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In 310 b.c.e. Agathocles of Syracuse besieged the Tyrian colony of Carthage. 
Diodorus reports the reaction in the city:

The Carthaginians . . . because they believed that Heracles, who aids colonists, 
was exceedingly angry with them . . . sent a large sum of money and many of 
their most expensive offerings to Tyre. After having come to that city as colo-
nists, it had been their custom in earlier times to send to the god a tenth of all 
that was paid into the public revenue; but later, when they had acquired great 
wealth, and were receiving more considerable revenues, they sent very little 
indeed, holding the divinity of little account.1

Greco-Roman sources give other glimpses of Carthage’s ongoing colonial relation-
ship with Tyre and with its patron god Melqart (Greek Heracles). Elissa herself 
brought the god’s sacra—cult articles—with her from Tyre when she founded the 
city;2 in the sixth century the Carthaginians were sending a tithe of their profits of 
war to Tyre;3 at the end of the fifth century they donated a statue of Apollo taken as 
booty to their mother city;4 and even though Diodorus suggests that there had been 
some neglect of this relationship in the years leading up to 310, when Alexander 
besieged Tyre in 332 he found theoroi from Carthage there to celebrate the annual 

“reawakening” (egersis) of Melqart.5 In the mid-second century Carthage was still 
sending a boat to Tyre with the first fruits.6 Although Carthage was the model of a 
globalized Mediterranean city by the Hellenistic period, with a mixed population, a 
cosmopolitan culture, and a vast network of trading and diplomatic relations across 
the sea and desert,7 it still preserved significant institutional and religious connec-
tions with its mother city.8

Sending a tithe to Tyre was not, however, the only custom that the Carthaginians 
supposedly returned to under siege, nor was Melqart the only god. Diodorus again 
provides an account:

They also alleged that Kronos had turned against them inasmuch as in former 
times they had been accustomed to sacrifice to this god the noblest of their 
sons, but more recently, secretly buying and nurturing children, they had sent 
these to the sacrifice; and when an investigation was made, some of those who 
had been sacrificed were discovered to have been substituted by stealth. . . . In 
their zeal to make amends for the omission, they selected two hundred of the 
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noblest children and sacrificed them publicly; and others who were under sus-
picion sacrificed themselves voluntarily, in number not less than three hun-
dred. There was in the city a bronze image of Kronos, extending its hands, 
palms up and sloping towards the ground, so that each of the children when 
placed thereon rolled down and fell into a sort of gaping pit filled with fire.9

Diodorus’s vivid description of the votive rite to Baal (Greek Kronos, Roman 
Saturn) is unlikely to be realistic, and his figures are surely exaggerated. Indeed, 
this particular event may never have happened.10 Diodorus is not, however, the only 
source for such rites; a variety of Greco-Roman writers over a long period of time 
denounce the practice of child sacrifice at Carthage and in other Phoenician cities 
and colonies11 and claim that, despite the efforts of the Romans, it still existed in 
areas of Africa well into the imperial period.12

Since the nineteenth century, these stories have been associated with the open-
air votive sanctuaries found in central Mediterranean sites associated with the 
Phoenician diaspora, including Carthage and Hadrumetum in Africa as well as 
Sulcis, Nora, Tharros, and Monte Sirai on Sardinia, Mozia on Sicily, and Rabat on 
Malta. Urns containing the cremated remains of infants and animals are buried in 
these “tophets”13 and in most cases their surfaces are littered with stone markers.14 
Where these have inscriptions (in Punic), it is clear that they commemorate votive 
acts: a typical one from Carthage, for instance, reads: “To Lady Tinnit face of Baal 
and to Lord Baal Hammon [the thing] that Safatus dedicated, son of Adonibaal the 
sufet, son of Hamilcat the sufet; because they heard his voice.”15

As Corinne Bonnet argues in this volume, the evidence for a range of practices 
at Carthage and other tophets suggests that the question of their function cannot 
be reduced to a stark choice between infant cemeteries, as is now often suggested, 
and regular, large-scale child sacrifice.16 Nonetheless, even if the children buried 
in these sanctuaries had not been sacrificed, or if that were only an occasional 
aspect of the rites observed there, it is clear that they were important ritual and 
votive centers for the communities involved. As a complement to Bonnet’s syn-
chronic investigation of the role of these Carthaginian rites in the preservation 
and reconstruction of colonial ties with Tyre, I want to look here at how the visual 
culture of the tophet changes over time. My central question is how individual 
choices about the form and decoration of the votive markers relate to the ongo-
ing construction of collective identities in this diaspora context and then, much 
more briefly, beyond it. Before trying to answer this question, however, I should 
say a few words about why a tophet is a good place to ask about the construction 
of diasporic identity.

