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The Punic Wars (264-146BC) sprang from a mighty power struggle between two ancient civilisations – the trading empire of Carthage and the military confedoration of Rome. It was a period of astonishing human misfortune, lasting over a period of 118 years and resulting in the radical depletion of Rome’s population and resources and the complete annihilation of Carthage. All this took place more than 2,000 years ago, yet, as Nigel Bagnall’s comprehensive history demonstrates, the ancient conflict is remarkable for its contemporary revelance.
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INTRODUCTION



One of the difficulties besetting successive generations is to accept the fact that we may not all be pioneers in space, but we are the inheritors of other’s experiences. As the Roman historian Polybius wrote, ‘There are only two sources from which any benefit can be derived; our own misfortunes and those that have happened to other men.’

So, bearing Polybius’ words in mind, we can turn with advantage to those three major human misfortunes known as the Punic Wars: in spite of their remoteness they possess a remarkable contemporary relevance. Two largely incompatible civilisations confronted one another in a rivalry which quickly developed into a to-the-death struggle for supremacy, and the lessons of that struggle are clear enough: it demonstrates the need for a positive and consistent national political direction, the consequences of failing to adapt military force structures and thinking to changed circumstances, and the battlefield applications of principles which remain constant and common to all times.

As well as those of the Ancients, a number of more recent histories have been written about the Punic Wars, and without the scholarly research which has gone into them this book would be all the poorer. I must stress that my aim has been to look at the wars through the eyes of a professional soldier, to explain them and then comment accordingly. I do not claim to have drawn out all the lessons, nor even to have identified the most important ones. I hope rather that others will read with care and then be able to form their own opinions. This is what the study of military history is all about.

There are basically two different ways to have written this book. Either I could present an across-the-board chronological account, or I could examine the different campaigns sequentially, each in its entirety. There are advantages and disadvantages to both but I chose the latter because I consider any difficulty in interrelating events occurring at the same time in different theatres to be far outweighed by the ability to follow through the developments of each separate campaign in an unbroken sequence. And I have tried to reduce the disadvantages of this approach by summarising major events taking place elsewhere whenever this appeared helpful.

In analysing the various campaigns, I have considered them at the strategic, operational and tactical levels. By first portraying the broad politico–military objectives, their implementation at the operational level will be easier to follow, together with the tactics which evolved. I have also written a concluding chapter, pulling together the various lessons and deductions that can be drawn, and showing their contemporary relevance.

I am very aware of my indebtedness to the Fellows of Balliol who permitted me to spend a year among them, in particular to Professor Jasper Griffen for his helpful comments and detailed corrections which he later made on this book. I am also grateful to Professor Sir Michael Howard for the guidance he gave me at that time. I was provided with an undisturbed twelve months for reflection and learning, the value of which has been incalculable. My gratitude is also due to Pimlico of Random House for kindly undertaking to reissue this book in paperback.

Finally, I am profoundly grateful to the British Army, from which I have received such a wealth of experience, and to which I now dedicate this book.



PART ONE



THE BACKGROUND






CHAPTER ONE



CARTHAGE



The Founding

IT WAS PHOENICIAN settlers from Tyre who founded Carthage in about 814 BC, not far north of modern Tunis. Their ancestors had come from Asia between 1200 and 1000 BC in one of those great and largely unexplained population explosions of ancient times, which in this case produced two major migratory movements and eventually spread into Northern Italy and the Eastern Mediterranean. Those who settled in Tyre were given the name Phoenician by the Greeks, meaning dark-skinned. The Romans then called them Poeni, from which the name Punic was derived. They were a Semitic race and a seafaring people, thought to have originated from the Persian Gulf. According to Herodotus, after the Egyptian King Neco had failed in his attempt to construct a canal between the Nile and the Arabian Gulf, he sent a fleet manned by a Phoenician crew down the Gulf with orders to sail round Africa and return to Egypt and the Mediterranean by way of the Straits of Gibraltar. The Phoenicians set off and when autumn came put in at some convenient spot on the coast, sowed a patch of ground, and waited for next year’s harvest before continuing their journey. After two full years they returned to Egypt.

