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Alexander

The World Is Never Enough
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There is no single Alexandria. A series of cities by that name traces the route of Alexander the Great from Turkey to the Indus River. Different languages have distorted the original sound, though sometimes the distant melody can still be discerned. Alexandretta, Iskenderun in Turkish. Alexandria Carmania, currently Kerman, in Iran. Alexandria Margiana, now Merv, in Turkmenistan. Alexandria Eschate, which could be translated as “Alexandria at the End of the Earth,” today Khujand in Tajikistan. Alexandria Bucephalos, the city founded in memory of the horse that accompanied Alexander from childhood, afterward called Jalalpur, in Pakistan. The war in Afghanistan has made us familiar with other ancient Alexandrias: Bagram, Herat, Kandahar.

Plutarch tells that Alexander founded seventy cities. He wanted to mark the fact that he had been there, the way children paint their names on walls or on the doors of public restrooms. (“I was here.” “I won a battle here.”) The atlas of his campaigns forms an enormous wall where the conqueror left a record of himself again and again.

Alexander’s driving force, the reason for the boundless energy that could launch him on a twenty-five-thousand-kilometer conquering expedition, was his thirst for fame and admiration. He harbored a profound belief in the legends of heroes; what’s more, he lived and competed among them. He was obsessed with the character Achilles, the most feared and powerful warrior in Greek mythology. He had singled him out as a boy, when his teacher, Aristotle, taught him the Homeric poems; Alexander dreamed of following in Achilles’s footsteps. He felt the same reverence for Achilles that boys today feel for their sports heroes. It’s said that Alexander always slept with his copy of The Iliad and a dagger under his pillow. The picture elicits a smile. We think of a little boy who has drifted off with his trading card album open, dreaming of winning a championship amid the fervent howls of his fans.

Except that Alexander made his wildest dreams of success come true. The list of his conquests, achieved in only eight years—Anatolia, Persia, Egypt, central Asia, India—catapulted him to the summit of military exploits. Compared to him, Achilles, who gave his life in the ten-year siege of just one city, seems like an unremarkable novice.

The Egyptian Alexandria was born—we would expect no less—from a literary dream, a Homeric whisper. As he slumbered, Alexander sensed a grey-haired old man approaching. Drawing to his side, the mysterious stranger recited some lines from The Odyssey that mention an island called Pharos, off the coast of Egypt, surrounded by the sonorous swell of waves. The island existed and could be found near the floodplain where the Nile delta meets the waters of the Mediterranean. Alexander, according to the logic of the times, believed his vision to be an omen and founded the city he had envisaged on that spot.

He was struck by the beauty of the place. There, the desert of sand touched the desert of water, two lonely, immense, ever-changing landscapes sculpted by wind. Alexander himself traced the future city’s outline in flour in the form of an almost perfect rectangle, showing where the main square should be placed, which gods should have their temples, and where the perimeter of the wall would run. In time, the tiny island of Pharos would be connected to the delta by a long causeway and would house one of the seven wonders of the world.

Once the construction had begun, Alexander continued on his journey, leaving behind a small population of Greeks, Jews, and shepherds who for a long time had lived in nearby villages. The native Egyptians, in keeping with the colonial logic of every era, were incorporated as citizens of a lower status.

Alexander would not see the city again. Less than a decade later, his corpse would return. But in the year 331 BC, when he founded Alexandria, he was twenty-four years old and he felt invincible.
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He was young and ruthless. On his way to Egypt, he had defeated the army of the Persian King of Kings twice in a row. He had seized control of Turkey and Syria, declaring them freed from Persian oppression. He conquered the strip of Palestine and Phoenicia; each city surrendered without resistance, except for two: Tyre and Gaza. When they fell after seven months of siege, their liberator dealt them a brutal punishment. The last survivors were crucified along the coast: a row of two thousand bodies nearing their deaths at the sea’s shore. The women and children were sold into slavery. Alexander ordered the governor of the brutalized Gaza to be tied to a cart and dragged to his death, just like Hector’s body in The Iliad. He must have liked to think he was living out his own epic poem, and from time to time he would imitate some gesture, some symbol, some legendary act of cruelty.

On other occasions, it seemed to him more heroic to be generous to the defeated. When he captured the family of Darius, the Persian king, he treated the women with respect and refrained from taking them hostage. He ordered that they continue to reside undisturbed in their own quarters and be allowed to keep their dresses and jewels. He also let them bury their dead who had fallen in battle.

When Alexander entered Darius’s pavilion, his eyes were met with gold, silver, and alabaster. He could smell myrrh and other fragrant aromas and saw rooms adorned with carpets, tables, and dressers. This was a kind of abundance he had never known at the provincial court of his native Macedonia. He remarked to his friends, “It seems that this is what being a king is all about.” They presented him with a treasure chest, the rarest and most beautiful item among Darius’s possessions. “What could be so valuable as to be kept in here?” he asked his men. Each one made his suggestions: money, jewels, essences, spices, the spoils of war. Alexander shook his head and, after a brief silence, ordered that his Iliad, from which he was never parted, be placed inside.
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He never lost a battle. He always faced the hardships of the campaigns like the other men, with no special treatment. Only six years after succeeding his father as king of Macedonia, at the age of twenty-five, he had defeated the greatest army of the age and taken possession of the treasures of the Persian Empire. It wasn’t enough for him. He went on until he reached the Caspian Sea, crossed what is now Afghanistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan, made his way over the snowy mountain passes of the Hindu Kush, and braved shifting desert sands all the way to the Oxus River, now known as the Amu Darya. He kept on through places where no Greek had ever set foot, such as Samarkand and the Punjab. He was no longer accomplishing brilliant victories, but squandering his energy on an exhausting guerrilla war.

There is a word in Greek that describes his obsession: póthos. It is the desire for something absent, something that lies beyond reach, a desire that causes suffering since it is impossible to fulfill. It gives a name to the sinking feeling of unrequited love and also to the anguish of grief, to the unbearable yearning for a person no longer there. Alexander found no relief from his thirst to persevere in his quest to escape mediocrity and boredom. He was not yet thirty when he began to fear that the world might not be big enough for him. What would he do if one day he ran out of territories to conquer?

Aristotle had taught him that the end of the Earth could be found on the other side of the mountains of the Hindu Kush, and Alexander wanted to explore the last frontier. The idea of seeing the end of the Earth held a magnetic attraction. Would he find the Great Outer Sea of which his teacher had spoken? Or would the waters cascade over a bottomless abyss? Or would the end be invisible, a thick fog fading into white?

But Alexander’s men, sick and ill-humored beneath the rains of the monsoon season, refused to go any deeper into India. They had heard tales of a huge unknown kingdom beyond the Ganges. The world gave no sign of ending.

A veteran soldier spoke on behalf of them all: under the command of their young king, they had traveled thousands of kilometers, massacring at least 750,000 Asians along the way. They had been forced to bury their best friends, fallen in combat. They had endured famine, glacial cold, thirst, and desert crossings. Many had died of unknown diseases, like dogs by the wayside, or had been horrifically maimed. The few who’d survived could no longer muster the strength they’d had in their youth. Now, their horses limped along on painful hooves and the supply wagons were mired in roads turned to mud by the monsoon. Even the buckles on their belts were rusty, their provisions rotting from the humidity. The holes in their boots had been there for years. They wanted to go home, caress their wives and hug the children who would scarcely remember them. They longed for the land of their birth. If Alexander decided to continue his expedition, he should no longer count on his Macedonians.

