across the Bosphoros – and invaded Russia and Ukraine.


 


 





* Their books were collated into the Bible – exceptional because it records the unique survival of the Jewish people and faith in the face of political and physical destruction. But it became a book of universal significance because the founder of Christianity, Jesus, was a practising Jew who revered and fulfilled its prophecies. In turn, Muhammad, the founder of Islam, studied and revered both Old and New Testaments, which he often cited in his own sacred text, the Quran, making them also sacred for Islam. There is slim evidence that the biblical story of the Tower of Babel might have been influenced by the Babylon ziggurat, but there is no evidence that the Jews deported to Babylonia hated the ziggurat or called it anything other than ‘the temple of Marduk’. Babylon may have influenced the Book of Revelation, but the Whore is probably a much later metaphor for the Roman empire.


* According to the Greek historian Herodotos writing a century later, Astyages (Rishtivaiga) suffered a nightmare about Mandana in which she urinated a golden jet that flooded his empire. But when Mandana became pregnant, Astyages dreamed that a vine grew out of her vagina until it was entwined around the whole of Asia: the child would unite the Medes and Persians.


* The Persians and Medes ‘introduced trouser-wearing to the world’, writes Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones. In Egypt, Greece and Iraq, people mainly wore robes of light cloth. In 2008 the mummified body of a boy from 500 BC was discovered in an Iranian salt mine wearing a tunic and baggy ‘harem’ trousers. Herodotos was horrified by the vulgarity of trousers: ‘The Athenians were the first Greeks to endure the sight of Persian clothing.’ Yet the trousers caught on.


* Greeks had started to write captions on their drinking cups. Around 750 BC, one of the earliest examples, at the Greek settlement on Ischia in the Bay of Naples, a Greek named Nestor etched three lines on to his drinking cup that combined verse, storytelling, theology, sex and drinking: ‘Nestor’s hearty-drinking cup am I. He who drinks this cup will soon take fire with fair-crowned Aphrodite’s hot desire.’


* They saw the world as a system that could be studied by lovers of wisdom, philosophoi. Around 500 BC, the contrarian philosopher Heraklitos of Ephesus first used the word cosmos – order – to mean the universe. ‘All things come into being by conflict of opposites,’ he said, ‘and everything flows’ in a constant evolution: ‘No man ever steps in the same river twice.’ His view of the infallibility of gods and kings is always relevant: ‘Eternity is a child moving counters in a game; the power of kings is like a child’s game.’ Finally he was the first to define war as one of the engines of human development: ‘War is the father of all and king of all; and some he shows as gods, others as men, some he makes slaves, others free.’


* Between 750 and 650, a group of writers, later personalized as ‘Homer’, wrote two epic poems, The Iliad and The Odyssey, channelling ancient Mycenaean tales. Homer called the Greeks ‘Argives’ or ‘Achaeans’, but a common ancestor named Hellen was invented in a poem Catalogue of Women to give them a name for themselves: Hellenes. It was the Romans who much later called them Graeci, after the first Greek-speaking tribe they encountered.


* This was common to all societies in ancient Greece: there was no concept of sexual identity. The relationship between an older man – the erastes – and a youth, generally fifteen to nineteen – the eromenos – was a normal stage in male life; most men married and had children as well as intimate friendships with other men. But the virile man took the position of sexual superiority.


* At the apogee of Athens, a third of its people were enslaved.


* There was another type of Greek state. In the wild, mountainous north, closer to the peoples of the Balkans and the Eurasian steppe, Greek kingdoms Macedonia and Epiros were ethne, semi-tribal states that had evolved into military monarchies.


* The Egibi family were the first known business dynasty in history: they dealt in property, land, slaves, trading and lending, surviving adeptly through dynasties and conquests. An archive of 1,700 clay tablets reveals their dealings over five generations from about 600 to 480 BC, referencing promissory notes and divisions of land. They married their sons to the daughters of other rich families. Dowries included land, silver, slaves and entire businesses. Starting as land managers under Nebuchadnezzar II and rising to become judges under Nabonidus, they now switched to serving Cyrus and would prosper even more under his successor (but one) Darius. They progressed from lending to rulers to becoming officials for the Great Kings.


* The cylinder is surely the most successful PR document of ancient times and its reputation as the ‘first declaration of human rights’ is absurd: Cyrus and his times had no concept of human rights.


* The Jewish writers of the Bible based their idea of the Garden of Eden on the Persian pairidaeza.


* The Scythians were skilled horsemen but also exquisite craftsmen. Like their fellow Aryans, the Persians, they revered fire as the senior of their seven gods, whose relations with men were mediated by transgender shamans. ‘Their favoured intoxicants,’ wrote Herodotos, ‘were hashish with fermented mare’s milk.’ Scythians cherished silver and gold artefacts, beautifully worked, but they were a civilization that ritualized aggression. They crucified and beheaded their enemies, scalped them (scalping developed simultaneously in the Old and New Worlds), flayed them and used their skins to cover their quivers, their blood as a drink and their heads, sliced below the eyebrows, as drinking cups. Every hundredth prisoner of war was sacrificed. As for their own dead, Scythians removed their brains and guts, which they ate, and interred them in burial chambers, filled with gold artefacts, sacrificed slaves and relatives and horses, all covered by mounds.


* Herodotos is our only source for this Scythian story, wherein Cyrus’s death reflects the Greek view of Persian kings as voracious, effeminate tyrants.


* The Persians buried the giblets in a golden sarcophagus in Cyrus’ simple Lydian-style temple that still stands near his paradise of Pasargadae.


* According to Herodotos and other Greek sources, he was alleged to be ‘half mad’, and it was said that he slaughtered the sacred Egyptian bull Apis, used humans for target practice, killed his wife, buried twelve noblemen upside down and taught justice to a corrupt judge by skinning him, tanning him and using the leather to make a chair which he then offered to his victim’s son and successor as judge: ‘Remember,’ he said, ‘on what you sit.’


* Herodotos and the court doctor-historian Ctesias both tell this story, implying that Darius somehow cheated his way to the throne – very Persian behaviour in Greek eyes. The story of Darius’ equine vaginal gambit reflected the importance of horses in Persian–Median culture. A horse was regularly sacrificed in honour of Cyrus. The story was based on the Persian practice, hippomancy, divination using the behaviour of horses.


* When she was older, Atossa found a tumour in her breast. Most of Darius’ doctors were Egyptians, but Darius had captured a Greek doctor, Democedes, who had set the king’s broken ankle. Democedes lived splendidly as royal doctor but longed to return home. Now he operated successfully on Atossa’s tumour, the first recorded mastectomy. Allowed to join a Persian embassy to Greece, he escaped and returned home.


* Hinduism itself is composed of different beliefs, practices and scriptures. Many of its traditions emerged out of the divinely revealed Vedas (the ‘knowledge’, composed c. 1500–500 BC) and its later sacred Vedic texts including the Puranas (‘old’ or ‘ancient’, composed from around AD 300). The Vedas include liturgical hymns and guidance for Brahmins (priests). Only Brahmins had the authority to use the Vedas in rituals.


* At the same time, in China, divided into warring kingdoms, a philosopher created his own moral order, founded on an ethical vision of China as a realm of families, a hierarchy starting with the ruler and extending down to the father’s rule over his family. Kong Qiu, later known as Master Kong (latinized by seventeenth-century Jesuits into Confucius), was a pragmatist and an enthusiast, not merely a bloodless ascetic – ‘Why didn’t you say how passionate I am?’ he used to ask his followers – and he liked to ride and hunt. But, faced with interminable wars and power plays, he advocated an ethical path, ‘the Way’: ‘When the Way prevails under Heaven’, there would be order; without it there would be chaos. Yet he also preached kindness: ‘Is there one word to guide a person throughout life?’ asked a follower. ‘How about “reciprocity”?’ suggested Confucius. ‘Never impose on others what you would not choose for yourself.’ It was a fourth-generation disciple, Mengzi (Mencius), who developed and structured his ideas. Confucius’ Analects, written before 200 BC, proposed orderly realms, ruled by kings guided by virtue and advised by scholars like himself; prayer would win divine harmony in the cosmos which would in turn deliver moral harmony on earth.





The Alexandrians and the Haxamanishiya: Eurasian Duel



QUEEN AMESTRIS AND THE MUTILATION OF ARTAYNTE


Darius disappeared into the vastness of Russia and Ukraine, chasing the Scythians. Like later invaders, he was bewildered by the scale of the steppes, tormented by the freezing winter and frustrated by elusive enemies who avoided pitched battle and withdrew, drawing him deeper into hostile territory. Whatever disasters befell him here, he survived and in 511 BC made it back to Persia, lucky not to have become a drinking goblet. He left 80,000 troops under Bagavazda¯, his cousin, who swerved southwards towards Macedonia; its king, Amyntas, submitted. But the Persian envoys abused Macedonian women: the king’s son Alexander killed the offenders and the feud was healed only when Amyntas married his daughter to Bagavazda¯’s son.


This was the beginning of the duel between the two families that would define the next three centuries. Amyntas’ Argeads, who claimed descent from Macedon, a nephew of Hellen, founder of Greece, and from Hercules, had ruled their realm since about 650. The Macedonians, rough, bearded mountaineers living in a state of perpetual feud in forested highlands under a semi-barbaric monarchy, were not regarded by Athenians and Spartans as fully Greek. Later when Amyntas’ son Alexander tried to compete in the Olympic Games, reserved for true Greeks, his qualifications were challenged; he was forced to cite his mythical genealogy – and then went on to win the race.


Darius had conquered the richer Greeks of Ionia; only Sparta and a sprinkling of city states, led by Athens, remained independent. The Ionian Greeks, who provided much of the Persian fleet but smarted under Darius’ taxes, now rebelled and burned Sardis. They were suppressed, but the western Greeks had helped them.


In 491, Darius, now in his sixties, dispatched his son-in-law Mrduniya (Mardonius), son of the greatest of the Seven,* to conquer Greece. Mrduniya crossed the Hellespont in command of 600 ships and an army, co-opting King Alexander I of Macedon. The Persians were surprised when Athens and Sparta, feeling perhaps for the first time the bond of Greekness, combined to resist. When Mrduniya was wounded in Thrace, Darius promoted his other nephew Artafarna. Landing on the Marathon Plain, the Persians faced only the hoplites of Athens – the Spartans were late – but the Greeks routed them. After Marathon, the Athenians instituted a novelty to control the dominance of their paladins: voters could secretly write a politician’s name on a pottery shard (ostrakon) to sentence him to exile – ostracism – for ten years, providing at least 6,000 votes were cast.


Marathon was a minor setback for Darius who at sixty-four decided to lead a second invasion – while promoting Xerxes, who boasted, ‘Darius my father made me the greatest after himself.’ In October 486, Xerxes smoothly succeeded his father, then, advised by Alexander of Macedon among others, crossed the Hellespont on a bridge of ships to invade Greece with 800 ships and 150,000 troops, including Indians, Ethiopians and many Greeks. The Athenians abandoned Athens and led by the Spartan king Leotychidas retreated southwards to defend the Corinthian Isthmus – but they left a rearguard under the other Spartan king, Leonidas, whose allies persuaded him to delay the Persians at the narrow pass of Thermopylae with 300 Spartans – and several thousand Phocians and helots (forgotten in most accounts). Xerxes watched as his Immortals were slaughtered in the narrow defile, until a Greek traitor revealed a path round the Greek rear. The Persians surprised Leonidas at dawn. ‘Eat a good breakfast,’ said jaunty Leonidas, ‘for tonight we eat in the underworld’ – and then they fought to the death.* Xerxes advanced towards deserted Athens, its people evacuated to Salamis island by their fleet. Xerxes’ fleet closed in on the Greek ships moored between Salamis and the mainland. His Greek vassal, Queen Artemisia of Halicarnassus, a woman who commanded her own fleet, warned against fighting Athenian sailors in a confined space and advised a blockade. But convinced that the enemy navy would disperse and that anyway victory was inevitable, Xerxes ordered an assault, his fleet soon lured into the narrows. Seated on a silver throne, he watched admiringly as the Ionian Greeks smashed the Spartan ships with swashbuckling Artemisia in the thick of the fighting – ‘My women are men, my men are women,’ he exclaimed – but the Athenians, commanded by Xanthippos, one of the Alcmaeonids, then broke out, destroying 200 ships. Xerxes had to watch one of his brothers killed and cast into the sea. Furiously he executed his Phoenician admirals. But Salamis was not decisive. His army was undefeated, 600 ships battle ready. ‘Return to Sardis,’ Mrduniya advised Xerxes, ‘and take the greater part of the army. Leave me to complete the enslavement of the Greeks.’ After burning Athens, Mrduniya advanced on the allied forces, which he harassed with cavalry.


As the Greeks retreated, covered by the Spartans, Mrduniya, astride his white horse, charged at the head of a thousand Immortals. The training of the Spartans and the advantage given by their armour broke the lightly armed Persians. A Spartan killed Mrduniya with a slung stone, and the Persians fled. Their undefeated second army tried to retire through Thrace to Asia, but Alexander of Macedon switched sides and massacred many of their troops. The conquest was over* – but Xerxes had burned Athens, and Persia overshadowed Greece for another 150 years.


While the Greek navy defeated the Persians, commanded by Xerxes’ brother Masišta, at Mycale off Ionia, Xerxes’ love life was destroying his court. First he had fallen in love with Masišta’s wife. In order to spend more time with her, he married his son, Crown Prince Darius, to the daughter of Masišta, Artaynte, but, dropping the mother, he fell wildly in love with the teenager. The queen then uncovered a planned coup by Masišta and his family. At the Nowruz (new year’s) feast, when the king asked her to choose a gift she demanded the Masišta family. Xerxes, his follies exposed, withdrew. The queen ordered a traitor’s death for Masišta’s wife, whose nose, ears, tongue and breasts were cut off and thrown to dogs.


Unsurprisingly Xerxes had lost his mystique: in 465, courtiers murdered him in his bedroom. In the ensuing conspiracy, Darius was outplayed by his brother Artaxerxes (Artaxšaça) who, as Great King, turned again to Greek matters, offering to fund any Greek power that would challenge the empire of Athens, now led to its zenith by the most gifted of all of the Alcmaeon family.


PERICLES, ASPASIA AND THE PLAGUE OF ATHENS


In 431 BC, Pericles, the ‘foremost man in the Athenian democracy’, stood up in the Assembly to recommend war against the city’s rival Sparta. Born in 495, Pericles grew up during the Persian War – his father had defeated the Persians at Mycale. His mother Agariste was an Alcmaeon, niece of the creator of democracy, Cleisthenes, so Pericles was brought up as a prince of democracy in a family mansion, studying philosophy, literature and music, the height of Athenian culture and haughtiness. His wide forehead earning him the nickname Squillhead; he cultivated an air of self-control and reliability in the Assembly. In the early 460s, in his mid-thirties, Pericles backed full democracy. Success in Athenian politics required oratory but also military talent since the most prestigious offices were now the ten strategoi. Pericles excelled at both, annually re-elected to wear the helmet of a strategos, which he did for thirty years.


As a young man, Pericles married a relative with whom he had two children, but they also raised an orphaned Alcmaeonid, Alcibiades, who grew up to be a handsome and gifted youth and who would one day dominate Athens. At home Pericles held a salon,* attended by the young philosopher Socrates. But in the 440s, when he was in his political prime, he fell in love with a hetaira, a courtesan, one of the cultivated entertainers who performed at symposia, and regarded as very different from the city’s many pornai, street prostitutes. Aspasia of Miletos, the Greek city in Ionia, was a beautiful intellectual, her conversation so fine that wives of Socrates’ friends came to listen to her talk. The Athenians had long outlawed polygamy so when Aspasia moved in, Pericles divorced his wife, allowing him to remarry. But their two sons were infuriated and Pericles was criticized for his love of Aspasia, with whom he went on to have another son.


