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Prologue

What Survives

Cities come and go, some destroyed by humanity, others by nature, others simply abandoned. Several decades ago, I happened upon an example of the last kind, in India. The red-stone city was deserted, its wide, empty, paved streets extending into the distance towards the fortified walls. The branches of trees burst from the sides of some of its buildings. The interiors of its domed temples, pillared palaces and long colonnades were dark and silent. The only visible signs of life were the monkeys, which scampered away as you approached, running up the steps of a temple, along the tops of the ornate walls. The city of Fatehpur Sikri, which had once been capital of the Mogul Empire, was now an abandoned, gradually crumbling ruin.

According to legend, more than four centuries previously the Moghul Emperor Akhbar, whose rule extended across the north Indian subcontinent from Bengal to Afghanistan and Central Asia, was travelling through the countryside with his entourage. Here he encountered a holy man sitting beneath the shade of a tree. The holy man asked him, ‘What is it you desire, oh mighty emperor?’ The emperor replied: ‘It is a great sadness to me that my wife and I have no children. Above all things on earth I would wish my wife to give birth to a son, who can one day succeed me as emperor.’ The holy man answered him: ‘Your wish will be granted. You will have a son.’

The following year the emperor’s wife gave birth to a son. Emperor Akhbar was so overjoyed that he returned to the very spot where he had encountered the holy man, declaring: ‘Here I will build my new capital city.’ Some time later, the Emperor Akhbar, his wife and son, as well as his court and all his administration, took up residence amid the splendours of his newly built city, to which he attached the name ‘Sikri’, meaning ‘thanks’.

Just over a decade later Fatehpur Sikri had drained all available water from the surrounding countryside, and Akhbar was forced to abandon his imperial city, leaving it deserted, much as I saw it over four centuries later when I first walked through the large, intricately carved, monumental gateway.

The greatest cities of all time have changed the world. At their peak they literally make history. However, after such superhuman effort, their influence wanes. Some fall back upon themselves. Others may continue to thrive, but in a supporting role, rather than as the leading actor in the unfolding drama of events.

In this book we shall see how Athens produced a template for the future western world; how Rome established the power and organisation to carry forth these ideas; and how, centuries later, Paris would produce the ideas of the Enlightenment, which would in time inform both the constitution of the United States and the practice of communism. From the past to the future, we shall see how the modern megacities of Mumbai and Beijing embody not only the future of our cities, but of our whole world. They are our future, in two different versions. The freely evolving wonders and chaos of democratic Mumbai, and the ‘directed’ economic supergrowth of communist Beijing, which views democracy as an obstacle. These cities of the future are stuffed with humanity, bursting at the seams. Yet the future may also have room for emptiness. Water diverted to the ill-advised cotton plantations of the Soviet era resulted in the emptying of the entire Aral Sea, once the fourth-largest lake in the world. Climate change will doubtless bequeath us with similar voids: vanished seas, vanished cities…

Empty cities are not an ancient phenomenon, like Fatehpur Sikri. Indeed, nowadays we are experiencing the entirely new phenomenon of empty cities that have never had any inhabitants at all. Some years ago, I visited the city of Cartagena, on the Caribbean coast of Colombia. I was surprised to find that across the bay, beyond the hillside shanty towns, and far from the four-hundred-year-old picturesque streets of the old town, was a spectacular skyline consisting of mile upon mile of white skyscrapers receding like a mirage beneath the blue Caribbean sky. A few were luxury hotels, but most of these ultra-modern buildings appeared to be empty.

A few days later I arrived at Panama City, to be greeted by the sight of a similar functioning old city, far-off shanty towns, and an almost identical skyline of spectacular white skyscrapers stretching into the distance along the shore. Apparently, until recently the ground now occupied by these pristine buildings had been empty sand dunes. In 2005 the United States tax authorities had begun pressurising Swiss banks to reveal the identities behind certain numbered bank accounts. Not long afterwards, Cartagena and Panama City experienced a building boom. The skyscraper district in Panama City was confidently expected ‘to house nine out of ten of Latin America’s tallest buildings’, according to Andrew Beatty of Business News. These immaculate architectural edifices were nothing less than monuments to laundered cash, hiding in plain sight, owned by Russian dolls of offshore shell companies far beyond the reach of any tax, or judicial, jurisdiction.

