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Greater Phoenicia 
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The following are places which I shall be discussing: Mesopotamia, Egypt, Phoenicia (Sidon, 

Tyre, Byblos), al-Mina, Cyprus, Troy, Greece, Aegean Sea, Carthage, South Italy, Rome. 

 

Lebanon, which is located at a crossroads of cultures in the eastern Mediterranean region, 

was the homeland of the Phoenicians.  It was often the focus of invasions by armies of 

various powers.  The region was occupied successively by the empires of Mesopotamia, such 

as the Assyrians and the Babylonians, the Egyptians, the neo-Hittite kingdoms (2nd -1st 

millennia BC), the Persians (mid 1st millennium BC), the Greeks and the Romans.  Thus, the 

various invaders influenced the Phoenicians in many ways.  

 

The Phoenicians were the ancient seafaring people, and Lebanon was the beginning of their 

trade routes, which stretched throughout the Mediterranean Sea during the period from the 

mid 2nd millennium-c.300 BC.  They are descended from the Canaanites who lived in the 

region in the Bronze Age (3000-1200 BC).   

 

The term ‘Phoenician’ is usually applied to them from the beginning of the Iron Age from the 

12th century BC, and the most important period of their history was from the 12th-6th centuries 

BC.   This is the time when the characteristic features of Phoenician culture developed, such 

as long distance seafaring, colonisation, trade, and distinctive elements of their language, 

script and material culture.   As well as Lebanon, they occupied parts of the coast of Israel, 
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Syria and Cilicia in modern day Turkey.  The rise of the Phoenicians to prominence is 

associated with disruptions throughout the eastern Mediterranean region at the end of the 

Bronze Age in c.1200 BC, which led to the decline of the influence of the major empires, and 

is the period associated with the so called ‘Sea Peoples’. 

 

In contrast to the other ancient empires which were land empires, the Phoenicians had a sea 

empire.  Greeks and Romans conquered the Phoenicians and our account of their history is 

largely that of the conquerors.  Modern research involves high technology investigations, 

firstly, in the search for underwater wrecks and, secondly, genetic research using DNA in 

order to identify the ancient Phoenician people and their direct descendents.  The Phoenicians 

absorbed other cultures such as Egyptian, Mesopotamian, Greek and Roman, and in turn 

spread them on their trade routes. 

 

When we consider the origins of the Phoenicians, it is necessary to point out that their origins 

are not thought to lie in Europe or Africa, so that they are ethnically neither European nor 

black African.  The Eastern Mediterranean is the area where they originate.   

 

The Phoenicians had a string of city states rather than a unified kingdom.  The most 

important cities of Phoenicia were Tyre, Sidon, Arados and Byblos.  They were located on 

the coast of the Mediterranean Sea, this fact being a result of the significance of sea trade in 

the history of Phoenicia, which thus made these cities important.  The importance of these 

cities in relation to each other varied over the centuries.   In the 10th century BC, the city of 

Tyre rose to be the leading city, founded colonies throughout the Mediterranean, and exerted 

influence in the regions of Israel and Cilicia, and as far as the Hittite Empire in Anatolia, 
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which is modern day Turkey.  The evidence for this is the Phoenician inscriptions which are 

found in these regions.   

 

In the 9th century BC, the Assyrian Empire from Mesopotamia extended its influence into the 

region, which led to the Assyrian kings extracting taxes and tribute from the Phoenician 

cities.  By the 8th century, the Assyrians had incorporated many of the Phoenician cities into 

their empire and they were ruled by Assyrian governors.  The 7th century saw several 

attempted revolts by the Phoenician cities against Assyrian dominance, which were in each 

case brutally crushed.  During the successive Babylonian Empire of the 6th century, Tyre was 

besieged by King Nebuchadnezzar for thirteen years (586-573), which is described in the 

Bible in the book of the prophet Ezekiel (Ch. 26-28: verse 19).  

 

Phoenicians are often mentioned in the Old Testament of the Bible.  For example, Jezebel the 

wife of Ahab, King of Israel, whose reign is traditionally dated 869-850, was a Phoenician. 

 

The main Phoenician cities minted their own silver coinage from the middle of the 5th century 

BC, having adopted the concept from the Greeks.   