Tophets in western Phoenician settlements were closely associated with the 
community’s colonial origins and as such with their diasporic status.17 This is par-
ticularly visible at Carthage, where there were strong continuities with cremation 
and burial practice at Phoenician cemeteries.18 While the better-known Greek pot-
tery from the sanctuary dates from around 750 b.c.e., the earliest Phoenician pot-
tery found there has ninth-century parallels in the Near East, pointing to a rather 
earlier date, perhaps around the time of the foundation itself.19 The sanctuary type 
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and/or the rites may even have been imported by the first colonists along with 
Melqart’s cult articles:20 although no tophets have been securely identified in the 
Levant,21 it seems very likely that child sacrifice existed in the region, albeit to the 
great disapproval of those who mention it in the Hebrew Bible.22 Curtius Rufus 
describes an intriguing attempt to “revive” the custom of sacrificing a freeborn boy 
to Saturn during Alexander’s siege of Tyre in 332.23 This was successfully opposed by 
the city elders, but, if the story is reliable, it would seem that the Tyrians themselves 
accepted a link between contemporary Western rites (or reputed rites) and their 
own past practice in this respect.24

Tophets were also collective institutions, even if we set aside the dubious Greco-
Roman descriptions of mass civic rites. Although the inscriptions on the tophet 
markers suggest that offerings were usually made by, and for the benefit of, indi-
vidual parents, there were also large-scale “public works” that suggest that the sanc-
tuary was administered, whether by religious or civil authorities.25 At Carthage, for 
example, there were periodic resurfacings of the sanctuary, a large-scale extension 
to the west at a certain point,26 the creation of a favissa (a pit for the redeposit of 
cult material) in order to free up space,27 and the preservation of service roads.28 
Sandro Filippo Bondì has noted that at Carthage several of the votive inscriptions 
contain the phrase “by decree of the people of Carthage” (perhaps granting a par-
ticular individual access to the sanctuary) and that in other cities the wall circuits 
tend to show unusual respect for their tophets; he has suggested on these bases a 
close link between tophets and civic structures. He points out that the sanctuaries 
appear only in independent cities and not in secondary settlements such as Monte 
Sirai on Sardinia, which was dependent on Sulcis from the seventh century until it 
gained its independence—and its tophet—in the fourth century.29

So tophets not only played an important part in the ongoing construction of the 
relationship between the colony and the mother city, along with the annual embas-
sies and extraordinary gifts, but they also were collective civic spaces. Religion, 
death, family, and community came together in the tophets in a way that gave them 
a peculiar power to construct and convey cultural identities for their users.30 Any 
communal cultural identity will of course be only one of multiple identities adopted 
(all the time, temporarily, or intermittently) by any one of the individuals involved 
in the construction, but it is the shared experience of building this particular shared 
identity that matters to me here.

How then does this construction of communal identity work? Not, I suggest, 
by asserting difference from and superiority to “others,” in the long scholarly tradi-
tion of Inventing the Barbarian in order to reinvent oneself,31 but by creating and 
reinforcing identifications with cultural symbolism and practice elsewhere, within 
and beyond the Phoenician diaspora. This theory of identification has much in 
common with the “points of identification” invoked in a classic essay by Stuart Hall 
on diaspora identity in the islands of the Caribbean, where he argues that “cultural 
identities are the points of identification, the unstable points of identification or 
suture . . . within the discourses of history and culture”;32 I also hope to show, with 
the help of the evidence from Carthage and other African tophets, that there is a 
crucial difference between identification with and identification as—that is, that 

the identifications with other peoples and places made in tophet sanctuaries do not 
necessarily involve claims to their political, ethnic, or communal identities.

———

The tophet at Carthage was discovered in 1921 when a French functionary inter-
ested in archaeology trailed a well-known local stele salesman to his clandestine 
excavation just outside the city wall.33 It is not only the biggest but also the earliest 
tophet we know of: as noted above, deposits of cinerary urns in the sanctuary start 
in the eighth or even ninth century and they continue at least until the destruction 
of the city in 146.34 In her landmark résumé of the archival material and prelimi-
nary reports from the various excavations that have taken place since then—none 
fully published—Hélène Bénichou-Safar discusses the site in terms of four separate 
chronological phases, between which systematic breaks and resurfacings allow a 
new layer of deposits in the crowded sanctuary (fig. 1).35 This phasing allows us to 
trace the development of the markers, the permanent public commemoration of the 
votive act, whose forms, iconography, and inscriptions will be my main focus here.

