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A Note on Style

For clarity, throughout the book all dates before the common era are followed by BCE, and dates from the common era are followed by CE only up to the year 100.

I have used endnotes to cite direct quotations and when a source is quoted for the first time.

I have modernised spellings and the translations from Arabic, French and Latin are my own.






Preface

The space surrounding the Qaitbay Citadel is always buzzing: families enjoying bright mango ice cream, kids on dangerously large bikes or rhythmically plodding horses, and street stalls competing to sell every imaginable size of conch shell. It might be a weekday, but this is a festive weekend atmosphere – and in the shadow of grand surroundings. As the evening draws to a close, the sounds suddenly begin to mellow. The manic rattle of horses’ hooves against the hard concrete ground slows down like a recovering heartbeat. People walk away chattering, the adults nibbling on charred corn cobs while the children, the quietest they’ve been all day, lag behind clasping oversized shells to their ears in wonder. Like a well-rehearsed scene change, young, enamoured couples now begin to pepper themselves across the tip of this eastern harbour. They curl up on the large rocks. For hours on end, they stare longingly into one another’s eyes, into the night’s glittery sky and into the dark, noisy ocean.

The waterfront promenade known as the Corniche, facing north-west into the Mediterranean Sea, connects the entire city of Alexandria from its peripheries: around thirteen miles from one end to the other. I sit on a ledge on the far side of the promenade, looking back towards the city library. The Great Library of Alexandria, one of human history’s most magnificent centres of knowledge, was conceived in the third century BCE but has long since vanished. Over two millennia after its establishment, a new library was constructed in close proximity to where the ancient one may have stood. I look at the library with wonder, not because its glass roof tilts towards the sea like a sundial, but because its very symbolism is transporting me to a different time. I gaze back at the unfailingly bustling promenade, then into the distance, momentarily forgetting the present and reflecting on the past. My father had always told me stories about our city’s glory days, often as I lay in bed, and at this moment all those tales come rushing back. If you breathe deeply enough, history is in the air.

Alexandria is living proof of the kaleidoscopic relationship between history and cultural mythology. Around the world, many places have a founding myth, a story about origin that serves to create identity. In Alexandria’s case, there are many such myths and no straightforward identity. Partly because of the absence of hard history of the ancient city – physical and architectural evidence – underneath the modern metropolis and in the depths of the surrounding sea. Partly because its founder, Alexander the Great, is himself one of the most legend-steeped figures of all time. In Alexandria, myth plays a role in both the founding and advancement of the city, its landscape and its people.

Here, the factual and mythological stories of Alexandria’s history, like the ones my ancestors passed on to each other and the ones I’m about to tell you, are sure to combine. They mix together like colours on an artist’s palette. Each stroke of the paintbrush adds an individual, an event, an era, to the eternal canvas of this everchanging city.



The Egyptian city of Alexandria was founded almost two and a half millennia ago, and the land around it has been inhabited by fishing communities for even longer. A city like no other, only Alexandria can boast direct influence on its design by Alexander, the renowned polymath Aristotle and the eminent architect Deinocrates.

It is a city whose origins stem from the power of vision: an apparition in Alexander the Great’s sleep that urged him to venture there, and an ambitious plan that was realised by its early rulers, the Ptolemies. The dreams and decisions of Alexandria’s originators represent a radical perspective on how cities can be created and sustained. They gambled on two outrageous hypotheses: that gathering a diverse set of people to live and work together would make the strategically located spot a world trading centre; and that collecting and generating knowledge would render it a global power. By enacting these beliefs, they redefined the very idea of a city, transforming traditional notions of where and how to build a space and the ways to attract people to it. They also grasped the fact that there are multiple routes to achieving political supremacy, one of which was the wide-reaching influence that came with being the guardians of knowledge.

Far from a mere book-collecting project, the Great Library of Alexandria’s collation, dissemination and instruction all became reliable sources of soft power, and the Ptolemies went to great lengths to ensure that nothing came in the way of the project’s success. Within decades of Alexandria’s establishment, the city became a centre of learning where the greatest minds of each generation gathered to philosophise, debate, research and innovate. Its early scholars proved that the earth isn’t flat and that it revolves around the sun. Without them, there would be no steam engines, windmills, vending machines, musical keyboards, leap years, geometry or punctuation. Through its founders and intellectuals, in addition to its varied residents and subsequent conquerors, Alexandria changed and transformed the philosophies, technologies, politics, theologies and geographies of the world.

By virtue of its location at the intersection of three continents, its busy harbour welcoming visitors from around the globe, and a fast-developing Alexandrian Dream that compelled migration to its shores, the city became a meeting point of cultures, enacting in its early days a previously inconceivable diversity, from Egyptians and Greeks, to Jews and Buddhists. It became a place where East and West could meet, one that took something of Africa, Europe and Asia, and where great civilisations – not least Egyptian, Greek and Roman – could amalgamate. Its story is therefore one that transcends the bounds of the city to encompass the most conceptual ideas about place. Generations of different people – with their rituals, races, faiths, skills and values – arrived in Alexandria, each making a mark on its traditions, architecture and levels of tolerance. Interwoven into its history are questions about what a city can be and what two millennia of cultural exchange can do.

A century after its founding, it was a highly coveted centre of commerce and knowledge, larger than Carthage, eclipsing Athens and the biggest challenger to Rome, whose livelihood depended on grain from Alexandria. As well as signifying the perils of speedy expansion and the temporality of life, it came to serve as a representative illustration of some of history’s most consequential empires, including the Ptolemies, Romans, Arabs, Ottomans, French and British.

Alexandria is a megalopolis without which Judaism, Christianity and Islam would be unrecognisable. Its founder finds his way into all three traditions and the city’s name appears in the Talmud and the Bible. Every group that found its way to Alexandria took something of the city’s philosophies. At times a place of pilgrimage for emperors visiting Alexander’s mausoleum and neoclassicists reliving his vision, Alexandria also became a haven for misfits and pioneers alike. It attracted Jews seeking safety or a different way of life from those in the Holy Land, Christians with nonconformist views and Muslim mystics looking for a simple life. And over the various golden ages of discovery, East and West, scholars have been inspired by the writings of Alexandria, a city that also serves as a setting for such literary works as the popular Renaissance dramas of William Shakespeare and George Chapman, and the Nobel Prize-winning novels of Anatole France and Naguib Mahfouz.

In Alexandria, the protagonist is the ocean. With its perpetual presence, vivid colours and noisy waves, it is inescapable and interminable. But the heroes who followed the sea, and whom you’ll meet in this book, are plentiful. Aside from its eponymous founder, this is the story of Helen of Troy, Homer, Aristotle, Julius Caesar, Cleopatra, St Mark the Evangelist, Prophet Muhammad, ibn-Battuta, Napoleon Bonaparte, Admiral Nelson, E. M. Forster, Gamal abdel-Nasser – and many more intriguing characters, men and women, famous and lesser known, including members of my own family. The various times that these figures lived through also confirm Alexandria’s prominence as a hub for architecture and art, fashion and theatre, nonconformist dissent and satire, sexual epiphanies and early suffragettes.

This is also a place that has witnessed destructions and fires, natural disasters and plagues, crusades and ethnic cleansing, mass murders and suicides, as well as smuggling, lynching, decapitation and even cannibalism. Its story highlights the double-edged swords of ambition and modernity, and the successes and failures of a place brimming with contradictions. In the words of the fourteenth-century explorer ibn-Battuta, Alexandria alone is a place ‘uniting in herself’ what is otherwise ‘shared out by other cities’.1 But Alexandria captivatingly blurs more lines than it connects: East and West, tradition and renovation, rationality and superstition, religion and science, peace and conflict, tolerance and tension, myth and reality, preservation and destruction, and ultimately, past and present.

Yet despite its classical renown and enduring impact, Alexandria is neglected in comparison to other centres of antiquity. Not only do tourists flock to Egypt and the Mediterranean without passing through, but it is largely overlooked in contemporary conversations. This is, in fact, starkly ironic, since so many of the urgent questions being asked today – about our values, relationships and politics – concern the very connections and dichotomies this city has always explored. Alexandria is a lens through which people, civilisations and ideas came and went – and yet the city still stands.

Today, off its coast you will find a densely populated and animated urban landscape, and an assorted mix of sights and smells and sounds. The vast majority of its six million-plus residents go about their everyday lives unconscious of their position in the ongoing history of the space. Like me, Alexandrians today represent the one-hundredth generation who can call themselves by that demonym, a fact made all the more striking when my father’s ancestry test revealed a staggering 97.5 per cent next to the word ‘Alexandria’. To me, Alexandria is a pleasant feeling in my core, a little root that sprouts no matter where I might be. It’s warm days and breezy nights. It’s loud waves and quiet sunsets. Ancient artefacts, art deco theatres, palm trees, street florists and green shutters. It’s people-watching from the balcony and cats roaming around my feet. It’s the sound of a classical melody in the moonlit café.

This book is a roughly chronological history and examination of a place close to my heart. It is based on a vast array of sources, including manuscripts, reports, letters, images, maps and objects found in the archives of Alexandria and beyond; visits to sites, museums and galleries; classical accounts, biographies, anthologies and mythologies; recorded histories from times old and new; modern research in fields ranging from archaeology to zoology; religious scriptures; folk tales; oral histories; family stories; conversations with friendly strangers and eccentric vagabonds; and my experiences as a flâneur wandering Alexandria’s streets.

Together, they uncover the rich and gripping story of a city that changed the world.






1 The Ancient Era


Since the beginning of human existence, our ancestors have gravitated towards water. It’s for this reason that the one hundred million inhabitants of Egypt, one of Africa’s most populous nations, live on just 5 to 7 per cent of the country’s one million square kilometres, neglecting the vast deserts and congregating around the River Nile, Red Sea, Mediterranean Sea and a handful of oases to survive and flourish. It’s a phenomenon I recognised most clearly when flying south over the continent at night, my cheek wedged against the aeroplane window in amazement. The lights – representing urban development, or, more simply, life – form a T-like shape in the abyss as the Mediterranean coast and the perfectly defined Nile glow radiantly in the dark.

The western edge of the Nile Delta – where the north-flowing river spreads out into the Mediterranean Sea – begins precisely at the site of Alexandria’s citadel. Many centuries ago, this location was but a small island that the ancient Greeks knew as Pharos.

Pharos is a rather insignificant limestone outcrop. Though its soil doesn’t confirm early settlements on the island, the masonry in the surrounding waters does suggest that at some stage a few millennia ago a harbour was created nearby. Recent scientific research around the harbour has discovered lead contamination from as early as the twenty-seventh century BCE, timing backed up by radiocarbon dating of seashell fragments in the area. This means that the coast opposite Pharos, now the winding Alexandria promenade, has been occupied for a staggering five thousand years – and maybe even more.

Excavations revealing organic remains and human-made objects further confirm that settlements certainly existed by 1300 BCE and probably much earlier. This spread of seaside land was so brilliantly positioned for fishing that dozens of families eventually assembled their homes, created from a mixture of sundried mud and papyrus, along its shoreline.