Alexander flew into a rage and, like Achilles early in The Iliad, withdrew to his tent uttering threats. A psychological struggle began. At first the soldiers kept quiet, but then they grew bold enough to jeer at their king for losing his temper. They had given him the best years of their lives and would not allow themselves to be humiliated.

The tension lasted two days. Then the formidable army turned around and headed for home. Alexander did lose one battle, after all.





A Man with a Prodigious Memory and a Group of Avant-Garde Girls

57

Once upon a time, in the Great Library, there was a man with a prodigious memory. Day after day, he spent his time reading the scrolls in order, shelf by shelf. And the words his gaze caressed were engraved in his mind, transforming it little by little into a magical archive of all the books in existence.

His name was Aristophanes of Byzantium. His father was a mercenary commander and had trained his son for his daring and perilous line of work. But Aristophanes preferred motionless travel and was fond of the multiple lives one could imagine living while reading. On his brow, behind locks of grey hair like lichen, parallel furrows suggested the lines of an indecipherable text. One might have said that this thin and hoary man, always silent but haunted inside by infinite whispering ghosts, increasingly resembled the books he was always devouring.

One day, a poetry competition was held in Alexandria. The king selected six distinguished figures as literary judges. When one more judge was needed to make an odd number, someone slipped in Aristophanes’s name. The seven judges heard the poets recite, but while the rest applauded, Aristophanes stayed silent, a neutral expression on his face. He let the others deliberate, not intervening in the discussion. Only at the end did he ask permission to speak, after which he proclaimed all the entrants in the competition to be frauds except for one. He rose, went into the Library’s arcades, and based purely on memory, removed a mountain of scrolls from different shelves. Hidden there, word for word, were the poems those cheating writers had plundered. The word thieves could not fool Aristophanes, for whom each line was as unmistakable as a face. He remembered its place on the shelves just as others know the position of every star in the sky.

Legend tells that the king of Egypt named that reader with the extraordinary memory director of the Library.

This anecdote, recounted by Vitruvius, reveals that plagiarism and scandal are as old as literary contests themselves. The story of Aristophanes of Byzantium also reveals the expansion of the Great Library, which, a century after its creation, could be encompassed only by a memory of fabulous proportions. The time for lists and catalogs had arrived.

In fact, as the essayist Philipp Blom explains, every collector needs an inventory. The things they strive to gather might be scattered again one day, perhaps sold or plundered, leaving no trace of the passion and expertise that galvanized their previous owner. It’s painful for even the most modest collectors of stamps, books, or records to imagine that in the future, those items chosen one by one and for highly personal reasons will return to the tangle and disarray of the thrift store. Only in its catalog can the collection survive its own wreckage; this is the proof that it existed as a whole, as a painstaking plan, and as a work of art.

In the catalog, the power of numbers is on full display. As I have mentioned before, according to sources, every now and then King Ptolemy would inspect the Library’s shelves and ask the person in charge, “How many books do we have now?” The figure on the librarian’s lips encapsulated the success or failure of Ptolemy’s grand plan. The scene bears a certain resemblance to an episode involving Don Juan Tenorio, whom we might consider the literary archetype of an insatiable collector. In the opera Don Giovanni, Mozart and his librettist Da Ponte included the famous “Catalog Aria,” where Don Giovanni’s servant Leporello offers an inventory of his master’s conquests: “This is a list / of the beauties my master has loved, / a list which I have compiled. / Observe, read along with me. / In Italy, six hundred and forty; / in Germany, two hundred and thirty-one; / a hundred in France; in Turkey ninety-one; / in Spain already one thousand and three.” Like Don Juan, the Ptolemies needed servant-accountants to confirm that the sum of their achievements was on the increase, that they had the right to feel more and more important and powerful. In the same way, social networks today are the Leporellos of our virtual world and feed the narcissism and the drive to collect that dwells in each of us, keeping track of all the friends, followers, and likes that make up our own conquests.

The Library of Alexandria, which tried to touch infinity, also had an extensive catalog. We know it took up at least 120 scrolls, five times as many as Homer’s Iliad. This fact alone retains a glimmer of the magnificent lost collection. And it proves that by this point, the flood of books had broken the levees of human memory. The sum of all knowledge, poetry, and written tales would never again dwell in a single mind, as it is said they did in the mind of Aristophanes.
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The person responsible for the great catalog, in the third century BC, was Callimachus, a poet born in what is now Libya and the first literary cartographer. In the galleries, colonnades, inner rooms, and corridors of the Library of Alexandria, with its shelves full to the point of overflowing, one could already get lost. A map of the territory was needed, an order, a compass.

Callimachus is considered the father of librarians. I picture him filling out the first catalog cards in history—which would have been tablets—and inventing some remote ancestor of catalog numbers. Perhaps he knew the secrets of Babylonian and Syrian libraries and was inspired by their organizational methods, but he went much further than any of his predecessors. He drew up an atlas of all the writers and all their works. He resolved problems of authenticity and false attributions. He located untitled scrolls in need of identification. When two authors had the same name, he investigated the identity of each, to differentiate them. In some cases, names and nicknames were confused. For example, the true but now forgotten name of Plato was Aristocles. Today we only know him by what seems to have been his gymnasium nickname, Plato, meaning “broad back” in Greek. The philosopher must have been very proud of his wrestling skills on the sand.

In short, the new geographer of books had to confront infinite conundrums with patience and a love of meticulous detail. For each author, Callimachus wrote a brief biography, researched the details that distinguished them—father’s name, place of birth, nickname—and made a complete list of their works in alphabetical order. The title of each book was followed by a quote from the text’s first line—if it was preserved—for ease of identification.

The idea of using the alphabet to order and archive texts was a great contribution made by the Alexandrian scholars. In our daily lives, we have accepted it as something so common, useful, and obvious that it doesn’t even seem like an invention. But just like umbrellas, shoelaces, and book covers, it’s a tool that someone came up with in a moment of inspiration preceded by a long quest. Some researchers believe that this simple stroke of genius might be precisely what Aristotle taught the librarians of Alexandria. It’s an appealing hypothesis, though impossible to prove. In any case, the system came into being thanks to the intellectuals at the Musaeum. We’re still following their example, with a different alphabet.

Callimachus’s catalog, known as The Pínakes, “The Tables,” has not been preserved, but enough references and allusions appear in texts from the following centuries to give us a rough idea of what it was like. Lists that were surely copied from The Pínakes have also reached us. For instance, the titles of seventy-three plays by Aeschylus and over a hundred by Sophocles, in alphabetical order. These enumerations are a genuine inventory of losses—today we can read only seven complete tragedies by each.

In one of his most consequential decisions, Callimachus organized the literature by genre, instituting forever the classification of books into the two main territories of verse and prose. Then he partitioned each of these literary countries into provinces: epic, lyric, tragedy, comedy; history, oratory, philosophy, medicine, and law. And finally, a miscellaneous section for the works that didn’t fit into any of the main genres. This section featured, for example, four books on baking. The alphabetical organization of books by genre, which persists in our libraries today, obeyed merely formal criteria—useful, but essentially arbitrary. Ever since then, hybrid, experimental, borderline, genre-defying books—which existed even in ancient times—have brought with them the inconvenience of being unclassifiable.

