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For my mother, a soft and steady hand





They look like drawings,

But there are voices inside the letters.

Every page is an infinite box of voices.

—Mia Couto, Sands of the Emperor Trilogy

The inert signs of an alphabet become living meanings in the mind . . . 

Literacy, like all learned activities, appears to alter our brain organization.

—Siri Hustvedt, Living, Thinking, Looking

It pleases me to think how astonished old Homer, whoever he was,

would be to find his epics on the shelf of such an unimaginable being as myself,

in the middle of an unrumored continent.

—Marilynne Robinson, When I Was a Child I Read Books

Reading is always a passage, a journey,

a departure where we discover ourselves. Reading,

even though it is typically a sedentary act,

returns us to our nomadic state.

—Antonio Basanta, Leer contra la nada (Reading Against Nothingness)

Above all, the book is a repository of time. A prodigious trap with

which human intelligence and sensitivity overcame that ephemeral,

fleeting condition that led the experience of life into the oblivion of nothingness.

—Emilio Lledó, Los libros y la libertad (Books and Freedom)
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Prologue

Mysterious bands of men on horseback travel the roads of Greece. The country folk watch them with suspicion from their plots of land, or the doors to their huts. They know from experience that only those who represent danger travel: soldiers, mercenaries, and slave traders. They frown and grumble until the men disappear over the horizon. Country folk do not look kindly upon armed strangers.

The horsemen ride on, paying the villagers no heed. For months, they have climbed mountains, traversed ravines, crossed valleys, forded rivers, and sailed from island to island. Their muscles have hardened and their endurance increased since they were sent on this peculiar mission. To achieve their task, they must venture into violent realms in a world that is almost continually at war. These are hunters in search of a special kind of prey. Prey that is silent, cunning, and vanishes without a trace.

If these menacing envoys were to sit down in a tavern in some port or other to drink wine, eat seared octopus, talk, and make merry with strangers (something they never do, out of caution), they could tell great tales of their travels. They have entered lands racked with plague. They have crossed regions scorched by fire. They have seen the warm ashes of destruction and the brutality of rebels and mercenaries at war. Since maps of extensive territories do not yet exist, they have strayed and wandered directionless for days on end, beneath the fury of sun and storms. They’ve been forced to drink foul waters that have caused them horrendous diarrhea. Whenever it rains, their carts and mules get stuck in the morass; they have pulled amid cries and curses until they collapsed to their knees, their faces pressed to the earth. When night falls on them, far from shelter, only their capes shield them from scorpions. They have known the maddening torment of lice and the constant threat of the bandits roaming the roads. Often as they ride through vast, desolate terrain, they shudder to imagine these outlaws lying in wait, holding their breath, lurking at a bend in the road, ready to fall upon them, murder them in cold blood, plunder their bags, and leave their warm corpses among the bushes.

It makes sense for them to be wary. The king of Egypt has entrusted great sums of money to them before sending them to carry out his orders across the sea. In those times, only a few decades after the death of Alexander, it was highly dangerous, almost suicidal, to travel with a large fortune. And though thieves’ daggers, contagious diseases, and shipwrecks threaten to cause such an expensive mission to fail, the pharaoh insists on sending his agents out from the country of the Nile, crossing borders and traversing great distances in all directions. The king thirsts after his prey with impatient desire, while his secret hunters scour the Earth, facing unknown perils.

The country folk who spied from their doorways, or the mercenaries and bandits, would have widened their eyes and dropped their jaws in amazement had they known what the foreign horsemen pursued.

Books. They were searching for books.

It was the best kept secret of the Egyptian court. The Lord of the Two Lands, one of the most powerful men of his time, would sacrifice lives (the lives of others, of course—that’s always the way with kings) to obtain all the books in the world for his Great Library in Alexandria. He was chasing the dream of an absolute, perfect library, a collection that would gather together every single work by every single author since the beginning of time.

