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			Praise for

			THE WRITTEN WORLD

			 

			 

			
				“It’s with exhilaration, then, that one hails Martin Puchner’s book, which asserts not merely the importance of literature but its all-importance….The narrative gallops on to Mesopotamia, Nineveh, clay tablets, cuneiform and Gilgamesh. Puchner explains it all with brio….There is a joyous personality in this book. Puchner gives more of himself to the reader than most literary historians….Puchner describes himself, modestly, as a ‘teacher’ (so, of course, did Confucius). In fact he occupies an endowed chair at Harvard. But he doesn’t sit on it. Fieldwork for The Written World takes him to every continent, digging inexhaustibly into cultures for their foundational and sacred stories. Martin Puchner’s score on RateMyProfessors.com must be sky-high. I suspect he is as enlightening at the lectern as on the page….It would be nice to discuss such things with this brilliant scholar. Or dutifully listen—like Confucius’s pupils.”

				—The New York Times Book Review

				“Puchner has a keen eye for the ironies of history….[His] seemingly boundless curiosity propels him not just through the world of books but around the globe….His ideal is ‘world literature,’ a phrase he borrows from Goethe, who was impatient with cultural frontiers, read Chinese novels and Persian poetry and knew a dozen languages. The breathtaking scope and infectious enthusiasm of this book are a tribute to that ideal.”

				—The Sunday Times (U.K.)

				
				“For those whose refuge is the word—on-screen, on paper, or chiseled in ancient stone—and for those who appreciate a tale well told, The Written World is a book you will want to read from cover to cover.”

				—Santa Barbara Independent

				“An episodic history of human civilization as shaped by and told through its literature…Mr. Puchner, a professor at Harvard University, places the written word at the very heart of things, bringing scribes and scribblers out from the shadows and giving them their moment in the sun….Puchner is a clear-eyed and helpful guide.”

				—The Economist

				“In a globetrotting, epoch-spanning history, Puchner argues that written works—and the ever-changing technologies used to sustain them—have defined societies since the beginning of recorded time.”

				—The Atlantic

				“[Puchner] emphasizes the ubiquity of storytelling across human history, elevating it in the manner of the historian Yuval Noah Harari’s Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind into perhaps the defining human trait, necessary to instill the trust on which so much else is built….The book builds a convincing case that writing technologies are more foundational in major historical moments than we may have otherwise thought.”

				—Financial Times

				
				“Martin Puchner’s vivid new history of writing…eschews a straight survey in favor of a series of vignettes which capture what is gained and what lost from writing things down….Puchner is brilliant on the role paper has played in shaping literature….Never short of engaging, Puchner leaves you full of admiration.”

				—Times Literary Supplement

				“Puchner, an English professor at Harvard, makes the case for literature’s pervasive importance as a force that has shaped the societies we have built and our very sensibilities as human beings. His fieldwork takes him to every continent, digging inexhaustibly into cultures for their foundational and sacred stories.”

				—The New York Times Book Review, Editor’s Choice

				“In The Written World, Puchner traces the history of literature in the rise and fall of empires and nations.”

				—Forbes

				“Our brains appear to be hard-wired to respond to stories, and reading appears to be a uniquely powerful way to experience narrative. Martin Puchner’s recently released [The Written World] makes a case that stories are the building blocks of civilization itself, that literature has “shaped the lives of most humans on planet Earth.”

				—Chicago Tribune

				“[Puchner] shares the stories behind the stories and the change they created with verve and affection.”

				—Zócalo Public Square, ten best nonfiction books of 2017

				“Fascinating…The book excels at showing the global nature of the written word.”

				—The Scotsman

				
				“The Written World is an informative, relentlessly entertaining account of the development of literature.”

				—The National

				“A hugely engaging exploration of how writing changed civilizations, cultures, and the history of the world…The Written World tells the riveting story of the development of literature….Through vivid storytelling and across a huge sweep of time, The Written World offers a new and enticing perspective on human history.”

				—DCB News, Editors’ Picks

				“Spellbinding and expansive, The Written World will be enjoyed by academic scholars and literature buffs.”

				—Bookriot

				“Taking in its sweep the invention of paper, the alphabet, movable type, etc., [The Written World] examines certain foundational texts. But this is more than a textual analysis—and as he travels across continents, Puchner manages to give his inquiry feisty shape….The most riveting portion on the power of storytelling is on Derek Walcott, the West Indian poet who won the Nobel Prize in 1992 and passed away a year ago.”

				—The Hindu

				“[Puchner] makes a breathtaking leap from Homer to Derek Walcott, illustrating why it is impossible to imagine a world without literature.”

				—Harvard Magazine

				
				“Enthralling…[an] entertaining saga of how literature shaped civilization…Puchner has penned a fascinating celebration of literature….[He] is a generous, natural teacher who brings these works and their origins to vivid life….Erudition and enthusiasm combine seamlessly in Puchner’s sweeping narrative, which comprises history, biography, technology and ideas. And while it is a cliché to say that he brings literature to life, he does exactly that, connecting the dots of civilization in new and interesting ways. The Written World is perfect reading for a long, chilly night, and it will leave you thinking in new ways about the wondrous thing called literature that, perhaps, we sometimes take for granted.”

				—BookPage

				“What is better than a book? A book about books! In this groundbreaking book, Martin Puchner leads us on a remarkable journey through time and around the globe….A book that history buffs, techno-geeks, and book lovers alike will savor.”

				—Free-for-All (Peabody Institute Library)

				“[A] thoughtful treatise…The book provides a nice collection of oddments of the bibliophilic nature, fitting neatly alongside works by Nicholas Basbanes and Alberto Manguel….In mounting a learned and, yes, literate defense for literature as an instrument of mind and memory, Puchner also argues against literary fundamentalism, allowing texts to be seen as living things and allowing ‘readers of each generation to make these texts their own.’ A lucid entertainment for the humanists in the audience.”

				—Kirkus Reviews

				
				“Puchner doesn’t just tell us about the important works of literature that have shaped civilization over 4,000 years, from The Epic of Gilgamesh to Don Quixote to J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series. He tells us about the people whose personal persuasions led them to create those works. It’s literature not as mirror, then, but as potent force.”

				—Library Journal

				“In this timely chronicle, Puchner, a professor of English and comparative literature at Harvard University, tells the story both of the ideas that shaped civilization and the equally crucial technology that transmitted and preserved those ideas….By providing snapshots of key moments in the written word’s evolution, Puchner creates a gripping intellectual odyssey.”

				—Publishers Weekly

				“Well worth a read, to find out how come we read.”

				—Margaret Atwood, via Twitter

				“The Written World is not only an expansive, exuberant survey of the central importance of literature in human culture but also a great adventure story—a story of letters and paper and rocket ships, of ruthless conquerors and elegant court ladies and middle-class entrepreneurs, of the will to power and the dream of freedom. Leading the reader across a vast landscape of space and time, Martin Puchner is the perfect companion and guide. Restless, witty, learned, and endowed with seemingly infinite curiosity, he brings home to us how much we have been formed over the millennia by the tales we have invented and recorded.”

