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DIVING HERACLEION:
A REAL LIFE ATLANTIS

Some say there are ancient cities hidden on the seabed. Places of
legend, full of secret treasures. Come on a journey beneath the
waves. Join a group of French archaeologists as they discover a
land lost to the sands of time.

Ancient texts describe an Egyptian port
at the mouth of the River Nile where it
meets the Mediterranean Sea – east of
Alexandria and north of the Great
Pyramids. Now imagine you’ve read
everything you can find, searched the
shoreline for clues and now you’re on a
motorboat headed north of the modern
coastline. After about 10 minutes your
boat arrives at the right spot, the engine
cuts out and the anchor is lowered into
the water. You pull on your wetsuit,
flippers, gloves, oxygen tank, mask and
goggles and then you leap from the
boat, splashing down into the chilly
Mediterranean waters.
Clouds of bubbles and shoals of silvery
fish welcome you to this underwater
world, a place of blue-green light,
amazing creatures and sunken secrets.
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You swim over a ship’s graveyard.
Smooth timbers encrusted with sea life.
When you’ve finished counting them
you’ll have discovered 64 ancient
wrecks. That’s the largest collection of
shipwrecks ever found on one site.
Scattered around the ships are countless
votive offerings. Votives are objects
used as prayers by the people of this
ancient city. Here are their hopes and
dreams; they have drifted to the bottom
of the ocean. Did their dreams come
true?
Here’s a hieroglyphic stela bearing a
public message from a long-dead
pharaoh to the people of Heracleion.
Here’s a Greek tombstone
commemorating an 18-year-old boy
who was killed by an enemy on the
battlefield. Egyptian and Greek writing
lies side by side in the ruins of the city,
which was ruled by pharaohs and
conquered by Greeks. Who else lived
here? Did they reach safety before the

sea claimed their homes and their ships?
Your visit is coming to an end.
Photograph what you see, take a record
of everything you notice and write notes
– you’ll have to keep a journal.
Eventually the archaeological team will
map the whole site. They’ll use survey
equipment to measure heights and
distances and 3D technology to scan the
ruins, then they’ll be able to study the
city from dry land.
Some of the objects you’ve discovered
will be lifted from the seabed and taken
to a museum for conservation and
display. The stories of Heracleion and its
people will be told to the whole world
– stories of royal pharaohs who were
gifted their powers by the gods, a city of
temples and elaborate buildings, of
trade and war, riches and prayer.
A diver next to you points upwards,
time’s up. You swim back to the surface
and, as you clear the water, your eyes are

dazzled by the bright sunlight. Have you
really been swimming among the
treasures of the deep … or was it just a
dream?

FACT FILE
Name: Thonis-Heracleion
Location: Off the coast of Alexandria,
Egypt
Depth: 150 feet (46 metres)
Founded: Approx. 8 Century BC
Sunk: 7th Century AD
Discovered: In 2000, by a team led
by the French archaeologist Franck
Goddio
Famous visitors: Helen of Troy and
her lover, Paris
Landmarks: A huge temple to the
god Amun-Gereb, the supreme god
of the Egyptians at this time

Archaeologists think Heracleion may have looked like this.
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46 METRES DOWN

You flick on your torch and scan your
surroundings, lighting up the gloomy
depths. There on the seabed lie the
wonders of an ancient age. Your
torchlight comes to rest on a large wall.
You reach out your hand to touch it, the
ruins of Heracleion. You swim over the
wall, your flippered feet propelling you
onwards. A solemn face stares up at you,
blank-eyed. A forgotten god asleep on
the sea floor, its giant body solid in the
silty gloom. It is the ancient god, Hapi,
god of flooding and fertility, an ancient
sculpture erected to placate the fates
and ward off danger. This statue was
carved by the hands of people who

walked the streets of Heracleion, back
when it stood above the waves.
You walk on your hands over the seabed,
over stone columns, temple walls,
statues, huge timbers and shiny objects
that glint and sparkle. A fellow diver
hands you a vacuum tube. You point it at
the sea floor and silts and sand are
sucked up the vacuum, revealing more
artifacts underneath. Bronze statues,
gold jewellery, encrusted weapons and
stone anchors lie exposed. Objects from
Egypt and all over the ancient sea-faring
world, from Persia, Phoenicia and
Cyprus, brought here for trade around
2,500 years ago.
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