For Egypt, the Bronze Age was a time of prosperity and, vitally, unification. For centuries, the top and bottom halves of Egypt were separate states: Lower Egypt to the north and Upper Egypt to the south, thus called because, until the sixteenth century, most maps showed the south at the top. Lower Egypt had water: its bustling capital, Memphis, was right on the mouth of the Nile Delta, where the river split into seven branches while canals zigzagged across the region. Upper Egypt was more prosperous: its economic centres, the lost capital Thinis, and Thebes, were trading with the north and further afield with Mesopotamia.

Around 3150 BCE, the historic unification of Egypt took place. Conventionally, this has been regarded as the birth of ancient Egypt as we know it today, or more accurately, its move from predynastic to dynastic Egypt, from what has often been curiously termed prehistory (the time before written records) to history (the times we have at least some written records about). It has long been thought that a king named Narmer unified Upper and Lower Egypt, making him the first pharaoh. The Narmer Palette, a ceremonial engraving shaped like a chevron shield, shows Narmer heroically uniting the tribes of the country with the gods in full approval. Significant as one of the earliest hieroglyphics ever found, the engraving depicts Narmer as a warrior brandishing a weapon, suggesting that he might have invaded Upper Egypt prior to any unification. Or, perhaps, this was a gradual and inevitable process as traders moved northwards and the water continued to attract people. Either way, the unification was a considerable moment that would push the country, then known as Kemet – meaning Black Land, in reference to the colour of its fertile soil – into a new era.

In hindsight, Alexandria’s rise wouldn’t have been possible without this unification. The land on which that small fishing village stood would eventually become the heart of a key power, resulting in the decline of cities like Memphis, Thinis and Thebes. The founding of Alexandria in the fourth century BCE, by a Macedonian, would also come to represent the end of native Egyptian pharaonic rule.

Though the unification was a drastic change, some things in Egypt stayed the same. As it had for thousands of years, life remained focused on the Nile Valley more than the Mediterranean. The Nile was the source of all life and something with which the gods were intimately involved: they initiated its annual flooding, turning sand into soil so that crops could grow. But the fishing village on the Mediterranean had a special asset. A few miles south, a vast lake provided freshwater for drinking and farming that attracted yet more people to the area. At some stage, heavy currents and waves had deposited elongated mounds of sand, closing the gulf and creating a significant lake. As a result, several neighbouring villages, including one called Marea, grew along the land between the ocean and the lake. The lake, soon known as Mareotis, covered a huge area. Now called Lake Mariout, it is around fifty square kilometres, but in the ancient era was at least ten times larger. Finally, a few miles north-east of the fishing villages, three more settlements were also built nearby, right at the edge of the delta: Pikuat (later Canopus), Thonis (later Heracleion) and Menouthis.

The land around the main village was swampy. It became shrubbier as it neared the lake, where there were marshlands that were considered to be impenetrable from the south. For those who were here, though, this was an ideal place for agricultural development and stock rearing. The land suited goats, whose population surged. A variety of birds also flourished so that chirps and peeps formed an acoustic backdrop to these villages. The residents occupied themselves with fishing and farming and lived alongside a variety of creatures. Egyptians were obsessed with domesticating animals and had varying levels of success. They had a hard time trying to capture and domesticate hyenas, but dogs had already been tamed and were able both to provide company and to splash around the shallow waters gathering fish. The activity of fishing wasn’t yet commercialised as it would be in later centuries, and local fishing boats were rather small, accommodating no more than five men. Different methods were used to catch fish including nets, spears and hooks. The different varieties of seafood – including shark, cuttlefish, red mullet and squid – were either roasted on an open fire, boiled with herbs and berries, or dried, salted and preserved. By the fourth century BCE, locals would begin to realise that landlocked countries without access to fresh fish were prepared to pay good money for salted treats.

From as far back as the fourth millennium BCE, Egypt boasted copious papyrus plants; their vivid green stalks stood five metres high and were regarded as a precious gift from the Nile. Papyrus – from which the word ‘paper’ originates – would become a key practical component of Alexandria’s rise as a centre of knowledge and handicraft, but it was also used as much more than a writing surface. As well as construction, the plant was utilised for making important day-to-day objects: from amulets to shields to reed boats, in addition to boxes and baskets, sails and sandals, mattresses and medicines, rugs and ropes, toys and tables, cords and cloths.

Papyrus stalks were even a staple food, cut into small pieces and baked in clay ovens before consumption. Egyptians here had two main meals a day. In the morning, thick emmer wheat bread, cloudy barley-based beer and fragrant onions. In the evening, more bread and beer, plus vegetables like the papyrus stalks, or garlic, spring onions, celery, gourds and melons. Meat was a little less important, but still consumed regularly: waterfowl and geese were popular, as were goat and oxen. The smaller birds, like quail, were salted and eaten uncooked. Red meat usually came from bigger animals so needed to be preserved, which was done by keeping it in brine, honey or beer. The Egyptians also stuffed food into their live geese and calves to fatten them as early as 2500 BCE. This would continue until Alexandria’s founding centuries later, when the livers of geese were enlarged by feeding them dried figs. From Alexandria, this would spread to the Romans, for whom it became a luxury that eventually inspired the French speciality foie gras.

Some animals were off limits as food. Pigs were quite useful as they rooted through the soil so it could be planted, but swineherds were nonetheless a despised class and were not even permitted into the temples. The ancient Greek historian Herodotus writes that in Egypt the animal was considered so unclean ‘that if a man in passing accidentally touches a pig, he instantly hurries to the river and plunges in with all his clothes on’.1 While pigs weren’t eaten because they were frowned upon, some animals were spared because they were held in high regard. The bull had a significant cult and one in particular, named Apis, was seen as a direct incarnation of the creator god Ptah. Apis was probably the luckiest, most spoiled animal on earth: he lived a life of absolute luxury and veneration in a special temple. When the bull died, in addition to being mummified like royalty, the search for a newborn calf would begin until a new Apis was conferred amid country-wide celebrations. Then there were crocodiles, which grew to six metres in length and posed such a threat to humans that they were given divine status in the hope that they would show their appreciation by being less inclined to attack them. At times, they were still hunted in order to be mummified for worship. Perhaps crocodiles weren’t eaten because they were just too dangerous; after all, hippopotami were also associated with the gods but were still hunted. But the crocodile and hippopotamus, despite having divine links, just couldn’t compete with one particular animal.

The Egyptian word for cat was delightful in its simplicity: a feline friend was a miw. History tells us that the power and popularity of cats today is nothing new. Cats had long been domesticated companions in Egypt but were also seen as protectors of the pharaoh. The miw was loved and revered. Not only did it keep rodents away, it was observed to have god-like qualities: at once gentle and aggressive, graceful and dangerous. A tomb from the thirteenth century BCE even depicts one cat wearing a silver earring: a gift from its owner at a time when silver was rarer and more valuable than gold. Taking a cat’s life was inexcusable – and punishable by death. Today, slightly smaller than their cousins in Europe and North America, local cats of all shades and patterns hang around Alexandria’s streets in abundance. They enter people’s homes during teatime to demand leftovers and invite themselves into closets during labour and rearing. They go where humans aren’t allowed to venture: under the legs of unsuspecting diners at the outdoor fish restaurants near the sea and atop the city’s towering citadel. In fact, it’s hard to imagine them resisting a climb up the great Lighthouse of Alexandria when it stood on that spot, too.



The coastline where Alexandria would be founded was more than a piece of land: it was a location of mythological significance. To get a sense of this, we must cross the Mediterranean to late eighth-century BCE Greece, where two epic pieces of writing are being composed that will become some of the most influential poems in Western culture. To the Greeks of this time, the enigmatic author of The Iliad and The Odyssey came to be known as Homer. Clearly composed by a master poet or poets, these pieces amalgamated reality and fiction and were the culmination of centuries of oral tradition. They would go on to inform Greek education and culture for centuries. In the absence of an established clergy or sacred scripture, they also spelt out the most important aspects of Greek theology, including how people were expected to perceive their gods. We still don’t know who Homer was exactly, or whether this person even existed: this enigma creates a compelling poetic narrator who unashamedly boasts divine inspiration and universal authority.

Helen of Troy is likely to have been known in tales predating Homer. The daughter of the most powerful god, Zeus, and the Spartan queen, Leda, Helen is famously described as the most attractive woman in the world. Known more simply in Greek mythology as ‘beautiful Helen’, she was not only that, she was also the most charming. The History of the Fall of Troy, a supposedly first-hand account, fixates on her striking legs, stunning lips and a memorable beauty spot resting between her eyebrows. Meanwhile, the son of the Trojan king and queen was a handsome and intelligent man called Paris. But he was also known by another name: Alexandros, meaning ‘the defender of the people’. In later years, this Greek name would be pronounced in Eastern languages as Iskandar, and in Western languages beginning with Latin, as Alexander.

Although Helen was married to King Menelaus of Sparta, the lovelorn Paris stormed into her home one night, intent on taking her away. Some ancient authors suggest that Paris abducted Helen; others that they had fallen in love and eloped. This single event, which has been portrayed in paintings thousands of times, would lead to Spartan attempts to retrieve Helen from Troy, thus sparking the colossal Trojan War. But in Troy, Helen was nowhere to be found. According to several narrations, Paris and Helen had ventured to Egypt, perhaps forced to do so by strong winds at sea. Legend has it that they arrived at an island off the Nile Delta – this was Pharos, where Alexandria’s citadel now stands. When she landed, however, the young Helen was wholly underwhelmed. She moaned about having only seals for company. A few centuries after Homer, Herodotus wrote a lesser-known account of the island’s King Proteus being so appalled by Paris’ actions that he refused to let him continue towards Troy with Helen, sparing him death as he was a visitor but banishing him from the island and keeping Helen safe in Egypt for the entire decade of the Trojan War.

Helen would eventually find herself on the island once again. This time, thought to be around twenty years later, she was in the company of her husband, Menelaus. Blown off course and entirely by chance, the pair found themselves on the very same spot of land. Now, though, humans had joined the seals. As they stepped off their wooden boat, Menelaus signalled to and stopped the first person he saw. It was an elderly man. Menelaus enquired as to their whereabouts: what is this island? The man replied with an explanation of its ownership, using the old Egyptian word ‘Prouti’s’, meaning the ‘Pharoah’s’. Menelaus understood this either as ‘Pharos’ or as a reference to the sea deity ‘Proteus’. Clearly not too sure, Menelaus would take both terms back with him: the island would be known as Pharos and its patron deity would be Proteus. And to add to the imprecisions, when the couple narrated the story back in Greece, the seals were purposely turned into nymphs.

In Homer’s Odyssey, which has the earliest mention of Pharos, Menelaus remained stuck there for twenty long days and was desperate to escape. It’s then that he bumped into a beautiful human-like creature named Eidotheë. She explained to Menelaus that the island was ruled by her father: ‘This place is the haunt of the truth-telling Old Man of the Sea, immortal Proteus, an Egyptian, who knows the deep places of the entire sea.’2 Seeing his distressed state, Eidotheë took pity on Menelaus, helping him to overcome her father and depart the island.

We do not know what the island was called before this. Alexandria’s third-century BCE librarian, Callimachus, called it Helen’s Island. Beyond these legends, one suggestion is that it may have been named after the seals that lived on it or the sound they make; how locals referred to seals is unknown and it’s arguable whether the word Pharos sounds like a seal’s bark. The etymology of the island’s name was further popularised after Homer by ancient Greek authors including Euripides and Herodotus, who writes that he visited Egypt to speak with locals.