				—Stephen Greenblatt, author of The Swerve: How the World Became Modern

				
				“A unique and spellbinding book…Martin Puchner’s dramatic storytelling leads us through the mazes and underworlds of civilization at key moments when it is being built or unbuilt. The Written World shows the way ‘great books’—and the alphabets, clay tablets, and printing presses by which they were spread—provided both the rudder and the sails for humanity’s voyage across vast oceans of time.”

				—Elaine Scarry, author of Naming Thy Name: Cross Talk in Shakespeare’s Sonnets

				“From Mesopotamia to the moon, The Written World is an imaginative, informative, and ingenious history of civilization in the form of a narrative of what people have written and read over the last four thousand years. It’s an exhilarating feat of intellectual athleticism. The big picture doesn’t get much bigger.”

				—Louis Menand, author of The Metaphysical Club: A Story of Ideas in America
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			Sometimes I try to imagine a world without literature. I would miss books on airplanes. Bookstores and libraries would have a lot of extra shelf space (and my own bookshelves would no longer be overflowing). The publishing industry wouldn’t exist as we know it, nor would Amazon, and there’d be nothing on my bedside table when I can’t sleep at night.

			All this would be unfortunate, but it barely scratches the surface of what would be lost if literature had never existed, if stories were told only orally and had never been written down. Such a world is almost impossible for us to imagine. Our sense of history, of the rise and fall of empires and nations, would be completely different. Most philosophical and political ideas would never have come into existence, because the literature that gave rise to them wouldn’t have been written. Almost all religious beliefs would disappear along with the scriptures in which they were expressed.

			Literature isn’t just for book lovers. Ever since it emerged four thousand years ago, it has shaped the lives of most humans on planet Earth.

			As the three astronauts aboard Apollo 8 were to find.

			—

			
			“ALRIGHT, APOLLO 8. YOU are go for TLI. Over.”

			“Roger. We understand we are go for TLI.”

			By late 1968, circling the earth was no longer a novelty. Apollo 8, the latest American mission, had just spent two hours and twenty-seven minutes in terrestrial orbit. There had been no major incidents. But Frank Frederick Borman II, James Arthur Lovell, Jr., and William Alison Anders were on edge. Their ship was about to attempt a new maneuver, translunar injection, TLI. They were pointing away from Earth, ready to shoot straight into space. Their destination was the moon. At any moment, they would speed up to 24,207 mph, faster than anyone had ever traveled before.

			The mission of Apollo 8 was relatively simple. They wouldn’t land on the moon; they didn’t even have a landing vehicle on board. They were to see what the moon was like, identify an appropriate landing site for a future Apollo mission, and bring back photos and film material that experts could study.

			TLI, the translunar injection that would power their flight to the moon, proceeded as planned. Apollo 8 sped up and took the plunge into space. The farther they went, the better they could see what no one had ever seen before: the earth.

			Borman interrupted procedures to call out the landmasses that were rotating below him: Florida; the Cape; Africa. He could see them all at once. He was the first human ever to see the earth as a single globe. Anders took the picture that would capture this new sight, Earth rising above the surface of the moon.

			As the earth was getting smaller and smaller and the moon bigger and bigger, the astronauts had trouble capturing everything on camera. Ground control realized that the astronauts needed to rely on a simpler technology: the spoken word. “We would like you, if possible, to go into as much of a detailed description as you poets can.”
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			Becoming poets was a task for which the astronauts’ training hadn’t prepared them and to which they brought no particular skills. They had made it through the ruthless selection process of NASA because they were the best fighter pilots and knew something about rocket science. Anders had attended the Naval Academy and then joined the Air Force, where he had served as an all-weather interceptor at Air Defense Command in California and Iceland. But now he needed to come up with words—the right words.

			He singled out the “lunar sunrises and sunsets.” “These in particular bring out the stark nature of the terrain,” he said, “and the long shadows really bring out the relief that is here and hard to see at this very bright surface that we’re going over right now.” Anders was painting a stark picture of bright light hitting the hard surface of the moon and making precise shadows—perhaps his job as all-weather interceptor helped. He was becoming a poet in the great American tradition of imagism, perfectly suited to a stark and brilliant thing like the moon.

			
			Lovell had also trained at the Naval Academy, after which he had joined the Navy; like the others, he had spent most of his life on air bases. In space, he showed a predilection for another school of poetry: the sublime. “The vast loneliness up here of the moon is awe-inspiring,” he ventured. Philosophers had reflected on the awe that nature could inspire; waterfalls, storms, anything grand, too grand to be neatly captured and framed, would serve. But they could not have imagined what it would be like to be out there, in space. It was the ultimate sublime, the awe-inspiring experience of vastness that was certain to dwarf them, crush them, make them feel small. Just as these philosophers had predicted, this experience made Lovell relish the safety of home. “It makes you realize just what you have back there on earth. The earth from here is a grand oasis in the big vastness of space.” Dr. Wernher von Braun, who had built the rocket for Apollo 8, must have understood; he liked to say that “a space scientist is an engineer who loves poetry.”

			Finally, there was Borman, their commanding officer. Borman had graduated from the United States Military Academy at West Point, entered the Air Force, and become a fighter pilot. On board Apollo 8, he waxed eloquent: “It’s a vast, lonely, forbidding-type existence, or expanse of nothing.” Lonely, forbidding, existence, nothing: It sounded as if Borman had been hanging out on the Left Bank reading Jean-Paul Sartre.

			Having become space poets, the three astronauts had arrived at their final destination: They were circling the moon. With every rotation, Apollo 8 disappeared behind the moon, where no one had ever been before, and each time, they lost radio contact with Earth. There was much nail-biting in Houston, the Texas headquarters of ground control, during their first fifty-minute absence. “Apollo 8, Houston. Over.” “Apollo 8, Houston. Over.” Ground control kept calling, sending radio waves into space, but with no response. One, two, three, four, five, six times. The seconds, the minutes passed. Then, on the seventh try, they got an answer: “Go ahead, Houston. This is Apollo 8. Burn complete.” Ground control was audibly relieved and exclaimed: “Good to hear your voice!”

			
			Over the next fifteen hours, the astronauts kept disappearing and reappearing, changing their position, maneuvering the capsule, trying to get some sleep, and preparing for their return to Earth. It would require them to fire up the rocket on the dark side of the moon, without radio contact, in order to escape the pull of the moon and gain enough momentum to make it back home. They had only one shot at it; if they failed, they would be orbiting the moon for the rest of their lives.

