RECONSTRUCTING ANCIENT HOUSEHOLD ACTIVITY AND ORGANISATION FROM ARCHAEOLOGICAL RECORD: BRONZE AGE CYPRUS

Cyprus’s transition from the Chalcolithic to the Bronze Age in the mid-third millennium was marked by significant change – more specifically, the introduction of new material culture and their associated technologies. As society developed externally, an internal shift within the household also began to take place, with domestic habits such as crafts, food serving, even burying the dead, adapting to this new and growing society. The introduction of cattle, new agricultural technique, the ox-drawn plow, allowed for a rise in labour productivity, and population expansion, improving the quality of life within these settlements. Land that had previously been unattractive under Chalcolithic agriculture was given new promise, and in turn, the Cypriot’s understanding, and competence of their land rose. In a similar vein, the development of metallurgy allowed for the revaluation of ‘previously irrelevant landscapes [which] created different opportunities and incentives for developing intersite and interregional relationships’[footnoteRef:1]. Contextualising bronze age archaeological sites and artefacts within this new, expanding world is central to their interpretation, as wide-scale change in any society is reflected in individual behaviour and activity. [1:  Frankel, David, and Jennifer M. Webb. 2012. ‘Household Continuity and Transformation in a Prehistoric Cypriot Village’, in New Perspectives on Household Archaeology (Eisenbrauns) p.474] 

Marki, a small village located in central Cyprus, in the northern foothills of the Troodos Mountains, and occupied from around 2350BCE to 1850BCE, is a fascinating, and highly studied case of Bronze Age settlements, and life. Field research spanning over a decade, which revealed 2000sqm, provided archaeologists with evidence of domestic structures and their habitation, providing the opportunity for closer observation into the social organisation of this community. Frankel and Webb understood Marki, in its most full and booming occupation, to be a result of migration from other previously established villages, following the discovery of copper sources in its close proximity within the Troodos. Though Marki began as an area of limited agricultural productivity, the population growth was a catalyst to the improvement of productivity, and the introduction of plow-based agriculture which, in turn, allowed for even further expansion. Despite its evolution, Marki had always been self-sustaining, and heavily involved in cereal agriculture, animal husbandry, ceramic production, and textiles.[footnoteRef:2] After 1950BCE however, Marki faced steep decline, ending with the village’s subsequent abandonment, which is as equally a part of the village’s history as its inhabitation. The processes of migration, occupation, and abandonment have all affected community behaviour, and to achieve a rounded understanding of prehistoric domestic life within this settlement, one must acknowledge its life-cycle.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  M. Webb, Jennifer. 2006. ‘Material Culture and the Value of Context: A Case Study from Marki, Cyprus’, in Deconstructing Context: A Critical Approach to Archaeological Practice (Oxbow) p.99]  [3:  Ibid.] 

Marki’s layout revealed several architectural units, which were thus forth sectioned into compounds in order to attend more closely to the structures, and find comparison. Within these 

[image: ]Fig.1 Internal Changes Within Compound 6, from first establishment to abandonment

compounds, it was observed that some households contained courtyards yet some did not, and it was later realised, through these domestic remains, that there appeared to be a decline of courtyards through time, with the decrease of the courtyard’s size, also, mirroring the dwindling of task variety and number within the space. This movement from courtyard to interior space usage suggests the daily activities practiced within the courtyard were no longer a part of a modernising and reformed Bronze Age life, or that location preference had shifted, and people were re-examining the productivity and effectiveness of household space. By Phase D, as Frankel and Webb refer to the fourth phase of household organisation, not every home followed the same daily activity and production, which carries the implication of economic specialisation as well as growing domestic diversification; this could be attributed to the village’s rise in population. Frankel and Webb theorised that some inhabitants would have been land-owners, and the remaining number without land may have focused on more specialised activity, perhaps providing economic opportunity in the form of seasonal labour and surplus produce. The pair surmised that the effect of these household shifts were likely a catalyst in propelling the village into an environment of ‘increasing divergence of household activities and to changing and increasingly complex relationships between households.’ These changes may also reflect an ‘increasing need or desire for inter-household privacy and security…and the control and manipulation of space and other resources’.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Frankel, David, and Jennifer M. Webb. 2012. ‘Household Continuity and Transformation in a Prehistoric Cypriot Village’, in New Perspectives on Household Archaeology (Eisenbrauns) p. 483-484] 

Among the tools found in Marki were 323 rubbers and 141 querns, directly suggesting an emphasis on grain processing within this village. Shaped in elongated ovals, the rubbers had a ‘flat or concave work surface and more or less overhanging terminals’.[footnoteRef:5] Rubbers were handled with both hands and would have been worked using a back and forth motion on the length of a quern.  [5:  M. Webb, Jennifer. 2006. ‘Material Culture and the Value of Context: A Case Study from Marki, Cyprus’, in Deconstructing Context: A Critical Approach to Archaeological Practice (Oxbow) p.107] 
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Fig 2. ‘Three rubbers from Marki at different stages of the reduction sequence’