The sequence of marker-types can be seen in figure 1. In the earliest phase 
(800–675/650) the few markers that have been recognized tend to be roughly 
worked blocks of local sandstone.36 In phase 2 (675/650–550/525), these are joined 
by more articulated monuments, often called “cippi,” including geometric forms, 
L-shaped “thrones” and, especially, small shrines, or “naiskoi,” which make up about 
half the markers in this period.37 There is a greater variety of markers in phase 3 

fig. 1
The four phases of the  
Carthage tophet, with examples 
of typical marker-types
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(550/525–300/275), including obelisks and pillars, alongside more elaborate thrones 
and naiskoi. The first markers in the form of vertical slabs, sometimes called stelai, 
appear around the middle of the fourth century.38 Limestone begins to be used for 
the markers in the early fourth century, and in the last phase (300/275–146/125), all 
the markers are stelai of gray limestone.39 Of circa 10,000 markers altogether,40 629 
sandstone examples from phases 1 through 3 have been described and cataloged 
by Piero Bartoloni,41 and 612 in limestone from phases 3 and 4 by Shelby Brown.42 
These catalogs usefully, if not rigidly, distinguish two main stages in the visual cul-
ture of the sanctuary, which in Greco-Roman terms more or less match up with 
the archaic to classical periods on the one hand, and the Hellenistic period on the 
other, with the break between them coming in the fourth century, toward the end 
of Bénichou-Safar’s phase 3. I will look at these two stages in turn.

The markers used from the seventh to the fourth centuries demonstrate clear 
identifications with the homeland in this period, although they rarely reproduce 
Eastern phenomena in a straightforward manner. The worked stones and pillars 
find various parallels in the Phoenician cities and the Near East more generally.43 
Dressed stones are found in Levantine ritual contexts such as the second-millennium  
Temple of the Obelisks at Byblos and the recently published Iron Age cemetery 
at Tyre;44 a little later, in the sixth through fourth centuries, they mark tombs at 
Akhziv.45 At Kition, two pillars built of small ashlar blocks with rubble fill seem to 
date from the Phoenician sanctuary’s ninth-century origins.46 Herodotus claims to 
have seen two monumental stelai at the Temple of Melqart in Tyre, one of refined 
gold and the other of emerald, which presumably represent the same phenome-
non.47 The huge quantity found at Carthage, however, the great variety of forms in 
one sanctuary, and their function there as markers or souvenirs of a votive deposit 
rather than as cult objects or grave markers all seem to differ from Eastern practice.

The next major forms to appear at Carthage, the L-shaped “throne” and the simple  
naiskos, also have earlier parallels at Tyre.48 In both cases, however, the Western 
forms are much more developed, and there are far more of them. Conversely, clear 
Levantine precedents for the complex “Egyptianizing” naiskoi that begin to appear 
in Carthage (and many other Western tophets) in the sixth century (fig. 2) are not 
attested,49 though parallels have plausibly been seen in a series of five even more 
complex funerary shrines found in Sidon (figs. 3, 4), traditionally dated to the fifth 
century. Anna Maria Bisi suggested an earlier dating on the basis of Phoenician 
iconographic parallels,50 but since none of the Sidonian naiskoi was found in con-
text, a one-way influence of East on West in this context cannot be certain. Turning 
from forms to iconography, however, the sun disks and uraeus friezes of these nais-
koi do offer a good example of the “Egyptianizing” motifs that had been popular 
in the Levant long before they became a distinctive feature of the Carthage tophet 
in the sixth through fourth centuries. In this way the Carthaginians demonstrated 
their ongoing cultural ties to the homeland while also participating in the Levantine 
identification with a different, ancient, and high-status culture.