It seems unlikely that all those who settled on the Syrio-Palestine coast, broadly equating to modern Lebanon and northern Israel, made this hazardous and protracted journey, but rather followed the established caravan routes leading overland to the Eastern Mediterranean seaboard. Here on the coastal strip lying between the Lebanon mountain range and the sea were founded the first settlements that grew into the Phoenician cities of Aradus (Ruad), Byblos, Berytus, Sidon, Serepta and Tyre. With a hinterland of varying depth, a few miles in many places and nowhere more than about thirty-five, crossed by mountain spurs sometimes running out into the sea as promontories, the cities were inevitably separated from one another. Though forming a homogeneous region sharing the same language, religious beliefs, artistic styles and political and administrative organisation, the cities tended to develop in an autonomous and largely self-contained manner, assuming a predominance over one another at different periods of their history. A seafaring people, the Phoenicians selected rocky promontories for their settlements, since these enabled them to shelter their ships and develop harbours on both the north and south sides. In this way they could seek shelter and take advantage of the winds in most seasons of the year. Alternatively, small islands lying off the coast which could be easily fortified were used – as in the case of Tyre to which Alexander the Great was obliged to build a causeway when he set about its capture. The land behind the cities was fertile enough and readily cultivated, while cedar woods flourished on the mountain slopes and provided a plentiful supply of timber for ship building.

[image: map]

Once they had established themselves, the Phoenicians began to search for trade along the shores of the Mediterranean, a movement made easier following the collapse of the Minoan and Mycenaean civilisations in about 1200 BC, together with those of the Hittites to the north of Tyre and the Egyptians to the south. The races who then inhabited the North African coast were in a relatively primitive state of development, probably due at least in part to their being isolated by the waterless Sahara desert to the south and by the sea to the west and north. Phoenician trading posts were therefore established with little opposition. In the centuries immediately before Christ, North Africa was very different from today, being thickly wooded and supporting a multitude of game, such as elephants, lions, panthers and bears, much of which has now moved elsewhere. As we have already seen, the coast itself, which the Phoenician traders would have followed as they spread westwards, provided harbours for their ships and open beaches for their settlements. Though the hinterland was generally inhospitable, it contained gold and other minerals which could be worked by the indigenous tribes who were rounded up as slaves. One of the larger trading posts established was Carthage, near the head of a peninsula of sandstone hills running eastwards parallel to the Mediterranean coast and providing shelter from north and west winds. There were two harbours, the inner one reserved for ships of war and the outer one for merchant vessels, and the two isthmuses joining the ends of the peninsula to the mainland formed the Lake of Tunis between them.

The northern isthmus, which ran due west from the city for about three miles, was by far the larger and, being some three thousand yards wide and almost level, it offered the most obvious and direct approach. It was consequently well protected, with three layers of defences. First there was a ditch, backed by an earth rampart, a low wall packed into shape from the excavated soil, which would probably only have been manned by skirmishers ready to withdraw in the face of a major assault. The second wall, constructed of stone, dominated the outer defences and enabled the defenders to shower down a hail of missiles onto their assailants as they scrambled forward until, coming within range, large fishing nets were cast down to entangle entire groups like so many thrashing fish. Behind this second wall stood an even more formidable third wall, forty-five feet high and at least thirty feet wide, punctuated by some fifteen towers spaced at two-hundred-yard intervals. Behind this wall were the stables for what is estimated to have been 300 elephants and 4000 horses, together with storage space for all their provisions and harnesses. There was also barrack accommodation, again based on an estimate, for some 20,000 soldiers.

Encircling the city on its seabound perimeter beyond the northern isthmus was a single wall, which did not extend down to the water’s edge in its entirety. This was to prove of considerable significance during the Mercenary Revolt which followed the First Punic War.

The southern isthmus was narrow, no more than a hundred yards wide in places, little more than a sand bar which separated the lake of Tunis from the open sea. This southern isthmus was to figure prominently during the final Roman assault that led to the destruction of Carthage.

In his historical novel Salammbo Gustave Flaubert, who spent a considerable amount of time researching topographical and archaeological details during his several visits to North Africa, paints this picture of Carthage.

Behind [the battlements] extended the city, its tall, cube-shaped houses rising in tiers like an amphitheatre. They were made of stone, planks, pebbles, rushes, sea shells, trodden earth. The temple groves stood out like lakes of greenery in their mountain of multi-coloured blocks. Public squares levelled it out at irregular intervals; countless intersecting alleys cut it from top to bottom, the walls of the three old quarters, now mixed together, were still distinguishable; they rose here and there like great reefs, or extended huge sections – half-covered with flowers, blackened, widely streaked where rubbish had been thrown down, and streets passed through their gaping apertures like rivers under bridges.

