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AREPORTER AT LARGE

RESURRECTING ALEXANDRIA

Can rebuilding the Grear Libriry also vedeem the city?

BY:ALEXANDER STILLE

or neary three centuries before the

birth of Christ, Alexandria was the
centerof the Western world: Alexander
the Great founded the city in 332B.C.,
and laid ouf its bagic grid, with a long,
wide central avenue, the Canopic Way,
connecting the Gare of the Sun at one
end of the cityto the Gate of the Moon
ar the other. After Alexander’s death, the
empire was divided among his lieu-
tenants, and Prolemy I Soter, who had
been one of Alexander’s generals, took
over Egypt. On the idand of Pharos, in
the middle of Alexandria’s harbor, Pro-
lerny Il builr one of the Seven Wonders
of the ancient world: a lighthotse some
four hundred feer high, whose flame was
said to be visible for seventy miles.

From this strategic location near the
mouth of the Nile, the Macedonian
Gireeks were ablé to dominate both the
tracde routes of the Mediterranean and
the Nile Valley, with its thousand-mnile
swath ‘of rich agricultural land. Before
the Prolemaic dynasty ended, with the
death of Cleopatra,in 30B.C., Alexan-
dria had growm into the world's firse true
metropelis, an opulent, multcaltural
center with a population of about six hug-
dred thousand. (Although Alexandria
was later outstripped by imperial Rome,
Furope was unable o sustain urban lifé
onsuch a scale again until the eighteenth
centary, when Londoiiand Paris reached
a similar size.) The dty the Polemies
built combined the grandeur of Egypt.
with the classical rraditions of Greece. A
description survives of a Dionysian pro-
cession through Alexandria in the thd
century B.C. which included a hundred-
and-eighty-foot golden phallus, two
thousand golden-homed bulls, a gold
statue of Alexander carried aloft by
elephants, and an eighteen-foor state
of Dionysus, wearing a purple cloak and
a golden crown of wy and grapevines.

Perhaps the pmudest achievement of

Prolemy I Soter and-his hicirs. was, the
Great Library, which was situated in the
Mouseion, the Femple of the Muses,

The Prolemies were insatiable in their
pursuit of books, They decreed that ev-
ery ship that passed through the port of
Alexandria hand over any manuscript or
seroll on boand for copying. The Alexan-
drians then returned the copy and kept
the original. They tricked the Athenians
into giving-them a set of the major
Gresk magedies and paid a fortune for
what they belicved was the library of the

philesopher Aristotle. The Ptolemics - §

also called upon the sovereigns and rulers
of the world to send them all books wor-
thy of inclusion iri the Great Library and
summoned seventy-two Jewish schol-
ars to translate the Torah, creafing the

ancient-Greek Old Testament, knownas

the Sepraagine. They gathcrcd Buddhist
texxts from India and awork on Zoroas-
trianism said to contain two million Lines.
Eventually; they succeeded in amassing
about five undred thousand scrolls.
The Great Library housed scholars as

- well as books, and functioned as the an-

cient equivalent of a think tank. Euclid

‘completed his famous “Elements” in -

Alexandria dod dedicated it to Ptolermy I
Soter, Other scholars at the Mouseion
mapped and measured the Earch and
the stars, and produced great works of
astronomy, physics, and anatomy. Bu,

‘under circumstances that remain myste-

rious, the Great Library’s vast collection

- was destroyed, surviving only as frag-
merits, copies, or quotations in later texts. - §

Ini the world of scholarship, the an-
cient Library of Alexandiia is the ulti-
mate romantic. myth, & kind of para-
dise lost. "One ghostly image haunts all-
of us charged with preserving the cre-

ative heritage of humanity: the spectre of
the great, lost Library of Alexandria,”
James H. Billington, the United Sﬂtes
Librasian of Cougmss said in a 1993
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speech. This image inspired the Egyp-
tian government and the United Nations
Educational, Scienzific, and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) to undertake a
major new library project, which has
been billed as the Revival of the Au-
cient Library of Alexandria:

Alexandria today bears little resem-
blance to its glorious predecessor, [t is
poar and shabby; a provinciat backwarter
in a country dominated by Caire, the
capital. The sidewalks are broken and
crumbling; the streets are dark and dirty,
strewn with litter and garbage, and full of
potholes. The once elegant turn-of-the-
century architecture is now in a state of
dilapidation. Yet here, on an empty lot
beside the Medirerrancan, a mammoth
edifice has been taking shape.

The new librar¥’s architecture is in
keeping with its ambitions. A glass-and-
gluminum disk-shaped roof almost
twice the length of a football field tilis
up at ‘an angle, rdsing from below the
ground to about a hundred feet in the
air. It.is meant to look like the sun
emerging from the sea at dawn. The
surface of the roof includes hundreds of
different-colored panes, and resembles a
huge computer cirauit chip, On the back
of the building, workers are finishing up
an enormous curved wall encased in
granite, on which characters from al-

~most.all the world’s known seripts and

alphabets are inscribed, symbolizing the
universalist 2ims of the new project.-
Burt now, as the building nears com-
pletion, questions are begirining to
emerge: What does it mean to “tevive”
an ancient l'ibrary whose exact location
'fm'd contents are unknown? Can a -
brary that will start with about two hun-
dred and fifty thousand books—far
fewer than the numberin the library of a

small four-year college in the United:
“States—hope to live up to its grand

claims? Does it make sense to build a G-
brary designed to hold eight million
books at a momentwhen so much infor-
mation is moving from printed to digital
form? In the age of the Internet, does it
even make sense to conceive of a univer-
sal library in terms of glass, ahmminum,
and concrete? o