I am always afraid to write the first lines, to enter inside a new book. When I have explored all the libraries, when my notebooks are bursting with fevered jottings, when I can no longer think of any reasonable excuses, or even nonsensical ones to keep waiting, I still put it off a few days, during which I understand what cowardice really means. I simply don’t feel like I can. Everything should be there—tone, sense of humor, poetry, rhythm, promises. I should be able to glimpse the still unwritten chapters, struggling to be born, where the seeds of the first chosen words have been sown. But how is it done? Right now, I feel heavy with doubts. With every book, I go back to the beginning, and my heart races as if it were the very first time. To write is to try to find out what we would write if we wrote, says Marguerite Duras, moving from the infinitive to the conditional and then to the subjunctive as if she could feel the ground splitting beneath her feet.

It isn’t so different, in the end, from any of the things we start doing without knowing how to do them: speaking another language, driving, being a mother. Living.

After all the agonies of doubt, after exhausting every possible delay and excuse, one hot July afternoon, I face the void of the blank page. I’ve decided to open with the image of some enigmatic hunters stalking their prey. I identify with them. I appreciate their patience, their stoicism, the time they have taken, their steadiness, the adrenaline of the search. For years I have worked as an academic, consulting sources, keeping records, trying to get to know the historical material. But when it comes down to it, I’m so amazed by the true and recorded history I discover that it seeps into my dreams and acquires, without my volition, the shape of a story. I’m tempted to step into the skin of those who traveled the roads of an ancient, violent, tumultuous Europe in pursuit of books. What if I start by telling the story of their journey? It might work, but how can I keep the skeleton of facts distinct beneath the muscle and blood of imagination?

The initial idea seems to me as fantastical as the journey in search of King Solomon’s mines or the Lost Ark, but historical documents show that in the megalomaniacal minds of the kings of Egypt, it was truly possible. It might have been the last and only time—there, in the third century BC—that the dream of gathering all the books in the world, without exception, in a universal library, could become a reality. Today it seems like the plot of a fascinating, abstract story by Borges—or perhaps his great erotic fantasy.

In the era of the great Alexandrian project, there was no such thing as an international book trade. Books could be bought in cities with a long-standing cultural life, but not in the young Alexandria. Sources tell us that the kings used the immense advantages of absolute power to enrich their collection. What they could not purchase, they seized. If throats had to be slit or harvests laid waste to get hold of a coveted book, they ordered that it be done, telling themselves that their country’s splendor was more important than minor scruples.

Of course, deception was part of the repertory of things they were willing to do to meet their goals. Ptolemy III coveted the official versions of the works of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides, preserved in the archives of Athens since their earliest performances at theater festivals. The pharaoh’s ambassadors asked to borrow the valuable scrolls to have them copied by their meticulous scribes. The Athenian authorities demanded the exorbitant security deposit of fifteen talents of silver, an equivalent today of millions of dollars. The Egyptians paid up, gave extravagant thanks, solemnly swore to return the loan before—shall we say—twelve moons had passed, threatened themselves with gruesome curses if the books weren’t returned in perfect condition, and proceeded to pocket them, forfeiting the deposit. The Athenian rulers were forced to tolerate the outrage. The proud capital in the times of Pericles was now reduced to a provincial city in a kingdom that could no longer compete with the power of Egypt, which dominated the grain trade, the oil of the time.

Alexandria was the country’s main port and its dynamic new center of operations. An economic force on such a scale has always been able to cheerfully abuse its power. All boats that docked in the city of the Library, no matter their point of origin, were subject to immediate search. Customs officials requisitioned any written document found on board, had it copied on new papyrus, returned the copies, and kept the originals. These books seized on boarding ended up on the shelves of the Library with a brief note describing their provenance (“books from ships”).

When you are on top of the world, no favor is too much to ask. It was said that Ptolemy II sent messengers to the kings and rulers of every country on Earth. In a sealed letter, he would ask them to take the trouble of sending him simply everything they had for his collection: all the work of the poets and prose writers of their kingdom, the orators and philosophers, the doctors and seers, the historians, and everyone else.

Furthermore—and this was my way into the story—the kings sent agents out to the dangerous roads and seas of the world, with a full purse and orders to buy the largest possible quantity of books and to find the most ancient copies, wherever they happened to be. Such an appetite for books and the prices they could command attracted swindlers and forgers. They proffered scrolls of valuable counterfeit texts, aged the papyrus, merged several works into one to increase its length, and came up with all kinds of other skillful manipulations. One wise man with a sense of humor had a marvelous time writing fraudulent works, fake originals calculated to tempt the ambition of the Ptolemies. The titles were amusing and today could make for best sellers—for instance, “What Thucydides Left Unsaid.” Replace “Thucydides” with “Kafka” or “Joyce” and just imagine the excitement the forger would cause when he appeared at the Library with the writer’s phony memories and guilty secrets under his arm.