			Before that maneuver, they wanted to send a special message to Earth. Borman had written it down on a fireproof piece of paper beforehand and had even made them rehearse. Not everyone seemed equally enthusiastic about the idea. Before the broadcast, Anders said: “May I see that blurb—that…thing?” “The what, Bill?” Borman asked, somewhat passive-aggressively. This was not how he wanted them to be talking about their upcoming performance. “The thing we’re supposed to read?” Anders replied, more carefully. Borman let it go. All that mattered now was the reading itself.

			They returned from the dark side of the moon and announced to Houston, “For all the people back on earth, the crew of Apollo 8 has a message that we would like to send to you.” And then they read that message, even though they had fallen behind schedule and still faced the perilous final burn and return voyage to Earth, where people were celebrating Christmas Eve. Anders, the space imagist, began:

			
				In the beginning, God created the heaven and the earth; and the earth was without form and void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep; and the spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters. And God said: “Let there be light” and there was light. And God saw the light, and that it was good. And God divided the light from the darkness.

			
Then Lovell read:

			
				And God called the light Day, and the darkness He called Night. And the evening and the morning were the first day. And God said, “Let there be a firmament in the midst of the waters. And let it divide the waters from the waters.” And God made the firmament and divided the waters which were under the firmament and the waters which were above the firmament, and it was so. And God called the firmament Heaven. And the evening and the morning were the second day.

			

			Now it was Borman’s turn, but he had his hands full. “Can you hold this camera?” he asked Lovell. Borman, his hands now free, grabbed the piece of paper:

			
				And God said, “let the waters under the heaven be gathered together into one place and let the dry land appear,” and it was so. And God called the dry land Earth, and the waters that were gathered together he called Seas. And God saw that it was good.

			

			Back on Earth, an audience of 500 million people was spellbound. It was the most popular live transmission in the history of the world.

			There had been doubts about the necessity of sending men to the moon. For many purposes, an unmanned probe equipped with cameras and other scientific instruments would have been enough. Or NASA could have used a chimp, as it had done on previous missions. The first American in space had been Ham, a chimp from Cameroon, captured and sold to the United States Air Force. Between the Russians and the Americans, a whole zoo had been sent up there, as if on some doomed Noah’s Ark: chimps, dogs, turtles.

			
			But while the human Apollo crew might not have contributed much to science, it did contribute to literature. Ham the chimp would not have shared his impressions about space. He would not have tried his hand at poetry. He would not have thought of reading those passages from the Bible, which unexpectedly expressed what it was like to have left the orbit of the earth and shot straight out into space. Seeing earthrise from afar was the perfect position for reading the most influential creation myth devised by humans.

			—

			WHAT IS MOST MOVING about the Apollo 8 reading is that it was done by people without literary training who found themselves in an unusual situation and who used their own words, as well as the words of an ancient text, to express that experience. The three astronauts remind me that the most important protagonists in the story of literature aren’t necessarily professional authors. Instead I encounter an unexpected cast of characters, from Mesopotamian accountants and illiterate Spanish soldiers to a lawyer in medieval Baghdad, a Maya rebel in southern Mexico, and the pirates of the bayou in the Gulf of Mexico.

			But the most important lesson from Apollo 8 was the influence of foundational texts such as the Bible, texts that accrued power and significance over time until they became source codes for entire cultures, telling people where they came from and how they should live their lives. Foundational texts were often presided over by priests, who enshrined them at the center of empires and nations. Kings promoted these texts because they realized that a story could justify conquests and provide cultural cohesion. Foundational texts first arose in very few places, but as their influence spread and new texts emerged, the globe increasingly resembled a map organized by literature—by the foundational texts dominating a given region.

			
			The increasing power of foundational texts put literature at the center of many conflicts, including most religious wars. Even in the modern era, when Frank Borman, James Lovell, and William Anders returned to Earth, they were greeted by a lawsuit brought by Madalyn Murray O’Hair, an outspoken atheist, asking the courts to keep NASA from any future “reading of the sectarian Christian religion Bible…in space and in relation to all future space flight activity.” O’Hair was aware of the shaping force of this foundational text, and she didn’t like it.

			O’Hair was not the only one to challenge the reading of the Bible. While Borman was circling the moon, he received periodic news updates from ground control in Houston, the Interstellar Times, as they called it. He heard about soldiers being released from Cambodia and updates on the fate of the U.S.S. Pueblo, a U.S. Navy ship captured earlier that year by North Korea.

			The Pueblo was front-page news on the Interstellar Times every single day, ensuring that Borman would never forget that he was up there so that the free world would win the race to the moon against the Soviet Union and Communism. The Apollo 8 mission was part of the Cold War, and the Cold War was very much a war between foundational texts.

			The Soviet Union had been founded on the ideas articulated in a much more recent text than the Bible. The Communist Manifesto, written by Marx and Engels, and avidly read by Lenin, Mao, Ho, and Castro, was a mere 120 years old, but it sought to compete with older foundational texts such as the Bible. When Borman was planning the Bible reading, he must have remembered the Soviet astronaut Yuri Gagarin, the first man in space. Gagarin hadn’t thought to bring The Communist Manifesto into space, but he had been inspired by its ideas to declare, upon his triumphant return to Earth: “I looked and looked but I didn’t see God.” Out in space, a battle of ideas and of books was raging. Gagarin had beaten Borman to space, but Borman had prevailed there with a powerful foundational text.

			
			The Apollo 8 reading from Genesis also spoke to the importance of the creative technologies behind literature, invented in different parts of the world and brought together only gradually. Borman had written out the lines of Genesis using an alphabet, the most efficient written code, that had been created in Greece. He had written the lines on paper, a convenient material that originated in China and came to Europe and America via the Arabic world. He had copied the words from a Bible that had been bound as a book, a useful Roman invention. The pages were printed, a Chinese invention that had been further developed in northern Europe.

			It was only when storytelling intersected with writing that literature was born. Previously, storytelling had existed in oral cultures, with different rules and purposes. But once storytelling was connected to writing, literature emerged as a new force. Everything that followed, the entire history of literature, began with this moment of intersection, which meant that in order to tell the story of literature, I had to focus on both storytelling and the evolution of creative technologies, such as the alphabet, paper, the book, and print.

			Storytelling and writing technologies didn’t follow a straight path. Writing itself was invented at least twice, first in Mesopotamia and then in the Americas. Indian priests refused to write down sacred stories for fear of losing control over them, a feeling shared by West African bards who lived two thousand years later and halfway around the world. Egyptian scribes embraced writing but tried to keep it secret, hoping to reserve the power of literature to themselves. Charismatic teachers such as Socrates refused to write, rebelling against the idea of foundational texts having authority and against the writing technologies that had made them possible. Some later inventions were only selectively adopted, as when Arab scholars used Chinese paper but showed no interest in another Chinese invention, print.