Other ghost cities have sprung up in the modern world too. As China rose to global power status during the early decades of this century, megacities began mushrooming all over the country. New cities, capable of housing populations of up to a million or more, were built to drive the new economic powerhouse. These were part of the miraculous transformation of the world’s most populous nation, a commercial enterprise on a scale hitherto unknown in human history. Today many of these megacities, their names all but unknown in the West, are producing a flood of low-priced goods and technology that China ships to every corner of the globe.

However, not all of these new cities have proven to be a success. A few, with rows of high-rise blocks and industrial parks, many designed piecemeal by Australian architects, have populations of around a hundred thousand living amid the dwarfing structures intended to house up to a million inhabitants. Others of similar size are completely devoid of inhabitants. These cities were intended to be magnets, attracting a population keen to better themselves with new jobs and modern accommodation. But the young workers and peasants couldn’t afford the rent for these lines of new flats rising thirty storeys above the ground. And so there was no one to work in the factories, which remained empty. No customers for the large shopping malls, no people to fill the empty restaurants. Yet the government found itself unable to slash the rents in order to attract new workers. The building of these cities had played a considerable part in raising China’s Gross Domestic Product, a GDP that had helped drive the entire world economy to new heights. Slash the rents, and the value of the nation’s assets would also be slashed. Worse still, economic wisdom dictated that a collapse in house prices inevitably led to a recession. Better to leave these cities empty – ghostly monuments to a future that might never come. Some are simply left unfinished, others are in full working order, right down to the eerily changing traffic lights on the deserted streets. These remain devoid of inhabitants, apart from the occasional lone uniformed security guard.

The deceptive existence of such ghost cities, as well as their smoke-and-mirrors-legacy, remains enigmatic. Perhaps they are best viewed as monuments to that almost abstract practice – the spirituality of our time, if you like – namely, financial manipulation.
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A Chinese ghost city, complete with working traffic lights.



For the most part, modern cities have long been very much the opposite of such vacuity. Some time after I visited Fatehpur Sikri in India, I travelled on to Calcutta (modern Kolkata). This was the 1960s and many were preoccupied with the world’s fast-growing population, with increasing numbers flooding from the countryside into already overcrowded cities. Concerned discussions regarding the future ‘failure of the city’ were beginning to take place.

Waking on my first morning in Kolkata, I opened my shutters to the glare of sunlight. Below was a cacophony of blaring lorry and car horns, rickshaws, handcarts, calling vendors, pedestrians, careering cyclists, their flow all parting around a seemingly indifferent cow seated in the middle of the road. Along the broken pavements on either side of the road, spilling into the traffic, the homeless were waking up and going about their morning business. Men in shabby dhotis stood brushing their teeth with twigs and spitting, squatting women fanned the choking smoke of small fires with palm leaves, naked infants ran amok, other men and women squatted to defecate into the gutters. The sheer volume of variegated cries and noise, the stench of smoke, excrement, cooking and petrol fumes, was all but impossible to absorb.

Later, in the cool of the night, I was driven back to my hotel across the long, high, cage-like skeleton of the Howrah Bridge. Below, a white mist was drifting off the silent waters of the Hooghly River. Along the extended pavements on either side of the empty road across the bridge stretched row upon row of shrouded figures, the homeless restively sleeping, huddled against the chill of the night. Next morning, the back page of the leading newspaper listed the number of homeless people on the Howrah Bridge who had died during the previous night. This was usually in double digits.

The ‘failure of the city’ was not some future concept, I realised. It had already taken place, some time ago, here in Kolkata. The city may have failed, but its inhabitants were continuing as best they could, unaware of this new concept that was becoming such a talking point among the sociologists, architects and intellectuals of the world.

As the philosophers have long reminded us, the way of the living runs through the cities of the dead. Even as we move forward, we can never escape our past. So the twentieth-century poet of Alexandria, Constantine Cavafy, put it:


I’ll go to another city, go to another shore,

find another city, better than this one.



