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PHOENICIANS AND PUNIC IN THE MEDITERRANEAN AND
BEYOND: NEW THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL
CHALLENGES

ANA MARGARIDA ARRUDA!

PRELIMINARY REMARKS

This text largely consists of my opening lecture at the IX International Congress of Phoenician and
Punic Studies, delivered at Mérida on 22 October 2018. I essentially focused on methodological and
theoretical issues, and the new challenges they raise to our work, leaving aside the balance of the last four
years I made at the time and the formal words required by the occasion. I must however deeply thank the
Secretary-General of this Congress, Doctor Sebastian Celestino Pérez, for accepting the challenge of
organising this event proposed by the International Scientific Committee on Phoenician and Punic Studies.
I also thank him for the way he welcomed all of us to Mérida and extend this gratefulness to his entire
team, particularly to Esther Rodriguez Gonzalez. I am also grateful for their invitation to deliver the
Opening Lecture of this important meeting, which I gladly accepted with honour and pleasure — despite my
initial hesitation, due to the responsibility of such task.

I also wish to express in writing how much we felt the absence of Paolo Bernardini and Paco Toscano,
two dear friends who have recently departed. Their kindness, cordiality and generosity, as well as the
quality of their work, make them irreplaceable. I very dearly recall professors Don José Maria Blazquez and
Don Manuel Pellicer, frequently present at all “our” Congresses and true masters for many of us. The work
they left is a legacy that we must care for and convey to the coming generations.

THE THIRD SCIENTIFIC REVOLUTION

The so-called Third Scientific Revolution, born at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in the early
2010s, more precisely in 2011, in the framework of a meeting organised by the American Association for the
Advancement of Science (AAAS), eventually impacted on all sciences — Archaeology naturally included,
as Kristian Kristiansen and Stephen Larsson already evidenced in 2014 (Kristiansen et alii 2014).

This new scientific paradigm, viewed by many as a return to the Newtonian canon (Beishler 2009),
basically relies on the notion of convergence. It aims to radically change the rules of knowledge and the way
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we approach it. The said convergence, as proposed in the famous 2011 “report” issued after the MIT meeting,
signed by 12 researches led by MIT Professor and Nobel Prize winner Phillip A. Sharp, involves the merge of
life sciences with physics and engineering (http://www.aplu.org/projects-and-initiatives/research-science-
and-technology/hibar/resources/MITwhitepaper.pdf). The new interdisciplinarity among different areas of
knowledge proposed by these authors can only succeed if based on a true discipline integration, rather than
a mere collaboration among different disciplines. New working methodologies incorporating technologies
traditionally used only by some sciences should be applied by all of them, so that knowledge can become
global and universal. All scientific research can therefore capitalize on the knowledge of different areas,
from informatics to microbiology. Different disciplinary approaches, so far segregated, must be duly
integrated. Technological processes must also be merged, in order to create new opportunities for the
advancement of science, as stated in the 2011 “manifesto.”

Convergence only marginally encompassed the so-called social sciences, especially because it was
initially designed to solve problems of the so-called life sciences — namely in the areas of medicine and
biology. Increasingly accurate genetical knowledge, provided by the development of microbiology,
yielded obvious benefits to mankind at large in terms of health care — but also regarding climate, food,
and even energy issues.

As it often happens, however, the new paradigm was adopted by other fields of knowledge, namely
Psychology, Sociology and History. And Archaeology did not obviously remain outside this new
paradigm.

In the specific case of Phoenician and Punic studies, the Third Scientific Revolution has had
increasingly significant repercussions, adding new methodologies to laboratory and field research and
deeply impacting on our work’s theoretical frameworks.

PHOENICIANS AND PUNIC BY LAND AND BY SEA: MOBILITY

As we know, human mobility and migrations are timeless universal phenomena, and they currently
rank at the top of the agenda for the worst possible reasons. They happened in the distant past, beginning
with the hominization process itself, but also during Pre-History, Pre-Classic and Classic Antiquity, as well
as in the 20 century. At the time I am writing, the Mediterranean is being crossed by thousands of
migrants. The mindset and behaviour of most European government agencies in the face of such reality
make me feel so ashamed that I feel the obligation of deeply regretting them in this paper=.

Reasons of different nature explain such population displacements — mostly, but not exclusively, by
sea, i.e. political and social instability, population growth, farming and food shortages, opening of markets
and demand for raw-materials, among others.

