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There are questions as to how far the Phoenicians had reached and how early they had gotten 

there. While arguments have been made for the Phoenician circumvention of Africa, the date of such 

ventures is quite late, into the Carthaginian timeframe. So the question is asked, how far and how early 

did the Phoenicians travel in the Mediterranean?  

Recent archaeological investigation at Huelva, Spain has turned up some rather interesting finds 

that lend credence to a very early and far reaching Phoenician emporia, even suggesting a change in our 

understanding of the “ships of Tarshish,” a phrase used throughout the biblical text that seems to denote 

large, far-reaching Phoenician trading vessels. Investigations here for our purposes will include an 

analysis of the early material culture at Huelva coupled with recent radiocarbon determinations at the site. 

The end result will be a date that places Phoenician trade at the end of the 10th century, early 9th century 

BC, and as far west as the world would then allow.  

 

“Ships of Tarshish” 

An odd biblical text, 1 Kings 10:22, gives the first mention of Phoenician “ships of Tarshish,” a 

phrase that has baffled many biblical scholars and ancient historians alike. Speaking of the financial 

ventures of King Solomon, the text reads: “Along with Hiram’s fleet, the king had a fleet of large 

merchant ships [vyvir>t; ynIa\; “ships of Tarshish”] that sailed the sea. Once every three years the fleet came 

into port with cargoes of gold, silver, ivory, apes, and peacocks [or baboons].” For some time this 

Tarshish has been associated with Tarsus in Anatolia, the famed birthplace of the Apostle Paul, but the 

site is far too close to allow for trade in the exotic animals mentioned and for the time period given – 

three years.  

There has been a push to change the ancient site of biblical Tarshish farther west to a site that the 

Greeks called Tartessos, or better known now by its modern name of Huelva. This site matches well the 

timeframe of three years for a round trip voyage, and as stops along the North African coast would most 

certainly have occurred, trade in exotic animals is also understood. The problem is that sites such as 
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Carthage (North Africa) and Motya (Sicily), sites that later act as stopping points along the way to Huelva, 

bare no evidence of permanent settlement until later in history – though even these sites and others are 

finding earlier (sometimes non-permanent) settlement dates as acceptable within the scholarly community.   

I should note certain limitations for our study here concerning Huelva. First, there is debate over 

the so-called Kouklia Horizon, giving both a high and a low chronology for certain pottery types that are 

found at Huelva. Second, the determinations made from what has been excavated at Huelva are in no way 

all-encompassing of material culture not yet discovered throughout the unexcavated portions of the site. 

 

Material Culture and Radiocarbon Determinations  

Key excavations at Huelva took place in 1996 in the form of rescue operations in anticipation of 

urban restructuring in the modern city. Due to ground water, material culture beyond the 7th century was 

not reached. Once that ground water was pumped out, excavations continued until virgin soil was reached. 

What was left between the 7th century material culture and the virgin soil was a thick, black muddy 

stratum that acted as a separation from that above and the virgin soil below, thus establishing the oldest 

layers at that point of the site in one stratum.1 Material within this muddy layer ranged from pottery to 

stone ware and beyond.  

As is common within archaeological research, dating typically takes place from a well-

established reading of the pottery. In this case, Phoenician, Greek, Cypriot, Sardinian, Villanovan, and 

local ware were collected. Unfortunately, the ground water caused stratification to be completely illegible 

as the layers within the ground water became mixed forming only one definable stratum.2 This necessarily 

causes chronological problems, but as we are attempting to determine the terminus post quem of 

Phoenician presence, and the virgin soil below represents uninhabited soil, a diachronic reading of the 

pottery is not necessary; instead, we need only look at the oldest dated pottery for an approximation. 

                                                        
1 F. González de Canales, L Serrano, and J Llompart, “The Pre-Colonial Phoenician Emporium of Huelva 

ca 900-770 BC,” Bulletin Antike Beschaving 81 (2006): 13. 
2 Albert J. Nijboer and J. Van Der Plicht, “An Interpretation of the Radiocarbon Determinations of the 

Oldest Indigenous-Pheonician Stratum Thus Far, Excavated at Huelva, Tartessos (South-West Spain),” BABESCH - 
Bulletin Antieke Beschaving 81, no. 0 (January 1, 2006): 31, doi:10.2143/BAB.81.0.2014423. 
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Unfortunately, as older pottery may have been reused at any given point in time (though unlikely in an 

emporia-focused settlement), this cannot be used to determine exactly the age of site settlement.  

The 8,009 pottery fragments cataloged from Huelva made up approximately 9% of the 

total excavated pottery fragments. Of these, 4,703 were of local handmade ware and 3,233 were 

of Phoenician tradition (with miniscule numbers associated with Greek, Cypriot, etc.), however 

if focus is made on only diagnostic fragments then the gap between local handmade and 

Phoenician ware virtually disappears.3 As this is a trading settlement, this is exactly what we 

would expect to find, and as much of the Phoenician pottery appears to correspond with that of 

Tyre we can be doubly sure of the emporia focus of the site. 