Pericles praised Athenian democracy, but it went hand in hand with a new sort of empire. Since Salamis, Sparta in the Peloponnese and Athens on the Aegean had been increasingly vicious rivals for hegemony over Greece, each building a league of allied cities. Pericles expanded the huge fleet that had defeated the Great King, creating the Delian League of tribute-paying cities, using the revenues to embellish the Acropolis with the Temple of Athena known as the Parthenon and to extend the city walls to enclose the Piraeus harbour: Athens was almost impregnable as long as grain arrived via the Black Sea, from Scythia (Ukraine was already the bread-basket of the eastern Mediterranean). By the 450s, Athens had developed such confidence – other Greeks would call it overweening arrogance – that it believed its democracy, empire and culture made it the natural leader of the civilized world. Yet it also led to the rise of slavery. Athenians disdained farm work and toil in the navy. Since the enslaved worked the farms, silver mines, triremes and households, they needed to be replenished in war: some were from Scythia but others must have been Greek.* Athens’s thalassocracy placed the metropolis, the mother city, on a collision course with the land power Sparta. Love of its power – and fear of losing it – led Athens to bully smaller cities that defied it. The more powerful it became, the more Sparta feared and loathed it.


In 451 the Athenians again defeated the Persians in Cyprus. Finally King Artaxerxes agreed a truce with the Greeks – but the removal of the ancestral enemy undermined Hellenic solidarity and led to war with Sparta.


After Sparta had invaded Attica, Pericles bribed the Spartans to withdraw and negotiated a treaty. But the rivalry was exacerbated by clashes between smaller allies of the chief players. In 431, the Spartans dispatched an ultimatum: expel Pericles and the Alcmaeonids and halt Athens’s heavy-handed measures to enforce economic control – or fight! Pericles advocated war since it was inevitable and Athens was stronger and could win. The Spartans returned to Attica, but Pericles brought Attican farmers inside the city walls. ‘Remain quiet,’ he advised, ‘take care of the fleet, refrain from putting the city in danger,’ while he led raids against the Peloponnese. After the first year, he honoured Athenian dead in resounding if hubristic style. But within a year the very span of Athenian naval power rebounded on the city: an illness, a symptom of Afro-Eurasian trade networks though we do not know its origins, reached the metropolis through sailors. Life expectancy was already low: the mean age at death for men was forty-four, for women thirty-six; now this disease, probably a haemorrhagic fever, its symptoms ranging from fever and dysentery to vomiting and a bleeding throat, was exceedingly infectious and those who cared for the sick were the most likely to die. Some people, including an aristocrat and general, the thirty-year-old Thucydides, recovered and sensing that they were now immune (though immunity was not understood) they looked after the sick: later Thucydides wrote the history of all he had seen. A third of the city, 100,000 Athenians, died. Soon there were so many bodies that pyres were lit, on which random people would just throw loved ones. Pericles organized mass graves: one has been found containing 240 bodies with ten children.


The plague undermined confidence. ‘The catastrophe,’ wrote Thucydides, ‘was so overwhelming that men, not knowing what would happen to them next, became indifferent to every rule of religion or law,’ and it stretched the limits of early government, impairing the ability to feed the city and undermining its religious system that was designed to keep natural disasters at bay. The Spartans withdrew, a move which saved them: the plague did not hit the Laconian homeland. The disease respected no elites. Pericles was blamed, deposed as general and fined. Aspasia was denounced, and Pericles wept in public. But he was not out for long. Within months, the people recalled him, but his two legitimate sons died of the plague and he asked the Assembly to grant citizenship to his illegitimate son by Aspasia.


Then came the ultimate blow.


ALCIBIADES AND SOCRATES


Pericles himself contracted the plague.


Already dying, in a last speech he declared that the role of the statesman is ‘to know what must be done and be able to explain it; to love one’s country and be incorruptible’. He died disappointed but claiming, ‘I have never caused an Athenian to put on mourning clothes.’ The plague eased, but a second wave hit in 426 BC, three years after Pericles’ death. Athens took the war to the Peloponnese, fostering a helot revolt, while Sparta captured the silver mines that funded Athens. In 421, both sides agreed to a truce, by which time another extraordinary leader had emerged from the Alcmaeonids.


The boy brought up in Pericles’ house, Alcibiades, now thirty years old, had grown up so uncannily beautiful that ‘he was hunted by many women of noble family’ and ‘sought after by men too’. He was a fearless soldier: in an early war against Corinth, he was almost killed but was saved by Socrates, his sometime lover. Tutored by Socrates, Alcibiades was a superb speaker – even his lisp was charming – and he was a born showman, rich enough to lay on choruses for the people. He was also a prince of democracy. Socrates taught him that ‘Ethical virtue is the only thing that matters.’ But Alcibiades turned out to be a very bad pupil.


Growing up spoiled by birth and nature, Alcibiades, now elected strategos by a fascinated people, was sybaritic, wilful and narcissistic. He used his vanity as an argument for his own ambition. ‘It is perfectly fair,’ he explained to the people, ‘for a man who has a high opinion of himself not to be put on the same level as everyone else.’ If there was envy ‘for the magnificence in which I live my life’, that lifestyle was just a way to project Athenian glory. To announce his emergence into public life, ‘I entered seven chariots for the [Olympic] chariot race (more than any private individual before).’


In 416, strategos Alcibiades advocated a return to an even more ruthless war against Sparta: ‘If we don’t rule others, others will rule us.’ An appeal for help from a city in Sicily inspired him to demand the dispatch of an expedition. ‘This is the way we won our empire,’ he said. ‘We’ve reached a stage where we are forced to plan new conquests to hold on to what we have got’ – how every empire justifies its expansion. ‘We shall increase our power!’ The Athenians agreed.


Just before he left for Sicily, Athenians awoke to find the phalloi of the city’s Hermes statues smashed – sacrilege that was blamed on Alcibiades. He was recalled to stand trial. Realizing that he would be found guilty, he defected to Sparta. Without his talents, the Sicilian expedition was a catastrophe and Alcibiades swore vengeance on Athens. ‘I’ll let them know I am alive,’ he muttered. Democracy was ‘an obvious absurdity’. He conceived a devastating strategy for the Spartans: they built a fortress near Athens that made it impossible for Attican farmers to feed the city; all food had to be imported. But while in Sparta, Alcibiades seduced the wife of King Agis and, when exposed, he promised to negotiate a treaty with Persia to fund the war against Athens. Persia held the key.


Leading a Spartan fleet to Ionia, Alcibiades appealed to the Persian king Darius II, who had come to the throne after a spasm of familial homicide, aided by Parysatis, his sister-wife. When the Spartans ordered his killing, Alcibiades defected to Darius and advised him to wait out the war. His plan was to engineer his return to Athens , where a noble coup had temporarily overthrown democracy.


The Athenian navy, headquartered in Samos, more loyal to democracy, took power in Athens which then elected Alcibiades as commander. In 410, at Cyzicus, he won a total victory over the Spartans. After a streak of victories including the capture of Byzantion on the Bosphoros, vital for the supply of grain, Alcibiades returned in glory to Athens. He was pardoned, and elected strategos autokrator.


In 408, Darius II, faced with a victorious Athens, backed Sparta, funding its new fleet in return for a free hand in Asia Minor.


The Spartans routed the Athenian fleet when Alcibiades was visiting a nearby island. The Athenians blamed the insouciant playboy, who then fled to his castles on the Hellespont. The restored democracy was now desperate. The Spartans, having secured Persian cash and Macedonian timber, denying both to Athens, could now build a new fleet. When they sank Athens’s last fleet and cut off its grain, the metropolis was forced to surrender.


There was one loose end: Alcibiades was living in a Hellespontine castle with his mistress. The Spartans sent a hit squad, and he died fighting – the last of the Alcmaeonids.


THE POISON CONTEST OF PERSIA AND THE LITERARY HALITOSIS PLOT OF MACEDONIA


Spartan ascendancy was short. Athens restored its democracy, launching investigations into the military and moral disasters of the war. In this vicious showdown, the Athenians arrested Socrates, once tutor of Alcibiades. Socrates believed all humans must aspire to arete – virtuous excellence – while the alternative, ‘the unexamined life’, is ‘not worth living’. But those who insist on telling the truth to everyone are often unbearable. Perhaps Athenian potentates did not want their follies to be overexamined by this loquacious curmudgeon, and Socrates was tried and sentenced to death.* The city swiftly recovered. Meanwhile Sparta dared to intervene in the politics of Persia, now dominated by one of the sharpest potentates produced by House Haxamanishiya.


Queen Parysatis guided the dynasty for decades. In 423, she had helped her husband-brother Darius II win the throne, overcoming a challenge from another brother whom she had killed using a special Persian method: suffocation in cold ashes that were heaped inside a specially built tower into which the victim was placed. She and Darius had successfully increased Persian power over Greece, but she had a weakness: mother of thirteen children, she passionately loved her son Cyrus, whom she had appointed as satrap of the west: there he fell in love with an enslaved golden-haired Greek girl, Aspasia, whose chastity and beauty dazzled him. While Parysatis favoured Cyrus, Darius groomed another son, Artaxerxes, for the throne – and he too fell in love. But his choice was dangerous for Parysatis: Stateira was the daughter of a powerful clan. When her father and brothers crossed the king and Parysatis, they ordered the entire clan buried alive. But Artaxerxes successfully begged for his wife Stateira to be allowed to live. Naturally she remembered the killing of her family. For twenty years, the two women watched one another.


In 404, when Darius died, the gentle Artaxerxes, married to Stateira, succeeded, while the queen mother groomed her favourite son Cyrus, then aged twenty-two, who sounds like a charismatic sociopath, to seize the throne. Two years later, Cyrus hired 12,000 Greek mercenaries under an Athenian aristocratic adventurer, Xenophon, and marched on Persia, but when the brothers met in battle the young challenger was unhorsed and then beheaded.* Parysatis watched the killers present her darling’s head and hand to Artaxerxes.


Parysatis never got over Cyrus’ death, and awaited her vengeance: she won Cyrus’ killers in games of dice. One was skinned; another forced to drink molten lead; and the third was killed by scaphism, in which the victim was enclosed between two boats while force-fed honey and milk until maggots, rats and flies infested their living faecal cocoon, eating them alive.


Artaxerxes inherited his brother’s breathtakingly beautiful Greek lover, Aspasia, who was brought to him gagged and tied. He had her freed and rewarded: he waited many years for her to finish grieving for Cyrus.


His mother Parysatis vied with his wife Stateira, who as the mother of three sons was growing in prestige. Stateira cultivated popularity by appearing in a carriage with the curtains open, delighting the public, and made clear that she despised the many cruelties of the old queen. While Artaxerxes fathered 115 children by his concubines, he really loved a beautiful eunuch. When the youth died of natural causes, he asked Aspasia to wear his robes; his grief touched her. ‘I come, O King,’ she said, ‘to comfort your grief.’ They become lovers, finally.


The queen mother and the queen respectfully circled one another, watched by the king: both were extremely vigilant of poison. All auto­cracies – from the courts of ancient Persia to those of twenty-first-century dictators – run on personal power and access that make competition among the first circle both intimate and vicious. Poison is the ideal weapon at such close quarters, measured and ambiguous – killing the family way. The Persian court was especially watchful, the cupbearer and food taster key positions at court, while the punishment for poisoning was grinding a culprit’s face and head between two stones until they were reduced to jelly. For special occasions, the king kept a rare Indian poison – and its antidote.


Stateira’s rising power may have been the catalyst for Parysatis, who doubtless regarded herself as guarding the king and dynasty from a deep threat: the two queens often dined together with extreme caution.


Now, in her Susa palace, Parysatis served Stateira a roast fowl, and had her female slave smear the Indian poison on one side of the carving knife so that when she carved the roasted bird, she was able safely to eat her own half. Stateira, reassured, then ate hers and died in agony, able to recount what had happened to the outraged king, whose antidote presumably failed to work. After torturing the servants and grinding the slave to jelly, Artaxerxes exiled his nonagenarian mother.


Artaxerxes turned his attention to Greece, playing off Sparta and Athens until in 387 he imposed the King’s Peace which recognized Greek autonomy but established him as the ultimate arbiter of the Hellenic world. Artaxerxes had succeeded where Xerxes and Darius had failed, ruling with an iron will from Egypt and India to the Greek world – where no power was so influenced by Persia as Macedonia.


The Argeads of Macedonia had thrived in the interplay of Persia, Athens and Sparta: King Archelaos leveraged their appetite for shipbuilding timber to build his mountainous, goat-infested fiefdom into a regional force for the first time, aided by his gold and silver mines. But in 399 when Archelaos was out hunting, three courtiers stabbed him to death.


This was the sort of brutishness that civilized Greeks expected of the wild Macedonians. Their dialect was almost incomprehensible. They worked their own fields instead of using slaves like most Greeks; the polygamy of their kings was uncouth and often led to queens and princes killing each other for the crown; their drinking unmixed wine led to oafish royal drunkenness and brawls. Macedonia was usually divided between settled towns in the south, ungovernable northern tribes and predatory outsiders from Persia to Athens whose patronage had allowed Archelaos to transform the kingdom, moving the capital from Agae, which remained the location for royal weddings and burials, to a colonnaded new capital at Pella, where the uncouth goat-chaser played the Greek king.


Archelaos proudly invited a literary celebrity, Euripides, to stay and was infuriated when one of his lovers mocked the poet’s halitosis. Archelaos had him thrashed. The boy plotted against the king along with two other embittered lovers. The literary halitosis plot led to Archelaos’ assassination. In 393 his nephew Amyntas III restored order. Amyntas had three sons: all three would be kings. The youngest would be the greatest Greek of his time.


ONE-EYED PHILIP AND QUEEN OLYMPIAS


Like all Greeks, the three princes were raised on Homer, but in Macedonia they also fought, hunted and spent days recovering from hard-drinking symposia. Most unusually for a Macedonian king, Amyntas died old and in his bed, leaving the throne to the eldest boy, Alexander II, who was defeated by the city of Thebes, then the leading Greek power, which forced him to surrender fifty hostages.


The king sent his youngest brother, the thirteen-year-old Philip. Spending three years in Thebes, Philip was taught a lifestyle of vegetarianism, celibacy and pacifism (all of which he later ignored), but he stayed in the house of the Theban general who was his mentor, probably also his lover, and studied the tactics of the Sacred Band, the elite corps of 300 (supposedly 150 male couples) whose victories had won Thebes its supremacy.


At home, both his elder brothers died violently, leaving a baby as King Amyntas IV. But in 359 BC the Macedonians, facing an invasion from their aggressive neighbours, the Illyrians, acclaimed Philip II, who immediately killed as many of his surviving brothers as he could get his hands on, then divided and played his enemies – by bribery, trickery and marriage (his own, to an Illyrian princess). Influenced by Persian guests, he imitated the Great Kings by creating an inner court of Royal Companions. Then he relentlessly drilled a new army, coordinating cavalry led by his Companions with a remodelled infantry, armed with xiphos stabbing swords and fourteen-foot sarissa pikes that allowed them to form wedges invulnerable to cavalry.