Few data enable us to approach such phenomena in Pre-Classic Antiquity, given the scarcity of literary
sources. Although literary texts — more specifically the Old Testament for the Ancient Middle East, the
Egyptian literary texts and the Assyrian Annales inform us of such migrations, archaeological materials
(pottery, metal, glass), architecture (funerary and household), construction techniques, worship, rituals,
deities, and epigraphy have been crucial to assess the presence of exogenous populations in certain places.

2 According to UNHCR, it is estimated that 5 million Syrians have left their country in 2015. The EU response, with the
exception of Greece, was the so-called “pact of shame”, which closed Greece’s maritime border with Turkey.
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The presence of Phoenicians and Punic ranged from the East to the Atlantic, as Archaeology has shown
for a long time. But Third Scientific Revolution has allowed to approach the question of mobility with other
methodologies than strictly archaeological ones, namely focusing on the anthropological remains collected
from different Phoenician and Punic necropolises in the Eastern and Central Mediterranean.

Tests to ancient DNA recovered from human skeletons in Carthage (Tunisia) and Monte Sirai
(Sardinia), combined with DNA of human remains from the Teatro Cémico in Cadiz (Spain), yielded
highly significant data to our discipline. These data received widespread media coverage worldwide.

In his mitochondrial genome, Ariche, a young Carthaginian buried in the late 6" century BCE at
the hill of Byrsa, in Carthage, possessed a very particular haplogroup, UsB2c1, a specific subtype from
a typically European haplogroup (Matisso-Smith et alii 2016). On the other hand, considering the
sequence of the mitochondrial genome of 47 present-day Lebanese, who include elements of the Us
haplogroup, it was found that none of them belonged to the U5B2c1 subtype. On the contrary, this
haplogroup is currently frequent in Western Europe and the United States of America, and the specific
branch of the young man from Byrsa was detected in individuals of Central Portugal.

Other data were obtained making the same type of tests on human remains from the necropolis of
Monte Sirai, on the Western coast of Sardinia. These were carefully compared with the results from
the remains found in four different Lebanese archaeological sites (BEY 197, BEY 198, SAIFI 477, Tell
Fadous-Kfarabida) (Matisso-Smith et alii 2018), as well as the mitochondrial DNA sequence of 87
present-day Lebanese and 21 ancient (pre-Phoenician) DNA samples from Sardinia, and 200 present-
day samples (Olivieri et alii 2011).

Results bear witness to the presence of (possibly pre-Phoenician) DNA in some skeletons of the
Monte Sirai necropolis, more precisely belonging to the H haplogroup (subgroups H1 and H3 -
H+16311, Hie1a6, Hibn, H3 and H5d), but the K1a2d and Usb1i1 haplogroups, identified as Mesolithic
a few years ago, are not present (Matisso-Smith et alii 2018). It should be noted that, according to the
DNA data obtained for present-day Sardinian populations, the H haplogroup still exists in the island
today, particularly in the hinterland (Olivieri et alii 2011). It is also present in the ancient Lebanese
samples, namely through subgroups H and H34. Nevertheless, although the Sardinian and Lebanese
samples do not share the great majority of their haplotypes, authors insist that the H haplogroup
sequences are very close, separated only by slight mutations.

On the other hand, the presence of the W haplogroup (more specifically W5) found in a young woman
is relevant, since this group apparently developed around the Caspian Sea from the LGM but is currently
documented in Central-Northern Europe and the British Isles, as well as in the Berber populations of
Morocco. Relationship with the Phoenician world was established through the Tin Route (Matisso-Smith
et alii 2018).

More importantly, the Nib1ias haplogroup was detected in a child buried in Monte Sirai, which the
authors of the study linked to the Phoenician presence, as this haplogroup exists among present-day
populations of Northern Africa (Tunisia and Morocco) and Sicily (Matisso-Smith et alii 2018).

According to the authors responsible for the study, DNA tests made to skeletons from Monte Sirai

demonstrated the introduction of Phoenician and Punic populations in the island through female
mobility, proved by the presence of the N1b1ias, W5 and, possibly, X2b haplogroups.
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The same types of tests were performed in 21 individuals from Cadiz, eight of them from the
excavations at the Teatro Cémico (Gomes et alii 2014; Calero et alii 2015). Nuclear genetic material
appropriate for testing was collected in only 13 individuals; all these skeletons were picked at the
important Phoenician nucleus of Cadiz (Botto 2014).