As a result of these stories, the deities that came to be associated with the island of Pharos are Proteus, the formidable water-god, and Eidotheë, the gracious sea-goddess. Folklore has often presented Eidotheë as a nymph, but nymphs are personifications of nature with long lives, whereas she was a goddess with immortal life. That she plunges in and out of the sea suggests that she is a mermaid-like entity. Nowadays, one of Alexandria’s names is the Bride of the Mediterranean Sea. In Arabic, the phrase ‘bride of the sea’ means ‘mermaid’, making Alexandria the Mermaid of the Mediterranean: beautiful, magical, fleeting, mythical. The edge of the large rocks that now surround Alexandria’s citadel – where sweethearts huddle together every night – is the very spot where mythical Eidotheë appeared from the ocean to Menelaus before she enchantingly ‘plunged beneath the surging sea’ once more, never to be seen again.

The living mythology of this region extends to the figure who informed our knowledge of these characters and events: Homer. If this renowned bard did in fact exist, he may well have travelled around the Mediterranean and near the island, perhaps around the eighth century BCE. And according to some legends, an intellectual Egyptian woman named Phantasia helped him write with confidence about these locations. Phantasia, a poet and daughter of a prominent philosopher in the ancient capital of Memphis, is said to have written accounts of the Trojan War and its hero, Odysseus, that were deposited in a nearby temple before Homer acquired them as his main source. It’s even been claimed that Homer stole Phantasia’s work when visiting Memphis and passed it off as his own, a version of events that became quite popular among nineteenth-century European classicists. Others go as far as claiming that Homer and Phantasia – meaning ‘imagination’ – are one and the same. And the Byzantine scholar and bishop Eustathius suggested that Homer was Egyptian or at the very least studied in Egypt: a notion that the city to be built around Pharos would embrace in years to come.

Myths aside, what we do know is that in ancient Greece a rhapsode was a full-time professional reciter of the epic poems. Dressed in a long cloak and holding a staff, the rhapsode moved from town to town, stopping in public places to read the literature aloud, both to entertain and to inform. While the Homeric poems were transmitted orally at first, they were eventually recorded in writing: sometime between the eighth and sixth centuries BCE, the rhapsodes, many of whom were illiterate, dictated the poems to scribes. The earliest surviving manuscript is from the third century BCE, when Alexandrian scholars working in the city’s Great Library produced the text on papyrus paper. These papyri were then used by scribes to produce further copies around the world. This fact also leads scholars to believe that the first time that The Odyssey and The Iliad were ordered and divided – into 24 rhapsodes, or books, the division that we still know and use today – this took place in Alexandria. The editors who originated a canonical version of Homer’s epics include three of the Library of Alexandria’s early librarians. Zenodotus was the mastermind behind dividing the poems into books. He also produced the first critical edition of Homer, revising the text and deleting doubtful lines, as well as penning a useful glossary of Homeric terms. Aristophanes produced another early edition of the poems and Aristarchus followed this up by editing what would become the most influential versions, adding an accent system to the text, ensuring the poetic metre was accurate and writing critical pamphlets about the works. Before these editors completed these tasks in Alexandria, no authoritative version of the Homeric epics existed.

We shall return to these three librarians when looking at how Alexandria swiftly developed into the knowledge capital of the world. But at this stage, during the ancient era, it’s safe to say that this area of Egypt was steady, but hardly ambitious. Here remained a series of fishing villages and marshlands on the Mediterranean coastline and further south around Lake Mareotis. Despite its legendary status, the small nearby island of Pharos appeared lifeless.

Sitting in the frenzy of the city’s citadel today – at least five millennia after this area was first inhabited – one could be forgiven for overlooking Alexandria’s humble beginnings. But the little villages and empty island that once occupied this land were meant for greatness. The forces of reality and myth were destined to combine in mysterious and unpredictable ways. They were going to create a city that would change the world.






2 Alexander’s Dream


Half a millennium after Homer, in the mid-fourth century BCE, a teenage boy with noticeably slim legs, narrow eyes and immaculate hair ventured to the ancient city of Athens in order to enrol in the Platonic Academy, where he would be taught by the celebrated polymath Plato, who was himself a student of the first known moral philosopher, Socrates.1 The youngster, whose name was Aristotle, came from a well-respected family. His father was court physician to King Amyntas III, ruler of Macedon and son of former King Alexander I. Amyntas had three sons who would all become kings, one after the other: Alexander, Perdiccas and Philip, who was born around the same time as Aristotle. The king also had a daughter, Eurynoe, who might only be mentioned in a single historical source – by the Roman historian Justin – but has a dramatic story to tell: she saved her father’s life by informing him of an assassination attempt instigated by her mother and her mother’s lover.

Aristotle attended the Platonic Academy for two decades, only departing in 348 BCE when Plato died in his eighties. The loss of his mentor, with whom he’d been associated for his entire adult life, is likely to have hit Aristotle hard. But it also helped him make the tough decision to leave Athens, crossing the Aegean Sea to resettle in Aterneus (today in western Turkey). He may have felt inclined to make the move when Plato’s nephew, Speusippus, became head of the Academy, while Aristotle, still regarded as an alien non-Athenian, was neglected. With the expanding power of the Macedon kingdom, tensions had been building between the Greeks and Macedonians, who despite having much in common regarded themselves as distinctly separate. Athens was becoming a hotspot for anti-Macedonian sentiment and it was commonly known that Aristotle’s family had links with the latest public enemy. Aristotle continued to establish close connections with the Macedonians to the extent that, by his thirties, he was spying for them. Having further proved his loyalty, he received an invitation to move to Macedon from an old acquaintance, Philip, who was now on the throne as King Philip II.

Philip was keen to have his twelve-year-old son tutored privately and was only willing to consider the greatest minds of the time for this vital role. A rigorous and competitive search for the coveted academic post was well underway. Philip thought about Isocrates, the celebrity speechwriter who charged phenomenal prices in his selective school of rhetoric but was now in his nineties. He considered Plato’s nephew, Speusippus, who upon hearing of this potential royal interest, hurriedly offered to resign from his leadership of the Academy to take on the role. But there would only be one winner.

Aristotle was born in Stagira on the hilly Greek−Macedonian border and in the same year that Plato died King Philip had invaded and ransacked the city. Aristotle made it clear that in return for tutoring the prince, Philip was required to rebuild Stagira and free its people. Philip was so adamant that his son should receive a special education that he not only freed the enslaved citizens, but also rebuilt the city complete with a state-of-the-art water system. The next step was to find a place for the school. Philip settled on the town of Mieza, arranging classrooms and bedrooms at the Temple of the Nymphs. This temple utilised two natural caves, between which a rectangular space was cut out from the rock. It had colourful pillars and façades adorning its walls. The selective boarding school was far away from distraction and ready to welcome the sons of Macedon’s most noble families. The young students included names that will become familiar: Ptolemy, Hephaestion, Cassander, Cleitus, Lysimachus, and of course Philip’s son, named after the king’s brother and grandfather. He was Alexander.



Alexander was born in 356 BCE, in the Macedon capital of Pella, to Philip and Olympias. Philip had fallen deeply in love with Olympias on the Greek island of Samothrace (equidistant between the mainlands of modern Greece and Turkey). Since she was from Epirus (west of Macedon), Olympias was regarded as a foreigner and more specifically as a barbarian, a term used for anyone who didn’t speak Greek. But her noble family actually claimed to be descendants of the great Greek warrior Achilles. Philip’s family, meanwhile, boasted as their flattering ancestor a most important Greek hero turned deity: Heracles (or Hercules). With both Achilles and Heracles regarded as having divine ancestry, Philip and Olympias were a match made in mythical heaven.

The story of Alexander’s conception is filled with remarkable legends befitting of an ancient hero. The night before his parents wed, his mother had the strangest dream: that her body was struck by a thunderbolt that created a blazing fire. Philip had a dream that he placed a papyrus seal displaying a lion onto his wife’s body. The sages interpreted the lion as confirmation that the couple would have a courageous son. The papyrus plant only grew in the lands of Egypt, so this linked the newborn to the chief Egyptian deity, Amun-Re, known and often worshipped in Greece as Zeus Ammon, recognisable for the two ram’s horns on his head. In another legend, the last pharaoh, Nectanebo II, disguises himself as Amun-Re and impregnates Olympias. As for the thunderbolt, Philip was advised to give sacrifice to Zeus Ammon, the god of sky and thunder. Later in Alexander’s adult life, when his mother told this story, the thunderbolt was regarded as potential evidence that Olympias was impregnated by the thunder-god himself, making Zeus the father of Alexander. Philip is likely to have given Olympias, his fourth wife, a special status compared to his other wives (he married seven women in total), in large part because she bore him Alexander. As a boy, he was cherished by his father, for whom these omens surrounding the birth created high hopes. On the day Alexander was born, Philip’s army won a battle and his racehorse won at the Olympic Games, cementing the belief that his son would be unstoppable.

Before joining the new school, Alexander had already been raised as royalty. He learnt to read and hunt at an early age. He also played the lyre, a string instrument not too dissimilar to a harp, thought to make boys more cultured and better behaved. The instrument was also used to provide music to accompany poetic recitations, not least the Homeric epics. In The Iliad, the hero Achilles himself plays the lyre while singing about the actions of heroic men.

Much of what we know about Alexander is from the Alexander romances, largely fictional biographies that used historical events as their bases. Legends about Alexander’s exploits began to be written in Alexandria shortly after his death. The most important of Alexander’s mythical biographies is the Alexander Romance, which served as both a compilation of what had already been written, and had stories added to it in different languages over the centuries to the extent that multiple versions existed. The Romance in its current form has long been thought to date from the third century CE, but there is much to suggest that the original text was begun shortly after Alexander’s death in the third century BCE.

The Romance claims that one day, fifteen-year-old Alexander heard the high-pitched neighing of a locked-up horse. He was informed that the horse, which had human corpses scattered around it, was ‘a man-eater’. When Alexander approached it, the horse’s demeanour changed and he began to nuzzle the prince affectionately. Alexander forced his way into the enclosure and mounted the demonic horse that everyone so feared. The Romance adds mythical prowess to the horse, noting that the Oracle of Delphi had prophesied to Philip that whoever managed to ride this horse would ‘rule the whole world’. When Philip heard what his son had done, he embraced him and declared: ‘Hail, Alexander, ruler of the world!’2 The early second-century historian Plutarch provides a different version of events, writing that when Philip was offered an expensive horse that refused to be mounted, ten-year-old Alexander challenged his father that he could solve the issue or otherwise pay the horse’s full price. Alexander had noticed that the horse – a large black colt with blue eyes and a distinctive white star on the forehead – was confused by the movement of his own shadow. Alexander ‘turned’ the horse ‘directly towards the sun’ so that the animal could calm down, before ‘stroking him gently’ and mounting him. As Alexander sped away on the horse, the king and his men, who’d moments earlier sniggered at Alexander’s confidence, were left astonished. As he turned back towards them, they burst into applause, his father ‘shedding tears’ of joy and ecstasy. Philip ‘kissed him as he came down from his horse’ before urging him to aim high: ‘O my son, look thee out a kingdom equal to and worthy of thyself, for Macedonia is too little for thee.’3 In both versions, Alexander is rewarded by taking this horse as his very own, naming it Bucephalus, or ox-head, either because of its stubbornness or because it had an ox-head mark on the haunch. Legends aside, we can be sure that Alexander was taught how to ride horses and play polo, and that he did have a loyal horse called Bucephalus who would go on to become one of the most famous horses in history.