The project refleces the tensions in
Egyptian society. The decision to build 2
major internatonal (brary in Alexan-
dria, by the ses, facing nerth toward Eu-
rope, is part of a larger effort to open
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Egypt up to foreign investraent, sarel-
lite television, the Internet, and cellular
phones. These are more than a million
satellite dishes in this country of nearly
seventy million, and the government has
granted Epypt's two hundred and fifty
thousand Internet subscribers unre-
stricted access to the World Wide Web.
Yet even as the government of Muham-
mad Hosni Mubarak spends hundreds
of millions of dollars on the library proj-
ect, it is stepping up censorship inan ef-

fort 1o placate the country’s Islamic mil-

itanrs. “Tt’s a bit of a paradox that the
government is building a library while it
is banning books,” says Hisham Kasser,

an Egyptian journalist who publishes a '

weelly English-langage news magazine
called the Cairo Tinres. During the past

‘year, the Egyprian. government has

earned a spot.on the Committee to Pro-
tect Journalists' list of the ten worst enc-

mics of freedom of the press. -

"The idea of creating a cultural revival

- in Alexandria by govermment diktat from

Cairo would seer to be a contradiction

i teems, and the library is already at odds

with seme of the Jocal inrellectuals and
cultural ingtitusions, It is difficult to see
how the library project can remake Alex-
andna inre a hub of world culture after
the government in Cairo has, for more
than forty years, sucked so much life oz
of the city. Alexandria’s (ortunes have
waxed and waned according o Egypt’s
attitudes. toward Europe; and that deep
ambivalence is very much present in the
Library issue. Culturally, “it’s as if there
are two different winds,” Kamal el-
Zoheiry, the director of the library in
Cairp; s2id in an interview in 1998,

“Cne is from the Meditexranean, and

the other is from the desert. From the
sea, it's nice. From the desert; it’s hot.”

bexandria actually enjoyed two peri-

ods of prosperity, in.which it be-
came a cosmopolitan center of culture
and learning. The first occurred dunng
the rule of the Ptolemies, which ended
when Caesar Augustus dethroned An-
tony and Cleopatra, in 30 B.C. There-
after, in the early fourth cenrury, Chris-
tanity became the state religion of the
Roman Empire, and Alexandrid became
a renter of Coptic Christianity. But in

642 A Muslims from the Arabizn -

Peninsuta conquered Egypt and moved
the capital to what is now Cairo. Sea

trade gradually becarne less important
to Egypt, and by the time Napoleon
reached Alexandria, in 1798, he found a
small fishing town of some seven thou-
sand souls. C
Starting in 1805, however, the pashas.
of the Croman Lrapire set out to mod-
ernizé Egypt and stimulate trade by lur-

ing Europeans to Alexandria. Ina mat-.

ter of decades, the city-was once again a
thriving port, the center of Egypt's boom-
ing cotton industry, and scon onie of the
first cities in Africa with electricity; mod-
ern plumbing, teams, street lights, news-

. papers, movie theatres, and a stock ex-
change. A long building boom, which .

hegan in the late nineteenth century,
filled the city with Ttalianate villas, eclec-
tc fin-de-siécle buildings, Arr Deco
palaces, widc boulevards, and grand
squares with. magnificent bronze stat-

ues The streets werc a curious babel of

languages, cultures, and nationalities:
Jews speaking Arabic, Egyptians speak-
ing Greek, Armenians speaking Ttalian,
Syrians speaking a France-Arabic pa-
tols; and men in French suits, English
bowlers, and Egyptian djellabahs smok-
ing water pipes in the cafés. “Five races,
five languages, a dozen creeds” is how

the English novelist Lawrence Durrell -

described the dity in “The Alexandria
Quartet.” By the nineteen-fifties, there
were some hundred and fifty thousand
Europeans in Alexandria, out of a pop-
tlation of abaut six hundred ﬂ]cl_isand.
“The city vwas beautiful, and so clean that

one could have caten off the streets,” the

‘Egyptian novelist Nagutb Mahfouz once
said about the' Alexandra of his youth.
Even theugh the ciry was almost
devoid of ancient nuns, s twentieth-
century inhabitants, through some smange
kind of metempsychosis, felt themselves
to be reliving the cosmopolitan life of
the Ptolemy era. E. M. Forster, anather
English writer who lived in Alexandriz,
wrote that “visions kept coming as L
went ahout in trams or on foot or bathed
in the delicious sea.” Looking at the
Arab fort on the island of Pharos, he
“would multiply the height ... . by four
and so envisage the Pharos [the light-
heuse] which had once stood on the
same site, At the cossing of the two
main streets 1 would erect the tomb of
Alexander the Great.” Durrell called
Alexandria the “capital of memory.”
Eventually, however, this world also
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“Theyrerma statistical dead heat”

.d.'!sappca.red.Alexandrla, Egypt's“Euro-
peaii” eity, became the tagget of naten-

alist resentment that arose after the Brit-
ish occupied the country in 1982 and
retained a controlling hand in its affairs
until the revolution of 1952. As Gamalt
Abdel Nasser began confiscating foreigm
businesses, French,'Briﬁsh, and Israeli
troops occupied the Suez Cuval in.or-
der to undo its nationalization, and the
atzack frther enhanced anti-European

sentiment. Nasser responded by expel-
* ling Jews and British and French resi-

dents en masse. Today, Alexandriss pop-
ulation of four million includes virtually
no Europeans.

