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Abstract and Keywords

The data retrieved in the past two decades in the Portuguese territory have confirmed the 
early arrival of Phoenician communities on the western coasts of the Iberian Peninsula. 
Groups of western Phoenicians, probably originating in the areas of Cádiz and Málaga, 
settled during the eighth century BCE first in the estuary of the Tagus River and after
wards in Mondego, Sado, Guadiana, and Gilão. In some spaces, such as the Tagus, the 
density of sites is significant, and every indication suggests they functioned as a coordi
nated network, the success of which required negotiation between the indigenous society 
and the newcomers. It seems that the exogenous model prevailed, which resulted in pro
found economic, social, political, and cultural changes. A new network also reached the 
inner areas at least since the late seventh century BCE, namely through the inner Alente
jo, where at an early date (eighth century BCE) an apparently failed attempt of Oriental
ization had already taken place. If the specific motivations for the “conquest” of the far 
west were certainly multiple, including among others its metal sources (mainly tin, but al
so copper and even gold), the permanence of these communities seems undeniable, even 
if they took the form of genetically and culturally hybrid realities.

Keywords: Iron Age; mineral resource, Phoenician language, Orientalization, Tagus estuary, settlement, necropolis,
sanctuary

THE PRESENCE OF Phoenicians in what is now Portugal’s territory dates back to the 
eighth or even as far back as the ninth century BCE, if we take into consideration the ra
diocarbon dates. This presence is exemplified in various ways. These include domestic 
and defensive architecture, building techniques, archaeological remains, language, and 
texts. Most evident in the littoral zone, the Phoenician presence had a deep regional im
pact on social, economic, technological, religious, cultural, and social levels and reached 
the interior in a more or less marked way and at different rhythms.

The arrival and settlement in Portugal of peoples coming from the east was part of a larg
er planned colonization on the Iberian Peninsula by communities of Near Eastern origin. 
Preparations for this process had been probably undertaken by the western Phoenicians 
of Huelva (González de Canales et al. 2018) and the Gulf of Cádiz (Botto 2014), since the 
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tenth century and the first half of the ninth century BCE, respectively, and with the active 
collaboration of indigenous peoples.

Neither their presence nor their relatively early arrival is surprising. On the one hand, 
the abundance of metallic resources like tin, found in these western regions, was a source 
of attraction, and on the other, and since the Late Bronze Age, large areas—now within 
Portugal—formed part of a Mediterranean–Atlantic network wherein artifacts from vari
ous sources were in circulation since the end of the second millennium BCE (Arruda 

2008; Vilaça 2008).

Geographical Context and Archaeological Data

The Earlier Phoenician Presence

The best evidence for Phoenician settlements comes from the coastal environment and 
more precisely from estuaries (map 39.1). In the Tagus estuary, Lisbon and Santarém, 

(p. 604) (p. 605) on the right bank, and Almaraz, on the left bank of the river, were indige
nous settlements occupied during the Late Bronze Age. Their subsequent Iron Age levels 
show evidence of an ancient and marked oriental influence. We can even argue that the 
foreign communities were organized within their own “neighborhoods” situated within 
these “urban” entities. The archaeological material from these sites and the radiocarbon 
dates obtained for Santarém and Almaraz (Arruda 1999–2000, 2005; Barros and Soares 

2004) show that the process of Orientalization began as early as the ninth century BCE. 
On all sites we find wine amphorae of the R1–10.1.1.1 type (Ramon Torres 1995) import
ed from the Málaga region, red-slip ceramics (plates with wide and flattened lips, trefoil-
rim jugs and mushroom-rim jugs), pithoi decorated with painted stripes and bands (red 
and black), dipper juglets, evidence for metallurgical processes (iron reduction and silver 
cupellation), the production of glass adornments, and architecture (rectangular plans) 
(for Phoenician ceramics, see also chapter 22, this volume).