At the boarding school, Alexander received an intensive education as Aristotle, now in his early forties, spent hours standing at the blackboard scribbling with his chalk. The key value instilled in Alexander was known as arete: the pursuit of excellence, a term also used to describe the Homeric heroes. Alexander observed his teacher’s own striving for excellence through intense contemplation: Aristotle sat reflecting for long periods on the stone seats, and in the breaks strolled slowly around the shady green surroundings. In fact, decades later, those who followed Aristotle’s schools of thought became known as the Peripatetics: an homage to Aristotle’s habit of striding around as he thought and taught.

Alexander had grown up around many languages and was at least bilingual in standard Greek and his nurse’s Macedonian, and quite possibly in his mother’s Epirote dialect. Aristotle taught the students to write in four languages: Greek, Babylonian, Hebrew and Latin. He taught them a wide range of subjects, including astronomy, ethics, geography, logic, medicine, metaphysics, politics, rhetoric and, of course, literature. He discussed the nature of the world – the sea, the winds and the stars. He shared with them his views about life and morality. Some of his maxims appear to have stayed with Alexander: that ‘all men by nature desire to know’, that ‘man is by nature a political animal’, and the striking assertion that ‘poetry is finer and more philosophical than history, for poetry expresses the universal and history only the particular’. Later, Aristotle would reflect on how ‘the young’ were powerless against their desires but full of passion, ambition and hope. In a curious memo, he recollected:


They are passionate, hot-tempered, and carried away by impulse, and unable to control their passion… They are ambitious of honour, but more so of victory… And their desire for both these is greater than their desire for money, to which they attach only the slightest value, because they have never yet experienced want… [They are] full of hope…4



Plutarch writes that Alexander loved Aristotle just as much as he loved his own father. The affection appears to have been mutual: in later legends, Aristotle is said to have told Alexander that he was destined to ‘be the greatest king’. Perhaps Aristotle was trying to encourage the prince or, as is more likely, these stories came about later as Alexander’s power and Aristotle’s renown grew. Aristotle probably cared deeply about his key student, who was in turn deeply interested in learning. But young Alexander was clearly no philosopher: he was rash and excitable. ‘They think they know everything, and confidently affirm it’, Aristotle noted about his students: not the most flattering report. But when the subject was poetics, things were very different. Alexander could recite significant passages of the tragedies by heart. In fact, Aristotle had never seen a teenage student take such a remarkably keen interest in the Homeric epics as Alexander, who in his captivation is said to have devoured The Iliad in a single sitting. So passionate was Alexander that Aristotle was compelled to present the youngster with his own personal and carefully annotated version of Homer’s poetry.

By this stage, Alexander was no ordinary teenager or even prince: he was becoming part of an astounding educational tree consisting of the most respected scholars of each era who had all but founded Western knowledge and philosophy. Socrates taught Plato. Plato taught Aristotle. Now, Aristotle was teaching Alexander.



As an adult, Alexander stood at around five feet, not much shorter than the average Macedonian man at the time. His military training likely made him a stocky, well-built figure, and Alexander really cared about how he looked. It was commonly known that only one sculptor, the finest of the time, was permitted to portray Alexander. It is thanks to Lysippus – essentially his official portraitist since boyhood – that we have a relatively good idea of what Alexander looked like. Similar to photographs today, sculptures and paintings of Alexander obviously served political purposes by presenting him in a certain way. But there are many features that appear often enough in depictions of Alexander to merit attention.

The most important portrayal is a bust known as the Hermes Azara, a Roman copy of one of Lysippus’ works that was sculpted from life and probably at Alexander’s request. Today it sits in the Louvre in Paris after being gifted in the early 1800s to Napoleon Bonaparte by the Spanish, who’d discovered it during an excavation in Italy. Like most sculptures and paintings, it presents Alexander with voluptuous curls waving down his head and neck, a well-aligned nose and a short, wide jaw. He is clean-shaven, perhaps by choice or perhaps because his beard grew too scantly. Both the abundant hair on his head and the lack of hair on his face were highly unusual for royalty, soldiers and athletes of this period. Like the line of kings that came before Alexander, including his father, he was expected to sport a close-cropped haircut and suitably bushy beard. Alexander’s long hair, with its parting near the centre, would have signalled moral laxity, and a shaven face was seen as weak and effeminate. Alexander clearly liked this look, though, and kept it defiantly. It would gradually gain popularity until it became a commonplace look among his successors. Alexander looked young to those around him even well into adulthood.

The bust shows deep, intense eyes, though we are unable to confirm their colour. In an attempt to give him enchanting qualities, legends make the improbable claim that he had one dark and one light eye. Copies of contemporary paintings show brown eyes and brown streaky hair, and the romances describe hair like a lion’s mane, which does less to confirm a colour than it does to symbolise valour. Plutarch writes that ‘he was fair’ with some ‘ruddiness’, but adds that Apelles, Alexander’s court artist, portrayed his ‘complexion browner and darker’, perhaps indicating exposure to the sun. Apelles’ actual paintings have unfortunately not survived, though subsequent artists have been inclined to paint scenes of him painting Alexander.

Unlike Aristotle, Alexander had a brisk walk. He spoke quickly, too. He was fond of bathing, even plunging into freezing water after battle to the astonishment of his troops. In Pella, public bathtubs were common, but men were expected to bathe only in cold water; hot baths were for women, especially during pregnancy. Alexander’s cleanliness led to accounts of his pleasant odour. Sweet spices could be used to make ointments and Alexander would show great interest in perfumes when he ventured to Persia, rushing to King Darius III’s perfumery as soon as he defeated him.

Only ‘sleep and the sexual delight’ reminded Alexander of his mortality, Plutarch wrote.5 Sleep and sexual climax represent momentary unconsciousness and weakness: mini deaths, like the French expression la petite mort that eventually came to signify orgasm. Sexually active from a young age, Alexander would end up having three wives and at least four mistresses. He also took his pick of concubines on a nightly basis and slept with a eunuch. On his campaigns, Alexander’s men enjoyed the company of hetairai, whose stimulating and witty conversation was as important as sex. Unlike the common sex workers, the pornai, who were owned by pimps and worked from streets and brothels in red-light districts, the hetairai were the highest rank of sex workers at the time. These sophisticated women were highly educated in art and music, able to maintain refined composure and wit. Such was their power that they made their way into the most influential symposia to dine and converse with the mightiest men in the empire.

It’s thought that Alexander’s first sexual encounter was with the famously beautiful Campaspe, who would fast become his most cherished mistress. In fact, Alexander managed to combine his love of sensuality and art: according to the Roman historian Pliny the Elder, Alexander asked Apelles to paint Campaspe. While undertaking the task, Apelles fell in love with his attractive subject. Alexander admired Apelles’ work so much that he gave his mistress to the artist – but made sure to keep the painting.

When Alexander met a Persian woman called Barsine, it was her knowledge of Greek literature that captivated him. Around that time, a group known as the Amazons was notoriously difficult to infiltrate. Formed of female warriors and hunters, they were led by a queen who could outpower even the strongest of men. They moved around Greece, West Asia, and reached Egypt. Their only interactions with men were brief sexual encounters. If this resulted in a son, the baby would be given to the father or killed in order to maintain a female-only society. According to legend, their queen Thalestric planned to bear a mighty heiress, so she sought out Alexander to impregnate her. They proceeded to have sex for thirteen energetic days and nights. This was a particularly useful story for Alexander and his successors to spread: it showed the vigour of Alexander’s pedigree and sexuality. That the Amazons are mentioned in The Iliad is further indication of Alexander’s obsession with mimicking aspects of the epic.

A moderate level of polygamy was quite normal at the time – or in the case of royalty, a not so moderate level. When Alexander was told that his only sister, named Cleopatra of Macedon, was having an affair, he simply exclaimed that she was entitled to enjoyment. At the time and especially among the Macedonian nobility, combining heterosexual marriage with occasional homosexuality was also unsurprising, though not necessarily discussed in the open. While more popular among younger men, a gay relationship could also involve an older man with a younger one. It’s therefore possible that Alexander had such relationships. Alexander was particularly close to his classmate Hephaestion. In the past, historians assumed Hephaestion was older than Alexander, paralleling the relationship of the Homeric hero Achilles with the older Patroclus, but Alexander and Hephaestion were around the same age. The pair certainly shared a mutual love and continued to have a strong relationship until the latter’s death. We know for sure that they were at least the very closest of friends.



Alexander had just turned sixteen when his father entrusted him to take charge of Macedon. Philip, who wore a patch over his right eye after an arrow had penetrated it, ventured eastward to lay siege to Byzantium, so he needed both a regent to take charge in his absence and an heir in case he didn’t make it back. As the favourite son, Alexander was given the nod ahead of his older half-brother, Philip Arrhidaeus, whom sources indicate had learning difficulties. For the first time, the crown prince had the king’s seal at his disposal. Alexander immediately took an active approach to his new role. He might even have been excited to learn that the Thracian Maedi tribe – who resided a few hundred miles north-east of the capital – were preparing to rebel against Macedonian rule. Alexander swiftly took an army to confront them, driving the tribe out of their town and settling Macedonians in their place. A couple of years earlier, his father Philip had renamed a town Philippopolis. So, Alexander decided to mark his first success by eagerly renaming this town after himself. It became the first city of Alexander: Alexandropolis. It didn’t, however, share in the success of its eponym: the town was all but abandoned soon after it was renamed and faded into insignificance. Today, we don’t even know where exactly Alexandropolis stood, though we can deduce that it was in south-west Bulgaria along the banks of the Struma River.

Despite the success of his attack on the Maedi, it wasn’t all plain sailing for Alexander and his life took a sudden and tumultuous turn. Alexander’s father claimed to have fallen in love with a young woman named Cleopatra Eurydice, the adopted niece of his army general Attalus. Alexander’s mother had held a special status and Alexander was the obvious heir, but none of Philip’s six wives had been Macedonian. This was about to change as he married Cleopatra Eurydice: not only was she Macedonian and by far the youngest of the wives, but she also had an influential uncle in whom Philip confided. Olympias was fuming – and Alexander was well aware of his mother’s distress.

At the wedding, the nobles of Macedon gathered around bottomless drinks to celebrate this popular union. They drank wine, at the time differentiated as white or black and mixed with varying quantities of water for strength. Eighteen-year-old Alexander watched on despondently. Attalus had obviously had a lot to drink and, as he got up to give his toast, he swayed from side to side, hardly able to stop the wine from dripping out of his golden goblet. Plutarch records Attalus raising his hands and beginning to pray: may his niece gift Macedon ‘a lawful successor’. Immediately and unexpectedly, a cup soared towards his head. It came from Alexander, who was now screaming: ‘You villain, what, am I then a bastard?’ As guests rushed to check on Attalus, an enraged Philip got up to berate his son. He reached for his sword and in that moment his eyes suggested that he might even kill the prince. But as Philip stood up, in his anger and drunkenness, he took a loud, dramatic tumble and fell to the floor. As he sat on his backside, Alexander walked over to him and asked how he wanted to ‘pass out of Europe into Asia’ when he was incapable of ‘passing from one seat to another’. With that, Alexander stormed out of the wedding and prepared to leave the court. He took his mother to her homeland and continued to Illyria on the Balkan peninsula. Suddenly, after years of education and training and a brief but thrilling stint at the helm, he was unsure whether he was still the heir to the throne and whether he was even welcome in his father’s kingdom. But when he shouted at the wedding, Alexander had managed to summarise a tactic for world domination: the ability to navigate between the continents of Europe and Asia, something that would soon place the location of Alexandria at the centre of imperial ambitions for centuries to come.