The Acropolic hill, in the centre of Byrsa, was covered over with a litter of monuments. There were temples with twisted pillars, bronze capitals, and metal chains, cones of dry stone with azure stripes, copper cupolas, marble architraves, Babylonian buttresses, obelisks balancing on their points like upturned torches. Peristyles reached to pediments; scrolls unfolded between colonnades; granite walls supported file partitions; in all this one thing was piled on another, half hiding it, in a marvellous and unintelligible way. There was a feeling of successive ages and, as it were, memories of forgotten lands.

Behind the Acropolis, where the land was red earth, the Mapalian Way, with tombs on either side, ran straight from the shore to the catacombs; then came large dwellings spaced out amid gardens, and this third quarter, Megara, the new tower, went up to the edge of the cliff, where stood a giant light house which blazed out every night.

Though Flaubert’s description was based on the best archaeological evidence at the time of writing in 1858, whether it is factually correct in all its detail is not of great consequence. What he provides is a picture upon which the imagination can build in trying to visualise this crowded, bustling city, influenced in its culture and customs by the wide range of its commercial contacts and the diversity of its population.

To round off the description, since there was then no aqueduct, the supply of water to the city was always a problem. Though there were natural springs which flowed for at least part of the year, these were not sufficient to meet the demands of the population, estimated to number some 700,000 at the time of the city’s destruction in 148 BC. A series of giant cisterns were constructed, into which water from the heavy winter rains was channelled and stored.

Initially the mainland area under cultivation was comparatively small, but trade and prosperity brought a steadily rising increase to the population over the centuries, so there was a matching increase in the demand for food. The cultivated areas were therefore gradually extended to include the whole of what now forms the northern part of Tunis. It was mainly arable land providing wheat, barley and grapes, predominantly farmed by negroes and Berbers.

Though Carthage was by far the largest city, there were others, such as the coastal towns of Utica, Hippo Acra (Bizerta) and Tunis, as well as a number of inland towns, all of which depended to a varying extent on the inland produce.

Beyond the African continent, further trading posts which had been established along the coasts of Spain, Sardinia, Cyprus, Malta and Sicily gradually developed into colonies, themselves seeking territorial expansion. Indeed, by about 500 BC the Carthaginians themselves had acquired supremacy over the whole of southern Spain with its rich silver, gold and copper mines, and in Sicily the Carthaginians’ expansion was eventually checked only by Greek settlements in the east of the Island. The situation in Sicily will be considered further in an examination of the role of the Greek cities during the First Punic War. The principal difference between them and those of the Carthaginians was that the former, though fiercely loyal to their cultural heritage, were independent of one another and Greece itself, whereas the Phoenician settlements were more like colonies. They had their own governments but relied on Carthage for their defence since they possessed no military forces. Also Carthaginian subject territories in Africa were expected to pay a heavy annual tribute, some of which was paid in kind, which resulted in considerable resentment and later led to desertions and open revolt.

The Army and Navy

Carthage was primarily a trading nation seeking to extend its commercial connections, sphere of influence and empire. In support of this expansion was a military force which enabled Carthage to maintain her role and trading monopolies for three centuries; mainly through her unequalled navy which was not averse to sinking rival trading vessels – incidents which were then not regarded as acts of war, especially since many of these losses were probably attributed to natural disasters in the absence of any survivors to testify to the contrary.

The Carthaginian army consisted mainly of mercenaries, recruited from the various subject territories, who seldom served in their own country, and remained isolated from one another by differences of language and religion. They were dependent upon the Carthaginian fleet for the majority of supplies and discipline was uncompromisingly enforced by a strict code which included capital punishment. Each territory provided special military skills: Numidia supplied a nimble, bold, impetuous and indefatigable cavalry armed with a spear and javelins, lightly clad, unequalled horsemen who rode without saddle or bridle. These finest of light cavalry were capable of fighting in the hills or the plains with equal facility, manoeuvring like flocks of starlings that wheel and change direction as though by instinct. Threatening and enticing, surprising with the suddenness and unexpectedness of their moves, there was no other cavalry on the battlefield that could match them.