In 358, Philip first defeated the Illyrians and northern Macedonians, doubling the size of his kingdom and recruiting his best general Parmenion, then making marriage alliances with Thessaly and Epiros, marrying first Princess Philinna who soon gave birth to a son Arrhidaios, then his fourth wife, Princess Polyxena, a daughter of the king of Molassia, part of Epiros. In 356, Polyxena gave birth to a boy named Alexander and later to a daughter, Cleopatra. When Philip learned his team had won the Olympics, Polyxena changed her name to Olympias to celebrate. But they were never close, and soon Olympias found she positively disliked him. Vigilant and feral in her political instincts, Olympias, an adept of Dionysian mystery cults, nurtured a menagerie of sacred snakes that slept in her bed with her and frightened her menfolk – and that surely included Philip, who was afraid of virtually nothing else. Besides, he was very rarely at home.


In twenty years of harsh campaigning and silken diplomacy, Philip defeated all his threatening neighbours, then intervened in Greece proper to defend the neutrality of sacred Delphi and crush the resurgent democracy, Athens, where the orator Demosthenes rallied the resistance to the Macedonian ‘despot’, mocking Macedonia as ‘a place not even able to provide a slave worth buying’. Philip led from the front, and that was a dangerous game. An arrow hit him in the right eye, a wound he survived thanks to his doctor; on another occasion, he was stabbed in the leg. Philip’s skull and body have been found in his tomb at Agae and reconstructed, giving us a sense of this fearsomely compact and pugilistic warlord, scarred, limping, one-eyed – yet ever vigilant.


His firstborn, Arrhidaios, epileptic or autistic, was incapable of ruling. The younger one, Alexander, aged thirteen in 343 BC, was avidly reading Homer and Euripedes, and training for war – but he was also learning about Persia. Philip gave asylum to a Persian rebel satrap, Artabazus, who brought his daughter Barsine: she befriended Alexander, who regularly cross-examined Persian visitors. The two would meet again.


Alexander barely knew his father but was close to his mother Olympias, one of the few not afraid to confront Philip – and protect her son. In 342, Philip hired the thirty-seven-year-old Athenian philosopher Aristotle to tutor Alexander. When Philip faced war with Athens, he appointed Alexander as regent. Alexander always kept under his pillow Aristotle’s copy of The Iliad and a dagger, two objects that symbolized his two contradictory facets: the cultured Greek and the ferocious Macedonian.


In his father’s absence, Alexander showed his mettle by defeating rebel tribes. As Athens gathered a coalition of Greek states to stop Philip, they sent envoys to Artaxerxes III of Persia.


ROULETTE: DARIUS III AND ALEXANDER III


It was the perfect moment to approach the Great King. The impressive Artaxerxes III was keen to intervene in Greece. He had crushed Sidon, Egypt and Ionia, aided by two exceptional henchmen, a Greek freebooter Mentor and a Persian eunuch Bogoas, in whom the absence of testicles was no bar to military brutality. When Artaxerxes returned to his capital after fifteen years of war, he promoted Bogoas to Commander of the Thousand, chief minister. But, alarmed by the rise of Philip, he funded Athens and sent a unit to harass the Macedonians in Thrace, a decision that would have world-changing consequences.


Philip summoned his son Alexander, by now aged eighteen, for the battle of Greece. In the summer of 338 BC on the field of Chaeronea. Philip fielded 30,000 infantry and 2,000 cavalry, giving Alexander command of the Companion cavalry on the left flank, against the coalition led by Athens that fielded double the number of cavalry. But nothing could equal Philip’s generalship nor his army’s experience: on his own right flank, he deliberately fell back while on the left Alexander led a charge that annihilated the Sacred Band of Thebes to the last man. When Philip saw the dead Sacred Band, remembering his youth in Thebes he wept and erected the Lion of the Chaeronea, a statue under which were later found the bones of 254 men (the Macedonians cremated their dead; Greeks were buried). Now the ruler of Greece – entitled hegemon of the Council of the Greeks – received important news from Persia: a wave of mutual poisonings had decimated the royal family.


Artaxerxes, aged sixty, had planned to dismiss the eunuch Bogoas, who instead poisoned the king and then one by one eliminated his sons, finally summoning a heroic general and royal relative, Artashaiyata, who had made his name by winning a series of single combats. Bogoas crowned him Darius III. Inevitably the new king longed to rid himself of the eunuch.


A deadly game of poison roulette ensued as each of them tried to kill the other. Bogoas poured the king a glass of poisoned wine and the king, for once better informed, insisted the eunuch drink his own cup. The poisoner died by poison. Regardless of the habitual spasms of murderous intrigue at the top, the empire, restored by Artaxerxes III and now led by a confident, capable soldier-king Darius III, was the unchallenged superpower – and likely to remain so for centuries to come.


At the age of forty-eight, the grizzled one-eyed Philip, hegemon of Greece, fell in love with a teenage girl, never a good look. In 337 BC, Philip announced a Hellenic expedition against Persia, officially to avenge Xerxes’ burning of Athens but really to replenish his coffers with Ionian treasure and chasten Persia for backing Macedonian enemies in Thrace – ‘You,’ Alexander later wrote to the Great King, ‘sent troops into Thrace which we control.’ As he mustered his vanguard, Philip announced that he was marrying again. After six diplomatic marriages to foreigners, including Olympias of Epiros, who had brought him possession of Molassia, he announced he was marrying the teenaged Macedonian, Cleopatra, niece of a nobleman, Attalos. His infatuation destabilized his crowded polygamous household: Olympias was infuriated. Already surrounded by a coterie of young supporters led by a kinsman Ptolemy, who may have been an illegitimate son of the king, Alexander was alarmed.


At the marriage feast, the Macedonians drank hard and fought fast. The king’s new uncle-in-law Attalos mocked Alexander, who was only half-Macedonian: ‘Now surely there’ll be born for us true-bred kings – not bastards!’ Alexander threw his goblet at Attalos, who threw his back. Philip ordered Alexander to apologize. His son refused and the soused father drew a sword and lurched towards him, but tripped, fell over, then passed out.


‘The man ready to cross from Europe to Asia,’ sneered Alexander, ‘can’t make it from one table to another.’ After dinner, Olympias and Alexander escaped into the night. Philip summoned Alexander back, but when a Persian satrap offered his daughter to the prince, the king refused and exiled Alexander’s henchman Ptolemy. Soon afterwards the Macedonian vanguard left for Asia.


In July 336, at Aegae, the family was again together for the wedding of Alexander’s sister Cleopatra to his mother’s brother, Alexander of Epiros (the clan had a lot of Cleopatras and Alexanders). Philip was exuberant: his new wife had just given birth to a daughter. The day after the wedding, he presided over games, then entered a theatre to watch a show accompanied by the two Alexanders, acknowledging the cheers of the crowd. Suddenly one of his Bodyguards Pausanias lunged and stabbed him in the heart. Attended by Alexander, he died as Pausanias was chased by the guards. Pausanias’ motives are mysterious. He had been Philip’s lover, but when the king moved on to another youth Pausanias had mocked the new boy as a ‘hermaphrodite’. The new lover had complained to his friend Attalus, who trapped Pausanias, raped him and then handed him over to his slaves, who gang-raped him. Argead court life was not for the fainthearted. Olympias was more than capable of suborning an assassin. Philip had already decided that Alexander would remain at home as regent, missing out on the Asian adventure – for Alexander the last straw. The Bodyguards caught and crucified Pausanias before he could speak.


Alexander was led out of the theatre by his father’s general Antipater and proclaimed king, whereupon he ordered the murder of rival princes – and of Attalos. Then Olympias murdered Philip’s baby daughter, and her teenaged mother Cleopatra committed suicide. Philip was cremated on a pyre, his bones then washed in wine and placed in the gold larnax box in the family’s Aegae tomb. Hearing of this in Susa or Pasargadae, Darius III must have reflected that Philip had ruled Greece for scarcely five years before Macedonia dissolved in blood-spattered chaos.


Alexander III, short, compact and fair, maybe redheaded like his father, was a man of action, destroying a Theban rebellion by razing the city, slaughtering 6,000 Thebans and enslaving 30,000. He was idealized thanks to his extraordinary career, but he was both exceptional and typical of a Macedonian king. He was a born killer, living in a state of ferocious, energetic vigilance, hand on sword: killing was at once a necessity, an inclination and a profession, essential for survival and success. He ruled amid an informal macho entourage of interrelated nobles, aware that their connecting threads were woven around him. These men had called Alexander’s father ‘Philip son of Amyntas’ and regarded ‘Alexander son of Philip’ as first among equals – a view that later become dangerous. Alexander’s friends served as the Bodyguards, led by his soulmate and lover Hephaistion, a capable royal page who had studied under Aristotle with him and his trusted henchman Ptolemy.


As a Greek, Alexander existed in a world illuminated by Aristotle’s philosophy but also bestridden by gods, spirits and humans descended from divinity. He believed like all his contemporaries that gods, often close at hand in their human guise, decided everything. As a king he presided over the sacrifices and regularly asked his diviners to read the livers of the slaughtered animals. He saw himself too in terms of the Homeric and mythical heroes. As a boy one of his slaves nicknamed him Achilles – and he believed it.


In spring 334, accompanied by 48,000 infantry and 6,100 cavalry, he crossed to Asia on an adventure in the footsteps of gods. He jumped off the boat and threw his javelin into the sand, then sacrificed to Zeus, Athena and his ancestor Hercules. Then he proceeded to Achilles’ shrine at Troy. By identifying with Achilles, Alexander drew attention to his own semi-divine brilliance as warrior, his leadership of a band of Companions, his friendship with Hephaistion (his own Patroclus) and perhaps his expectation of a short heroic life. If the gods blessed him, he would conquer.


When his soldiers advanced into Anatolia, they encountered first the armies of Darius’ satraps led by the Greek mercenary Memnon of Rhodes, brother of Mentor who had fought so well for Artaxerxes III and husband of the beautiful Persian girl Barsine, who had met Alexander when they were young. On the River Granicus near Troy, two Persian satraps charged at Alexander, riding at the forefront of his cavalry on his favourite horse Bucephalas, and struck his helmet, but he was rescued at the last minute by his old nurse’s son Cleitus. He won – and marched on.


Darius was overconfident: he should have rushed to destroy Alexander as soon as he could. He left his queens and daughters at Damascus then marched his huge army of over 100,000 to Issus, south-east Türkiye, where the king of kings in his golden chariot, surrounded by 10,000 Immortals, faced Alexander’s 40,000. Aiming to demoralize the enemy and transform numerical disadvantage into kinetic aggression, Alexander charged straight at Darius, hacking his way through Immortal flesh, ignoring a stab in the thigh, hoping to knock out the king himself, until they must have locked eyes. The Persians lost their nerve. As his troops fell back, Darius raced away on his grey horse, leaving 20,000 dead, and returned to Babylon, his priority being empire, not reckless courage.


Afterwards in Darius’ tent, Alexander mused, ‘Let’s cleanse ourselves in Darius’ bath.’


‘No, Alexander’s bath,’ replied his aide. His paladin Parmenion galloped south to secure Darius’ family. When the diminutive Alexander entered the imperial tent with the strapping Hephaistion, the queens – Darius’ mother Sisygambis and his sister-wife Stateira with her daughters – fell to their knees before the taller man. Hephaistion was embarrassed. Alexander touchingly corrected them by saying, ‘He’s Alexander too,’ and raised them to their feet, content to treat them as queens. Here too he met an old acquaintance – Barsine, half-Persian, half-Greek widow of both her uncles Mentor and Memnon. Alexander lost his virginity to her – late for a Macedonian.


For his family Darius offered a regal ransom – Syria, Ionia and Anatolia – and marriage to his daughter. Parmenion advised acceptance.


‘If I was Parmenion,’ replied Alexander, ‘I’d accept too, but I am Alexander.’ He then wrote to Darius: ‘I’ve already defeated you and your satraps in battle and now, since the gods give all to me, I control you and your country. Do not write to me again as an equal … Think of me as the master of everything you have.’


ALEXANDER, ROXANE AND CHANDRAGUPTA: WORLD KING, AFGHAN QUEEN, INDIAN KING


Alexander swung southwards, with Hephaistion in command of his fleet shadowing and provisioning him from the coast. Marching towards Egypt, which fascinated him, he took Sidon, but Tyre, aided by its sister city Carthage, defied him. When Tyre fell, Alexander let his troops run amok, massacring 8,000 Tyrians and crucifying 2,000. He planned vengeance against Carthage. On the way into Egypt, he massacred every person in Gaza.


At Memphis he had himself crowned pharaoh, son of Amun-Ra, and descended the Nile by royal barge to visit Amun’s home, the Temple of Luxor, where he ordered the engravings that still show him as Lord of Both Lands. Back at the Nilotic delta, he founded a city named Alexandria.


Now that Alexander had become a god, his retinue questioned why he was dallying in the land of mummies while Darius was mustering in Babylon. But the god-king was keen to visit the famous Oracle at Siwah, an oasis in the Libyan desert, to confirm his apotheosis. After an exciting pilgrimage across the Sahara, accompanied by Ptolemy and Hephaistion, he was told by the oracle that he was indeed the son of Amun, Horus. He asked if the murder of Philip had been avenged, maybe to lift suspicion from his mother or himself, though he never revealed the answer. But Parmenion’s son Philotas mocked the idea that Alexander’s father was Zeus–Amun: Philip was his father.


Darius moved towards Nineveh (Mosul) and waited on the plain at Gaugamela. As Alexander marched into Iraq, he learned that Darius’ wife Stateira had died in childbirth: the baby was almost certainly Alexander’s. The possession of her body was the possession of Persia. Was she seduced by Alexander? Raped?


At dawn on 1 October 331, Parmenion found Alexander oversleeping, a sign of his preternatural calm and confidence. Darius presided over the centre of his army. Alexander, at the head of his cavalry, suddenly charged obliquely across the field into the Persian left, cleaving their line. Darius then led a chariot charge, ordering his archers to fire at the king, outstanding in his golden breastplate and purple cloak, while a corps of cavalry was to liberate his mother and wives. But Alexander wheeled round the rear and headed for Darius, who galloped off the battlefield, heading across the Zagros to Ecbatana (Iran).


Alexander now assumed a new title, king of Asia, but his Companions remained dubious: Philotas mockingly said that he felt sorry for the Persians since they were fighting a demi-god. An officer offered to assassinate Alexander for Philotas. Philotas discouraged him but reported nothing. Alexander next took Babylon, where he honoured the god Marduk, whom he regarded as another Zeus. He pursued Darius, first taking Susa where he admired the inscription of Hammurabi’s law code from ancient times, then Parsa where he avenged the Persian burning of the temples of Athens. Legend recounts a drunken party at which the hetaira Thaïs encouraged Alexander to pillage the royal city, legend thus typically blaming a woman for the mayhem. No doubt there was much carousing, but he needed no encouragement. Parmenion warned against the destruction, but Alexander had promised his army ‘the most hated city in Asia’. The Macedonians ransacked the palaces, raping, killing, torturing, enslaving, smashing over 600 vessels of alabaster, lapis, marble, even decapitating a Greek statue – and Alexander systemically burned the palaces.


