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Most in the western world are familiar with the pejorative term Jezebel, a name no 

woman wants to be called. With it comes the connotation of trickery, bribery, an insatiable lust 

for power and blood, and shamelessness. Jezebel was a Phoenician. Through the ages, the 

Phoenicians have been regarded as a people whose primary interest is commercial enterprise, and 

like Jezebel they have been known as hucksters, cheaters, and swindlers.1  

Because of their economic prowess, the traditional belief concerning early Phoenician 

expansion into the west is one of a well-established commercial venture seeking the metals of the 

far west and trade along the shores. Unfortunately, with a changing archaeological context, this 

traditional view has been questioned. Contrary to tradition, the colonization of the west by the 

Phoenicians occurred not merely as a means of commercial enterprise but as a natural effect of 

trade relations and cultural assimilation. This claim will be examined through historical and 

archaeological research, with emphasis upon the material culture. To come to this realization, the 

reader will be taken systematically through the history of Phoenician expansion, through a brief 

synopsis of the two opposing viewpoints, and through an analysis of the literature concerning the 

material culture such as pottery to discuss settlement pattern, assimilation, and the presence of 

craftsmen in early sites. The end result will be an answer to the plaguing question, how, and 

perhaps why, did the Phoenicians come to rest in the west? 

Fortunately for the Phoenicians, a foul image is not the only image in antiquity. In his 

Iliad, Homer writes of a Phoenician, silver mixing-bowel as the loveliest thing in the world, a 

testament to Sidonian craftsmanship. Others tell of the great learning of the Phoenicians, who 

delivered the alphabet to the Greeks. A larger frame of Phoenician interaction throughout the 

                                                        
1 José Luis López Castro, “Colonials, Merchants and Alabaster Vases: The Western Phoenician 

Aristocracy,” ANTIQUITY 80, no. 307 (March 2006): 74. 
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Mediterranean is much more positive than it is negative, but to understand this it is best to first 

understand the history of Phoenician exploration.  

 

History of Phoenician Exploration 

The history of Phoenician expansion and exploration can be summarized in answering the 

five questions of who, what, when, where, and why? The first of these is rather simple. Who 

were the Phoenicians? Unlike other people groups in the area, the Phoenicians were the 

aboriginal, non-Semitic inhabitants of the land,2 though the language itself is of Semitic origin. 

They lived in the land of Phoenicia along the Mediterranean coast with mountains around, 

somewhat secluded from the world.3 

What brought them to expansion? Simply put, it was a need. Around 1200 BC (the 

answer to when?), at the dawn of what we now call the Iron Age, there occurred a great 

migration of different people groups that displaced other people groups who then in turn 

displaced others. The original cause is somewhat anomalous, though recent studies point toward 

climate change as at least one of the culprits. What entailed was an end to normal trade. The 

famous Ugarit and Alalakh saw their final days, the “Sea Peoples” attempted an attack on Egypt, 

and seemingly the entire Mediterranean world was in chaos – that is, except for Phoenicia which 

suffered little.4  

While Phoenicia appears to have been excluded from the multiple destructions, the end of 

typical trade did have a negative effect on the Phoenician cities.5 Fortunately for the Phoenicians, 

                                                        
2 M Liverani, “The Image of the Phoenicians in Western Historiography,” STUDI STORICI 39, no. 1 

(March 1998): 6–7. 
3 María Eugenia Aubet, The Phoenicians and the West  : Politics, Colonies and Trade (Cambridge, U.K.: 

Cambridge University Press, 2001), 17. 
4 Glenn Markoe, The Phoenicians (London: Folio Society, 2005), xx. 
5 Aubet, The Phoenicians and the West, 26. 
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the end of trade meant open trade, and with overpopulation at Tyre, the west seemed the perfect 

escape. 

The answer to why is not as easy as it might seem. Some6 have suggested that the 

Phoenicians original intent was commercial enterprise – thus refusing to place them within the 

ranks of true colonizers of the west; others7 suggest actual expansion and colonization might 

have been at least a part of the original intent. 

 

Two Views on Colonization 

For some time, there has been only one major view concerning Phoenician expansion, 

and that is that the Phoenicians were interested in the riches of foreign trade.8 Glenn Markoe 

remarks that even from a very early stage, the cities of Phoenicia held a concern for commercial 

industry.9 Indeed, their geographical situation (mountains full of wood and iron and the sea to the 

west) lent toward a shipbuilding industry that brought them, ultimately, to the sea and to trade. 

