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Introduction

Tunisia, positioned at the crossroads of Africa and the Mediterranean, is a nation
whose cities mirror a rich tapestry of history, culture, and human ingenuity. From the
sun-soaked coastline to the edge of the Sahara, Tunisian urban centers have played a
defining role in shaping not only North African civilization but the entire Mediterranean
basin. The narrative of Tunisia is inextricably bound to its cities—each one bearing
witness to the legacies of epic empires, religious transformation, dynamic commerce,
and enduring creativity.

The story of urban Tunisia begins with bold Phoenician settlers who founded Carthage,
and continues through Roman triumphs, Arab conquests, Ottoman suzerainty, and
colonial interventions. Over millennia, cities such as Tunis, Kairouan, and Sousse have
risen and thrived, evolving with the rhythms of history while retaining their own
distinct characters. Their ancient medinas, formidable ramparts, and intricate street
networks still pulse with life, offering visitors a captivating journey from the distant
past to the ever-changing present.

Modern-day Tunisia is a nation on the move. Cities like Sfax, Gabes, and Bizerte not
only recall centuries of trade and adaptation but embody the aspirations of a young
and vibrant population. These urban spaces reconcile tradition and innovation, colonial-
era architecture and contemporary developments, religious monuments, and
cosmopolitan lifestyles. The urban landscape is also defined by dualities: the quiet
dignity of an island mosque in Djerba, the sprawling bustle of a Sousse marketplace,
and the serenity of an oasis nestled beside a modern city.

Yet Tunisia’s cities are not merely open-air museums. They are living entities that face
the challenges of the twenty-first century—urbanization, population growth, economic
development, and the preservation of a fragile and invaluable heritage. As both
custodians of the past and architects of the future, city leaders and citizens alike are
tasked with creating environments that are sustainable, inclusive, and resilient.

For the visitor, Tunisia’s cities are treasure troves of discovery. To wander through the
medina of Tunis or the amphitheater of El Djem is to walk in the footsteps of
Carthaginian merchants, Roman senators, Muslim scholars, and French colonialists.
Each city offers a blend of landscapes, cultures, cuisines, and customs, ensuring that
every journey is unique. From the stark drama of desert settlements to the allure of
azure seashores, these urban centers invite both admiration and understanding.

This book is both a historical exploration and a practical guide—a companion for those
eager to uncover the stories embedded in the walls, streets, and markets of Tunisia.
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Whether you are a student of history, a passionate traveler, or a lover of urban
culture, "Cities of Tunisia" will illuminate the kaleidoscopic urban world of this
remarkable country, and inspire you to experience its cities with fresh eyes.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of Urban Tunisia: From
Phoenicians to Carthage

The story of urban life in Tunisia begins not with sprawling metropolises or grand
imperial designs, but with the quiet, determined spirit of maritime traders. Long before
legions marched and emperors decreed, the Phoenicians, a people renowned for their
seafaring prowess and commercial acumen, cast their gaze across the Mediterranean.
From their homelands on the eastern shores, they embarked on voyages that would
profoundly reshape the northern coast of Africa, laying the very foundations upon
which Tunisia’s urban identity would be built. Their motivation was simple yet
powerful: trade. They sought new markets, new resources, and strategic outposts to
facilitate their expansive commercial network.

Around the 9th century BCE, these tenacious voyagers began establishing settlements
along the Tunisian coast. These weren't intended as vast cities from the outset, but
rather as trading posts, places where ships could resupply, goods could be exchanged,
and a foothold secured in unfamiliar lands. Among these early settlements, Utica
stands out as one of the oldest, preceding even the legendary Carthage. Located
strategically near the mouth of the Medjerda River, Utica offered access to fertile
hinterlands and a natural harbor, making it an ideal candidate for a burgeoning
commercial hub. Its establishment marked the initial flicker of organized urban life, a
modest precursor to the grandeur that would follow.

The Phoenicians brought with them not just goods, but also sophisticated
organizational skills. Their settlements, even in their nascent stages, demonstrated a
degree of planning that set them apart from purely indigenous communities. They
understood the importance of defensible locations, access to water, and proximity to
trade routes. These early Punic towns, though perhaps little more than fortified
enclaves at first, were the embryonic forms of what would one day become significant
urban centers, connecting the African continent to the wider Mediterranean world.

Then came Carthage. The legend, steeped in epic poetry and historical accounts,
speaks of Dido, a Tyrian princess, fleeing her homeland and founding Carthage in 814
BCE. While the romantic details might be embellished, the historical fact remains:
Carthage emerged as the undisputed jewel in the Phoenician crown in North Africa. Its
strategic location on a peninsula, offering natural defenses and access to excellent
harbors, was unparalleled. This was a city destined for greatness, a place where the
ambitions of a mercantile empire would find their fullest expression.

Carthage quickly outgrew its origins as a mere trading post. Under Punic guidance, it
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evolved into a powerful maritime empire that, for centuries, would dominate the
Western Mediterranean. The city itself became a marvel of ancient urban planning and
engineering. Its two famous harbors, one commercial and one military, were
testaments to Carthaginian ingenuity. The circular military harbor, capable of housing
hundreds of warships, was an architectural and logistical triumph, protected by a
fortified island at its center. This sophisticated infrastructure allowed Carthage to
project its power across the seas, securing its trade routes and expanding its
influence.