Alexander chased Darius towards Rhagae (Teheran), where in July 330 the king’s cousin Bessus, satrap of Bactria, murdered him and declared himself king. Darius’ body was still warm when Alexander arrived. Alexander wept and had the last of the House of Cyrus buried in the family tombs.*


The Companions may have hoped the pursuit was now over, but Alexander reorganized his entourage and set off on a year-long, 1,000-mile manhunt for Bessus, first into Helmand in Afghanistan, where he started to wear a Persian tunic and the royal tiara. In his spare moments, he cavorted with a beautiful young Persian eunuch who sang like an angel. When one of the pages informed the general Philotas of a plot to assassinate Alexander, he again did not report it, so the page went to Alexander directly. Even though Philotas had not conspired himself, Alexander launched a purge, holding a series of show trials accusing Philotas and his father Parmenion of high treason. The soldiers stoned Philotas to death, while Alexander sent hitmen to kill Parmenion. As his army marched further into Afghanistan – where Alexander founded a second Alexandria near Bagram, and another that became Kandahar (Iskandera) – he appointed Hephaistion and Cleitus as his deputies with the new title chiliarch.*


When the snows melted, they climbed up through the Hindu Kush – Killer of Hindus – like Hercules, and chased Bessus into Bactria and Sogdiana, where he was captured by Ptolemy before being publicly executed by being tied to two bent trees and then torn apart. The Afghans resisted; Alexander slaughtered thousands, burned towns, destroyed temples and desecrated the Avesta – earning himself the title the Accursed. Though he was wounded again in skirmishes, Alexander’s amazing constitution ensured that he rapidly healed and he established tense winter quarters in Markanda (Samarkand), where his Companions demanded a return to Macedonia.


At a drunken symposium, his general Cleitus the Black, who had once saved his life, mocked his divine despotism and his lesser talents compared to his father Philip, ending by reminding him, ‘This is the hand that saved your life.’ Alexander tossed aside his goblet, threw an apple at Cleitus, then jumped up from his couch, grabbed a spear from a Bodyguard and ran at him, only to be restrained by Ptolemy and a general called Perdiccas who begged him to forgive a man who was almost family. Alexander stormed out, seized another spear from the guards and waited. When Cleitus staggered out, Alexander speared him to death. He repented for days, then returned to war.


Alexander advanced into Sogdiana (Tajikistan/Afghanistan), where a local warlord Huxshiartas defied him from his impregnable fortress, the Rock. Alexander sent his Macedonians to scale the eyrie. After its fall, Huxshiartas offered his daughter Roxane – Rauxshana, Bright Star – who became Alexander’s wife in a Persian marriage, a new affront to his Macedonian officers. He demanded they make the proskynesis, prostration, owed to a Persian king. This was a long way from the matey informality of Macedonian companionship. Outraged officers and even the court historian Callisthenes, great-nephew of Aristotle, refused to prostrate themselves, and a group of pages conspired to kill Alexander in his sleep and put his elder brother Arrhidaios on the throne. But the king stayed out all night on a drinking spree and the culprits were arrested then stoned to death.


Now in 327, Bactria and Sogdiana secured, Alexander emulated Hercules by invading ‘India’ through the Khyber Pass, bursting into the Punjab , recruiting Indian princelings as allies and receiving dissidents from local kingdoms who may have included a young Indian exile named Chandragupta.


His two-year Indian campaign only penetrated what is now Pakistan and appears in no Indian sources because he never threatened the Nanda or Gangaridai kingdoms of northern and eastern India, but the Macedonians also encountered city states resembling Greek poleis. Alexander defeated the army of the raja of the Pauravas, the seven-foot Puru who fought from the back of one of his war elephants. Alexander may have sent Chandragupta to negotiate an alliance with Puru; he was certainly eager for further conquests. Nearing Amritsar, the army was now close to mutiny. At a council, the older generals advised a return to the Mediterranean, promising to join Alexander against Carthage: even his friends Hephaistion and Ptolemy said nothing. After an Achillean sulk in his tent, Alexander agreed to leave India, but in his own adventurous fashion, solving the mystery of the South Ocean by descending the Indus to the Gulf of Arabia and thence to Babylon. On the way, still infuriated by the reluctance of his troops to storm a hostile city, he scaled the ladders first and then jumped down almost alone into the fray. An arrow hit him in the side, puncturing his lung, and he collapsed, only just rescued by his frenzied troops who slaughtered the defenders in revenge. Air bubbled bloodily out of the wound – yet Alexander recovered.*


After just surviving a desert crossing, Alexander made it back to Susa, where the royal Persian women awaited him. There, ever practical, he decided to merge the elites of his new empire, Macedonians and Persians, in a mass multicultural wedding. The Macedonians hated this forced splicing. Such relationships between conquered and conqueror were a way of founding enduring empires through children with a familial stake in a hybrid realm. During a three-day fiesta, a hundred couples were married on a hundred couches, with wedding presents, silver and purple robes, silverplate and jewels, and a Persian bridal tent for each. At its heart was the ultimate royal marriage: Alexander married Darius’ daughter, young Stateira, and Parysatis, daughter of Artaxerxes III. Kings, distrusting their own families, have to make their own: Hephaistion married Darius’ other daughter Drypetis. Alexander was crafting an Argead–Haxamanishiya world dynasty.


DEATH IN BABYLON: THE KILLING COMMENCES


Instead of administering his empire from his capital Babylon, Alexander could not resist more expeditions, sailing down the Tigris towards the Gulf and back up to Opis, where his army mutinied. Alexander ordered Seleukos,* commander of the Silvershield guards, to execute the rebels and then, after addressing the troops on the achievements of his father and himself, he was reconciled with his army. Paranoid about the loyalty of his satraps in an atmosphere of rising menace and megalomania, he purged his entourage, killing four of his satraps, sacking four (four more died or were executed), and recalled his longstanding Macedonian viceroy, Antipater.


Suddenly he lost the man he most trusted: Hephaistion died after a drinking bout. Alexander was poleaxed, murdered Hephaistion’s doctor, cut the manes off his horses, extinguished the sacred fires of Persia, the signal for the death of a king, and ordered the carving of a lion sculpture that still stands in Hamadan.


Back in Babylon, where he lived in Nebuchadnezzar’s palace with wives, mistresses, eunuchs and Companions Ptolemy and Seleukos, Alexander – in between wild drinking bouts, gambling parties and boating trips, sometimes dressing up with horns as the god Amun-Ra – received ambassadors, threatened the Carthaginians with conquest, planned a new expedition into Arabia and proposed the building of an Egyptian pyramid bigger than Giza. He was unsentimental about love but he needed an heir and now he conceived a child with Queen Roxane.


Four days before he was due to invade Arabia, he fell ill with a fever. With his courtiers panicking and conspiring, his soldiers filed past his bed, as doctors bled and purged him. He requested he should buried divinely and pharaonically – at Siwah in the Libyan desert – then gave his ring to his long-serving Bodyguard Perdiccas, chiliarch since Hisphaiston’s death, to enable him to conduct business while he was ill. He joked weakly but with characteristic realism that he left everything ‘to the strongest’ or ‘the best’. His successors would have to compete like contestants at a funeral games. Then he sank into a coma, dying, whether of booze, poison, typhoid or old wounds reinfected, at thirty-two.


The killing started at once. Family rivalry and cold politics were entwined: the pregnant Roxane, convinced she was carrying a boy, heard that Stateira was pregnant – any child of hers would be certain to succeed. Forging a royal order in the chaos, she invited the Persian queens to Babylon and poisoned both Stateira and Parysatis, daughters of Darius III and Artaxerxes III, while Sisygambis starved herself to death – thereby ending the dynasty.


Perdiccas, chiliarch, claimed the regency and murdered an officer who challenged him. The meetings of the grandees were tense. Perdiccas assigned jobs and provinces: Seleukos became chiliarch; Ptolemy asked for and received Egypt. While Egyptian sacred taxidermists embalmed Pharaoh Alexander’s body, the paladins debated who should succeed him, considering his five-year-old son Hercules by his Persian lover Barsine, but Alexander’s brother Arrhidaios was present. He was not capable of ruling but they chose him as Philip III – to share the throne with Roxane’s unborn foetus. Weeks later she gave birth triumphantly to the joint king Alexander IV. Far away in Greece, Olympias, Alexander’s mother, offered Alexander’s sister Cleopatra to Perdiccas who, in possession of one dead king and two live ones as well as the main army and backed by his able chiliarch Seleukos, was poised to rule the empire until the baby Alexander IV grew up. As the king had predicted on his deathbed, the swaggering paladins who had conquered the world – ‘men whose greed recognizes no limits set by sea, mountain or desert and whose desires overleap even the boundaries that define Europe and Asia’, in the words of the historian Plutarch – were unlikely to be confined to any small province, and all of them, infected with the World Game of Alexander, rushed to seize whatever they could.


The shrewdest, Ptolemy, boyhood friend of Alexander, Bodyguard and Companion, now departed to take possession of Egypt.


In 321, as Perdiccas tried to win control of Anatolia, Philip III, baby Alexander IV and Queen Roxane escorted Alexander’s colossal and sumptuous hearse. Gold-embossed, myrrh-scented, sculpted with Ionic columns, figurines of Nike at each corner and busts of Ammon’s sacred horned ibex, friezes of elephants and lions, the vast hearse containing Alexander’s Egyptian human-shaped coffin and embalmed mummy, pulled by sixty-four bejewelled mules, and a guard of honour of elephants and guardsmen, wended its slow glorious way towards Aegae. As it hove into view, it must have presented a fabulous spectacle, but it was even more welcome to Ptolemy.


Somewhere in Syria, Ptolemy kidnapped the sarcophagus – history’s ultimate corpse-napping – and escorted it back to display in Memphis. Although the kings arrived safely in Greece, Perdiccas, outraged, marched down to Egypt to steal back the world-conquering mummy, but Ptolemy defeated him, whereupon Seleukos assassinated Regent Perdiccas. In the carve-up of empire that followed, Ptolemy kept Egypt, Seleukos was given Babylon and the long-serving general One-Eyed Antigonus controlled central Anatolia. In the ensuing wars, Seleukos lost Iraq, returning to serve Ptolemy in Egypt, and Antigonus emerged as a surprise winner.


The fighting between the paladins was complex, vicious and ever changing. Each time one gained ascendancy, the others banded together to stop him. Olympias, now fifty-five, was the homicidal equal of the men. In 317, the queen seized Macedonia to support baby Alexander IV and his mother Roxane, opposed by her stepson Philip III. Olympias won and at once murdered Philip, but within months another general had seized and tried her. When the soldiers refused to shed Alexander’s blood, they instead stoned her to death. King Alexander IV and Roxane were imprisoned; meanwhile Hercules and his mother Barsine lived quietly in Anatolia. But no one had forgotten them. Alexander’s family was dwindling in a cut-throat competition to liquidate all rivals.


 


 





* Mrduniya was son of the Great King’s nephew as well as his son-in-law, husband of Darius’ daughter, Artozostra. In one of the few family tablets found in royal archives, Darius dictates: ‘Darius the King commands “Give 100 sheep in my estate to my daughter Artozostra. April 506.”’ The letter, written not in the Persian of his royal inscriptions but in Elamite, reveals how he gave orders orally that were then written on to tablets by his courtiers and dispatched.


* ‘Go tell the Spartans, passer-by,’ read the poignant inscription, ‘that here obedient to their laws we lie.’


* Soon after Salamis, a Greek of good family was born in Halicarnassus (Bodrum) in Ionia, Persian territory, later moving to Athens, whence he travelled the Eurasian world, visiting Egypt (possibly with an Athenian fleet), Tyre and Babylon before settling in an Athenian colony in Calabria, Italy. When he was thirty-five, he started to write what he called ‘the demonstration of an enquiry’ whose purpose was ‘to prevent the traces of human events from being erased by time, and to preserve the fame of the important and remarkable achievements’. He was Herodotos; enquiry in Greek was historie and he called the book Historiai, inventing history prose as a genre, history as a science of evidence – some of his stories were outlandish but much has been confirmed as fact – but also as a cultural weapon. Even though as many Greeks had fought for the Persians as against them, his history helped create a narrative of western – Hellenic – superiority over barbarous Persian autocracy. Herodotos’ tales were typical of the Greek version of Persian history that influenced all western historiography up to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when Europeans traced their cultural superiority over Asians and others to the ancient Greeks.


* He launched the play The Persians by Aeschylus, the first instance of the literature that promoted the legend of Greek superiority over Persian despotism.


* Enslaved persons were often manumitted (freed) – ‘slaves more than freemen,’ wrote Xenophon later, ‘need hope’ – and children of masters and enslaved women were born free (unlike in Atlantic slavery).


* Socrates used this trial to promote his ideas. He was ordered to take poison. Socrates’ student Plato preserved the master’s sayings and proposed an ideal state in his Republic. Their quest for virtue was part of the evolving Greek focus on humanity: his contemporary Protagoras argued that ‘Man is the measure of all things,’ while on Kos a doctor, Hippocrates – whose father and sons were physicians too – started to categorize and diagnose diseases caused by nature and not gods: he was said to have noted that the swelling of fingers could be a sign of heart disease. One of the diseases these doctors identified was called karkinos – the crab – which was later known as cancer.


* The Persian and Greek worlds were thoroughly interlinked. While Greek writers promoted Greek superiority, half the Greeks lived in the Persian empire. Even the victor of the battle of Salamis, the Athenian strategos Themistocles, had ended up serving Xerxes; Alcibiades was as at home with Persian satraps as he was with Spartan kings. Young Cyrus’ commander, Xenophon, now had to fight his way back to Greece, an exploit he recounted in his Anabasis, the first soldier’s memoir – while our source for the Persian court is the Greek royal doctor, Ctesias.


* Darius’ pragmatic mother, Sisygambis, did not mourn him, never having forgiven him for abandoning her at Issus. ‘I have one son,’ she said, ‘and he is King of Persia.’ She meant Alexander.


* Commander of a Thousand, a Greek version of the Persian rank hazahrapatish – Master of the Thousand – that denoted field marshal and chief minister of the Great King.


* Back in Athens, as Alexander, believing himself a god, hacked his way to India, his tutor Aristotle, himself a disciple of Plato, was teaching his Lyceum students about his experiments with natural organisms that established scientific enquiry by experimentation, later the foundation of science, and his philosophy that humans should ‘strive to live according to the finest thing that is within us’ – reason.


* Starting as one of King Philip’s pages, Seleukos was one of the few paladins satisfied with his Persian marriage: he wed Apama, daughter of a Bactrian warlord Spitamana – a happy union that founded one of the great dynasties of the ancient world.





The Mauryans and the Qin



SELEUKOS IN INDIA: THE RISE OF CHANDRAGUPTA


Thanks to his general Seleukos, Ptolemy seized not only Libya but also Cyprus, Judaea (the Graeco-Roman name for Judah), Coele-Syria and much of the Aegean. As a thank-you, in 312 BC Ptolemy lent Seleukos a tiny corps of 800 infantry and 200 cavalry with which he managed to reconquer not just Babylon, where he had been a popular governor, but then, in an astonishing performance of almost Alexandrian proportions, the rest of Syria, Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan and Pakistan.


Foxy, pointy-faced and fearless, Seleukos had the gift of winning over different nationalities to work with his Macedonians. In the last year of Alexander’s life he had joined the king’s inner circle, present at the final drinking parties before his death, and unlike henchmen of longer standing he had not at first requested a satrapy. Alone among the Companions, he had stayed with his Bactrian wife Atama, a decision that was to pay off when he retook the east. But the biggest threat to Alexander’s heir was his own blood: in 310, Alexander IV and Roxane were murdered, followed soon afterwards by Hercules. Finally Ptolemy decided to marry Alexander’s sister Cleopatra, but she too was murdered before the ceremony could take place. After 300 years of rule by one family, the House of Alexander had vanished.