From the Balearic Islands came the formidable slingers, organised into corps of two thousand men armed with two types of slings, one for long-range engagements against a densely packed enemy and the other for close-quarter, individual targets. Their delivery of stones or lead, which could penetrate a helmet or light protective armour, matched contemporary archers’ rate of fire and accuracy. They were trained to whirl their slings once about their heads and hit a bundle of straw or faggots at 600 feet. They were savage fighters who were often paid in women rather than gold or silver.

Tough infantry soldiers were recruited from backward Spanish hill tribes: in perpetual conflict with one another, this disharmony had simplified their defeat by the Carthaginians, and the conquest of Spain. They were experts at guerrilla warfare but of temperamental disposition and at times loyalty, so that they were not best suited to set-piece battles of prolonged intensity. Their basic weapon was a short sword equally suitable for cutting and thrusting, the effectiveness of which is borne out by the fact that the Romans adopted it in the Second Punic War. Also recruited from Spain were a lightly armed cavalry who could carry a second rider ready to dismount and fight as an infantryman.

The largest group of mercenaries who served in the Carthaginian army, however, were the Libyans of Tunisia. Hardened by the harsh conditions of their country, they were versatile fighters who served both as light infantry skirmishers and in the heavy, massively concentrated infantry of the line. There were also some Gauls but they were relatively few, until Hannibal’s invasion of Italy encouraged them to join in substantial numbers to fight against their traditional enemies, the Romans. They fought without armour and showed great dash in the attack but were unreliable, especially when hard pressed.

Then there were the elephants. Initially the Carthaginians only used the African elephant found in the forests around Carthage at the foot of the Atlas mountains and the coast of Morocco, but later it seems probable that Hannibal obtained some of the larger Indian elephants from Egypt. Until tactics had been developed to counter them on the battlefield, elephants struck terror into men and horses alike and their small numbers had a disproportionate effect. They could however be a two-edged weapon since when frightened they sometimes wreaked devastation in their own ranks by turning and fleeing.

There were of course also native Carthaginians in the army, but the numbers were never very great. It was considered more economical to hire mercenaries, rather than employ their own limited manpower at the expense of commercial activities. In the 4th century BC a small all-Carthaginian force of some 3000 was raised to fight as heavy infantry, an elite corps called the Sacred Band, from whom the long-term professional leadership of the army was selected. In this way the Carthaginians ensured that the generals who commanded their mercenary army came from amongst their own citizens, since only the more junior officers were recruited from the ranks of the mercenaries. To be a Carthaginian general, however, carried considerable risks. As Diodorus Siculus, the 1st century BC Greek historian relates:

They advance the most eminent persons to be Generals in their Wars, because they conclude that they will fight with more resolution than others, when all lies at stake; but after the Wars are ended, and peace concluded, then they bring false accusations against them, and most unjustly, through envy, put them to death; and therefore some Generals, out of fear of those unjust sentences, either give up their Commissions, or seek to become absolute Monarchs.

There was the occasional non-Carthaginian commander: Xanthippus, for example, a Spartan whose generalship saved Carthage from defeat when the Romans landed in North Africa during the First Punic War. Little is known about him, but he must have been not only a thoroughly competent soldier but one displaying a remarkable degree of good sense; as soon as he had defeated a Roman army before Carthage and so saved the city from destruction, he returned to Sparta before jealousy and intrigue could tarnish his reputation. His reorganisation of the Carthaginian army was based on Greek military methods.

The basic Greek fighting formation was the phalanx, a solid body of 4000 heavy infantry standing shoulder to shoulder in 256 files, each sixteen men deep. The soldiers wore body armour, were armed with a pike and carried a heavy shield; when advancing the pikes of the first five ranks were held forward and were of such a length that even those of the men in the fifth rank extended beyond the leading one. In the succeeding ranks the soldiers rested their spears on the shoulders of the men in front with their points slanting upwards; in this way they formed a kind of rampart above their heads which served to protect them from the enemy’s missiles. Renouncing flexibility in order to achieve shock through mass, the phalanx was a formidable formation on any ground which permitted its orderly deployment and unimpeded advance, since its momentum was almost certain to break the opposing ranks. But on less favourable ground or when taken in the flank, its very mass became a hindrance, preventing any orderly adjustment to face in another direction.