As foreign capital fled, the revolu-
Honary government ccutraleed power
in Cairo and natonalized nearly all civic
and cultural institutions. Many Alex-
andria businesses moved their head-
quarters to Cairo because of the constant
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need to obtain government permits.
Publishers, movie producers, journatists,
writers, actors, and arusts followed, and
Alevandrias elected municipal couneil
was replaced by 4 series of governors—
usually retired inifitary men—dispatched

-from Cairo. “What happened afterward

was a tragedy, for which we still feel
badly,” said Mostafa El-Abbadi, a dis-
tinguished professor of ancient history.at
the University- of Alexandria, who. in
1960 returned from his doctoral studies,
at'Cambridge, to find that his Jively,
beloved. Alexandria was now dour and

. monachromac,

1 1974, on 1 Peesicential visit to Al

andria, Richard Nixon unwittingly
acted 45 a catalyst to the hibrary project
by asking his Egyptian hosts where the
ancient Library of Alexandria had stood.

The Egyptians were embarrassed to -

adfnir that they had no ides and later
asked. El-Abbadi to draw up a memo-

* randum on the subject.

“The ancient library might be right
heneath vs,” El-Abbadi told me last
summer, when we met inhis study in.
doventown Alexandria, which overlooks
the eastern harbor. No one knews ex-
actly where the ancient library stood, but
we know it was somewhere withic the
royal palaces of the Prolemies, which oc-
cupied a vast area near the harbor. In-
deed, the lot in front of El-Abbadi’s
house—now occupied by a rusting
amusement park—was considered one
of the possible sites for the new library:
“Perbaps if we dug in the basement,
we might find the ancient library,” El-
Abbadi said, petting a beautiful Siamese
cat riamed Cleoparra,

El-Abbadi is onc of the few remain-
ing Alexandrian cosmopolitans. A small
man of sevenity-one with cottony tufts of
gray hair, he combines a sense of warm
Egyptian hospitality with the courtly
manners and natty professorial dress of a
British university don. A broadly edu-
cated man, he is equally at home m Ara-
Gic, English, Frencly, Latin, and ancient
Greek. He is a Muslim, with a keen in-
terest in the Greek, Jewish, and Chris-

" timvhistory of Egypt. His study—Jined
. foor to celling with books on ancient

history and the poetry of Milton, Shel-

“leyy and Kears—imight briefly give you

the fecling that you were somewhere in
England, until a gust of wind blows
open the flowered curtains, offering a
glimpse of the Mediterranean. The bril-

liant Egyptian sun floods in, tempered

by the sea breeze.

El-Abbadi and His university col-
leagnes sav uneEsco’s sudden interest in
the old library as an oppartunity to push
for a major new university library But
when they appreached unEsco ditectly,
El-Abbadi said, they were told, “We
cannot make agreements with universi-
ties—we tmalee agreements withgovern-
ments.” So the project was recast as the
Revival of the Ancient Library of Alex-
andria, or the Bibliotheca Alexandring, -
as the library is now officially called. The
idea did not really take off, howeves, un-
1il Hosni Mubarak became the Presi-
dent of Egypt after the assassination of

Axwar Sadat, in 1981. The French Pres-
‘ident Frangois Mirtetrand—who spent

the waning years of bis life building the -

2/15/13 3:19 PM




The New Yorker, May 08, 2000

4 of 8

http://archives. newyorker.com/global/print.asp?path=/djvu/Con. .

new Bibliothéque Nationale de France,

in Paris—was apparently influential in
persuading IVlubarak of its importance,
1n 1986, the Egyptian government pro-
cured UNESco support for the project,
and in 1988 Mubarak laid a symbolic.

_founidation stone.

The following year, UNESCO spon-
sored a major international competition
for a building design, attracting five
hundred and twenty-four entries from
fifty-cight countries. The jury, composed
of Egyptian and foreign architects, se-
lected a bold, modernist concept by a
team of young, little-known architeits
based in Norway, Designed as a kind of
amphitheatre facing the sea, the building
fras seven terraced foors, each narrower
than the one beneath it, which rise in
one enormaus open space under the tilt-

ing glass roof. The lowest floor, belowsea

level, will house ancient manuscripts,
and each successive floar is supposed to
advance metaphortically to the present.

o raise money for the profect, Mu-

_barak summoned a group of world lead-

ers to & meeting in Aswan, in southern
Egypt. There the assembled company—
including Mitterrand, Queen Sophia of
Spain, Princess Caroline of Monace,
and the heads of most of the Arab na-
tons—witnessed the curious spectacle

* of sheikhs from the cil-rich Gulf States,

where even the hint of dissenting infor-

-mation is harshly punished, corpeting

with one another. to make the largest
contribution to the new universal Bbrary:

Sheikh Zaid bin Sultan of the United * -

Arab Emirates stunned the crowd with
an offer of twenty million doflags, only o
be bested by Iragi leader Saddam Flus-
sein, who put up twenty-one million
dollars—which was then:topped. by’
Saudi Arabia’s twenty-three million dal-
tazs. {Luclily for the Egyptians, Sad-

_ dam’s: check cleared before the begm-

ning of the Gulf War, which timed
Egypt and Iraq into adversaries and
drained Iraq’s coffers.)

elatively Lirtle s known about the li-

brary that is being “revived " In all
likelihood, it was founded by Prolemy I
Soter, who is also believed to have
planned the lighthouse and built numer-
ous teraples and a fabulous, long-lost
burial site for Alexander. As foreigners.

giverning in Egypt, the Prolemies took.

on the trappings of traditionz Egyptian

pharaohs but also saw themselves as the
rightful heirs of classical Greek culture.
The Library of Alexandria was probably

modelled on the Lycenm, Aristotle’s li-

brary and school in Athens.
The Prolenvies eventually amassed.