Despite prudent suspicions of fraud, the Library’s buyers were afraid to miss out on a potentially priceless book and risk incurring the pharaoh’s wrath. The king inspected the scrolls in his collection at regular intervals, with the same pride with which he inspected military parades. He would ask the librarian, Demetrius of Phalerum, how many books now made up the collection. And Demetrius would update him on the number: “There are now more than twenty dozen thousand, oh King; and I endeavor to add what we need to reach five hundred thousand.” The hunger for books that was unleashed in Alexandria was beginning to sow the seeds of a fervent passion.

I was born in a country and an era when a book is an easy object to obtain. In my house, there are books everywhere you look. In periods of intense work, when I request dozens of them from the various libraries that tolerate my raids, I usually leave them stacked in towers on chairs or even on the floor. I also leave them open and facing down like gable roofs in search of a house to shelter. Now, to prevent my two-year-old son from creasing the pages, I make stacks just above the couch, and when I sit down to relax, I feel their corners touching the back of my neck. When I total up the price of the books versus the average rent in the city where I live, my books turn out to be costly tenants. But all of them, from the large books of photography to the old glued pocket-sized paperbacks that always spring shut like clams, make the house a more welcoming place.

The story of the efforts, journeys, and hardships undergone to fill the shelves of the Library of Alexandria may seem appealingly exotic. These are strange events, adventures like the fabled voyages to the Indies in search of spices. Books are so common here and now, so devoid of the aura of technological novelty, that prophets of their doom abound. Every so often I read with dismay articles predicting the extinction of books, which say that they will be replaced by electronic devices and defeated by the endless choices of leisure activities on offer. The most ominous of these claims is that we are on the verge of the end of an era, a true apocalypse of shuttered bookstores and abandoned libraries. They seem to suggest that books will soon be displayed in glass cases at museums of anthropology, near the collections of prehistoric arrow tips. With these images engraved on my imagination, I scan my endless rows of books and vinyl records, wondering if this old world of which I’m so fond is about to disappear.

But are we sure?

The book has withstood the test of history, has proved it can go the distance. Each time we awake from the dream of our revolutions or the nightmare of our catastrophes, the book is still there. In the words of Umberto Eco, the book belongs to the same category as the spoon, the hammer, the wheel, or a pair of scissors. Once invented, these things cannot be surpassed.

Of course, technology is dazzling and has the power to dethrone old monarchies. But all of us yearn for the things we’ve lost—photographs, archives, old jobs, memories—due to the speed with which they age and become obsolete. First it was songs on cassettes, movies recorded on VHS. We devote a frustrating amount of effort to collecting the things technology is determined to put out of style. When optical discs first appeared, they told us we’d finally solved our storage problems forever, but then they came back to tempt us with new discs in a smaller format, which invariably required new devices. The irony is that we can still read a manuscript patiently copied over ten centuries ago, but we can no longer watch a video or see the contents of a disc recorded just in the last few years, unless we keep all our successive computers and recording equipment in rooms full of junk in our homes, like a museum of obsolescence.

Let’s not forget that the book has been our ally for centuries in a war that is absent from history textbooks. The struggle to preserve our most valuable creations: words, which are scarcely a puff of air; the stories we tell to give meaning to chaos and to survive it; the true, false, always provisional knowledge we scratch across the hard rock of our ignorance.

That’s why I decided to dive into this research. In the beginning there were questions, swarms of questions: When did books first appear? What is the secret history of efforts to reproduce or destroy them? What was lost along the way, and what was saved? Why have some of them become classics? How much has succumbed to the jaws of time, the talons of fire, the poison of water? Which books have been burnt in rage, and which have been copied with greatest passion? Are they one and the same?