Results from the most ancient individual, 1ATC, revealed a DNA that can be integrated into the
HVOa and U1a haplogroups. It has not been possible to ascertain if it belonged to one or another
maternal lineage. Today, both are very well documented, mainly, but not exclusively, in the Middle
East, and in the “Mediterranean areas of historical Phoenician influence,” as labelled by the authors
(Calero et alii 2015). This evidence points to a Phoenician origin: of first or second generation.

As regards the 2Atc remains, the young adult who became known as Valentin, data point at a
highly probable integration into the K and H groups — the first prevailing in the Middle East, and the
second in Western Europe. His maternal lineage (K or H) could not be clearly established, but in this
case that is not be particularly relevant.

DNA data from the Teatro Cémico of Cadiz are highly important, mainly because they are directly
associated with archaeological contexts corresponding to one of the oldest Phoenician occupations in
Iberia, well documented by its remains (Botto 2014). Even though present-day DNA data were used,
they should be taken in account, albeit with due caution. Be that as it may, DNA results just help to
confirm what the archaeological data and classical sources had already revealed beyond doubt, i.e.
Cadiz is the ancient Gadir and Eastern Phoenicians settled there.

I wish by no means to diminish the extraordinary importance of this type of tests, which, in recent
years, were introduced in our scientific practice. Their interest and relevance are undeniable.

Their relevance is proved by the fact that DNA testing of anthropological remains from the original
regions of the Phoenicians and territories colonized by Phoenician migrants strongly evidenced the
great human mobility in the Mediterranean basin, at least from the mid-first millennium BCE
onwards. This fact was clearly suggested by archaeological data and is now confirmed by “white coat
sciences,” so it could and should be considered by European politicians of recent years. Facing a
mobility phenomenon of the same scale, although for different reasons and grounds, they did not
always act the right way, on the contrary. Since History in general, and particularly Antiquity, have
often been used to justify the present, let them now be used, for more appropriate reasons, by the
political agents — who should also recall identical situations of an opposite trend.

But these highly important DNA tests should be considered with caution. First, data bases still are
considerably small, and the most complete ones are about present-day populations, whose mobility is
obviously much higher than ancient ones. Moreover, they also result from other major population
displacements occurred from Roman Times until today, including Europe’s occupation of Northern
Africa and the Middle East in the 19" and 20" centuries. As I have shown in the previous pages, the
results from the paleogenetic studies on Cadiz, Sardinia, Carthage and Lebanon were almost
exclusively compared with those of present-day populations — which determined, for example, the
genetic closeness between the young Carthaginian Ariche and an individual that currently lives in
Central Portugal.

On the other hand, the extraction methods are relatively recent and may be improved and
modified, generating different data. The non-critical and overly enthusiastic support to the results of

42



MYTRAS5 PHOENICIANS AND PUNIC IN THE MEDITERRANEAN AND BEYOND...

this type of tests is, in my opinion, somehow worrying — as expressed by our colleagues from the
laboratory of Forensic Genetics and Populations Genetics of the Complutense University of Madrid, in
their report on Cadiz: “...se deber4 tener una extremada precaucion a la hora de extrapolar estos datos
a las poblaciones antiguas, siendo exclusivamente orientativas, ya que no se sabe si estas frecuencias
representan fendmenos histéricos de movimientos poblacionales, efectos “bottleneck” o efectos
“fundador” (Gomes et alii 2014).

Tests already performed for Pre-History and Proto-History deserve our attention and should
continue with a view to setting up a wide-spectrum data base. At the same time, however, such data
base should be duly calibrated in chronological terms. Only this way, by mapping the various Modern-
day groups, can we evolve towards a more realistic interpretation of Pre-Classical colonisations and
migrations. Until then, however, we must act wisely to prevent such data from leading to extravagant
interpretations — which sometimes do not adequately consider archaeological research.

Let us remember, by the way, the recent case of a genetic study made by David Reich at Harvard
University. Even before its publication on New Scientist it was divulged by the media, and it
concluded that there would have been “a collective massacre of male Iberian inhabitants around 2,500
BCE” during the Bronze Age. This was apparently because it had been proved that the masculine
genome, Y, was completely replaced in the territory of Spain and Portugal. This data meant that
“...newly arrived men in the Iberian Peninsula had preferential access to local women...”
(https://terraeantiqvae.com/m/blogpost?id=2043782%3ABlogPost%3A447050&maxDate=2018-10-
07T14%3A08%3A51.573Z). Violent conquest would have been achieved by populations from the
Caucasus, namely the Yamna, with a quick and widespread impact.