It took months of mediation for Alexander to make the prodigal return to his father. In this time, Alexander had become closer to his mother and had also developed a support network that consisted of his best friends, including Ptolemy and Hephaestion. But it didn’t take long for more problems to start brewing. This time, Philip arranged the marriage of Alexander’s half-brother Philip Arrhidaeus to a Persian governor’s daughter. Alexander discussed this eagerly with his mother and friends, becoming convinced that this tactical betrothal was a sign that his brother was being groomed as heir. In response, he decided to offer himself as husband instead, but how was he to get this message to Persia? Alexander enjoyed the company of Thessalus, a famous tragic actor who was known for his fine performances. Thinking outside the box, Alexander asked Thessalus to go to the Persian governor and use his acting skills to convince them to change their mind. There, the actor delivered to them news about the original groom: that he was an illegitimate son and an unstable fool. The governor was both shocked at the news and pleased that his daughter could instead marry Alexander. But word of this plot had already reached King Philip, who cancelled the plans and berated Alexander, claiming that there had been another plan to pair him with a more befitting bride. The actor Thessalus ended up in chains while Alexander’s best friends, including Ptolemy, were exiled for their roles in the scheme. The incident had shown both Alexander’s desire to control his own destiny and his belief in the power of the arts. But the network Alexander had built now vanished: like his mother, his friends were no longer nearby.

In summer 336 BCE, shortly after Alexander’s twentieth birthday, fate took yet another wild turn. It was at another Cleopatra’s wedding, this time his sister’s, that things would get horribly out of control. The marriage of the princess was a state occasion and Philip wanted to make full use of it. He instructed his seven bodyguards to let him walk into the theatre alone so that the guests of honour and common citizens could see how approachable and unafraid he was. It did not go well. Within minutes, one of the bodyguards lunged towards Philip and stuck a dagger into the king’s ribs. Gore and chaos devastated the wedding as the father of the bride breathed his last. The murderer made a rapid exit towards a horse strategically positioned for the escape, but as they galloped away, a wild vine caught the horse in mid-stride and threw the rider. Seconds later, the killer, now identifiable as Pausanias, was also lying in his own blood.

Alexander’s fortunes were changed by the death of his father. It’s unlikely that Alexander or his mother planned the king’s murder; it would make more sense for it to be a Persian plot instigated by that empire’s new king, Darius III. But according to three sources, including Aristotle, Pausanias also had his own issues with the king, and in particular with the king’s friend Attalus. As a young pageboy, Pausanias had boasted good looks, and Philip is thought to have had an affair with him. One evening, Attalus invited Pausanias to dinner, but there was an ulterior motive. Attalus poured Pausanias copious amounts of unmixed wine, waited for his chance and proceeded to rape the helpless boy. Not stopping there, he even handed him to friends for their own sport. The traumatised Pausanias pleaded with the king to punish the perpetrator. But Attalus was Philip’s general and since the king had married Cleopatra Eurydice, Attalus had become a kind of father-in-law. To Pausanias’ dismay, the king refused to punish Attalus. Instead, he tried to appease Pausanias with a promotion to personal bodyguard: quite literally a deadly mistake.

These events ended up changing the fate of Alexander in ways nobody could have predicted. First, the toast at Philip’s wedding led Alexander to a world beyond the court, as well as showing him the consequences of acting rashly and the value of having close friends. Second, Philip’s death cut short any plans he may have had to name an alternative successor. Alexander had already been entrusted to deputise in the past so was best positioned to take charge, meaning that Pausanias’ assassination of Philip prematurely ended any doubt about who would be the next king. In hindsight, without this series of unsavoury and despicable actions by Attalus and the subsequent responses of Philip and Pausanias, Alexander may never have become king.



Now sitting firmly on the Macedonian kingdom’s throne, twenty-year-old Alexander III was determined to cement his power so that he could be free to make a mark on the world. He immediately ordered the execution of Attalus, whom he predicted would defect to Athens. Alexander’s mother is said to have arranged for Cleopatra Eurydice and her baby daughter, Alexander’s half-sister, to be taken onto a vessel that was then set alight. The newly crowned Alexander tried to establish his authority on the region. In the city state of Thebes, which for the last century was the independently governed capital of its region, there was some rebellion against Macedonian rule. In response, Alexander took his army to Thebes, where the locals refused to surrender and Alexander set an example by destroying the city, executing all its men, enslaving its women and children and burning it to the ground. Alexander ordered only one house to be spared: that of a lyric poet he admired named Pindar. Alexander’s destruction of Thebes was a key event: it led him to the realisation that a major city could be toppled and that a new one could be founded instead, on his own terms, and, better yet, one whose location could complement his goal of attacking the ancient world’s first superpower, the Persian Empire.

Initially presenting himself as a ruler for all Greeks, Alexander ruthlessly conquered Anatolia and the Levant before heading westwards to Egypt. Here was an established, wealthy country boasting countless natural treasures, including gold and grain. It had access to resources and slaves from Asia to its east and the rest of Africa to its south. If conquered, all these resources would help support Alexander’s empire and military, and if he could maintain and elevate its trade, he could also make profits. Egypt was accessible via sea and river and boasted a pharaonic canal system that could provide access towards the Indian Ocean from which Alexander could continue to expand his empire. Then there was the knowledge that stemmed from Egypt, where the economic reliance on nature, especially the Nile, meant that scholars were skilled in astronomy, alchemy and medicine. Economically and practically, Egypt was key to Alexander’s larger plan: world domination.

Egypt had been coveted by the Persians for centuries. In 525 BCE they managed to conquer and rule it as part of the Achaemenid Empire. Around 404 BCE, the Egyptians successfully rebelled and gained independence, but the Persians reconquered the country in 343 BCE. Just a decade before Alexander set foot in Egypt, the Egyptians tried to rebel once again but they were brutally quashed. To show them who was in control, the Persians destroyed Egyptian temples. Also around this time, the Persians supposedly held an outrageous and deliberately provocative barbeque in which they roasted Apis, the holy bull. Even if this didn’t occur, it confirms the negative contemporary Egyptian narrative about the Persian colonisers. As such, though Alexander’s army met resistance in Gaza, he marched with ease into Egypt, forcing the Persian governor’s resignation. After centuries of self-governance, Egyptians couldn’t have been happy with yet another foreign power ruling over them. But the timing of Alexander’s arrival worked in his favour, as most Egyptians welcomed him as a liberator.

His first action was a calculated stunt: he offered a sacrifice to Apis, showing Egyptians that he respected their traditions and helping endear him, at least comparatively, to the Egyptian people. He also arranged for a festival of sporting and literary games in which both Greeks and Egyptians were invited to perform, showing the Egyptians that he was not going to treat them as barbarians. Alexander was now ruling a celebrated land and etching his name in its long and illustrious history. The Romance is alone in its claim that the Egyptian priests crowned Alexander as the new pharaoh, but the title does appear alongside his name in later temple inscriptions.

Alexander’s childhood enthusiasm for literature had matured into an adult passion. He’d always disliked competitive sports like athletics and boxing, unlike his father, who’d felt strongly about fielding horses in every Olympic Games, and great grandfather, Alexander I, who had personally taken part in the Olympics’ most important event, the stadion (a 180-metre sprint), as well as the pentathlon. Instead, wherever he happened to be, Alexander was keen to engage with the best rhapsodes, musicians and dramatists, for whom he created several awards. The value he placed on art continued to inform his perceptions and even his decisions. After all, Aristotle had used literature to instruct the students about life. For example, Homer’s stories of the Trojan War had been used to teach leadership. Aristotelian philosophy utilised epics and tragedies to present examples of the link between politics and ethics, emphasising how every person, let alone leader, must first develop excellence of character. In The Iliad, courage is a political rather than individualistic trait, emphasising the significance of ambition and teamwork. Alexander admired how the rulers in the poem were strong both in character and in battle. And it’s important to remember that for Alexander and everyone around him, these Homeric tales weren’t mere fictions – they were valuable histories. With his newfound authority, Alexander could imitate his heroes yet more. During his lifetime, Lysippus had sculpted Alexander naked, with his weight on one leg and an arm extended holding a spear. Variants of this original statue have lost the spear, but they still emphasise a heroic stance. Alexander wanted to style himself on the heroes he had grown up reading about, especially Achilles, and over time the tables would be turned so that sculptures of Alexander began to inform perceptions of how Achilles looked.

When Alexander’s army looted the riches of Persia, he was given a rare golden casket. For some time he wondered what he should use it for and even deliberated with friends. Alexander greatly cherished that special copy of Homer’s poetry, the edition presented to him by Aristotle, and carried it with him wherever he went. And so, by day, during his campaigns, he kept it in the solid gold casket. By night, wherever he happened to be sleeping, he would lift his pillow and carefully place the treasured book beneath it – alongside his dagger. Plutarch writes that one night, as he tossed and turned, Alexander appeared to recall Menelaus’ words in Homer’s Odyssey:


There is there an island, set in the ever-surging deep,

off the coast of Egypt, and men call it Pharos; it is as

far out to sea as a hollow ship can run in a full day,

if a shrill stern wind is blowing it along. There is on it

a harbour, well-sheltered, where men can draw dark water

and launch their trim ships again on to the open sea.



As Alexander slept, he dreamed that an old and venerable grey-haired man appeared before him. Standing right in front of Alexander, the man spoke with brevity and accomplishment: ‘An island lies, where loud the billows roar, / Pharos they call it, on the Egyptian shore.’ Plutarch records that the startled Alexander ‘immediately rose up’, and without any delay he began his voyage to Pharos.






3 Alexander’s Dream City


In 331 BCE, halfway in the timeline between us and the great Pyramids of Giza, which had already been standing for some 2,200 years, Alexander made the hopeful journey to the island of Pharos.

Armed with his copy of Homer and with long locks styled in the image of his hero Achilles, the twenty-five-year-old boarded a barge from Memphis northward on the Nile. Aristotle had taught him that ‘knowledge of the fact differs from knowledge of the reason for the fact’. Alexander had no doubt that he needed to understand his vision of this unfamiliar island.

Aristotle was still part of Alexander’s support network and they corresponded no matter the distance between them. Aristotle, who also continued to spy for Alexander, had returned to Athens but introduced the king to his favourite nephew. Callisthenes, a few years older than Alexander, was a budding historian who had written a ten-volume history of Greece and was now tasked with recording Alexander’s story as and when it happened so that the king could earn an enthusiastic following. Auspiciously titled the Deeds of Alexander, much of Alexander’s history today is based on this lost text, the original source for later biographies. Alexander was also supported by his schoolfriends – Ptolemy, Hephaestion, Cassander, Cleitus and Lysimachus – each given a considerable role as commander or general. And he had his trusted black horse, Bucephalus, whom he’d saved a decade and a half earlier. Bucephalus was still healthy despite possibly being as old as twenty-five and Alexander can be forgiven for starting to believe Achilles’ opinion that some horses were immortal.