This account is an attempt to continue the adventure of those book hunters. I would like somehow, to be their unlikely travel companion, on the scent of lost manuscripts, unknown stories, and voices in danger of being silenced. Perhaps those groups of explorers were just henchmen employed in the service of kings possessed by a megalomaniacal obsession. Maybe they didn’t understand the momentousness of their task, which to them seemed absurd, and under the open skies at night, as the fire’s embers sputtered out, they grumbled that they’d had enough of risking their lives for the dream of a madman. Surely they would have preferred to be sent on a mission with better chances of promotion, like quashing a rebellion in the Nubian Desert or inspecting cargo boats on the Nile. But I suspect that as they searched for traces of every book as if they were pieces of scattered treasure, without knowing it, they were laying the foundations of our world.





Part One

Greece Imagines The Future





The City of Pleasures and Books

1

The young and bored merchant’s wife sleeps alone. It’s been ten months since her husband set sail for Egypt from the Mediterranean island of Cos, and not a single letter has arrived from the country of the Nile since then. She is seventeen years old, hasn’t yet given birth, and can’t bear the monotony of her cloistered life in the gynaeceum, waiting for something to happen, staying inside to avoid wagging tongues. There isn’t much to do. It seemed amusing at first to tyrannize the female slaves, but this isn’t enough to fill her days, so it makes her happy to receive visits from other women. It doesn’t matter who comes to the door, she desperately needs distraction to lighten the leaden hours as they drag on.

A slave announces the arrival of the elderly Gyllis. The merchant’s wife is guaranteed to be entertained for a while: her old wet nurse Gyllis is a foulmouthed woman who curses with flair.

“Mother Gyllis! It’s months since you’ve been to my house.”

“You know how far away I live, my child, and these days I am weaker than a fly.”

“Come now,” says the merchant’s wife. “You’re still strong enough for the occasional frolic.”

“Go ahead and mock me,” Gyllis answers. “I leave that to the youngsters.”

With a wicked smile and a crafty prelude, the old woman eventually reveals what she has come to say. A strong and handsome young man, who has twice won the Olympic wrestling prize, has set his sights on the merchant’s wife, is aflame with desire, and wishes to be her lover.

“Now do not be angry, and hear what he has to say. The thorn of passion has dug deep into his flesh. Allow yourself to find joy with him. Or are you going to stay here, keeping that chair warm?” Gyllis asks, tempting the young woman. “You will be withered before you know it, all your youth and beauty snuffed out by ashes.”

“Hush, hush . . .”

“And what is your husband up to in Egypt? He writes you no letters, he has forgotten you. By now he must have wet his lips on another cup.”

To conquer the girl’s last shred of resistance, Gyllis describes with her silver tongue all that Egypt, and especially Alexandria, has to offer a distant, ungrateful husband: fabulous riches, the delights of a constantly warm and sensual climate, gymnasiums, spectacles, troupes of philosophers, books, gold, wine, youths, and as many alluring women as there are stars in the sky.

I have loosely translated the opening of a short Greek play, written in the third century BC, that conveys a strong flavor of the daily life of the period. No doubt minor works such as this were not performed, except perhaps at some kind of dramatic reading. Humorous and sometimes picaresque, they open windows onto a forbidden world of mistreated slaves and cruel masters, procuresses, mothers driven to their wits’ end by their teenage children, and sex-starved women. Gyllis is one of the earliest celestinas in literary history, a professional go-between who knows the secrets of her trade and takes aim at her victims’ weakest defenses: the universal fear of growing old. Yet despite her cruel talent, this time Gyllis fails. The conversation ends with the girl calling Gyllis affectionate names. The merchant’s wife remains faithful to her absent husband, or perhaps would prefer not to run the terrible risk of adultery. Have you gone soft in the head? she asks Gyllis, while also consoling her with a sip of wine.

Along with its humor and fresh style, the play conveys an illuminating picture of how ordinary people viewed Alexandria in its heyday: the city of pleasures and books; the capital of sex and language.

2

The legend of Alexandria grew and grew. Two centuries after the play about Gyllis and the young woman she tempts was written, Alexandria was the scene of one of the greatest erotic myths of all time: the love story of Cleopatra and Mark Antony.

