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THE CITY 

You said: “I’ll go to another country, go to another shore, 
find another city better than this one. 

Whatever I try to do is fated to turn out wrong 
and my heart lies buried as though it were something dead. 

How long can I let my mind moulder in this place? 
Wherever I turn, wherever I happen to look, 

I see the black ruins of my life, here, 
where I’ve spent so many years, wasted them, destroyed 

them totally.” 
 

You won’t find a new country, won’t find another shore. 
This city will always pursue you. You will walk 

the same streets, grow old in the same neighbourhoods, will turn gray in these same houses. 
You will always end up in this city. Don’t hope for things  

elsewhere: 
there is no ship for you, there is no road. 

As you’ve wasted your life here, in this small corner, 
you’ve destroyed it everywhere else in the world. 

 

 
C. P. Cavafy

Eastern Harbour, Anna Boghiguian, ink on paper, 1998.
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Statue of Mohamed Ali Pasha in Place des Consuls (Mohamed Ali Square), circa 1867.
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Foreword 

When Mohamed Ali became the Pasha of Egypt, the city of Alexander 
was a decrepit backwater with less than five thousand people. 
Alexandria, the first cosmopolitan metropolis, centre of learning, 
repository of knowledge and emporium to the world had long been 
buried in ruins. 
Like Alexander, Mohamed Ali was from Macedonia, born in the city 
of Kavala in northern Greece, then part of the Ottoman Empire, in a 
family of Albanian origin. 
He arrived in Egypt in 1801 as second‐in‐command of an Albanian 
contingent, part of an Ottoman force sent to re‐occupy the country 
after Napoleon Bonaparte’s invasion in 1798. 
By 1805, the wily soldier of fortune had become ruler of Egypt, 
anointed by the people and confirmed by the Ottoman Sultan. 
In a short time, he built a new modern cosmopolitan Alexandria that 
became his unofficial capital. 
The keys to his success were, first, the port which he resuscitated from 
oblivion, making it the hub of Egypt’s trade and gateway to the world, 
to the detriment of Rosetta  and Damietta. 
He dug the Mahmoudieh Canal, connecting Alexandria to the Nile, 
bringing fresh water and produce from the Nile Delta and Valley, and 
cultivating the area around Alexandria. 
He introduced cotton, which rapidly became Egypt’s cash crop and 
Alexandria’s path to prosperity. 
He set up the Commissione di Ornato—like in Milan and Venice, and 
administered by Europeans—to plan the city and supervise the 
construction of roads and buildings. 

And he imported and encouraged talent, rewarding it handsomely. 
French engineers and doctors, Italian architects and masons, Greek 
merchants and craftsmen, Syrian traders—from across the 
Mediterranean, the Ottoman Empire and further afield in Europe, 
people flocked to Alexandria where fortunes were made and all 
religions and races respected. 
The new Alexandria was almost Greek with Italian colours and an 
Oriental touch. French was the lingua franca. The Egyptian elite, 
predominantly Turco‐Circassian, happily indulged. An Egyptian 
migrant workforce served. Levantines pretended to be European. 
Maghrebians were sufi saints and traders. Jews could be found in all 
social strata. 
Alexandrea ad Ægyptum, the old Latin adage meaning “next to” or 
“by” Egypt, re‐emerged, underlining Alexandria’s singular 
separateness. In effect, a colonial project formalised by British 
occupation in 1882. 
The fatal blow to Alexandria was delivered by Gamal Abdel Nasser, 
the Egyptian army colonel who overthrew Farouk, the last king of 
Mohamed Ali’s dynasty.  
On 26 July, 1956, from the city’s holy of holies, the parapet of the 
Bourse on Mohamed Ali Square, Nasser announced the 
nationalisation of the Suez Canal.  
As the sizeable foreign community left, following the Suez War, then 
through waves of nationalisation, the international city was no more.
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Alexandria, Georg Braun, 1645.
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Topographic study of the ports of Alexandria in 1699, Antoine Massy, galley pilot of the King {Louis XIV, the Sun King].
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Plan of the Alexandria fort, called the Great Pharos, that defends the port’s entrance, Étienne Gravier, 1685‐1687.
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Plan of Alexandria, Jean‐Baptiste Bourguignon d'Anville, 1697‐1782.
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A plan of Alexandria dedicated to The Right Honourable William, Earl of Harrington, Lord President of the Council.
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Plan of the ports and city of Alexandria, Jacques‐Nicolas Bellin, 1740‐1745.



19



20

Patriarchatus Alexandrinus, A. Robert, Paris, 1743.
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Coast of Egypt from Alexandria to Rosetta, Jacques‐Nicolas Bellin, 1740‐1749.
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Map of the city of Alexandria and of Minet‐el‐Bassal, by C. Marchettini, 1890, 
approved and adopted by Insurance Companies in their general assembly of 16 March 1885.
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General Plan of Alexandria and its recent establishments, Alexandre Nicohosoff, 1930.





The British Bombardment of Alexandria 
July 11, 1882. 

The Prime Minister Mr. Gladstone had a personal incentive for 
intervening, as he realised when adding up his fortune in December 1881. 
He had an exceptionally large holding in Egyptian government bonds: 
£40,567 or 37% of his entire portfolio. Sixty‐five other MP’s also had 
investments in Egypt. Thanks in part to the British occupation of Egypt, 
these investments would prove more profitable than many British stocks. 
The need to ‘protect the Suez canal’ was another factor influencing British 
policy. Strategy, ‘the market’ and domestic politics drove Britain to occupy 
Egypt. The fate of the Khedive, and of Europeans in Alexandria, would 
be a pretext. 
On 20 May 1882 British and French gun boats anchored off Alexandria. 
Their orders were to communicate with the consuls‐ general, support the 
Khedive and land a force if the safety of Europeans required it. For the 
Khedive Europe was a friend ‐ for most Egyptians an enemy. Many wanted 
a written constitution to replace khedivial absolutism. 
On 13 June, as he did every year, the Khedive Tewfik arrived in Alexandria 
for the summer, accompanied by the foreign consuls‐general and 
Egyptian ministers including the Minister of War, a popular hero called 
Urabi Pasha. Fighting between Egyptians and Europeans broke out. Most 
Europeans fled. On 11 July British warships opened fire on the city. That 
day and the next the main sounds in Alexandria were the crackle and roar 
of flames, the crash of falling buildings, and howling dogs. The last 
Egyptian troops left around 1 pm on 12 July. 
Alexandria turned, in the words of a British consular assistant A. Hulme 
Beaman, into ‘a dantesque Inferno, alight almost from end to end, the 
flames running riot from street to street without any attempt being made 
to check them being made, with wild figures here and there pillaging and 

looting and ghastly corpses swollen to gigantic proportions lying charred 
and naked in the roadways.’ The only object untouched was the statue of 
Mohammed Ali, who seemed to survey the ruins with disgust. 

Philip Mansel, The Rise and Fall of Royal Alexandria: From 
Mohammed Ali to Farouk, 2012.
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