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1.1  Introduction

According to several botanical reports, a zone in-
cluding the northern part of  the Iranian Plateau, 
Afghanistan, central Asia, northern India as well 
as Anatolia is considered as the homeland of  the 
wild ancestors of  pomegranate (Fig. 1.1) (Janick, 
2005; Hummer et al., 2012). Its later geographi-
cal distribution towards the west and the east 
was a result of  cultural interactions and com-
mercial exchanges. In this chapter, first the phil-
ological and linguistic evidence of  pomegranate 
in the ancient Near East is presented. Second, 
since the Iranian territories are considered as the 
main centre of  its origin, the archaeology and 
history of  this fruit have been investigated in this 
area, and then the study has been extended to-
wards other territories, including Mesopotamia, 
Egypt, Greece, Cyprus, Levant, Syria and the 
Iberian Peninsula. Finally, the symbolic values 
and mythological attestation of  pomegranate are 
studied in various ancient cultures.

1.2  Pomegranate in Ancient 
Cultures

Pomegranate is a divine gift in the imagery of  
antiquity. It has so many evocative features: 
its blossom and flower, the shape of  the pome, 
with a pointed or crowned tip, and its shining 
red colour have been emblems of  power since 
ancient times; its innumerable ruby- red seeds 
hint at fecundity; and the regular geometry 
of  the seeds is a replica of  the divine order. 
Pomegranate was depicted and reproduced 
in ancient art as a major symbol of  fertility, 
abundance, perfection and sanctity (Nigro and 
Spagnoli, 2018). Its practical function and its 
importance for human life make pomegranate 
one of  the most symbolic fruits in antiquity as 
well as in modern times. In ancient cultures 
pomegranate is always linked with the con-
cept of  fertility, even beyond death, and for this 
reason it often appears in association with dei-
ties such as Anahita, Ishtar, Astarte, Era and 
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Demeter. In the Christian culture the notion 
of  Mary’s virginity is also related to pome-
granate. Its iconographic fortune bears wit-
ness to the symbolic transcultural role played 
by this fruit and the pomegranate tree in an-
cient Mediterranean, from its farthest oriental 
origins to modern art and religion (Spagnoli, 
2019).

1.3  Ancient Philology

The earliest written evidence for pomegran-
ate comes from Sumerian cuneiform texts. The 
names for pomegranate in ancient Near Eastern 
languages are as follows: Sumerian, ‘nu- urma’; 
Akkadian, ‘nurmu’ (Roth, 1965); Assyrian, 
‘rummanu’ (related to the modern derivations 
‘rimmon’ in Hebrew and ‘roumman’ in Arabic); 
and Egyptian (both for the tree and fruit), jhmn/
inhmn (Nigro and Spagnoli, 2018). The modern 
term for pomegranate in Persian is ‘anār/رانا’. In 
Middle Persian (Sassanid Pahlavi) the equivalent 
word for pomegranate is ‘nar’ or ‘narak’ and in 

Sanskrit the term for designation of  pomegran-
ate is dalim (MacKenzie, 1971).

1.4  Pomegranate in Iran (Persia)

The earliest archaeobotanical evidence of  
pomegranate dates back to the 5th millennium 
bce. From the Bronze Age, the archaeobotanical 
data regarding the presence of  pomegranate 
increase considerably. Mesopotamian cunei-
form records mentioned pomegranate from 
the mid- 3rd millennium bce (Zohary et  al., 
2012). Due to the abundance of  wild pome-
granate trees in Iran (the central, northern, 
eastern and north- eastern part of  the Iranian 
Plateau), central Asia (southern Turkmenia) 
and Afghanistan, it is reasonable to think that 
the first phase of  its cultivation was started in 
this part of  the Near East. The eastern spread 
of  pomegranate cultivation from Iran and 
central Asia towards north- western China 
(Xingjian) and then to South- east Asia could 

Fig. 1.1. Centre of origin for pomegranate. (Photo: Joseph Postman.)
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be related to the flourishing of  trade and com-
mercial contacts alongside the Silk Road.