By that time, Rome had become the center of the greatest Mediterranean empire, but when Mark Antony set foot in Alexandria for the first time, the city he left behind was still a labyrinth of dark, winding, and muddy streets. He found himself transported to an intoxicating place whose palaces, temples, wide avenues, and monuments radiated grandeur. The Romans felt sure of their military power and were convinced that the future was theirs, but they couldn’t possibly compete with the seduction of such a golden past and such decadent luxury. Through a combination of excitement, pride, and tactical calculations, this powerful general and the last queen of Egypt formed a political and sexual alliance that scandalized traditional Romans. To their even greater displeasure, it was said that Mark Antony was going to transfer the capital of the empire to Alexandria. Had the couple won the battle for control of the Roman Empire, perhaps today’s tourists would flock to Egypt to have their picture taken in the Eternal City, with its coliseum and its forums.

Much like her city, Cleopatra embodies that unique fusion of culture and sensuality. Plutarch writes that Cleopatra was in fact no great beauty. People didn’t stop in their tracks to stare at her in the street. What she had in abundance was magnetism and intelligence and a silver tongue. The timbre of her voice had such sweetness that it transfixed everyone who heard it. And her speech, he continues, could adapt to any language she chose, like a many-stringed instrument. She could converse with Ethiopians, Hebrews, Arabs, Syrians, Medes, and Parthians without the aid of an interpreter. Astute and well-informed, she won several rounds in the struggle for power both within and beyond her country, though in the end she lost the decisive battle. Her problem is that she has been spoken of only from the point of view of her enemies.

Books play an important role in this tempestuous story, too. When Mark Antony believed he was on the cusp of ruling the world, he wanted to dazzle Cleopatra with an extraordinary gift. He was well aware that gold, jewels, and banquets would fail to light the spark of amazement in his lover’s eyes, since she was accustomed to squandering them daily. On one occasion, in the haze of an alcoholic dawn, she performed the provocative and ostentatious gesture of dissolving a fabulously oversized pearl in vinegar and drinking it. So Mark Antony chose a gift that Cleopatra could not possibly scorn with a bored expression: he laid two hundred thousand volumes for the Great Library at her feet. In Alexandria, books served as fuel for passion.

Two authors who died in the twentieth century have become our guides to the city’s hidden corners, adding layers of patina to the myth of Alexandria. Constantine Cavafy was a bureaucrat of Greek origin who toiled without promotion in an obscure position at the Irrigation Service of the British-run Egyptian Ministry of Public Works. By night he dove into a universe of pleasure, full of cosmopolitan characters and international iniquity. He knew the labyrinth of Alexandria’s brothels like the back of his hand. They provided the only refuge for his homosexuality, “forbidden and strictly condemned by all,” as he himself wrote. Cavafy was a passionate reader of the classics and a poet who kept his work almost secret.

In what today are his best-known poems, real and fictitious characters from Ithaca, Troy, Athens, and Byzantium are brought back to life. Other, apparently more personal, poems delve, sometimes with irony, sometimes with sorrow, into the poet’s own experience of maturity: nostalgia for his youth, his initiation into pleasure, and anguish at the passage of time. Yet categorizing them by subject matter is a superficial exercise. Cavafy was as thrilled by the past he read and imagined as he was by his own memories. As he slunk around Alexandria, he saw the pulse of the absent city beating beneath the real one that had replaced it. Although the Great Library had disappeared, its echoes, whispers, and murmurs kept trembling in the atmosphere. For Cavafy, this great fellowship of ghosts made the cold streets, where the lonely and tormented living would wander, easier to inhabit.

The characters in The Alexandria Quartet—Justine, Darley, and especially Balthazar, who claims to have met him—often remember Cavafy as “the old poet of the city.” These four novels by Lawrence Durrell, an Englishman suffocated by his country’s austerity and climate, also broaden the erotic and literary resonances of the Alexandrian myth. Durrell got to know the city during the turbulent years of the Second World War, when Egypt was occupied by British troops and was a hotbed of espionage, conspiracies, and, as always, pleasures. No one has described more accurately the colors and physical sensations that Alexandria awakened. The oppressive silence and the vast summer sky. The scorching days. The dazzling blue of the sea, the breakwaters, the yellow shoreline. Inland, Lake Mariout, sometimes as hazy as a mirage. Between the waters of the port and those of the lake are endless streets teeming with beggars and flies circling in clouds of dust. Palm trees, luxury hotels, hashish, and dissipation. The parched air charged with electricity. Lemon and violet sunsets. Five languages, five races, a dozen religions, five fleets reflected in the oily water. In Alexandria, writes Durrell, the flesh awakens, pressing upon prison bars.