Despite its formalism, The Pínakes became an essential search tool, the first great map of literature, a portolan chart for navigating the great ocean of the Library of Alexandria. And, in Aristotle’s wake, a bold taxonomy of knowledge and invention. Callimachus’s catalog was consulted and updated constantly throughout ancient times. It was an immense success and laid the foundations of bibliography and the creation of encyclopedias, branches of knowledge in the service of all the others.

I imagine Callimachus must have dreamed of saving all the little worlds encapsulated in books from oblivion, even the most obscure, and from here must have drawn strength and patience for the gargantuan effort required. After all, he himself was a writer concerned with the future of words. In an ironic twist of fate, his own work was almost completely lost.

To the best of our knowledge, he was a groundbreaking poet who fiercely defended creative experimentation. He was bored by those who dutifully aped an irrecoverable literary past. He was a lover of brevity, irony, wit, and fragmentation. There’s nothing like a sound knowledge of the classics to show us where new paths can be forged.
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Silently, gradually, libraries began to spread across the world.

Between 1500 and 300 BC, there were fifty-five libraries with restricted access in certain Near Eastern cities, but none in Europe. According to statistics from 2014, 97 percent of the population of Spain has access to at least one public library where they live, and there are a total of 4,649 libraries in the country at large. These figures tell the story of an enormous change, an extraordinary proliferation. Though the fact has gone somewhat unnoticed, libraries are one of the ancient phenomena to have colonized us most effectively. If we asked ourselves, like the bedraggled members of the People’s Front of Judea in the Life of Brian, “What have the Greeks and Romans ever done for us?” we would answer without hesitation: roads, sanitation, democracy, the rule of law, theaters, aqueducts. We might include in our list the epic of the gladiators, that collection of noisy, half-naked wrestlers that so fascinate Hollywood scriptwriters, or the chariot drivers, but the quiet success of public libraries, more alive today than ever, could hardly be farther from our minds.

I’ve never forgotten the first library of my childhood. I knew from a very young age that in every story, there was a forest; as soon as the main character sets out on its mysterious paths, they stumble upon something magical and make a marvelous discovery. I too walked among trees on long July afternoons, holding my father’s hand. We used to go to a little library in Parque Grande together. It was in a tiny house whose façade and tiled roof made it look like a house from a story, or perhaps somewhere in the Alps. I would go inside into the shadows, choose a comic, then emerge into the sunny park grasping my treasure and choose a spot on a bench to read it. And I read it thoroughly, from the first letter to the last, drinking in the pictures and words as the afternoon waned and the bicycles passing us made their metallic music. When I finished, I would return the comic I’d clasped in my hands for a few hours, make my way out of the forest, and return home, my imagination humming in the cool evening air.

The wonders of that park that rose to the status of forest in my young eyes were of course pure fantasy; the books and the heroes that lived inside them; the mysterious murmur of the poplars that seemed to promise a story; the library. I had become a comic junkie, and every afternoon I demanded a higher dose.

The more than ten thousand librarians working in Spain—hundreds of thousands all over the world—feed our addiction to words. They are the ones who dispense the drug, the ones we entrust with the sum of our knowledge and our dreams, from fairy tales to encyclopedias, from erudite treatises to the coarsest of comic strips. Now that many publishers destroy their stock to avoid storage costs, libraries are the storehouses of out-of-print works. They are a treasure trove of words.

Each library is unique, and as someone once told me, it always resembles its librarian. I have immense admiration for those hundreds of thousands of people who still believe in the future of books, or rather, in their ability to dissolve time. Who advise, encourage, plot activities, and devise pretexts for the reader’s gaze to awaken the words that slumber, sometimes for years, in a book lying on a shelf. Who know that this act, though commonplace, fundamentally implies the resurrection—rise up, Lazarus—of a whole world.

Librarians descend from a long line that begins in the Fertile Crescent of Mesopotamia, but we know hardly anything about those distant ancestors of the guild. The first of them to speak with his own voice was Callimachus, whom we can picture clearly in his patient cataloguing labor and his long nights of writing. Many writers after Callimachus have served as librarians for some period of their lives, among walls of books at once inviting and daunting: Goethe, Casanova, Hölderlin, the brothers Grimm, Lewis Carroll, Musil, Onetti, Perec, Stephen King. The Spanish poet Gloria Fuertes wrote, “God made me a poet, and I made myself a librarian.”

And Borges, the blind librarian who almost became a literary genre unto himself. One of his friends tells of a time when he toured the National Library in Buenos Aires alongside the writer. Borges darted among the shelves as if in a habitat all his own. He caressed every shelf with his eyes, no longer able to see them clearly. He knew where to find every volume, and on opening one could immediately find the exact page he was seeking. Lost in aisles lined with books, slipping through almost invisible spaces, Borges made his way through the library’s gloom with the delicate precision of a tightrope walker, just like Jorge de Burgos, the blind guardian—and stealthy assassin—of the abbey library in The Name of the Rose, whom Umberto Eco, somewhere between homage and irreverence, dreamed up with the Argentine writer in mind.

In the early twentieth century, this profession, which had been occupied by men from the times of Nineveh, Babylon, and Alexandria onward, began to transform into a territory peacefully occupied by women. In 1920, almost 80 percent of librarians were women. And since only single women were allowed to work, the caricature of the spinster librarian entered the collective imagination—mean and sour, with a grey bun, glasses, old-fashioned clothes, and a grouchy disposition. In those days, not so long ago, it was thought that all a woman who worked among books could do was bitterly lament the absence of the suitor who never put a ring on her finger, and the children she never had. We find a reflection of this stereotype in It’s a Wonderful Life, which came out in 1946. To me it seems highly parodic, but, alas, the scene is filmed without a hint of irony. One Christmas Eve, George Bailey—the protagonist, played by James Stewart—is on the verge of suicide when his guardian angel swoops in to show him what the world would be like if he’d never been born and to convince him that his life is not in vain. After contemplating how all his friends and relatives would have been less fortunate without him, George asks after his wife. “Where is Mary?” “No . . . don’t ask me that,” the angel stammers. George imagines the worst and grabs the angel by the lapels in a fit of anguish. “If you know where she is, tell me where my wife is.” “I’m not supposed to tell.” “Please.” “You’re not going to like it, George.” “Where is she?” George asks desperately. “She’s an old maid, George . . . she’s just about to close up the library.” George drops the angel and runs to the library. Then Mary appears on-screen, closing the door to the Pottersville Public Library. She’s wearing the full uniform: a nunlike suit, hair in a bun, thick glasses. She clutches her purse to her chest, neurotic and miserable. The soundtrack makes for a mournful atmosphere. And on seeing George’s expression full of horror, the viewer is expected to raise their hands to their face and gasp: Oh no, not a librarian!

The researcher Julia Wells has demonstrated that this stereotype remains present in contemporary film. Many fictional librarians still appear as dour women who shoot a furious “Shhhh!” at anyone who dares speak in their domain. And this brings me to a sad historical irony. In the years immediately before Frank Capra’s movie was filmed, in post–Civil War Spain, most of the women who worked as librarians were considered dangerous revolutionaries and were subjected to political purges. They were generally quite the opposite of Mary in It’s a Wonderful Life: modern, forward-looking girls, forging their own paths in Spanish universities. The Francoist authorities investigated their public activities, their professional lives, and their private behavior. Those who managed to keep their jobs in the public system suffered humiliating wage reductions, were forced to take certain posts, and were denied access to management positions. I think of María Moliner, author of the Diccionario de uso del español, who was demoted by eighteen ranks and excluded from positions of trust or authority throughout her entire career. Relegated first to the Archivo de Hacienda de Valencia and then to the Escuela de Ingenieros de Madrid, she wrote her extraordinary dictionary in isolation. The library of my mother’s childhood wasn’t a tiny, enchanted house in the forest; it was a building where two women who’d been victims of reprisals were employed.

