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Punic farms and Carthaginian colonists:
surveying Punic rural settlement in the central Mediterranean

Peter van Dommelen

After a long period of neglect, a flurry of new research projects and fresh appeoaches to long-
standing questions testiftes to the vigour of the field of Phoenician and Punic archaeclogy. Key
moments were marked by the massive volume Phinizier im Westen (1982), which presented a
wealth of new evidence brought to light by excavetions, the block-buster exhibition [ Ferier in
Venice {1958), which brought together academics from very different backgrounds, and M. E,
Aubet's ground-breaking synthesis Two y las colonias fenicias de Occidente (1987). Together,
these publications were instrumental in bringing Phoenician and Punic archacology back into
the limelight of Mediterranean archazology!

Ore field currently emerging amidst these inspiring develapments is that of & rural archac
olegy of the Phoenician and Punic wotld. Thus 1= particularly pertinent to Pomic studies, for the
agrarian expertise of Punic agronomists and the thriving agricultural production of the Cartha-
ginian courdryside were renowned. The large extant body of Roman agricultural texts owes much
to the lunic expertise, as iz evident from references in the agronomic writings of Varre,
Columeila, and Pliny the Elder: they range from quotes {rom the famous handbooks by the
agronoimist Maga to examples of Punic technical inmovations, such as the plosiellom poanicuns (2
threshing device}, ar introductions of new crops, such as the puilm prsicun or pomegranate ?

Newhy-emerging rural studies shed light on Fhoenician and Carthagipian colonialismn
which created the overseas settlements and is an inherent featuze of Phoenician and Punic
society and culture. Because control over land and resources usuaily lies at the heart of colonial
encounters, the inhabitants of the rural areas surrounding the colomal settlements in many
cases bore the brunt of colonial intervention and occupation. The colonial impact on Tural
organisation and production inevitably changed people’s relationships with the land. While
this may be less relevant to Phoenician colonialism, which had a strong maritime focus and
which only in the course of the 7th . BC. ventured into inland disfricts of the colonised regions,
it 15 a crucial feature of Carthaginian colonialism, which is widely accepted to have been
driven by the search for, and the exploitation of, agricultural and mining resources. Wilh
regard to Sardinia, for example, it has been claimed that the exploitation of agriculiural and
mining resources constituted “the primary goal that shaped the ways and mcans of the Punic
presence in Sardinia”?

In thiz light, it is surprising that Phoenician and Punic archaeologists did not pick up on the
rise of survey and landscape archaetlogy in Mediterranean archaeclogy in the 1970-80s,
following the pioneering field surveys in Messenia and 5 Etrunia. An explicit call to Phoenician
and Punic archaeclogy to follow in those footsteps was made as eatly as 1979, but it has gone
unheoded, and any attention given to Punde agriculture has remained largely based on literary
and iconographic evidenced It togk until the early 19905 before the tirst regional surveys were
organised that were based on systematic data-collechion and aimed specifically ar rural
Phoenician and Munic remains. [t was no accident that these were carried out in S Sardinia, as

1 Wella 1996, The appearance of Aubet’s boox m Englich in 1993 (reprinted in 2001} was the first repost
to the English-speaking world on these new developments, The exivbition catalogue was edited by 5.
tdoscali (1983a); Nicmeyer 1982 is the procecdings of a conlerence held at Cologne in 1979,

2 Lancel 1995, 273-74 and Moral 2I000 for detailed references.

3 Moscati, Bondi and Barteloni 1997, 73 (my transl.). See also Aubet 1593, 280-04; ead. 1995; Gonzélez
Wagmer and Alvar 198%; Wagner 2000; van Dommelen 2005

4 Aypical instance is the abtempt to characterise cereal production in Punic Sardinia on the basis of the
ears of grain depicted on Punic coins minted i Sardima: Manfredi 1993, B, lssoclis's call for feled

surveys was published in 1933, For field surveys in Mediterranean archazeology, see nov Alcock and
Chyeey 2004
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