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[Slide] map of the Mediterranean Sea 

The following are places which I shall be discussing: Lebanon, ancient Phoenicia, Cyprus, 
Greece, Aegean Sea 

 

[Slide] map of Lebanon 

The following are places which I shall be discussing: Byblos (Jubayl), Toula and the Zgharta 
district, al-Mina 

 

[Slide] map of Greece 

The following are places which I shall be discussing: Athens, Boeotia, Thebes, Euboea, Troy, 
Halicarnassos, Rhodes, Crete, Knossos 

 

[slide] Ahiram sarcophagus 

The Phoenicians invented the alphabet, upon which our alphabet is based.  This is their most 

notable and significant contribution to civilisation.    

 

This is the sarcophagus of King Ahiram, which dates to the 10th century BC, and has an early 

example of Phoenician alphabetic writing.   

 

The earliest alphabetic writing of the Phoenicians is known from Ugarit in the Late Bronze 

Age, that is, before the middle of the 2nd millennium BC, and a cuneiform script was used to 

write it.  The symbols thus emerged from the system of Mesopotamia, although the concept 
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of what they were used for was a new one.  This concept was that the consonants were 

represented by a single symbol and they could be combined in any order to form syllables 

and words.  The Phoenicians subsequently developed an alphabetical script of their own, the 

ancestor of our alphabet, which was used in Byblos as early as the 15th century BC. 

 

The Phoenicians are, of course, famous as seafarers and traders throughout the Mediterranean 

Sea and beyond, including overland trade in the Middle East.  The motivation for the 

invention of the alphabet by the Phoenicians could have been the need to have a more 

efficient method of record keeping as a result of their developed commercial activities and 

trade.  The equipment for using the alphabet was also developed, including the pen and ink, 

and writing materials, such as papyrus, parchment and wax-writing tablets. 

 

Like cuneiform and hieroglyphs before it, the Phoenician alphabet is also based on pictorial 

forms.  These symbols are used in the Phoenician alphabet for only 22 letters, which 

represent only the consonants out of which words are composed.  The vowels were not 

written and are understood by the context of the arrangement of consonants, and by the 

grammatical context of the word.    

 

Because of their small number and conceptual simplicity, these letters could be learnt very 

quickly and the alphabetic system was thus accessible to everyone.  It thus permits the spread 

of universal literacy, education and democracy.    
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The Phoenician traders passed on knowledge of their alphabet to the Greeks in the 8th century 

BC, possibly in the area of the Aegean Sea, Rhodes, Crete, Cyprus or the trading colony at al-

Mina in north Syria.  The Euboeans, who were Greeks from Euboea, the island north of 

Athens, were the traders probably responsible for adopting it for the Greek language.  The 

most plausible theory is that the alphabet was transmitted for use in commercial transactions 

from Phoenician to Greek traders.   

 

[Slides] Nestor’s Cup 

The Greek traders may well also have appreciated the advantage of the alphabet for their 

activities, as the Phoenicians probably did in their creation of it.   However, soon after its 

adoption, it was used by the Greeks to write down poetry, including the epic poems of Homer. 

Nestor’s cup from Cumae, near Naples, dated to the mid 8th century BC, has an early example 

of poetry. 

 

The Greeks made some of the Phoenician consonantal letters, of which they had no 

equivalent, correspond to vowels, which thus gave the form of the modern alphabet which we 

use.  The order of the letters and their form in the Greek alphabet are borrowed directly from 

the Phoenician alphabet, and, indeed, the names alpha, beta, gamma and delta are Greek 

forms of Phoenician words aleph, beth/bait, gimel/gamel and daleth/dal.  Thus, the word 

alphabet has its roots in the Phoenician language. 

[draw Greek letters] 
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In its earliest form, Greek was written right to left, a direction derived from Phoenician and 

shared with Aramaic, Syriac, Hebrew and Arabic.   

 

The borrowing of the alphabet by the Greeks from the Phoenicians is alluded to in Greek 

mythology.   Cadmus is said in Greek mythology to have taught the alphabet to the Greeks.  