			
			Writing inventions often came with unexpected side effects. Preserving old texts meant that their languages were kept alive artificially. Students have been studying dead languages ever since. Some texts ended up being declared sacred, causing bitter rivalries and wars among readers of different scriptures. New technologies sometimes led to format wars, such as the battle between the traditional scroll and the newer book in the first centuries C.E., when Christians pitted their holy books against Hebrew scrolls, or when Spanish adventurers later used their printed Bibles against handcrafted Maya scripture.

			As the larger story of literature slowly took shape in my mind, I saw it as unfolding in four stages. The first stage was dominated by small groups of scribes, who alone had mastered the early, difficult writing systems and therefore controlled the texts they assembled from storytellers, texts such as the Epic of Gilgamesh, the Hebrew Bible, and Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey. As the influence of these foundational texts grew, they were challenged, in a second stage, by charismatic teachers such as the Buddha, Socrates, and Jesus, who denounced the influence of priests and scribes and whose followers developed new styles of writing. I began to think of these vivid texts as teachers’ literature.

			In a third stage of literature, individual authors started to emerge, supported by innovations that made access to writing easier. While these authors first imitated older texts, more daring ones such as Lady Murasaki in Japan and Cervantes in Spain soon created new types of literature, above all, novels. Finally, in a fourth stage, the widespread use of paper and print ushered in the era of mass production and mass literacy, with newspapers and broadsides, as well as new texts such as The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin or The Communist Manifesto.

			
			Together, these four stages, and the stories and inventions that made them possible, created a world shaped by literature. It is a world in which we expect religions to be based on books and nations to be founded on texts, a world in which we routinely converse with voices from the past and imagine that we might address readers of the future.

			—

			BORMAN AND HIS CREW were fighting their literary Cold War with an old text, and they were also using old technologies: book, paper, and print. But in the cone of their spaceship were new tools, computers that had been reduced in size to fit into their Apollo 8 capsule. Soon these computers would usher in a writing revolution whose effects we are living with today.

			The history of literature in this book is written very much in light of this, our latest revolution in writing technologies. Revolutions of such magnitude don’t happen often. The alphabet revolution, begun in the Middle East and Greece, made writing easier to master and helped increase literacy rates. The paper revolution, begun in China and continued in the Middle East, lowered the cost of literature and thereby changed its nature. It also set the stage for the print revolution, which first occurred in East Asia and then, hundreds of years later, in northern Europe. There were smaller revolutions, such as the invention of parchment in Asia Minor and of the codex in Rome. In the last four thousand years, there have been a handful of moments when new technologies radically transformed literature.

			Until now. Clearly, our current technological revolution is throwing at us every year new forms of writing, from email and e-readers to blogs and Twitter, changing not only how literature is distributed and read but also how it is written, as authors adjust to these new realities. At the same time, some of the terms we have recently begun using sound like earlier moments in the deep history of literature: Like ancient scribes, we are once again scrolling down texts and sitting hunched over tablets. How to make sense of this combination of old and new?
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			As I was exploring the story of literature, I became restless. It felt strange to think about the way literature had shaped our history and the history of our planet solely while sitting at my desk. I needed to go to places where great texts and inventions had originated.

			And so I went from Beirut to Beijing and from Jaipur to the Arctic Circle. I searched literary ruins in Troy and Chiapas and spoke to archaeologists, translators, and authors, seeking out Derek Walcott in the Caribbean and Orhan Pamuk in Istanbul. I went to places where literature had been buried or burned, where it had been rediscovered and brought to life again. Wandering the ruins of the great library of Pergamum, in Turkey, I pondered how parchment had been invented there; I marveled at the stone libraries of China, where emperors endeavored to make their canon of literature permanent. I followed in the footsteps of travel writers, retracing Goethe’s steps in Sicily, where he had gone to discover world literature, and went looking for the leader of the Zapatista uprising in southern Mexico because he had used the old Maya epic Popol Vuh as a weapon of resistance and insurrection.

			
			On those travels, it was hardly possible to take a single step without coming across some form of written story. In what follows, I have tried to convey my experience by telling the story of literature and how it turned our planet into a written world.
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			336 B.C.E., MACEDONIA

			

			Alexander of Macedonia is called the Great because he managed to unify the proud Greek city-states, conquer every kingdom between Greece and Egypt, defeat the mighty Persian army, and create an empire that stretched all the way to India—in less than thirteen years. People have wondered ever since how a ruler from a minor Greek kingdom could accomplish such a feat. But there was always a second question, more intriguing to me, which was why Alexander wanted to conquer Asia in the first place.

			In contemplating this question, I found myself focusing on three objects that Alexander carried with him throughout his military campaign and that he put under his pillow every night, three objects that summed up the way he saw his campaign. The first was a dagger. Next to his dagger, Alexander kept a box. And inside the box, he placed the most precious of the three objects: a copy of his favorite text, the Iliad.

			How did Alexander come by these three objects, and what did they mean to him?

			Alexander slept on a dagger because he wanted to escape his father’s fate of being assassinated. The box he had seized from Darius, his Persian opponent. And the Iliad he had brought to Asia because it was the story through which he saw his campaign and life, a foundational text that captured the mind of a prince who would go on to conquer the world.

			
			Homer’s epic had been a foundational text for the Greeks for generations. For Alexander, it acquired the status of an almost sacred text, which is why he carried it with him on his campaign. It is what texts, especially foundational ones, do: They change the way we see the world and also the way we act upon it. This was certainly the case with Alexander. He was induced not only to read and study this text, but also to reenact it. Alexander, the reader, put himself into the story, viewing his own life and trajectory in the light of Homer’s Achilles. Alexander the Great is well-known as a larger-than-life king. It turns out that he was also a larger-than-life reader.

			
				A YOUNG ACHILLES

				

				Alexander learned the lesson of the dagger while still a prince, at a turning point in his life. His father, King Philip II of Macedonia, was marrying off a daughter, and no one could afford to decline his invitation. Emissaries from the Greek city-states would have been sent, along with visitors from recently conquered lands in Thrace, where the Danube met the Black Sea. Perhaps even some Persians were in the crowd, attracted by King Philip’s military successes. Alexander’s father stood on the eve of a major assault on Asia Minor, striking fear in the heart of Darius III, king of Persia. The mood in the old Macedonian capital, Aegae, was exuberant, because King Philip was famous for throwing lavish parties. Everyone had assembled in the great theater, eager for the proceedings to begin.

				Alexander must have watched the preparations with ambivalence. He had been groomed to be his father’s successor from an early age, with forced marches and training in the martial arts. He had become a famous horseman, astonishing his father by breaking an unmanageable horse when he was in his early teens. King Philip had also seen to Alexander’s education in public speaking and had made sure that his son would learn proper Greek in addition to the mountain dialect spoken in Macedonia. (Throughout his life, Alexander would revert back to the Macedonian dialect when enraged.) But now it seemed that Philip, who had invested so much in Alexander, might alter his plans for succession. He was marrying his daughter to his brother-in-law, who might well become Alexander’s rival. If the marriage produced a son, Alexander could be replaced altogether. Philip was a master at knitting new alliances, preferably through marriage. Alexander knew that his father would not hesitate to break a promise if it served his purpose.