There are also non-Egyptian iconographic motifs at Carthage in this early 
stage with clear (if much scarcer) precedents in the East. The so-called Sign of 
Tanit,51 which dates back at least to the late sixth century at the tophet and occurs 

fig. 2
naiskoi from the  
Carthage tophet
Left: bottle idol within  
multiple frames. Right: lozenge 
and Sign of Tanit within 
multiple frames, below an 
Egyptianizing cornice

figs. 3, 4
Two examples of the series of 
naiskoi from Sidon, traditionally 
dated to the 5th century
Paris, Musée du Louvre,  
aO 4904, 2060
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on 5 percent of the sandstone markers cataloged by Bartoloni (fig. 5; see fig. 2), 
is found in the Phoenician cities from the ninth century to at least the third.52 
Similarly, among the human figures that appear on 6 percent of the sandstone 
markers, there are nine examples of a woman with a disk at her chest (fig. 6) who 
has Mesopotamian origins and appears in Palestine in the first half of the first mil-
lenium b.c.e. and then on the island of Cyprus in the sixth century, though always 
in terra-cotta.53

In the case of another symbol, however, transmission from West to East rather 
than vice versa seems plausible. As well as appearing in their own right in the 
tophet, among other geometric forms, pillars are by far the most common motif 
on the sandstone markers from phase 2 (seventh through sixth centuries) onward, 
represented on 179 (29 percent) of those cataloged by Bartoloni (fig. 7).54 Although 
pillars, obelisks, and other worked stones themselves can be found in the East from 
an early date, as discussed above, representations of them on other media there, 
such as coinage, all postdate the same phenomenon at Carthage.55 At the same 
time, other popular symbols such as the lozenge and bottle idol, which both appear 

fig. 5
naiskos from the Carthage 

tophet, with the Sign of Tanit 
and a crescent-disk within 

multiple frames

fig. 6
naiskos from the Carthage 

tophet, with a woman holding a 
disk to her chest within multiple 

frames below an Egyptianizing 
cavetto cornice

fig. 7
naiskos from the Carthage 
tophet, with a pillar within 

multiple frames below a cavetto 
cornice with a disk

relatively early at Carthage in various forms (12 percent and 13 percent of the sample, 
respectively), seem to be confined to the West.56 Only one example of the bottle 
idol has ever been found in the East, on an undated stele from Akhziv,57 and none 
of the lozenge.

The diaspora context is important here. Stuart Hall argued that in a diaspora 
“our relation to [the past], like the child’s relation to the mother, is always-already 
‘after the break’ ” framed simultaneously by “the vector of similarity and continu-
ity, and the vector of difference and rupture . . . The one gives us some grounding 
in, some continuity with, the past. The second reminds us that what we share is 
precisely the experience of a profound discontinuity.”58 These simultaneous frames 
of continuity and rupture clearly influence the forms and iconography of the mark-
ers, but they can also be seen in the divinities invoked in the inscriptions that begin 
to appear on them in the sixth century. The god identified as the recipient of the 
offerings is not Melqart, though he was still an important deity at Carthage,59 but 
(as Diodorus knew) Baal Hammon, joined from the fifth century by Tinnit.60 These 
gods are not inventions of the diaspora, since there are scattered earlier references 
to both in the Near East. They also have limited popularity in the Levant as com-
ponents of personal names, with references to Tinnit found, in particular, in and 
around Sidon.61 References in the East, however, end in the sixth century for Baal 
Hammon and the fifth century for Tinnit—just as they begin to be found in the 
West. An inscription from Carthage—not from the tophet—gives another angle 
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on the colonial (re)construction of Tinnit in particular, describing her as BLBNN, 
which seems to mean “of Lebanon.”62 This suggests that even if she was not in fact 
an important goddess there, her Eastern origins were seen at least by this individual 
as an important part of her identity in the West. The gods of the tophet then looked 
both backward and forward, identifying with the homeland, but at the same time 
making a new and better life in the West, just as the colonists themselves were try-
ing to do.

The picture before the fourth century, then, is that the tophet markers identify 
with the traditions of the homeland, innovate upon them, and in some cases start 
from scratch: indeed, the tophet itself may be an example of the latter phenomenon. 
It seems that while the sandstone markers made identifications with earlier monu-
ments in the Near East through their forms and iconography, they often borrowed 
relatively rare phenomena and adapted them without reproducing their precise 
details or functions. It also seems that the relationship of the tophet’s visual culture 
with the Levant in this period was dynamic rather than fossilized: the popularity 
of Egyptianizing forms and iconography in both East and West, the use in both 
places of motifs such as the Sign of Tanit as well as what look like borrowings in 
both directions, show the visual cultures of the two Phoenician worlds in dialogue. 
Their shared cultural milieu is particularly apparent in the sixth to fifth centuries, a 
period in which, despite (or perhaps because of) the pressures of meeting Persian 
tribute demands, economic relations between Phoenicia and Cyprus, Egypt and 
the western colonies intensified after a lull of about a century.63 This was also a 
period in which Sidon was preeminent among the cities of the Levant. The fact that 
the naiskoi and most Levantine references to Tinnit are found at Sidon rather than 
(as with the earlier dressed stones) at Tyre may point to new identifications in the 

“Persian” period between originally Tyrian colonies or settlers in the West and the 
new power in the Levant.

