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Alexandria

The geometer and the king

Alexandria, around 300 BC.

A dinner, say: a symposium, in the palace quarter, perhaps in the Museum. Ptolemy himself in attendance: general, hero, king, deity. And the talk touches on geometry: why so hard? Why is there no easier way? The geometer – a dusty man, but pert – answers: Majesty, there is no royal road to geometry.
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Ptolemy snubbed is one of the irresistible stories. The man had been a childhood friend of Alexander the Great; one of his bodyguard. Maybe his illegitimate half-brother. He was a trusted general (the name is said to mean ‘warlike’): level-headed but capable of the grand gesture; a man of no nonsense. 

He was one of the great survivors, too. In the twenty years of chaos that followed Alexander’s death, when many abler men died, Ptolemy played and won. Of all the successors who eventually carved up Alexander’s brief, continent-spanning empire, he founded the longest dynasty, the stablest country. He chose Egypt, and he never risked it for a larger realm. Fourteen Ptolemaic rulers followed him, until Cleopatra lost it all at the Battle of Actium 250 years later. The first king, then, of the last Egyptian dynasty. Basileus to the Greeks, pharaoh to the Egyptians. Inheritor of 3,000 years of Egyptian kingship and, yes, a god too. In 306 BC he defeated an attack on Rhodes so soundly that altars were erected to him and he acquired the title ‘saviour’. By 278 BC there were Ptolemaic games in his honour: four-yearly, like the Olympics.
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Ptolemy I Soter.

Silver stater of Ptolemy I, 305–285 BC. Cleveland Museum of Art 1916.994. (Creative Commons/Public Domain, CC0 1.0) 

The geometer, by contrast – a man named Euclid; Eukleídēs – is utterly obscure, historically speaking. The story about the ‘royal road’ is moonshine, sadly; it is also told about another geometer (Menaechmus) and another king (Alexander), and there is little reason to suppose it really happened. Even his dates – sometime around 300 BC – are the mere surmise of authors writing centuries after him. Unlike the exceptionally well-documented Ptolemy, Euclid left no biographical traces whatever. He founded no dynasty, built no palaces. His legacy was solely intellectual. 

But what a legacy. The line of his students at Alexandria outlasted his life. His book outlasted his civilisation.

What was this city, that produced such a man and such a book? Alexandria was the right setting for the Elements of Geometry. It was Ptolemy’s greatest achievement. Alexander himself decreed the city, on the site of what had been a village and, like a dozen others, it bore his name. He never saw a stone erected, but Ptolemy took it for his capital, moving the Egyptian royal seat from Memphis. It was a Greek polis in a profoundly un-Greek world, a new foundation in a land where cities were 2,000 years old. Ptolemy did everything to make it splendid; it had an assembly, a council, its own coinage and its own laws. There were broad boulevards, colonnades, avenues of trees, street lamps. In 322 BC he kidnapped Alexander’s corpse
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