Historians differ as to the effectiveness of the Carthaginian mercenary army. Those who tend to take the side of Rome point out that the mercenaries were not united by any common and reciprocal interest, and had no long-term concern for the wellbeing of those they served, who were largely indifferent to them anyway. They then could not be relied upon or expected to face extremes of danger with zeal, or disasters with resolution, since they served solely for money. Others point out that though there were incidents of desertion and cowardice, as well as a bloody rebellion by the Libyan mercenaries in 240 BC when they were not paid after the First Punic War, such incidents were not exclusive to mercenaries. It would belittle Roman feats of arms to suggest they were opposed by an enemy significantly less courageous and resolute than themselves and, on balance, the defects and inadequacies of the mercenary system seem to have been exaggerated. Like most soldiers, in the final count they owed their allegiance to their commander. Given a great one such as Hannibal, for the majority their loyalty knew no bounds.

The navy played a vital part in the Carthaginian war machine and unlike the army, it was manned entirely by Carthaginians. There were three basic types of ships: transports, warships and small general purpose vessels. The transports had rounded hulls to provide capacious cargo holds and were about four times as long as their width. The warships, needing speed rather than capacity, were narrow and long in order to accommodate the greatest possible number of oarsmen, their length being seven times greater than their width, and they had two masts. The central main mast provided propulsion and the smaller mast, mounted on the prow, allowed the ship to be manoeuvred in a cross-wind. Each warship had at least three officers, one of whom was the navigator, and there were some thirty to forty sailors who handled the sails and worked on deck. The number of oarsmen depended upon the size of the ship: a trireme had 150, a quadrireme about 240 and quinquereme some 300. The sails were used for normal travelling and when approaching the battle area, but before battle was joined the masts were lowered and the ships were rowed. The basic tactical unit consisted of twelve ships, which could be grouped together to form a fleet of varying size, though 120 ships, or ten tactical units, was the normal number.

The general purpose vessels were smaller, swift and easily manoeuvrable, and were mainly employed on reconnaissance and communication tasks. Two such vessels have been found off the western coast of Sicily and provide an insight into how the Phoenicians constructed their ships. Both were built of wooden components prefabricated separately and assembled later. This discovery helps to explain how, as will later be related, when the Romans captured a Carthaginian ship, they were able to dismantle it so that it could be copied. Battles mainly took place near the coast where the ships could be handled in relatively calm water. There were two basic battle tactics: in both instances the fleet was initially deployed in line ahead but the subsequent action depended on the enemy’s dispositions. If there was sufficient space, the Carthaginian ships would move alongside those of the enemy and by suddenly turning, ram them amidships. If there was not enough room to operate in this manner, then the Carthaginian vessels would break through gaps in the enemy line and turn sharply about to take them in the rear. In the meantime the small craft manoeuvred round the battle area ready to help a damaged ship, or tow away captured enemy vessels.

To conclude, the Carthaginians’ mastery of the sea with its emphasis on maritime trade took them not only throughout the Mediterranean but beyond the Pillars of Hercules to the Atlantic coast of Africa and Europe. They therefore possessed a strategic mobility that potentially gave them a unique advantage over any opponent, especially one attempting to challenge them beyond the confines of their own strictly limited geographical area.

The Constitution

The most striking aspect of the Carthaginian constitution was its stability. A century after the extinction of the city, Cicero was to write in his treatise on governments, ‘Carthage could not have maintained her pre-eminent position for six hundred years had she not been governed with wisdom and statesmanship.’ A rare tribute from a Roman when the bitter legacies of the long struggle of the Punic Wars must have still been very much to the forefront of his compatriots’ minds. Professor Bosworth Smith in his book Carthage and the Carthaginians, suggests that although we know little about the circumstances which produced such estimable results, these results are undeniable and may in part be attributed to the nature of Carthaginian aristocracy. Although there was no parallel with the iron discipline of Spartan education which subordinated all other considerations to that of the military greatness of the state, and the patriciate of Carthage was never as hereditary as that of early Rome, the interminable constitutional struggles which racked the Roman political and social scene were relatively unknown in Carthage. Elevation to the aristocracy was by wealth, and when wealth could be relatively easily acquired by those prepared to take advantage of the commercial opportunities offered by the state, the aristocracy cannot have lacked a steady flow of enterprising families joining it as new members. Also until towards the end of Carthage’s history, its discontented masses could largely be satisfied, unlike the Roman plebeians, by offering them new and fertile land along the Mediterranean coastline, where further settlements were created and the Carthaginian trading empire extended.