 

The Phoenicians established colonies and trading posts throughout the Mediterranean Sea, in 

particular in the region of the Aegean Sea, North Africa, Malta, Sicily, Sardinia and Spain.  

Indeed, Phoenician and Punic colonies are found beyond the Straits of Gibraltar and along the 

Atlantic coast of Morocco.   The Aegean Sea was an important area for the exchange of ideas 

with the Greeks, such as the alphabet.  Indeed, the Phoenicians have left remains in this area 

such as marble coffins, which are called sarcophagi, which have sculptured faces and date 

from the 8th century BC.  Indeed, the Greeks and the Phoenicians were rival traders and 
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colonists throughout the Mediterranean region for many centuries and undoubtedly learnt 

much from each other.  Since European civilisation is greatly influenced by the Greeks, it is 

thus significantly influenced by the Phoenicians because of their influence on the Greeks.    

 

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

notable and significant contribution to civilisation.   The symbols emerged from the system of 

Mesopotamia, although the concept 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 various variants of the Phoenician alphabet changed only in the letter shapes from its 

original North Semitic version.   Although there was little change in letter shapes in mainland 

Phoenician, they varied considerably in Punic, the language of the North African Phoenician 

colonies, such as Carthage, and neo-Punic.   

[magazine] inscription on prow of Carthaginian ship from the 1st Punic War, Battle of the 

Aegates Islands, off the western coast of the island of Sicily, 10 March 241 BC. 

 

[slide] Map of Mediterranean 

One of the most important cities which the Phoenicians founded was Carthage in North 

Africa, situated in modern day Tunisia, whose traditional foundation date is 814 BC.   The 

meaning of Carthage in Phoenician (Qart-Hadasht) is ‘New City’, in other words, ‘New 

Tyre’, named after Tyre, which was then the most important city in Phoenicia.    The name of 

the Phoenicians means ‘purple’ because of the dye which they traded, which was made from 
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the murex sea shell, and from their name is derived the Latin word ‘Punic’ for their 

descendents the Carthaginians.   

 

Carthage established a significant empire in the western Mediterranean and was at its height 

in the 3rd century BC.  The Carthaginians and the Greek cities of south Italy were constantly 

in conflict, particularly for the control of Sicily.  Archaeological exploration of Sicily has led 

to significant discoveries of Phoenician and Punic occupation on the island.    

 

The Carthaginian empire stretched into Spain, and an important colony there was ‘New 

Carthage’, or ‘Carthago Nova’ in Latin, which was on the site of the modern city of 

Cartagena, on the Mediterranean coast of south eastern Spain, whose name is derived from 

the older city.   It was founded in 228 by the Carthaginian general Hasdrubal as Qart Hadasht 

(‘New City’), which is the identical name to Carthage.  It was conquered in 209 by the 

Roman general Scipio Africanus and renamed it as ‘Carthago Nova’ to distinguish it from the 

mother city.  This, of course, literally means ‘New New City’. 

 

The expansion of the Romans in Italy and the western Mediterranean brought them into 

contact with Carthage.  Three Punic Wars were fought by the Romans with the Carthaginians, 

from which the Romans emerged victorious, and thus conquered and occupied the previous 

Carthaginian Empire.  The 1st Punic War (264-241) was largely fought at sea, and I have 

shown you the prows of ships which have recently been recovered from the site of the Battle 

of the Aegates Islands, fought off the western coast of the island of Sicily, on 10 March 241. 

 

The famous Carthaginian general Hannibal fought the Romans during the 2nd Punic War 

(218-201), and, although finally defeated, he almost overwhelmed the Romans in several 
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famous battles in Italy, at Trebia, Lake Trasimene and Cannae.  He was finally defeated by 

the Roman general Scipio Africanus at the Battle of Zama, near Carthage, in 202.   Both 

Hannibal and the above mentioned Hasdrubal belonged to the Barca family, which was 

prominent in political and military circles in Carthage, and whose names often have the first 

letter ‘H’. 

 

The 3rd Punic War (149-146) led to the final Roman victory and the sack of Carthage by the 

Roman general Scipio Aemilianus. 