The rubbers of Marki had been constructed from diabase and gabbro (or microgabbro) – igneous rocks that could be found along the Alykos streambed, located near to the settlement. The existence of these tools in such a quantity, and clear regular usage, suggests of these people, competent interaction with their surrounding landscape, in order to have located these igneous rocks, and recognised them to be suitable for the craft of certain tools. The discovered querns however, were comprised of calcarenite; a significantly coarser material against diabase, but well-suited to working alongside it. The calcarenite had likely been sourced from the north, where the nearest deposit lay some 10km from the village.[footnoteRef:6] In the rubbers that were discovered, it was observed that their work surfaces were worn until smooth, indicating regular and sustained use. It was also observed that in almost all of the rubbers, there was evidence of thinning along the ‘leading’ edge, caused by applied pressure, over time. In both the querns and rubbers, evidence of use-wear in the form of consistent fracture patterns from functional abrasion, and sharpening, was found, which allows for the identification of patterned behaviour in regard to domestic activity. [6:  1!!!!!] 

The materiality of food, or kitchenalia, are surprisingly revealing objects within the household, as they themselves hold histories – prehistoric relationships with food, family dynamics, even gender roles. A crucial question to ask when analysing kitchenalia in the archaeological record, is ‘how can this object be understood as a part of a household? As a tool of socialisation? Louise Steel understood that ‘it is through people’s interactions with the material world that they become social beings,’ and it is with our involvement with our materiality, that the ‘interweaving of objects and people shapes human experiences and identities.’[footnoteRef:7] Under the most basic of interpretation, pots are commonplace finds in site excavations, and are not by any means, valuable in their material. To archaeologists however, pottery can prove invaluable to the exploration of ancient people’s activities and in turn, their relationships with food, and its social implications within the household. Actions of serving, consuming, cooking, processing, and hosting, were all familiar to Bronze Age Cypriot homes, traditionally within an open courtyard or an ancillary room. Red Polished pottery was used in abundance throughout the island’s Bronze Age, to store, as well as serve food and drink.  [7:  Steel, Louise. 2016. ‘Kitchenalia in Bronze Age Cyprus’, Gastronomica, 16.3: p.79] 

[image: ]Marki specifically, is known for its Red Polished pottery which features in many scholarly publishings as a face for domestic pottery and its daily use[footnoteRef:8]. A vast quantity of such pottery was unearthed during the decade of Marki’s excavation, including, but not limited to, tableware. Amongst them, it was observed that the majority of these bowls and jugs presented similarly, the bowls having been made with small, round bases or conical with a flattened base, and the jugs with round mouths or spouts.[footnoteRef:9] Aesthetically, the smooth and glossy appearance lent the simple object an element of attractiveness. The pottery was handmade, into shapes that would have been relatively simple to form, perhaps suggesting that within the domestic field of Cyprus’s Early Bronze Age, extravagance or grandeur did not have a place. It could also be suggested that the repetition of pottery form amongst households even outside of Marki, is indicative of a ‘monotone cultural experience within the household (certainly with respect to daily engagement with ceramics).’[footnoteRef:10] Despite that thought, the pottery did indeed reveal significant ideas about people’s interactions with them. Round-bottomed bowls, of course, were not able to stand on any flat surface, which prompts a discussion of whereabouts they would have been ideal to place – essentially, what intention did the potters have during their creation? [8:  Frankel, Webb. 2006. ‘Marki Alonia: An Early and Middle Bronze Age Settlement in Cyprus: Excavations 1995-2000 in Studies in Mediterranean Archaeology as one prominent example.]  [9:  Steel, Louise. 2016. ‘Kitchenalia in Bronze Age Cyprus’, Gastronomica, 16.3: p. 80]  [10:  Ibid.] 

Fig. 3 Red Polished Pottery, Marki (Illustrated by Steel, 2016)

Assuming and accepting there were ‘culturally constructed ways of using and handling this material, and associated engagements with foodstuffs’[footnoteRef:11], the round-bottomed shape of these such pots carries the plausible implication that Bronze Age families dined not at any family table, but instead on the floor, where they could be placed in intended depressions designed to comfortably support pottery during dining. The shape of the smaller bowls is suggestive of being mostly hand-held, which also applies to the eating bowls that were found; these could be comfortably cupped and nursed in one’s hands during a meal. Labelled above in Figure 2 as a ‘serving bowl’, these were believed to have been presented on ‘food benches’, which puts forward an image of a very communal mealtime custom. General attitude toward dining within the household cannot be empirically analysed, however certain nuance within the archaeological record can be revealing, such as pottery decoration. In the use of relief clay and motifs, even in their use of shape – specifically in reference to the cutaway spout in jugs, which exaggerated the act of pouring and created visual, and possibly auditory interest in a typically mundane motion – it is clear that a certain care was taken to beautify this routine task, therefore perpetuating the act of dining as prominently socially valued. [11:  Ibid.] 