				
				There was no more time for musing: Philip was entering the theater. He came alone, without his usual guards, to demonstrate confidence and control. Never had Macedonia been more powerful and more respected. If the campaign into Asia Minor succeeded, Philip would become known as the Greek leader who had attacked and defeated the Persian Empire on its own shores.

				Suddenly, an armed man rushed toward Philip. A dagger was drawn, and the king fell to the ground. People ran toward him. Where was the attacker? He had managed to escape. A few bodyguards spotted him outside and gave chase. He was running toward a horse. But his foot became entangled in vines; he stumbled and fell. His pursuers caught up with him, and, after a short fight, he was put to the sword. Back in the theater, the king was lying in his blood, dead. Macedonia, the Greek alliance, and the army assembled to take on Persia were without a head.

				For the rest of his life Alexander would protect himself with a dagger, even at night, to avoid his father’s fate.

				Had Darius of Persia sent the assassin to prevent Philip’s assault on Asia Minor? If Darius was behind the murder, he had miscalculated. Alexander used the murder as a pretext to get rid of his potential rivals, seize the throne, and launch an expedition to secure the Macedonian borders to the north and the loyalty of the Greek city-states to the south. Then he was ready to take on Darius. He crossed the Hellespont with a large force, retracing the path the Persian army had taken when it invaded Greece generations ago. Alexander’s conquest of Persia had begun.

				
				Before he confronted the Persian army, Alexander made a detour to Troy. He didn’t do so for military reasons. Even though Troy was well situated near the narrow waterway between Asia and Europe, it had lost the importance it once had. Nor did he go there to capture Darius. In making Troy his first stop in Asia, Alexander revealed a different motivation for his conquest of Asia, one that could be found in the text he carried around with him everywhere: Homer’s Iliad.

				Homer was the avenue by which many people had approached Troy ever since the stories of the Trojan War had become a foundational text. It’s certainly the reason I went to Troy. I had read a children’s version of the Iliad while growing up before graduating to more faithful translations. When I studied Greek in college, I even read parts in the original, with the help of a dictionary. The famous scenes and characters from this text have been in my mind ever since, including the opening, which finds the Greek army having laid siege to Troy for nine years and Achilles withdrawing from battle because Agamemnon had taken Achilles’ female captive, Briseis, for himself. Without their best fighter, the Greeks are hard-pressed by the Trojans. But then Achilles returns to battle and kills the most important Trojan, Hector, and drags his body around the city walls. (According to other sources, Paris manages to retaliate and kill Achilles by aiming his arrow at Achilles’ heel.) I also remembered the war among the gods, Athena fighting on the side of the Greeks and Aphrodite on the side of the Trojans. And the strange backstory of Paris crowning Aphrodite the most beautiful goddess and receiving Menelaus’ wife, Helen, as a reward, which sets off the war. The most striking image of them all was of course the Trojan horse with Greek soldiers hidden inside its belly, although I realized, to my surprise, once I read more accurate translations, that the last part of the war was actually not recounted in the Iliad and only briefly in the Odyssey.

				
				When I think of the story of Troy in the Iliad, there is one scene that has stayed in my mind above all others. Hector has returned from the battle that is raging down below the city and is looking for his wife, Andromache. He can’t find her at home because she has rushed out into the city in search of news of him. Hector finally finds her near the city gate. She pleads with him not to risk his life, but he explains that he must fight to keep her safe. In the midst of this high-stakes exchange, a nurse brings their son:

				
					With these words, resplendent Hector

					Reached for his child, who shrank back screaming

					Into his nurse’s bosom, terrified of his father’s

					Bronze-encased face and the horsehair plume

					He saw nodding down from the helmet’s crest.

					This forced a laugh from his father and mother,

					And Hector removed the helmet from his head

					And set it on the ground all shimmering with light.

					Then he kissed his dear son and swung him up gently

					And said a prayer to Zeus and the other immortals.

				

				In the middle of a brutal war that is raging right outside the gate, and of a heated exchange between husband and wife about the meaning of the war, suddenly the mood changes as the father laughingly removes the helmet that is frightening the child. It is a moment of domestic reconciliation, the helmet giving way to Hector’s laughing face before he kisses his son. But the helmet is still there, sitting on the ground shimmering with light, and perhaps the child is still sobbing, a reminder that this is but a brief reprieve from the war that will end with the death of Hector and the destruction of the great city of Troy.

				
				All of this was in my mind when I first approached the ruins of Troy, situated high upon a hill. The citadel was once located close to the sea, but since the fall of Troy around the year 1200 B.C.E., the sea has receded due to the sediments brought by the river Scamander. Whereas in ancient times Troy had commanded the waterway between Asia and Europe, it now simply rose from a wide plane, cut off from the sea, which I could barely see on the horizon.

				What was even more disappointing than the city’s position in the landscape was its size. Troy was tiny. I was able to cross within five minutes what I had imagined as a gigantic, towering fortress and city. How this minifortress had withstood the mighty Greek army for so long was difficult to fathom. Was this what epic literature did, taking a small fortress and blowing it out of proportion?

				As I was mulling over my disappointment, it struck me that Alexander reacted in exactly the opposite way: He loved Troy. Like me, Alexander had dreamed of the epic since childhood, when he had first been introduced to the Homeric world. He had learned to read and write by studying Homer. Pleased with Alexander’s success, King Philip had found the most famous living philosopher, Aristotle, and persuaded him to come north to Macedonia. Aristotle happened to be the greatest commentator on Homer and regarded Homer as the fount of Greek culture and thought. Under his tutelage, Alexander came to regard Homer’s Iliad not just as the most important story of Greek culture, but also as an ideal to which he aspired, a motivation for crossing into Asia. The copy of the Iliad that Alexander put under his pillow every night was annotated by his teacher, Aristotle.

				The first thing Alexander did upon his arrival in Asia was to pay homage at the grave of Protesilaus, praised in the Iliad as the first to leap ashore when the Greek ships landed. This act proved to be only the beginning of Alexander’s Homeric reenactment. Once they had made their way to Troy, Alexander and his friend Hephaestion laid wreaths at the graves of Achilles and Patroclus, showing the world that they were following in the footsteps of that famous pair of Greek warriors and lovers. They and their companions raced naked around the city walls, in Homeric fashion. When Alexander was given what was allegedly Paris’s lyre, he complained that he would have preferred that of Achilles; and he took armor preserved from the Trojan War. He would conquer Asia in Homeric armor.