. some four hundred and ninety thousand

scrolls written on papyrus—seven hun-
dred thousand if you count duplicates.
Another forty-two thousand scrolls were
stored in a “davghter library” housed in
the Temple of Serapis. Scholars debate
whether the four hundred -and ninety
thousand scrolls represented four hun-
dred and ninety thousand separate works
ot the wtal mumber of scrolls. Longer
works were stored on multiple scrolls, so
that the twenty-four “books” of Tomer’s
Yfiad, for example, probably represented
twenty-four scrolls. Either way, the fig-
ure was enormous. (In the fourteenth
century A.D., the largest Library in En-
rope, the Sorbonre, had abour seven-
teen hundred books,) The Great Li-
brary, which was part of a complex that
included a zoological park and botanical
gardens, was more than a collection of
baoks. According to the geographer
Strabo, who visited Alexandria around
20 B.C., the library “was part of the royal

palaces, it had a walk, an arcade, a large
house in which was a refectory for mem-
bers of the Mouseion. They formed a
community whe held property in com-
mon with a priest appointed by the Kings

(and, under the Errpire, by Caesar) in

charge of the Mouseion.”

Even in ancient times, the schelar's
life was sownetimes a source of ndicule.
“Many are feeding in populous Bgypt,
scribblers on papyrus, ceaselessly wran-
gling in the birdeage of the Muses,” one
skeptic in the third century B.C. writes,
But Alexendrias scholars were not sim-
ply pedants. Eratosthenes, the head li-
braran from 245 we 204 B.C., made the
furst -accurate measurement of - the cir-
cumference of the Farth. An Alexan-
drian astronomer named Aristarchus
understood, nearly eighteen hundred
years before Copernicus, thar the Earth
revolved around the sun. The anatomists
Herophilus and Frasistratus, working in
the third century B.C., dissected human
bodies and concluded that the brain was
the center of the nervous systen.and the
seat of intelligence. And the engineer
Heron of. Alexandria, in his work “Pheu-
matica,” laid out the principles of steam
power. The twentieth-century French

“Dereks sneakers were made in Malaysia. Can
anyone showw us where Malaysia 15"
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historian Fernand Braude! cbserved that

-the Alexandrians had enouglt technical

lnpwledge to start an industrial revolu-
tion hut lacked the economic incentive
to create labor-saving machinery be-
cause they relied on slaves,

The destruction of the Grcat Library

meant that much of this knowledge was

lost to the West for about fifteen hun-
dred years. Gone, too, are hundreds of
works of the great Greek dramiatisis and

* posts, and virtually all of ancient his-

tory: Only three historiuns—IHerodotus,
Thucydides, and Xenophon—survived

‘the first:five hundred years of Greek his-

toriography, although we know, rom
brief references in later works, of count-
less hooks about varions ancient peoples
(the Chaldeans, the Babylonians, the
Erruscans, the Carthaginians, the Egyp-
pans, and the Prolemies) which almost
certainly were in the ancient library.
Historians have charged several dif-
ferent suspects with the descruction of
the: library, motivated in part by their
own nationality or ideclogy: Edward
Gibbon blames the Christians, consis-
tent with his theory thar religion caused
the fall of the Roman Empire; Professor
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El-Abbadi, in his book on the library,
lames hilius Caesar; and, in his 1987
book, “The Vanished Library;” the Italion
scholar Luciano Canfora seems equally
cetermined to blame the Arabs and ex-
onerate his fellow-countryman Cacsar.

The evidence against Caesar would,
at first glance, appear to be quite strong,
Seneca and Plutarch both wrote that
Caesar, after taking Alexandria in 48
B.C., found himself under attack from
the sea-and torched the boats in the har-
bor, The fire spread to the shore and, ac-
cording to Seneca, some forty thousand
sarofls were destroyed. Canfora’s book
poins out that Seneed’s wext, the closest
in time to the event, refers to scrolls in a
warehouse. These, he writes, were prol-
ably books stored nesr the docks ready o
be exported. Even If theywere in the li-
brary, forty thousand scrolls would be
only a tiny fraction of the four hundred
and ninety thousand: onginal scrolls the
Library possessed. Platarch reports that
Marc Antony. compensated Cleopatra
by commandetting two hundred thou-
sand scrolls from the Lbrary at Perga-
mon—ihe other great Hellenistic library
of the dme—and giving them to Alex-

aridria. Clearly, an important number of
works were destroyed in Caesar’s fire,

but it 18 also clear that the library, as

an institution, was not destroyed, since
there are several accounts of work being
dorie there not long after Caesar’s time.

‘The evidence against the Christans
is even more circumnstantial. After Chnos-
tianity became the state religion of the
Roman Empire, in 324 A.D,, tensions
rose in Alexandria between pagans
and Christians, In 391 A.D., the Chris-

- tians went on an itonoclastic ranpage,

simashing. pagan idols throughout the
city-and destroying the Temple of Sera-

pis, which housed the daughter library- -

But there is no specific record of their
having also atracked the Great Library
in the Mousgion,

The last principal suspect is the first -

Caliph of Egypt, who ruled the country
after the Arabs brought Tslam to North
Africa, In the seventh century A.LD. Ac-
cording to one twelfth-century Arabic
account, the new vizier of Alexandria
asked. the Caliph what w do with the
books in this enormous lbrary, and the
Caliph replied, “If their content is in
accordance with the word of Allah, we
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may do without them . . . If on the other
hand they contain marter not in accord
with the bock of Allah, there can be no
need to preserve them. Proceed then and
destroy them.” This account goes on to
say. that the bathhouses of Alexandria
were heated for six months with burn-