Phoenicians in Portugal

Page 3 of 15

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 27 August 2019

Map 39.1  Map of Phoenician sites in Portugal: (1) 
Castro Marim; (2) Tavira; (3) Lisboa; (4) Almaraz 
(Alamada); (5) Santarém; (6) Alto dos Cacos (Almeir
im); (7) Santa Olaia (Figueira da Foz); (8) Conímbri
ga; (9) Alcáçer do Sal; (10) Abul; (11) Setúbal; (12) 
Castro dos Ratinhos (Moura); (13) Mértola; (14) San
ta Sofia (Vila Franca de Xira); (15) Castro do Amaral 
(Alenquer); (16) Chões de Alpompé (Santarém); (17) 
Alto do Castelo (Alpiarça). A: necropoleis of Beja re
gion; B: necropoleis of Ourique region.

Source: A. M. Arruda.

Alabaster vases (Cardoso 2004) and even a scarab (Almagro Gorbea and Torres Ortiz 

2009) were found in Almaraz. The ceramics, painted with stripes and bands, and found in 
Santarém, are represented by vases characteristic of this time, with high and trunco-coni
cal neck pithoi (Arruda 1999–2000: 191, fig. 122, nn. 3 and 4). Some have less common 
shapes, such as the carinated shoulder jar, similar to those found in the ancient levels of 
the tophet of Carthage (Arruda 1999–2000: 189n3).

It was also at this time that the local landscape underwent profound alterations: cultivat
ed areas were expanded at the expense of the forest (Arruda 2003) and vines were plant
ed. These data indicate, on the one hand, a demographic rise, and on the other, changes 
in the social and feeding habits, with evidence for the introduction of domestic fowl in the 
diet, as found in Santarém (Davis 2006).

Local influences recorded in the oldest Iron Age levels of these sites are still profound, 
and included a considerable amount of hand-made ceramics of indigenous tradition. In 
Lisbon, the recent discovery of two Phoenician inscriptions is of notable significance. The 
first, found in the Castle of St. George (Castelo de São Jorge), is a graffito carved on a 
fragment of ceramic (Arruda 2013). Paleographically, it can be dated to the beginning of 
the seventh century BCE, in concordance with the “Mediterranean Chronology” (Zamora 
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Figure 39.1  Funerary Phoenician inscription from 
Lisbon.

Source: Guilherme Cardoso

López 2014: 308–309), and the inscription is most likely a Phoenician transliteration of a 
local toponym (Zamora López 2014: 309–11). The second inscription (Figure 39.1), discov
ered near the river (Neto et al. 2016), is a funerary stone of the same period. It is a sub
rectangular slab of calcarenite whose lower part is unfortunately fractured (Neto et al. 
2016: 125). The characters are distributed across three lines, the last one being incom
plete, which mention two local anthroponyms (Neto et al. 2016: 126). It is important to 
stress that the autochthonous community adopted the Phoenician writing and language—
crucial elements of one’s identity and surely a sign of a special relationship between the 
native and Phoenician cultures (on Phoenician inscriptions and the spread of the Phoeni
cian script, see chapters 16 and 17, this volume).

In the course of the seventh century BCE, other sites situated around the Tagus estuary 
(Santa Sofia, Castro do Amaral, and Chões de Alpompé on the right bank, and Alto dos 
Cacos, Alto do Castelo, Cabeço da Bruxa, and Quinta da Alorna on the left (p. 606) bank) 
were inhabited (Arruda et al. 2016), with or without previous Late Bronze Age occupa
tion. They are all found by the riverside or in nearby areas, and together form a really dy
namic network that systemically strove to create a space of its own. The physical geogra
phy helped develop a political, economic, and ethnic configuration. This network needs to 
be interpreted in relation to the river itself, for it links the two banks and constitutes a 
single shared space, with self-organization in a complex system filled with its own identi
ty.

The data we have so far indicate that the extreme western part of the Tagus estuary was 
the first region that the Phoenicians colonized in Portugal’s territory. Other regions, some 
farther to the south, show no signs of such early contacts. This might mean that the 
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process had been properly programmed, according to clear objectives established in ad
vance and aiming to reach certain territories and networks.