1.5  Pomegranate in Persian Culture 
and Literature

In the Iranian religions, pomegranate is consid-
ered as a heavenly plant and is counted among 
the sacred trees in the Zoroastrian religion. 
Pomegranate’s branches and flowers were and 
still are used during the Zoroastrian rituals. 
According to the later Zoroastrian texts, it is 
blessed to use pomegranate’s branches in the fire 
temples. Barsam, a sacred object used during the 
veneration of  fire, was composed of  young twigs 
of  pomegranate shrubs considered as a symbol 
of  fecundity and eternity. During the Sassanid 
period, pomegranate was a sacred fruit and its 
plentiful grains were a symbol of  Anahita’s fe-
cundity. In public Iranian folklore, on the first 
night of  winter, called Yalda, pomegranate is an 
essential element that gives health and abun-
dance throughout the year. In the iconographic 
tradition of  the Sassanid period the combination 
of  the pomegranate motif  with winged- shaped 
thistle branches could be interpreted as a divine 
and fertility symbol. The frequent presence of  
pomegranate in Persian literature also indicates 
a popular use of  this fruit. In Persian texts, po-
ems and miniatures, pomegranate is a symbol 
of  youth and feminine beauty (Sedaghat, 2017).

1.6  Archaeological Evidence of 
Pomegranate in Iran

1.6.1  Iron Age

One of  the main archaeological corpora relat-
ed to the iconography of  pomegranate in Iran 
comes from the Iron Age site of  Tepe Marlik 
(Cheragh Ali Tepe), excavated in 1961 by an 
Iranian mission headed by E.O. Negahban. It 
is situated in the lower part of  the Gohar Rud 
valley, near Rostam Abad in the province of  
Gilan (Negahban, 1996). The site dates back 
to the late 2nd millennium bce (13th century 
bce) and was composed of  53 intact roughly 
constructed rich tombs made by stones and 

mortar. Among the archaeological findings, sev-
eral ornamental items and other objects have 
been identified related to pomegranate. Several 
necklaces (Negahban, 1996: Pl. XXVI-163; Pl. 
XXVII-205/206; Pl. LI-165; Pl. LVI-205/206; 
Pl. LVIII-210) and earrings (Fig. 1.2) (Negahban, 
1996: Pl. XXVIII-363; Pl. LII-170/171) were 
found in funeral contexts. Besides these objects, 
four pomegranate cage bells have been discov-
ered in tombs no. 18, 30, 44 and 47 (Negahban, 
1996: Pl. CXXXVI-943/944/945/946).

A bronze pomegranate- shaped bell used 
as clapper was also found in a burial context 
at Gohar Tepe in Mazandaran. It has been re-
ported from burial AG2IV-20 (Piller et al., 2009) 
belonging to Iron Age I/II contexts. Another 
archaeological source for the iconography of  
pomegranate in Iran is a trove of  objects, also 
known as the Ziwiye Treasure, found at the ar-
chaeological site of  Ziwiye (dating back from the 
9th to 7th centuries bce), in Kurdistan province. 
Indeed, in 1948 the French architect A. Godard 
published a museum catalogue presenting a small 
group of  silver and ceramic artefacts supposedly 
from a site near Saqqiz in the north- west of  Iran 
(Muscarella, 2013). Among other objects, sev-
eral pomegranate- shaped decorative elements 
were found in Ziwiye. One of  them is an ivory 
item in the form of  a pomegranate, now kept in 
the Metropolitan Museum of  Art. At the same 
museum are several golden plaques with winged 

Fig. 1.2. Golden necklaces and earrings 
from Marlik. (Photo: Neda Tehrani and Nima 
Fakoorzadeh – by courtesy of the National 
Museum of Iran.)
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creatures approaching stylized trees (dating back 
to the 8th to 7th centuries bce) clearly depicting 
pomegranate motifs.

1.6.2  Achaemenid period

During the Achaemenid period, the iconograph-
ic evidence of  pomegranate increases consider-
ably. These attestations can be divided into two 
categories; that is, goldsmithery and rock relief. 
In the case of  goldsmithery, one of  the finest ob-
jects, actually kept in the National Museum of  
Iran, is a pair of  earrings with two rows of  pome-
granates encircled in a golden ring. On each of  
them, a pendent hangs, enfolded by a golden 
lace (Fig. 1.3, left). This object could be consid-
ered as a masterpiece of  Achaemenid goldsmith-
ery. An earring in the form of  a pomegranate is 
another example of  Achaemenid goldsmithery 
(Fig. 1.3, middle). Another item is a golden neck-
lace, found recently in the region of  Behbahan 
located in south- east Khuzestan (Razmjou, 
2019). Six bulky pomegranates are represented 
in the lower part of  the necklace (Fig. 1.3, right).