Thus the citizens of Carthage appeared to have been far more homogeneous in their attitudes than for example the heterogeneous population of the Greek cities in Sicily with their incessant internecine squabbles. Certainly this was so until the end of the First Punic War, when the social turmoil which followed resulted both in a crisis between Carthage and its colonial empire. There was also a new phenomenon; class antagonism within the city, engendered by growing disparities in wealth, and the apparent cessation of immigration during a period of bitter colonial unrest.

Our knowledge of the government of Carthage is derived mainly from Aristotle. Originally a monarchy, the constitution eventually developed into something akin to those of Sparta and Rome. Three different authorities, the Suffetes, Senate and the People, were united in such a way that they counterbalanced one another while at the same time providing mutual support. The Suffetes, who were the two supreme magistrates, held office only for a year. They equated to the consuls of Rome, though they have been variously referred to as kings, dictators and consuls because they combined and exercised the functions of all three. They presided over the Senate and their authority was supreme in all matters relating to the city and civil affairs. The only limitation apparently imposed upon them was that they did not hold command of the army. Perhaps this was to ensure that they did not become complete dictators rather than because they lacked military competence.

The Senate consisted of men distinguished on account of their age, birth, wealth and experience but above all, merit. They formed the Council of State and were the main outlet for public debate. It was before the Senate that complaints from the provinces were heard, ambassadors received and declarations of war determined. When the vote was unanimous, there was no appeal against the Senate’s decision but when their voices were divided, the matter was referred to the people. Being jealous of their authority, however, they usually avoided this latter course. Within the Senate were sub-committees, consisting of five members, responsible for particular legislative activities. Also, a hundred of the senators formed a separate Assembly of the People, appropriately called the Hundred, designed to counter excessive aristocratic power and at the same time to suppress any rebellion against the established order. By all accounts they in fact wielded near-despotic power.

The most broadly representative body in Carthage was the People’s Assembly, which was basically only consulted in case of disagreement between the Suffetes and the Senate. It is not clear how election to the Assembly was made but certainly slaves, foreigners and those below a certain level of income were excluded. Initially the people were generally content to leave the management of public affairs to the Senate, but as time went by they increasingly claimed a greater share of responsibility for themselves. Jealous perhaps of the élitism and oligarchic character of the Senate, the people eventually obtained virtual control but soon became divided among themselves into cabals and factions. This effectively precluded the exercise of positive leadership, a fundamental requirement for the prosection of any successful war.

The administration of the African territories was based on districts under officials appointed by Carthage. Though there was a degree of autonomy in domestic matters, the whole metropolitan area was subject to tribute, which extended from taxation levied on farm produce to customs duties. Similar arrangements existed in the colonial territories of Spain and Sardinia, but in Sicily the Punic cities were entirely responsible for their own internal administration, only acknowledging Carthage’s authority for defence and foreign affairs. The fundamental weakness of the Carthaginian administration of its widespread and diverse colonial possessions was that, although it achieved a remarkable degree of military, commercial and fiscal coordination, it failed to provide a unified commitment to an empire possessing any shared sense of belonging and so common identity. The needs of commercial exploitation predominated over any sort of political freedom or reciprocal loyalties so that, when the authority, let alone the existence, of Carthage was threatened, the edifice of the empire crumbled and collapsed.

Polybius in his assessment of the Carthaginian constitution considers it ‘originally to have been well contrived in three most important particulars: they had Kings (Suffetes), and Aristocracy and the People who were supreme in matters affecting them’. He goes on to say, however, that ‘in everybody, polity or business a natural stage of growth, zenith and decay occurs’. When comparing the constitutions of Rome and Carthage, he concludes that Rome was at its zenith when the Senate was at the height of its power and that its decisions were usually sound because they were being made by the best men available. Carthage on the other hand, because its strength and prosperity had preceded that of Rome, was past its prime by the time of the Punic Wars, and the people had gained too much power. In making this assessment. Polybius, however, appears to have only considered the constitution as it affected a city state and to have overlooked the wider fact that, whereas Rome had forged a confederation of states which held together even when gravely threatened, Carthage had merely created a feudal empire with no sense of corporate loyalty.