By this time, Pharos was presumed to be the home of the sea-god Proteus. Alexander arrived at its uncertain shore, and the Romance narrates that he ‘saw a great open space, stretching into the infinite distance, and occupied by twelve villages’. In reality, the place might easily have been a complete anticlimax. There wasn’t a soul on the island. Across the water, scattered villages punctuated an otherwise vacant space along the coast. The largest of these ran primarily on fishing, though some pirates, skilled at navigating the winter waves of the ocean, had also settled here.

But this was love at first sight. Within a matter of seconds, Alexander noticed the immense potential of this rocky spit of land. The distance between the island and the coast was relatively short: if he were to connect the island to the mainland via a narrow strip of land, this could be turned into one of the most strategically located harbour-towns in the world.

There were many immediate and prospective advantages to this location. If anything, the geographical position was even better than he’d have initially realised. Here was a place that was as close as possible to the Nile without any danger of being affected by the river’s regular flooding. There was a freshwater supply from Lake Mareotis further inland and the Nile Delta was nearby. Though some had been purposely drained or filled in, pharaonic canals linked the river to the lake and the lake to the sea. Soon, another canal would connect the location to the westernmost mouth of the Nile Delta, the Canopic branch of the Nile, just east of this spot, where the river channels into the Mediterranean Sea. These even provided access, via the Arabian Sea, to the Red Sea and then the Indian Ocean. In other words, it was a spot at the intersection of the three continents of Europe, Africa and Asia. Strategically, or perhaps ideologically, creating a base at this precise location could do even more than support geographic dominance: it could bring the Hellenistic world closer to the great Egyptian civilisation. That Greeks were already familiar with Pharos through Homer’s Odyssey could only be an advantage.

Alexander wasted no time. Straightaway, a temporary connection was developed between Pharos and the coast. Next, he ordered a larger link to be constructed across the sea to connect the island with the mainland. This causeway measured 1,300 metres in length, or in the Greek unit of ‘stadium’, seven stadia, thus earning the name Heptastadion.

Such was his excitement for this new venture, the idealistic Alexander was itching to draw a design of this dream city. He looked around for a piece of chalk. He expectantly demanded one from his men, including the respected architect Deinocrates of Rhodes. Then, Alexander reached for some grains of barley and to everyone’s surprise, got down onto his knees. Rushing with exhilaration, he began to use the barley and his fingers to sketch a messy map out onto the sandy floor. It would be a city right between the lake and the ocean. There would be streets angled to welcome the sea breeze and enable eight lanes of horses and chariots to move efficiently. There would be a market square and temples serving both the Greek and Egyptian gods. And there would be a library dedicated to the Muses.

Plutarch writes that as Alexander finished his design on the ground, a flock of birds appeared from the horizon and descended onto the grain, all but devouring it. Alexander was startled and confused, but was quickly assured by those around him. This was a sign that the city would ‘be the nurse and feeder of many nations’.

Another version of the founding story indicates that it is the city’s perimeter that was marked using barley flour. Alexander wanted to get a sense of just how large the new city could be, so asked for the perimeter to be drawn out. Hundreds of his men were tasked with creating a kind of blueprint on the floor. The soldiers kept rations in their personal mess tins, so a builder went round collecting barley from every one of them and awaited Alexander’s orders. According to the Roman historian Curtius, the perimeter ended up measuring eighty stadia, almost ten miles. The very idea of Alexander using barley is hugely symbolic: this was to be a rich and booming land. It indicated, as the Greek historian Arrian notes, ‘that the city would prosper, and there would be particular prosperity from the produce of the earth’.1 The Romance adds that when the birds consumed the barley, Alexander was told that the city ‘will feed the whole inhabited world, and those who are born in it will reach all parts of the world; just as the birds fly over the whole earth’.

When the plan was finished, Alexander put the idea to the test by offering a sacrifice to the gods, which the priests announced as having been accepted. On that twenty-fifth day of the ancient Egyptian month of Tobi, in the year 331 BCE, the foundations of the city were laid.2

And it was to be named Alexandria.



The new city’s name was Alexandria by Egypt – not Alexandria in Egypt. This might indicate its founder’s perception that it was too far from what was traditionally regarded as Egypt. It also suggests that Alexander was still uncertain about whether he really was in charge of such an expansive land as Egypt. More simply, it demonstrates how Alexandria was to be its own capital: a city like no other that did things on its own terms. And it flourished almost immediately.

Egyptians had generally welcomed Alexander and his plans here intrigued the locals. It may have been at this stage that they began to call the main village Raqote – Egyptian for ‘that which is built up’ or ‘building site’ – and Rhakotis in Greek. Classical Greek and Roman sources suggest that the settlement bore this name before Alexander’s arrival, but it is unknown precisely when the village was named, and it is possible that this term was only used to describe it after the construction of Alexandria began. What we do know is that sometime before the space was named Alexandria, locals called this area Raqote. Its Egyptian residents, and those of the nearby villages, refused to accept a new name that could erase their heritage and signify a shift in power and ownership. Until a new generation was born and until more non-Egyptians arrived, locals continued to refer to the area as Rhakotis.

As a teenager, the first mission Alexander led had resulted in Alexandropolis. And the majority of the cities he founded from that date were called Alexandria. Historians have long tried to confirm how many he founded and even the most conservative estimates name six cities. At least three of the cities assumed to have been founded by Alexander were named after his death, but this still shows his continued legacy. Nonetheless, there is reason to believe that he also founded Alexandria in Aeria, Alexandria in Arachosia, Alexandria Ariana, Alexandria Asiana, Alexandria Bucephalus, Alexandria Carmania, Alexandria in the Caucasus, Alexandria Eschate, Alexandria on the Hyphasis, Alexandria on the Indus, Alexandria by Issus, Alexandria by the Latmus, Alexandria in Margiana, Alexandria in Opiania, Alexandria in Orietai, Alexandria on the Oxus, Alexandria Prophthasia, Alexandria in Susiana and Alexandria in Troas!

On today’s map, they span a large area that indicates the extent of his ventures, covering Bulgaria, Turkey, Iraq, Iran, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan and India. Alexandria in Aeria is modern-day Afghanistan’s second city of Herat; Alexandria in Arachosia forms the foundation of modern-day Old Kandahar in Afghanistan’s third city. Alexandria Eschate, literally Alexandria the Furthest, is Tajikistan’s second city of Khujand, one of the oldest in Central Asia with its own fascinating history until the Soviet Union renamed it Leninabad. Alexandria by Issus has become the Turkish port town of Alexandretta, or little Alexandria. And the eagle-eyed reader of this list of Alexandrias will have noticed Alexandria Bucephalus. Alexander did indeed name this town in memory of his beloved horse. In 326 BCE, around five years after the founding of Alexandria by Egypt, the horse who’d carried Alexander as far as India died; according to Plutarch, Bucephalus was thirty. So Alexander named the very next town he founded, located on the Jhelum River in the Jammu–Kashmir region, after both himself and his horse, though over time it became known as Bucephala.

Most Alexandrias haven’t survived. Even those that did survive don’t have Alexander’s personal or ideological stamp on them. Some were simply conquered and renamed. Both in his day and to this day, none compare to Alexandria by Egypt. This wasn’t a city that came about from a war, or from a geographical split. It certainly didn’t come about organically either. This was a city that he had created from scratch, that Alexander envisaged, that was born from one man’s ego.

The Romance records that as soon as the foundations had been laid, Alexander inscribed, from the top downwards, the first five letters of the Greek alphabet, ABGDE (alpha, beta, gamma, delta, epsilon). Influenced by the riddles of the Greek storyteller Aesop, each represented a word:

(A)lexandros

(B)asileus

(G)enos

(D)ios

(E)ktisen



‘Alexander, king, descendant of Zeus, built the city.’ The riddle confirmed both Alexander’s divinity and his role in the creation of Alexandria. It was to feature five different quarters, each named after one of these letters. Since the 1990s, excavations of the city and its surrounding waters have found references from as early as the third century BCE that confirm the five quarters, each named after the first five letters of the Greek alphabet.

The conception of Alexandria was idealistic. It was ambitiously intended as a global capital, a cultural melting pot, a state-of-the-art metropolis. Rather than create an empire that imposed its own beliefs (in this case, Alexander might have been expected to Hellenise the local population), Alexandria was a polis founded on the notion that it is possible to harmonise different cultures and people. Having been a relatively conservative and obedient child, Alexander was becoming more fervent and eccentric as the years passed and the ideas behind this city were living evidence of his outrageous nature, going against tradition and proving extraordinary ambition.

In fact, excitable Alexander didn’t even wait around to see his new city being built.

In typical fashion, ever hungry for his next challenge, he left as soon as it was founded. Before a single building had been completed. He probably looked back at it over his shoulder as he left, but only briefly. According to both Arrian and Plutarch, after giving orders on its design, he ventured south-west to the isolated Siwa Oasis. This magical settlement, built around hundreds of sparkling springs, lofty olive trees, and palm trees heavy with dates – all in the middle of an endlessly barren desert – feels like something of a miracle. Its abundance led to the oasis’s name during Alexander’s time: the Field of Trees. It may also have been known as Ammonium: some centuries earlier, Siwa’s principal temple had been dedicated to Amun-Re, the god adopted in Greece as Zeus Ammon. Alexander already had the idea that he might be related to Zeus Ammon: his mother told him as much and his development of Pharos linked him to Zeus’ daughter, Helen of Troy. Despite being Egyptian, the oracle in Siwa had become an important Greek shrine, too, as Athens had recently dedicated a temple to Ammon. Alexandria was some 300 miles north-east of Siwa, and with almost perfect symmetry the coastal Greek city of Cyrene (today not too far from Libya’s Benghazi) lay north-west of Siwa. The oracle had become especially important to Cyrene, where Ammon had revered cult status. By going to Siwa, Alexander could impress the Egyptians, as well as the Greek cities of Cyrene and Athens. Alexander also went to the shrine to ask questions, a common thing to do with the gods: perhaps about his next move or what he should do with his newly founded city. Alexander could also have been emulating his ancestor Heracles, who was thought to have visited the shrine. Whatever the reason, ancient historians are certain that this was a journey of major personal meaning to Alexander: he was desperate to understand – or perhaps manufacture – his ancestry.

