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15. House form and cultural identity in
Chalcolithic Cyprus

Gordon Thomas

Alt,struct

o/ Lembt Lakkous ttntl Ki.vsonetSla Mosphilia crrrl Mylouthkia /rcn,e ,rncr,rerecl the retttttirt.s r)f'83 buittlings giving us

pltttse rt/ the Chalcolithic' In hoth of'the.se eltisotles in the Chalcolithic seque,Tce it i.s signilicunt tltctt the stunclut.cl

sontellring uboul the role of'ttrc'hitcclure us ctn elernenl in tlelinittg anllurul iclentih,.

Introduction
Buildings and houses are very powerful syrnbols both of
group and ofpersonal identities. They can be exchrsive
by setting people apart fi-our others within the group
through displays of rvealth, authority or power. They can
also be inch.rsive, in identifying a commonality of beliefs
and traditions. In sorne complex or. structur.ed societies
the symbolic tneaning of houses can also reflect a
h ierarchy of identities.

ln her study of a distinctive architectural fornr in West
Africa, Susanne Blier (1987) saw the importance of
ontology and rnetaphor in understanding buildings. ln
other words, the nteaning of buildings within hurnan
society is important and a building, by virtue of its role as
the largest of human artefacts, can act as a powerful
nletaphor for a con.rr.nunity,s view of the world order. In
their work, several other anthropologists have also noted
the importance of the human r.netaphor in architectural
expression. Architecture is intimately concerned with
human activity because, in ordering space, architecture
also orders hurnan action. Blier ( 1987, 2) says that.,when
buildings incorporate design features of the past, they
require people to retrace the steps oftheir predecessors.
When architectural design draws irnagery fi.orn the
cosmos, it lequires people to participate within this larger
paradigm. So too, when architecture borrows its irnagery
fi'om human experience, it encourages those who move
within it to reaffirrn essential features of human identity
and activity."

Clearly, the way in which society organises and
constructs its buildings is a direct reflection of its
traditions, social structures and belief systems. It is
through a study ofthis aspect ofbuildings, that is through
a study of their rneaning or ontology, that we can begin to
runravel some of their significance. The emergence and
survival ofa particular architectural forrrr or the develop-
ment of significant changes within that form will have
important symbolic meaning to all those who observe or
participate in the use of a building. Our difficulty, as
archaeologists, lies with understanding that nteaning. ln
attempting to unravel the meaning of buildings it is first
necessary to deconstruct the architectural record with a
view to identiffing the architectural for.m and defining
the key architectural elements within that forrn. The
articulation of any changes noted in the architectLrral
record through time and an assessment of how these
cl.ranges are incorporated within the overall canon of the
architectLrral form can dernonstrate its significance to the
identity of a particular culture. Finally, we can identify
other changes that are happening within that society. in
order to detennine the general pattern ofchange and the
role of alchitecture within that change.

The Chnlcolithic in Cypras

How then does this apply to the Chalcolithic of CyprLrs?
The developrnent of architectural fonns and patterns of
building use during nearly 1500 years of the Chalcolithic
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Fig. t5.l Thc importuncc o.f' ontolog' und ntelttphor in

untler.slunding builclings. Stoge one, excut'ttlittrts Ql Kis-

sotrcrgfl Mosphilia.

I
in Cyprus is complex and appears to differ from site to

site. Excavations by the Letnba Archaeological Project at

the sites of Lenba Lakkous (hereaftet'Lemba) (PeltenbLrrg

et at. 1985), Kissonerga tulosphiliu (hereafter Mosphilia)
(Peltenburg et ul.1991, 1998a, 1998b) and Kissonerga

Mylouthkia (hereafter Mylouthkia) (Peltenburg er ni.

2003) have uncovered the remains of 83 buildings, giving
us an unparalleled perspective on architectural change

(Figure 15. l). There are two significant events related to

cl.ranges in architecture: the first at the very inception of
the Chalcolithic period (c.4000 BC) and the second at the

changeover between the Middle Chalcolithic and the Late

Chalcolithic peliods (c.2900 BC). Both of these episodes

reveal sor.nething about the role of architecture as an

element in defining cultulal identity.

Fig. t5.2 Stuge hro, urlistic recofislt'ttcliott of'lhe axcur'oled

huildings.