But as he replied to himself:


You cannot find another city, you cannot find another shore.

As you have made your life here, in this small corner,

So you will make the same of it wherever you go.

You will walk the same streets, the same quarters,

You will always end up in this city. This city will always be with you.



Much the same can be said even of a mythological city. Writing in the fourth century BC, Plato described the lost city of Atlantis. He claimed that the Greeks first heard the story of Atlantis in Ancient Egypt, and he places the island of Atlantis west of the Pillars of Hercules (what we know as the Straits of Gibraltar). The large island supposedly contained a city with concentric canals, and appears to have been host to a quasi-utopian civilisation that was unfamiliar to the Greeks. But tragedy struck and one day Atlantis was said to have experienced a tumultuous earthquake, causing it to disappear beneath the waves and sink for ever to the bottom of the sea.

Atlantis was long supposed to have been a legend. Even Plato appears to have used it primarily to illustrate a philosophical point concerning the superiority of Greek values and just government. However, some scholars now believe that the sinking of Atlantis beneath the waves was an actual event marking the end of Minoan civilisation, one of the earliest in the Mediterranean region. At around the time of mythical Atlantis’s mysterious and sudden ending in roughly 1,600 BC, a massive volcanic eruption all but destroyed the island of Thera (Santorini). The eruption is known to have been one of the most powerful in the earth’s history, blasting millions of tons of rock and earth and ash twenty-five miles into the atmosphere. Ensuing tsunamis, some of them hundreds of feet high, swept out across the Aegean, obliterating Minoan coastal settlements through the region. Fortunately, the capital of Minoan civilisation, Knossos, was mostly (but not completely) spared from destruction as it lay several miles inland on Crete.

In the early years of the twentieth century the British archaeologist Sir Arthur Evans excavated the palace of King Minos at Knossos, uncovering the secrets of this colourful, all but legendary Bronze Age civilisation. The bull appears to have played a central role in Minoan culture. We are familiar with the legend of the Minotaur, the half bull, half man who lived in a mysterious labyrinth beneath the palace of King Minos, devouring all who entered. This labyrinth had been skilfully designed by the polymathic artist Daedalus, who would go on to design the wax wings that enabled his son Icarus to embark on his ill-fated flight.

But bulls also appear in the lighter aspect of Minoan culture. A vivid fresco on the palace wall depicts a scantily clad youth vaulting acrobatically between the horns of a bull. This seemingly impossible feat, gracefully and athletically performed by both young men and girls, is thought to have taken place as part of a ritual, whose significance we can only grasp as fleetingly as the passage of those slender young bodies somersaulting between the lethal horns of the bull.

Parts of the city of Knossos were deeply damaged by the Thera tsunami, the clockwork of its civilisation irreparably broken. The site gradually fell into disrepair, and there it lay for all of 3,500 years, an undiscovered mystery. Even so, the bull-worshipping of the Minoans would survive at the other end of the Mediterranean. The practice of bull-fighting in Spain is a direct consequence of Minoan influence. Many years ago, on a visit to Spain, I decided to discover for myself the attraction of this gruesome ‘sport’. The small, slightly tacky bullring in northern Spain was packed out, the more expensive seats in the shade, while I found myself among the vociferous section beneath the glare of the late afternoon sun. The proceedings began with the customary blare of brass playing the fanfare, whereupon an open-top pastel-coloured Cadillac bearing a bevy of young women clad in traditional dress and black mantillas drove slowly into the ring across the sand. From that moment on, through the ensuing antics of the toreadors and the choreographed slaughter of the bulls, I sat both repelled and entranced. I couldn’t escape the feeling that something deep was unfolding before me, something savage and chthonic that was both human and animal. This was the travestied performance of a primitive ritual that I didn’t understand, but could only feel stirring within me. Whatever Minoan culture was, whatever had once taken place in the city of Knossos, was still capable of speaking to the blood many millennia after its disappearance.