Regarding the presence of  pomegranate in 
the rock art of  the Achaemenid period, there is 
a noteworthy rock relief  scene from the eastern 
staircase of  Apadana at Persepolis, represent-
ing the Achaemenid king, Darius the Great. 
In his hand, he is holding a flower that easily 
could be a pomegranate flower with extra blos-
soms (Figs.  1.4 and 1.5). If  it is so, it indicates 
that pomegranate was an auspicious element 

not only in religious rituals but also in royal 
ceremonies (Keshavarzi, 2014). According 
to historical texts, about one- tenth of  the 
Achaemenid immortal guards carried spears 
with golden pomegranates on their shafts, and 
the other nine- tenths of  them had spears with 
silver pomegranates on their shafts (Curtis and 
Simpson, 2010). This evidence shows sharply 
the omnipresence of  pomegranate in the art and 
mythology of  the Achaemenid period. Moreover, 
the pollen records from Lake Maharlou near 
Persepolis also indicate the cultivation of  pome-
granate in this period.

1.6.3  Pollen evidence of pomegranate 
cultivation in ancient Persia

Pomegranate (Punica granatum) is the most 
newly discovered cultivated tree in the pollen 
records of  Lake Maharlou basin, some 50 km to 
the south of  Persepolis. Pomegranate has a vast 
natural distribution from the Balkans to north- 
western India but is mostly restricted to the 
Irano- Turanian and Mediterranean floristic re-
gions (Levin, 2006). Despite difficulties in detect-
ing the indigenous species, Reschinger (1966) 
reported pomegranate natural populations in 
Iran mainly in the north (Gorgan, Mazandaran 
and Gilan provinces) as well as northern parts 
of  Azerbaijan, Kurdestan, Qazvin and far east 
Baluchestan. The documented pomegranate pol-
len grains were extracted from sediments dating 
back to the Achaemenid period. The discovery of  

Fig. 1.3. Golden earrings and a necklace. (Photo: Neda Tehrani and Nima Fakoorzadeh – by courtesy of 
the National Museum of Iran.)
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P. granatum pollen in the Maharlou record is the 
first report for southern Iran, which seems too 
far from the proposed natural stands of  the tree 
in north Iran (Gorgan, Mazandaran and Gilan 
provinces), north- west Iran (Azerbaijan prov-
ince), Kurdistan and even in eastern Baluchistan 
(Reschinger, 1966). Furthermore, the tree is ex-
tremely underrepresented in modern pollen rain 
due to insect- and self- pollination, suggesting 
that only a few counted pollen grains may indi-
cate large- scale plantations (Morton, 1987). It 
is worth mentioning that Bottema (1986) iden-
tified rare pomegranate pollen in Urmia Lake 
(north- west Iran). However, due to age uncer-
tainty of  that record and the location of  the lake 
in north- west Iran, no solid conclusion can be 

made about the exact age and possible cultiva-
tion of  the tree.

The domestication practices of  pome-
granate are thought to have begun in the 
Transcaucasia- Caspian area and northern 
Turkey around the late Neolithic period (Levin, 
2006; Chandra et  al., 2010). Applications of  
pomegranate have been traced back to the 4th 
millennium bce in the ancient Near East and 
Mediterranean region. Besides having dietary 
and medicinal properties, pomegranate fruits 
have been widely used as a fertility symbol 
to decorate the clothes and jewellery of  royal 
Assyrian women. The fruit also appears in sev-
eral Assyrian rituals and royal gardens as shown 
by their rock relief  representations (SAA 7, 72, 
81). In addition, the pomegranate name ap-
pears in PFA 33 from the Persepolis Fortification 
Archive (PFA1). The Elamite administrative texts 
recorded tree seedling inventories to be planted 
in five ‘paradises’ in the Achaemenids heart-
land (Henkelman, 2013). In this tablet, which 
is mostly written in Aramaic or Elamite lan-
guages, the name for pomegranate (ka- ru- kur) 
appears with the names of  other fruit trees like 
pear, quince, mulberry, olive, date and apple. 
In conclusion, the particular pollen dispersal 
of  this species along with the historical records 
strongly support the hypothesis of  fruit tree cul-
tivation and particularly pomegranate cultiva-
tion in the Maharlou Lake basin (Tilia and Tilia, 
1972–1978; Ward, 2003; Keshavarzi, 2014).