_ ing serolls; However, EI-Abbadi points

outt thar the account was written nearly
six centuries after the incident, and may

reflect the religious hostilities between -

Muslims and Christians during; the Cru-
sades rather than historical fact. As a
rule, the early Islamic cenquerors re-
spected kocal customs and cultures, Now,
in a recent publication, Canfora fingers
a new possible culprit’ Queen Zencbia

‘of Palmyra {contemporary Syria), who

took Alexandria in 270 A, prompting
a ferocious counterattack by Emperer
Aurelian, which reduced much of. the
¢ty to ruins. ’ o

. The idea that the bbrary was de-
stroyed: in a single catastrophic event
is probably a myth. Tliere were at least
a dozen major libraries in the ancient
world—in places like Antioch, Athens,
and Rome, as well as Pergamon—and
none of their collections fared any better
than Alexandria’s, because ancient decu-
mmerits were too perishable. “Papyrus rolls
were very valnerable,” Alan Cameron, a
classicist at Columbia University, teld
me. “T suspect that if you went to Alex-
andria in the:second century A.D. you
might have found broken scraps of pa-
pyr where many rolls had been.” (The
papyzi that de survive—such as the
Deaid Sea Scrolls and the Gnostic Gos-
pels—were buried in dry caves or in a
sealed container, lili a tomb.) Given the
fragility of ancient documents, it’s likely
that every major disaster—fire, fiood,
political upheaval, or milirary invasion—
inwolved the loss of books.

The works that have survived were
generally the most popular texts, which
weze copied and recopied and eventually
found their way onto a more stable me-
dium, like parchment. Made. of tough
animal skin, it gracually replaced pa-
pyrus by about the third or fourth cen-

tury after Christ. And even the early.

parchment documents had to be copied

_repeatedly. The oldest complete version

of Homer, for exmmple, is # medieval
copy made in the tenth or cleventh cen-
tury A.D., nearly eighteen hundred years
after itwas originally written. “The relz-

tionship between texts that have sur-
vived and those that are lost is abour one
to forty,” Canfora writes. “The relation-
ship is even more unfaverable when you
consider the countless number of texts
lost without & single trace.”

ike its anclent predecessor, the new
Library of Alexandna las the feel-
ing of a grand royal project.. Power in
Egypt still fows from the top, and Su-
zanne Mubarak, the President’s wife, is

. the titatar head of a-commission over-

seeing the project. When she visited the
construction site fast spring, Mrs. Muba-
vl suddenly decided thata drab-looking
hospital wing next door spoiled the look
of the library from a certain angle. “That
hasto po,” she said, and ithas since been
demolished. _

Officially, power over the library proj-
eet was supposed to be shared by unesco
and the Egyptian government. But “the
Epyptians are very pood at creating these
diabolic mechanisms where they nomi-
nally give control to aforeigner bur then
undermine it through a complex double

“structwre,” explained Giovanni Romeric,

a UNEsco ofticial from Italy who was put
in charge of the Executive Secretariat, to
oversee day-to-day work on the project.
Romerio quicldy discovered that the real
power Ly with two comumittees in Cairo,
one headed by Mrs. Mubarak and the
other by the Minister of Higher Edu-
eation. Qn paper, a professor of archi-
tecture at the Univessity of Alexandria
named Mohscn Zahran was Romerics
second-in-command, but in fact, RBome-
rio said, “he ok orders from the minis-
ter,” in Caico. Romerio said he had been
constantly outmaneuvered by his depury,
who at one point tried to-hide the fact
that he had gone to the Franldfurt Book
Fair to acquire books. “Fle could not tol-
erate sharing power,” Romerio, who
reached retirement age in 1995, said.
Zahran then beeane the head of the Ex-
ccutive Secretariat.

Zahran, who wears dark suits, is
a stocky man. with gray hair, a gray-

ish.complﬂcion, and a dark mnele on

‘his left nostril: He affects an.air of jo-

vidlity and engages in an almost mys-
teal lyricism; refernng to the new [~
briiry as “a lighthouse of knowledge.”
But he has the reputation of a suspi-
cious and closed man with a prickly
character, a tough political infighter
who knows how to work the levers of
the Egyptian bureaucracy. “He is an ap-
paratchils,” Romerio, who is now back
in Traly, said.

As an architect, Zahran has been ef~

- fective in the construction phase of the

library, but “he is not a library man,”
El-Abbadi told me. It was not until
1997 that El-Abbadi and other intellec-
tuals were invited to form an advisory
group to recommend books for -the li-
brary, and they haven't been consulted
very much. Originally, the library was
supposed to be finished in 1995 and
have a collection of bwo million books by
the year 2000, It is now slated wo open
later this year with two hundred and
fifty thousand to three hundred thou-
sand bools. Meanwhile, the cost of the
stracture has ripled, from sixty-five
million dollass to a hundred and ninety-.
two million dollars, and the Egyptians
have docked themselves into high oper-
ating costs in perpetuity. (The project’s
chief architeet, Christoph Kapeller, says

- that between ten and fifteen per cent of

the total construction cost is typically
spent to keep 2 building in good work-
g order.) The government has not yet
established a budget for maintenance
or acquisitions.

How many of those acquisitions
should be printed texts 15 alsa an unre-
solved question, because the [ibrary was
éoneeived before the Internet revolu-
tion, Gerald Grunberg, a French librar-
ian-whose services have beei “donated”
to Alexandria by his government, thinks
the subsequent delays have actually
been providential. “T think we are lucky
to be starting now rather than five or
six years earlier,” said Grunberg, who
worked on the new Bibliethéque Na-
tionale de France, a high-tech library
that has been beset by problems. Back

then, “we were buying technclogy that
-was obsalete in ayear,” explained Grun-

berg, an intense-looking inrellecrual
with wire-rimmed glasses, cigarette-
stained teeth, and a handlebar mus-
tache, “MNow I think there has been a set-
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thing or stabilization in the technology.”