A similar fate to that which befell Knossos would also mark the end of human life in Pompei. On this occasion the volcanic eruption was less violent, though much closer to the city. When Vesuvius erupted in AD 79 it expelled a vast cloud of superheated ash and volcanic debris. This rained down on the city below, to a depth of almost ten feet, both burying its inhabitants and preserving the city as if in a time capsule. Excavations have now managed to reveal the precise bodily position of fallen, fleeing citizens. Also preserved were the lavish villas of the rich, some with murals depicting idyllic pastoral scenes, early evidence of the rural nostalgia that continues to afflict urban dwellers to this day. Similarly preserved were the minutiae of daily life: taverns, rows of open circular-seated public wooden lavatories, graffiti outlining the prices and positions offered by prostitutes.

Thus the vagaries of nature failed to obliterate the legacy of ancient cities. But human destruction can, if anything, be even more violent. By the early third century BC the Phoenician city of Carthage, situated in modern-day Tunisia, ruled over an empire that extended through much of the western and central Mediterranean. Its trade routes reached out as far as the tin mines of Cornwall in western Britain, the Crimea in the northern Black Sea and the ancient Phoenician ports of Tyre and Sidon on the coast of modern Lebanon. This sea-faring expansion brought Carthage into conflict with a younger embryonic empire that was developing on the Italian peninsula in Rome. The two cities clashed three times between 264 BC and 146 BC in what has become known as the Punic Wars.1

During the second of these three wars, the Carthaginian general Hannibal, largely regarded as one of the finest military strategists of all time, would march his army across the Alps, complete with dozens of elephants. For fifteen years Hannibal’s army rampaged through the Italian peninsula, the Roman battle squares unable to withstand the force of Hannibal’s charging elephants. But when the Romans withdrew into their walled cities, Hannibal was unable to dislodge them, having lost his siege equipment while crossing the Alps. He only returned to Carthage when he was forced to defend the city against a surprise attack led by the Roman general Scipio.2 In 202 BC Hannibal lost to Scipio in the Battle of Zama, and the Carthaginians sued for peace.

At the outset of the Third Punic War in 149 BC, the Romans crossed the Mediterranean, using their new tactics to defeat the Carthaginians in battle. The Romans then laid siege to Carthage for three years. The Carthaginians defended themselves with increasingly ingenious weapons, even going so far as to use ropes woven out of their women’s hair to make catapults. But in 146 BC the Romans breached the city walls. Formerly, Carthage had boasted some five hundred thousand inhabitants; now just fifty thousand survived to be marched off into slavery. The city was set ablaze, its fire burning for fifteen days; the smoking ruins were then razed until not one stone stood upon another. According to legend, the site of the city was afterwards ploughed, its furrows sewn with salt so that nothing would ever grow there again. ‘Carthago delenda est ’ (Carthage must be destroyed), as Cato the Elder, Roman soldier turned politician, had insisted. He repeated these words at the end of every speech he gave in the Senate, no matter what the subject under discussion.

The orgy of destruction that wiped the city of Carthage from the face of the earth was even more thorough than the forces of nature. Indeed, it has been claimed that the only things to have been bequeathed to us by Carthage are remnants of the world’s first alphabet and a rare purple dye. This is the only cultural legacy of a city that at its height dominated the entire western Mediterranean. However, over twenty-one centuries later, genetic tests have revealed a wider legacy. Research completed in 2008 by IBM and the National Geographic has revealed that as many as one in seventeen men living in the Mediterranean basin possess a Y-chromosome derived from a Phoenician ancestor. According to David Platt of IBM: ‘One boy in each school class from Cyprus to Tunis may be a direct male-line descendant of the Phoenician traders.’

But suppose the Punic Wars had gone the other way? What if Carthage had conquered Rome? Western Europe might have been a Phoenician empire. Imagine all the Roman elements in our culture, from law to architecture, technology to philosophy, replaced by a more nautically flavoured eastern Mediterranean influence.