Fig. 1.4. A representation of Darius the Great bearing a pomegranate flower with two blossoms. (Photo: 
Neda Tehrani and Nima Fakoorzadeh – courtesy of the National Museum of Iran.)

Fig. 1.5. Pomegranate flower and blossoms on 
Persepolis reliefs. (Photo courtesy of Khoobchehr 
Keshavarzi.)
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1.6.4  Sassanid period

In the Sassanid era, pomegranate became a com-
mon architectural decorative item (Fig.  1.6). 
Several motifs of  this fruit have been identified 
on the stucco found in the Sassanid royal com-
plexes including Tell Ḏahab (Cteciphon), Umm 
az Za’ātir (Ctesiphon), Tell Ma’āridt IV (Kröger, 
1982: pl.10/1–2; pl. 21/3–4; pl. 38/3 & 5), 
the palace of  Kish (Kröger, 1982: pl. 81/1–2; 
pl. 88/4), Chal Tarkhan (Rey) and Gouriyeh 
(Khosrawi, 2016). It is noteworthy that the 
motif  of  pomegranate is very common on some 
silver vessels of  the Sassanid period, too. After 
the fall of  the empire in 651 bce, traditional 
decorative motifs of  the Sassanid period con-
tinued to appear during the Islamic era. Under 
the Umayyad, the motif  of  pomegranate was a 
common architectural decorative element as 
can be seen in architectural decorations in Syria 
and Palestine (Baer, 1986). In Kharbat al Mafjar, 
Hisham’s palace, near Jericho, a stucco panel, 
now kept in the Rockefeller Museum, clearly de-
picts pomegranate encircled in thistle leaves. It is 
without any doubt a theme that shows a strong 
similarity to the stucco frieze of  the Sassanid pe-
riod. The motif  of  pomegranate has been report-
ed in architectural decoration at Samarra from 
the Abbasid era (Corsi, 2017). In the Iranian 
homeland, the motif  of  pomegranate was found 
in the archaeological excavations at Darreh 
Shahr (Seymareh region) dating from the early 
Islamic era. On a stucco frieze at Darreh Shahr, 
the motif  of  pomegranate is depicted in a very 
natural style (Lakpour, 2011).

1.7  Pomegranate in Bronze Age 
Ancient Near East and in the Levant

The presence of  pomegranate in the Levant, both 
the original fruit, Punica protopunica L., and the 
domesticates P. granatum L. is archaeologically 
attested from the 4th millennium bce. The spread 
of  this plant from the Middle to the Near East oc-
curred between the second half  of  the 4th and 
the first half  of  the 3rd millennium bce, though 
some specimens reached the Fertile Crescent even 
before this time (Fateh et  al., 2013; Kokaj et  al., 
2017). This may be connected with Sumerian 
trade with ancient Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan 
and India (Harappa and Mohenjo- daro in the 
Indus Valley). Long- distance commerce with 
India was practised by the Sumero- Akkadian 
city- states of  Mesopotamia and Elam (Schmandt- 
Besserat, 1992), and this route is possibly the one 
through which the original pomegranate shrub 
(P. protopunica L.) reached Mesopotamia, Anatolia, 
Syria and Palestine. Sumerians were possibly the 
protagonists of  such diffusion, and they were the 
originators of  the domestication of  the pomegran-
ate. Its florid aspect and healthy properties make 
this fruit suitable for symbolic associations with 
human fertility, and thus life and death. For this 
reason, in ancient Mesopotamian art it is often 
represented with the deities of  fertility, fecundity 
and abundance. The pomegranate tree represents 
the Tree of  Life in Assyrian art (Lurker, 1971; 
Barnett, 1982; Muthmann, 1982; Moortgat- 
Correns, 1989).