The Eurly Chulcolithic

Despite the clear demonstration of continuity in the

Cypriot archaeological record between the Late Neolithic
and the Early Chalcolithic periods, there is a general

acceptance that the E,ally Chalcolithic represents the

development of a new cultural group, with its own distinct

identity and place within Cypriot prehistory. The emer-

gence, therefore, of a distinct building fortn at the outset

of the Chalcolithic rnay be seen as a lnetaphor of the

beliefs about the origins and traditions of that society. It
will have reflected colltlllon but perhaps unspoken beliefs

about how society was organised and it will have en-

capsulated, in mud and stone, tnetrrories of earlier
traditions. Developtnents within the canon of that arch-

itectural form throughout the Chalcolithic periods should

similarly reflect either the assimilation of ideologies frorn

outside Cyprus or the effect of dynarnic changes occttrring

within the local society.
Analysis of the architectural remains of Chalcolithic

Cyprus (Thomas 1998) has identified a single architectural

fonn as being characteristic of the entire Chalcolithic

period. This is a circular, usually free-standing, single-

rooured building constructed within a shallow hollow or

deplession and br.rilt either in mudwall or stonewall with
a flat earth roof and rendered in mud or lime-plaster. The

internal segnlentations of space, using specific arch-

itectulal features and centrally placed platlorm hearths,

are consistent eletrrents of the internal spatial arl'ange-

rnents during the Early Chalcolithic (c.4000-3500 BC)

and Middle Chalcolithic (c.3-s00-3200 BC and c.3200-
2800 BC), but beconte less forrnalised during the Late

Chalcolithic peliod (c.2800-2500 BC). The doorway

arrangelrents adhere to a strict format with the door'

opening inwards supported on a pivot stone set into the

floor at the left doorjartrb (when looking inwards). The

orientation of the doorway to the southwest also retnained

fairly constant until the Late Chalcolithic (as discussed

below). The low, circular platform hearth. constructed in

mud or lime plaster with bevelled edges and a central

firebowl, was almost always the focus at the centre of
most buildings. The only change to this forurat came

during the Middle Chalcolithic period when rectilinear
platform hearths were found in sotne of the large round-

houses. The use of mud and lime-plaster for all types of
internal elements, floors, hearths, and wall finishes, was

another characteristic feature of these buildings (Figure

15.2). Within this canon of architecture, there is strong

evidence of progressive change and the impact of extemal

influences upon developments. Both of these processes

were handled in a unique way by society at tltat tirne both

preserving and reinforcing cultural identity'
Our knowledge of Early Chalcolithic buildings is still
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the more nleagre evidence fi'om Cypr.us is quite striking.
It is nrade lltore colnpelling by the sintilar date range
towards the end of the 5th millennium BC which places
thern only slightly earlier than the Cypriot examples.

The prospect of two parallel architectural traditions,
one fi'om within Cyprus itself and a second fr.orrr the
Levant, cornir.rg together to deterrnine the form of Early
Chalcolithic architecture is an intrigLring possibility. This
apparent 'borrowing' is a recurrent theme in Cypriot
prehistory, in which a succession of distinctive island
cultures ntay exhibit several traits character.istic of
tnainland groups, while developing unique expr.essions
of their own identity. 'Borrowing' signifies the interplay
of courplex cultural processes, which cornbine to forge
an identity. Architecture plays an important part in this
process and the form that emerged in the Chalcolithic of
Cyprus is distinctive. It is one of the archaeological
hallmarks of that period, giving ns clues about the cultural
traditions that were brought together to form the Chal-
colithic roundhouse. Architecture rnay also have served,
on a social level, as an icon of cultural identity, with
syrnbolic significance for the origins and place within the
wolld older ol their societv.