This study, which significantly impacted on the international media, was strongly rebuked by
Iberian archaeologists, who drafted and published a “Manifesto” stating the following: “...1a utilizacién
de términos como ‘invasioén’, ‘conquista’ o ‘borrar del mapa’ no solo estd completamente fuera de
contexto en el conocimiento que actualmente se tiene de este periodo prehistérico, sino que es
injustificada a la luz de las evidencias empiricas existentes ... es la arqueologia la que proporciona los
datos y las garantias de calidad contextual para que, mediante la interdisciplinariedad, los datos
arqueogenéticos resulten significativos y relevantes, y es mediante su integraciéon con los datos
arqueoldgicos como los datos arqueogenéticos adquieren una relevancia que por si solos no tienen”.
(https://www.tercerainformacion.es/articulo/cultura/2018/10/06/respuesta-de-91-arqueologos-a-el-
pais-y-otros-medios-sobre-la-inconsistencia-de-la-noticia-una-invasion-borro-del-mapa-a-los-
hombres-de-la-peninsula).

Coming back to the young man from Byrsa and the individuals buried at Monte Sirai, in the
territory of present-day Lebanon and Cadiz, perhaps we should state that overrating genetic identity
is, in my opinion, a clear step back in our studies — also in theoretical terms. Cultural identity cannot
be discarded. I am sure that Ariche has much closer cultural affinities with any inhabitant from Monte
Sirai or Beyruth of the first millennium BCE than with a present-day resident of Central Portugal,
even though they share this mitochondrial haplogroup, and Ariche shares no common genetic markers
with the folks from Sardinia and Cadiz.

These tests are, I must insist, extremely important and should be developed and extended to other
archaeological settings. But they cannot restrict our thought nor be accepted without reservations — so
more so that, probably in a foreseeable future, they will be subject to methodological changes, like the
C14 tests.
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Another driver that is currently valued in archaeology in general, and particularly Phoenician-
Punic archaeology, is directly related to the aforementioned issues. It also concerns anthropological
remains, but from a different perspective. Bioarchaeological tests of strontium isotopes — recently
complemented by tests to oxygen isotopes, from human bones or the soils in which they were buried,
and possibly associated fauna remains- have yielded important data concerning human diet and the
geographical provenance of individuals, thus allowing to study patterns of residential mobility. But
the mobility perceived from such tests can only be related to short displacements, such as a few dozen
kilometres, and cannot help to identify the massive transfer of large populations.

BEYOND IMPORTS: USE AND “ABUSE” OF POTTERY AND OTHER MATERIALS

Physical-chemical tests to ceramics are not a novelty from recent years. Studies on their inorganic
elements have deserved our attention for quite a long time. Organic elements, however, need new
approaches, directly interfering with the contents of vessels, and have recently become as important
as the study of their manufacturing regions, revealed by the chemical and physical properties of the
ceramic body.

Again, I would like to highlight that these tests, whose importance I do not want to diminish, entail
difficulties of interpretation, and we must refrain from excessively trusting their results. Imported
pottery, more specifically amphorae, were mostly used to carry food supplies. But once they reached
their destinations and their content was totally consumed, they could have been used to store other
products, although always food-related; this may lead to erroneous interpretations. Moreover, we also
know that amphorae and other containers could have had multifunctional characteristics, indistinctly
carrying different types of food. Such fact, as duly observed in the amphorae-like containers of the
Guadalquivir Valley from the “Turdetan” time (Moreno Megias 2017), must be remembered at all
times when assessing the results of inorganic elements present in pottery.

Let us now approach other materials from a different angle, for example, the case of lead isotope
tests performed on silver artefacts from sites in the Middle East (Dor, ‘Akko, ‘Ein Hofez, Eshtemoa),
which revealed very early trade contacts (early ninth century BCE) between the East and the Atlantic
(Eshel et alii 2019), fact already well known through morphologies and typologies of archaeological
materials, concretely ceramics (Gonzélez de Canales et alii 2004; 2006; 2008), even if the chronology of
Plaza de Las Monjas (Huelva) as so as the Palestinian ones could be problematic. But it’s important to
highlight that the conclusions obtained with the lead isotope tests were possible because metallurgical
activity has been the object of highly-developed analytic studies, both in Iberia and other regions —
namely Central Mediterranean (Sardinia), most of which only yielded hard evidence, which did not
allow a relevant debate about their respective historical context. The work mentioned here takes a step
further and provides a well-succeeded historical interpretation.