				
				While Troy had no direct strategic significance, it revealed the secret springs of Alexander’s campaign: Alexander had come to Asia to relive the stories of the Trojan War. Homer had shaped the way Alexander viewed the world, and now Alexander carried out that view through his campaign. When Alexander arrived in Troy, he took it upon himself to carry on the epic story—beyond that which Homer could have imagined. Alexander made Homer bigger by reenacting the conquest of Asia on a grander scale. (He also seemed to have preferred different parts of the Iliad than I did: Whereas I gravitated to the domestic scene of Hector, Andromache, and their son, Alexander identified with Achilles and his prowess in battle.)

				While Alexander was at Troy, Darius of Persia sent an army that included Persian commanders and Greek mercenaries. The first clash between Alexander and the Persians, on the Granicus River, left the Persian army defeated, and Darius learned that this young Macedonian was a bigger threat than he had thought. Seeing that he needed to take things into his own hands, Darius began to assemble a large army to put an end to this troublemaker.

				Alexander’s Macedonian and Greek army was smaller than the Persian force but better trained, and the Greeks had developed formidable battle tactics. Alexander’s father had inherited the Greek phalanx, rows of interlocking foot soldiers who wielded a shield in one hand and a spear in the other, protecting and supporting each other. By tightening the discipline of his soldiers through training, Philip had been able to increase the length of their spears, turning the rows of soldiers into an impenetrable movable wall. Upon resuming the throne, Alexander had combined the improved phalanx with a swift cavalry that could encircle an army and attack from the rear. His own fighting style was uniquely calculated to inspire his soldiers. While his adversary Darius usually hung back when his armies fought, Alexander would lead the attack, throwing himself into the fray whenever he could. Once, when laying siege to a city, he scaled the walls before any of his men and jumped down without them, finding himself with only two guards by his side facing a swarm of the city’s defenders. When his men finally caught up with him, they found him pressed hard on all sides and wounded, but still defending himself vigorously.

				
				The two armies finally met late in the year 333 B.C.E. at Issus, near the border separating today’s Turkey from Syria. The coast here quickly gave way to mountains, leaving relatively little room for Darius’s large army. Confident in his superior numbers, Darius attacked the Greek phalanx, which was guarding the left wing, with a massive assault. But ultimately better training prevailed. The phalanx did not break, and the Greeks even gained on the Persians. When Alexander, in charge of the right wing, spotted an opening in the guard around the Persian king, he aimed directly at him; Darius panicked and fled rather than engage his adversary directly, with Alexander in hot pursuit.

				The Battle of Issus had loomed large in my mind ever since as a young child I came across a painting of it by the Renaissance painter Albrecht Altdorfer. In the painting, the sun is setting, illuminating a dramatic sky of clouds and light, which is mirrored by the thicket of lances and armor and horses on the battlefield below. In the middle of the chaos is Darius, standing on a chariot drawn by three horses, with Alexander, riding alone on a horse, chasing after him. What I have always loved was the detail and the texture of this painting. I would examine the painting, which I had chanced upon in a picture book, inspecting the battle scenes or the encampment or the ruins of a castle in the distance. (When I finally saw the painting in the original, it, too, was much smaller than I had imagined, merely 60 by 47 inches.)

				
				Even though in the painting it looks as though Alexander will get Darius at any moment, Darius in fact got away again. In every other respect, however, it was a decisive victory. Alexander captured a large quantity of treasure, as well as Darius’s mother, daughters, and wife. Was he imagining Darius’s wife as Andromache, wife of the Trojan warrior Hector?

				It was at this battle that Alexander captured Darius’s box, in which he would place his copy of the Iliad, a reminder that he had not yet defeated this foe in a properly Homeric fashion.

				Alexander wasn’t done playing Achilles. For the time being, he ignored Darius, who was threatening him with letters and demanded the return of his family. Instead he marched down the coast, making sure that the powerful Persian navy would not be able to attack from the sea. He went all the way to the Levant, forcing cities to surrender and sacking them when they refused. When he conquered Gaza, he killed its recalcitrant leader, Batis, who had resisted his offer of peaceful surrender, and dragged his body around the city as Achilles had dragged Hector’s. It was as if Alexander had decided that faithful reenactment of scenes from Homer was the path to victory.

				But to Alexander’s Homeric mind, the true Hector was not this minor Gazan commander but Darius. As soon as Alexander secured his possession of Egypt, he entered Mesopotamia, where he found Darius waiting for him. Darius no longer underestimated Alexander. This time, he had assembled the entire might of the Persian Empire. The armies met in the heartland of Mesopotamia, near today’s Mosul, in Iraq. Alexander first marched his phalanx toward the Persian forces, but then cleverly combined this assault with a daring maneuver. His cavalry drew the Persians far to the right side, then turned unexpectedly and struck a decisive blow to the center. Alexander had achieved his goal: The Persian Empire was his.

				
				The only thing that spoiled the triumph was that Darius had gotten away once again. Even though the Persian king no longer represented a threat, Alexander went after him. Was Alexander hoping to avenge his father’s murder? He didn’t behave vengefully to Darius’s mother, wife, and daughters, treating them with the utmost respect. No, Alexander was still reenacting his epic. He wanted to meet Darius in a traditional battle and defeat him in single combat, the way Achilles had met and defeated Hector. Alas, that desire was never fulfilled. Darius was killed by one of his own commanders, his body left behind for Alexander. Alexander grieved over this worthy opponent and angrily hunted down the murderer who had deprived him of his Homeric victory.

			

			
				THE SOUNDS OF HOMER

				

				800 B.C.E., GREECE

				The Iliad originated not as literature but as a tradition of oral storytelling. The story was set in the Bronze Age, around 1200 B.C.E., in a world before the modern warfare used by Alexander—and before writing. True, the Minoan civilization on the Greek island of Crete had developed an early writing system similar to Egyptian hieroglyphics that has not been deciphered. In Mycenae, on the Greek mainland, a related writing system, called Linear B, had emerged, but it was mostly used for economic transactions. No one thought to write down the stories of the Trojan War. Those stories were sung by specialized bards to audiences large and small.

				Around 800 B.C.E., travelers from Phoenicia, today’s Lebanon, brought news of a writing system that was fundamentally different from all the others, so different that it was at first difficult to understand how it would actually work. Older writing systems such as the one used in Mycenae had emerged from signs that stood for objects, such as cows, houses, grain. Over time, these signs also came to stand for the syllables that made up those objects’ names, or even individual sounds, but all signs were originally meaningful, connected in shape to an object or idea, which also made them easier to remember.
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							CLAY TABLET INSCRIBED WITH LINEAR B SCRIPT FOUND IN MYCENAE, IN GREECE. LINEAR B IS DERIVED FROM THE OLDER MINOAN LINEAR A SCRIPT, WHICH REMAINS UNDECIPHERED. Credit 5

						

					

				

				Drawing on earlier experiments from Egypt, the Phoenicians recognized that the strength of these writing systems was also their weakness. As long as signs were based on meaning, there would be no end of them. In response, they came up with a radical solution: Writing needed to cut its ties with the world of objects and meaning. Instead it would simply represent language, and more specifically sound. Each sign would represent a sound, and the signs could then be combined to make meaningful words. Giving up on objects, giving up on meaning, was a difficult thing to do, but it had one enormous advantage: The number of signs would be reduced from hundreds or thousands to a few dozen, making reading and writing infinitely simpler. Writing would be attached much more directly to speech. (The Phoenician idea spread in the region: Hebrew is based on the same concept.)