With a growing population, the land itself could not supply the needs of the populace.10 

The needs of the people, therefore, demanded additional supplies, and these supplies 

could be found outside of the Phoenician homeland. Evidence of trade with Egypt is seen quite 

early, but the primacy of this trade was lost after the great migration of 1,200BC, thus explaining 

a need to move deeper into the Mediterranean. With the loss of Ugarit and other major trading 

centers, a Phoenician enterprise was more than possible, and early trade with Cyprus meant an 

                                                        
6 Cf. Markoe, The Phoenicians, 126. 
7 Cf. C. R. Whittaker, “The Western Phoenicians: Colonisation and Assimilation,” The Cambridge 

Classical Journal (New Series) 20 (1974): 59, doi:10.1017/S0068673500001486. 
8 Ibid., 58. 
9 Markoe, The Phoenicians, xix–xx. 
10 Aubet, The Phoenicians and the West, 16. 
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already open market.11 Perhaps it was the coming of the “Sea Peoples” that opened the mind of 

the Phoenicians to trade farther west, but at a minimum it was the Aegean influence in Cyprus 

that identified potential farther out.12  

For whatever reason, we learn that the Phoenicians found it constructive to extend their 

reach quite far into the Mediterranean, and given their early successes at commercial trade 

(indeed Tyre and other cities became quite rich) we find some, as Markoe, claiming original 

intent not at colonization but as maritime commerce and trade.13 Evidences for this intent are fair, 

including tithe paid by Carthage to the temple of Melqart in Tyre,14 but more importantly early 

site formation as small, unwalled island settlements with good harbor off the coast of the 

mainland where trading was more than likely intended.15 

The big question remains, was expansion for the sole purpose of economic success or 

was some form of colonization in mind? Charles (C. R.) Whittaker suggests that the traditional 

view of economic venture may need some revision. Several alternatives are offered as cross-

evidences, including the cultural independence of Phoenician sites in the west.16 Markoe agrees 

with this idea of cultural independence of many Phoenician sites, but argues that this was 

contrary to original intent.17 One evidence for the traditional viewpoint may also act as an 

evidence for the contrary, and that is the growing threat of Assyrian dominance of the homeland. 

To the traditionalist, the need for heavy tribute is cause for expansion and gathering of material 

                                                        
11 It should be noted that Phoenician expansion at this point included some land-locked expansion to the 

north and south of the Phoenician homeland. Indeed, agreements with Israel in the 900s BC resulted in more 
supplies in barter for Phoenician wood and expertise. In addition, joint Phoenician/Israelite journeys took place 
beyond the southern limits of Israel. These early expeditions brought great wealth to both groups. 

12 John D. Grainger, Hellenistic Phoenicia (Oxford England: Clarendon Press ;, 1991), 189; Jll Castro, 
“Colonials, Merchants and Alabaster Vases: The Western Phoenician Aristocracy,” ANTIQUITY 80, no. 307 (March 
2006): 74. 

13 Markoe, The Phoenicians, 126. 
14 Ibid., 121. 
15 See below for a further discussion of settlement formation. 
16 Whittaker, “The Western Phoenicians,” 65. 
17 Markoe, The Phoenicians, 126. 
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and goods to pay the tribute, but this also exposits the desire that many in the homeland may 

have had to leave the homeland in search for safer regions. For example, Phoenician craftsman 

turn up throughout the Mediterranean mixing and interacting with local and Aegean culture, and 

David Ridgway suggests that the presence of these craftsmen outside of the homeland may be 

this attempt to flee Assyrian conquest in the 9th century.18  

More to the point, Whittaker suggests that a look at settlement sites may give us a clue to 

original intent. He suggests that pre-eighth century sites in Spain may have been settled because 

the settlers were attracted to the rich black soils ideal for planting crops, in addition to the 

extensively endowed woodlands.19 Along these lines as well is the entire island of Sicily, which 

contains nothing more attractive to the colonizer than rich agricultural resources and perhaps a 

port of call enroute to resources farther west20 - thus establishing the idea that colonization of 

these sites was the first priority.  

Whittaker’s thesis rests with a deeper idea of assimilation with native cultures. He 

suggests that many Western Phoenician sites render a pattern of colonization, including a large 

amount of native pottery and the presence of pig bones (an animal that was taboo for the 

Phoenicians but acceptable to other cultures).21 Thus, it is evident that in these early Phoenician 

sites it was not only Phoenicians living there but a mixture of two cultures.  In fact, at Motya 

(Sicily), assimilation of indigenous culture included an acceptance of different faucets of native 

religion.22 Thus, he suggests that due to pressures in the homeland it may have been that 

colonizers were “reluctant” to leave their homes and that their aspirations were low; they may 

have had few goals other than an attempt to reproduce their own pre-existing conditions that they 
                                                        
18 Gocha R. Tsetskhladze, Franco De Angelis, and John Boardman, The Archaeology of Greek Colonisation: 

Essays Dedicated to Sir John Boardman (Oxford University School of Archaeology, 2004), 35. 
19 Whittaker, “The Western Phoenicians,” 62. 
20 Ibid., 64. 
21 Ibid., 71. 
22 Ibid., 73. 