The visual culture of the tophet shifts and broadens significantly in the fourth 
century. The introduction of vertical slabs as markers clearly postdates the appear-
ance of the same form in the Levant and Cyprus, but Eastern examples well into 
the Hellenistic period tend to reproduce the version traditional in Ugarit and 
Mesopotamia where the top of the slab is rounded (fig. 8).64 At Carthage, by con-
trast, gables and, increasingly, acroteria were the norm (fig. 9; see Corinne Bonnet’s 
essay, this volume, fig. 2), which made a clearer identification with Greek visual 
culture.65 A popular subtype of the slab form in the tophet, however, depicting the 
naiskoi that the slabs effectively replaced, appears to have been largely a western 
Mediterranean phenomenon, though one example with multiple frames was found 
at the Kouklia sanctuary at Old Paphos on Cyprus, destroyed by the Persians in 498 
(see fig. 10).66

As noted above, limestone began to be used for the markers around the same 
time as the slab form was introduced and (no doubt for practical reasons) rapidly 
became more popular than the more friable sandstone, taking over completely in 
the final phase. The limestone markers cataloged by Brown have abandoned the rep-
resention of pillars and tend to avoid bottle idols as well, which appear on only 4.5 
percent of the markers as opposed to 13 percent in Bartoloni’s catalog;67 the most 

Clockwise from top left 
fig. 8

Marker from the Kouklia 
sanctuary at Old Paphos on 

Cyprus, destroyed by the 
Persians in 498 b.c.e. note the 

rounded top traditional in the 
near East

fig. 9
Limestone marker in the 

form of a vertical slab from 
the Carthage tophet, with 

an inscription above a hand 
flanked by ionic columns 
supporting round vessels

fig. 10
Marker from the Kouklia 

sanctuary at Old Paphos on 
Cyprus, destroyed by the 

Persians in 498 b.c.e. note the 
multiple frames
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common symbols in the Hellenistic period are the Sign of Tanit (48 percent ver-
sus 5.5 percent in Bartoloni’s catalog) and the crescent-disk combination (27 percent 
versus 5 percent) as well as the new motifs of the hand (31 percent) and caduceus (35 
percent) (see fig. 9 and Corinne Bonnet’s essay, this volume, fig. 2). These symbols 
all make identifications with the homeland; indeed, they tend to adhere more closely 
to better-known Eastern forms and motifs than did the iconography of the earlier 
period. The crescent-disk has Mesopotamian, Levantine, and Cypriot parallels from 
the third millennium onward,68 and the hand, perhaps apotropaic, is very common 
in the Near East with the first examples found in the Bronze Age, such as at Hazor.69 
The caduceus appears at the Carthage tophet in a distinctively Phoenician form and 
without the serpents and wings common in Greek examples; this version is found 
on seals, scarabs, and stelai in Phoenician and other eastern Mediterranean contexts 
from at least the eighth century b.c.e.70 It becomes a symbol particularly closely 
associated with Carthage in the West, frequently featured on the city’s coinage71 and 
found only very rarely outside Africa.72 It is striking that all three of these symbols 
occur on slab form markers in the East as well, and so the Carthaginians in this 
period import not only the symbol but also the medium from the East; whether they 
also appropriate the message, or significance, of the motif is an open question.

Alongside this new “Phoenicianism,” however, and as with the forms, this is 
also a period in which the iconography looks to the broader Mediterranean.73 The 
markers feature elements of Greek ritual symbolism such as lekythoi (oil flasks) 
and kantheroi (drinking cups); Greek moldings, borders, and capitals; and Etruscan 
and other Italic motifs such as freestanding columns supporting round vessels (see 
fig. 9).74 The precise origins of the motifs no doubt mattered little to those who 
adopted and adapted them, if they even knew what they were: by themselves, ori-
gins explain little.75 What matters here is not that “Greek” or “Etruscan” motifs are 
being borrowed, but that the visual culture of the tophet is for the first time open to 
a world beyond home and the homeland. Even in the religious context of the sanc-
tuary, a significant proportion of these Hellenistic-period markers celebrate what 
seems to be a peculiarly culturally specific rite in the cosmopolitan symbolic lan-
guage of the globalized Mediterranean, in whose commercial and cultural networks 
Carthaginians were very much at home.76 To borrow Hall’s words again, diasporas 
are defined “by a concept of ‘identity’ which lives with and through, not despite, dif-
ference . . . Diaspora identities are those which are constantly producing and repro-
ducing themselves anew, through transformation and difference.”77 This was true of 
the tophet from the start, but the horizons of difference were getting wider.