Castro dos Ratinhos is another site where archaeology has revealed Phoenician presence. 
This important Late Bronze Age settlement situated in Moura, in the interior of the Alen
tejo, revealed a structure identified as a temple (Berrocal Rangel and Silva 2010). The 
building presents a structured plan based upon a preexisting architectural design (Prados 
Martínez 2010: 260), and using the “Phoenician module,” of 52 cm, with (p. 607) multiples 
organized in a canonical form (Prados Martínez 2010: 267). According to radiocarbon 
dates, it was planned and built at the end of the ninth century BCE, and its outline was of 
Langbau (long building) design, or “Syrian type,” originating from northern Syria and 
southern Anatolia (Prados Martínez 2010: 267). Its interpretation as a temple is certain 
(Berrocal Rangel and Silva 2010: 135; Prados Martinez 2010: 209–76), but we need to re
member that it stood among circular—that is, indigenous-type—domestic structures.

While the rectangular building, divided into three cells and identified as part of the 
“Acropolis,” is of clear exogenous origin, it is more difficult to categorize in terms of its 
cultural provenience, the artifacts related to the construction recovered in the same ar
chaeological levels. The hand-made ceramics clearly dominate the first of these phases, 
constituting approximately 80 percent of the findings (Berrocal Rangel and Silva 2010: 
278). A similar situation is encountered in Santarém (Arruda 1999–2000), in the Tagus es
tuary, where we find identical proportions. Turned ceramics are scarce and do not in
clude the more usual pieces like ceramics painted in black or red stripes and bands, or 
with a red slip, even if certain vases “receberam um engobe obtido com um pigmento ver
melho, de escassa qualidade” (bear a red pigmented slip of poor quality) (Arruda 1999–
2000).

It has been argued that at Castro dos Ratinhos, the cult was directed toward an oriental 
divinity, probably Asherah, of Canaanite origin (Prados Martínez 2010: 273). This implies 
the physical presence of people coming from the eastern Mediterranean and that these 
groups would have lived peacefully with a local community already settled there for a 
considerable amount of time.

Nevertheless, if there are other possible explanations for the Oriental characteristics re
vealed at the Ratinhos sanctuary (Arruda 2014: 527), it is clear that contact between lo
cal and Oriental communities happened at a very remote time in the past, under condi
tions that are difficult to establish, as we rely mostly on the adoption of cultic models. It is 
also important to stress that the site was rapidly abandoned in the eighth century BCE
(Soares and Martins 2010)—evidence for some kind of failure.

The Later Phoenician Phase

At a later phase, the elements indicating the Phoenician influence of the Mondego and 
Sado estuaries are abundant and significant. Starting with the latter, one site stands out 
for various reasons. It is the unique and singular building of Abul, located on a small, low-
altitude mound on the Sado River, built on the ground with no previous occupation 
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(Mayet and Silva 2000). The structure had a rectangular plan, and in the middle of its 
open-air central courtyard stood a small altar (Mayet and Silva 2000). A perimeter corri
dor separated this courtyard from the small rectangular compartments aligned against 
the wall of the building (Mayet and Silva 2000). The floors of the courtyard and the com
partments were covered with clay, and adobe bricks were used in the construction of part 
of the walls, where some of the stone foundations were still preserved (p. 608) (Mayet and 
Silva 2000). In terms of the Mediterranean Chronology, this structure, built at the begin
ning of the seventh century BCE and abandoned at its end, was classified as a trading 
post by the archaeologists who excavated and published the site. Other interpretations 
are also possible. It may instead have been a small sanctuary (Mayet and Silva 2000), 
with architectonic parallels in Cancho Roano (Extremadura), situated between two impor
tant indigenous sites: Alcáçer do Sal, upstream, and Setubal, at the river’s mouth (Arruda
1999–2000). Whatever purpose it actually served, the building of Abul definitely had an 
exogenous origin. This is clear from its architecture, unparalleled in the region, and also 
by the nature of the remains found on the site, especially the ceramics. They show ab
solute mastery of the production of wheel-made pottery, such as red-slip plates and cups, 
pithoi with red and black painted stripes and bands, “Cruz del Negro”-type urns, and R1-
type amphorae. However, the discovery of a graffito consisting of characters belonging to 
the autochthonous Tartessian or Southwestern script (Correa 2011), carved onto a ceram
ic fragment, once again indicates an existing relationship between the two communities 
indigenous and Levantine.