6 
 

were used to.23 Let it be known that the Phoenicians were not just merchants and seamen, but 

what made the Phoenicians famous was that they were craftsmen.24 

What is left for us to determine here is whether this culture of assimilation is present in 

the material culture of the west. A deeper examination of settlement patterns, assimilation with 

indigenous peoples, and other material culture in the west will determine whether Whittaker’s 

thesis is valid, and thus comes a determination on whether the western Mediterranean was 

originally settled as an attempt at colonization or simply trade. I would suggest that if the 

settlement patterns and material culture show a mixture of different cultures and independence 

from either the homeland or Carthage, then the question of colonization is answered; the colonies 

would survive as self sufficient entities with the intention of permanence.  

 

Colonization of the West: A Deeper Look 

Perhaps this is a good point to affirm the difference between “Phoenician” and Levantine. 

For most, “Phoenician” is a term describing the Iron Age mercantile group with roots in 

Phoenicia post the Great Migration period, but we are not interested in a fully developed 

merchant fleet from Tyre but with the beginnings of colonization – what many refer to as the 

pre-colonization period. It is in this period that we first see evidences of eastern influence. R. 

Ross Holloway notes that it is in prehistoric (Bronze Age) Sicily that we begin to see this eastern 

sway. Dating to the Late Bronze Age, a small deity figurine of Syrian influence has been found 

off the coast of Selinute25 (that this author identifies as possibly the Canaanite/Phoenician 

                                                        
23 Ibid., 75. 
24 John D. Grainger, Hellenistic Phoenicia (Oxford, England: Clarendon Press, 1991), 189; Castro, 

“Colonials, Merchants and Alabaster Vases,” 74. 
25 R. Ross Holloway, The Archaeology of Ancient Sicily (Psychology Press, 2002), 35–36. 
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Resheph due to the conical headgear and raised hand).26 While this early influence may not be 

termed “Phoenician,” surely the Levantine influence is due to upper Canaanite trading with 

Cyprus and therefore can be understood as the roots to Phoenician trading. Granted, this 

influence is not evidence for settlement, but at the very least is evidence for contact. 

This said, the earliest attested date for permanent Phoenician settlement in Sicily is no 

earlier than the first quarter of the eighth century BC.27 Of interest, though, is the idea that these 

permanent settlers followed routes already well known from earlier Late Bronze Age travels and 

exchanges.28 Perhaps these already known routes are those that Markoe refers to as cited by 

Thucydides as posts for trade found all around the island of Sicily.29 These early-established sites 

are thus abandoned in the late eighth century due to the establishment of the earliest Greek 

settlements (Naxos and Syracuse - 733BC); the idea being that these southern Phoenician sites 

are abandoned due to the threat that the Greeks imposed, gathering together at already 

established western Sicilian sites such as Motya at around 720 BC. Thus, the earliest sites in 

Sicily could be dated prior to this Greek expansion. 

Still, this says nothing of the mercantile vs. colonization motif to which we are here 

obliged. To answer this perplexing question, it is important that we look to the assimilation of the 

earliest sites, and to do that we first look at settlement patterns. 

Settlement Patterns 

At Huelva, Spain, the earliest attested phase contains multiple amphorae, but no pilgrim’s 

flasks or the so-called Red Slip ware. The predominance of amphora within this oldest context 

                                                        
26 Cf. Claudia Sagona, Beyond the Homeland: Markers in Phoenician Chronology (Peeters Publishers & 

Booksellers, 2008), 464. 
27 Olga Tribulato, Language and Linguistic Contact in Ancient Sicily (Cambridge University Press, 2012), 

118. Note the word “permanent” here. At Huelva, Spain, for instance, the earliest Phoenician non-permanent 
settlement dates to somewhere between 900-850 BC – during the pre-colonial phase of Phoenician exploration.  

28 Ibid. 
29 Markoe, The Phoenicians, 232. 
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substantiates the claim of early commercial exchanges with no stable Phoenician settlement of 

importance.30 The site of Huelva, associated with Tarshish of the Old Testament, dates quite 

close to the maritime trade that took place by the hands of Solomon and Hiram in 1 Kings 10:22, 

which states that the kings’ fleets traveled back and forth from Tarshish every three years 

bringing gold and silver, and other precious goods, showing a truly early phase of Phoenician 

venture.  

Aubet notes that new settlements along the coast from Malaka to Abdera (also in Spain) 

match what Thucydides said of the pre-colonization sites in Sicily – that their location near a low 

coastal promontory and on a peninsula at the mouth of a river evokes characteristics of the oldest 

Phoenician pattern of settlement geared toward commercial ends.31 One example from Sicily of 

an early site is Motya, established on an island (rather than a peninsula as above) around the 

second half of the eighth century. Of importance to this island are the two port facilities, north-

east and south-west. The original, relatively small settlement appears to be prime for commercial 

enterprise. 