The Second World War devastated the city. In the final novel of the Quartet, Clea describes a landscape of melancholy. Tanks run aground on the beaches like dinosaur skeletons, great cannons like fallen trees from a petrified forest, stray Bedouins wandering among the land mines. The city, which was always perverse, now has the air of a huge public urinal, she concludes. After 1952, Lawrence Durrell never returned to Alexandria. The age-old Jewish and Greek communities fled in the wake of the Suez Crisis, the end of an era in the Middle East. Returning travelers tell me the cosmopolitan, sensual city has migrated into the memory of books.





Alexander

The World Is Never Enough

3

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.

4

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.





The Macedonian Friend
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Ptolemy was an expedition partner and confidant to Alexander. By origin, he was not remotely connected to Egypt. Born into a noble but undistinguished family in Macedonia, he never imagined that he might one day be pharaoh of the rich country of the Nile, where he set foot for the first time at almost forty, knowing nothing of its language, customs, or complex bureaucracy. But Alexander’s conquests and their enormous consequences were one of those historical surprises that can’t possibly be predicted before they happen.

Though the Macedonians were proud, they were aware that the rest of the world considered their country backward, tribal, and insignificant. On the scale of Greek independent states, of course, they were many steps below the Athenians and Spartans in pedigree. They kept their traditional monarchy while most city-states of the Hellas had experimented with more sophisticated forms of government and, to make matters worse, they spoke a dialect difficult for others to understand. When one of their kings wished to compete in the Olympic Games, he was granted permission only after careful scrutiny. In other words, they were allowed into the Greek club begrudgingly. For the rest of the world, they simply didn’t exist. Back then, the East was the epicenter of civilization, well illuminated by its history; the West was the dark and savage territory where the barbarians lived. In the atlas of geographic perceptions and prejudice, Macedonia lay on the outskirts of the civilized world. Probably few Egyptians could have found the homeland of their next king on a map.

Alexander put an end to this scorn. He was such a powerful figure that all Greeks adopted him as their own. In fact, they have turned him into a national symbol. When Greece spent centuries under Ottoman rule, the Greeks spun legends in which the great hero Alexander came back to life to free his land from foreign oppression.

Napoleon’s ascent from provincial Corsican to fully fledged Frenchman also occurred as he conquered Europe: victory is a passport to which no one can object.

Ptolemy was always close to Alexander. Shield bearer to the prince in the Macedonian court, he accompanied him in his meteoric campaign of conquests as part of the exclusive Companion cavalry and was one of his trusted personal bodyguards. After the mutiny in the Ganges, he suffered the hardships of the return, which went beyond even the worst predictions: the soldiers suffered the combined aggressions of malaria, dysentery, tigers, serpents, and poisonous insects. The rebel villages of the region were attacking an army exhausted from marching in the humid tropical heat. In the winter of their return, only a quarter of the soldiers who had reached India remained.

After so much triumph, suffering, and death, the spring of 324 BC was bittersweet. Ptolemy and the remaining troops were enjoying a brief rest in the city of Susa, in the southeast of present-day Iran, when the unpredictable Alexander decided to throw a grandiose party, which, to everyone’s great surprise, included simultaneous weddings for him and his officials. In these spectacular festivities, which lasted five days, he married eighty generals and relatives to women—or, more likely, girls—belonging to the Persian aristocracy. To his own inventory of wives (his Macedonian customs allowed for polygamy) he added the oldest daughter of Darius III and another woman from a powerful Eastern clan. In a theatrical and highly calculated gesture, he opened the ceremonies to his troops. Ten thousand soldiers received a royal dowry for marrying Eastern women. It was an effort to favor mixed marriages carried out on a scale never before attempted. The idea of a mixed-race empire was galloping through Alexander’s mind.

Ptolemy played his part in the mass weddings of Susa. His bride was the daughter of a rich Iranian satrap, a provincial governor. Like most of the officials, he might have preferred to be given a medal for his services and five days of straightforward revelry. In general, Alexander’s men hadn’t even the slightest desire to fraternize with the Persians they’d massacred on the battlefield not long before, much less associate with them by marriage. In the new empire, new tensions between nationalism and cultural fusion were being forged that would soon explode.