The myth states that he was a Phoenician, who founded Thebes in the region of Boeotia in 

central Greece, not far from Athens, although his origin is also given as Egypt and Greece.   

He was the brother of Europa and is said to have come to Greece to search for his abducted 

sister.   Europa gave her name first to the area of Greece around Thebes, but the name has 

since been attributed to the whole of modern day Europe.   One form of the legend states that 

he invaded with his army, and the city which he founded was called ‘Cadmea’ after Cadmus, 

and it was later called ‘Thebes’, with ‘Cadmea’ remaining an alternative name.   

 

Cadmus is said to have combined the consonants of the Phoenician alphabet with vowels, as 

we find in the Greek alphabet, which thus permitted the use of the alphabet to represent the 

language more precisely.   The date of these events is placed by Greek tradition several 

generations before the Trojan War, whose historical date is in the 12th century BC.   

Traditionally, it is said that the alphabet of Cadmus originally had sixteen letters and that later, 

at the time of the Trojan War, four further characters were introduced.   Indeed, the Greeks 

did also create new letters, which are not in the Phoenician alphabet, to represent sounds 

peculiar to their language: phi, chi, psi 

 

[draw Greek letters] 
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Cadmus has a significant place in Greek mythology.   Cadmus is mentioned in Homer 

Odyssey 5.333 as the father of Ino-Leucothea, a goddess of initiation and rites of reversal. At 

Thebes, he killed a dragon and sewed its teeth, from which men grew, known as Spartoi, who 

populated the place.  ‘Cadmeii’ and ‘Cadmeiones’ are names given to the inhabitants of 

Thebes, who were attacked by the Seven Against Thebes.   Indeed, Thebes is also significant 

in Greek mythology as the birthplace of Herakles. 

 

The story of Cadmus introducing the alphabet is related by the Greek historian Herodotos of 

Halicarnassos (c.484– c.425 BC) in his discussion of the alphabet, Histories, Book V, 

Chapter 57–61, who says that, in the earliest form, the Greeks call the alphabet ‘Phoenician’.  

He thus wrongly attributes the introduction of the alphabet to Greece to Thebes, though he 

correctly speaks of Phoenicians in connection with the alphabet. 

 

The period preceding the Trojan War is related in the legends in the Theban cycle.  Situated 

in Boeotia, Thebes was outside the area dominated by the Greeks.  Because Thebes had been 

reduced just before the Trojan War commenced, it was not in a position to send a contingent, 

and thus Thebes is not recorded to have taken part along with the other Greek cities.  With 

the traditional date of the Trojan War being at the beginning of the 12th century BC, Cadmus 

should be placed in the 14th century and there were several rulers of his dynasty before the 

conquest and destruction of Thebes by the Epigoni, the Greek heroes who fought and were 

killed in the Theban war.  Some of the Epigoni participated in the Trojan War. 

 

[Slide] excavations at Thebes 
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The site of ancient Thebes has been excavated and I show you an image of the remains of 

ancient buildings. 

 

Although we cannot be certain whether someone called Cadmus actually lived, such 

mythological stories often reflect an actual basis of fact, and, in this case, it reflects the actual 

fact that the Phoenicians brought the alphabet to the Greek world in remote antiquity and that 

it was borrowed by the Greeks.  The Phoenician traders, who brought the alphabet, would 

very likely have been significant figures in Greek states, as Cadmus is portrayed to have been.  

Furthermore, the earliest written form of the Greek alphabet in the 8th century BC has a 

system of vowels, which shows that the story of the addition of vowels at the time of the 

borrowing of the Phoenician alphabet by the Greeks has a foundation of truth.   

