NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC SPECIAL
“Quest for the Phoenicians”
At the cusp of the Iron Age, the Phoenicians dominated Mediterranean waters with commercial skill and maritime force. But a history written by their enemies obscured the contributions and culture of this ancient civilization. Now, three very different scientists apply their pioneering work to the mystery of the Phoenicians to find out who they were, what made them so prosperous and what ultimately became of them. NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC SPECIAL “Quest for the Phoenicians,” airing on PBS Wednesday, March 22, 2006, 8:00-9:00 p.m. ET, examines the facts and fiction behind these legendary oceanic warriors. 

“The Phoenicians pushed the boundaries of exploration and commercial trade and were so successful at it that they inspired envy among many of their peers,” notes Michael Rosenfeld, senior executive producer for NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC SPECIALS.” That envy conspired over the years to bury their contributions to society to the point that we are only now just beginning to uncover who the Phoenician people really were.”
In one of three storylines, “Quest for the Phoenicians” follows geneticist Dr. Spencer Wells from Lebanon to Tunisia as he attempts to trace the history of the Phoenician race through genetics. He is a biologist with an archaeologists passion, searching for the Phoenicians in the DNA of their descendants. From the mummified remains of King Tabnet, Wells plans to construct a DNA chain, linking this ancient people to their modern-day counterparts. The goal is lofty, and to achieve it, Wells and fellow geneticist Pierre Zalloua must convince a group of Lebanese fishermen to donate samples of their blood to the study. Should Wells find common traits between the two DNA chains, he will provide a blueprint that will help trace the origin and progression of the Phoenician people. 

“DNA is a blueprint; it’s a way you reproduce yourself [by] passing it on to the next generation,” explains Wells. “But it also provides us with a historical document, a way to look back in time. Could people living in Lebanon today be related to a long-dead Phoenician king?” 

While Wells searches for the answer to that riddle, underwater explorer and National Geographic Explorer-in-Residence Dr. Robert Ballard, finder of the Titanic, searches for answers of a different kind at the bottom of the Mediterranean Sea. 

“The Phoenicians are the true ancient mariners,” remarks Ballard. “They didn’t have a giant nation, a great army [or] vast natural resources and wealth. They had to survive on their cunning and their mastery of the sea.” 

In awe of the Phoenicians’ sheer expertise at navigating the often tricky waters of the Black Sea, Ballard travels to a spot in the Eastern Mediterranean where he encountered some success once before. A steely combination of science and gut instinct first drew Ballard to the Ashkelon site; the promise of excavating two well-preserved Phoenician ships he found lured him back. Settled on the ocean floor, the sunken boats serve as eerie time-capsules ceramic amphora preserved upright in the hulls, wine decanters and incense stands evoking heady smells from the galley. Viewers experienced the wonder of discovery as Ballard first laid eyes on the vessels. Now, National Geographic is with him again as he returns armed with advanced naval technology and remote-operated vehicles, only to find himself stymied by shifting international politics. Undeterred, Ballard’s crack team sets out along the Phoenicians’ trade routes a quest under the waves and through the ages to uncover the secrets of seafaring history. 

On the other side of the Mediterranean, in a cave carved by natural forces into the Rock of Gibraltar, archaeologists excavate a Phoenician ritual site. At the bottom of the crumbling rock face, more than 5,000 artifacts have been found: talismans, charms, rings and scarabs. “These items are very small in physical terms, but very large in spiritual terms,” says Spanish archaeologist Paco Giles. We can construct through them the key moment of the Phoenicians’ arrival. Giles believes this was a place the Phoenicians visited to make a spiritual bargain with their gods before venturing out into the Atlantic and the unknown. 

The three storylines converge to tell an epic story of the Phoenician people: why they were simultaneously revered and hated; how they revolutionized commercial trade and exploration; and who their modern descendents are. 

“It is amazing that only now, 2,000 years after the end of their empire, are we beginning to discover the true origins of the Phoenician people,” said Rosenfeld. “This film captures the phenomenal application of modern science to the unearthing of history’s truth.” 

Dramatic recreations and computer-generated imagery bring the glory days of Phoenicia alive for viewers. Follow the trade winds of history with National Geographic on a groundbreaking exploration across an ancient ocean. In caves deep underground, in sunken vessels and, ultimately, in the blood of their descendants, a great empire reveals itself on a “Quest for the Phoenicians.” 
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