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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.
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Ageless Cleopatra

‘Age cannot wither her’ − the most pertinent description of Cleopatra VII in Shakespeare’s tragedy Antony and Cleopatra stands true even today. While it alludes to Cleopatra’s beauty and status, it also points to her ageless prevalence as an historical icon. Cleopatra’s character continues to intrigue and defy the tests of time. Her story involves an enigmatic heritage, sibling rivalry, power grabbing and love affairs.

With the exception of those three years in Rome between the ages of eleven and fourteen, Cleopatra was raised in Alexandria. Tutored privately in the palace by a scholar named Philostratos, she learnt philosophy and oration. Frequenting the nearby Museum and Library, she took an interest in medicine and would have been able to read about the powerful queens of ancient Egypt. Images engraved on stone slabs suggest that she may have dressed as a man in order to attend some subjects, such as rhetoric and philosophy. She also developed her language learning, enabling her to communicate in at least eleven languages and perhaps more. In addition to Greek and Latin, Plutarch notes that she didn’t need an interpreter among the ‘Ethiopians, Troglodytes, Hebrews, Arabians, Syrians, Medes, Parthians, and many others’. Her linguistic acumen suggests an international vision for her empire, beginning with its capital. That she preserved Macedonian, a Hellenistic language abandoned by her predecessors in favour of the Alexandrian dialect of Greek, shows her nostalgia for the earliest Ptolemaic ideals, the ones that came with the founding of Alexandria. That she became the first Ptolemaic ruler to speak, read and write Egyptian confirms her hybrid Alexandrian identity and would become evident in her choice of clothes, too, a mix of Hellenistic and Egyptian. It also signalled her respect for the Egyptian population and priesthood, and above all the desire to be a popular queen.

Although her father died in March 51 BCE, the Roman Senate only learnt of this some three or four months later. This suppression of information is the first indication of Cleopatra’s ambition to rule without bowing to Rome, an ambition that would quickly become impossible. Despite her father’s will specifying co-regency, official documents from the time indicate Cleopatra as sole ruler, proving that she was able to shun her brother Ptolemy XIII; after all, he was only eleven.

Spring had now run its course and the Egyptian sycamores around Alexandria were laden with figs when Cleopatra became queen. It had been 280 years since Alexander had founded the city and 260 years since her forefather, Ptolemy I, had established it as the capital. Now, Alexandria and its fortunes would have been unrecognisable to both founders. For one, the population was in the hundreds of thousands – maybe even becoming the first city to reach a million inhabitants. More drastically, many of its citizens were struggling. Taxes had been raised because, thanks to her father’s ineptitude, Cleopatra inherited a hefty 17.5 million drachmae debt to Rome (approximately £550 million). Nature wasn’t cooperating either: Egypt was experiencing a drought and the annual Nile flooding came at a lower level than usual, so food supplies were falling short. Ironically, the Gabiniani who’d been sent to Alexandria to maintain order had finished their tenures and were now wreaking havoc, disobeying the law in every way imaginable. Though they’d kept her father in power, Cleopatra immediately wanted rid of them. When the governor of Roman Syria sent his two sons to Alexandria to recruit the unemployed Gabiniani to his army, the Gabiniani tortured and murdered the guests. Cleopatra used the opportunity to exile them to Syria to be tried for murder. In a sign of what was to come, she was stunned to find the Gabiniani sent back to Alexandria with a message that she should not interfere in Roman affairs. When young Cleopatra had accompanied her father to Rome, they were hosted by the general Pompey, who had since fallen out with Julius Caesar in a bitter civil war. In 49 BCE, Pompey’s son arrived in Alexandria to request military support on behalf of his father, so Cleopatra used the opportunity to send him some Gabiniani, as well as 60 ships and 500 troops that counted towards the debt repayment.

Ptolemy XIII’s tutors had their own plans, and with the help of Pompey announced Cleopatra’s brother as sole ruler, forcing her to leave Alexandria and travel to Syria, the home of her younger sister, where she could rally troops for a return. When Cleopatra attempted to come back, however, her brother’s army was waiting, strengthened by the remaining Gabiniani; she was unable to enter Alexandria and forced to camp near the Nile Delta. Meanwhile, Caesar had defeated Pompey, who now sought asylum in Egypt, certain that Ptolemy XIII would honour his late father’s friend. As Pompey’s ship docked in September 48 BCE, he was immediately ambushed and stabbed to death, his head severed and his body thrown into the sea. With this act, Ptolemy XIII’s advisers had hoped to win Caesar as an ally, so when Caesar arrived three days later in pursuit of Pompey, he was presented with his enemy’s head. Plutarch writes that Caesar ‘turned away from him with abhorrence’ and ‘burst into tears’. Plutarch may have sought to present an honourable Roman, but Caesar had arrived in Alexandria with an army, immediately demanded the owed money, and swiftly made himself at home in the royal palace. The first-century Roman poet Lucan writes that frightened Caesar ‘distrusted the city’s walls and defended himself by closing the gates of the palace’ like a ‘beast, penned in a narrow case, [who] roars and bites the bars’.1