Assimilation 

Material culture at Motya appears to show an early mingling of Phoenician and local 

population,32 lending to the determination that this was not originally a Phoenician settlement. In 

fact, the earliest phase of settlement for the site is sometime in the Early Bronze Age, long before 

Phoenician travels.33 The name itself, Motya, is not of Semitic origin. Thus, from the very 

beginning of the site, some sort of assimilation was taking place.  

                                                        
30 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): 22. 
31 Aubet, The Phoenicians and the West, 310. 
32 Benedikt S. J. Isserlin and Joan Du Plat Taylor, Motya: Field Work and Excavation (Brill Archive, 1974), 

2. 
33 Sagona, Beyond the Homeland, 467. 
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Motya became well established by the sixth century, developing into a true urban 

center.34 It was during the seventh century that the tophet was established, and it is suggested by 

a large amount of human charred remains that human sacrifice was taking place there35 (obvious 

Phoenician religious practices). From the lowest levels of the tophet, a kind of “impasto” 

cooking pot is discovered mixing indigenous techniques with Phoenician practice, showing a 

great deal of cultural interchange and acceptance.36  

This acceptance is shown in other ways throughout the Mediterranean. Mixing of religion 

in Cyprus,37 mixing cultural practices in Greece,38 and even marriage in Carthage (and most 

likely many other Phoenician sites)39 – all of this points toward assimilation, or as Whittaker 

explains, “cultural osmosis.” At a minimum, one must understand that the act of marriage is 

more than a need; as well, it is an act of political alliance.40 When cultures begin to grow beyond 

simple interaction by joining together to form new cultures, this surely works against the idea of 

simple emporia. 

Craftsmen 

Huelva, on the other hand, was an autochthonous-Phoenician community41 with no 

indigenous population with which to intermingle, thus assimilation was not an issue. What is an 

issue here is the idea of craftsmen. The most likely reason for permanent settlement in Huelva is 

reflected in the material culture found there – wood working refuse, metallurgy refuse, etc. – 

                                                        
34 Markoe, The Phoenicians, 81, 83. 
35 Sagona, Beyond the Homeland, 468. 
36 Whittaker, “The Western Phoenicians,” 71. 
37 Budin, The Origin of Aphrodite. 
38 Albert Nijboer, “Banquet, Marzeah, Symposion and Symposium during the Iron Age: Disparity and 

Mimicry,” in Regionalism and Globalism in Antiquity; Exploring Their Limits, ed. F. DE Angelis, vol. Colloquia 
Antiqua, 7 (Leuven: Peeters Publishers, 2013), 95–125. 

39 Whittaker, “The Western Phoenicians,” 74. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Canales, Serrano, and Llompart, “The Pre-Colonial Phoenician Emporium of Huelva ca 900-770 BC,” 13. 
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namely the settling of skilled craftsmen at the site.42 Also, the earliest phases of settlement at 

Morro de Mezquitilla, Chorreras, and Toscanos, according to Ann Neville, do not support the 

traditional concept that the first generation of colonists were “only” made up of small bands of 

traders and sailors looking for metallurgical prospecting; instead, she points to a colonial 

presence (from at least 750 BC onwards) creating a stable, prosperous community.43 

 

Conclusion 

The end result of this research is a combination of the two views concerning trade and 

colonization. The choice of sites shows the importance of maritime trade to the earliest 

Phoenician settlements – though some were perhaps temporary. Before long, and at the 

beginning of certain other sites, the presence of craftsmen changes the story. It is obvious that the 

original intent of these sites was one of commercial enterprise where not only trade but also 

production was in mind, thus giving a need for settlement. This does not negate the idea of 

permanence in the mind of many craftsmen fleeing the Assyrian onslaught, who were 

undoubtedly seeking refuge outside of their homeland. 

This, no doubt, is what also brought the beginnings of assimilation at these sites. The 

mixture of different cultures, the sharing of religious thoughts – these seeds spread quickly 

throughout the colonies, and within a couple of generations, true colonization was underway.  

Indeed, the independence of the colonies reflects the independence of the homeland as 

well, where a nation-state was never formed. This independence of settlement sites brought a 

deeper level of sharing and permanence, though as with most cultures the higher civilization 

wins out over the lower civilization to ultimately form one primarily familiar with the prior. 

                                                        
42 Ibid., 26. 
43 Ann Neville and Near Eastern and Religious Studies University of British Columbia. Dept. of Classical, 

Mountains of Silver & Rivers of Gold  : The Phoenicians in Iberia (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2007), 20–21. 
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