Just a hundred miles or so south of the original Phoenician heartland cities of Tyre and Sidon lies the city of Jerusalem. Here the Romans aimed to obliterate the gentle message preached by Jesus of Nazareth, inflicting on him a similar brutality, public dishonour and finality to that which they had shown in the destruction of Carthage. Yet the idea sown by this one small voice would eventually spread throughout the Roman Empire, even outlasting it, so that Christ’s ideas remain central to our entire western culture and spiritual outlook, whether one believes in his god or not. It was the idea that survived, as ineradicable as the genes of the Phoenicians.

So what constitutes a city? What makes a city great? Cities come in all manner of shapes and sizes, from Freeport City, Kansas (population 5) to Chongqing, China, whose multi-hub population of 30,484,300 occupies an area the size of Austria. How can we characterise the city?

After glimpsing various facets of our subject by means of anecdote and example, we now home in on a brief but sweeping analysis of the difficulties involved. The Danish poet Søren Ulrik Thomsen, who learned the essence of a city by walking its streets day and night, concluded that a good, functioning city needs three qualities: it should be complex, chaotic and colossal. This insight is worth pondering. To the outside eye, or from the distant view of posterity, a city may appear hopelessly complicated and disorganised, containing a teeming mass of inhabitants whose cultural habits either remain unknown to us, appear utterly alien, or revolt us in their barbarity. But modern rationality means that we still cling to the belief that every working part of a city fulfils a purpose. And not always in an expected or wholesome fashion. Instances abound: the Ancient Romans simply left unwanted babies on street corners to die and be collected as refuse. Instances of our failures to understand also abound, as shown by the claims of the early twentieth-century English historian W.J. Colville in his Ancient Mysteries and Modern Revelations: ‘the whole scientific world of today is coming very near to an acceptance of that esoteric teaching which alone accounts intelligently for the behaviour of all forms of existence observed under the microscope’.

Esoteric mysticism does not explain the behaviour of microbes beneath a microscope, any more than modern sociology can fully explain the behaviour (and madness) of crowds. Analogy may illuminate, but does not fully comprehend. We can only partially account for the riots between supporters of the ‘blue’ chariot race teams and the supporters of the ‘green’ chariot teams, which brought sixth-century Constantinople to a halt for days on end, resulting in over a thousand deaths. These were both more, and less, than clashes between modern football hooligans, or the periodic quasi-spontaneous flash riots that spread through modern cities. These are usually triggered by single specific events, often a particular perceived injustice. But these are just one among many similar events. Why is it the one specific event in one place on one particular day that inflames an entire population? Such events remain an unpredictable aspect of city life. And afterwards the scatter-fire of explanations – tipping points, festering social grievance, the latent anarchy of the human heart – can never fully explain the particular unforeseen event. As with the present, so with the past. L.P. Hartley observed: ‘The past is a foreign country, they do things differently there.’ We all, to a greater or lesser extent, inhabit this foreign country, trying as best we can to step forward out of the shifting sands of our past history.

All leading cities in history have thrived on a crushed underclass, often composed largely of slaves. Yet, without the fear of this ‘mob’, there would be no one for the emperor to appease, no one to whom the ambitious populist could appeal, no one for the revolutionary leader to inspire, no one to drive the ambition and dread of those who wish to avoid or escape such shameful destitution. The dynamics of a great city are seldom in equilibrium. Functioning institutions and established mores will always chafe the libertarian, the visionary and the creator.

To stress once more: the greatest cities of all remain those that have, at some point in their existence, changed the world. They are the centres of progress, which have made history by leading us forward from our past: their moment of glory, before passing on the baton to their successor. The ten cities I describe in this book have been chosen using this qualification in the widest sense: greatness comes in many forms. Central to the success of these cities appears to be some nexus of power and ideas. The message of Christ would not have spread if it had not penetrated the central city of Roman power. It may at first have existed as the religion of slaves, whispered among the city of catacombs beneath the city itself; but it would later emerge into the light of day and have sufficient power to capture the imagination of the powerful.

The epoch-making city must also be possessed of originality, some indefinable yet immediately recognisable new quality that is utterly its own: the Ancient Greek culture of Athens; New York, as a beacon for the ‘land of the free’; Moscow’s seemingly similar appeal to the downtrodden workers of the world. Such are the cities that made our history, and continue to do so.
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