The Midclle Chulcol ithic
The diffelences between the Early Chalcolithic per.iod
and the end of the Middle Chalcolithic period are equally
marked. Throughout the Middle Chatcolithic, great
changes are seen in the way houses are built and in the
way they are used. At the outset, the architectural tradition
rnost probably reflects a continuation frorn earlier periods.
This is seen quite clearly at Lerrrba Area I. Here rows of
srnall, sub-circular rnud-built structur.es, set into distinct
hollows, are ranged in terraces facing southwest. Inter.nal
space is cleally demarcated by low r.idges, platfonns and
hollows set around a central hearth. All ofthese features
generally show signs of constant repair and alteration,
with nany artefacts being lost or incorporated into the
rvalls, floor levels and fixtures. This generally cluttered
interior is replicated in rnost buildings with high numbers
of a broad range of artefacts coming fi.om the floors and
internal deposits. Of sirnilar date, but much larger and
nruch better built, bLrilding B200 at Mylouthkia exhibits
a similar cluttered appearance with several phases of
refurbishment in evidence. HoweveL, the beginnings of a
urore formalised use of space is also clearly in evidence,
with classic doorway an'angelnents, a cleared and defined
floor space in the southeastern quadrant. a central heafth,
and a focal point at the rear of the building in the form of
a sunken bowl, which was later replaced by a plinth. The
evidence of burnt tirnbers and roofing daub as well as a

corpse lying beside the hearrh suggests that this building
rnay have suffered a sudden catastrophic destruction. The
temptation to see the extraordinary var.iety and number of
at'tefacts in this building as representing a snapshot in the
daily life of the comrnunity is great. Its internal layout

and quality of construction, however, foreshadows the

arrangerrellts of the slightly latel Middle Chalcolithic

buildings at MosPhilia.
The rnagnificent large roundhouses of the Middle

Chalcolithic period at Mosphilia atrd, to a lesser extent,

Lernba, are a uniqtte architectttral form. These buildings

are the largest structures in prehistoric Cyprus with

diameters between 7-15m. The standard and quality of
the construction in these buildings' particLrlally in the use

of lirne plaster as well as in the formalised use of space

and their association with specific ritual activity, tnarks

thenl apart frorn the structures of earlier periods. At

Mosphilia, two phases within the Middle Chalcolithic can

be seen in the developnlent of routrdhouses. The fortn

and layout of the buildirlgs were established early on in

the sequence and are represented by buildings B855'

B 1565, 81541 and B 101$. Large (7-l0m diarneter)

structures, built in solid mudwall set on stone foundations

and classic doorway arrangelnellts, orientated to the

southwest, characterise these buildings. The southeastern

quadrant of the building is taken up witlt a well-built rnud

or earth floor, sometirnes set over stone foundations and

contained by two low mud ridges radiating fi'ont a central

platfonrr hearth. The best-preserved example of these

hearths coInes from building B855, which is a low

rectilinear platform, unlike earlier, and later, hearths,

which are circular. The later phases of the Middle
Chalcolithic saw the creatioll of rluch larger, and trruch

better constructed, buildings. using high quality materials

or construction rnethods and achieving a very high quality

finish. Buildings B2 and 84 are good examples of these,

although 8206 clearly indicates the scale ofarchitectural

achievement of this period. Building 8206 is, pelhaps,

the largest structure of prehistoric Cyplus r'vith a diarneter

of over l5nt and walls with stone foundations over 1tn

wide. The formalised floor area in the southeast quadrant

was finished in a thick, high quality lime-plaster, as were

the internal wall surfaces. The low mud ridges defining

the floor area in the earlier buildings had, in 8206' becotne

substantial upstanding walls ladiating from a large central

hearth, now destroyed. We can only guess at the fonn of
roofing of this building, but with a diameter of over 15m

considerable engineering skill and resources would have

been needed to spall such a large internal space.

Of significance for the buildings of this period was the

discovery at Mosphilia of a cerarnic building rnodel

concealed with other artefacts beneath the floor of
building 8994 (Peltenburg el ul'1991). The internal layoLtt

and doorway of a typical Middle Chalcolithic house are

clearly represented in the model, as are elaborate painted

decorations on both the interior and the exterior walls'

Red-on-white painted plasterwork was found collapsed

from the walls of building B206 and a surviving segment

of flooring, in one of the roonts of this building was also

painted red. It is highly likely that these large Middle

Chalcolithic roundhouses were elaborately painted, quite

striking structures. Their role within the comrnunity in

t2l

conveying inforntation about the status, wealth or affil-
iation of theil' occupants nlust have been enorrrrous