On the other hand, Alcáçer do Sal is a large indigenous village with a well-known necrop
olis (Arruda 1999–2000, 2009). Its funerary remains, housing, and cultic spaces all show 
strong signs of Oriental influence. The funerary practice, with its very specific treatment 
of the corpse, is remarkable: the incineration is done either in an ustrinum or in situ, in 

busta. In the first case, the ashes derived from the incinerations conducted in a designat
ed area were put into a cinerary urn (in this case of the “Cruz del Negro” type), which 
was then deposited in a small ditch. In the second case, the graves were excavated in the 
rock, sometimes with the typically shaped steps, where the body was deposited and then 
incinerated, not always in its entirety. This kind of incineration in situ in a rectangular 
ditch was, until that time, unknown in that part of the western peninsula, but has paral
lels in various Mediterranean necropoleis. Incineration in an ustrinum, however, is a prac
tice known since the Late Bronze Age, especially in the region of the Tagus Valley. Howev
er, this funerary ritual is also related to the treatment of the corpse in all areas colonized 
by Phoenicians, as well as in the motherland itself, as in Tyre Al-Bass (Aubet et al. 2004). 
The shape of the urn (of the “Cruz del Negro” type) emphasizes even more these complex 
relations. The archaeological remains found in the necropolis of Alcáçer do Sal also refer 
directly to the colonial Phoenician world with their ceramics, bronzes, painted ostrich 
eggs, and adornments. Among these, the rings with scarabs mounted on a gyratory mir
ror are most noteworthy (Almagro Gorbea and Torres Ortiz 2009). The study of this as
semblage indicates that the funerary area was first in use at the beginning of the seventh 
century BCE.
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The main settlement of Alcáçer do Sal was situated on a high hill. Archaeological excava
tions of the site were almost always small-scale. Only in a few instances were the oldest 
layers reached. But on the rare occasions when they were reached, the area exposed was 
too small to allow a proper understanding of the urban organization. It was nonetheless 
clear that the constructions were mainly built with adobe bricks (Silva et al. 1980–1981). 
It was also possible to date the beginning of the occupation to the end of the Bronze Age, 
but it continued into the Iron Age, this time with Semitic characters (p. 609) as document
ed in the production of ceramics that constituted the Phoenician “package” made of 
pithoi with painted stripes and bands, R1-type amphorae, and red-slip plates and cups. 
The indigenous influence is still clear in the use of hand-made vases, whose shapes and 
surface treatment belong to the local tradition. The occupation of the residential area did 
not start before the seventh century BCE—a chronology compatible with the data of the 
necropolis.

Furthermore, a cult area was identified at the top of the hill. However, most of the re
mains found therein date to a rather recent phase of the Iron Age (fourth to third cen
turies BCE). Some materials provide evidence that the cult celebrated in that urban sanc
tuary began even in the archaic phase. One example is the bone plaque bearing an udjat
on one side and a quadruped on the other (Arruda 2014: 520).

Oriental influence is very clear on a site in Alcáçer do Sal, situated at the foot of the hill, 
near the river. The material collected there is very rich and diversified and shows evi
dence for the existence of a “port sanctuary.” It includes bone pieces used in inlayed fur
niture, decorated with Oriental iconography, such as a tree of life (Arruda 2014: 524). A 
bronze lion’s head, certainly part of a piece of furniture, perhaps a throne (Arruda 2014: 
522), was also found. The metallic assemblage also comprises a grater, a Cypriot-type la
dle, and a group of pieces that belonged to a goldsmith’s workshop—more precisely the 
two plates and three cubic weights that complied with two different systems—both 
Phoenician (Arruda 2014: 520–24). The three small anvils were also probably related to 
goldsmithing (Arruda 2014: 523). The ceramic vases are very well preserved.

In conclusion, Alcáçer do Sal was of great importance during the Iron Age. This may be 
explained by the presence of Levantine people in the region who were responsible for the 
construction in the vicinity of a new building, that of Abul. Moreover, a unique and spe
cial space was created here, where relations between the indigenous and exogenous com
munities, their elite in particular, brought about significant interaction.