It remains difficult for archaeologists to make determinate statements about Cyprus’s EBA diet, due to the fact food is perishable and consumed by nature, however the findings of animal bones, geographical archaeobotanical study, and further observation of kitchenalia all remain to be helpful tools in the attempt to confirm dietary components.[footnoteRef:12] The pottery in Steel’s illustrations (Fig. 1) would have been ideal for foodstuffs such as pulse-based stews, porridges and gruels of ground cereals, which align geographically with available resources of the area. Additionally, the abundant presence of flat pans excavated indicates bread to have been a dietary staple. Used until breakage and subsequently replaced, these flat pans were heavily integrated within the household, and could even have been utilised as a replacement for utensils. Food serving utensils were for the majority, absent amongst Marki’s excavation, leading archaeologists to infer food was consumed in a hand-to-mouth manner, or in equal possibility, it was flat bread that provided a means to scoop food and sauce. In similar settlements like Politiko-Troullia, located near the Troodos mountains also, bones of the Mesopotamian fallow deer have been connected to communal feasting, a practice that became an ‘important forum for the increasingly complex social relations of the ensuing Late Bronze Age.’[footnoteRef:13] Diet, and practice of consumption, are heavily cultural, intrinsically imbued with social behaviour and beliefs, like religion. Thusly, the examination of foodstuffs within archaeology is best achieved alongside the consideration of cultural and social behaviours.[footnoteRef:14] [12:  Steel, Louise. 2016. ‘Kitchenalia in Bronze Age Cyprus’, Gastronomica, 16.3: p. 81]  [13:  Falconer, Steven E, and Patricia L Fall. 2013. ‘Household and Community Behavior at Bronze Age Politiko-Troullia, Cyprus’, Journal of Field Archaeology, 38.2 (Taylor & Francis): 101–19 ]  [14:  Steel, Louise. 2004. ‘A Goodly Feast … a Cup of Mellow Wine: Feasting in Bronze Age Cyprus’, Hesperia, 73.2: p.281-282] 

In the archaeological record, ‘water does not survive as a meaningful, measurable entity…but instead is transient and ephemeral’[footnoteRef:15], therefore archaeologists work with the associated material remains of their relationship with water: wells, cisterns, aqueducts and drains. Although the role of water within a society has been well-documented, the idea of water as a material influencer is a relatively new perspective, of which has been referred to as a New Materialities approach, heavily supported by archaeologists such as Attala.[footnoteRef:16] The New Materialities approach discusses the way in which water affects human behaviour and activity. Proximity to water source was naturally, essential to settlement location because of everyday dependence. It is suggested that pottery jugs were used in the carrying of water[footnoteRef:17], an action that would have occurred daily, for household requirements such as drinking, cooking, and cleaning. [15:  Steel, Louise. 2018. ‘Watery Entanglements in the Cypriot Hinterland’, Land, 7.3: p.6]  [16:  Attala, Luci. 2017. ‘Bodies of Water: Exploring Water Flow in Rural Kenya’, in Exploring the Materiality of Food Stuffs (Routledge), pp. 79–95, for example]  [17:  Ibid.] 
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Fig. 4 Cropped Plan of Compound 29, indicating hearth and oven layout

Unfortunately, only a single hearth at Marki was well-preserved enough for examination, however its presence was enough to inform the characteristics of Philia[footnoteRef:18] hearths as rectangular, set against a wall exclusively within an inner room, and equipped with in-built or portable hobs, for the purpose of supporting cookware over the fire.[footnoteRef:19] Ovens, which could be found in the courtyard in the earlier phases of the Bronze Age, transitioned to interior rooms, with the addition of screen walls for visual concealment. Household pyrotechnology should not be underestimated for its associated social insight, and for its informing in the organisation of household. [18:  The earliest phase of Cyprus’s Bronze Age (c. 2500/2400-2300BC).]  [19:  Frankel, David, and Jennifer M. Webb. 2011. ‘Hearth and Home as Identifiers of Community in Mid-Third Millennium Cyprus’, in On Cooking Pots, Drinking Cups, Loomweights and Ethnicity in Bronze Age Cyprus and Neighbouring Regions (A.G Leventis Foundation), pp. 29–35] 