Alexander didn’t have time to impose his vision. He died of a raging fever at the beginning of the following summer in Babylon, at the age of thirty-two.
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As he dictates his memoir in Alexandria, an elderly Ptolemy with the face of Anthony Hopkins confesses to his scribe the secret that plagues and torments him: Alexander did not die of natural causes. He himself and other officials poisoned him. The film—Alexander, directed by Oliver Stone in 2004—turns Ptolemy into a shadowy figure, a Greek Macbeth, a loyal warrior who carries out Alexander’s orders and later becomes his assassin. At the end of the movie, the character rips off his mask, uncovering a darkened face. Could it have happened this way? Or should we assume that Stone is taking the liberty of slipping in a wink, as he did in JFK, to conspiracy theories and popular fascination with assassinated leaders?

Alexander’s Macedonian officials were undoubtedly nervous and resentful in the year 323 BC. By that time, most of the soldiers in his army were from Iran or India. Alexander was allowing barbarians into the regiments of the elite and even conferring nobility upon some of them. Obsessed with the Homeric exaltation of courage, he sought to recruit the best, regardless of ethnic origin. His oldest comrades in arms found this policy detestable and offensive. But was it reason enough to break the deep bonds of loyalty and run the enormous risk that assassinating their king implied?

We will never know for sure if Alexander was assassinated or if it was an infection—malaria, or a simple flu—that finished off an exhausted body, gravely wounded in battle in nine different places and subjected to almost superhuman overexertion. At the time, his sudden death became a weapon that the king’s successors used shamelessly in their fight for power, accusing one another of the supposed assassination. The rumor of poisoning spread like wildfire: it was the most shocking and dramatic version of events. Amid a tangle of propaganda, accusations, and ambitions of succession, historians cannot solve the enigma; they can only evaluate what is likely and unlikely in each hypothesis.

The figure of Ptolemy, a loyal friend or perhaps a traitor, remains trapped in a realm of shadows.
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Two hobbits, Frodo and Sam, have arrived at the sinister location of Cirith Ungol’s staircase in the western mountains of Mordor. To overcome their fear, they speak of their unexpected life of adventures. All this happens near the abrupt ending of The Two Towers, the second part of J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings. Samwise, whose main pleasures in the world are a delicious meal and a great story, remarks, “Still, I wonder if we shall ever be put into songs or tales. We’re in one, of course, but I mean: put into words, you know, told by the fireside, or read out of a great big book with red and black letters, years and years afterwards. And people will say: ‘Let’s hear about Frodo and the Ring!’ And they’ll say: ‘Oh yes, that’s one of my favorite stories.’ ”

This was Alexander’s dream: to have his own legend, to be recorded in books and persist in memory. And he achieved this. His brief life is a myth in both East and West; the Koran and the Bible each speak of him. In Alexandria, in the centuries after his death, a fantastic tale was woven of his journeys and adventures, written in Greek and later translated into Latin, Syriac, and dozens of other languages. We know it as The Alexander Romance, and it has reached our times with a series of variations and omissions. Some scholars believe that aside from certain religious texts, this outlandish and far-fetched work was the most widely read book in the premodern world.

In the second century AD, the Romans added “Magnum”—“the Great”—to his name. But the followers of Zoroaster would call him “Alexander the Terrible” instead. They never forgave him for setting fire to the palace of Persepolis, where the king’s library was reduced to ash. It was there that the Avesta, the sacred book of the Zoroastrians, was burned, among other works, and the faithful were forced to rewrite the work from memory.

Alexander’s ambiguities and shades of grey are already reflected in the writings of historians of the ancient world, who offer a gallery of varied portraits. Arrian is captivated, Curtius Rufus discovers patches of darkness, and Plutarch can’t resist an exciting anecdote, whether it be shadowy or luminous. All of them fantasize. They allow Alexander’s biography to slip into the terrain of fiction, giving in to their writerly instincts for sniffing out a great story. A traveler and geographer of the Roman era quipped that those who write about Alexander always prefer the marvelous over the truth.