Grunberg’s field has grown dramati-
cally in complexity and importance over
the past decade. Librarians now must
master immensely complicated and ex-
pensive information systems and under-
stand fibre-optic cables, server nétworks,
software formats, and aondiovisual sys-
terns, ameng many other things. Grum-
berg and his Egyptian colleagues recag-
ize that the goal of building a universal

libiary “makes no sense.” Even the Li-

brary of Congress, in Washington, with
a hundred and nineteen million items in
its collection, 18 selective in its acquisi-
fions, and the cost of being even quasi-

« DREAM

urivetsal comes to some three hundred
and eighty-six million dollars a year.

The current Library of Alexandria
will try to bave a good general collec-
tion and several areas of spectaliza-
tion—regarding Alexandria and the
test of Egypt, the Middle East, and the
Meditetranean—in which it hopes to
build world-class collections. Already, it
has made some important acquisitions
and received . some major gifts. It now

has, on microfilm, the papers relating to’

the construction and operation of the
Suez Canal The Spanish government
has given it microfilm copies of the Ara-
bic manuscripts in the ropa! library at E1

(REMOTE

Escorial. It has becorne the custodian of
some ten thousand Arabic manuscrips
frorn local moscues and lbrades and is
sefting up a modern laboratory for the
conservation of manuscripts.

The new library will also have an
information-systems center, with basks
of computers and Internct access; a large
audiovisnal library, which will inchide
the archives of Egyptian television; and
2 planetarium. There are plans for a
business-research center, where Egyptian
companies could purchase worldwide
market information. But does it make
sense to collect all this material in 2 phys-
ical space when it could simply be made
available on-line? “Actually, I think it is
more important than ever,” Grunberg
said. “With plobalization, there is an
enormous need for spaces where one will
assemble and conserve the collective
memory-of a community or of 2 coun-
try. ... Egypt is a country withi a great
civilization, an extremely rich history,
and a strong identity, but becanse of his-
torical circumstances—the congquest of
Napoleon, the British occupation of the
country—many of the cultural riches of
Egyptare in great museumns and libraries
overseas. The Alexandria Library testi-
fies to a desire to conserve Egyptan
identiny” ) .

But memory and identity are in-
tensely polidcal issues. Since the natdon-
alist revolution in 1952, Egypt has cho-
sen to gmore itslong strerches of foreign

domination. “The Egyptians are proud-

of only two periods  their history—
ancient Egypt and the Arab conquest,”

El-Abbadi told me. “The Greek and

Roman period is looked upon in a way
as an ahen culture.” In Egypt, history
teachers traditionally have skipped from
the collapse of the Egyptian pharachs to
the Arab conquest n 642 AD., leaving
nearly a thonsand years of Greek, Ro-

muan, and Christian culture in Egyptun-

explored. Last year, however, the gov-
ernment set up a committee to reform
the curriculum to inchide the Prolemaic
and Coptic pericds. And Alexandria, in
particular, has decided that its past may
well be its future—albeit a fantasy-ver-
sion of that past. There have been at
least six plans afoot to rebuild the ancient
lighthouse, though no one knows ex-
actlywhat it looked Eke. One plan weuld

copy a famous engraving of the monu-

_ment, adding shops on the lower floors
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and 2 revolving restaurant at the top.
Ancther project—sponsored by the
French dlothing designer Piemre Car-
din—involves laser projections. At the
sarné time, French archeologists believe
they have loeated the remains of the ac-
tal lighthouse, out in the eastern harbor.

As Alexandria undergoes another
building boom, developers are discover-
g that a surprising number of Greco-
Roman monuments lie intact undei-
neath the ninéteenth-century cty. Bug,
too often, they emerge only briefly be-
fore being bulldozed cver again by con-
tractors refuctant to lose time or money
10 excavation. ‘Unfortunately, the Egyp-
tizns have no ¢oncept of salvage ar-
chealogy,” said Jean-Yves Empereur, a
French archeologist who is excavating
the ancient lighthouse, and who also
heads the Centre d'Etudes Alexan-
drines; an archeology project sponsored
by the French government. Egyptian

authorities will call for excavation only’

when it is obvidus thar a major archeo-
logical site is being damaged. Empereur
has kept a purticulaly close watch on the
library, since it stands on part of the an-
cient royal palaces of the Ptolemies.

At a certain peint in 1993, Empereur
noticed that bulldezers were digging the
foundation in the middle of the night.
He alerted Mchamed Awad, an Egyp-
tian architect wha is the head of the Al-
exandria Preservation Trust; and Awad
went 1o see for himself. “The bulldozers
were worldng between one and four
o'dock in the morning,” Awad told me
wlhen we met in his office i the erum-
bling downtown aréa. “They claim they
were doing it because there was no traf-
ficaround.”

When Awad and Empereur went

- 1o see Zahran, he became furious and

erided the meeting. Awad then video-
taped the nocturnal digging and filed
a report with the police. The French

" nevspaper Le Monde picked up the story

and ran-an article that embarrassed
uxesco and the Egyptian government.
A small amount of money was appro~
priated for an archeological excavation,
and almost immediately workers uncov-
ered two second-century B.C. Greck
mosaic floors—almost as finely detailed
as cil paintings—which gave a tantaliz-
inig glimpse of what a full and systeniatic
excavation of the area mighe have re-

vealed. But the funds for excavation soon.