Excavated during the 1930’s and thus uncovering a total of 164 tombs dating from the Early Cypriot to Middle Cypriot periods, the settlement of Vounous and its archaeological finds aid in the engendering of prehistory. Amongst certain, more elaborate tombs, the remains were discovered to have been buried alongside figurines – the likes of which materialise some of the shifting gender constructs of the Bronze Age. Though they were discovered within burial sites, and therefore associated with funerary ritual, they should not be classified as solely funerary items; the figurines within the tombs have been understood as necessary for an ‘accurate correspondence between a tomb and the physical space of the living society…the symbolic representations of humans.’[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Orphanides, Andreas G. 2001. ‘The Bronze Age Anthropomorphic Figurines from Cyprus: Women’s Child Caring Role’ p.89] 

Orphanides categorised Bronze Age figurines into four types, the last of which is of most interest to the discussion of prehistoric gender roles: inactive figurines, figurines holding infants, figurines of individuals in beds or cradles, and active figurines; the last category referring to the portrayal of scenes from daily life. Female figures portraying the nursing or cradling of children, opposite-sex pairs, as well as material scenes of everyday activity - which in some cases, embodied gendered labour divisions - can all be observed in Cyprus’s mortuary archaeological record. Figures such as these reaffirm the increasing nature of social hierarchy and gender-based division, in addition to ‘[underscoring] the collective nature of productive labour and [locating] the processes of production and reproduction firmly within the context of family and household groups.’[footnoteRef:21] It could [image: ]be suggested that an undercurrent of tension, with respect to the labour divide, was surfacing, and the excavated figures which paint an idealistic portrayal of engendered social behaviour, was an attempt to smooth, or placate these troubles. The most common of themes seems to be that of females with babies in arm, in either sitting or standing positions, indicating the social value ascribed to the act of child-rearing, and the importance of female domestication to the economic structure of both household and society, in that it was required of women to focus on mothering and domestic production such as textile, while their male counterparts were perhaps attending to livestock, or engaged in outdoor manual labour – scenes of similar nature were depicted in figurines, also.[footnoteRef:22] [21:  Bolger, Dianne. 2002. ‘Gender and Mortuary Ritual During the Bronze Age’, in Engendering Aphrodite: Women and Society in Ancient Cyprus (American Schools of Oriental Research), p. 83]  [22:  Agricultural activities, such as riding horses, ploughing using oxen, and transports by boat or livestock stand as specific examples of male-oriented figurine depictions.] 
Fig 5. Early Bronze Age Figurines (Lapithos, left; unprovenanced, centre and right)

In the interpretation of Bronze Age figurines through the lens of a sexual division of labour, one can regard the objects as a materialisation of gendered social belief. Division of labour was born as a sociological concept that examined the relationship between women and household labour, and proposed a criterion for the determination of gendered job allocation within the household. Following the sociological understanding of the concept, Brown’s proposition that female tasks tend to be those that do not impede or inconvenience simultaneous childcare; safe, home-based, and interruptible.[footnoteRef:23] Murdock and Provost argue also, that masculine tasks are usually characterised by the requirement of physical strength or exertion, as well as considering the tendency for people to produce whatever tool or material that they, themselves, are going to use.[footnoteRef:24] In connection to the Cypriot EBA household, it could be assumed, even without archaeological data, that they too, would have followed this traditional mold. With the archaeological record however, it is evident. The socially ascribed importance of fertility and motherhood amongst women would have severely impacted a woman’s effectiveness to carry out manual labour, when one considers pregnancy, post-partum recovery, breast-feeding, and childminding responsibilities. Therefore, female presence seemed to have been by the hearth, or the loom, or the bed areas. Thusly, Orphanides concluded that the dominant representation of women holding children, and participating in certain domestic tasks, corroborates with the compatibility-with-child-care theory.[footnoteRef:25] [23:  Brown, J.K. 1970. ‘A Note on the Division of Labour by Sex.’ American Anthropologist 65: 837-853]  [24:  Murdock, G. P, Provost, C. 1973. ‘Factors in the Division of Labour by Sex: A Cross-cultural Analysis’ Ethnology 12: 203-225]  [25:  Orphanides, Andreas G. 2001. ‘The Bronze Age Anthropomorphic Figurines from Cyprus: Women’s Child Caring Role’ p.92] 



To summarise, the movement of Cyprus from the Chalcolithic to Bronze Age period brought with it a second movement of evolving social workings and behaviour, which in turn, evolved the household. Many factors, including some that went without examination in this essay, such as religion, ethnicity, and funerary ritual, each had its own hand in marking household activity. The archaeological record as a tool for social observation is undoubtedly an effective one, if the volume of published study in the field is any indicator as to the extent of its insight. 
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