Libraries and librarians have their own universal history of infamy: attacks, bombings, censorship, purges, persecution. They have inspired a gallery of legendary characters like Jorge de Burgos in The Name of the Rose, who can turn a book by Aristotle into a criminal weapon; or Mary, who lives in two spatiotemporal dimensions at once, as a happy housewife and as a tormented librarian (we have no idea which of these lives she prefers). But the most remarkable thing of all is the path traveled from their Eastern origins—with their guilds of scribes and priestly castes who safeguarded knowledge—to the libraries of today, open to anyone who wishes to read and learn.

On their shelves sit books written in enemy countries, sometimes even countries at war with each other. Guides to photography and the interpretation of dreams. Essays about microbes and about galaxies. The autobiography of a general next to the memoirs of a traitor. The hopeful work of a misunderstood author, and the somber work of a best-selling one. The brief notes of a female travel writer, next to the five volumes it takes a sedentary author to describe his daydreams in meticulous detail. A book printed yesterday, and beside it, one that is twenty centuries old. Here, temporal and geographical borders are unknown. And in our times, finally, we are all invited in: foreigners and locals, those with glasses or contact lenses or sleep dust in their eyes, men with their hair in a bun, and women in ties. This is what a utopia looks like.
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In the nineteenth century, Mallarmé wrote, “The flesh is sad, alas, and I have read all the books.” He was probably referring to the tedium of a stale and jaded life. But read from the era of Amazon and the Kindle, his words remind us ironically that aspiring to read all books is an impossible dream harbored only by the most delirious bibliophiles. Every half minute, a new book is published. If we assume a price of twenty-two dollars and a thickness of two centimeters, the annual addition to Mallarmé’s library would cost over twenty-two million dollars and take up some twenty kilometers of shelves.

Callimachus’s catalog was the first complete atlas of known books. The continent he mapped was enormous, and the Greeks felt at least as overwhelmed as we do. No single person would ever read all the scrolls stored in the Library of Alexandria. No one could possibly ever know it all. The knowledge of each person would increasingly be a tiny archipelago in the fathomless ocean of their ignorance.

The anxiety of selection came into being: what should one read, see, or do before it’s too late? For the same reason, we are still obsessed with lists to this day. Just a few years ago, Peter Boxall published the umpteenth list of books—in this case, 1,001, like the nights of Scheherazade—that you must read before you die. These days, there is a proliferation of essential albums, unmissable movies, and must-visit places. The internet is the great list of our times, fragmentary and with infinite branches. Any self-help guide worth its salt—meant to make you a millionaire, bring you success, or help you conquer obesity—includes the basic advice of making lists. Persevere at your list of goals and improve your life. The list-making impulse is related to the idea that order is like a tranquilizer, a defense mechanism for neutralizing the spread of chaos. It is also related to anxiety, fear, and the painful certainty that our days are numbered. And so, we try to reduce the things that overwhelm us to ten, fifty, or a hundred items.

As they cast their eyes over the boundless catalog, the scholars of the Great Library were undoubtedly consumed by the same frenzy for lists. What were the indispensable titles in every genre? Which stories, poems, and ideas ought to reach future generations?

In the era of the handwritten reproduction of texts, the survival of an ancient book required immense effort, since the material would deteriorate and it was periodically necessary to copy it all over again. These successive copies also meant the scribes had to revise the edition and provide a commentary so its meaning could not be eclipsed by the passage of time. The Library’s scholars, with their limited number of days, could not guarantee such dedication to all the books in the catalog. They were forced to choose. Their lists, like most of ours, were a working agenda, but they also created a reference system that has endured to this day. In The Infinity of Lists, Umberto Eco maintains that lists are in fact the origin of culture, part of the history of art and literature. He adds that what we find in encyclopedias and dictionaries are also elaborate forms of lists. And all of them—catalogs, bibliographies, indexes, tables of contents, glossaries—make infinity easier to grasp.

The Greeks had a word for the authors included in lists: enkrithentes, “those who have passed through the sieve”—in other words, those who have been screened. The word suggests the rural metaphor of sifting the wheat from the chaff. Though on a smaller scale than now, there were also a great many lists of authors in ancient times, authors you had to read before you died. We know the titles of a few guides from the imperial age that sound just as up-to-date as contemporary publications: Expertise Concerning Books by Telephus of Pergamum; On the Purchase and Selection of Books by Philo of Byblos; and The Bibliophile by Damophilus of Bithynia. These treatises guide readers through book selection, identifying the most important works. Some of these ancient lists have reached us today, and though there are differences among them—the selections are continually updated—they share the same basic traits. Having combed through and compared them, I believe they all date back to the scholars of Alexandria and Callimachus’s catalog. And I think the original point of those selections was for readers to join forces to ensure that a handful of beloved and extraordinary books didn’t fade into oblivion.

In some ways, to choose is to protect. Today we make lists of landscapes and monuments that we designate as World Heritage Sites to try to shield them from the onslaught of destruction.

Alexandria is a point of departure. There, the money of kings and the efforts of scholars sustained a great project of preservation and rescue. Perhaps for the first time, the Greeks understood that their children and their children’s children would need the legacy of the fragile words in books to make sense of existence; that something so ephemeral—a sketch of a puff of air, the musical vibration of our thoughts—must be preserved for future generations; that the ancient histories, legends, stories, and poems bear witness to hopes and dreams and to a way of understanding the world that refuses to die.

I believe the great innovation of the scholars at the Library of Alexandria has little to do with their love of the past. What made them visionaries was their understanding that Antigone, Oedipus, and Medea—those beings made of ink and papyrus in danger of being forgotten—should travel through the centuries; that millions of people still unborn should not be deprived of them; that they would inspire our rebellions, that they would remind us how painful certain truths can be, that they would reveal the darkest recesses of our selves; that each time we became too proud of our status as children of progress, they would be there to give us a slap in the face; that they would continue to matter to us.

For the first time, they considered the rights of future generations—like us.

61

As I write, December draws to a close amid the usual frenzy of lists of the year’s best sellers and best-dressed people. The last twelve months are summarized in these roundups published by all the newspapers and splashed across the internet. Reality has turned into a great competition, and we’re dying to know who the winners are.

For once, the internet isn’t to blame. The Greeks were pioneers of classification with their famous lists: the Seven Sages and the Seven Wonders. Swept up, like us, in culinary fever, they created their own gastronomical record book, a precursor to the Michelin Guide. In a curious second-century essay entitled The Deipnosophists, we find a list of the Seven Great Greek Cooks. An erudite cook teaches his apprentice the names of the seven most illustrious chefs and their specialties: Agis of Rhodes and his perfectly roasted fish; Nereus of Chios, who made an eel dish worthy of the gods; Charides of Athens, the master of eggs in white sauce; Lamprias and his black broth; Afthonetus, inventor of the sausage; Euthunus, a great cook of lentils; Aristion, the inventor of various kinds of stew, among them a recipe involving an evaporation method, which today we might call his signature dish. The chef concludes, “They have become our second Seven Sages.” There are flashes of irony characteristic of present times, too: in the same essay, an illustrious artist of the stove affirms mockingly that “the most important of all condiments in the kitchen is boastfulness.”