In 306, Ptolemy and Seleukos declared themselves to be kings, founding two Alexandrian dynasties that would rule for centuries, setting new lows for depravity down to their last great ruler, Cleopatra. Egypt was Ptolemy’s heartland; while he created a Greek-speaking bureaucracy there, fortified by a Macedonian army, he backed the Egyptian priests and embellished their temples. In return, they hailed him as pharaoh.* Towards the end of the reign, he settled himself and Alexander the mummy in his expanded Alexandria.*


In 287, now in his eighties, Ptolemy chose a younger son, the twenty-two-year-old Ptolemy, intellectual and thoughtful, to succeed him instead of his elder son, Thunderbolt, then aged thirty-two. It was a sensible decision: Thunderbolt was a psychopathic wrecking-ball. When Ptolemy died in 283, the only one of Alexander’s successors to die in his bed, he was smoothly succeeded by Ptolemy II, while Thunderbolt escaped to seek his fortune elsewhere.


After a murderous rampage around the Mediterranean, Thunderbolt fled to Seleukos and invited him to seize the west. Seleukos, now seventy-five and the last of the successors, was up for the challenge. His eldest son Antiochos, who accompanied him on his campaigns, was half-Persian, which helped as they established a Greek empire from Syria to Pakistan, earning Seleukos the epithet Nicator – Victor. Like Alexander, the Victor was an avid founder of cities, building two capitals – an eastern one, Seleucia (near Baghdad), and a western one, Antioch (Antakya, Türkiye). When, as part of an alliance, he took a new young wife, Stratonice, his son Antiochos fell ill. Consulting his doctor, the old king discovered that the boy was in love with her. Seleukos fixed his own succession and his son’s sickness by giving the boy both the crown and the girl, announcing their marriage and then crowning them king and queen of Asia, progenitors of the Seleucid dynasty.


Before he returned to the west, Seleukos had marched into the Punjab, where he discovered his limits. In 305, he clashed with a new dynasty there led by an Indian king who may have met Alexander.


Twenty years earlier, Chandragupta Maurya, who may have advised Alexander on Indian affairs, led a rebellion against the unpopular Nanda kings of Pataliputra (Patna). Chandragupta may have been an illegitimate relative of the Nandas, hidden by his mother and brought up far from court. It was said that a courtier, Chanakya,* invited the boy to his philosophical school at Takshashila (Taxila). Little is known about Chandragupta, but he may have served King Dhana Nanda until he became jealous of the young general and ordered his killing. Chandragupta finally took Pataliputra and, when the Macedonian rule in Punjab collapsed, he expanded there too.


In 305, Seleukos arrived to retake these Indian provinces but, after failing to defeat Chandragupta, he met the Indian monarch on the Indus and ceded territories, agreed a marriage alliance and exchanged ambassadors. Ambassador Megasthenes wrote a (mostly vanished) book Indica, describing the heavily guarded monarch, his orderly empire and his capital Pataliputra, one of the world’s biggest cities. Chandragupta sent Seleukos a useful gift for an ageing warlord: Indian aphrodisiacs. Even more useful, he gave Seleukos the equivalent of a twentieth-century panzer division – 500 war elephants, which he would use to conquer the west.


ASHOKA – WHEEL -TURNING KING


Seleukos, now aged seventy-five, accompanied by his twenty-two-year-old son Antiochos and his corps of Indian elephants and Scythian chariots, marched all the way from Pakistan to the Aegean, defeating all contenders. In 281 BC, they crossed the Hellespont but, as Seleukos – the last of Alexander’s Companions and, with Ptolemy, the most gifted – stopped to admire an ancient shrine, the psychopathic Thunderbolt, who had invited him into Greece, stabbed the old Victor. Then, seizing control of the army, he marched into Macedon and claimed the throne. It was an astonishing turn of events, but it did not last. Thunderbolt was himself killed in battle, the end of the wars of Alexander’s successors. Seleukos’ family kept Syria, Iraq and Iran; the Ptolemies ruled Egypt, Israel and Lebanon.


The great Ptolemy’s daughter Arsinoe was left high and dry in Greece: twice married to warring kings, twice widowed, she wanted her share of power and headed to Alexandria to join her brother Ptolemy II. Arsinoe framed his wife for planning to kill the pharaoh, had her killed and then married Ptolemy II. The incest pleased the Egyptians but disgusted the Greeks. ‘You’re pushing your cock into an unholy hole,’ wrote a lampoonist named Sotades. Ptolemy had Sotades sealed in a lead coffin and dropped into the Nile. Ptolemy II called himself and his wife Philadelphoi – Sibling-lovers, a divine pharaonic couple.


Philadelphos did everything with extravagance – what the Greeks called tryphe* – making his father’s library the greatest collection in the world and inviting all peoples to settle in Alexandria, which was soon home to a million people, Greek, Egyptian and Jewish. When he commissioned Greek-speaking Jews to translate their Torah into Greek, he made the Bible available to non-Jews, a move which later had world-changing consequences.


In 275, Arsinoe and Philadelphos held a sacred festival combined with military parade and trade fair to celebrate their power: 80,000 troops marched through Alexandria with floats and statues of Zeus, Alexander and the Sibling-lovers themselves, elephants, leopards, giraffes and rhinoceroses, and delegations of Nubians and Indians in national dress. The Nubians advertised Ptolemy’s trade with Arkamani, qore (ruler) of Kush, who operating from his capital at Meroe, where he built many pyramids that still stand, sold war elephants to Philadelphos. As for the Indians, the festival’s theme was Dionysios returning from India – and Philadelphos had founded new Red Sea ports on the Egyptian and Arabian coasts to trade with the emperor of India, Ashoka, who boasted of his Greek links, naming Philadelphos in his inscriptions.


Born around the time that his grandfather Chandragupta was giving Seleukos those elephants, Ashoka was just one of the possible heirs of an expanding empire. Around 297, Chandragupta abdicated from the throne to devote himself to Jain ascetism, handing over to his son Bindusara, who maintained his father’s friendly relations with the Seleucids, asking Antiochos to send figs, wine and a Greek philosopher. Bindusara appointed Ashoka as governor in the north-west at Taxila and Ujjain, where he fell in love with a merchant’s daughter, Devi – Vidisha-Mahadevi – whom Buddhists later claimed was related to Buddha.


In 272 BC, as Bindusara lay dying, Ashoka, reported by one tradition as unattractive and suffering from a fainting condition, possibly epilepsy, fought and killed his brothers. Calling himself Beloved of the Gods (Deva¯nampiya) and the Kindly (Piyadasi), Ashoka expanded down the east coast, vital for Mauryan links to eastern Asia: ‘King Piyadasi conquered Kalinga, 150,000 people were deported, 100,000 were killed and many times that number perished,’ and ‘Kalinga was annexed.’ Leading an army of 700 elephants, 1,000 cavalry and 80,000 infantry and protected by a bodyguard that included female archers, he may have conquered lands from Afghanistan to Bangladesh and south to Deccan – probably the largest raj until the British. When he had the luxury of security, he did what he thought was right, encouraged by his Buddhist lover Devi. ‘Now that Kalinga was annexed, the Beloved of the Gods felt remorse,’ he declared in one of the thirty-three remarkable inscriptions he raised around his empire.* The killing ‘is extremely grievous to the Beloved of the Gods and weighs heavily on this mind’, and he even mentioned the suffering of slaves.


Rebranding himself as chakravartin, wheel-turning monarch, and dharmaraja, he ‘very earnestly practised dharma, desired dharma and taught dharma’, which was the universal law of righteousness, one of the essential teachings of Buddha. He preached tolerance and peace – ‘the essential advancement of all sects … One should honour each sect by the other.’ According to Buddhist sources, he opened up seven of the original eight stupas that contained the Buddha’s relics, and built 84,000 stupas – clearly an exaggeration – to redistribute the relics. He also oversaw the Third Buddhist Council and sent missionaries, led by his son Mahendra and daughter Sanghamitra, to spread the teachings south to Sri Lanka, but also westwards to five Greek kings – just as a Greek satrap, Diodotos I, seized parts of Afghanistan and Tajikistan to found his own Hellenic-Bactrian kingdom.


Ashoka’s Buddhism had to be enforced by special officers, dharma-mahamattas: ‘This dharma edict is engraved so it may long endure … as long as my sons and grandson live …’ Buddhist sources claim his beliefs were resisted by Brahmins among his own family. Meanwhile to the east a conqueror was uniting China for the first time.


HEART OF TIGER AND WOLF: ENTER THE QIN


In 247 BC, the militaristic kingdom of Qin – pronounced Chin – was disastrously inherited by a thirteen-year-old boy, Ying Zheng, who was humiliatingly dominated by his mother, said to be addicted to her prodigiously well-endowed lover. From this ill-starred beginning, this homicidal, brilliant and half-mad visionary would create China.


Ying was the scion of a family who had started in the 860s as horse breeders for the Zhou kings. For centuries, the family had governed a small remote north-western fiefdom that was on the edge of civilization, regarded by the Zhou as barbarians. At a time when ideas of morality later known as ‘Confucian’ were embraced by a small number of followers, the Qin forged their kingdom into a brutal and efficient force that thrived in the Warring States period – that is, during the perpetual wars over several centuries between the seven or so contending kingdoms who ruled what would become China. A century earlier, the Qin had appointed a minister, Shang Yang, who enforced a system that placed the clan above the individual, dividing people into units of families which were responsible for the actions of all its members collectively: ‘Whoever didn’t denounce a culprit would be cut in two; whoever denounced a culprit would receive the same reward as he who decapitated an enemy.’ Before his own execution, Shang started the aggressive expansion of Qin.


Now after a succession of feckless dukes, Ying found himself ruler. His father Zhuangxiang had not expected to rule but, while held as a hostage abroad, he met a merchant, Lu Buwei, who had a beautiful concubine, Lady Zhao. The prince fell in love with her and Lu presented her to him as a present. When Zhuangxiang became king, he appointed Lu as his chancellor, while Lady Zhao gave birth to the boy Ying Zheng, whose enemies would naturally claim that the merchant rather than the king was his real father.


In 246, the king died, and the thirteen-year-old Ying bided his time as he was guided by Lu and his mother, who became lovers again. Thinking better of this, Lu distracted the queen mother by introducing her to ‘a man named Lao Ai who had an unusually large penis’. To make sure she heard about his equipment, Lu had Lao dance to sensual music and supposedly ‘stick his penis through the centre of a wheel … so as to excite her interest’. This artful presentation worked. The queen was hooked. Lao Ai, now promoted to marquess, secretly had two sons with her, convinced he could outwit the young king and enthrone one of these babies. Women in east Asian kingdoms were often politically active – and the denunciation of female potentates for their sexual voracity would be a way of denigrating their rule throughout history. On the other hand, private and political lives were intertwined in personal monarchies; spatial and emotional closeness to the ruler was essential to win the trust of vigilant rulers; and women were neither more nor less likely to be influenced by sex or friendship than their male equivalents. Whatever the proportions of his penis, Lao was no match for the young king’s ‘heart of tiger and wolf’. Ying Zheng was terrifying, with a ‘waspish nose, eyes like slits, a chickenish chest and a voice like a jackal’, according to a visitor, and ‘he’s merciless’ … but he could also be charming, lavishing ‘clothes, food, drink’ on his visitors.


In 239, the king, at the age of twenty, advised by the Councillor, a minister named Li Si, provoked Lao Ai to seize power. Ying defeated Lao’s army, slaughtered his entire clan and had him torn into pieces by five horses, then exiled his mother. A master of human manipulation, the king could be kind – or predatory. ‘When in difficulties he humbles himself; when successful he swallows men up without a scruple,’ wrote a visitor. ‘Should he succeed in conquering the world, we will all be his captives.’


In swift campaigns, devised with the Councillor, Ying Zheng conquered three of the contending kingdoms. In 227, the king of Yan sent two assassins who were to present a map and the head of a traitor to Ying and then kill him. Receiving them in an audience hall (recently discovered by archaeologists) at his capital Xianyang (near modern Xi’an), Ying so terrified the assassins that they dropped the head. One of the hitmen drew a dagger and slashed at Ying, who drew his sword and staged a fighting retreat, managing to cripple both his would-be assassins. Ying soon conquered Yan and the rest of the kingdoms, taking the last one, Qi, in 221, uniting China for the first time – at a cost of around a million lives: ‘Insignificant as I am, I have raised troops to punish rebellious princes and thanks to the sacred power of our ancestors all six kings have been chastised so at last the empire is pacified.’


Now thirty-eight, the king declared himself Shi Huang-di – the First August Thearch, a sacred and cosmological title, emperor of China – boasting that ‘he was the first to achieve a single great peace’. The First Emperor had invented China as a political entity, ruling through forty commanderies, collecting all weapons which were melted down and cast into colossal statues set up in the palace, and adding that new throne hall at Xianyang and a huge pleasure park, the Supreme Forest, containing more palaces. He built the 500-mile Straight Road highway, just one of 4,200 miles of roads, along with a network of canals. The fighting was not over in the north, where a nomadic federation based in Mongolia, the Xiongnu, raided the empire: Ying Zheng started the Great Wall to expand into the grasslands that were crucial to the Xiongnu’s seasonal migrations. Sections of his roads and the Wall survive.


The only obstacle to his ruling forever was the mortality he shared with all people: determined to achieve immortality, he consulted magicians, who advised pursuing immortality through pilgrimages to sacred mountains or over the sea to find the Island of Immortals: fleets were dispatched to look for it.


The First Emperor’s movements were secret, a sensible policy in the wake of two more assassination attempts. When he realized that the Councillor always knew where he was, he had his entire retinue executed. And when his magicians started to call him ‘violent, cruel, power-greedy’ he launched a campaign of terror, executing 460 scribes. Father of scores of children, the First Emperor favoured his eldest son Fusu as heir, but the boy criticized him too, and was sent to serve at the frontier.


Many must have witnessed the emperor as he travelled and inspected his projects: one day, a minor official from Henan, named Liu Bang, born a peasant, escorted some prisoners to work on the emperor’s building projects and was lucky enough to see him in person. Strangely though no one would have believed it at that moment, the future belonged to this young provincial.


Ying Zheng forced 700,000 enslaved labourers to build a colossal tomb at Mount Li, thirty miles east of the capital, a four-sided pyramid within a man-made mountain 400 feet high, which displayed the strange grandeur of its creator – the emperor’s unique and sacred cosmic role. His tomb exceeded anything built anywhere else except the Great Pyramid. It was one of the paramount building projects in world history.*


There was certainly contact between Qin China and northern India. It was probably Ashoka and his courtiers who first used the name Qin not just for a dynasty but for that vast country, China. The Chinese themselves called it The Central Country. Yet, as Qin united China, Ashoka was losing India.


Ashoka’s decline is mired in legends, some Buddhist, some Hindu, but he may have fallen in love with one of his wife’s maids, Tishyaraksha, a singer-dancer, who turned against Buddhism and flirted dangerously with his favourite son Kunala. In the ensuing showdown, both the latter were blinded. Young wives and aged kings do not go well together. As another son, Samprati, took control, the ailing Ashoka found himself powerless.* Indian and probably Chinese goods were starting to reach the Red Sea ports of the Ptolemies, who sold them into the Mediterranean. In 236, the marriage of Ptolemy III Euergetes took place amid a murderous–incestuous imbroglio peculiar to the Ptolemy family.