The urban fabric of Carthage was a dynamic blend of functional necessity and
burgeoning grandeur. While archaeological evidence offers glimpses rather than
complete blueprints, it suggests a city with well-defined districts. Residential areas
likely featured multi-story dwellings, a testament to a dense and thriving population.
Public spaces, though perhaps not as elaborately adorned as later Roman forums,
would have served as centers for commerce, religious rituals, and political discourse.
The city’s markets would have been bustling hubs, alive with the chatter of merchants
from across the Mediterranean, exchanging goods from distant lands—tin from Britain,
amber from the Baltic, gold from West Africa, and agricultural products from the fertile
Tunisian plains.

Beyond the immediate urban core, Carthaginian influence extended to a network of
satellite towns and agricultural estates. These provided the necessary
resources—food, raw materials, and manpower—to sustain the burgeoning metropolis.
Hadrumetum (modern Sousse) and Leptis Magna (primarily in modern Libya but part
of the broader Punic sphere of influence) exemplify this expansion, growing from Punic
foundations into significant regional centers. These were not mere colonies but
integral parts of the Carthaginian economic and political system, demonstrating a
coherent vision for urban development across their territories.

The Punic people were also renowned for their agricultural advancements, and these
were intrinsically linked to their urban prosperity. Innovations in irrigation and farming
techniques transformed the Tunisian hinterland into a breadbasket, providing food
security for Carthage and a surplus for export. This agricultural wealth, coupled with
their maritime trade, fueled the city's growth and allowed it to invest in its impressive
urban infrastructure and military might. The interconnectedness of city and
countryside was a fundamental aspect of Carthaginian success.

Carthaginian society itself was highly organized, with a complex political structure that
combined aristocratic and democratic elements. The city was governed by suffetes,
magistrates who held executive power, and a council of elders. The stability and order
provided by this system allowed for sustained urban development and the flourishing
of trade and culture. The Punic language, a Semitic tongue closely related to
Phoenician, was spoken throughout the empire, further solidifying a shared cultural
identity that transcended individual settlements.
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The religious life of Carthage was central to its urban identity. Temples dedicated to
deities such as Baal Hammon and Tanit would have been prominent features of the
cityscape, serving as focal points for communal worship and civic ceremonies.
Archaeological discoveries have unearthed numerous votive stelae and sacrificial
sites, offering insights into the Carthaginian pantheon and their religious practices,
which sometimes included child sacrifice—a controversial aspect that fueled much
Roman propaganda.

Carthage’s rise did not go unchallenged. Its very success positioned it as a direct rival
to other emerging powers in the Mediterranean, most notably the Greek city-states of
Sicily and, ultimately, the formidable Roman Republic. The clash between Carthage
and Rome, known as the Punic Wars, would become one of the most epic conflicts of
the ancient world, shaping the destiny of both empires and, by extension, the urban
landscape of Tunisia. These wars, spanning over a century, were fought with incredible
ferocity, driven by a struggle for economic dominance and political supremacy.

The First Punic War, largely a naval conflict, saw Carthage eventually cede Sicily to
Rome. But it was the Second Punic War that truly tested the resilience of Carthage,
bringing the war directly to the Italian peninsula under the brilliant but ultimately ill-
fated command of Hannibal Barca. Despite Hannibal's stunning victories, the
Carthaginian homeland itself came under threat, forcing his recall. The decisive Battle
of Zama, fought on Tunisian soil, marked a turning point, severely curtailing
Carthaginian power and territory.

Despite these setbacks, Carthage stubbornly rebuilt itself, its commercial vitality
refusing to be extinguished. This resurgence, however, deeply troubled Rome, which
viewed any Carthaginian recovery as an existential threat. The famous exhortation by
Cato the Elder, "Carthago delenda est!" (Carthage must be destroyed!), encapsulated
the Roman resolve to eliminate their ancient rival once and for all.

The Third Punic War was, in many ways, a brutal epilogue. Rome, determined to raze
the city, besieged Carthage for three years. In 146 BCE, the city finally fell. The Roman
legions systematically destroyed Carthage, famously sowing salt into its fields—a
symbolic act of desolation, though its historical accuracy is debated. The destruction
was comprehensive, leaving behind a scarred landscape where a once-proud
metropolis had stood. This act of vengeance effectively brought an end to the
Phoenician-Punic urban legacy in its most glorious form, clearing the way for a new
chapter in Tunisia's urban history under Roman dominion.

Yet, even in its destruction, Carthage left an indelible mark. The strategic importance
of its location remained, as did the memory of its former glory. The Punic influence,
though suppressed, did not entirely vanish. Elements of Punic culture, language, and
agricultural practices would persist, subtly interwoven into the fabric of the
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subsequent Roman province. The resilience and ingenuity demonstrated by the
Phoenicians in establishing and developing these early urban centers set a precedent
for the rich urban tapestry that would continue to unfold in Tunisia for millennia to
come. The groundwork had been laid, the stage set for the next great civilization to
leave its own formidable mark on the cities of this ancient land.
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