Cleopatra and Ptolemy XIII were barred from their own palace and their city. At this stage, Cleopatra decided to form an allegiance with Caesar. Known for his sexual excess – ‘every woman’s man and every man’s woman’, according to the first-century Roman historian Suetonius – Cleopatra went to meet him.2 The historian Cassius Dio writes that she dressed attractively and charmed him with her wit and knowledge. Plutarch adds:

 

For her actual beauty, it is said, was not in itself so remarkable that none could be compared with her, or that no one could see her without being struck by it, but the contact of her presence, if you lived with her, was irresistible; the attraction of her person, joining with the charm of her conversation, and the character that attended all she said or did, was something bewitching.

 

Plutarch narrates that Cleopatra took a small boat to the palace at dusk. In order to gain entry, she was wrapped in a rolled-up bedcover and smuggled into Caesar’s chamber. In a remarkable moment repeatedly portrayed in Hollywood, the cover (soon depicted as a Persian rug) was unfurled before Caesar to reveal the young queen. Plutarch adds that ‘captivated’ Caesar developed a ‘passion for Cleopatra’, who at twenty-one, was more than thirty years his junior. The details of the story are probably an embellishment, but that the world’s most powerful man was infatuated with Cleopatra is not.

Ptolemy XIII was livid to discover that his sister was residing with Caesar in the palace. So he resorted to a powerful Alexandrian tool: the local population. But before any riot got into full swing, Ptolemy XIII was arrested and Caesar stood in front of the protesters to calm them using persuasive oratory. Under the ongoing influence of Rome, Alexandria now had an Assembly that passed legislation, so Caesar gathered the siblings there to reveal their father’s will for them to govern together, adding that their other siblings, the teenagers Arsinoe IV and Ptolemy XIV, should rule Cyprus.

To Ptolemy XIII and Arsinoe IV, this setup unfairly favoured Cleopatra, and they assumed that their army of 20,000, plus the Gabiniani, could defeat Caesar’s 4,000 troops with ease. In August 48 BCE, the Siege of Alexandria began. The Roman army was besieged at the harbour, the palace surrounded and attacked – with Caesar and Cleopatra inside. Blocked on both land and sea, Caesar and Cleopatra remained in the palace for months.

Without warning, an immense and devastating fire began to spread from the harbour towards the city. Caesar had deduced that his only chance of repelling the enemy was to burn their ships, but the fire spread rapidly to the docks, nearby houses and into the city. Every summer, Etesian winds from the Aegean Sea hit Alexandria from the north, providing a much-loved Mediterranean breeze. This time these winds were pushing the fire into the city. Plutarch describes not only fire but ‘carnage’. After visiting Alexandria, the historian confirms that this was no accident, adding that Caesar’s fire ‘spread from the dockyards and destroyed the Great Library’. Caesar even boasts about this decision in his written Commentaries on the war, in which he refers to himself solely in the third person:

 

the enemy endeavored to seize with a strong party the ships of war . . . They were all of either three or five banks of oars, well equipped . . . Besides these, there were twenty-two vessels with decks, which were usually kept at Alexandria, to guard the port. If they made themselves masters of these, Caesar being deprived of his fleet, they would have the command of the port and whole sea, and could prevent him from procuring provisions and auxiliaries . . . But Caesar gained the day, and set fire to all those ships, and to others which were in the docks.3

 

The extent of the conflagration’s damage is unclear, but the Great Library was one victim of this great fire. Rumours that Caesar ordered the Library’s burning were inevitable. After all, it was the shining beacon of the Ptolemies and Alexandria. We may never know the extent to which the Library was damaged, but we can pinpoint this moment, when smoke hit the Library, as the beginning of its decline. We can also deduce that some of the sister libraries closer to the harbour and storerooms near the dockyard are unlikely to have survived. As Cassius Dio notes, the fire destroyed storerooms full of grain and books that were ‘great in number and of the finest’ quality. The philosopher Seneca writes that ‘forty thousand books were burned at Alexandria’ and the historian Ammianus Marcellinus, writing in the late fourth century, puts the number at ‘700,000 volumes’.4 So rather than the Library structure, which did survive in some form, the biggest loss is the writing that was destroyed: tens or maybe hundreds of thousands of scrolls collated and written by nine generations of scholars. These works may have illuminated our understanding of numerous discoveries, including the source texts used by some of the greatest philosophers, and of course they could have helped us to build a clearer image of the ancient world and Alexandria. Despite being a serious self-chronicler, Caesar remained silent on the fact that his fire may have caused the loss of some of the world’s greatest books. The fire made him an increasingly unpopular figure, and Alexandrians are said to have glimpsed him on a ship and stormed on board, only for Caesar to strip his armour off and plunge into the water, hand raised high to save some documents from the waves. If the story is true, there is an irony to Caesar’s insistence on saving these papers as smoke was still emanating from the Library.