Openness to other peoples and cultures is in fact a core aspect of Carthaginian 
culture and identity in the Hellenistic period. As well as the reality of cultural and 
ethnic interaction in the city, including the famous examples of the mixed mar-
riages contracted by Sophonisba and by Hannibal, the tophet itself has a very 
significant number of dedications by non-Carthaginians (or their descendants), 
including Sards,78 a “noblewoman of Eryx” (in Sicily),79 Egyptians,80 and a woman 
called Euklea who inscribes her name in Greek letters.81

It is also built into one of the foundation legends told about Carthage, in which 
Elissa’s boat picks up a priest and eighty girls from Cyprus on the way from Tyre, so 

that her colonists will have wives.82 This may of course be another external inven-
tion, but a hint that identifications even beyond the Phoenician world could be a 
valuable aspect of personal identity at Carthage is found in a late inscription from 
the tophet that lists sixteen generations of the sacrificer’s ancestors, where the first is 
a “Misry,” or “Egyptian.”83 This unusual strategy—normally at most two generations 
of ancestors are listed—suggests that the dedicator intended to list a genealogy (real 
or invented) going back to the foundation of the colony, indeed to “prove” that the 
family predated the city.84 It would be very striking for a dedicator to advertise his 
first Carthaginian ancestor not only as non-Tyrian but as non-Levantine, albeit of 
an ethnicity of immense status and antiquity.

The people who set up markers in the Carthage tophet constructed indi-
vidual and communal cultural identity throughout the city’s history by adapting 
a variety of sources, including the Levant (past and present), Egypt, and in the 
Hellenistic period the Greco-Italic world. This need not, of course, imply any kind 
of Greek, Italian, or Egyptian ethnic identity on the part of the tophet commu-
nity, or even a close relationship with those peoples. Indeed, the fourth century 
saw the hardening of opposition between Carthage and Greek states in Sicily, from 
the Battle of Himera in 397 to Agathocles’ siege of Carthage in 310. Making identi-
fications with other peoples and places, epigraphic or visual, does not weaken the 
Carthaginians’ own cultural identities but adds to them, adds to their status, and 
clarifies their status as diaspora identities. This point should also make us wary of 
assuming that the cultural identities under constant construction in the Carthage 
tophet were Phoenician (or Punic): as is well known, corporate “Phoenician” iden-
tity was an external invention of the Greeks, while there are no certain examples 
of these people themselves using the words Phoenician, Punic, or any equivalent 
corporate concepts.85

What all this does imply, however, is an increasingly strong cultural identity as 
a community, something that is also suggested by the standardization of the overall 
physical appearance of the sanctuary. During phase 3 (550/525–300/275), a visitor 
would have been confronted with a variety of types of monument scattered over 
the surface of the tophet, building up over a couple of centuries before the sanctu-
ary was resurfaced.86 (Fig. 11 may give a flavor of the effect.) In the final phase, by 
contrast, with limestone stelai used to the exclusion of all other markers,87 the sanc-
tuary would have presented a much more uniform and therefore communal appear-
ance. Furthermore, the iconography of the few markers from the fourth layer found 
in context suggest that the bottle idol and the crescent-disk become less popular in 
the last phase, the Sign of Tanit rather more so, and the caduceus—the symbol most 
closely associated with Carthage in particular—much more so.88 The final phases of 
the tophet, the Punic War years, saw a turn to both self and mother.