During Alexander’s travels, Aristotle’s nephew Callisthenes was living up to his uncle’s conviction that he’d become a fitting aide to the king. Alexander had begun to send him on exploratory missions. Now, he was ordered to accompany Alexander to Siwa Oasis. Despite travelling with camels and carrying copious quantities of water in animal skin bottles, the strong south winds were even harsher than expected. Any markers they planned to use for directions were wiped away and they were left in a sea of sand. For four long days, Alexander and his group were hopelessly lost. Then, all of a sudden, according to Aristobulus, one of Alexander’s contemporary chroniclers, they spotted two crows hovering above them. Delighted to see another lifeform, the group followed the birds in the faint hope that they’d be searching for water – and indeed they were. Arrian calls Aristobulus’ account the main version of events, but Alexander’s friend Ptolemy later writes of two snakes appearing and leading Alexander to the oracle. That both sources note such an occurrence means that in all likelihood Callisthenes himself recorded some sort of divine intervention. This kind of detail means that none of Alexander’s contemporary biographers, even his primary historian Callisthenes, can really be trusted. This is because the myth-making around Alexander was intentional, spear-headed by the leader himself and those closest to him. He even attempted to manufacture his own humility. On one boat journey, the historian Aristobulus is said to have read out a hagiographic account of one of Alexander’s duels. Alexander was so incensed about being overpraised that he hurled the book overboard, telling the author to count himself lucky not to have been thrown with it.3 Alexandria is certainly an extension of such active myth-making: its founding story, like its founder, is inevitably full of legends, beginning at Alexander and expanding over time, forcing us to compete with doubts and contradictions.

Alone in the oracle at Siwa, Alexander asked the priest three vital questions. One concerned past events: whether everyone involved in his father’s murder had been caught. The answer was that while Philip’s murderers had been eliminated, his real father was immortal. Another spoke to his endless ambition: whether he was destined to rule the world. The answer, unsurprisingly, was a profound yes. And the most important question was about his ancestry. But much as the name of Pharos island was based on a combination of an elderly man’s pronunciation and erroneous listening on Menelaus’ part, Alexander’s unflinching claim to divinity was about to be built on a mix-up. Plutarch writes that in Siwa the polite presiding priest attempted to speak to Alexander in Greek. But instead of ‘O paidion’ (O, my son), the priest uttered ‘O pai Dios’ (O, son of Zeus). Alexander didn’t need to be told twice. In other ancient sources, though there’s no mix-up, Alexander is addressed directly as a son of God. After this visit, he announced himself son of Zeus Ammon, giving him unprecedented authority and filling him with confidence before his advance towards Persia. As the first Western king to be deified, the trip to the oracle would most importantly go on to cement his pharaonic status among the people of Egypt: they very much expected their rulers to possess divine roots. Such integration on the ruler’s part hadn’t occurred with the Persians beforehand, so this was refreshing for the Egyptians. Alexander was now becoming less Hellenistic and more cosmopolitan, as the new city he’d just founded would also become.

The fact it’s steeped in myriad myths and legends makes Alexandria’s creation all the more special. The Romance, in particular, details supernatural occurrences as the foundations were being laid. One story describes how, as the city gate was erected, a large, ancient stone tablet fell out of it, followed by an army of friendly snakes which dispersed into the newly built houses. After the city was established, Alexander made a sacrifice on an altar that was instantly swooped upon by a huge eagle and the carcass dropped onto another altar, the god of which then appeared to Alexander in his sleep. Alexander asked the god: ‘Tell me if the city of Alexandria that I have founded in my name will remain, or if my name will be changed into that of another king?’ The god refused to answer straight away, instead leading Alexander to a grand mountain. There, he looked towards Alexander and asked a single question: ‘Can you move this mountain to another place?’ Impossible, answered Alexander. And so the god prophesied that, unlike the other cities sharing the same founder, this one’s name – Alexandria – would remain intact: ‘Even so your name cannot be changed into that of another king.’

Alexander went on to enquire about the future, specifically his death. The god’s response explained the magnitude of Alexandria:


This city that you found will be the apple of the world’s eye.

As the years and the ages go by, it will grow

In greatness, and it will be adorned

With numerous temples, magnificent sanctuaries,

Exceeding all in their beauty, size and number.

Everyone who comes to dwell in it

Will forget the land that bore him.



The god also revealed something about Alexander’s immortal relationship with the city:


You shall live in it (Alexandria)

For all time, dead and yet not dead.

The city you have built shall be your tomb.



This god, so concerned with the new city, turned out to be Serapis: an amalgam of two Egyptian deities, Osiris and Apis. Serapis would become the most important deity in Alexandria and its divine protector. This legend proved true in more ways than one. Unlike other places established by Alexander, this city does keep its name. It will grow and grow, becoming the only imperial metropolis he founded. It will boast temples of many different faiths. And many of those who move to it will end up staying.



As Alexander left his new city, he handed a confidant named Cleomenes of Naucratis the job of developing Alexandria and the well-known architect Deinocrates of Rhodes the task of designing it.

As the Roman engineer Vitruvius narrates in his architectural encyclopaedia, Deinocrates boasted ‘good looks and imposing presence’.4 He set out to meet Alexander, who was stationed with soldiers in the Levant. Deinocrates armed himself with written references from several high-standing members of his home island of Rhodes. Alexander’s noblemen told him that he’d eventually meet the king, but nothing happened for days. So Deinocrates came up with a slick plan – literally. Walking outdoors, the royal entourage all turned around to look at something, so Alexander did, too. It was a tall, well-built man walking in their direction. In a nod to Heracles, he’d stripped and oiled his entire body, placed a poplar wreath on his head, flung a lion skin across his left shoulder and carried a big wooden club in his right hand. Curious, Alexander allowed him to approach, asking who he was. ‘A Macedonian architect,’ the slippery man announced, ‘who brings thee ideas and designs worthy of thy renown.’

Deinocrates immediately made a first suggestion with which he hoped to win the favour of the king: turning Mount Athos ‘into the statue of a man, in whose left hand I have represented a very spacious, fortified city, and in his right, a bowl to receive the water of all the streams’. Deinocrates wanted to create for Alexander something grander than the Americans did for their presidents, over two millennia later, at Mount Rushmore (in fact, it’s thought that Deinocrates’ ambitious plan served as inspiration for the Rushmore sculptor Gutzon Borglum). Initially intrigued by the idea, Alexander asked his aides whether such a city, under the statue’s hand, would have access to abundant supplies of food. When they explained the difficulty, Alexander rejected the offer because the site was unsuitable. But he asked Deinocrates to stay: ‘I would have you stay with me, because I mean to make use of your services.’ Perhaps Alexander wasn’t quite as much of a megalomaniac as he might seem, though this is probably a better indication of his clear vision for establishing cities as functional places with ample supplies of food and water. And no city he founded had such ample supplies as Alexandria. Deinocrates swapped his lion skin for a cloak to become Alexander’s architect, and he was soon entrusted with the task of designing the king’s most prosperous city.

Alexandria was intended to exist on a gigantic scale that would impress the entire world. A megalopolis that would send a message of power about its founder and his empire. A super-city that would rival Athens and Carthage. And a crossroads that would link Alexander’s Hellenistic world with the treasures of Persia.

Deinocrates used the grid system championed by the Greek architect Hippodamus of Miletus the previous century. The father of urban planning, Hippodamus’ ideas were held in high regard, not least by Aristotle. They contended that cities should look like grids: big, straight streets that cut one another at right angles. And in his writing, Aristotle devised what he perceived to be an ideal city. One of its principles was to angle the roads in order to profit from the sea breeze and to shelter citizens from strong winds, something Deinocrates chose to do. The coast at Alexandria was rather low-lying, so by linking Pharos and the mainland to create two large ports, this also helped to shelter the city from the winds.

The streets were more spacious than anything seen before. The two main roads, thirty metres wide, had the equivalent of eight lanes each, with the rest of the roads about half this width. Traffic was expected, so the roads were designed to accommodate horse-riding and chariot-driving. The central street, Via Canopica (Canopic Way), was forty stadia long, around five miles, and is described by first-century BCE historian Diodorus as being ‘of unbelievable size and beauty’ and dividing the city in two.5 There would be one main square, the agora, and a main market, the emporium, near the new docklands and harbour.

Lying between sea and lake, Alexandria was easy enough to secure from the two land entrances, where high walls were constructed. The city’s shape was like an oblong, or, as ancient writers described it, a chlamys or military cloak. Hippodamus valued uninhabited space so the central area was left unbuilt so that it might evolve as the city and population grew. The city is likely to have been split according to Hippodamus’ categories: sacred, public and private. Alexander wanted a grand palace and temples serving both the Greek and Egyptian gods. From its very founding, Alexandria was intended to promote religious tolerance, integrating two cultures more seamlessly than both its residents and onlookers expected. Egypt wasn’t used to this and as a city within a country that had its own rich heritage, Alexandria was sure to raise eyebrows before its powerful hybrid culture filtered to other parts of Egypt.

Since the Egyptians had already built canals stemming from the Nile, just a little adjustment meant that the city also had a constant supply of clean water. A new canal was also built to link the city to the Canopic branch of the Nile, spreading more freshwater and bringing a supply of grain, stone and labourers. Irrigation was left to Alexander’s hydraulic engineer, Crates of Olynthus, who established its sewer system. The new canal was used to replenish underground cisterns for washing and cleaning. In a clever move, these cisterns were filled annually, around the end of the summer, when the Nile flood neared Alexandria, turning something historically problematic into something beneficial. The canal became central to Alexandria and would require constant cleaning, maintenance and widening. Within a few years, more canals were opened and celebrated in city-wide festivals.

Within six centuries of the city’s founding, the cisterns consisted of thousands of underground chambers, all built of stone, and Alexandria would be referred to as ‘the city of one thousand cisterns’. In the early fifteenth century, when Henry V of England sent ambassador Guillebert de Lannoy to Alexandria, he reported:


The city is all hollow underneath the streets and houses. There, it leads to conduits roofed with arches, through which the wells of the city are watered from the River Nile once a year. And if it were not so, they would not have fresh water in the city, because there is little to no rain, and there are no natural springs in the city… Every year, at the end of August or throughout the month of September, the River Nile, which rises abundantly at that time, flows to fill all the wells of the city for a year, and the wells outside, whose gardens are watered.6



In the late eighteenth century, Napoleon’s scholars noted that every house had an underground chamber with a cistern for freshwater. That the irrigation and sewage systems were established so soon after the founding, and so competently, indicates a location intended and ready to house a significant population. They remained in use until water storage evolved in the nineteenth century. From day one, the cisterns of Alexandria signalled the founding of a magnificent city vying to surpass its contemporaries.



Toilet waste might have been dealt with, but it didn’t take long for other messes to surface. Cleomenes, the man Alexander entrusted to develop the city in his absence, swiftly became a hugely unpopular figure.

Alexandria still lacked one of the most important assets required by a city of this size: people. Aside from the original villagers, there were only some construction workers, soldiers and sailors here. Attempting to solve this, Cleomenes travelled to the nearby port town of Canopus, the location of a big bazaar particularly famous for its ointments. The plan was simply to force its residents to relocate to the new city. The Canopus officials didn’t appreciate being given such a notice of eviction, but were aware of their new neighbour’s power. They solved the issue by offering Cleomenes money in return for staying. This cash would come in useful as Alexandria was being built, though there’s every chance that he put a large chunk of it in his own pocket. As the months passed, it was clear that the population of the new city still needed addressing, so Cleomenes tried the same thing again. On this occasion, though, Canopus’ officials couldn’t afford to make another offer and gave in. Hundreds of disgruntled families relocated their homes westwards to Alexandria.