Sevelal aspects of the artefacts recovered fi'om late

Middle Chalcolithic bLrildings suggest a fomral. ritualised

treatmeltt at the point of their destrtrction. In genelal, the

interiors of these buildings wet'e relatively devoid of
artefacts, suggesting soure forlt.t of culative behavior'rr,

rvhich stripped tlost of the buildings of their contents

before their destruction. In three instances, buildings 82

and B994 at Mosphilia and possibly Bl at Lemba, there

is some evidence of a variety of specialised features or

activities at the rear or within the northeastern qttadrant

of the building. Tltis reflects what was seen earlier in

building 8200 at Mylouthkia and may suggest a special

focal point rvithin the builcling. Within building 8206 at

Mosphilia considerable quantities of red-on-wh ite decor-

ated ceralnics were fottnd srnashed on the lime-plaster

floor'. They appear to have been placed thele inlmediately

prior to the destruction of the building. The analysis of
satnples of painted wall plaster, fallen fi'ont the walls of
the buildirrg leveal evidence of thitr layers of a fine clay

being applied to the walls, effectively concealir.rg arry of
the paintwork. Adjacent to building 8206, and possibly

overlapping in time, building 8994 also exhibits evidence

of deliberate destruction, with its mud walls beirlg

cleliberately collapsed onto the floor of the bLrilding,

carefully preserving its contents. Significantly, the

building model described above was itself 'cerenlonially'

destloyed prior to its bulial. Several architectural featltres

hacl been snapped offand the entire vessel had been coated

in a thin film olwhite clay. This sort of evidence points

clearly to the deliberate and ritualised destruction of
builclings dLrring the Middle Chalcolithic period. This is

conspicuous consumption on a grand scale and suggests

very strongly the irnportant syrrbolic role played by

buildings within society at that tinte'

However, despite the significant differences recorded

between the start and the end of the Middle Chalcolithic

period, the basic fonn of the buildings, the constrttctiotr

rnethods and the materials ttsed had relllained the saure as

those ofearlier periods. Change had been in the scale and

quality of the buildings, in the use of decoration, in

curative behaviour and in the forrnalised use of internal

space. It was also at this time during the Chalcolithic that

a flowering of culture is observed, with the development

of distinctive red-on-white painted cet'anics and icon-

ographic traditiotts. Peltenburg et ul.(1998b), in his

analysis of the settlenlent layout at Mosphilia, sees

considerable significance in changes within society at that

time. The association of building 8206 with specific

cerenonial activity in the form of feasting and the

conspicuous disposal of specialised altefacts, including

the building tnodel, is indicated by a series of artefact-

filled pits to the sotttheast of the building. This. and the

evidetrce for the cerenlonial destruction or closure of
buildings mentioned above, points very cleat'ly to a

specialised role for these buildings during the Middle

I5. Hotr.sc.fitrm trtttl t'rrlturul identih' itt CltulcolilhiL' ('vpt'us

linrited. despite the rentarkable sLrrvival of several
structures at Mylouthkia (Peltenburg et u|.2003) and some
very nleagl'e rerrrains fi'ont the lowest levels at Mosphilia
(Pelterrbrrlg et ul. 1998a, l99Sb), Maa palueokct.stt.o
(Thonras 1988) and Kalavassos pumhotrles (Dikaios
196 I ). All of these buildings appear as sunken or. dished
cilculal structures. with earth floors and settings of
postholes around the edge of the hollorv defining sorue
fornr of wall using timber or n.rudwall and tirnber. This
palticular type ofbuilding does not appear in, or has not
been recorded fi'om earlier periods in Cypriot prehistory.
It is clear, however, from building Bl52 at Mylouthkia,
rvith its socketed stone settings and arced nud ridge with
terminal pot settings, that there are ver1, strong links with
the eallier Ceramic Neolithic building arraltgetnents.
Sirrrilal featules also conre fi'onr Philia Druko.s A and fi.om
Houses ll and 24 at Sotira Tcppc,s (Dikaios 196l). The
sudden reappearance, in the Middle Chalcolithic at
Mosphilia, of the rectilinear house for.m alongside circular.
buildings. also points to links with Neolithic houses of
Sotila Cultule sites and sLlggests the sLrrvival of enduring
architectural traditions over consider.able periods of tinre.
This is also supported by the artefact record, with some
sirrilarities in the cerantic, ground stone, and iconographic
lepertoire being obselved.

