The Phoenicians

Between ancient Egypt and Syria lay the land of
Canaan, today made up of Lebanon, Israel, and
Jordan. The Phoenicians, one of the Semitic groups
that migrated from the Arabian Peninsula about
3000 B.C., settled in the northern part of Canaan.
" Their neighbors in Canaan, the Philistines, came

- from the eastern Mediterranean. The Romans would

The Phoenicians sailed from their coastal city-

states throughout the Mediterranean. Expert navi-
gators, they learned to plot their voyages with great

.accuracy by means of the sun and the stars. By 1100

B.C. Phoenicians reached the southern coast of

Spain and the western coast of Africa. Some histori- -

ans believe they even ventured as far as the British
Isles in northwestern Europe.

Astute traders and businesspeople, the |
Phoenicians soon took charge of Mediterranean

shipping and trade. At ports of call, they exchanged
cedar logs, textiles dyed ‘a beautiful purple, glass
objects, and elegant jewelry for precious metals.
They also brought new business practices, such as
bills of sale and contracts.

An advantage that Phoenician merchants
held over their competitors when keeping track of

later call southern Canaan Palestine, meaning “land
of the Philistines.”

In contrast to the Aramaeans, who trekked

overland to reach their markets, the Phoenicians
sailed the seas. On a narrow strip of land between
the mountains of western Syria and the
Mediterranean Sea, Phoenicia lacked enough arable
land for farming, and many Phoenicians turned to
the sea to earn a living. They harvested timber from
nearby cedar forests to build strong, fast ships.

By 1200 B.C. the Phoenicians had built a string
of cities and towns along their coast. Many of these
scattered ports grew to become city-states, the
largest of which were Tyre, Byblos, Sidon, and
" Berytus (modern Beirut). The city-state of Tyre
often provided the leadership for what remained a
confederation, or loose union, of independent
Phoenician city-states. According to the Bible:

€€ Who was like Tyre.... In the midst of the
sea? When your wares were unloaded
from the seas, You satisfied many peo-
ples; With your great wealth and mer-
chandise You enriched the kings of the

earth. 99 —FEzekiel 27:32-33

complex business deals was an improved
alphabet—a series of written symbols that repre-
sent sounds. Phoenicians developed their efficient
alphabet about 1000 B.C. from earlier, more compli-
cated systems from southern Canaan and north-
west Syria. The concise Phoenician alphabet used
just 22 characters, each character representing a
consonant sound. Readers mentally supplied vow-
els in the proper places.

The Phoenician system later became the foun-

dation of several alphabets, including Greek, which

in turn became the basis of all Western alphabets.
Because the Phoenician alphabet did not require
years of study to master, merchants no longer need-
ed specially trained scribes to keep records.

To protect and resupply their ships, Phoenician
sailors and traders set up along the coasts of the
Mediterranean a network of temporary trading
posts and colonies, or settlements of Phoenician
emigrants. For example, about 814 B.C., people
from Tyre founded a colony named Carthage on the
coast of present-day Tunisia. Carthage eventually
became the most powerful city in the western
Mediterranean.