Of course, writers were also fodder for lists, even before the Library of Alexandria was founded. In the fourth century BC, the great masters of tragedy were already a definitive trio: Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides. Half a century after the death of the last of these, productions of their celebrated plays had become the main feature of theatrical offerings and drew larger audiences than the works of their living successors. The Athenian government decided to create a state archive to protect, as a public good, the authentic versions of the tragedies of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides, and of these three alone.

Thus, the Greek tragedians would forever be a trio. It must have been at the Great Library where other famous lists were established—the Nine Lyric Poets, the Ten Orators. Ever since those distant times, the makers of lists opt for certain numbers imbued with a magic halo (three, seven, nine, ten).

There is undoubtedly pleasure in enumeration. I know; I have experienced it. In his final months, my father spent many hours and what little strength he had left surfing sports websites. He searched for photos of soccer games from the good old days—when he was young, of course—back in the late fifties and early sixties of the last century. For my father, any soccer in the past was always better. If anything got him excited, it was discovering some old lineup he’d memorized as a boy. First, he sang it aloud, reading it from the screen, savoring the precise order of the words. Then he wrote it down in a spiral graph-paper notebook I still have today. He proudly showed me his lists, teams of ghosts, rows and rows of names written in his lovely hand, now a little shaky from the strain of illness. Those verses—eleven surnames quickly memorized and then forgotten—had the power to take him back to his childhood. Lists are also an intimate part of each person’s life story.

Experts say that writing was born to keep accounting records. In other words, to make lists of goats, swords, and wineskins. Perhaps this is why literature has always kept coming up with new ways to take inventories. In the second canto of The Iliad, a long enumeration of Greek ships fighting the Trojans unfurls. The Bible wouldn’t be the same without the Ten Commandments or its endless genealogical lists. The tenth-century Japanese writer Sei Shōnagon included 164 lists in The Pillow Book. She noted down everything that could be cataloged, in descending order. She headed her enumerations with suggestive epigraphs like “Things That Make the Heart Beat Faster,” “Things That Should be Short,” “Things that Lose by Being Painted,” “Things That Are Near Though Distant,” “People Who Look Pleased with Themselves,” “Clouds,” and “Splendid Things.”

In the last chapter of Ulysses, Joyce makes a detailed, exhaustive list of the utensils found in a drawer in Leopold Bloom’s kitchen. I can’t resist Italo Calvino’s six proposals for the next millennium. Or Borges’s enumerations, especially in his “Poem of the Gifts.” Or Perec’s Attempt at Exhausting a Place in Paris, as he sits at a café in Saint-Sulpice.

In 1975, Joe Brainard published the book I Remember, where he threads his memories into a moving list that lasts a hundred and fifty pages: “I remember when I thought that anything old was very valuable.” “I remember reading twelve books every summer so as to get a ‘certificate’ from the local library. I didn’t give a shit about reading but I loved getting certificates. I remember picking books with big print and lots of pictures.” “I remember keeping a list of states visited.” “I remember fantasies of someday reading a complete set of encyclopedias and knowing everything.”

I can’t possibly leave out “A Contribution to Statistics” by Wislawa Szymborska:

Out of a hundred people

those who always know better

—fifty-two / doubting every step

—nearly all the rest,

glad to lend a hand

if it doesn’t take too long

—as high as forty-nine,

always good

because they can’t be otherwise

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

capable of happiness

—twenty-something tops,

harmless singly, savage in crowds

—half at least,

cruel

when forced by circumstances

—better not to know

even ballpark figures,

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

mortal

—a hundred out of a hundred.

Thus far this figure still remains unchanged.

We spend our lives making lists, reading them, memorizing them, tearing them up, throwing them into the trash, crossing off the things we’ve done, loving and loathing them. The best lists are those that recognize their items’ importance and try to give them meaning. Those that embrace the details and the uniqueness of the world, preventing us from losing sight of what matters. Even if right now, in the midst of the end-of-year bombardment, we’ve read so many we feel like blacklisting them.





A Passionate Affair with Words
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Ancient landfills offer us a glimpse of texts written by regular people in Egypt. In some areas of Egypt—alas, not in the Nile delta, where Alexandria is located—writings have been recovered that were abandoned or thrown into the trash two thousand years ago. Thanks to the desert climate, these texts remained as they were across the centuries, neither damaged nor disintegrating, gradually becoming enveloped in a protective layer of Egypt’s burning sand. And they were preserved intact. This is how thousands and thousands of papyrus scrolls have reached our hands, discovered by peasants or dug up by archaeologists, sometimes with the ink almost as fresh as the day they were written by an ancient hand. The content of these texts varies widely, from the correspondence of a proud official to his laundry lists. Almost all are written in Greek, the language of government and the educated population. Their dates span from 300 BC to 700 AD, from the Greek occupation of Egypt, through the years of Ptolemaic and Roman rule, up to the Muslim conquest.

The papyruses demonstrate that many Greeks who didn’t hold administrative positions still knew how to read and write and took care of their own affairs, writing commercial documents and answering their correspondence without engaging the services of professional scribes. Furthermore, they read for pleasure. One bored man, in a letter to a friend, writes from the monotony of an Egyptian village: “If you’ve already copied the books, send them, so that we have something to help pass the time, because we have no one to talk to.” Yes, there were people facing rural tedium who sought out books as a lifeline. We have excavated the remains of what they read, including fragments of books and even whole works. In humid Alexandria, which boasted of having more readers than anywhere else in the world, no papyruses have been found, but even so, the discoveries in drier regions give us a sense of what people were reading at the time. And if we trust the estimates based on the number of remains discovered of each work, we can even tell which were those readers’ favorite books.

I admit to an unbridled curiosity about other people’s reading habits. On buses, streetcars, and trains, I twist my neck into unlikely contortions to spy on what the people around me are reading. I believe that books describe the people who hold them and find it thrilling to peer into the private moments of those readers in the Egyptian backlands, across the distance of centuries. Judging by the chronology, these readers might be the same men and women depicted in the Fayum mummy portraits who examine us with their large eyes full of nostalgia and who seem so alive that they vaguely remind us of someone we know.

What do the papyruses reveal about them? Their favorite poet by far was Homer. They liked The Iliad more than The Odyssey. They also read Hesiod, Plato, Menander, Demosthenes, and Thucydides, but the second on the podium was Euripides. This reminds me of a marvelous anecdote about the power of books.

Let us look back into the tumultuous years of the Peloponnesian War. As if it weren’t enough for them to already be fighting the powerful Sparta, the rulers of imperialist Athens launched an expedition that ploughed through the waves to Sicily, to lay siege to Syracuse. The campaign was a devastating failure: some seven thousand Athenians along with their allies were taken prisoner and condemned to forced labor in a stone quarry known as Latomia, which belonged to the victorious city. There, according to Thucydides, they left not only their broken hands but also their lives. Trapped in the quarry’s depths and exposed to the blazing heat or the cold, sick and coexisting with corpses stinking of their own urine and feces, fed only half a pint of water and a pint of barley meal a day, they gradually perished. Plutarch tells that the Syracusans were so fond of poetry, however, that they pardoned those who could recite a few lines from Euripides and let them walk free: “They say that many of those who finally reached home in safety visited Euripides in their gratitude, and some told him that they had been freed from slavery for reciting fragments of his works they had memorized, and some that as they roamed and wandered after the battle, they had been given food and drink for singing some of his verses.”