However, rurnning parallel with this therne of Cerarnic
Neolithic architectural survivals is the introduction of new
building ntethods. The use of mudwall. as a construction
technique, in the absence of ntudbrick, the construction
of foundation hollows and the cir.cular shape of the
buildings have no antecedents in the period imrnediately
preceding the Chalcolithic. Thele are, however, indications
of similar architectural traditions from the nearby Levant
at the sites of Munhatta 282 (Perrot 1964) and Teleilat-
Ghassul (Hennessey 1982. 56), where sirrilar. circular nrud
buildings have been uncovered. These structures reflect
the survival of a tradition of building in the Levant that
spanned many millennia. despite dran.ratic changes in the
rnainstreant architectural forms of the area. The association
of Eally Chalcolithic buildings ar Mosphilia with bell-
shaped storage pits and the rentarkable underground tunnel
conrplexes at both Kalavasos A),ious (Todd, 199 l, 5 6)
and Philia Drukos I (Karageorghis 1969) are also
unparalleled rvithin Cyprus. However-, in the Levant,
sinilar features can be seen at the roughly contentporary
sites of Shiqrtrim, Munhatta and Bersheeva. At Munhatta
2B2 circular, semi-subterranean buildings, 3-4rn in
diameter, ale associated with bell-shaped storage pits and.
by MLrnhatta 2Bl, circular buildings of 3rn in diameter
were uncovel'ed, which were founded in the centre of large
slrallow scoops l0-l2m in diarneter (perr.ot 1964). The
two sites of Beersheva-Abu Matar and Beersheva-Safadi
have produced, in their earliest phases, settlernents of
subterranean dwellings set into deep pits lined with rnud
and stone walls, which give access to underground tunnel
and chantber cornplexes and bell-shaped storage pits
(Perrot 1984). The siurilarity of these arrangernents with
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Chalcolithic period. Clearly, society had changed quite
dranratically during the 4th nrillenniunr BC, althougli the
strong continuity and the developrnent ofother aspects of
the nraterial cltlture point to the driving mechanisrn being
internal dynamics within Chalcolithic society. Arch_
itecture, therefore, had developed dramatically alongside
other changes within society. The striking diiferences in
building size between Lemba ancl Mosphilia suggest that
architecture was being used to reinforce status and social
difference between the comrnunities. It was fllllctioning
as part ofa systern ofsocial control, by forcing those rvho
observed, used and moved within the buildings to reaffirnr
the essential strllcture oftheir society.

constructed building, set into a gently dishecl foundation
hollow. with a loose segrnentation of internal space,
standard doorway arrangements and a centrat plaifonl
hearth. Beside this building sit at least two others all of
which fi'ont onto a coltlrl.ton yard and all of which make
use of each other's wall structure. Buildings 83 and 87
appear to be fitted into Iimited available space causing a
flattening of their.floor plans. They are alio, apparently,
specialised structures, dealing respectively with tlte
preparation and processing of foodstuffs. This group of
buildings seems to function as a single household aranged
around a corltmon courtyard. Similar, though less obvious.
arrangenlents of building groups can also be seen at
Mosphilia in this period, particularly B 1046 and B 1044,
886 and 8204, and B834 and Bt052.The Ltrte Chulcolithic

The changeq seen with the onset of the Late Chalcolithic
period are also quite striking. Throughout this period,
intportant cultural indicators appear to suggest increasing
Anatolian influence ancl increasing change within Cyprioi
society. Most striking are the changes in tlre ceramic
repertoire, with new wares, shapes and decorative motifs
being introduced. Stan.rp seals, chamber tornbs, and new
fornts of personal ador.nntent, including faience and
coppel', also ntake arl appearance at this time. The
introduction of the spindle whorl, and the reintroduction
of cattle onto the island, indicate other great changes in
the economic base olsociety. Croft ( lggg, 213) has been
able to document intportant changes in the econoury, with
a lnove away from lrunting deer to a gl.eater r.eliance on
the helding of pig and ovicaprids. In the area of arch_
itecture, significant innovations and change are also noted.
Gone are the lar.ge fomralised roundhouses of the pre_
ceding period. New nrethods of stonewall construction,
the alntost total absence of lime-plaster and the different
internal arrangen.lents of the buildings are very noticeable.
Most inrportant, however, is the clear change in building
use. Several associated buildings lace onto a conlt.toll
open space and there is distinct division in function
between the various structures, which suggests a courtyard
arrangernent of one household. This is in stark contrast to
all preceding periods, in which a structure mostly
replicated the fornt altd functiol.l of those around it. It is
cleal that important social changes had taken place. This,
together with the acconrpanying dranratic change in the
ceramic record and the absence of many of the earlier
iconographic elernents, has led peltenburg to suggest
eithel the arrival of new settlers or of inrportant new
cultural influences resulting fi.om increasing Iong_distance
intensive trade links (peltenburg et ul.l99ga,251.256-
159). ln either case. the assillilaliorr by society in the
Late Chalcolithic of very dramatic change had never_
theless still preser.ved key elements of the earlier building
tradition. In particLrlar, the bLrilding group in Area II at
Lemba is a good example of the new household contplex
but with 82 still preserving all of the key elements of the
earlier architectural form. It is a large, ciicular, very well_