Religion

Particular caution needs to be exercised in making any assessment of the Phoenician religion and that of the Carthaginians in particular, not only because the available evidence is far from complete, but because much of even what is available is dependent upon indirect sources and archaeological interpretations. As Sergio Ribichini says when writing in The Phoenicians:

The enthusiasm of archaeologists embarking on successful missions and excavations in Cyprus, Phoenicia and the whole of North Africa, was counter-balanced by the scepticism of scholars who regarded with suspicion the variety of documentation available, which offered a picture of Phoenician religion that was full of contradictions and gaps.

As he goes on to explain, the Phoenician religion was polytheistic in nature, characterised by the worship of a number of deities who controlled the totality of man’s and society’s needs and interests. In this respect there was nothing dissimilar from the basic religious beliefs of several other civilisations, with their pantheons of major and minor superhuman beings who had to be propitiated and placated in accordance with established rites. What was different, however, was the way in which the political independence of the city states along the Phoenician coastline enabled them to develop a diversity of religious interpretations. Each city organised its own form of worship, creating individual traditions and assigning prominence to a range of elected deities of their own choosing.

In Tyre, Melqarth was the principle deity. His name meant ‘King of the City’, he was originally regarded as the founder and lord of Tyre, but later he became its protector. Alongside Melqarth ruled the female deity Astarte, who had a somewhat diverse background. In Tyre she was associated with the stars but elsewhere she was variously held to be a warrior deity and connected with Aphrodite; the latter association possibly arising from the temple prostitution involved in her worship, a ritual that temple slaves and other women fulfilled on payment, particularly for foreign visitors.

Thus Carthage, while initially preserving the cults of her mother city Tyre, from the 5th century BC began to adopt an increasingly independent theology and liturgy – a development which may have been given an additional impetus by the 480 BC Greek defeat of the Carthaginians at Himera in Sicily. In the ensuing political upheaval, political relations with Tyre were broken off and this act of independence was apparently reflected in the city’s religious observances. The worship of Melqarth and Astarte was replaced by that of Baal Hammon and another female deity, Tanit. This new divine couple were not unknown in Phoenicia but it was not until they had been adopted and elevated in the Carthaginian pantheon that they obtained a position of pre-eminence. Thereafter, as Carthage rose in importance and power to create her own empire, so Baal Hammon and Tanit came to figure more prominently throughout the Western Mediterranean.

The origins of Baal (Lord) Hammon are obscure and those of Tanit’s were relatively insignificant, although like Astarte, she was connected with the stars. But with the precedence accorded to Baal Hammon, Carthaginian religion took a sinister turn since the god was associated with human sacrifice. That human sacrifice was practised among Mediterranean civilisations other than the Phoenicians is borne out by the Biblical prophet Jeremiah, who tells how the children of Judah did evil in that they built tophets ‘to burn their sons and daughters in the fire’, a custom which was continued among the Canaanites, from whom it was adopted by the Israelites.

How prevalent the sacrifice of children was is not known for certain, but Diodorus describes what occurred in Carthage during Agathocles’, tyrant of Syracuse, advance on the city.

In former times they offered to the God the sons of the most eminent persons; but of later times they secretly bought and bred children for this purpose; and upon strict search being made, there were found amongst those to be sacrificed some children that had been changed and put in the place of others. Weighing these things in their minds and now seeing that the enemy lay before their walls, they were seized with such a pang of superstition, as if they had utterly forsaken the religion of their fathers. That they might then, without delay, reform what was amiss, they offered as a public sacrifice two hundred of the sons of the nobility; and no fewer than three hundred more, who were liable to censure, voluntarily offered themselves up. For amongst the Carthaginians there was a brazen statue putting forth the palms of its hands bending in such a manner towards the earth, so that the boy to be sacrificed who was laid upon them would roll off and fall into a deep fiery furnace.

Writing in the early 19th century the French historian, M. Rollin, more emotionally describes how

the cries of the unhappy victims were drowned by the uninterrupted noise of drums and trumpets. Mothers made it a merit, and a part of their religion, to view this barbarous spectacle with dry eyes, and without so much as a groan; and if a tear or a sigh stole from them, the sacrifice was less acceptable to the deity and all the effects of it were entirely lost.