Cleomenes made no friends with this move and was quickly becoming known for widespread corruption, using every opportunity to make or save money for the city administration and, more importantly, for himself. He decided that he no longer wanted to fund the Egyptian priests, explaining to them that the religious establishment was costing the state too much money. They gave him their ‘sacred treasure’ so that he would leave them alone. This was probably an empty threat in order to extort money. On another occasion, as one of his servant boys sailed by the river, he was purportedly killed by a crocodile. Cleomenes ordered crocodiles to be wiped out entirely. But the crocodile had long been one of Egypt’s most sacred animals – as the deity that protects people and land from the dangers of the unpredictable Nile, the Egyptians believed the crocodile to be vital for their survival – and the extermination plan was going to cause serious upset. The priests of Alexandria met to discuss the potential disaster and came up with the only plan they thought might work: they collected all the gold from their temples and offered it to Cleomenes in exchange for the safety of the sacred creatures. The crocodiles were spared.7

Hundreds of miles away, Alexander continued to receive regular updates about Alexandria. News of Cleomenes’ corruption was arriving regularly, but Alexander appeared to be turning a blind eye. After all, the city was taking shape. There were tall outer walls, wide central streets, public grounds, royal palaces, temples and private houses. Furthermore, the harbour was attracting ships from across the Mediterranean. This trade was bolstering the economy as taxes were put in place and significant quantities of corn were being exported. The shrubbery around the lakes had also been transformed into vineyards and the lakeside ports accessing the Nile were even busier than those on the coast.

Meanwhile, Alexander was sending Aristotle any books found during his travels. He also sent Aristotle reports and specimens of plants and animals so that his teacher was able to research them and to open the first recorded zoo and botanical garden in the world. Plants included cotton, pepper, cinnamon, myrrh and frankincense. Aristotle’s library and school in Athens, the Lyceum, began to attract scholars from around the region, and Alexander was probably its greatest donor. But in 327 BCE, four years after Alexandria’s founding, something once inconceivable occurred: Alexander and Aristotle fell out.

Aristotle’s nephew, Callisthenes, had been chronicling Alexander’s expeditions, but he would become the reason for the irreconcilable breakup of the longstanding relationship between the king and his mentor. The controversy started when Alexander, who had recently conquered Persia, decided that adopting local traditions would earn the respect of his new subjects. While there, Alexander started to wear the local clothes – a purple and white tunic and diadem – and introduced proskynesis, the name Greeks gave to Eastern greeting rituals. Depending on one’s rank, when someone met Alexander they were to bow, kneel or prostrate themselves before him. Arrian narrates that Callisthenes was outraged by the implementation of what he deemed a ‘barbarian’ practice, and he voiced his concerns to the court. Alexander was unimpressed and their relationship crumbled from this point. Not much later, a page named Hermolaus, who worked as a valet (for horses, that is), conspired to assassinate Alexander. The plot was foiled but the conspirator’s tutor happened to be Callisthenes, and – rightly or wrongly – he was also implicated. Some accounts report that Callisthenes was put in chains until he died, others that he was tortured on the rack, with his wrists and ankles tied up, then crucified. Callisthenes’ final breaths signalled the end of Alexander’s relationship with Aristotle. Neither could bear to speak to the other.



Alexander must have been sad to lose such a father figure as Aristotle. Three years later, he was even more greatly affected by the death of his childhood friend, confidant and general, Hephaestion. The loss began a sharp downward spiral for Alexander. Arrian reports that ‘Alexander spent most of the day prostrate over the body of his friend and would not leave it until he was dragged away’. In similar vein to how the ancient Egyptians respected the Nile, ancient Greek men offered locks of their hair to their local river as a way of thanking it. When in The Iliad Patroclus dies, Achilles mourns the death of his closest companion by cutting a lock of his own hair and placing it onto the corpse. It is no surprise that Alexander is thought to have done the same with Hephaestion. ‘Alexander was a long time in mourning’ and ‘for two full days… took no food or attended to any other physical need, but lay there on his bed consumed by grief, sometimes expressed in open lamentation, sometimes kept silent within him’. He refused to appoint a replacement commander for his friend’s cavalry, renaming it Hephaestion’s Regiment, and ordered the execution of Hephaestion’s doctor for failing to save his life. After two weeks of ignoring everyone, Alexander finally signed off a lavish funeral for his friend and insisted on driving the funeral carriage himself. He also ordered the sacred flames in the Persian temple to be extinguished, something reserved for the death of the king himself.

Though it occurred hundreds of miles away, Hephaestion’s death certainly affected Alexandria. Alexander sent messengers to the oracle in Siwa to check whether Hephaestion could also be worshipped as a god. When the answer came that Hephaestion was not a deity but a divine hero, Alexander decided to honour his friend by building monuments inscribed with dedications to ‘the hero Hephaestion’. He ordered Cleomenes to build two such monuments in Alexandria, one on Pharos and one in the city itself. If the task was fulfilled pleasingly, Alexander would turn a blind eye to Cleomenes’ corruption. The death also concluded the architect Deinocrates’ work in Alexandria, as he was now required to design a magnificent 600-foot tomb for Hephaestion in Babylon. It has long been believed that the most local memorial to Hephaestion is the Stone Lion in the Iranian city of Hamadan, where, long after it was built, local women still smear the lion’s nose with jam in the hope that it will bless them with fertility.

By this stage, especially after seizing the Persian palaces, Alexander was by far the richest king and probably the richest person in the world. At his own death, he’s said to have still had 50,000 talents (a weight of silver), making him, in today’s money, a billionaire in cash alone. It’s particularly impressive for someone who never once tried to save money, but, rather, spent it lavishly. Seemingly at the top of the world, here was a wealthy, powerful man for whom an overwhelming sense of loss made him hit rock bottom. Hephaestion was, in many ways, the only certainty in Alexander’s life as a ruler and celebrity surrounded by inauthentic interactions: he was someone Alexander could trust and their relationship was unconditional. Losing Hephaestion so suddenly couldn’t be compensated. Achievement and wealth could not quench Alexander’s despairing grief. Hephaestion’s death served as a negative omen. From that day, Alexander’s drinking became heavier, first in engrossing desolation and then in distracting imprudence. Less than a year later he would suffer the consequences.

Alexander, who’d also been wounded at least eight times in battle, including a serious chest injury in the Punjab, spent his nights in heavy drinking and wild orgies, before coming down with a fever, possibly typhoid or malaria. Hippocrates, known as the father of medicine, had earlier that century written about wine as medicine: a small amount was a useful cooling agent for fevers, and it could be used to dress wounds, help urine flow, nourish the body and purge sadness. Over the next three centuries, these ideas about wine would be advanced by several physicians in Alexandria including Erasistratus, Apollonius and Cleophantus. But for now, Alexander took Hippocrates’ word for it with the caveat that if a little wine was good for fever, then a lot of wine must be even better. He treated his fever with excessive drinking at consecutive parties.

The third-century Greek grammarian Athenaeus cites a now lost note by someone who attended the second party, in which it’s reported that Alexander read an extract of the tragedian Euripides’ now lost play, Andromeda, from memory.8 The tragedy was part of a trilogy that included Helen, the plot of which dramatises Helen and Menelaus’ time in Pharos. Diodorus reports that Alexander then downed a final, large cup of unmixed wine in honour of Heracles. Much as literature had inspired Alexander’s growth and ambition, it also helped to bring about his end. After this drink, Alexander collapsed.

He was apparently unable to speak in his final days. Several historians contend that he passed his signet ring, with which he would literally stamp his authority, to one of his generals, Perdiccas. Some legends, however, note that when he was asked by the power-hungry men at his side to name a successor, he managed to whisper a single word: kratistos. It’s a term he’d learnt reading epic literature, one that described his heroes: ‘the best and most powerful.’

As the sun set on a June day in 323 BCE, Alexander died in Babylon, aged only thirty-two. It had been eight years since he had laid the foundations of Alexandria by Egypt. Astoundingly, he was never to see the city that bore his name.

Given the risk of endangering his empire, Alexander’s death was deemed classified information. But reports soon began to spread. Given his young age and the secrecy surrounding the announcement of his death, it’s no surprise that rumours began to surface. His widow, Roxana, was pregnant, so it seemed odd that Alexander died just as he was finally getting an heir (if the child was male). Fingers were pointed at the guests at the final party who were accused of poisoning the wine, at different members of his family and staff, and even at Aristotle. The teacher outlived his student, though his relationship with Alexander continued to haunt him many years later when the political leadership of Athens changed and Aristotle’s ties with Macedon forced him to escape the city and leave his Lyceum behind. The theories of conspiracy and assassination related to Alexander’s death might never be truly quashed.



What are we to make of Alexander? This is naturally a tough question to answer, but as far as the city of Alexandria is concerned, when he founded it as a young man his personality was a concoction of the ambitious and the tactical, the idealistic and the rash. He followed his gut instinct and his mythical heroes, and in turn attempted to create his own myth. He knew the power of making locals work with him, not against him, and of embracing their cultures and faiths to the extent that he presented himself as something of a cosmopolitan. Rather than force people to worship him, he felt that his success – military, economic and personal – would lead to deserved reverence. In hindsight, Aristotle’s note on the nature of his young students is probably the finest summary of the man Alexander would turn out to be: passionate and impulsive, striving for honour and victory, hopeful and impatient.

To some extent, Alexandria was an exception to other settlements Alexander conquered or founded in that he put his own stamp on its governance. Such places were often allowed, on agreed terms, to govern themselves, but Alexandria was governed by his confidants. Alexandria had no substantial history, so his ambitious vision for it could easily outstrip whatever character the place had beforehand. Put simply, other places he conquered, Alexandria he conceived.

When Alexander died, it became evident that the empire was of his own making, almost single-handedly, and that his ultimate power had allowed him to improvise and work things out as he went along. The creation of Alexandria – travelling to Pharos before conceiving and founding it so speedily – is an example of this spontaneity. That he never saw a single building rise in Alexandria attests to his impatience. That he believed that it would be possible to rule the world from the perfect location, and that he could harmonise rather than Hellenise that world, attests to his idealism.

Alexandria was the junction for his biggest geographic and societal ambitions. Diodorus reports that Alexander left detailed plans for his ideal world: a unified and expanded empire; roads and ports that connected the Mediterranean and the Atlantic. Moreover, ‘there were cities to be founded and populations to be transferred from Asia to Europe, and also the other way around, from Europe to Asia, the intention being to use intermarriage and the creation of family ties to bring the two largest continents into concord’. He saw migration and multiculturalism as new and effective types of power, making him well ahead of his times and perhaps even ours. If Alexander died with this worldview, then Alexandria – located at the heart of three continents and with its vast cultural makeup – was his ideal when he founded it. As we shall see, Alexandria has variously lived up to and resisted its founder’s dreams over its long history.

After his passing, with no heir apparent and with an expansive kingdom, there followed an expectedly colossal rush for power that included a race to claim the new city of Alexandria. Even after his death, Alexander would remain the centre of attention as different groups fought over his body, leading to one of the most fascinating mysteries related to Alexandria: just where is its founder resting today?

Alexander’s legacy has lived on in literature, art and the scriptures of the Abrahamic faiths. Though he probably wouldn’t have predicted it, Alexandria remains his greatest physical legacy. Many well-known cities are named after individuals, including Chennai, Ho Chi Minh City, São Paulo, Sydney, Washington DC and Vancouver. But Alexandria, as the deity Serapis promised Alexander, remains the most striking and enduring example of such a city even today.
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