Discassion

It is significant that the standard building lonrr survivecl
throughout the Chalcolithic sequence deipite the impact
of drarnatic influences and changes. lt emerged, porribty
as early as the late 5th rnillennium BC, as a distinct
architectural forrrr, drawing on inflr,rences and traditions
both from within Cyprurs and frotn the Levant. lt evolved
with society throughout the 4th rnillennium BC as
increasing social complexity, emergent hierarchies and,
possibly. craft specialisation had a drarnatic impact upon
the way society was organised and functioned. Duiing
the Late Chalcolithic it changed drarnatically again along
with other shifts in the material record to reflect different
social conditions. peltenburg stresses the greater appal.ent
emphasis on individual households and the accumulation
of personal or family wealth as being significant features
in Late Chalcolithic society (peltenburg et at.l99ga). ln
each case these developtnents are seen to evolve within a
single architectural tradition which still retained its
distinctive character.

Is it possible, then, to view the Chalcolithic house fbrrrr
as an icon of cultural identity that was adapted to suit
changing pressures and influences? Ifso what can it tell
us about society dLrr.ing the Chalcolithic and the role of
architecture within it? Is it habit that ensured the survival
of such enduring traditions or is some deeper, lrrore
cornplex, process involved? As I indicated earlier, the
irnportance of metaphor. ir.r understanding buildings
suggests that simplistic interpretations rarely hold true.
On a subconscious level all house_builders draw upon
greater cornrnunal belief systerns about world order and
their place within that order. It is within that context that
we u'tust seek to understand the meaning of prehistoric
buildings (Figure I 5.3).

- Frorl this perspective, the use of observations about,
for exarnple, building size, quality of materials and finish
or about the internal organisation of space. to demonstrate
larger social issues is entirely justified. So too is the use
of ideas about building form to indicate possible cultural
antecedents. In this paper, the implications of the existence

Fig. 15.3 Sluge lhree, n(tteriol rccons/rttcliotr rtf'('halco-

lithic buildings nt Lembu Lakkous.

ofparticular architectLu'al features have been used to give

additional ch-res abor.tt Early Chalcolithic links rvith the

Levant and with Late Neolithic architectural traditions in

Cyprus itself. During the Midtle Chalcolithic period'

house forur is seen to evolve into impressive, elaborate

and costly structures, which rnay indicate increasing social

complexity and the elllergence of elite groups and

hierarchies within society. If architectural elet.nents like

grandeur, the forrnalised use of space and the quality of
finish and decoration are considered to be socially

irnportant aspects of br,rildings then it can be seen how the

visual impact and the daily use of such buildings can help

to reinforce cultural beliefs and attitudes. They can be

consideratiotts in the transtnissiou of cultural ideas' At

the other end of the tinte scale. during the Late Chal-

colithic, the evidence for incl'easing and intensive long-

distance trade contacts with Anatolia on one hand and the

evidence for the accutnulation of individual or farnily

wealth (as seen in 83, the Pithos House at Mosphilia)

heralded far-reaching changes within society. This may

possibly even indicate the arlival of new peoples' In

architecture, the elnergence of a particular fortn of
br-rilding layout, i.e. the household courplex' is seen to

develop in Late Chalcolithic settlelnent patterns' This has

irnportant implications for our understanding of the way

in which society at that time was organised and it rnay

also herald developments which are reinfot'ced in the

Bronze Age. The development of the rectilinear coultyard

type ofhouse, so characteristic ofBronze Age sites, ntay

have soure of its Cypriot atrtecedents in the Late Chal-

colithic period. More significantly is the sut'vival, iu

symbolic fortn, of elelnents of the large roundhouses of
Mosphilia into the Early Bronze Age. This development

