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I dedicate this book to the people of the Mediterranean, who have been so generous with me, even when they had little to share.

In particular, I dedicate it to those who lost their lives, or their homes and livelihoods in the 2023 earthquakes.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book has been a journey. It started on a sailboat in stormy seas, limping into the harbour of Syracuse. I was twenty-one years old and it was my first time in Sicily – immediately the history of the island and the warmth of its people inspired me. That visit prompted me to study for a Master’s degree in Mediterranean history, and after many twists and turns led me to writing this book. I will always remember the awe and curiosity I felt as I caught my first glimpse of Syracuse over the waves, the skyline glowing gold in the sunset. I remember walking into the Piazza Duomo, soaked through with sea water, and seeing the baroque facade of the duomo, and beneath it the bones of a Greek temple, which had once been topped with a golden statue of Athena – a beacon at the heart of the Mediterranean Sea.

My research took me around the Mediterranean basin, to Tyre, Carthage, back to Syracuse, and on to Ravenna and Antioch, with many other places in between. I arrived in each city with one idea of its history and identity, and left with a new understanding. I swiftly learned that the histories and identities of these cities are being kept alive by their living residents, as much as by history books.

In writing this book I have included the stories of many different people, as a way of illustrating the living spirit of each place. In some cases, I have taken small steps and some artistic license to conceal identities. Covid disrupted my research and so, in some instances, my visits to cities were made over multiple trips instead of just one, but for simplicity I have condensed them.

The most difficult part of writing and researching this book has been witnessing the devastation and destruction in Antakya following the February 2023 earthquakes, and I encourage readers to donate to aid organisations working in the disaster area of southern Turkey and northern Syria.


INTRODUCTION

THE MEDITERRANEAN: MARE MAGNUM NOSTRUM

The Mediterranean Sea is bordered by three continents and lined with sandy coves and unforgiving cliffs. The churning surface is scattered with islands. For a thousand years this body of water was the conduit of global trade, and the stage of warfare that dictated the fate of empires.

It is a mythic region, steeped in history that has blurred with legend. This coastline has witnessed the life cycle of some of the world’s greatest civilisations from conception to devastation. The beaches now populated by serried banks of sun loungers were once battlefields; just metres below the perfect white sand lies the dust of generations of unnamed soldiers who fought and died for control of the Mediterranean Sea. The glittering surface conceals tragedies in its depths: the remnants of lost civilisations, treasure ships, the bones of long-drowned sailors and modern refugees. This almost tideless body of water, now a magnet drawing tourists from around the world, was once the key to global power.

Carved around the ancient coastline are cities among the oldest in the world. Tyre, Carthage, Syracuse, Ravenna and Antioch are some of the most culturally rich of these, but today their grandeur is all eroded. The gap between greatness and obscurity is surprisingly narrow. These cities are palimpsests, with layer upon layer of history, culture and identity drawn over one another, each obscuring the last, but with glimpses stealing through. In the architecture and spirit of these cities, their antique and medieval pasts collide and coalesce with their twenty-first-century realities.

In November 2021, a conceptual artist named Gea Casolaro unveiled an exhibition in the National Museum of Ravenna on Italy’s Adriatic coast, entitled Mare Magnum Nostrum. Our Great Sea.

In 2013, a ship was wrecked near the Italian island of Lampedusa between Malta and Tunisia: 350 migrants crossing from Libya to Italy lost their lives. In response, the Italian government launched a new humanitarian initiative to prevent these disasters, called Mare Nostrum, reflecting the ancient Roman name for the sea. Inspired, Casolaro designed her project.

A museum usually dedicated to Ravenna’s ancient past, and filled with objects thousands of years old, the National Museum of Ravenna was perhaps a strange choice for this interactive art installation. Casolaro wished to put the present in dialogue with the past. Her concept was one of conversation and connection – with the Mediterranean Sea at its centre. To this end, she created a white cube, large enough for visitors to step into. The floor and parts of the walls were painted deep blue, and on the walls the Mediterranean coastline was drawn, a continuous block of white above the water. There were no frontiers marked, only land and sea. Viewers stepping into the artwork found themselves standing in the heart of the sea, taking in the unmarked continents surrounding them. Over the coastline, photographs submitted by the public in every Mediterranean country were fixed. The photos from Lebanon were surprisingly similar to those from southern Spain, despite the nearly 4,000 miles of sea water separating them.

People were invited to consider the Mediterranean Sea from a new angle and through a new lens. Standing in the middle of the sea, they looked out at those surrounding them: one people, the product of centuries of shared cultural history and collision. The point was to stop them looking out from their own countries, or from their ‘side’ of the sea, to make viewers stand, immersed, at its centre and take in a view of the region starting from the sea itself.

It is sometimes tempting to view the Mediterranean as a dividing force, something separating the people of Africa from those of Europe and the Levant. In reality, the sea connects. Cultures around the Mediterranean basin have sprung up dependent on the sea and the opportunities it offers, to swim, to sail, to trade and to conquer. Since the dawn of history this sea has formed the shared horizon of innumerable native cultures. It was the crossing place and the meeting place: the centre of the world. Maritime routes criss-crossed its vast surface, ships transported pottery, food, crafts and men from one side to another. These travellers took with them languages, cultures, ideas. Sometimes they took weapons too.

Tyre, Carthage, Syracuse, Antioch and Ravenna represent five of the most intriguing cities of the Mediterranean. All of them are beautifully situated, and for layers of history and cultural riches they are rivalled only by their sister cities of Rome, Istanbul and Jerusalem. Their fates have been remarkably different from those of their more famous counterparts. Visitors flock in their millions each year to Rome, Istanbul and Jerusalem; tourists and pilgrims alike travel thousands of miles to stand awash in the august history and culture of these fabled cities whose names are known around the world. No such numbers converge on the ruins of Antioch, on Syracuse or on Ravenna. Carthage is a suburb of Tunis; Tyre is a forgotten city dangerously near to the closed Israeli–Lebanese border. Few pilgrims make the journey to the obscure city of Antakya in southern Turkey, close to the border with Syria, where ‘Antioch the Golden’ once stood, despite it perhaps being home to the earliest site of Christian worship: a cave church purportedly founded by St Peter himself. Syracuse and Ravenna do attract visitors but on nowhere near the scale of Rome. Most who do reach these places are drawn to these small cities by the promise of leisurely Italian lunches, convenient beaches and the occasional pretty church, rather than the millennia of varied history or to see the sites of devastating sea battles and ancient subterfuge. The names of these cities do not conjure the recognition that their glorious pasts deserve. The voices of those who long ago made these cities great are heard only as whispers, if they are heard at all.

This book is an attempt to bring to light the hidden pasts of these cities, to understand them, and to see what is left of the great but vanished empires and civilisations of the Mediterranean.
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