QUANTIFICATION AND BIG DATA: THE RETURN TO PROCESSUALISM

Laboratory research on pottery, but also on metal, glass and remains (faunistic, carpological and
palynological), has contributed to create highly complete and exhaustive databases on materials and
archaeological sites. The so-called Big Data, which can be considered a hot topic of present-day
archaeological studies, generally of open access, significantly changed archaeology’s scientific
paradigm over the last two decades — in terms of data volume, high-speed of access and variety.

44



MYTRAS5 PHOENICIANS AND PUNIC IN THE MEDITERRANEAN AND BEYOND...

A fine example of such paradigm is the C14 database, implemented by RadioCarbon, which we all
frequently use (Kristiansen 2014). Many data bases have been created by museums, and special
reference should be made to the Egyptian scarab data base developed by Eric Gubel and Vanessa
Boschloos in the context of the Royal Museums of Art and History, in Brussels, and also Hesperia,
created a few years ago by Javier de Hoz (whom I pay my heartfelt sincere tribute) for paleo-Hispanic
languages (http://hesperia.ucm.es/noticias.php).

For the benefit of the present topic, I must also mention the use of paleo-environmental analyses
for interpreting the historical and cultural dimension of ancient landscapes (mainly proto-historical)
by our colleagues of Catalonia, for example, following the work developed for other non-
Mediterranean geographies. Resorting to morphological tests of the soil, combined with faunistic,
palynological and carpological research, 3D-modelling and photo-interpretation technologies (Orengo
and Petrie 2018), its goal was to incorporate data from NE Iberia into the geographical data bases of
GIS systems (Palet et alii 2017).

Measuring and counting are apparently the bases of the new paradigm established by the Third
Scientific Revolution; Arts in general, and particularly Archaeology, did not want to be pushed aside.
Hard and tough positivism, harder and tougher than in the 1960s and 1970s, make us return to an
archaeology with a processual profile, which paradoxically despises small-scale studies, so dearly
loved by New Archaeology.

In my opinion, however, data provided by the convergence proposed by the Third Scientific
Revolution must be regarded with caution. Let us not forget that, in the 1950s, archaeologists were so
dazzled with C14 that they viewed it as a panacea. At that time, we completely ignored calibration
curves and Bayesian testing, two methods that significantly changed the absolute chronological
framework we use. Even today, radiometric dates can present issues regarding chronologies of the late
second millennium/early first millennium BCE. Such issues are not only related with the ocean
reservoir effects, or he 1t millennium BCE disaster, but also with the dates attributed to Palestine,
with a subsequent impact on the Mediterranean.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The return to processual archaeology that occurred when the archaeological community joined the
Third Scientific Revolution, is first and foremost a hard blow to the studies influenced by post-
processualism. These studies, strongly present in our discipline, always criticized what they called the
de-humanisation of the past, which, in their view, resulted from quantification methods and a focus
on laboratorial tests. Material culture and lab tests are now gaining momentum, pushing post-modern
agendas away from the limelight.

Other theories such as post-humanism, already used in research at least regarding the Roman Time,
have not yet impacted on Phoenician-Punic studies, and therefore I shall not discuss them in detail.
Deemed esoteric by Professor Kristian Kristiansen, they propose the absence of any distinction between
humans, non-human animals, and even artefacts, suggesting the adoption of a common agenda for all.
They criticize the anthropocentric vision of the world in general, and particularly archaeology, and their
ontological perspective is markedly influenced by Bruno Latour, one of the founders of the Actor Network
Theory (ANT). Reconciling post-humanists and archaeologists that have joined the Third Scientific
Revolution appears to be impossible; for the first, the Cartesian subject-object dualism is a mere illusion,
and the agendas of non-human entities have the same importance of human agendas.
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But we are apparently evolving towards a new paradigm, in which quantification, Big Data and
large-scale tests — e.g. DNA and strontium-isotopes, that enable discussion on issues abhorred by
post-processualism, such as mobility, comparative analyses and migrations, are at the core of today’s
debate.

Perhaps a more holistic approach, taking in account not only micro-scale and context tests but also
long duration and human displacement (which seemingly did exist in the past, just like they exist
today) can be adopted over the coming years. It seems to me obvious that DNA tests and strontium-
isotope tests, both focusing on issues such as migrations and mobility, need an appropriate framework
that can only be provided by context analysis.
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