“Why me?”

r2n cur, and now, ironically, the new Ji-
brary may be burying the ancient libirary
onceand forall. B

‘Empereur also discovered, quite by
accident, that the new Tibrary had missed
an opportunity to obtsin fifty thousand
yaluable hooks weeded out of the Uni-
versity of Alexandria’s collection, which
ended up being sold on the street for
abouta dollar apiece. “I could only aford
to buy about six hundred,” Empereur
told me as he pulled open a plass casc to
show me'some of the volumes he had
rescued. Among them were seventeerth-
and cighteenth-century illustrated trav-
clogues by Buropeans whovisited Egypt
and the Middle East; many of the bocks
lad come from the ibrary of the Egyp-
tian royal family. In Londen or Paris an-
tiquarian shops, each of rthese bools
would have sold for hundreds if nor
thousands of dollars. Reportedly, the
university librarians had first offered
them to Zahran but were told that the

new library was not. interested in old-

books. )
Again, Empereur was contacted by
e Monde, and a short article appeated..

"The Minister of Higher Education

then reportedly made an angry call to
Zahran, who quickly took possession
of twenty thousand hooks; though the
best ten thousand had already been
sold. Zahran denied that he bad ever
refused any books and insisted that the
incident was the result of a regrettable
miscommunication.

timately, the success of the new
library will depend on whether
Alexandria can once again become the
literate, sophisticated, multicaltural

city that Nasser's revolutionary gov-
ernment dismantled in the nineteen-
fifties and sixties. Unfortunately, how-
ever, Zahran's autocratic manner has
aliensted him from some of Alex—
andria’s more important cuftural re-
sources. The Preservation Trust, for
exarnple, has a formidable collection

of photographs, maps, and postcards

from the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth century, but it’s not likely togo to
the Jibrary, because the library has yet
w ask for the collection and Zahran
and: Avwad have barely spoken-to each
other since their showdown over the
excavation.

Their persenal clash cpitomizes
the deeper conflicts in Alexandria.
Though only in his mid-forties, Awzd,
like El-Abbadi, is a product of the
city’s old multicultural society. Half
Egyptian, half Greek, he was educared
at British schocls in Alexandria and
moves seamlessly between ‘Arabic;
French, and English. He is a working
architect, but alse spends much of his
energy preserving ninetcenth- and

early-twentieth-century Alexandria,

“In trying to save this cosmopolitan
world, I am trying to save myself,”
Awad said. “Alexandria symbolizes
this pluralism, this tolerance, and. this
multinational society that existed
throughout the nineteenth and the

first half of the twenticth century. ...

I¢'s part of our history, but it’s also
our future. T can only envision a fu-
ture for this city as an open, interna-
tional city. And the library project,
whether it will work or not, is ar least
in line with what we see as the future
of the city.” + :

THE NEW YCQRKER, MY 8, 2000 99

2/15/13 3:19 PM




The New Yorker, Dec 01, 1997

laof2

EGYPTIAN GRAFFITI

The long bistory bebind the Luxér FRASSACTE.

I

HEN Eratostratus burned
down the grear temple
of Diana at Ephesus, he

did so spcctﬁcall} in order to ensure that

posterity not forget his nume,” the arr

historian David Freedberp wrires in

“The Power of Images,” about the

strange history of vielence dirceted at

great cultural monuments. Last week's
massacre of -fifty-cight forcign tourists
and four Egyprians at Lusor, while it
was particularly heincus in the seale and

viciousness of the killings, is only the .
latest vanation on one of historys oldest

forms of political theatre:

Precisely because of possessing extra-
ardinary symbolic power, celebrated icons
of art and -antquity have increasingly be-
come objects not just of lunatic vandalism
but of terrorist attack. In this century,
Rembrandt’s “The Night Warch™—a sym-
bol of Dutch narional unity—has been

slashed twice. In 1972, sormeone took 2

sledgehammer to Michelangelos “Piea,”
in St. Peter’s, the seat of papal power,
When the Sicilan Mafia wanted o in-

timidate the Tralisn government in 1993,
it planted bombs in the medieval church.

of San Giorgio in Velzbro, in Rome, and
also in the Uz Gallery, in Florence,
the artistic heart of the Renaissance, In

Epypt in 1996, Islamic fundamentalists’

opened fire-on 2 busload of Greek tour-

ists at a hotel near the Pyramids cusside
Cairo, killing eighteen people. And just
two months agoe, on September 18th,
terrorists killed nine German tourists
owside Cairo’s Egyptian Museurn, in a
disturbing prelude to the latest attack.

I choosing Laor for this carmage,
the Tslamic militants whe are hoping to.

overthrow Egypt's sceular government’
‘targeted -not only the foreign. infidels

who contribute so miuch to its Western-
oriented evonomy bat also the country's
most spectactlar symbels of Pharacnic,

pre-Islamic glory. Luor is the setfing of |

perhaps’ the greatest. concentration of
ancient monuments in Egype: the fabu-
lous temples of Karnak, Luxor, and
Hatshepsut; the Valley of the Kings

and the Valley of the Queens; the tomb-

of Tutankhamun; the ‘Colossi of Merm-
nan; and the giant, broken statue of
Ramses the Great, which inspired
Shelley to write “Ozymandias,” his med-
itation oo’ the temporal nature of power.
Beyond ‘the tourist ara, Laxor still
moves to thythms of life which were
established six or seven thousand years
ago: men follow a horse and plow,
women carry huge bundles of sticks on
their Lieads, children drive donkey carts.