It also seems that the tophet was open to an increasing range of Carthaginians 
in this period. Brown has argued that by categorizing and comparing her sample 
of 612 stelai in terms of form and iconography, it is possible to distinguish a group 
of thicker (7 to 12 centimeters), taller markers, which used a wide range of motifs, 
from a group of thinner (5 centimeters or less) and smaller ones, which are more 
standardized and less well cut, prepared, and carved, and tend to depict a more 
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limited range of core symbols: the Sign of Tanit, the caduceus, the hand, and the 
crescent-disk.89 The latter also tend to lack motifs indicating status or profession.90 
Brown interpreted this distinction chronologically, putting the thicker markers in 
phase 3 and the thinner ones in phase 4, and then explained the change in terms of 
the poverty of the city at the time of the Punic wars. However, recent excavations 
and new pottery studies show that this was in fact a time of prosperity, trade, and 
construction in the city, with ever increasing imports and exports, a new quarter 
built around the Byrsa hill, and a new military harbor.91 Besides this, there is no evi-
dence that the thicker markers stopped being produced in the tophet’s final phase of 
use: while the thinner markers are found only in phase 4 contexts and so do seem 
to be a late development, the average thickness of the ninety-nine phase 4 markers 
excavated by François Icard in 1922 was 9.5 centimeters—well within the range of 
Brown’s “thick” group, and exactly the same as that of the twenty markers in the 
phase 3 context below.92 Another indication that the production of thicker slabs 
continued into this period is that although markers with acroteria begin to appear 
only at the very end of phase 3,93 about half of the “thick” examples in Brown’s 
sample have acroteria.

It appears then that markers of a wider range of qualities and (so) costs than 
before were being produced in phase 4, and therefore that the sanctuary was being 
used by people from a wider range of socioeconomic backgrounds, in addition to 
the “ethnic” diversity discussed above. This fits in with the evidence of the inscrip-
tions, which date very largely to the fourth century and afterward and which record 
a huge range of professions and positions, from rabs (priests) and sufets (chief 

fig. 11
a variety of markers from the 

Carthage tophet, including 
thrones, naiskoi, and slabs,  

in sandstone and limestone, 
now visible inside the later 

Roman cistern

magistrates) to butchers and metal workers as well as freedmen and even slaves.94 It 
is also worth noting that the variety, quality, and size of the urns decreases signifi-
cantly in phase 4.95 This development might relate politically to what Lancel labeled 
the “democratic evolution” of the city in the late fourth and third centuries96 and on 
an economic level to the shift from extensive to intensive agricultural production 
on the part of a greater number of relatively small-scale producers suggested by the 
dramatic rise in sites in the hinterland of Carthage from nine in the fourth century 
to fifty in the third and second.97 At the same time, however, the wider range of 
motifs in use on the thicker stelai reinforces the class-based, cosmopolitan cultural 
identity of the more elite dedicants within and alongside an increasingly cohesive 
civic identity, in the production of which they also participate: class identity and 
community identity reinforce each other without overlapping completely.

This internal, aggregative construction of a stronger sense of communal identity 
involving more of the community and based in and on the tophet, however, sug-
gests another mode of identification with the Greco-Roman Mediterranean—not 
an identification with its visual culture, but with its literary and political discourse, 
which by the Hellenistic period had positioned the Carthaginians firmly within 
negative regimes of representation.98 In particular, child sacrifice, especially in its 
bloodier versions, tends to be specifically associated with Carthage in Greek and 
Roman sources, going back to Cleitarchus in the fourth century.99 The increasing 
Carthaginian focus on the tophet as a crucial site for constructing communal iden-
tity reproduces and reinforces this new external stereotype, and we see here the 
negative side of cultural identity—what Hall has described as “otherness as an inner 
compulsion.”100 The tophet was something that made the Carthaginians different 
in others’ eyes, and in the period of the Punic wars it seems that the Carthaginians 
embraced that.

What, finally, of local identifications, beyond the Carthaginian community itself? 
Despite the city’s openness to other cultures, an important feature of Carthage’s  
foundation legend as preserved in Justin’s epitomes of Pompeius Trogus involves 
the explicit rejection of intermarriage with the local Libyan population: Elissa killed 
herself rather than marry the local king Hiarbas.101 Whether or not this is a story 
that the Carthaginians themselves told, it is certainly true that in contrast to Greek 
and Phoenician motifs, the “local” is conspicuous by its absence from the tophet 
throughout its history. Despite the presence of a Libyan population in the city, and 
indeed among the dedicants at the tophet,102 in the sanctuary’s visual culture Libya 
is just a space of encounter between other cultures and cultural identities.103 The 
tophet was a showcase for the new directions taken by the new community in a 
neutral, artificially delocalized colonial space and a reification of the diaspora expe-
rience of rupture alongside continuity.