 

In legend, the founder of Carthage was Queen Dido, who came from Tyre.  She is portrayed 

in the epic poem in Latin by the Roman poet Virgil (70-19 BC), called The Aeneid, where she 

meets the Roman hero Aeneas, when he stopped in Carthage on his way from Troy in Asia 

Minor to Italy, where he laid the foundations of Rome.  The prominent part, which she plays 

in the poem, reflects the important influence which the history and destruction of Carthage 

had on the Romans concept of themselves during the later Roman Republic and the Roman 

Empire. 

 

The Roman victory in the Punic Wars is one of the turning points of world history, since, if 

the Carthaginians had been successful, the character of Mediterranean and European history 

would have been very different.  Although it is not the historian’s task to consider what might 

have been rather than what was, particularly with all the variables of over 2000 years of 

history, if Carthage had conquered the Roman Empire, modern western Europe might have 

been Middle Eastern in its nature, with a Greek influence, since Carthage was to an extent 

hellenised at the later part of its history. 
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We have mentioned the island of Malta, in the centre of the Mediterranean Sea, as a location 

of Phoenician trading interest.  Indeed, Malta has a rich historical tradition, both long before 

the Phoenicians, of which there are significant archaeological remains including the eleven 

megalithic temples, dating as early as 5000 BC, as well as in the Greek and Roman periods. 

 

The purple dye, which was produced and traded by the Phoenicians, is of great historical 

significance.  This is particularly demonstrated by the fact that the name of the Phoenicians 

comes from the Greek word phoinix, which means ‘purple’, and from their name is derived 

the Latin word ‘Punic’ for their descendents the Carthaginians.   The dye was made from the 

murex sea shell, which was found along the coasts of the Mediterranean Sea.  It was produced 

using a very laborious method of production.  Huge piles of shells are found outside ancient 

cities as remains of the industrial activity to produce it.  These production centres were 

situated there because of the smell given off in the course of manufacture.  This dye, on 

account of being hard to produce and very valuable, and indelible, came to be used for 

colouring clothes of important people, such as kings, and hence it was known as ‘royal 

purple’.  In the Roman period, the Emperor Nero restricted its use to the emperor alone by 

law.  

 

The Phoenicians and Carthaginians traded it with the Romans, who used it for the clothes of 

their leading magistrates.  From the Roman magistrates, the early Christian church inherited 

the practice for the clothes of their leading bishops, which is the reason why cardinals, 

archbishops and bishops wear it today.  

 

We have expressions in English and other languages which refer to royal purple.   ‘Raised to 

the purple’ means to be appointed to the position of cardinal or bishop in the Roman Catholic 
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Church, since cardinals and bishops wear purple coloured clothes, for the reason just given.  

The expression can colloquially be used to mean to be appointed to any position of authority.  

‘Born in the purple’ is used to describe the children of royal families or prominent people.  

Since purple was a royal colour derived from the dye, the purple coloured stone porphyry 

marble also had royal associations.  It was used in the Byzantine Empire (AD 306-1453) to 

decorate the Porphyra or purple chamber of the Imperial Palace.  Thus, Porphyrogenitos, 

which means 'born in the purple', very specifically meant being born in this chamber.   

 

[Slide] View of Toula 

The term ‘Greater Phoenicia’ refers, as I have discussed, to the ancient Phoenicians, their 

colonies, Carthage and its empire, and related places, such as Malta.  In another sense, if we 

see the people of modern Lebanon are descendents of the ancient Phoenicians, ‘Greater 

Phoenicia’ can be seen as the modern country of Lebanon, and the communities of Lebanese 

origin around the world, such as those in Australia, including people from Toula.   Thus, like 

the Phoenicians before them, members of the village have migrated overseas to many 

countries, such as Australia, built new communities and influenced the places in which they 

settled. 

 

We have written a website about this subject for the museum which has been placed online. It 

is a permanent exhibition, entitled Greater Phoenicia, and it comprises eleven sections 

highlighting the achievements of the civilisation, in the areas of history and culture.  Here 

you can read about what I have presented this evening, as well as about many other 

fascinating aspects of the story of the Phoenicians. 

 