In ancient Syria and Levant, pomegran-
ate seeds were found in Ebla (Wachter- Sarkady, 
1995), Tell es- Sultan/Jericho, Tell el- Jazari/
Gezer, Tell el- Hesi (Lipschitz, 1989), Tell es- 
Sa’idiyeh (Cartwright, 1997) and Arad (Hopf, 
1978) in 3rd millennium bce contexts, show-
ing a capillary distribution at the time of  early 
urbanization. The spread of  this species in the 
Levant increased in the 2nd millennium bce, 
and it was found in several rich cities, such as 
Ebla in the Sacred Area of  Ishtar (Matthiae, 
1993, Matthiae, 2002), Tell ed- Dab’a Temple 
III (Bietak, 2009) and in Jericho tombs (1700–
1650 bce; Kenyon, 1960; Hopf, 1969). Over the 
centuries, pomegranate continued to be a sym-
bolic fruit in the Islamic period; the mosaic of  
the diwan of  Qasr Hisham (743 bce), Jericho, rep-
resents the Tree of  Life, depicted as a luxuriant 

Fig. 1.6. Stucco reliefs representing repeating 
pomegranates in palmettes from Chal Tarkhan, 
Rey (left) and Gouriyehr (right). (Photos courtesy 
of Alimohammad Yavari and Leila Khosrawi, and 
the National Museum of Iran..)
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pomegranate tree, according to the ancient 
Mesopotamian iconography. In Late Bronze Age 
Levant are numerous attestations of  pomegran-
ates in jewellery and in other luxury items (Loud, 
1948; Nigro, 1994). A symbolic meaning is also 
evidenced by its presence in cult stands and vo-
tives found in Levantine temples.

1.8  Pomegranate in Ancient Egypt

Evidence in Egypt starts from the 2nd millen-
nium bce – if  one excludes a small jar made of  
breccia stone dating from the Early- Dynastic pe-
riod (3150–2686 bce), when renewed relation-
ships with the Levant during the 13th Dynasty 
favoured the diffusion of  the tree. Attestations 
become significantly more numerous from the 
18th Dynasty, thus suggesting that this fruit 
was imported from Palestine. Furthermore, from 
Egyptian sources and ethnographic studies we 
know that ancient Egyptians made wine from 
the pomegranate (Loret, 1892); the rind was 
used to treat intestinal diseases and for dyeing 
leather. The flowers were crushed to make a red 
dye, which could also be obtained by pressing the 
peel. The juice from pomegranates was called 
schedou, and the rind was considered to have spe-
cific anti- inflammatory properties. Pomegranate 
juice was used also to trigger the fermentation of  
wine (Goor, 1967). Pomegranate was an impor-
tant element in the rich and varied diet of  the 
wealthy classes (Bard, 2015, p. 6).

1.9  Pomegranate in Iron Age Levant

From the Iron Age extensive evidence of  pome-
granate is found, especially in funerary contexts 
of  the Levant, as its image is found in tombs, deco-
rations, personal ornaments, urns and sarcoph-
agi. This popularity is transversal to cultures and 
funerary customs, and affects all ethnic groups 
living in the Levant. The Philistines, one of  the 
Sea Peoples who settled in southern Levant at the 
beginning of  Iron Age, considered the pomegran-
ate as the sacred fruit of  Astarte, the goddess of  
wild nature and fertility. Votive offerings and cult 
stands, as well as pomegranate- shaped vases and 
kernoi decorated with these fruits, were found in 
her cult place (Temple 131) at Tell Qasile (Mazar, 

1980a, b). In the Near East and Levant pome-
granate has a further symbolic value connected 
to the kingship (Abram, 2009) and continues to 
be reproduced on textiles, wood, ivory and pre-
cious metals in the form of  symbolic ornaments. 
Already in the 2nd millennium bce, two small 
sceptres were found in Tell en- Nami bearing a 
finial in the shape of  a pomegranate. In the 1st 
millennium bce similar pomegranate finials were 
set on the top of  bronze or ivory rods and sceptres 
found in Levantine temples (Tufnell, 1958; Artzy, 
1990, 1995). A small ivory pomegranate from 
the illegal market of  antiquities, probably dating 
to the 8th century bce, now at the Israel Museum, 
Jerusalem (Avigad, 1994; Abram, 2009), repre-
sents a still- maturing pomegranate fruit with the 
elongated calyx occupying half  its height. As is 
the case for earlier Late Bronze Age pomegranate 
finials, its base is slightly hollowed, and probably 
originally fitted on to a rod. A Paleo- Hebrew in-
scription is incised on top (Lemaire, 1981, 1984).

