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9.2 THE ANCIENT WORLD: PHOENECIA

Canaanites settled on the coast now called Lebanon around 3000 BC and developed
a trade system aboard flat-bottom barges that hugged the shore. Around 1200 BC
they were invaded by sea peoples. The descendants of these merged cultures are
called Phoenicians, meaning “red-haired,” and they appeared on the maritime scene
with established technology to develop sea-going commerce. Phoenicia became a
federation of city-states built on the coast and rocky islands offshore, all of which
provided natural harbors. The city-states ended with the fall of Tyre to Babylon in

573 BC and their culture was swept into the Greek Hellenistic empire in 332 BC.
Phoenician Ruler

The Lebanon Mountains in southwestern Asia extend about 160 miles along the coast of the Mediterranean Sea
from southern Lebanon into southern Syria. The highest peak rises 10,131 feet. [n ancient times the rocky slopes
were covered with the famed cedars of Lebanon. The export of cedar wood to Egypt was an important factor in the
growth of Phoenician prosperity. It provided capital to launch international trade, navigation, and arts and crafts.
The best known cedar in the world, it is mentioned often in the Bible. The temple Solomon built was constructed

of cedars of Lebanon but today only a few of the original groves remain.

The foreign armies that eventually conquered Phoenicia either destroyed or built over their coastal cities. Phoenician
literature, recorded on fragile papyrus imported from Egypt, usually burned or was buried under the stonework
of new buildings. This loss is ironic since the Phoenicians developed the modern alphabet form of writing and
spread it abroad by their sea trade system. Almost all we know about Phoenician literature has been gleaned
from the biased reports of their enemies and later historians. Philo of Byblos wrote in 100 AD about a 14th to 13th
century BC writer named Sanchumathon who had written about Phoenician mythology and religion.

By 2400 BC the Phoenicians were the busiest sea merchants of the ancient world. Their toehold on the narrow
coast of Canaan compelled them to live on the water. Once they liberated themselves from Egypt, about 1200
BC, they became masters of the seas. Their low, narrow galleys, some 70 feet long, set a new style in the science
of boat building. They abandoned the inward curving bow, turning it outward to a sharp point to cut water and
wind or an enemy ship. One rectangular sail set on the keel and a double bank of slave driven oars moved them
effectively. They circumnavigated Africa about 2500 years before Vasco da Gama’s famous voyage.

Phoenicians were tamous throughout the eastern Mediterranean for their crafts and artistic work in materials such
as metal, ivory, glass, terra cotta, wood, and stone. Eclecticism, or the borrowing of designs borrowed from all
cultures with whom they traded, was the distinctive hallmark of their time. They also wove and dyed wool and
other tabrics. Their purple dye industry supplied wealthy people on their trade routes with purple cloth from
the 18th BC century on. The dye was carefully extracted, a few drops at a time, from the murix, a shellfish found
only in the waters off of Tyre and Sidon.
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