Homer and Euripides were the winners of the competition, the writers who shaped the dreams of the Greeks. As children, all of them learned to read and write by copying their verses, which explains the number of papyruses discovered. Children were not introduced to reading with easy phrases such as “My mama loves me.” The educational method consisted of sudden immersion. Almost from the beginning, children were taken by the scruff of the neck and immersed in beautiful, difficult phrases by Euripides that they could barely understand (“Come to me sweet balm of sleep, comfort from my ills” or “Waste not fresh tears over old griefs”). Many fragments found were probably copies made by students. But there were also readers in love with the music of those verses. In one especially moving case, archaeologists discovered a papyrus scroll beneath the head of a female mummy, almost touching her body. The scroll contains a particularly evocative canto from The Iliad. I imagine this dedicated reader wanted to be sure she would have books with her in the next life and remember Homer’s winged words beyond the river of forgetfulness, which, according to her beliefs, she would cross to reach the world of the dead.

Dozens of texts have appeared beneath the sands of Egypt that belonged to private collectors—comedies, philosophical works, historical studies, mathematical and musical treatises, technical handbooks, and even texts by authors unknown to us until these discoveries. I think of those anonymous bibliophiles and wonder how they got their hands on all those minor works. Scrolls by Homer, Euripides, and the odd other famous author could no doubt be easily obtained in the bookshops of Alexandria, but copies of uncommon books had to be made to order. This is the case with a copy of The Constitution of Athens by Aristotle. It’s most likely that its owner commissioned a copy from a workshop, and the establishment may have had to send a copyist to the Library of Alexandria to work from the original, which was part of the collection there. The journey back and forth would surely have made the price of the order skyrocket. In those days, obtaining a rare book could turn into a minor odyssey and was certain to be a drain on the purse.

Readers whose pouches were filled with nothing but cobwebs had to be satisfied with going to libraries, which existed even outside Alexandria and Pergamum. Small and local, they could not be compared to the extraordinary royal collections, but they at least offered their visitors the great authors’ essential works. We are aware of these establishments thanks again to inscriptions in stone. We know, for example, that there was a library on the island of Cos, near present-day Turkey. A fragment has survived of an inscription listing a series of private donations. A father and son defrayed the cost of the building, and also donated a hundred drachmas. A further four people gave two hundred drachmas and a hundred books each. Two more contributed two hundred drachmas. The money was undoubtedly destined to purchase books. There is similar evidence in Athens and elsewhere.

It’s likely that those libraries were associated with their city’s local gymnasium. Originally, these were places for youths to practice athletics and wrestling. “Gymnasium” comes from the word “nudity,” because the Greek custom—to the barbarians’ outrage—was to exercise shamelessly, smothered in oil, with the splendor of the masculine physique on full display. By the Hellenic era, gymnasiums had become centers for education, with classrooms, spaces for lectures, and reading rooms. We know that at least the Athens gymnasium had a library because part of a catalog has been preserved in stone. This list of holdings was apparently carved into the library’s wall, where readers could consult it quickly without the nuisance of having to open and close a scroll, which in addition would be in danger of quick deterioration from continuous use. According to the catalog, the library specialized in comedy and tragedy. There were over two dozen titles by Euripides, and over a dozen by Sophocles. Fifteen comedies by Menander also featured in the collection. Only two prose works are documented, one of which is a speech by Demosthenes. On the other hand, the library at Rhodes, a renowned center of rhetorical studies, had barely any plays and specialized in political and historical essays.

If the evidence from Athens and Rhodes can be extrapolated to all cities with gymnasiums, there would have been over a hundred libraries during the Hellenic era, a delicate network of veins pumping the oxygen of language out into every corner of the territory.
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Demosthenes was orphaned at seven years old. His father, an arms maker, left him enough to live comfortably, but his tutors squandered his inheritance. His mother, financially ruined, had no funds to pay for a good education for her son. They suffered hardships. The neighborhood boys would laugh at him for his skinny, sickly, fragile appearance. They even gave him a nickname, Batalus, from a word meaning “anus” or “queer.” On top of that, he had a speech impediment that made him feel awkward and tongue-tied. He must have stuttered or had trouble pronouncing certain consonants.

It’s said that Demosthenes conquered his problems through sadistic discipline. He forced himself to speak with pebbles in his mouth. He went running through the countryside to strengthen his lungs and recited verses when he was out of breath, panting his way uphill. He wandered the seashore on stormy days to increase his concentration amid the roar of the waves. At home, he rehearsed in front of a full-length mirror, repeating defiant phrases and striking poses. The scene, recounted by Plutarch, seems to pave the way for Robert De Niro’s “You talkin’ to me?” scene in Taxi Driver. Poverty-stricken, orphaned, stuttering, and humiliated, years later he would become the most famous orator of all times. The ancient Greeks, like today’s Americans, loved a good underdog story.

The number ten symbolizes perfection. It’s the foundation of our decimal system. It represents excellence in the academic world, the highest qualification. For the Pythagoreans, it was a magic, sacred figure. It’s no coincidence, then, that there were ten canonical Attic orators whose works were considered deserving of preservation and study. The ancients believed that the bewitching power of words found its highest expression particularly in speeches.

The Greeks always had a reputation for being incorrigible charlatans and tireless litigators. Unlike in the collective imagination of other cultures, the heroes of their myths weren’t simply mute and muscular warriors; instead, they’d been trained as experts in words and could deliver a well-adorned speech when the opportunity arose. The democratic institutions of Athens broadened the sphere of speeches: Athenian citizens—those who fulfilled the requirements of being free and male—could speak before their peers at the Assembly, where political decisions were voted on, and decide as members of popular juries on the soundness of the speeches of others. They seem to have adored the uninterrupted chatter that was the main ingredient of their daily lives, from the agora to the parliament. Aristophanes wrote a comedy parodying someone called Philocleon, a genuine trial junkie. To help him overcome his obsession with the courts, his son sets up a tribunal in his home and offers his father the presidency. In the absence of anyone to accuse































A City with a Bad Reputation

1

The new center of the world was a city with a very bad reputation. From the beginning, the Romans were plagued by a terrible black legend, a special feature of which was that they invented it themselves. It began with a fratricide. The myth goes that Romulus and Remus—brothers, and impatient grandsons of the king of Alba Longa—set out to found their own city on that legendary April 21 in the year 753 BC. They agreed on the choice of a site for the future city on the banks of the Tiber but were soon enmeshed in a power struggle. Since they were twins, neither brother had the advantage of age, and both alleged there were divine omens in their favor—the gods also know how to cover all their bases. Remus provoked his brother by leaping over the walls that Romulus had begun to build by himself. According to Livy, in the ensuing fight, the fever of ambition led to bloodshed. Romulus murdered his brother and cried as he trembled with rage, “So perish everyone that shall hereafter leap over my wall.” He thus set a useful precedent for future foreign policy in Rome, which, having attacked, would always excuse itself by alleging a prior aggressive or illegal act by the other party.