That the sacrifice of children by fire seems to have been widespread and on a substantial scale is confirmed by archaeological excavations. Tophets, the sacred place where the cremated remains of sacrificed children were interred in urns, have been found near all the major Carthaginian settlements throughout the Western Mediterranean. Though the practice was continued by a decreasing number of fanatics until all traces of the Carthaginian empire had been obliterated, from the 4th century BC onwards there was a gradual Hellenisation of the Carthaginian religion. In 396 BC the gentler cult of Demeter and Kore was introduced into the city by the land-owning aristocracy. Though this move by the wealthy upper class initially only affected a small proportion of the population, it heralded what has been described as a reformation, a significant religious break with the past. During the 3rd century BC the sacrifice of children was increasingly replaced by that of animals: these were offered to Tanit, rather than Baal Hammon, and as a personal thanksgiving instead of a propitiatory dedication. The benefits bestowed by Tanit, as the source of life, extended beyond this world into an eternity after death.

That the religious practices of the Carthaginians were factors of any significance in determining their conduct on the battlefield, or the attitudes of their enemies, seems unlikely. Though Diodorus gives an account of how on one occasion the Carthaginians sacrificed their prisoners in a religious ceremony, such cruelty was widely practised, so that such an incident cannot be considered to have had any particular influence on the relationship between the two opponents.

The People

Historical assessments of the Carthaginian character come from Roman sources, and so can appear to be prejudiced. Polybius refers to the superior Roman customs and principles over money matters, whereby wealth obtained from unlawful transactions was widely disapproved of and bribery was punished by death. The Carthaginians, on the other hand, obtained office by open bribery and nothing was thought disgraceful which resulted in a profit. Cicero identifies the Carthaginians’ most distinguishing characteristics as being craft, skill, industry and cunning. All of which in moderation can reasonably be associated with people who made their living through trade. It is alleged, however, that the Carthaginians combined craft and cunning to an inordinate degree. ‘Punic honour’ and ‘a Carthaginian mind’ were derogatory terms in Roman times. Rollin in his History of the Carthaginians is equally partisan and as an example of their perfidy, quotes a truce granted by Scipio Africanus which had been earnestly entreated by the Carthaginians, during which some Roman ships, driven by a storm on to the coast of Carthage, were pillaged. He maintains that the Carthaginians had something ‘austere and savage in their disposition and genius, a haughty and imperious air, a sort of ferocity which was deaf to either reason or remonstrances and plunged brutally into excesses of violence’.

Michelet, the French 19th century historian of the Roman Republic, paints an equally unfavourable picture when he writes:

Carthage represented its metropolis but on an enormous scale. Situated in the centre of the Mediterranean, commanding the coast of the West, oppressing her sister Utica, and all the Phoenician Colonies of Africa, she mingled conquest with commerce everywhere establishing herself at the sword’s point, founding factories in spite of the natives, imposing duties and taxes upon them, forcing them at one time to buy, and at another to sell.

The trouble with this description is that, to some extent, it could be applied to almost any country during a period of colonial expansion, be it Spain or England, or even his own beloved France.

Yet Herodotus tells us, admittedly with the Carthaginians themselves as his source, how they traded with a race who lived in Libya beyond the Pillars of Hercules.

On reaching this country, they unloaded their goods, arranged them tidily along the beach and after returning to their boats raised smoke. Seeing the smoke the natives then came down to the beach, placed a certain amount of gold on the ground in exchange for the goods and then withdrew. The Carthaginians then came ashore and if they thought the gold represented a fair price, they collected it and took it and went away; if on the other hand they thought it too little, they would go back on board and wait. The natives would then come and add to the gold until they were satisfied. There was perfect honesty on both sides; the Carthaginians never touched the gold until it equalled in value what they had offered for sale, and the natives never touched the goods until the gold had been taken away.

Whatever one may think about this story, Herodotus himself, who lived in the 5th century BC and travelled as far west as Sicily and Italy, must certainly have known some Carthaginians – and even if his acquaintances were too few to justify a wider assessment of them, he would surely have known about their reputation from the others. It therefore seems improbable that he would have related such an incident without comment, had the Carthaginians really been as perfidious as some later writers have suggested. Rollin’s condemnation of them in particular may have reflected his devoutly Christian abhorrence of their religious barbarities, rather than his measured assessment of their character.

It would seem reasonable to conclude that the Carthaginians were like all mortals, neither wholly good nor wholly bad. They were traders who lived by profit in a time when their political institution was in decline and their earlier religious fanaticism a cause for general loathing. Their personal and collective conduct would then probably have appeared corrupt to the Romans who, at the particular period we are considering, were in an earlier, more austere and virtuous but no less crude stage of their evolutionary development.
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