What was going through Cleopatra’s mind as she watched her city and its famous Library in flames? It seems she had no choice but to stick with Caesar – whose child she was now carrying – in the hope that her choices would pay off. Cleopatra was playing a longer game, using Caesar and his army to install herself as sole ruler of Egypt. Objectively, this was a war between the Roman and the Alexandrian army, which had recruited citizen militias, so Cleopatra’s traitorous allegiance to Caesar represented a huge risk. They watched from the palace as thousands of Alexandrian soldiers and residents lined up ready for battle. Roman military rule was clearly not welcome. And to the people, Cleopatra was nothing more than a Roman puppet.

When her sister Arsinoe IV was declared queen by the Alexandrian army, new tactics were deployed, again at the city’s expense. Arsinoe IV’s tutor, the eunuch Ganymedes, was familiar with the city. He knew that since Deinocrates designed Alexandria, the drinking water available near the harbour, including the royal quarters, relied on river water flowing into the canals and through the cisterns. So in an early form of chemical warfare, he split the canal into two and added water pipes to pump seawater into the royal quarters. For days, panic hit the palace. Cleopatra, knowing that Alexandria was built on limestone, responded by digging freshwater wells.

Caesar had long marvelled at the Pharos Lighthouse. He even provides us with one of the only surviving first-hand descriptions: it was of a ‘prodigious height’, he wrote, ‘built with amazing works’. He knew that the key to capturing Alexandria was the harbour. Although he sent for reinforcements, the winds made their landing in Alexandria more difficult. As they approached, Arsinoe IV’s navy attacked and a battle ensued just north of Pharos. Before long, every Alexandrian battleship, even those that needed maintenance, had arrived to assist. The Romans, much more used to close sea combat, managed to prevail. Caesar ordered an attack on the Alexandrians stationed on Pharos so that he could control the harbour, before placing defence lines around the Heptastadion. The causeway had a channel under its bricks through which ships could pass from one port to the other; fearing that Alexandrian ships could do just that, the Romans began blocking this arch with stones. But on land, the Alexandrian army hadn’t given up: heavily armed troops sneaked behind the Romans at the causeway and attacked them. Though the Romans controlled Pharos, they didn’t yet control its surrounding area. The Siege of Alexandria was essentially a stalemate. But the expansive nature of Rome’s army and allies across the region meant that there was only ever going to be one winner. In early 47 BCE, a year and a half after the siege began, major Roman reinforcements arrived. The Alexandrian army escaped towards the Nile; Caesar chased them for a while before returning to Alexandria to declare victory. Cleopatra’s brother, Ptolemy XIII, was drowned in the river as he tried to escape. On the streets of Rome, her sister Arsinoe IV was captured and paraded in chains alongside a burning effigy of the Pharos lighthouse – so humiliating was the display that the crowds, used only to seeing grown men in this context, sympathised with the weeping girl and chanted for her life to be spared.

And Cleopatra, who had stayed in the luxury of the palace all along, was now carrying Caesarion – ‘little Caesar’.

 

In his early thirties Caesar had wept at a statue of Alexander the Great, lamenting how much Alexandria’s founder had achieved at that age compared to him. Two decades later, Cleopatra was taking him on a tour of the city that Alexander established. They visited the founder’s mausoleum. The sarcophagus’ gold had been stolen, but the less impressive glass tomb didn’t diminish Caesar’s excitement. A long line of Roman leaders would follow suit by visiting the mausoleum. Cleopatra and Caesar then cruised the Nile. Far from the usual depiction of a romantic trip on a slender barge, this was an indulgent journey on the colossal thalamegos, the two-storey pleasure cruiser built for Ptolemy IV.

After their expedition, Caesar departed, leaving three Roman legions to protect – or keep an eye on – the queen. Since she was a woman, he also placed her brother, Ptolemy XIV, not yet a teenager, as nominal co-ruler. As the Roman historian Orosius explains, ‘Caesar, now victorious, obtained control over Alexandria, by far the richest and greatest of all cities.’ But the conquest led to unprecedented inflation: ‘Its riches so enhanced Rome’s wealth that the abundance of money raised the value of property and other sellable goods to double what they had been up to this time.’5

Another reason for the quick departure was that Caesar’s illegitimate son with Cleopatra now posed a risk to his reputation. Alexandrians had accepted the reality of Roman control, but they also realised that Alexandria could yield some influence on Rome. They referred to Cleopatra’s son as little Caesar, while his name
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