Concerning Phoenician ware, certain bowls appear to date to the beginning of the so-

called Kition horizon of Cyprus4 (750-700 BC),5 but as would be expected the majority of the 

fragments date to the so-called Salamis horizon6 which dates to 850 to 750 BC,7 thus, so far, 

giving a date of not later than 750 BC but possibly as old as 850 BC. Canales, et. al. argue that a 

date of 770 BC or slightly before is an appropriate date for the Phoenician pottery.8  

Within the Greek pottery, we find earlier dates. Attic vases date to 800-760 BC,9 but 

there are three fragments that appear to date to 900-850 BC.10  

While not mentioned above, there does exist a few Phoenician fragments from the so-

called Kouklia horizon11 that dates from 1050 to 850 BC,12 thus giving us the earliest dates yet. 

The fragments consist of one jug rim fragment and three possible “spout” fragments. Thus, 
                                                        
3 Canales, Serrano, and Llompart, “The Pre-Colonial Phoenician Emporium of Huelva ca 900-770 BC,” 15. 
4 Ibid., 19. 
5 Nicola Schreiber, The Cypro-Phoenician Pottery of the Iron Age (Leiden: The Netherlands: BRILL, 

2003), 200. 
6 Canales, Serrano, and Llompart, “The Pre-Colonial Phoenician Emporium of Huelva ca 900-770 BC,” 16. 
7 Schreiber, The Cypro-Phoenician Pottery of the Iron Age, 264. 
8 Canales, Serrano, and Llompart, “The Pre-Colonial Phoenician Emporium of Huelva ca 900-770 BC,” 19. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid., 21. 
12 Schreiber, The Cypro-Phoenician Pottery of the Iron Age, 183. 
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Canalas, et. al., states: “A date at the end of the 10th century BC till the first half of the 9th 

century seems reasonable and is in accordance with datings in the beginning of the 9th century 

BC assigned to the bronze deposit of the estuary of Heulva by various radiocarbon analyses.”13 

This raises a good question, how does radiocarbon dating help to determine the age of the 

Phoenician settlement at Huelva? First, it should be noted that radiocarbon dating, when 

calibrated properly, does in fact give us usable data.  

At Huelva, three bone samples have been radiocarbon dated, and the result is a broad date 

between 1000 and 820 BC. When calibrated, the date range drops to 930-830 BC,14 allowing for 

a date quite close to the historical person of Hiram and Solomon mentioned in 1 Kings 10:22. 

Respectively, these bone samples date with a 94% probability to 930-830 BC for GrN-29511, a 

92.9% probability to 940-820 BC for GrN-29512, and a 94.2% probability to 930-830 BC for 

GrN-29513. Of interest is the weighted average of the three: 36.7% probability for 920-890 BC 

and 31.5% for 875-845 BC, thus allowing establishing the earlier date as the most likely. The 

earliest of the three, GrN-29512, is given a 64% probability for 980-890 BC.15 It is because of 

these radiocarbon dates that Canales, et. al. seem to change their position from trade under 

Solomon being simply plausible16 to inevitable.17 

 

Earliest and Farthest 

While we cannot say that the earliest phase of colonization extends to this period, we can 

confirm that the earliest far-reaching site appears to be much earlier than previously thought. 

                                                        
13 Canales, Serrano, and Llompart, “The Pre-Colonial Phoenician Emporium of Huelva ca 900-770 BC,” 22. 
14 Nijboer and Van Der Plicht, “An Interpretation of the Radiocarbon Determinations of the Oldest 

Indigenous-Pheonician Stratum Thus Far, Excavated at Huelva, Tartessos (South-West Spain),” 31. 
15 Ibid., 32. 
16 Canales, Serrano, and Llompart, “The Pre-Colonial Phoenician Emporium of Huelva ca 900-770 BC,” 27. 
17 Claudia Sagona, Beyond the Homeland: Markers in Phoenician Chronology (Peeters Publishers & 

Booksellers, 2008), 630. 
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Indeed, this early phase at Huelva appears to have set the chronology for Phoenician expansion 

back much father than previously thought. While the pottery sequencing only allows for this 

early phase, the radiocarbon dating seems to determine such an early phase, thus establishing 

something of a difference between these two primary sources of interest.  

Perhaps it could be said that the pottery found at the ancient site of Huelva is only 

secondary to the radiocarbon dating; though this is not always the case in archaeological research, 

due to the mixed nature of the ground water stratum, radiocarbon dating does appear to be the 

final crux for the argument at hand. How early did the Phoenicians extend their reach in the west? 

A time is understood at least at the time of Solomon and Hiram as explained by the biblical text. 

How far did they reach? They traveled as far as the Mediterranean could take them. 
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