				
				The Phoenicians had applied this idea systematically to their language, but they had not followed it to its logical conclusion. Only consonants were represented. It was as if, in English, rg could mean rug or rig or rage. Readers needed to guess from context which word was meant, supplying the vowels themselves. This is where the Greeks saw room for improvement, completing the Phoenician system by adding vowels. Now it was no longer necessary to guess which word was meant by rg. The entire word, its complete sound sequence, would be written out: r-a-g-e.

				The new system was particularly well suited to the meter used to sing stories of the Trojan War: the hexameter, composed of six feet (each consisting of one long and two shorter syllables or of two long syllables). This sound pattern couldn’t easily be captured by the Phoenician system; the most important part, the long, stressed sound at the core of syllables—the a in rage—would have been missing. The Greek modification supplied the long, stressed vowels. The new phonetic alphabet was perfect for the stories of the Trojan War—and pretty much the first thing scribes did with the new alphabet was to write those stories down. It’s even possible that the Greek alphabet was first invented expressly to capture the hexameter of these bards. In any case, the new system ensured that readers weren’t thinking of the rig of Achilles’ sailboat, nor of the rug he slept on at night, but of the rage he felt when Agamemnon deprived him of his well-deserved prize after a hard-fought battle, as rendered in the famous first line of the epic: “Rage: Sing, Goddess, Achilles’ rage, / Black and murderous, that cost the Greeks / Incalculable pain.”

				The name of one singer, Homer, has become famous (though we can’t even be sure that there ever was a singer by that name), but the name of the ingenious scribe who wrote down the story of the Trojan War is unknown. And yet it was their collaboration that made Homer’s version unique. Because the anonymous scribe probably wrote down one singer’s version, because the Iliad wasn’t cobbled together by different scribes and different singers over many generations, the result was much more coherent than other scriptures such as the Hebrew Bible. Significantly, there is no description of writing in the world of the Iliad (with a single exception); the epic presents itself as being sung rather than written. The Iliad and the Greek alphabet, an alphabet based on pure sound, were a powerful combination, and together they were going to have far-reaching consequences. Within a few hundred years, Greece became the most literate society the world had known, witnessing an extraordinary explosion of literature, drama, and philosophy.

			

			
				
				MAKING ASIA GREEK

				

				The Greek alphabet and Homer had preceded Alexander to Asia Minor, but once Alexander arrived, they went much farther than they could have gone without him. The power of the new alphabet, and the culture of literacy that came with it, in turn helped Alexander’s mission. Having conquered Asia Minor and defeated Darius in Mesopotamia and Persia, Alexander pressed onward, across the Hindu Kush into Afghanistan in the spring and across the Indus River during the monsoon, fighting formidable battle elephants as he went. Neither armed opponent nor nature could stop him. With each new battle won, with each new territory subjected, it became clear that the world was much larger than previously known to Greeks.

				As Alexander’s realm kept expanding, he started to believe that he was a half god like Achilles, the son of a goddess. He demanded that the Greek city-states officially accord him this divine status, and many complied. Only Sparta, which had always kept him at arm’s length, sent back a characteristically laconic answer. “Since Alexander wishes to be a god, let him be a god,” they replied, suggesting that divinity was all in Alexander’s head.

				
				The more territories Alexander conquered, the more trouble he had holding them. The western and southern periphery of the Persian sphere of influence, regions like Anatolia and Egypt, were happy enough to accept Alexander, since he usually left the local rulers and governing structures in place. But the task of holding the occupied lands became increasingly difficult the farther east Alexander got from Greece, once he found himself in control of the Persian heartland, and still more difficult once he entered remote Afghanistan and India.

				To retain possession of these territories, Alexander made a decision that ran counter to what he had been taught, namely that non-Greeks were inferior. Alexander started to wear foreign clothes. He admitted foreigners into the Greek army. He married a princess from Afghanistan in an elaborate Bactrian ceremony. He paid homage to foreign gods. And he let his Eastern vassals worship him by falling to the floor, facedown.

				Alexander’s Greek and Macedonian comrades, who had followed him loyally, were shocked. They felt displaced by foreign rivals, and they no longer recognized their king. Their resentments were forced into the open when Alexander invited his old comrades to a private dinner. Each of them was expected to follow Eastern protocol and prostrate himself before the king. As a reward, Alexander would kiss them and let them rise again. The battle-worn warriors didn’t need to be Athenian democrats to be repulsed by this custom. And yet, under pressure, they did it, one by one, grudgingly. Only one would not submit: Callisthenes, Aristotle’s great-nephew, whom Alexander had hired to be his chronicler. “I shall be poorer for the kiss,” he declared, drawing Alexander’s wrath, with far-reaching consequences, as we shall see. Alexander no longer thought of himself as the king of Macedonia. In possession of Babylon, he began styling himself “king of Asia.”

				
				So focused were his commanders on Alexander’s foreign clothes and customs that they failed to see how under his rule the four quarters of Alexander’s world were actually becoming Greek. Alexander had left a trail of Greek and Macedonian garrisons to keep local rulers in check. Soon a whole network of Greek settlements, some named after him, dotted his empire. The empire comprised dozens of languages and cultures, and Greeks were famously reluctant to learn foreign languages, let alone foreign writing systems. Their disdain for most non-Greek peoples was closely tied with language and writing; they called foreigners barbarians precisely because their speech was incomprehensible to them, sounding to Greek ears like barbarbar. For this reason, there was never any question about what language the Greek and Macedonian settlers would speak: Of course they would speak Greek. Even Alexander with his new foreign friends and new foreign clothes never bothered to learn any other language.

				Homer played a central role in this linguistic conquest, and not only because Alexander favored him. The Iliad was the text through which everyone learned how to read and write, the chief vehicle for spreading the Greek language and alphabet. It became a foundational text par excellence. This also meant that it gave rise to professional interpreters, not only philosophers like Aristotle but also critics who wrote extensive commentary on this text.