Pomegranates are represented on Neo- 
Assyrian reliefs (Börker- Klähn, 1957–1971) 
and on Phoenician ivories (Mallowan, 1966). 
Phoenician glass models of  pomegranate were 
given as funerary offerings in Iron Age Levantine 
and Egyptian tombs. A key example of  how pome-
granate could be employed in personal ornaments 
and robe decoration is offered by the queens’ 
tombs discovered underneath the North- West 
Palace of  Ashurnasirpal II at Nimrud. Diadems, 
pendants, earrings, beads and engraved represen-
tations on ivory boxes are decorated with pome-
granates as symbols of  fertility (Hussein, 2016). 
Pomegranate became a common decorative ele-
ment in the Assyrian and Achaemenid period in 
furniture, clothes and architecture, as finials or 
decorations. Typical representations are those 
on the wall reliefs of  the North Palace at Niniveh 
with King Ashurbanipal under an umbrella with 
pomegranate- like finials and locks.

1.10  Pomegranate in Greece

During the 2nd millennium bce, the pomegran-
ate was appreciated as an exotic fruit, rare and 
refined, by the urban aristocracies of  the Near 
East; it was exchanged as a luxury item and at 
the same time bore a strong symbolic value 
both in sacred and funeral spheres. The same 
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symbolism was transmitted to the Greek culture 
at the beginning of  the 1st millennium bce. In 
local literary tradition the pomegranate is con-
sidered as an allogeneic fruit coming from far 
territories and mythical places (an exotic fruit 
of  ‘Paradise’). As an example, in the luxuriant 
garden of  the palace of  Alcinous, king of  the 
Phaeacians, pomegranate is one of  the fruit 
trees – pears, apples, figs and olives – that bears 
fruit all year round (Od. VII, 115). One of  the 
oldest representations of  pomegranate in the 
Greek world is on a pair of  gold earrings found in 
the burial place of  the ‘Rich Lady of  Areiopagus’ 
(Coldstream, 1995), and it continues to appear 
as a standard element of  aristocratic tombs, as 
part of  the grave goods and depicted on funerary 
vases until the Classical and Hellenistic periods. 
In Greek mythology the pomegranate acquires a 
divine value as a fruit of  the Underworld in the 
myth of  Demeter and Persephone (Od. XI: 589): 
as for Persephone, the pomegranate provides 
nourishment for the journey of  the deceased 
through the afterlife. In this myth, at the end of  
summer Persephone returns to the Underworld 
after spending two thirds of  the year on earth, 
exactly when the pomegranate ripens, to be con-
sumed, due to its long shelf  life, in autumn and 
winter, during the death of  nature. So the pome-
granate symbolizes the nourishment of  man in 
death, but it is at the same time a medium of  
rebirth, because it sustains and accompanies 
the new life that awakens in spring, when the 
pomegranate tree blooms and the cycle starts 
again. In the myth as in real life, the pomegran-
ate marks the transition from spring/summer 
to autumn/winter. It has the power to lead man 
to rebirth (spring) after feeding him during the 
death (winter). Furthermore, in Greek mythol-
ogy the pomegranate is also linked to Hera, the 
wife of  Zeus. The golden fruits (in ancient Greek: 
μῆλη) of  the tree that she received from Gaia as a 
wedding gift had the power to give immortality: 
the golden pomes were probably pomegranates.

1.11  Pomegranate in Phoenician 
and Punic Mediterranean

In the Phoenician pantheon, Astarte is the 
goddess who embodies the power of  presiding 
over natural rhythms and the cycle of  seasons, 

acquiring several aspects of  similar goddesses, 
such as Egyptian Hathor, Greek Hera and, later 
on, Isis and Demeter. During the 5th century 
bce, with the major influence of  the Hellenic 
culture over the Phoenician- Punic world in 
Sicily, Astarte gathers the chthonic aspects of  
Demeter in cults, rituals, symbols and icono-
graphies including that of  the pomegranate 
(Ribichini, 2015). It is highly probable that 
the diffusion of  pomegranate in the western 
Mediterranean is due to Phoenician expan-
sion as indirectly suggested by the Latin name 
of  this fruit. Pomegranate first reached west-
ern Sicily (Motya) and North Africa (Utica and 
Carthage) and then Carthage itself  to contribute 
to its capillary spread over the Balearic Islands, 
the Iberian Peninsula and Sardinia, from where 
it was transmitted to the Etruscan and Roman 
world.