The next step was to organize a genuine cadre of criminals. The recently founded city needed some citizens. Without thinking twice, the young king declared Rome a place of asylum for outlaws and fugitives, announcing that they would be safe from persecution within its walls. Indiscriminate hordes of convicts and people of shady origins—so Livy tells us—fled neighboring territories to become the first inhabitants of Rome. The most pressing problem became the absence of women. And so we come to the third nefarious episode: a mass rape.

Romulus invited the families from the neighboring villages to a celebration of games in honor of the god Neptune. The people of the surrounding area seemed keen to see the new city, though in those days it was still a quagmire of mud huts with the occasional sheep as the only major attraction. On the appointed day, a curious crowd appeared in Rome. Men came with their wives and children from nearby villages with names as eccentric as Caenina, Antemnae, and Crustumerium (had the latter become a great imperial power instead of Rome, today we would all be Crustumerians). But the religious festival was merely a ruse. When the time came for the games, and the eyes and minds of all guests were trained on the spectacle, the agreed-upon signal was given. Then the Romans kidnapped the girls who had come with their families. According to Livy, nearly all the men snatched the first woman to fall into their hands. Since there is always a hierarchy, though, the main patricians kept the most beautiful girls for themselves and paid for them to be delivered to their homes. Weaker in numbers, the kidnapped women’s husbands and fathers fled, bewildered and stricken, bitterly decrying their violent neighbors.

To clear things up, Livy is quick to explain that if the Romans were to guarantee their city’s survival, the abduction was necessary. Furthermore, he depicts them as promising the terrified young women affection, love, and reconciliation. “These arguments,” the historian adds, “were reinforced by the endearments of their husbands, who excused their conduct by pleading the irresistible force of their passion—a plea effective beyond all others in appealing to a woman’s nature.” On top of that, this legendary, collective barbaric deed served as a model for the Roman marriage ceremony, which for centuries dramatized the women’s abduction. The ritual demanded that the bride take refuge in her mother’s arms and that the groom pretend to drag her away as she wept, screamed, and refused.

The myth makes an appearance in Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, a harmless romantic comedy from 1954, in which an amusing song about the Sabines, an early Italic tribe, helps the coarse male protagonists solve the problem of their bachelorhood once and for all. And the gleeful friends sing together in their relief, reflecting on the women taken captive by the Romans,

Seems they cried and kissed and kissed and cried

All over that Roman countryside

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Oh they acted angry and annoyed

But secretly they was overjoyed.

Apparently, the prudish Hollywood of the Hays Code, which censored kisses and double beds on-screen, considered this old story of mass abduction an ideal step toward a happy and cozy domestic life.

But Rome’s enemies saw in their murky foundational myths a foretaste and a warning of their later predatory disposition. One of those adversaries would write, centuries later, “From the very beginning, the Romans have owned nothing apart from what they have stolen: their home, their wives, their land, their empire.” In just fifty-three years, according to Polybius’s estimate, the descendants of the sinister and unscrupulous Romulus conquered the majority of the known world.

2

In fact, the making of the great Mediterranean empire took several centuries. But those fifty-three years during the second century BC mark the period in which everyone else understood with shock and horror that Rome had built the most devastating war machine ever known.

The first historically documented Roman battles date from the fifth century BC. These were local skirmishes—sometimes defensive, sometimes aggressive—that took place daily in the adjoining territories. Only in the fourth century BC did Roman expansion begin to catch the attention of the Greeks, the dominant power of the period. By the year 240 BC, after a dizzying string of victories, Roman territory already encompassed nearly all of Italy and Sicily. A century and a half later, the Romans controlled almost the entire Iberian Peninsula, Provence, Italy, the whole Adriatic coast, Greece, western Asia Minor, and the coast of North Africa between present-day Libya and Tunisia. Between 100 and 43 BC Gaul was annexed, followed by the rest of the Anatolian Peninsula, the coast of the Black Sea, Syria, Judea, Cyprus, Crete, the coastal strip of Algeria, and part of Morocco. The inhabitants of a small city in the marshes of the Tiber had gone from being stuck in their fetid quagmire to having all the Mediterranean Sea at their disposal, as if it were an inland lake for their use only.

Military campaigns became a feature of everyday life for the Romans. A fifth-century Hispanic historian records, as an unprecedented rarity, only one year without war through that long period of imperial expansion. Those unusual months of military indolence occurred in the year 235 BC, during the consulship of Gaius Atilius and Titus Manlius. But the norm was to devote immense effort and resources to waging war, and though they counted their battles as victories, they left a terrible trail of casualties from their own ranks, not to mention those from the other side. Mary Beard claims that during the conquest phase, “somewhere between 10 and 25 per cent of the Roman adult male population would have served in the legions each year, a greater proportion than in any other pre-industrial state and, on the higher estimate, comparable to the call-up rate in World War I.” In the Battle of Cannae against Hannibal, which lasted a single afternoon, the pace of Roman deaths was an estimated hundred a minute. And many soldiers would later succumb to their wounds, since ancient weapons were better at maiming than killing, and death came later from infection.

The sacrifice was immense, but the rewards surpassed the most covetous fantasies of those ruthless legionnaires. Halfway through the second century BC, the spoils of so many victories had turned the Roman population into the wealthiest in the known world. The war greased the wheels of the supremely profitable trade of the era: slavery. Thousands and thousands of captives were turned into slaves who labored in Roman fields, mines, and mills. Carts loaded with bullion looted from Eastern cities and kingdoms packed the Roman treasury to the point of overflowing. In the year 167 BC, the abundance of gold was so great that the state chose to halt direct taxes for citizens. It’s true that this sudden wealth was also destabilizing for the Romans—especially those who couldn’t get their hands on any of it. The usual situation was repeated: the rich got richer and the poor even poorer. Patrician families profited from large estates, which were cheap to run with slave labor, while small-scale free farmers, whose lands Hannibal razed during the Second Punic War, became even more impoverished due to unfair competition. The best of all possible worlds is never the best for everyone.

Since time immemorial, wars have been waged with the purpose of capturing prisoners for enslavement and trade. Global wealth has often gone hand in hand with slavery. This is the true link between antiquity and more recent times. From the Great Wall of China to the Kolyma Road of Bones, from the Mesopotamian irrigation system to the cotton plantations of the United States, from the Roman brothels to sex trafficking today, from the Egyptian pyramids to the fast fashion manufactured in Bangladesh. In ancient times, slaves were undoubtedly one of the main reasons—and often the only one—to launch a conquering expedition. They represented such a powerful economic resource that there wasn’t even any attempt to conceal it. On one occasion, Julius Caesar, famous for his clemency, sold the entire population of a recently conquered village in Gaul of no less than fifty-three thousand people on the spot. The deal was done so quickly because the slave traders made up a second army that straggled behind the legions, buying fresh merchandise as soon as night fell on the battlefields.

Prisoners, neighbors, and adversaries suffered the efficiency of Roman organization. The new empire achieved the unifying ambition the Greeks could never fulfill because at the moment of truth they always turned out to be inept politicians. As we have seen, Alexander’s successors created rival dynasties that became entangled in a series of internecine wars, breaking up the inherited empire and plunging it into the ongoing strife of shifting alliances and outbreaks of brutal violence. All the contending sides grew accustomed to turning to the Romans as allies in their local struggles or as arbitrators in their conflicts, and they finally ended up devoured by such dangerous friends.