				Alexander’s Greek soldiers and settlers spoke a special kind of Greek. It wasn’t the cultured Greek of Athens, nor Alexander’s Macedonian dialect. Instead, it was a somewhat simplified form of spoken Greek called Common (koiné) Greek. This was the language that had originated in the Greek trading empire in previous centuries, and it now became the common language of Alexander’s realm, the language in which its different parts could speak to each other. Local rulers often continued to use native languages and writing systems, but Common Greek and its phonetic system were a means of communicating across the borders that Alexander’s conquest had obliterated. He also circulated a common currency, the Attic coin (tetradrachm), which bore his face and Greek writing. Alexander wasn’t just a faithful reader of a text; he created the infrastructure necessary for its survival.
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				As Greek became a world language, the people who spoke it felt like world citizens. Alexander turned out to be not so much a betrayer of Macedonian and Greek culture as the embodiment of a new identity that stretched across cultures and territories, from Greece to Egypt and from Mesopotamia to India. A new word was gaining traction that described this new identity, no longer firmly tied to one particular tribe or nation. Needless to say, it, too, was Greek: cosmopolitan, or “citizen of the world.” Alexander’s export of the Iliad proved that a foundational text could be carried far outside its place of origin and yet retain its power, becoming a truly cosmopolitan text.

				Greek was profiting from Alexander’s conquests, but also from the power of the alphabet. The alphabet revolution was unfolding, and it soon would wipe out nonalphabetic writing systems like Egyptian hieroglyphics (and later still, Maya glyphs). It is a revolution that is still going on. Today, only East Asia is holding out against the alphabet, and even there phonetic writing systems and syllabaries have been advancing.

				
				In Asia Minor, other cultures and languages were also in retreat. Lydian ultimately died out in Anatolia, while Parthia (now northeastern Iran) and Bactria (now Afghanistan), home to Alexander’s wife, became more familiar with Greek. Even in Phoenicia, where the idea of the alphabet had originated, Greek was making headway. The effects of this unprecedented language export could be felt as far away as India, where the Greek phonetic alphabet influenced several writing systems. When a new Indian king, Ashoka, emerged, he ordered inscriptions to be made in Greek.

			

			
				A HOMER OF HIS OWN

				

				Alexander kept going, taking his Iliad and his coins, his language and his alphabet, farther and farther east. He would have gone all the way to China if he had been able. But discontent was brewing within his ranks. Divided between increasingly resentful Greek and Macedonian commanders and an assortment of foreign legions, his soldiers wanted to return home. His own army finally accomplished what no foreign army had been able to do: It made Alexander turn back. He punished his soldiers with a forced march through the desert that left many dead before grudgingly leading them back to Babylon, which had become the center of his realm. But Babylon was only supposed to be a temporary stop. Alexander started to hatch plans for an invasion of Arabia, even of the entire African continent. Would these cultures have adopted the Greek phonetic system and Greek culture? We will never know, because after a night of drinking, Alexander became ill and died a few days later, of unknown causes. Perhaps he was assassinated like his father. He was thirty-two years old.

				Alexander died with one regret: His life’s story was still unwritten. Even though he did more for Homer than anyone before or after, there was something tragic about his dedication to this poet, because what he really wanted was not so much to follow Homer’s heroes as to have a Homer follow him. This idea had been on his mind ever since he first set foot in Asia, near Troy. Anticipating that his own deeds would outshine those of Homer’s half gods, he publicly complained that he didn’t have his own Homer to celebrate them.

				
				It was not in Alexander’s nature to complain about the absence of a Homer and do nothing about it. He hired Callisthenes to chronicle his exploits, but the arrangement didn’t work out as planned. Callisthenes refused to bow to Alexander, was later implicated in a revolt against him, and died in prison.

				Picking a fight with his chronicler was not the wisest thing Alexander did. Before his death, Callisthenes wrote an account of Alexander’s exploits. The narrative itself has been lost, but it included harsh words about Alexander’s new Persian manners that found their way into most subsequent biographies. Callisthenes, in any case, was not really what Alexander had in mind when he called for a new Homer. He wanted a proper poet; sadly, he did not live to see the day.

				Callisthenes was only the beginning. Alexander’s life was simply too amazing, too unprecedented, to be left in the hands of a single writer. Several contemporaries wrote their own accounts, which in turn inspired others to try their hand at Alexander’s life, with each writer further embellishing this fantastic tale, hoping to become the Homer to this new Achilles. In one version, Alexander searches for eternal life; in another, he travels to the land of the Blessed. Alexander’s life, conceived by him in light of literature, was being transformed into a literary story.

				These accounts coalesced into the Alexander Romance, as this story came to be known. It is not associated with a single famous author, let alone a new Homer, but it became the most-read text in late antiquity and the early Middle Ages, apart from religious texts. Some authors boldly adapted the story to local circumstances. The Greek version claimed that Alexander was the son not of Philip but of the last Egyptian pharaoh. In the Persian Book of Kings, he is identified as the son of the Persian king Darab, who had taken a Greek princess as his wife. Literature turned Alexander into the cosmopolitan king of the East he had always wanted to be.

			

			
				
				ALEXANDER’S LITERARY MONUMENTS

				

				When I traveled in Alexander’s wake, visiting cities such as Pergamum, Ephesus, and Perge in what is now Turkey, I found that most buildings from the era had disappeared. But invariably the ruins of two types of buildings were left standing, at least partially, dominating the sites: theaters and libraries. These were the buildings to which the greatest resources were devoted, a testament to their significance. Both were connected to literature. The libraries were the place where literature was preserved, and where librarians copied important texts and wrote commentaries. The theaters were devoted to bringing the world of Homer to contemporary audiences. Hellenistic theaters held audiences of up to 25,000, who gathered to see the old Homeric stories updated by tragedians. Alexander was so devoted to theater that he sent for plays and actors during his eastern campaign to entertain him and his troops.

				Alexander’s most important service to literature took place in Egypt. After conquering the country early in his campaign, Alexander had paid reverence to Egyptian gods and accepted the title Pharaoh. Greeks generally admired Egypt’s culture and complicated writing system, which they did not understand, as a source of ancient wisdom. But even in Egypt, Alexander’s tolerance for local culture had limits. His most important act in making Egypt Greek was prompted, as so often, by Homer. Alexander was planning to found a new city when he dreamed of a passage in Homer that suggested the most suitable location.

				
				In contrast to the old Egyptian cities, which were inland, Alexandria was situated by the sea and designed for seafaring and trade. It contained a large natural harbor on one side and a lake and canals, fed by the Nile, on the other, with plenty of sites for docks. At its center stood the imposing buildings that expressed the ideals of Greek culture. There was a school, where pupils would learn Greek by studying Homer. Next to the school was a gymnasium, with a colonnade allegedly measuring over six hundred feet, for exercise and conversation. And, of course, there was a large theater.

				Alexandria boasted all of these institutions, but another was more consequential in making Egypt Greek: the library. The strategic location of the city, which quickly became a major port, was crucial for the library’s success. When ships arrived to do business in Alexandria, they were told that they must first share with the library whatever literature they had on board. The library employed an army of copyists to preserve
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