———

Going beyond the specific case study of the Carthage tophet, my basic thesis 
here has been that the construction of communal identities can be accomplished 
through points of identification with cultural discourse and practice elsewhere, past 
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and present, rather than by highlighting differences from others—though the self-
identification with the Greco-Roman stereotype proposed above would suggest that 
differentiation can sometimes be the effect. I have also argued that these identifi-
cations with other peoples and places do not necessarily imply identification as 
them, a false move made in too many cultural identity models, most egregiously 
that of Romanization, where the form of the word itself implies that by adopting or 
referencing the material culture of the Romans, whether by choice or compulsion, 
one becomes Roman oneself.104 The illogicality of such a move can be seen in the 
Carthaginian appeal to Greek models and fashions at a time of profound enmity 
between Carthage and several Greek states, but it is more vividly illustrated by 
the other sanctuaries found in “Libyan” or “Numidian” settlements all over North 
Africa that reproduce various aspects of the “Punic” tophets, including the markers 
and in some cases at least the cremation and burial of infants.105 It is with a brief 
glance at these that I will end.

There are about thirty-five African sanctuaries of this type, dating to the third 
century b.c.e. or later, sometimes considerably later; in most cases the markers 
have been found out of context, though sometimes the site itself is also known. The 
extent of economic, political, and cultural interaction between North African com-
munities means that the ethnic labels imposed on them by modern scholarship are 
not easy to distinguish on the ground,106 but it is safe to say that these settlements 
are at least for the most part not ethnically or politically Carthaginian—the latter 
not least because most of the evidence dates from after the fall of Carthage. In their 
different ways these communities borrow, adapt, develop, and on occasion reject 
the themes of the Carthage tophet in much the same way as the Carthaginians 
treated the culture of their homeland in constructing the visual culture of their 
own tophet.107 The markers are almost all vertical slabs of various sizes and shapes, 
often with gables, as in the late stage at Carthage, though not many acroteria. The 
iconography tends to reproduce the most popular motifs from Carthage, but with 
very few of the more cosmopolitan motifs from the Greco-Italic world found there. 
Where there are inscriptions, they are in Punic and preserve much of the standard 
formula found at Carthage, but Tinnit is much less popular than in that city, only 
ever occuring in association with Baal Hammon, who appears more often on his 
own. The inscriptions also preserve records of collective dedications by groups who 
identify themselves as citizens of, for instance, Dougga, Maktar, and Mididi, and 
at Cirta as Numidian tribal chiefs,108 suggesting that ritual practice could vary sig-
nificantly from that of Carthage, even where the visual culture seems very similar.

The recently excavated sanctuary at Henchir el-Hami, where offerings were 
made from at least the first century b.c.e. to the second century c.e., is of particular 
importance due to the quality of information that we now possess and provides a 
good example of the genre.109 The few inscriptions attest Libyan, Phoenician, and 
Latin names within the same families, with the only certain Libyan one appearing 
in the older generation:110 it seems that this is a Libyan community in which chil-
dren are increasingly being given foreign names. Given that, the ashes of children 
of six months or younger in more than three-quarters of the 268 urns so far exam-
ined from the site is a startling piece of evidence for the mobility and flexibility 

of cultural identification in ancient North Africa.111 As with the other sanctuaries, 
there is both identification with the Carthage tophet and variation on its themes.112 
Three Punic inscriptions record offerings to Baal Hammon, in the standard phras-
ing found at Carthage, but there is no reference to Tinnit; gables seem to be the 
norm on the fifty-eight stelai recovered, but there are no acroteria; and the iconog-
raphy of the markers includes the Sign of Tanit, the caduceus, pillars, human figures, 
crescents, and disks as well as fruit, grain, and vegetables.

There is, of course, no reason to think that the points of identification with 
Carthage signify identification as Carthaginian on the part of those in communities 
such as Henchir el-Hami. Tophets, it should now be clear, do not act as markers for 

“Punicity” or any other specific, bounded, ethnic or cultural group, for individual 
dedicants or for the community as a whole.113 Instead, their visual culture builds 
local community identity, at the level of the town or perhaps just the sanctuary. 
Identifications with Carthage were politically useful in the face of growing Roman 
power in Africa, suggesting communities’ independence from Rome, and perhaps 
also from the Numidian kings, through a link with a third party that no longer pre-
sented a potential political threat in itself. It is striking that just as Carthaginian ico-
nography is being adopted in the tophets, so are Carthaginian offices in the cities.114

These later African sanctuaries operate in a very similar way to the tophet at 
Carthage then, making identifications with a variety of useful sources of social, cul-
tural, and political capital, without imitating them and without identifying as them. 
Instead, in both cases these identifications shape and consolidate their own cultural 
identity as communities, especially at times of external threat that required strong 
communities with powerful allies at a discursive as well as practical level: cultural 
identity, in these sanctuaries as everywhere else, was a means to other ends rather 
than an end in itself.
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