In the case of Setubal, located at the mouth of the estuary, we have far fewer data. How
ever, amphorae, pithoi, and red-slip vases were found in superimposed layers from the 
Late Bronze Age where hand-made production still dominated. They point to a parallel sit
uation to that of Alcáçer do Sal.

In the Mondego estuary, which was, as far as we know, the territorial limit of the Phoeni
cian presence in Portugal, Santa Olaia is noteworthy (Rocha 1908; Pereira 1997; Arruda 

1999–2000). This site is located on a small elongated hill, on the right bank of what used 
to be, during the Iron Age, a vast estuary. As with Abul, there was no previous occupa



Phoenicians in Portugal

Page 8 of 15

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 27 August 2019

tion; the site must therefore have been established ex nihilo. This explains the scarcity of 
hand-made ceramics. The urban space was surrounded by a defensive wall (Pereira 1997), 
and the walls of the houses, rectangular in plan, were built of adobe bricks resting on 
stone foundations (Rocha 1908). In the area annexed to the defensive wall and inside it, a 
group of metallurgical ovens was identified (Pereira 1997). They were apparently used 
only for ingot production, and not for objects.

The foundation of Santa Olaia must have been Phoenician. This hypothesis is supported 
not only by the topographical and geographical characteristics of the site (p. 610) itself 
but also by the exclusively Iron Age chronology of its occupation. Its architecture, with 
constructions made of mud and clay, is remarkable in this context (Rocha 1908). The ty
pology of the ceramic remains and their general characteristics indicate an occupation 
that probably began in the seventh century BCE and expanded during the following cen
tury. The types include red-slip plates and cups, lamps, pithoi, urns with red, black, and 
even white painted stripes and bands, and amphorae.

The existence of a roman town in Conímbriga, located on a wide plateau cut by deep val
leys, in the area of the ancient Mondego estuary, was preceded by an Iron Age occupa
tion. An earlier occupation dates back to the Late Bronze Age (Correia 1993). Unfortu
nately, later Roman civil and religious constructions affected the area, making it impossi
ble to study a complete stratigraphical sequence of the pre-Roman occupation. The hous
ing structures found in the area of the forum and on the terraces of the Trajan baths were 
of rectangular design, with foundations made of stones bonded with clay and adobe brick 
walls. Several pits, excavated in the limestone tuff, were found on the terrace of the Fla
vian temple. These pits are generally ovoid and indicate the existence of hut floors where 
wooden structures used to stand supported by posts, for which there is evidence (Arruda 

1988–1989, 1997). The ceramic remains are abundant and include hand-made vases, 
whose shapes and decorations are inspired by Late Bronze Age models. The wheel-made 
ceramic set is composed of thin gray polished ware, red-slip plates and cups, vases paint
ed with polychromatic stripes and bands (pithoi with bifid handles, pots, and supports), 
and type R1 amphorae (Correia 1993). An ivory comb, clearly imported, completes this 
panoply of artifacts of undeniably Near Eastern origin (Correia 1993).

Phoenician Presence in the Southwest of Iberia

The presence of the Phoenicians on the southern littoral zone—the Algarve coast—is doc
umented mainly in its eastern part. Located on the mouth of the ancient Guadiana estu
ary, Castro Marim was occupied during the Late Iron Age—an occupation that overlies an 
earlier Bronze Age one. This is confirmed by extensive field studies on the site (Arruda 

1999–2000). There is considerable archaeological evidence for the Orientalizing phase. 
This includes diversified remains and relatively well preserved defensive, housing, and 
cultic structures. It has been clearly demonstrated that after the seventh century BCE, 
the local population had come into contact with the Phoenician colonists settled in the re
gion near the Straits of Gibraltar. These relationships with the Occidental Phoenician 
world were evidenced in both archaeological remains and architecture. The finds include 
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red-slip plates and cups, ceramics with painted bands and stripes (pithoi and urns of the 
“Cruz del Negro” type), and R1-type amphorae. A fortified wall of casemates, red painted 
floors, and other floors decorated with shells, adobe bricks, and taipa (rammed earth) 
walls all form part of the architectural remains. Some “Tartessian” elements, like belt 
buckles and Greek imports (from Corinth), indicate the diversity of supply centers during 
the first half of the first millennium BCE.