 


 





* Ptolemy’s Egyptian adviser, the priest Manetho, was the great historian who divided the Egyptian pharaohs into the dynasties that we still use today.


* It was Ptolemy who planned his own royal district around the Soma – Tomb of Alexander – adding the 400-foot Pharos lighthouse, one of the wonders of the ancient world; the Museion, sanctuary of the Muses (the first museum), an academy for Aristotelian study including the Library for which all the works of the world were to be translated into Greek. He welcomed intellectuals from all over the Greek world.


* Chandragupta was guided by the semi-mythic Chanakya. It was long believed that Chanakya wrote at least some of the Arthashastra (Science of Politics), a guide to staying in power: ‘You can lose a war as easily as you win. War is unpredictable. Avoid war.’ Chanakya understood the essence of politics, ‘The root of right governance is victorious inner restraint,’ and used the ancient Indian image of the wheel to describe the rajamandala, the circle of kingdoms, the tributaries around a powerful empire. The Arthashastra identifies Kautilya as its author; this was presumed to be another name for Chanakya, but it is now believed that Chanakya was not the author.


* Philadelphos supposedly kept nine paramours, of whom the star was a badass chariot-racing Greek beauty Belistiche, who – despite rules against female participation – somehow won the Olympics and moved to Alexandria as Philadelphos’ lover: they had a son together. This pleasure-loving daredevil sportswoman was so celebrated that when she died Philadelphos had her deified and buried in the temple of Sarapis.


* There is very little known about Ashoka except through his inscriptions – clearly inspired by those of the Persian Great Kings – on which these claims are based. Probably they are exaggerated. This account also uses the obscure and contradictory myths of Ashoka from the point of view of Sri Lankan and Indian Buddhist and Brahmanical sources.


* The emperor’s concept was to create an afterlife version of his empire. Beneath vaulted roofs depicting the heavens and stars flowed bronze-lined rivers of mercury, symbolizing the Yangtze and Yellow, while 7,500 terracotta soldiers guarded the entrances to the tomb, reinforced by crossbow boobytraps. The statues were unlike any previous Chinese statues, realistic in their physique and faces. Some had moustaches, some had hairbuns, some paunches; many had different eyes; all were fully fitted out with armour and weaponry. Most were built from a limited number of modular parts, but the generals were probably sculpted from life. These were probably inspired by smaller figures found in Warring States tombs, but it is just possible they were influenced by Greek sculpture, brought eastwards by Seleukos and his fellow Greeks. The first century BC historian Sima Qian is the source for the outrageous tales of Ying’s madness and cruelties but they may in fact be indirect descriptions of his master, Han emperor Wu.


* Ashoka’s death led to a vicious fight for the succession not just between different princes but between Brahmins, Buddhists, Jains and Ajivikas that was temporarily won by in 232 by a grandson, son of Kunala, Dasaratha Maurya, but ultimately his favoured son Samprati, a Jain not a Buddhist, seized the crown. The empire started to break up.





The Barcas and the Scipios: The Houses of Carthage and Rome



LOVE AMONG THE PTOLEMIES


King Philadelphos planned to bring Cyrene (Libya), ruled for fifty years by Ptolemy I’s stepson King Magas and his wife Apama, under Egyptian rule. He arranged the marriage of their daughter Berenice to his son Euergetes. But Apama, a Seleucid princess, wanted to keep Cyrene as a Seleucid base and, after Magas had died of gluttony, she tried to foil the plan by inviting the son of the Macedonian king, Demetros the Pretty, to marry her daughter instead. Berenice wanted to marry her cousin in Egypt, but she reluctantly married the popinjay Demetros, who was then seduced by her mother.


Berenice solved the problem in family style. Bursting into the maternal boudoir with a posse of killers, she surprised her husband and her mother in bed. Berenice killed her husband, spared her mother and then proceeded triumphantly to Alexandria to marry Euergetes.


Egypt gained Cyrene; and Euergetes and Berenice had six children during their first seven years of marriage, a rare oasis of wholesomeness in this murderous family. The Ptolemies were committed to winning Mediterranean hegemony, which in the east meant competing with their cousins and rivals, the Seleukos family that still ruled from Syria to Iran. Once he was king, Euergetes, energetic and charismatic, saw an opportunity: his sister was married to King Antiochos II, but his sudden death put both of them in danger from his rapacious brothers. Euergetes sailed up to Antioch, the Seleucid capital, rushing into the palace moments too late. His sister and her child had just been murdered, but he managed to secure the Mediterranean seaboard from Thrace to Libya. At his zenith, Euergetes received a request for help from a city state that was his neighbour in Africa: Carthage asked for a loan to fund a war against an Italian city state.


The two seemed evenly matched, but Carthage, capital of a Mediterranean trading empire, would surely win. Its forces were commanded by a young general, Hamilcar Barca, whose family would dominate Carthage for the next fifty years. Hamilcar was already the father of three daughters, but before he left Carthage for the front, his eldest son was born: Hannibal.


AFRICAN LIGHTNING AND HUMAN SACRIFICE: BARCA OF CARTHAGE


The Barcas had their origins in the mother city Tyre (Lebanon): Hamilcar’s family called themselves the ‘Tyrian house of the ancient Barcas’, though Barca also meant Lightning. Established, according to its foundation myth, in 814 BC by Dido, a Phoenician princess driven out of Tyre by her brother Pygmalion, Carthage – Qart-Hadasht (New City) – was a city of temples and palaces with two harbours, all guarded by huge walls, with a population of 700,000 and several million subjects in its Tunisian hinterland.


These Phoenician settlers – they called themselves ‘Canani’, Canaan­­-i­tes – initially paid tribute to the rulers of Numidia, a kingdom of Berbers, a name derived from the Greek word barbarian, though they called themselves Mazigh-en. Berbers and Phoenicians initially intermarried. But ultimately the Carthaginians forced the Berbers to pay tribute, hired their superb horsemen – they rode without bit, saddle or stirrups – and enslaved those who resisted.


Carthage had grown into the metropolis of a trading empire: its shekels were the favoured Mediterranean currency. Its shipbuilders and their Greek rivals developed the trireme and larger quinquereme warships – rowed by three and five banks of oars – that dominated the Mediterranean. As sailors they were sophisticated enough to voyage into the Atlantic, sailing down to west Africa where they captured three African women who were flayed, their skins displayed long afterwards in the Temple of Tanit. In Africa, they encountered huge apes that they called ‘gorillas’, a Carthaginian word.


Carthaginians worshipped Baal Hammon and his wife Tanit in temples where, like their Tyrian cousins, they made animal and, in times of crisis, human sacrifices at the special altar, the tophet, where human bones, usually of children, have been discovered. As they challenged, and traded with, their Greek rivals, they syncretized their god Melqart, legendary first king of Tyre, with Hercules, son of Zeus and a human mother, bridging the human and divine. Speaking Phoenician (which had much in common with Hebrew and Arabic), along with Greek and Numidian, they did not eat pork, circumcised their children and dressed in robes and sported earrings. Carthage was a semi-democratic republic controlled by a balance of aristocratic families and a popular assembly of all male citizens.* Deploying African elephants, Numidian cavalry, Spanish, Celtic, Greek and Italian infantry and fleets of quinqueremes, all officered by aristocrats, the Carthaginians, funded by their productive slave-powered farms and mines and by trading, had expanded into Spain, Malta, Sardinia and Sicily.


On his deathbed, Alexander the Great was planning to destroy Carthage, which then formed an alliance against his successors with a city state, Rome, that was consuming the Italian peninsula. It was an alliance that did not last. The Romans expanded into Sicily, which the Carthaginians regarded as their own. In 264 BC, what started as a minor proxy war escalated into a war between the Italian and African republics.


The Romans possessed plentiful manpower but no fleet; the Carthaginians depended on mercenaries but had the best fleet in the Great Sea. Yet technology never remains a monopoly for long. Copying a captured Carthaginian ship, Rome built its first fleet. Both sides were frequently defeated on land and sea as the action moved from Sicily to Africa and back to Sicily where Hamilcar harassed Roman positions and raided Italy, confident in victory. Then a Roman fleet defeated the Carthaginians at sea. Carthage was astonished.


The unbeaten Hamilcar was ordered to negotiate peace and was obliged to agree to the unthinkable: the loss of Sicily and payment of an indemnity. Resigning his command, Hamilcar sailed home, accusing a rival faction of a stab in the back. His unpaid Celtic mercenaries mutinied and threatened to destroy the city: he took command of a small army, backed by African cavalry under a Numidian prince to whom he married his daughter, and over three years of gruesome warfare (in which the besieged mutineers were forced to cannibalize their slaves) saved Carthage. But Hamilcar, glamorous war hero, aristocratic adventurer, popular favourite, was in danger.


The aristocrats criticized him, but he appealed to the people of Carthage, who were now asserting themselves. While they were fighting for survival, the Romans had broken the treaty by grabbing Sardinia as well. Playing the demagogue before the assembly, Hamilcar proposed a solution – a small expedition to raise cash by looting and conquering Spain, where the Carthaginians had a colony at Cadiz: its silver mines would fund the Roman war. While his ally Handsome Hasdrubal won backing among the elite, Hamilcar won over the people.


In 237, Hamilcar sacrificed a cow’s head to his god Melqart–Hercules and when the entrails were auspicious he turned to his nine-year-old son Hannibal and asked if he would like to join the adventure. The boy eagerly agreed, at which the father made him promise ‘never to show goodwill to the Romans’. Then with a small army, including his Numidian son-in-law with his cavalry and African elephants, he marched around Africa towards the Straits while Handsome, now also his son-in-law, led the fleet along the coast and ferried the Barcas to Cadiz.


Hamilcar conquered most of Spain, securing the silver mines and sending back cash to Carthage. Hannibal was tutored in history and Greek by a Spartan philosopher, but learned war in the field with his father. When Numidian tribes rebelled in Africa, Hamilcar sent Handsome Hasdrubal home to suppress them. But in 228, campaigning near Toledo accompanied by sons Hannibal and Hasdrubal, Hamilcar was betrayed by a tribal ally. As his sons galloped away, their father, at the age of forty-seven, drowned in a river.


The army elected Handsome, Barca’s son-in-law, as commander with Hannibal, now eighteen, as cavalry general. Handsome founded New Carthage (Cartagena) and it was he who had the idea of attacking Rome in Italy itself. But before they could depart, he was assassinated and Hannibal inherited the command. Before long Hannibal had captured a Spanish city allied to Rome; Rome seized Malta, consolidated Sardinia, planned a raid on Africa and sent an army to take Spain. Although Hannibal was attacked in the Council of the Mighty by rivals who believed Carthage was flourishing without a new war, he argued that Rome would never respect Carthage. The people backed House Barca. It was war.


Sending home a Spanish corps to defend Carthage, Hannibal imported 12,600 Berbers and thirty-seven elephants. He sacrificed at the island temple of Melqart–Hercules at Gades, then marched 120,000 men across the Rhône towards the Alps, just as the Roman consul, Publius Cornelius Scipio, was sailing from Pisa to attack Hannibal in Spain.


No family would equal the laurels of the Scipiones in the fight against the Barcas – and no family so represented the martial aristocracy of the Roman Republic that in many ways resembled Carthage.


In 753 BC, sixty-one years after Carthage, Rome was founded – though archaeology proves there were already settlements on the site.* Ruled initially by kings, by war-band chieftains and then by colonels, probably patrician oligarchs, Rome, like Carthage, developed around 420 BC into a democratic republic, dominated by aristocratic clans of whom the Scipiones were typical.* Rich and ancient landowners, enthused with the martial spirit of Rome, the Scipiones would provide sixteen of Rome’s ruling consuls, some serving more than once. Starting as one of many Italian city states, surrounded by rivals, the Sabines and Etruscans who had provided some of its early kings, Rome conquered all of its Italian neighbours. But its rise was neither smooth nor inevitable: it was on several occasions threatened by invasions of Gauls who, in 387, actually sacked the city – and in 280, King Pyrrhus of Epirus, cousin of Alexander the Great and aspiring empire-builder, invaded Italy and won a series of costly (Pyrrhic) victories.


The Scipiones personified the machismo, aggression and discipline of Rome, prizing pietas (piety), dignitas (prestige) and, above all, virtus, what we call virtue. The very concept of virtue derived from vir (man), god-fearing virile decency was male: men ruled the familia, the household. Noble fathers organized their daughters’ marriages to other grandees; it was easy for men to divorce and they did so often.* Women were sub manu – under the hand: they could technically be executed by their fathers and husbands and were expected to display pudicitia, chastity and fidelity, to ensure the bloodline of their children, while running the home and keeping out of politics – though of course they exerted power behind the scenes. Once the childbearing was done, it is clear they enjoyed affairs with other nobles and even sex with slaves – provided they did not flaunt their pleasures. The familia included the family’s slaves, who were expected to be loyal to the dominus (master) and his household even more so than to the state. Domestic slavery, male and female, always involved sexual predations by masters – and mistresses. The killing of slaves by masters was entirely legal. In a slave-owning society, with as many as 40 per cent of the population enslaved, family and slavery were entwined. But slaves were often educated, sometimes revered and loved by their masters. They were frequently freed and freedmen could become citizens, later even potentates.


Rome’s success was, its people believed, owing to the favour of chief god, Jupiter Optimus Maximus. Roman religion was not one of doctrine, improvement or salvation but one of ritual and lifestyle, based on sacrifices to a pantheon to ensure success and prosperity. Only later did Romans believe that Jupiter had offered them ‘empire without limit’. Rome’s growth was marked by monumental building – starting with the gigantic Temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus on the Capitoline Hill – as well as its Senate-house and later amphitheatres and theatres. Baths came later: austere Scipiones had small baths in their villas, but ‘they smelt of camp, farm and heroism,’ claimed the philosopher Seneca later. With empire came cleanliness.


At the beginning of the century, Lucius Scipio Barbatus (Beardy) helped defeat a coalition of Italian rivals, but more importantly he was the first definitely known consul, a man of a new, free republic who, dying in 280, boasted on his grandiose tomb of victories and virtus. His two sons, both of them consuls, fought the Carthaginians, but Gnaeus was captured and thereafter nicknamed She-Ass.


Now Beardy’s grandsons Publius Cornelius Scipio and his brother Gnaeus arrived in Spain to find they had been outmanoeuvred by Hannibal in a duel between two republics – but also between two families.


SCIPIO, HANNIBAL AND MASINISSA


In spring 218 BC, Hannibal marched his elephants and 46,000 troops over the Alps and into Italy. Most of the elephants perished, but along the way he picked up new allies, the Gauls of southern France. Leaving some troops in Spain commanded by Gnaeus, Publius Cornelius Scipio, the consul, ferried his army back to Italy to meet Hannibal. Accompanied by his twenty-year-old son, another Publius, the future Africanus, he tried to stop Hannibal at Ticinus, where he was severely wounded, and again on the Trebbia River where the other consul was killed in a rout. In spring 217, Hannibal crossed the Apennines, losing an eye to infection, and tore into central Italy.


Chastened, the Romans elected Fabius Maximus Verrucosus (Warty) as dictator on a programme of attrition and harassment rather than pitched battles. But when the Romans mocked the dictator’s courage, calling him Cunctator – Delayer – the consuls massed an army of 80,000 to confront Hannibal. At Cannae, the Carthaginians surrounded and slaughtered as many as 70,000 legionaries at a rate of a hundred a minute. The younger Scipio, now elected tribune, was in the thick of the fighting and helped save the last 10,000 survivors, but it remains the greatest Roman defeat. The aristocratic consul Lucius Aemilius Paullus was killed; afterwards Scipio married the dead consul’s daughter, Aemilia, the very definition of an ideal Roman girl.