1.12  Carthage and Punic North 
Africa

[…] But the vicinity of  Carthage is claimed more 
particularly as its own by the fruit the name of  
which is the ‘Punic apple’; though by some it is 
called ‘granatum’.
Plinius the Elder, Naturalis Historiae 13.312

In this renowned part of  Naturalis Historiae, 
Plinius the Elder tells us about the provenance 
and diffusion of  P. granatum L. from North Africa 
to other Mediterranean regions, such as Rome. 
The pomegranate was a very popular fruit in 
Carthage between the 3rd and the 2nd century 
bce (Van Zeist and Bottema, 1982; Lancel, 1992; 
Van Zeist et  al., 2001). Palaeo- botanic analysis 
revealed that more than half  of  the seeds found 
in the area of  the harbour of  Carthage are P. 
granatum L., thus showing the wide distribu-
tion of  the fruit, which reached a peak of  popu-
larity in North Africa under the Carthaginian 
rule. The conservation of  pomegranates des-
tined for export is the topic of  Mago’s work. The 
Carthaginian author, who lived in the 2nd cen-
tury bce, was translated into Greek and Latin by 
Cassius Dionisius, and became a major source 
for Roman authors such as Plinius the Elder 
(Plinius the Elder, Naturalis Historiae 1.51; 8.84; 
10.98). By illustrating Carthaginian agricul-
tural skills, Mago describes the techniques for 
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the preservation of  pomegranates to be trans-
ported by sea as reported by Latin sources. Mago 
explains that the best way to ship pomegran-
ates and preserve their fragrance is to sink them 
into sea water or humid soil (Plinius the Elder, 
Naturalis Historiae 15.20). This may indicate the 
importance attributed to pomegranate produc-
tion and trade in Carthage as one of  the agricul-
tural industries of  the Carthaginian aristocracy, 
as archaeologically indicated by the great num-
ber of  seeds of  P. granatum L. found in the har-
bour of  Carthage, where these fruits underwent 
the preservation treatments described by Mago.

However, the presence of  pomegranate at 
Carthage goes back to the 7th or even 8th cen-
tury bce, when in archaic tombs terracotta rep-
licas of  pomegranate were found, like in Levant 
and in Greece. Pomegranate replicas were also 
found in funerary sets in the following centuries 
from the 6th to the 3rd century bce and also later 
(Campanella, 2008). Pomegranate representa-
tions are very common on Tophet stelas of  the 4th 
and 3rd century bce, due to the symbology of  this 
fruit in connection with death and rebirth. While 
in the Archaic period pomegranate seemed to be 
a prerogative of  mercantile aristocracy, since the 
5th century bce it gained great popularity in the 
carved imagery of  the subaltern classes.

1.13  Iberian Peninsula

The presence of  pomegranate in the Iberian 
Peninsula possibly antedates its actual archaeo-
logical identification from the 6th century bce in 
the coastal region reached by Phoenicians (Mata 
Parreño et al., 2007; Mata Parreño et al., 2010), 
who were probably responsible for the introduc-
tion of  said trees in Andalusia. From that time 
onwards, the cultivation of  pomegranate ex-
tended to the whole peninsula not only on the 
coasts but also in the hinterland. The earliest 
pomegranate was found in Huelva (Pérez- Jordà 
et  al., 2017) by virtue of  the good and stable 
connections between the Tartessian culture and 
Phoenicians, who possibly were the source of  
the plant. In the archaeological records, pome-
granate is generally found in funerary contexts. 
The most ancient attestations are from the ne-
cropolis of  La Fonteta (Valencia), in aristocratic 
tombs of  the 6th century bce (Torres Gomariz, 

2017). Pomegranate- shaped pottery vessels are 
in the coeval necropolises of  La Bobadilla (Jaén) 
(Maluquer et  al., 1981), and, successively, in 
tombs of  the first half  of  the 5th century bce of  
the necropolis of  Tútugi (Granada) (Izquierdo, 
1997; Pereira et al., 2004; Mata Parreño et al., 
2010), and of  the 4th century bce of  Cerro del 
Santuario (Baza, Granada) (Presedo, 1982; 
Adroher Aurouz and López Marcos, 1992). In 
Iberia the presence of  pomegranate in archaeo-
logical contexts, both funerary and domestic, 
increases with the strengthening of  Carthage 
military control over the region, as is suggested 
by the great quantities of  seeds of  this fruit re-
trieved in Andalusian harbours, which also 
shows the importance of  the pomegranate trade 
for the local economy at that time (Almagro- 
Gorbea et al., 2010; Torres Gomariz, 2017).