While it can’t be claimed that the Romans invented globalization, since it already existed in the fragmented Hellenistic world, they raised it to a degree of perfection still impressive today. From one edge of the empire to another, from Spain to Turkey, a broad constellation of Roman cities were connected by roads so solid and well mapped out that many of them still exist. These cities embodied a recognizable, convenient kind of urban planning: wide avenues that intersected at right angles, gymnasiums, baths, a forum, marble temples, theaters, Latin inscriptions, aqueducts, sewage systems. Wherever they went, outsiders came upon the features of a standardized layout, just as today tourists find chains with the same brands of clothing, computers, and fast food on identical streets all over the world.

As a result of these transformations, swarms of people began to travel to and fro in a way never seen before in the ancient world. At first, this was mostly due to the movement of armies and forced mass migrations. It’s estimated that at the beginning of the second century BC, an average of eight thousand slaves captured in wartime reached the Italian Peninsula every year. In the same period, Roman travelers, traders, and adventurers set out across the sea, journeying for long periods outside Italy. The waters of the Mediterranean, which, getting straight to the point, they began to call mare nostrum, or “our sea,” were teeming with businessmen taking advantage of commercial opportunities opened up by the conquest. Selling slaves or dealing in arms became high-demand jobs. In the mid-second century BC, more than half of adult male Roman citizens had seen the horizons of the world beyond and contributed with gusto to ethnic diversity, leaving behind them—and to their fate—a great many mixed-race children.

All of Rome’s military might, its wealth, its incredible transportation networks and feats of engineering made up a powerful machinery that was invincible but barren without the irrigation of poetry, stories, and symbols. In the absence of these elements, Oedipus, Antigone, and Odysseus filled in the cracks in unforeseen ways and set out for the highways of the globalized world.





Acknowledgments

Many people helped me on the writing journey in different ways. Here are my thanks to all of them: 

Rafael Argullol, who imagined this book before I did, and unfolded the map of this voyage before my eyes. 

Julio Guerrero, for offering me his hand. 

Ofelia Grande, for that delicate generosity that has given me wisdom and hope. 

Elena Palacios, for an unforgettable friendship and for making what I didn’t dare dream into reality. 

The editorial team at Siruela, for their extraordinary magic in the old office of infinite reeds. 

Marina Penalva, María Lynch, Mercedes Casanovas, and so many people at Casanovas and Lynch, for being the wings on which this book has flown to a luminous constellation of countries and languages. 

Alfonso Castán and Francisco Muñiz, for their unusual generosity. 

Carlos García Gual, who guided me with his signals of light. 

Agustín Sánchez Vidal, who shared his knowledge and the master key with me.

Luis Beltrán, for sharpening my gaze. 

Ana María Moix, who welcomed me into a garden glimpsed from outside.

Guillermo Fatás, for his lessons in history, journalism, and irony.

Encarna Samitier, for the first opportunities and for lasting friendship. 

Antón Castro, who supports our fragile literary landscape.

Fergus Millar, for opening the doors of Oxford to me, and for the time travel. 

Mario Citroni, for his hospitality in Florence, his wisdom, and his attention. 

Angel Escobar, for teaching me rigor.

The staff at the libraries of Oxford, Cambridge, Salamanca, Florence, Bologna, Rome, Madrid, and Zaragoza, for helping me to explore those regions of paper. 

My unforgettable teachers, Pilar Iranzo, Carmen Romeo, Inocencia Torres, and Carmen Gómez Urdáñez. 

Anna Caballé, who broadens horizons with her words. 

Carmen Peña, Ana López-Navajas, Margarita Borja, and Marifé Santiago, for inspiring me. 

Andrés Barba, for our conversations about laughter and the future. 

Luis Landero, for believing in me. 

Belén Gopegui, for the echoes of a conversation and for the mysterious beginning of a friendship.

Jesús Marchamalo, for his joviality and a shared hat. 

Fernando López, for Dionysian days.

Stefania Ferchedau and Natalie Tchernetska, presences in the distance.

My creative friends Ana Alcolea, Patricia Esteban, Lina Vila, Sandra Santana y Laura Bordonaba.

The people who make life more welcoming: María Ángeles López, Francisco Gan, Teresa Azcona, Valle García, Reyes Lambea, Leticia Bravo, Albano Hernández, María Luisa Grau, Cristina Martín, Gloria Labarta, Pilar Pastor, María Jesús Pardos, María Gamón, Liliana Vargas, Diego Prada, Julio Cristellys, and Ricardo Lladosa.

The first readers, the booksellers Pepe Fernández, Julia Millán y Pablo Muñío.

All those schoolteachers who plant seeds of enthusiasm, especially Chus Picot, Ana Buñola, Paz Hernández, David Mayor, Berta Amella, Laura Lahoz, Fernando Escanero, José Antonio Escrig, Marcos Guillén, Amaia Zubilaga, Eva Ibáñez, Cristóbal Barea, Irene Ramos, Pilar Gómez, Mercedes Ortiz, Félix Gay, and José Antonio Laín.

The fabulous team at the neonatal unit at the Hospital Miguel Servet de Zaragoza, the nurses who gave us so much life, and all those children who are also fighting with all their might to hold on to life. 

The caretakers: Esther, Pilar, Cristina, Zara, Nuria, and my tata María. 

My mother Elena, who reins in the chaos.

Enrique, my lighthouse and my compass.

Little Pedro, who is getting a PhD in sabotage, and who has taught me what hope is made of.

My family, friends, and readers, who are another kind of family of friends.



OPF/toc.xhtml


  Papyrus



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author and Translator



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Epigraphs



			Contents



			Prologue



			Part One - Greece Imagines The Future



			The City of Pleasures and Books



			Alexander



			The Macedonian Friend



			Balancing at the Edge of the Abyss



			A Story of Fire and Passageways



			Books and Skin



			Homer



			The Lost World of Orality



			The Alphabet



			Voices from the Mist, Uncertain Times



			The Triumph of Unruly Words



			The Religion of Culture



			A Man with a Prodigious Memory and a Group of Avant-Garde Girls



			Women, Weavers of Stories



			The Other Tells Me My Story



			The Drama of Laughter



			A Passionate Affair with Words



			Poison and Fragility



			The Three Destructions of the Library of Alexandria



			Lifeboats and Black Butterflies



			How we Began to be Strange



			Part Two - The Roads to Rome



			A City with a Bad Reputation



			The Literature of Defeat



			The Invisible Threshold of Slavery



			In the Beginning were the Trees



			Poor Writers, Rich Readers



			A Young Family



			Bookselling



			The Birth and Triumph of Books with Pages



			Public Libraries in Palaces of Water



			Two Men from Hispania



			Herculaneum



			Ovid Clashes with Censorship



			Sweet Inertia



			Journey to the Center of Books and How to Name Them



			What is a Classic?



			Canon



			Shards of Women’s Voices



			What was Believed Eternal Turned Out to be Fleeting



			Dare to Remember



			Epilogue



			Acknowledgments



			Notes



			Bibliography



			Permissions Acknowledgments



			Endmatter











  



OPF/cover.jpg
THE #1 INTERNATIONAL BEST SELLER

PAPYRUS

The Invention of Books
in the Ancient World

IRENE VALLE]JO

Translated by Charlotte Whittle






OPF/twitter.gif