Hannibal collected the signet rings of the dead equites or knights and sent his brother Mago to Carthage where he dramatically cast them on to the floor of the Council. But when Maharba, his Berber cavalry commander, urged him to storm Rome, Hannibal refused. ‘You know how to conquer, Hannibal,’ said Maharba, ‘but not how to clinch victory.’ Instead Hannibal sent reasonable peace terms to the Senate, implying that his expedition was to force Rome to acknowledge Carthaginian Spain and probably return Sicily, not to conquer Italy.


Back in Rome, panic beset the city. Four traitors, Gauls and Greeks, were buried alive on the Forum, a human sacrifice to save the republic, which had lost 200,000 men. Its Italian and foreign allies, including Macedonia, defected to Hannibal. Fabius Warty Delayer restored order, purifying the city with religious rituals. When the tribunes of the army discussed abandoning Italy, young Scipio plunged in and drew his sword, making them swear ‘with all the passion in my heart that I will never desert our homeland. If I wilfully break my oath may Jupiter, Greatest and Best, bring me and my familia a shameful death! Swear the same oath!’ They did. The Romans held their nerve.


The two older Scipios had been sent back to Spain where they won victories against Hannibal’s brother Hasdrubal Barca, but now in 211 BC they were both killed. Eager to avenge his father, the younger Scipio, aged twenty-five, requested the command and, since no one else offered themselves, he and his army landed in Spain, where in 209 he defeated Hasdrubal, who was about to leave with reinforcements for Hannibal. Scipio combined dynamic energy with measured diplomacy: as he was notorious as a womanizer, his men hoped to please him by presenting him with a prisoner – the most beautiful woman in Spain – but he returned her to her fiancé, a Spanish chieftain who gratefully joined the Roman side.


Hasdrubal Barca set off with reinforcements for his brother, managing to cross the Alps with another corps of elephants and break into Italy, but on the Metauro River he was killed in a clash with a Roman army commanded by Gaius Claudius Nero, scion of a great patrician clan and ancestor of the Julio-Claudian dynasty of emperors, who had Hasdrubal’s head tossed over the fence into Hannibal’s camp.


Two Barca brothers were left alive: Hannibal had now been in Italy for almost fifteen years; he was undefeated, but Rome was undefeatable. He could not deliver the killer blow. The Romans’ losses were punishing, but they an advantage over the Carthaginians – 500,000 potential soldiers of whom somewhere between 10 and 25 per cent served annually while Hannibal depended on mercenaries, and the bad news kept coming. Scipio defeated Mago and conquered Spain; the Numidians rebelled; and Hannibal’s enemies criticized him in Carthage just as Scipio was persuading the Senate to let him attack Africa. Warty Delayer opposed him, but in 204 Scipio, consul at thirty-one, commanding 35,000 men, landed in Africa.


Scipio persuaded the African prince Masinissa, son of a longstanding Carthaginian ally, to change sides. Masinissa – ‘the best man of all the kings of our time’, a shrewd and resourceful Numidian cavalryman who fathered forty-four children – could now counter Hannibal’s cavalry. When his siege of Utica was broken by the Carthaginians, Scipio ambushed their camp, slaughtering 40,000 of their troops, a fiasco from which the city never recovered. Scipio recognized Masinissa as the Berber ruler, setting up his kingdom of Numidia as a Roman ally. Hannibal was recalled, at the age of forty-six: it was twenty-five years since he had last been in Carthage; Mago perished on the journey home. Now in Africa, Hannibal and Scipio faced one another in person. Hannibal mustered 40,000 men and eighty elephants, Scipio had fewer men but more cavalry thanks to King Masinissa.


On 19 October 202, at Zama, Scipio narrowly defeated Hannibal, whose elephants went berserk and charged into the soldiers on their own side. The war had cost the Scipios and Barcas many lives. Hannibal remained in Carthage, where he was elected suffete, organizing the payment of an indemnity and backing democratic reforms, having the Council elected for a year instead of being inducted for life. Masinissa, whose agricultural ingenuity later made his kingdom an essential source of grain for Rome, founded a dynasty that ruled for two centuries.


Now possessing unrivalled auctoritas – sacred authority – Scipio was awarded a triumph,* then offered the consulship for life and dictatorship; but, criticized for his luxury and grandeur, he accepted only the victory agnomen Africanus.* He then retired.


Anxious lest Carthage recover under Hannibal’s rule, Rome sent envoys to arrest or extradite him. Hannibal fled eastwards to the court of Antiochos III, scion of Seleukos, who was performing astonishing military feats in the east.


DEMETRIOS, KING OF THE INDIANS


Antiochos the Great, tense, lean, frenetic, was as ambitious as the founder of his house, conquering much of Türkiye, Iraq and Iran, even campaigning into Arabia and India. In Bactria, his satrap Euthydemos had declared independence and held out in Balkh. Unable to defeat him, Antiochos married his daughter to the satrap’s dashing sixteen-year-old son, Demetrios. One of the most extraordinary figures of his time, Demetrios, who succeeded his father as Greek king of Bactria, then invaded India in 186 BC, where the kingdom of Ashoka had collapsed. Launching two centuries of hybrid Greek–Indian rule (longer than the British Raj lasted), Demetrios – known to the Indians as Dharmamita and to the Greeks as Aniketos (Invincible) – ruled from Taxila (Pakistan). This Yavana (Graeco-Indian) king fused Indian and Greek pantheons: on his coins, he wears elephant tusks and python crowns, linking Hercules, Buddha and possibly the Brahminist goddess Lakshmi.*
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		Alexander, Roxane and Chandragupta: World King, Afghan Queen, Indian King



		Death In Babylon: The Killing Commences







		The Mauryans and the Qin

		Seleukos In India: The Rise of Chandragupta



		Ashoka – Wheel -Turning King



		Heart of Tiger and Wolf: Enter the Qin







		The Barcas and the Scipios: The Houses of Carthage and Rome

		Love Among the Ptolemies



		African Lightning and Human Sacrifice: Barca of Carthage



		Scipio, Hannibal and Masinissa



		Demetrios, King of the Indians



		Rotting Fish of Qing: The Rise of Little Rascal



		Monstress: Meet the Human Swine



		Mihrdad and Judah: Jewish Hammer; Parthian Shot



		Africanus the Younger and the King of Numidia: The death of Great Cities













		ACT THREE 120 MILLION

		The Han and the Caesars

		King Fatso, His Son and the Cleopatras



		Harmonious Kinship, Blood -Spattered Marriage: A Princess with the Nomads



		The King Who Couldn’T Be Poisoned, The Monorchistic Dictator and the Teenaged Butcher



		The Castrated Historian and Emperor Wu



		Bald Fornicator and Egyptian Queen: Caesar and Cleopatra



		Crassus’ Head and the Million Dead Gauls



		Who I Screw: Cleopatra, Caesar and Antony



		Cleopatra’S Snake, Alexander’S Nose



		Augustus, Julia and the One -Eyed Queen of Kush



		Flying Swallow and the Passion of the Cut Sleeve



		The Reptile of Capri



		If Only Rome Had One Neck: Caligula and Sisters







		Trajans and First Step Sharks: Romans and the Maya

		Swinger in the Palace: Messalina’S Coup



		Rule of the Freedmen: Agrippina’S Marriage



		Mothers, Brothers and Sisters: Nero, Agrippina and the Bans



		Authoress and the Protector-General in the Tiger’S Lair: Ban Chao and the Wise One



		Star Wars, Pierced Penises, Sex Slaves and Steam Baths



		Hadrian In Love: Death on the Nile







		Severans and Zenobians: Arab Dynasties

		The Eunuchs, The Imperial Philosopher and the Pandemic



		The Philosopher’S Monster: Commodus



		Slaughter of Eunuchs and the Megalomania of Exsuperatorius



		Elagabalus In Transition: The African Emperor and Three Arab Empresses



		The Shah, The Stuffed Emperor and the Salted Testicles



		Zenobia and Constantine













		ACT FOUR 200 MILLION

		Houses of Constantine, Sasan and Spearthrower Owl

		Christian Family Values: Wife Killer and Thirteenth Apostle



		The Crowned Embryo and the Pagan Emperor



		First Crocodile and Rugila the Hun



		Attila and Empress Placidia



		Attila’S Bloody Wedding – and Justinian’S Bride



		Qusay and Justinian: From Constantinople To Mecca



		Justinian: Solomon, I Have Surpassed You



		Justinian’s Pandemic – and the Killer Birds of Mecca













		ACT FIVE 300 MILLION

		The Muhammad Dynasty

		Family Feud



		The Emperor Who Crowed Like A Cock and Barked Like A Dog: The Madness of Justin



		Recite! I Cannot Recite! Recite! The Revelation of Muhammad







		Tang and Sasan

		Deadly Hunter, Lion of the East: Khusrau’S Megalomania



		Taizong and the King of Tibet



		Xuanzang’S Travels: The Opening of the Indosphere



		The Family of Muhammad



		Prune the Foreskinned Ones With Your Swords! Conquests of the Muhammad Family



		Enchanting Wu: The Empress Killed My Baby













		ACT SIX 207 MILLION

		Houses of Muhammad and Charlemagne

		Arab Caesar and Yazid of Whoring, Yazid of Monkeys



		Political Jism: The Teeth and Claws of Empress Wu



		The Fly Killer of Damascus and the Empresses of Tang



		The Hammer and the Playboy Caliph: Cunts On A Lion’S Brow



		The Bloodshedder and the Giant Baby: Rise of Abbas, Fall of Tang



		The Falcon of Al -andalus and the Crowned Doves of Aix: Abd Al-Rahman and Charlemagne



		Killing the Demons: The Sword of Charlemagne



		Charlemagne’S Coronation, Haroun’S Wedding



		The Thousand and One Nights: The Caliph and the Singer -Stars of Baghdad



		Bring Me the Head of Jafar, Motherfucker



		The Blackbird of Cordoba







		Rurikovichi and the House of Basil

		The Magic: Rurik and the Vikings – Berserk War, Group Sex and Human Sacrifice



		Constantinople and Rome: Basil the Unibrow Horse Whisperer and Marozia the Senatrix



		Pagan Converts: Vladimir and Rollo



		Caliph of Cordoba







		The Ghanas and the Fatimiyya

		African Power: Ghana of Wagadu and the Master of Cairo



		Al -Misk’S Perfumes, Jawar’S Fish and the Jewish Vizier: The House of Fatimiyya



		The Caligula of Cairo, The Lady of Power and the Bulgar Blinder



		The Bluetooths Take England: Unready, Ironside, Forkbeard and Harefoot



		The Americans: Freydis and Feathered Serpent













		ACT SEVEN 226 MILLION

		Song, Fujiwara and Chola

		Dream Pool Essays: Gunpowder, Paper Money, Poetry – The Sophisticates of Song



		Two Female Writers – Murasaki and the Poetess







		Seljuks, Komnenoi and Hautevilles

		Arslan Rampant Lion and the Ageless Zoë



		Iron-Arm William, Wily Robert and Amazonian Sichelgaita



		Penis In A Palm Tree: The Poet -Princess and the Vain Lion



		Roger’S Fart, Zaynab’S Magic and El Cid’S Sword



		Crusaders: The Giant and the Emperor’s Daughter













		ACT EIGHT 360 MILLION

		Genghis: A Conquering Family

		Rise and Fall of the Khan



		The Fall of Temujin



		Tamara, Champion of the Messiah



		Temujin Bounces Back



		The Seducer and the Avenger: The Teeth of andronikos and the Eyes of the Doge



		Genghis – My Golden Life – and the Black Death



		Genghis and Sons: What is the Greatest Joy For A Man?







		Khmers, Hohenstaufen and Polos

		Jayavarman of Angkor and the Wonder of the World



		Genghis and Frederick: Showdown at the Deathbed



		When Women Ruled The World: Sorqaqtani and Razia



		Alexander Nevsky and MöNgke Khan: World Conquest Restored



		Hulagu and Saadi: Entertaining An Elephant, Slaughtering A City



		I Wish I Were Dust: The Slave King and the Last Hauteville



		Kublai and the Polo Brothers







		The Keitas of Mali and the Habsburgs of Austria

		Rapacious Rudolf and Marco Million



		Kublai’S Invasion of Japan



		The Polos Escape and the Il -Khans’ Historian



		Sundiata The Lion King: The Mansas of Mali and the Mexica of the Island City



		The World’S Richest Man – Musa In Cairo



		The Destructive Death: Four Writers in the Great Mortality













		ACT NINE 350 MILLION

		The Tamerlanians, the Ming and the Obas of Benin

		The Ottomans Arrive In Europe: Two Castles and A Wedding



		The Head Towers: Tamerlane and the Poet Hafiz



		Tamerlane Takes Delhi; Thunderbolt In A Cage



		World Emperor: Tamerlane In Samarkand



		Beggar Emperor: Death By A Thousand Cuts and Extermination to the Ninth Degree



		Follow The Chinese Way: The Eunuch Admiral and Tamerlane’S Tomb



		Massacre of the Concubines



		The Leopard King and João the Bastard









		ACT TEN 350 MILLION



		Medici and Mexica, Ottomans and Aviz

		Henry the Navigator: Slaves, Sugar and Gold



		Cosimo and the Pirate Pope: In the Name of God and Good Business



		The Throat-Cutter and the Conqueror: The Fall of Constantinople



		Itzcoatl’S Mexica: Those Who Die for the God







		Incas, Trastamaras and Rurikovichi

		The Earthshaker and the Impotent



		The Second and Third Rome: Caesar Mehmed and Sophia of Moscow



		A Hit Gone Wrong: Magnifico and Michelangelo



		Sophia’S Kremlin; Scanderbeg’S Albania; Bellini’S Portrait







		Manikongos, Borgias and Columbuses

		Isabella and Ferdinand: Conquerors of Islam, Scourge of The Jews



		The Manikongo of Kongo and El Hombre of Portugal



		Anacaona, The Admiral and the Queen



		Bonfire of the Vanities: Pope Alexander and the Borgias’ Chestnut Orgy







		Habsburgs and Ottomans

		Arch-Sleepyhead of the Roman Empire – and Juana The Mad



		The Biggest Balls: Two Terribiles – Julius and Michelangelo



		Luther and Leo: The Devil’S Faeces and the Pope’S Elephant



		Manuel’s Eastern Marauders: Da Gama and Albuquerque













		ACT ELEVEN 425 MILLION

		Tamerlanians and Mexica, Ottomans and Safavis

		Babur Takes Delhi



		Selim – Sunken Deep In Blood



		The Alexander–Jesus of Persia Bids For World Conquest



		Roxelana and Suleiman: The Joyful and the Magnificent



		Charles and the Manikongo



		CortéS, Malinche and Motecuhzoma



		Isabel Montezuma: The Last Empress and the Fall of the Mexica







		Incas, Pizarros, Habsburgs and Medici

		Le Grand Nez and the Carnation Empress



		The Inca and the Conquistador



		The Black Duke, Michelangelo and the Sack of Rome



		Michelangelo’S Last Judgment and the Fall of The Black Duke



		Suleiman’S Favourites: Roxelana and Ibrahim







		Tamerlanians and Rurikovichi, Ottomans and the House of Mendes

		Stranglings and Sea Battles: The Barbarossa Brothers and the Pirate Queen



		The Habsburg Brothers and Their Conquistadors



		The Ottoman Empress, The Lucky Louse and DoñA Gracia



		The Prudent King and Three English Queens



		Hoyda! Bloodthirsty Wild Beast



		Blond Sultan, Jewish Duke, Serbian Vizier







		Valois and Saadis, Habsburgs and Rurikovichi

		La Serpente: A Medici Queen In France



		Philip’S Murderous Flagellating Son and Swashbuckling Brother: Victory and Heartbreak