1.14  Phoenician and Punic Sardinia

The attestation of  pomegranate in Phoenician 
and Punic Sardinia is mostly connected to the 
funerary realm. This fruit appears in funerary 
symbology, as shown by a pomegranate- shaped 
vase found in a tomb of  the Punic necropolis 
of  Olbia (Levi, 1949). From Tharros, in the 
Collezione Chessa now in the National Museum 
at Sassari, are enlisted some golden pendants 
in the shape of  pomegranates, a common fea-
ture also in the homeland, which can be dated 
from the 6th or 5th century bce (Crespi, 1868; 
Moscati and Uberti, 1987). Pomegranate pres-
ences increase between the end of  the 6th and 
the 5th century bce, as the influence of  Greek 
culture affects figurative art, and especially vo-
tive choroplastic. From this period and in the 
following Hellenistic period, the iconography 
of  the enthroned goddess with polos, identified 
with Demeter, who usually holds in her hands 
a dove, a torch, a piglet and a pomegranate, 
becomes very popular (Pesce, 1961; Uberti, 
1977). Actually, the circulation and imita-
tion of  a certain kind of  Greek choroplastic, 
devoted to Demeter, vehiculated the spread of  
the iconography of  this fruit (Tore, 1989) more 
than the commercial and cultural relationship 
between Sardinia and Carthage. Nevertheless, 
in Sardinia the symbolic value of  the pome-
granate has survived to the present day: a folk 
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tradition of  Sant’Antioco of  the Day of  the 
Dead, in the night between 1 and 2 November, 
is to place a cup of  milk and pomegranate out-
side the front door as offerings for the deceased.

1.15  Pomegranate in Sicily and 
Magna Graecia

Sicily has been considered a fertile and fruitful 
land since ancient times, as it was described by 
Aeschylus, the renowned Greek dramatist (τῆς 
καλλικάρπου Σικελίας λευροὺς γύας: Aesch. 
Prom., 371). One of  the earliest indications 
of  pomegranate in Sicily is in the 8th century 
bce, at Motya, the earliest Phoenician colony 
in Sicily, and it refers to a cult compound de-
voted to Astarte (Nigro and Spagnoli, 2017). 
Pomegranates are apparently absent in the 7th 
and 6th century bce from Phoenician tombs in 
Sicily. However, in the following 5th century 
bce, with cultural Hellenization, the image of  
the pomegranate spread, both as part of  funer-
ary goods and in iconography. Noticeably, in the 

4th and 3th century bce, majestic pomegran-
ates are depicted on the painted funerary stelas 
from Lylibaeum (Vento, 2000). The syncretistic 
process affecting Phoenician Astarte and Greek 
Demeter (Ribichini, 1995; Spagnoli, 2013) 
is widespread in Sicily and in Magna Graecia 
(southern Italy), where the eastern Mistress of  
Animals/Mother Goddess of  oriental origins 
merges with Hera. The pomegranate garlands 
depicted on the walls, golden and clay pome-
granates, and statuettes of  Hera holding a 
pomegranate and a patera (plate) in her hands 
adorned the Patrician hypogea at Paestum 
(Pontrandolfo and Rouveret, 1992). This sym-
bolism survives across millennia, as testified by 
the syncretism between Hera and the Holy Mary 
of  the sanctuary of  the ‘Madonna del Granato’ 
at Capaccio (Salerno, Italy) near Paestum (Puca, 
2014). The modern sanctuary was erected upon 
a Temple of  Hera dominating the valley of  the 
Sele river. The cult statue of  Holy Mary repre-
sents the Virgin holding a sceptre with a pome-
granate as finial, replicating the sacred gesture 
and the attribute of  the ancient Greek deity.

Notes

1 (Abram, 2009) ‘PFA is a single ancient artefact integrating Elamite and Aramaic texts in a bureaucratic 
and archival system … in the form of sealed, roughly tongue-shaped tablet around a knotted string. 
It belongs to the branch of regional administration that organized and controlled the intake, storage, 
and notably the redistribution of locally produced food commodities within the Persepolis economy’ 
(Henkelman, 2013).
2 […] Sed circa Carthaginem punicum malum cognomine sibi vindicat; aliqui granatum appellant.
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