Moreover, for-thousands of years
the temples themselves have been rar-
gets of political attack. In the Temple of

THE NEW YORKLR, 20 WEST 43RD STREET, NEW YORK, NU¥, 10036, Themas A Hnnn prosident

Tameln Malfei MeCartly, srdor Vice presidentdeguly
infirmaeen tedinology dredir; Cor

direlor, dnnie Williams, i
I\Jumd'\ FPivrer Shermon,
dircewnr, Ralert A, ﬂwmwnc,

Pl'l‘vl
Dc‘\crtux Chuitillin, vice-pres

for ahy darmage or other i njury to_Lrsolicited marison

cited plitdugsaihs or irar=paren

and the vario
throigh iLs divisiur The New Yorker Magawine, Loc.

o
dir ntfgeneral tusivel For advuuauu( inqui
eselisert ﬁlm: dirgwor, at (212] F36-5400 l‘n:F NTW YRSk is ned responsibie for the rcLurn of lima of suls

ﬁulur ‘Tarebs 1L Clder, senior vice-presidel manufacturing sl
it managing dirstton, Davict M, May, vice-pecsitent/munaging
hoving dirpirion, Peer Armm.lr viee=presidony/civenlalion thaetor.
sar;, Mourie Perd, e esitient/public-relations |-

sving: te—pr&idml/‘numn—mwtm
s planst @il Greiel Schneider,

s, or
riwnrde Any subraission of 4 manuseript or Ariwtid mud be

I selixackdmssad cnvolope of .uppmpnuh sige, Learing adecrine miumn pstage. The pagazine does not
1697 by The Nm Worker Magazine, Tree, All rghts wsmeed, No

iy be repoctuced withoal the eonsae of Tig New Youster, The perodical’

itles-nd hendings hemin; ure regdeied trademaiis of Advancs M.ngne Pullisbnrs, Lo, publismd

e axd owo,

SUBSCRIPTION SERVICE: i inguine abaut o suhecripiion, (o chuoge on address, or to purchuse o back ssoe,

Phranz wrile o ToE Niw Yo
Nurth ameriva, cail (3
oz st the kidravs Jadiel from o recemt s

onilew, B 5647, Louldar, Coloracdo 801286447, or ekepshore (800) 825-2510, Ouisille ul
678-0354." For » cliange-of address, sulieerlers should give: ir weaks” notice. ll'p(m-lbh‘_

REVIEWS NOW

CALL TELECH ARGE HDW

(212) 239-6200

124 4RSIT AT}
OUTIIEFE WETRD NY

(800} 432-7250

WOSIE BOK THEATRE - 230 WEST 457A §T

Vaisit us at wwwannefranbunbroadway

i
i

H
H

2/1/13 10:47 AM




The New Yorker, Dec 01, 1997

i Flor Sesv

PRESTON

“One of those books you
literally can’t put down.”
Dttt Pt Prs .
“This hook scared the living
daylights ont of me.”
—Enlertaitment Weckly
“A page-twrner.,.
‘Wondertully readable.”
—Newssrgek
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THE BRILLIANT
THRILLER THAT
MAKES HEADLINES
LOOK TAME

DT

RANDOM diks HOUSE
Visil aur Web sile al www,raddmhouse.tom

I do’t think you can distance yourself from the White House
on this one, After all, you are the President.”

Hatshepsut, where the mest recent kill-
ings tock place, the last works of art seen
by the tourists may have been the ghostly
bus-relief images of the bearded Queen
Hatshepsut, which were vigorously de-
faced during the reign of her successor
and stepson, Thutmese I, in an at-

{ teinpt to eliminate her from history.
| There wete similar efforts to- erase &ny

evidence of the boy Pharaoh Tutankha-
riun, ‘which succeeded so well that his

lavishly outfitted tomb remained undis-
wurbed wntil it was dmcovered in the.

nineteen-twentics,

Elsewhere in Egypt, even the protec-
tion and-the restoration of monumerts
lave been charged with polidcal mean-
ing, In 1400 B.C,, Thutmose IV claimed
that the Sphinx had appeared ta him in
2 dream, promising that ifhe would clear
away the sand from its body itwould make

| him Pharwh.Thutmose thereupon did his
1 best to restore the Sphi.m in an attempt to

legitimatize his reign. Forelgn conguerors,
from the Romans to- Napaleon, carried
oft Egyptian obelisks an-order to give

_symbolic weight to'their imperial claims.

In the tenth century, Islamic rulers of
Egypt knocked the nose off the Sphinx,
because local people were still worship-
ping this tepresentation of a pagan god.

Alrhough last week's terrorists kalled
people instead of smashing monuments,

they, too, are trying to destroy. history—
to rid Tgypt of anyching they regard
as un-Islamic. Besides demonstrating a
horrifying distegard of huinan life, this

was an act of profound Rulity, The eivi-

lizing influence of Ancient Egype has |

long been ingrained in the Western invag-

Anation, as is manifested in-the pyramid

on the back of the dellar bill or in so

- many murals in Anmerican’ inner cities.
¥

A new book—"Moses the Egyptian,” by
Jan Assmann—Finds in the Pharach
Alkhenaton’s attempt to banish multi-
ple deldes in favor of a single god the
origins of Jewish monotheism, 2 form of
worship that in tme would be adopted
by Islam and brought back.to Egypt.

The Islamic militznts, who have had
an uneasy relationship with Egypt’s pa-
gan monuments, would like to oblir-
erate this rich interaction between Egypt

.and the West, Bur,-as the enduring 1m-

apes of Hatshepsut, Alhenaton, and Tu-
tankhamin demonstrate, whar such ef~
forts have done, more often than riot, is to
perpetuate what they sought to destroy,
Instead of erasing the past, the terrorists
have written yet ancther chapter in the
long hastory of violence against monu-~
ments. The blood-flecked bullet. rmarks
oti thé Temple of Hatshepuut are simply
a grotesque and peculiarly modern form
of praffiri, —ALEXANDER STILLE

2of2

2/1/13 10:47 AM