		Red Wedding: Brat King, Crocodile Queen and Psychotic Tsar



		Murder of the Sons: King of the Hermaphrodites and Tsar of Siberia



		The Battle of Three Dead Kings: Sebastian the Asleep and Mansur the Golden



		King Bayano, Drake and Diego



		Two Armadas: Philip and Hideyoshi



		The Mad Emperor of Prague













		ACT TWELVE 545 MILLION

		Dahomeans, Stuarts and Villiers, Tamerlanians and Ottomans

		King of Witches – James In Love, Shakespeare At Court



		The Empresses of Agra and Constantinople: Light of the Palace and Beautiful Moon



		Highfall: Prince of Darkness and the Coprophagian Julius Caesar



		Murder By Enema: The Favourites of James



		Assassination By Testicular Compression: KöSem and Her Boys



		The Smiths, The Planet King and Two Artists



		Saints of America: Cromwell, Warwick and Winthrop



		Taj Mahal: Mumtaz’S Daughter and KöSem’S Mad Son



		Manikongo Garcia, Queen Nzinga and Ahosu Houegbadja: Three African Kings







		Zumbas and Oranges, Cromwells and Villiers

		I’Ll be The Whore of the Rabble: The Nineteen Gentlemen of Amsterdam and the Pirate Prince of New Amsterdam



		Saints and Cavaliers: Charles, Henrietta Maria and Cromwell



		Killing Kings: Badgers and Hetmans, Sugar Cubes and Bowstrings



		Incorruptible Crown and the Magnificent Mother



		The Bowels of Christ: Protector Oliver and Prince Dick



		Ganga Zumba – King of Palmares



		The World Seizers: Shivaji, Aurangzeb and the Poetess



		Queen Dick







		Manchus and Shivajis, Bourbons, Stuarts and Villiers

		VeláZquez, Bernini and Artemisia



		Anne and Mazarin



		Sex, Poison and War at The Court of the Sun King



		The Merrie Brothers and the Africa Company



		Minette, Barbara and the Eating of De Witt



		High Qing, Great Mughal and Chhatrapati







		Afsharis and Manchus, Hohenzollerns and Habsburgs

		Hogmouth Leopold, Gunpowder Sobieski and Queen Cleopatra: The Last Great Charge



		The Changeling, The King’S Underwear and the Oranges



		Titanic Deathbeds: Carlos, Alamgir, Louis, Kangxi



		Cock Robin, Prussian Monster, Polish Hercules



		The Philosopher Prince, The Philosophe and the Marquise



		The Orgasm, The Conqueror, The Diamond and the Courtesan: Nader, Rangila and Frederick



		Stop Making The Queen Wretched: Maria Theresa – Mother, Empress, Warlady



		What’S A Father, What’S A Son? The Madness of Big Daddy







		Durranis and Saids, Hemingses and Toussaints

		Afghan Conquerors and Arabian Kings: Durranis, Saudis and Omanis



		Agaja, The Viceroy of Ouidah and the Monster of Jamaica



		Three American Families: Hemingses, Jeffersons and Toussaints



		Mimi and Isabella: Your Archangelic Little Bum







		Romanovs and Durranis, Pitts, Comanche and Kamehamehas

		Pitt’S War: The Great Commoner



		Indian Warlords: Durrani and Clive



		Empire Builders: Comanche Warlords and Pitt The Snake



		The Rule of Cock and Cunt: Catherine The Great and Potemkin



		Durrani’S Maggots: Empire In India



		Radicals: Jefferson and the Hemingses; The English Queen of Denmark and the Doctor’S Fall



		Antoinette and Louis: Imperial Sex Therapy At Versailles



		Shoot off Your Arrow: Kamehameha and Cook



		The Intervention: Antoinette and Fersen



		Mozart, Joseph and his Continual Erections













		ACT THIRTEEN 990 MILLION

		Arkwrights and Krupps, Habsburgs, Bourbons and Sansons

		The Iron -Mad Titan, Canal Duke, Dandy Beau, Owd Wooden Leg and Moll Hackabout



		Sally Hemings and Marie Antoinette: The Diamond Necklace and the Love Cabbage



		Saint -Georges, Dangerous Liaisons and the Abolitionists



		Requiem: Joseph and Mozart



		Antoinette, The Executioner and the Guillotine Machine



		Two Revolutions – Haiti and Paris: Cécile and Toussaint, Robespierre and Danton













		ACT FOURTEEN 790 MILLION

		Bonapartes and Albanians, Wellesleys and Rothschilds

		Antoinette, Josephine and the National Razor



		Black Spartacus and the Tyrant of Virtue



		A Heap of Eyeballs: Tiger Tipu, The Wellesley Brothers and the Avenging Eunuch of Persia



		Egyptian Potentates: Bonaparte and Mehmed Ali



		Two Generals: Toussaint and Napoleon



		One Emperor and Five Kingdoms



		The Kings of Capital: The Rothschilds







		Zulus and Saudis, Christophes, Kamehamehas and Astors

		Tropical Monarchies: Kings of Haiti and Brazil



		Wives of the Conquerors: Kamehameha and Napoleon



		Wellesleys, Rothschilds and the Woman Who Rides upon the Beast



		Arabian Conquests: Mehmed Ali and the Saudis



		Napoleon, Marie and Moscow: The French Are Like Women – You Mustn’T Stay Away Too Long



		Waterloo: The British Century; Napoleon Ii and the Rise of The Rothschilds



		Shaka Zulu, Moshoeshoe and Dona Francisca: The Mfecane



		Empire Builders of East Africa: Mehmed Ali and Said













		ACT FIFTEEN 1 BILLION

		Braganzas and Zulus, Albanians, Dahomeans and Vanderbilts

		The Liberators: BolíVar and Pedro



		Queen Marie Louise of Haiti and the Grand Lord of Paraguay: Dr Francia’S Racial Experiment



		Manuela, The Liberator and King Cotton



		Romantics and the Modern Nation: Lord Byron’S Greek Adventure and Beethoven’S Ninth



		Are You Stabbing Me, King of The World? BolíVar and Shaka



		Revolution: Pedro and Domitila



		The Gladstones – Quamina and Sir John: Slave Rebels and Slave Masters



		Lord Cupid and the Lady Patronesses



		Rather Die Than Live As A Slave: Daddy Sharpe and Abolition



		The Female Fighters of Dahomey, The Viceroy of Ouidah, The Caliph of Sokoto and Commandant Pretorius



		Mehmed Ali’S Gambit: Napoleon of The East



		American Warlords: Jackson’S Bullets and Santa Anna’S Leg



		America Turns West: The King of Hawaii, Queen Emma and Commodore Vanderbilt













		ACT SIXTEEN 1.1 BILLION

		Bonapartes and Manchus, Habsburgs and Comanche

		Revolutions and Mass Politics: Louis Napoleon and Lola Montez



		Courtesans and Das Kapital: Napoleon and Marx



		Splendeurs Et MisèRes Des Courtisanes



		Eliza Lynch and Queen Victoria: Two Female Potentates



		Rebellion: Last of the Tamerlanians and the First of the Nehrus



		Flay, Impale, Burn: The British Reconquer India



		Limping Dragon, Iron -Headed Old Rat and Little An: The Rise of Cixi



		If Necessary, Seduce the Emperor: Napoleon, Queen of Hearts and the Risorgimento of Italy



		Lick ’Em Tomorrow: Ulysses and Abraham



		Cynthia Parker and Peta Nocona; Franz Josef and Sisi



		American Wars: Pedro and LóPez; Charlotte and Eliza



		Lincoln and Grant: We’re all Americans













		ACT SEVENTEEN 1.2 BILLION

		Hohenzollerns and Krupps, Albanians and Lakotas

		The Mad Junker, The Cannon King and the Tournament of Modern Power: I’Ve Beaten Them All! All!



		Ismail The Magnificent and EugéNie: The Empire Is An Old Woman



		The Mousetrap: Napoleon’S Debacle



		Kkk and Greasy Grass: Grant and Sitting Bull



		The Iron Chancellor and Dizzy













		ACT EIGHTEEN 1.3 BILLION

		The Houses of Solomon and Asante, Habsburg and Saxe-Coburg

		Salama, Princess of Zanzibar, and King Corpses of Katanga



		Ismail and Tewodros: The Battle For East Africa



		Cetshwayo’S Victory and the Last Napoleon



		Butcher Leopold, Hangman Peters and Mad Captain Voulet: African Conquests



		Rudolf and Mary At Mayerling; Inspector Hiedler and Adolf At Braunau



		Modern Monarchs: Franz Ferdinand and Sophie, Pedro and Isabella, Darling Willy







		The Houses of Hohenzollern and Roosevelt, Solomon and Manchu

		Empress Cixi, Queen Min and Yat -Sen: The Sun Also Rises



		Queen Lili‘Uokalani and Teddy Roosevelt: The Abundance and Ingenuity of America



		Roosevelt and the Rough Riders



		Abdulaziz – The Return of the Saudis



		Rhodes, The Maxim Gun and Lobengula



		Menelik and Empress Taytu: African Victory



		Gandhi, Churchill and the Sudan Machine



		Two Ancient Empresses: Cixi and Victoria



		Du Bois, Washington and Roosevelt



		Franklin, Eleanor and Hirohito













		ACT NINETEEN 1.6 BILLION

		Hohenzollerns, Krupps, Ottomans, Tennos and Songs

		Darling, Harpist, Tutu and Concettina: Willy and His Friends



		Vienna: Franzi, Freud, Klimt, Hitler and Other Artists



		I Want Nanny: The Baby Emperor, Dr Sun Yat -Sen and the Song Sisters



		A Family Wedding: Three Emperors and Three Pashas







		Hohenzollerns, Habsburgs and Hashemites

		How You Welcome Your Guests: Franzi and Sophie In Sarajevo



		A German Private on the Western Front: Mass Killing in the Mass Age



		The Kaiser’S Scrotum: Hindenburg As Dictator



		A King In Arabia, A Bolshevik In Petrograd



		The Fall of the Kaisers



		The Tiger, The Goat and Jesus Christ



		As Long As We Have India: Gandhi and Nehru



		The Brain, The Dumb Dutchman and Lucky Luciano



		Probing With Bayonets: The Kings of Munich, Syria and Iraq







		Pahlavis and Songs, Roosevelts, Mafiosi and Kennedys

		AtatüRk, Reza, Lenin: Father of the Turks, Light of the Iranians and Greatest of Geniuses



		The Song Sisters: Sun, Chiang and Mao



		Jazz: Roosevelt, Josephine Baker, Lucky Luciano and the Roaring Twenties



		Rin Tin Tin: Kennedy, Little Caesar and Fdr



		The Field Marshal and the Corporal



		Long Knives; Great Terror; Mass Momentum and Personal Power: Hitler and Stalin



		Ethiopia with or without Ethiopians: Haile Selassie and Mussolini













		ACT TWENTY 2 BILLION

		Roosevelts, Suns, Krupps, Pahlavis and Saudis

		Hirohito Invades China



		Oil Kings – The Conquest of Arabia: Abdulaziz and Reza



		That’S How It’S Done: Hitler’S Plan



		Hitler and the Young King



		The Greatest Battle In History: Hitler’S War of Annihilation; Hirohito’S Gamble



		I See Only One Option – Total Extermination: Hitler and the Holocaust



		The Slave Masters: Krupp



		Hitler’S Battle For Oil



		Mao and the Shanghai Actress



		The Future of Mankind: Roosevelt, Stalin and Jack Kennedy



		Fdr and the Three Kings



		We Can Still Win: Hirohito’s offensive













		ACT TWENTY-ONE 2.3 BILLION

		Nehrus, Maos and Suns, Mafiosi, Hashemites and Albanians

		Radiance of A Thousand Suns: Truman’S Non -Surprise and the American Century



		The Death of One India: Nehru, Jinnah and the Vicereine



		Two Kings: Farouk, Abdullah and the Carve -Up of Palestine



		Mao, Jiang Qing and Red Sister Song



		Tiger Kim and Stalin’S Proxy War



		Meyer Lansky’S Hotel Nacional; Fidel Castro’S Failed Revolution



		Fat Fucker and the Boy Scout: Nasser and the Shah Seize Power







		Norodoms and Kennedys, Castros, Kenyattas and Obamas

		The Young King of Cambodia



		An Israeli In Paris



		The Miner and the Swimmer: Khrushchev and Mao



		Disembowelled In Baghdad: El Rais and the Last King of Iraq



		La Grandeur: De Gaulle and HouphouëT



		Burning Spears: Kenyatta, Nkrumah and Barack Obama (Senior)



		Nikita and Jack, Mimi and Marilyn



		The Lion of Judah – and the African Pimpernel



		Brothers: The Castros and the Kennedys



		Install Nuclear Weapons In Cuba: The Millionaire’S Whore and the Immoral Gangster



		Sihanouk and the Shah



		Exit Kennedy: Lbj and Mlk







		Hashemites and Kennedys, Maos, Nehruvians and Assads

		Lyonia the Ballerina: Brezhnev In Power



		The Scorpion’S Bite and the Fall of Little Cannon: Mao Unleashes Jiang Qing



		Nasser and the King: Six Days In June



		The Assassinations: Rfk, Mlk, Mboya



		The Aphrodisiac of Power: Kissinger and Nixon’S Triangular Game



		Killing B -52: Mao and Pol Pot



		Call Me Sir – Dumb Doll Dominates India



		I Like Rightists: American Metternich and the Philosopher -King of China







		Houses of Solomon and Bush, Bourbon, Pahlavi and Castro

		Wild Beasts and Lions: The Assads of Damascus



		Imperial Peacocks: The Satanic Feast and the Angel



		Did King David Retire? The Negus and Major Mengistu



		Brother No. 1 and the Gang of Four



		The Crusader and the Prince: European Tyrants and Democrats



		Indira and Son



		Little Cannon, The Eight Immortals and the Scorpion’S Gang



		Castro’S Africa



		The Spymaster: andropov and His ProtéGé Gorbachev



		Imam, Shah and Saddam



		Jj of Ghana and Sadat In Jerusalem



		Operation 333 In Kabul



		Poppy, Osama and W



		Maggie and Indira



		The Nehruvians: Third Generation













		ACT TWENTY-TWO 4.4 BILLION

		Yeltsins and Xis, Nehruvians and Assads, Bin Ladens, Kims and Obamas

		The Idiot and the Cannon: Gorbachev, Deng and the Unipower



		New Africa: Mandela and Jj, Menes and Isaias



		The Familia: Boris, Tatiana and Rasputin



		Knights of Damascus, Marxist Monster Movies and Kings of Data: Iphones and Daggers



		Prince of the Towers



		Bashar, The Bayonet and the Mona Lisa of India



		Where Lions and Cheetahs Lurk



		The Killing of Geronimo













		ACT TWENTY-THREE 8 BILLION

		Trumps and Xis, Sauds, Assads and Kims

		The Caliphate and the Crimea



		The Dynasts



		The Emperor, The Tsar and the Comedian
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