 

[Slide] cylinder seal 

The mythological date of the story of Cadmus may reflect contact between the region of 

Phoenicia and Thebes in the Mycenaean Period (c.1600 – c.1100 BC).   Indeed, Near Eastern 

cylinder seals have been found at Thebes, including 38 seals in the Theban Treasure, which 

demonstrates direct contact with the Middle East.   Furthermore, the Mycenaean syllabary, 

with which the Greek language was written, called Linear B, was used extensively at Thebes, 

and such writing was inspired by the scripts of the Middle East, as a result of contact with 

that region.   

 

[Slide] Thebes tablet 



7 
 

 

Linear B tablets have been found in excavations there, and a large archive of 238 tablets, 

dated c.1200, was found in 1994, which demonstrates that, contrary to earlier beliefs, palace 

administration existed at Thebes, as late as at Mycenae and at Pylos, which are other 

important Mycenaean palaces.  I am showing you one of the tablets excavated in 1994.   

Including other finds, a total of 433 tablets have been found at Thebes.   Linear B was used as 

a script in Boeotia, Attica, the Peloponnese and Crete, and was relatively similar in all these 

regions, where the Mycenaean Greeks were predominant. 

 

[Slide] cylinder seal (bottom two) 

From contexts at Thebes dated to the 13th century BC, cylinder seals made of lapis lazuli have 

been found, from Kassite Babylonia, with inscriptions in Akkadian written in cuneiform, 

which can be read in the correct way on the impression of the seal, as is usually the case,  

 

[Slide] cylinder seal (top one) 

but, on one example, the inscription can be read in the correct way as it is engraved on the 

seal.  

 

We do not know the precise significance of the way the writing is applied on the latter seal.  

On the former ones, it is obviously so that the seal can be used to make a seal impression on a 

clay tablet, and the writing can be read on the impression.  On the latter, the inscription is 

read on the seal itself, which suggests that it may be considered a precious object in its own 

right, rather than one for use as a seal.  Another explanation is a mistake on the part of the 
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seal cutter, who cut the inscription as an exact copy of the text which he was given to inscribe, 

rather than in reverse, as was usually the case.   

 

The significance of the two forms of the inscription may have been known in the original 

context where they were made, that is, Kassite Babylonia.   But, unless we can assume 

literacy in Akkadian in the court administration in Thebes, the forms of the inscription, as 

text, may not have had any significance in Thebes.   The idea of knowledge of Akkadian 

there is not entirely speculative, given that the Amarna Letters in Egypt, dated to the 14th 

century BC, demonstrate literacy in Akkadian amongst elite and administrative circles there 

at about the same time, where the Egyptian language and hieroglyphs were the principal form 

of communication.   (The letters are cuneiform tablets found at Tell el-Amarna, which was 

the short lived capital of Pharaoh Akhenaten and, shortly after his death (c.1332 BC), it was 

abandoned). 

 

[Slide] cylinder seal 

Another cylinder seal made of lapis lazuli, from the Hittite Empire, has Hittite hieroglyphs.   

As we have seen, the Mycenaean Linear B syllabary was well known in Thebes, but we do 

not know whether Akkadian cuneiform or Hittite hieroglyphs could be understood there.   

However, we can compare the use of Chinese, Japanese and Korean scripts in our own 

society, where, despite not knowing what they mean, their role as a script and the 

identification of each of them is widely familiar.  The presence of writing on the cylinder 

seals, alongside Linear B syllabary, demonstrates that writing of various forms, including the 

scripts of the Near East, whose origin was very likely to be known, was very familiar to the 
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Greeks in Thebes in 13th century BC, although most probably only to the elite and its 

administrative and commercial servants. 

 

Lebanon was important as centre of trade routes and these lapis lazuli seals are very likely to 

have been traded through Lebanon, and may have been collected as a hoard in Cyprus, which 

was then brought to Thebes. 

 

Lapis lazuli, whose only known source is Afghanistan, was traded to the Middle East 

thousands of years before the period under discussion.  It was imported in a raw state to 

Mesopotamia and the Levant, where it was carved into items, such as the cylinder seals.  Its 

blue colour was symbolic of royalty, which is why it was used for luxury items, which were 

the property of the royal dynasties and aristocratic elites. 