(p. 611) Together with other constructions and housing, it is worth noting the structure in
terpreted as a cultic area. It is composed of rectangular compartments, with a central 
combustion installation (altar) and internal benches. The floors were made of shells or 
red clay. Built during the seventh century BCE, the space continued to be used for cultic 
purposes—an interpretation based upon deposits of materials classified as bothroi, dated 
to the fifth and fourth centuries BCE. The presence of glass pendants representing the 
goddess Astarte indicates that the cult was directed to this divinity. The end of the sixth 
century BCE and the first half of the fifth century BCE correspond, at Castro Marim, to 
moments of accentuated decline. Around 425 BCE, a recovery occurred when new struc
tures were built on top of the old ones which had been deactivated and flattened.

Studies of the faunal remains from Iron Age Castro Marim indicate the presence of do
mestic fowl and donkey from the initial phases of occupation (Davis 2007). And as far as 
cereals are concerned, carpological studies have demonstrated an accentuated depen
dence on barley. Further evidence at Castro Marim for trade with North Africa and/or the 
Near East, and therefore possible Phoenician influence, is the presence of fragments of 
ostrich egg shell (Davis 2007, 2015).

Farther west lies Tavira, on the right bank of the final course of the Gilão River, widening 
the limits of the “Phoenician geography” of Portugal. During the last fifteen years, ar
chaeological interventions in the historical center of modern Tavira, more precisely on the 
hill of Santa Maria, have considerably changed the known panorama. Certain findings 
have made it clear that the Iron Age occupation of Tavira, which began at the beginning 
of the seventh century BCE (according to the Mediterranean Chronology), is profoundly 
linked to the western Phoenicians expansion (Maia 2000; Maia et al. 2003). The defensive 
wall with casemates and gangways has clear parallels with the Phoenician colonies of the 
central and western Mediterranean. Concerning material remains, these included painted 
ceramic vases with Levantine decoration and morphology, more precisely pithoi, mush
room-rim jugs, red-slip plates and cups, dipper juglets, R1 amphorae, and even painted 
ostrich eggs and ivory artifacts (Maia 2000; Maia et al. 2003).

The discovery at Tavira of a ceramic fragment with an inscription in Phoenician charac
ters is of great importance. The use of an ostracon in this case, a type of document gener
ically used in economic transactions, shows knowledge and use of the Phoenician script 
and hence the language in ordinary tasks. It dates to the sixth century BCE (Amadazi-Guz
zo and Zamora López 2008). This kind of document is rare in Phoenician epigraphy, being 
very scarce in the west, particularly in the Iberian Peninsula where it is only known at 
Castillo de Doña Blanca (Zamora López 2013: 362).
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Figure 39.2  Vinha das Caliças necropolis (Beja re
gion).

Source: A. M. Arruda.

A necropolis was identified at the foot of the western slope of the hill, where incinerations 
in “Cruz del Negro”-type urns were undertaken. The urns and the associated remains 
date from the seventh century BCE and belong to the Mediterranean world (Arruda et al. 
2008).

Mértola, located on the lower stretch of the Guadiana River, seems to be far inland, but 
its fluvial route gives it easy access to the littoral zone. In the nineteenth century, two 
urns were found here. They are of “Cruz del Negro” type, and suggest the existence of an 
Orientalizing necropolis (Barros 2008). The Orientalizing process at Mértola is (p. 612) al
so visible in other ceramic remains, such as red-slip plates with wide and flattened lips 
(Barros 2008) and, above all, in a graffito found on a piece of ceramic, most probably 
Phoenician, that seems to be a property mark (Zamora López 2013: 262–63). Mértola’s re
mains seem to belong to a traditional chronology of the seventh century BCE, but unfortu
nately they were found without any associated context.

Other clearly Orientalizing remains were found in the interior of the Alentejo, on several 
necropoleis of the Beja and Ourique regions (e.g., figure 39.2). They date from the sixth 
century BCE and are better contextualized. It is important to stress that the architecture 
seems to be linked with the indigenous world, even though some funerary rituals and the 
cult to the dead can be of Mediterranean origin (Arruda 2014). The scarabs, glass collar 
beads, and Egyptian faience, as well as gold and silver jewelry discovered, there reveal 
similarities with other necropoleis of Levantine type.