The vision of contemporary historians depends on the degree of their idealism and the era in which they write. Early in the twentieth century, heroes were still bathed in glory; since the Second World War, the Holocaust, the atomic bomb, and decolonization, we have become much more skeptical. Some authors now put Alexander on the analyst’s couch and diagnose him with megalomania, cruelty, and indifference toward his victims. Some have compared him to Adolf Hitler. The debate continues, acquiring the nuances of new sensibilities.

I am surprised and fascinated by the fact that popular culture hasn’t abandoned him like a fossil from another era. I have come across Alexander fans in the least expected places, people who can do a quick sketch on a napkin of the troops’ movements in his great battles. The music of his name continues to reverberate. Caetano Veloso dedicates the song “Alexandre” to him on his album Livro, while the British band Iron Maiden named one of their most legendary songs “Alexander the Great.” This heavy metal song whips up an almost sacred fervor: the band from Leyton never plays it live, and rumor has it among their followers that it will be heard only at their final concert. People keep naming their sons Alexander—or Iskandar, the Arabic version of his name—in the warrior’s memory, almost all over the world. Each year his effigy is reproduced on millions of products the real Alexander wouldn’t know what to make of: T-shirts, ties, cell phone cases, video games.

Alexander, who lived in pursuit of immortality, has come to embody the very legend of which he dreamed. But if anyone were to ask me—as Tolkien wrote—my favorite story to tell by the fireside, I wouldn’t choose his victories or his quests, but the extraordinary adventure of the Library of Alexandria.
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“The king is dead,” a Babylonian scribe wrote on his astrological tablet. By sheer coincidence, the document has reached us almost intact. It was June 10 of the year 323 BC, and there was no need to read the constellations to guess that dangerous times were afoot. Alexander left behind two vulnerable heirs: a half brother whom everyone considered a halfwit and an unborn son in the womb of Roxana, one of his three wives. Pondering the omens on that afternoon, the Babylonian scribe, well schooled in history and the workings of the monarchy, might have reflected on how the chaos of succession can unleash a chain of cruel and confusing wars. That was what many feared at the time, and that is exactly what came to pass.

The bloodshed soon began. Roxana murdered Alexander’s other two widows to ensure that her son would have no competitors. The most powerful Macedonian generals declared war on one another. As the years went by, they would methodically slaughter every member of the royal family: the idiot half brother, Alexander’s mother, his wife Roxana, and their son, who never reached the age of two. Meanwhile, the empire was crumbling. Seleucus, one of Alexander’s officials, sold off the conquered territories in India to a native commander for the incredible price of five hundred war elephants, which he used to keep fighting his Macedonian rivals. Armies of mercenaries offered themselves for decades to the highest bidder. After years of combat, ferocity, vengeance, and many lost lives, three warlords remained: Seleucus in Asia, Antigonus in Macedonia, and Ptolemy in Egypt. Of all of them, Ptolemy was the only one spared a violent death.

Ptolemy settled in Egypt, where he would spend the rest of his life. For decades he fought his old companions with blood and fire to hold on to the throne. And during moments of respite from the civil wars, he tried to get to know and to understand the immense country he was governing. Everything there was awe-inspiring: the pyramids, the ibis, the sandstorms, the ripples in the dunes, the galloping of the camels, the strange gods with animal heads, the eunuchs, the wigs and the shaved heads, the throngs of people on feast days, the sacred cats whose killing was deemed a crime, the hieroglyphics, the palace rituals, the prodigious scale of the temples, the immense power of the priests, the dark and muddy Nile dragging itself through its delta and out to sea, the crocodiles, the plains where abundant crops were nourished by the bones of the dead, the beer, the hippopotamuses, the desert where nothing remains beyond the ravages of time, the embalming, the mummies, life transformed into ritual, the love of the past, the cult of death.

Ptolemy must have felt disoriented, confused, and alone. He didn’t speak the Egyptian language, was awkward at ceremonies, and suspected the courtiers of laughing at him. But he had learned from Alexander to act boldly. If you can’t understand the symbols, invent others. If Egypt challenges you with its fabulous antiquity, move the capital to Alexandria, the only city without a past, and turn it into the beating heart of the entire Mediterranean. If your subjects are mistrustful of anything new, bring the boldest instances of thought and science to converge on their territory.

Ptolemy channeled great riches into building the Library and Musaeum of Alexandria.
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