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BONNET

recorded at the end of the inscription was the fact that the request was accepted
by the gods and the devotee blessed by them. The burned baby completely disap-
peared from the social horizon of the living community. Whereas in the funerary
inscriptions from the Carthaginian necropolis, the dead person was named, was
accompanied by his genealogy, and was waiting to be welcomed by the gods in
the netherworld and, at the same time, alive forever in the memory of the living
through his heirs and through his name.*" In the tophet, the baby had neither heirs
nor a personal name. He was a kind of “merchandise” in a transaction between the
gods and society, mediated by individuals.

The tophet is most of all a matter of life. The presence of lamps and ceramics
for libations and representations of banquets and dances on some stelai reveal that
the ritual was not a tragic infanticide but an endeavor to maintain a fruitful com-
munication between men and gods, past and future, and life and death. With this
point clarified, it remains, however, extremely difficult to grasp the changes that we
observe in the ritual practices that take place in the tophet; the original meaning of
the ritual when the colonial settlement began its historical trajectory surely evolved
during the centuries. The religious protocol of the tophet probably became more
and more a traditional behavior, tied to new social challenges. Outside Carthage,
the adoption of the tophet paradigm assumed other meanings, probably a set of
features that were related to the Carthaginian domination, influence, and prestige,
and maybe also to the Roman policy in North Africa.

In some crucial moments of Carthage’s history when a crisis—war, epidemic,
and so forth—threatened the city and its future and reminded its inhabitants of the
original “struggle for life,” we can imagine that they were convinced that the gods
were angry or deaf to the population’s insistent requests and that the Carthaginians
decided to offer very young human beings. Such a precious votive act was pointed
at “compelling” the gods to get involved in the crisis’s solution. The aim was to
reestablish the right balance between life and death. These challenges were crucial
for ancient societies in which the human capital was the main condition of the
future. Death’s terrible strength can threaten human communities if it is not duly
controlled through a wide variety of symbolic acts.

In conclusion, I must admit that I do not possess the key to resolving the tophet
enigma. Taking some distance from the literary, epigraphic, and archaeological evi-
dence, I have attempted here to find some hermeneutical tools to investigate the
meaning of the tophet. Assuming that the tophet relates to cultural identity, pro-
vides an important contribution to the symbolic world of the Carthaginian people,
and supports the network between homeland and the Carthaginian colony,*? I have
tried to bring a fresh perspective to bear on a controversial issue. My approach does
not exhaust the subject, but it may contribute to renewing its comprehension.

Notes
This title is an homage to Jonathan Z. Smith’s article, cited in note 9 below, which
inspired me in my approach to the topic. I warmly thank Josephine Crawley Quinn

and Erich Gruen for their helpful suggestions and hospitality at the Getty Villa.
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