Further Discussion
The presence and settling of Phoenicians on the Portuguese littoral zone started at a con
siderably early date. It is well known that the radiocarbon dates (ninth century BCE) 

(p. 613) and the Mediterranean Chronology based on the material culture (eighth century 
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BCE) do not coincide. This lack of concordance exists both on the Iberian Peninsula (Arru
da 1999–2000: 16; Núñez 2015) and in the central Mediterranean (López Castro et al. 
2016) (on the Phoenicians in Iberia, cf. chapter 38, this volume). But it is by now accepted 
that the presence and settling of Phoenicians in today’s Portuguese territory occurred 
several decades following those that occurred in the Andalusian regions of Huelva and 
Málaga in today’s southern Spain, and in what is today Tunisia, where the oldest colony 
was Utica. Some of the Mediterranean imports—for example, Greek, Sardinian, and Vil
lanovan ceramics, typical of archaic Phoenician sites—are absent from the older Por
tuguese contexts; this is an absence that cannot be ignored. This phase could be defined 
as the “third wave” of colonization, also corresponding to the foundation of Carthage and 
other colonies along the coast of the Iberian Peninsula, like Toscanos and Cerro del Villar. 
It can be dated to the ninth or eighth century BCE, depending on the type of chronologi
cally acceptable data used. But, as the white rabbit said to Alice, “Sometimes, forever is 
just one second.”

Given the geographical and chronological data now available, it seems that the Phoeni
cian expansion into the Atlantic western littoral zone was undertaken by Phoenicians set
tled along the Straits of Gibraltar and Huelva area since the tenth century BCE. As al
ready mentioned, these phenomena were at first tied to the littoral zone, but they 
reached the interior early on, as exemplified by the “Santuário dos Ratinhos” (Ratinhos 
sanctuary) in Moura.

The Phoenician communities settled in the far west were not in themselves homogenous 
groups. They were in fact probably socioeconomically diverse, representing different 
groups among the colonizers, ranging from those who planned the settlement, to artisans 
like potters and glass makers. This social stratification probably found a parallel in the in
digenous hierarchy, and we can imagine that the details of the process were negotiated 
by the upper echelons of both societies.

It seems that following an initial failure to settle the interior of the Alentejo (as exempli
fied by the case of Castro dos Ratinhos, abandoned after a mere fifty years following the 
construction of its sanctuary), the process of Orientalization of the region really started 

ca. the seventh century BCE (in historical chronology) and began on the coast. It is in its 
relation to the treatment of the dead that this Orientalizing culture is most visible in the 
hinterland, especially in the votive remains. Some rituals were also quite possibly adopt
ed: pieces like sculptures of bulls and vases decorated with modeled birds on the rim indi
cate the practice of a cult dedicated to religious entities related to the divine Mediter
ranean pair Baal-Astarte (Arruda 2016a, b).

The funerary architecture remained linked with indigenous models. This might be ex
plained by a need to legitimize ownership of the land in these territories, funerary monu
ments acting as existential maps of the autochthonous community (Lewis-Williams and 
Pearce 2015: 193). They might have stood as places of memory and resistance, guaran
teeing the perpetuation of the ancestors’ image. It is therefore possible to conclude that 
penetration of the interior was slow and did not include the entire “Oriental package.”



Phoenicians in Portugal

Page 12 of 15

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 27 August 2019

(p. 614) The Phoenician colonial sites in what is now Portuguese territory were, in a first 
phase, concentrated along the estuaries of the large rivers. They functioned within a dy
namic network defined by the river itself, and were oriented toward the exploration and 
control of specific regions. This reality is similar to situations observed in other peninsu
lar areas—for example, on the coast of Málaga or in the Bay of Cádiz. These settlements 
were no doubt the scene of negotiations, in a process that surely included inevitable rup
tures and discontinuities. These sites were surely places of encounters, but not necessari
ly of embraces.
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