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 Seven Blunders 
My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings;

Look on my Works, ye Mighty, and despair!
Percy Bysshe Shelley, 1818

I N 2017, PLANS WERE UNVEILED FOR 
a spectacular underwater museum in 
Alexandria, Egypt, built to house the 
submerged ruins of the ancient city. 
   The design of the innovative $150 million 
museum featured tunnels to 23-foot deep 
underwater viewing platforms, as well as 
submarine tours from which visitors could 
admire the more than 2,500 ancient artefacts 
which lie at the bottom of the city’s harbor.
   Among the priceless archeological relics 
on display would be the massive remnants 
of Cleopatra’s fabled palace and the 
magnificent Lighthouse of Alexandria, 
built by the Egyptian ruler Ptolemy Soter in 
the early 3rd century BCE.
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   One of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient 
World, the 400-foot tall lighthouse was for 

many centuries the world’s second tallest 
structure, surpassed only by another Egyptian 
‘Wonder,’ the Great Pyramid of Giza.
   The Seven Wonders of the Ancient World 
—a list compiled during the Renaissance, 
loosely based on a previous effort by Greek 
writer Philo of Byzantium in 225 BCE—
was intended to be a sort tourist guide for 
travellers in ancient Greece to the most awe-
inspiring attractions of the day. (The Greeks 
considered the number seven to represent 
perfection, and not surprisingly, five of the 
original seven are a celebration of Greek art 
and architectural achievements.) Rounding 
out the list are the Hanging Gardens of 
Babylon, the Temple of Artemis, the Statue 
of  Zeus at Olympia, the Mausoleum at 
Halicarnassus, and the Colossus of Rhodes.      



   Ironically, the ultimate fate of most of the 
‘Seven Wonders’ evokes—like Shelley’s 
famous poem—less an Ozymandian boast 
of immortality than a divine admonition 
against pretensions to grandeur.
   In fact, the only one of the Seven Wonders 
that remains largely intact is the Great 
Pyramid of Giza. (It’s tough to destroy a 
perfectly stable six million ton pyramidal 
monument consisting of 2.3 million blocks 
of stone, each weighing as much as 80 tons.)
   Built around 2500 BC, the Pyramid is the 
tomb of the Egyptian king Khufu (or 
Cheops). Little is known about Khufu, but 
he probably wasn’t as bad as later scribes 
made him out to be, and in any case the 
pyramids were built not by slaves as is 
commonly believed but by skilled laborers. 
  The rest of the ‘Wonders,’ however, have a 
less benign or enduring history. The Temple 
of Artemis at Ephesus was built some time 
before the 8th century BC in present-day 
Turkey. Dedicated to the Greek goddess 
Artemis, it was destroyed and rebuilt after a 
huge flood in the 7th century BC and again 
after an act of arson in 356 BC. (According 
to legend, a man named Herostratus set fire 
to the temple’s wooden roof beams in order 
to gain lasting fame for his name.) The 
decaying temple was finally closed in 407 
during the Christian persecution of pagans.
   The Hanging Gardens of Babylon—
supposedly built between around 550 BC by 
King Nebuchadnezzar II—most likely are 
only legendary. Some archeologists believe 
they did exist, but were built by the 
bloodthirsty Assyrian king Sennacherib, not 
in Babylon but 300 miles north at Nineveh. 
Parts of a large terraced garden were 
unearthed there in the mid-19th century, but 
fittingly, the area is now part of a military 
base and is off-limits to further excavation.

   The 40-foot tall Statue of Zeus at 
Olympia was built in 435 BC at the site of 
the first Olympic Games. The huge ivory 
and gold statue fell into disrepair when the 
Christians banned paganism in 391 AD, and 
was either destroyed in an earthquake or 
consumed by fire in the following century.
   The Mausoleum at Halicarnassus was a 
tomb built in 350 BC for the Achaemenid 
king Mausolus and his wife, Artemisia. 
Featuring collossal statues and base-reliefs 
of battle scenes, it was destroyed by earth-
quakes during the 12th to 15th century. (The 
king, however, did achieve a semblance of 
immortality in our modern word for tomb.)
    The hundred foot tall Collossus of 
Rhodes was built in 280 BC to celebrate a 
successful defense of the city after a year-
long seige. The last of the Seven Wonders, 
the collosal bronze statue stood less than 60 
years before being toppled by a massive 
earthquake. The fallen metal ruins remained 
an attraction for centuries, until 7th century 
enemy invaders finally sold them for scrap.
   The Lighthouse of Alexandria was 
destroyed in 1303, also toppled by an earth-
quake. The waters of the Mediterranean 
gradually inundated the ancient city, and 
cobbled thoroughfares once trod by 
Cleopatra and Julius Caesar now lie sub-
merged hundreds of meters beneath the sea. 
In 1994, French archaeologists found 
massive stone remnants of the lighthouse in 
the nearby waters, which eventually led to 
the concept for the underwater museum.
   Ironically, by the time it opens the rest of 
Alexandria may well also be underwater. 
In fact, with the sea rising at the fastest rate 
since most of the Seven Wonders were built, 
the two-thirds of the modern world’s large 
cities which lie on the coasts are in danger 
of suffering the same fate as Alexandria. ◾