  

Likewise, royal purple, derived from the murex shell and traded by the Phoenicians, was also 

symbolic of royalty.  Similarly, porphyry, the purple granite, was used for royal sarcophagi in 

the later Roman and Byzantine periods. 

 

Hesiod, the epic poet who lived c.700 BC, and wrote the Theogony and the Works and Days, 

lived in Boeotia, which demonstrates the presence of literary culture in the region of Thebes, 

at the time of the adoption of the alphabet.  It also shows the early application of the alphabet, 

which was used to write down orally composed epic poems, such as the works of Hesiod and 

Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, which may have been composed in their final form slightly 

earlier than Hesiod’s works.   Indeed, Hesiod’s father had been a sea trader, based at Cyme in 
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Aeolis in Asia Minor, from where he moved to Ascra in Boeotia (Works and Days 633–40), 

which shows the links between the sea trade of the Aegean Sea, which is the context of the 

interchange of the Phoenician alphabet to the Greeks, precisely in the generation of Hesiod’s 

father, and the use of the alphabet in Boeotia.  Aeolis is the region directly north of Ionia, 

where Homer’s poems were composed, and, indeed, the latter contain Aeolic linguistic 

features.  

 

The Catalogue of Ships in Homer’s Iliad Book II, which is recognised as one of the oldest 

parts of the epic poem, probably dating back to the Late Mycenaean Period, portrays Boeotia 

as important during the second half of the 2nd millennium, and mentions Thebes. 

 

[Slide] black-figured amphora from Euboea, Louvre E707 

The myth of Cadmus was portrayed in art in antiquity, and there are many examples from 

Greek vase painting, two of which I illustrate here. 

 

The first is an archaic black-figured amphora in the Louvre E707, dated to the mid 6th century 

BC, from Euboea, which is an island north of Athens.  On the front is Cadmus fighting the 

dragon, flanked by two male figures.  

 

[Slide] Paestan red-figured calyx krater, Louvre N3157 

The second is a south Italian Paestan red-figured calyx krater in the Louvre N3157, dated to 

the mid 4th century BC, which was made just south of present day Naples.  It is attributed to 
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the vase painter named Python.  On the front is Cadmus fighting the dragon, flanked by two 

women, and above are busts of Hermes, a woman, Pan, and a young satyr. 

 

The same scene of the myth is portrayed differently on the two vases because of the different 

artistic styles which are two centuries apart, from different regions of the Greek world, and 

they are painted using the conventions of different workshops.  For example, Cadmus and the 

dragon are flanked by two men in the former scene and two women in the latter, because this 

reflects the usual workshop conventions of each of these vases, rather than being different 

versions of the story.  

 

[Slide] painting of Cadmus by Parrish 

The myth of Cadmus has been influential on culture since antiquity.  I am showing you a 

painting of Cadmus Sowing the Dragon's Teeth, 1908, by Maxfield Parrish (AD 1870-1966), 

who was an American painter and illustrator.   This painting is typical of the idealised neo-

classical imagery and the distinctive saturated hues, for which he was known. 

 

Thus, the story of the Phoenician Cadmus passing the alphabet to the Greeks, and his role in 

the myth of Thebes, although fictional in their details, are, as I have shown, founded on fact.  

The role of Phoenicians in the adoption of the alphabet by the Greeks, and the connections 

between Thebes and the ancient Middle East, are well demonstrated by historical evidence. 

Sources: 

V. L. Aravantinos, L. Godart, A. Sacconi, Thèbes: Fouilles de la Cadmée I: Les tablettes en 
Linéaire B de la Odos Pelopidou: Édition et commentaire (Pisa and Rome: Istituti editoriali e 
poligrafici internazionali, 2001).    
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J. Aruz, K. Benzel, and J.M. Evans (eds), Beyond Babylon: art, trade, and diplomacy in the 
second millennium BC (New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art; New Haven and London, 
Yale University Press, 2008). 

 