may be seen in the Vonnous bowl. Here we have a model

of what may be a circular, fi'ee-standing structttre, either

a single-room or open-space, with clear segtnentation of
the enclosed space and a focus of sorne ritual activity at

the back of the building. These are all elements that are

seen in the great roundhouses of the Middle Chalcolithic,

but which are manifested in a society that had by then

abandoned that particular architectural form. This survival

is significant and must surely reflect enduring traditions

of belief and identitY.
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To suurmat'ise then. buildings do have an itnportant

symbolic nteaning within society atld can act as a

rretaphor for a people's beliefs about thernselves and

about the world in which they live. They can convey

information about the identity of a group arrd about the

place of individuals within that gloup. In Cyprus we have

seen how the assitrilation of architectut'al eleurents drawn

from both within Cyprtts and also. extertlal to the islarld,

fi'om the Levant, has created a distinctive architectul'al

fonn, which lttay have stood as an iurportant sylnbol of
the Chalcolithic. We have also seen how changes and

modifications within that standard architectut'al forrlr cat.t

be used by society to transurit infol'mation about itself,

and about the way it is organized, through the building

size, the use of quality n.raterials, the decoration and the

an'angement of internal space. Buildings in Chalcolithic

Cyprus, therefore, function as urechanisurs, botlr ofsocial

control ancl of groLrp identity. They are key eleutetrts itl

the tratrstrrission and assimilation of cultural identity'
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16. Cyprus at the dawn of the first millennlum

BC: culfural homogenisation versus the tyranny

of ethnic identifications

Maria Iacovou

I

Absn'act

In seeking to iflentify ethnicities in the material remains of Early lron Age Cyprus, we distort the wider picture and

miss its fundamental message: following the 12th century breakdown of its Late Bronze Age socioeconomic structure

ancl the inevitable breaktrp of its demographic pattern, the island emerged in the Ilth-l1th cennrries with a new'

albeit culturally homogeneous environment. The question to ask, therefore, is not how this or that ethnic group

predominated oyer the other - such a conJlict is not made evident by the archaeological record - bttt rather how an

homogeneous material culture came Io dominate the formative horizon of a new era.

Introduction
Cypriot archaeology is a field of research in which
prehistorians and Bronze Age archaeologists group

themselves together on one side, leaving Iron Age scholars

on the other. On rare occasions the two academic parties

make an effort to communicate with each other, but as a

rule they hardly ever sound as if they can, or wish, to
speak the same language. Below, I will justify this
aggressively dogmatic statement which I have chosen in

lieu of an introduction. I will presently maintain that it is
largely the responsibility ofpre- and proto-historians to

extend their research to cover the transition to the Early

Iron Age, if the current absence of a credible methodology

for the study of the Cypriot Iron Age is to be remedied.

For this reason, much of what I have to suggest rests on

analogies drawn from the study of prehistoric Cypriot
horizons.

Since the early decades of the 20th century, archaeo-

logists have invested a good deal of energy in maintaining

a two-fold prehistoric debate devoted to:

L The mysterious absence of an early Neolithic culture

- the notoriously elusive Neolithisation of Cyprus
(Le Brun 1989 and this volume; Todd 1987, 173;

Todd 2001).

2. The so-called Philia culture, namely the course of
the transition from the long Chalcolithic period of
Cyprus to the Early Bronze Age (Dikaios and Stewaft

1962).

At long last, a decisive break-through has been achieved,

and these two shadowy chapters in the historicity of
Cyprus' early cultures are in the process ofbeing resolved.

The break-through came as a result of a combination of
factors: the tangible evidence was not haphazardly dealt

with following chance discovery; in both cases, patient

vigilantes were ready to apply the best of methods in data

collection. These discoveries, unimpressive to the un-

trained eye, would have remained mute in earlier days;

now, they have been made to render fundamental results,

due to the strict methodology with which assemblages

have been analysed (Frankel and Webb 1996;Guilaine el

al. |995;Guilaine and Briois 2001; Peltenburget al.200l;
Webb and Frankel 1999). Secure and solid evidence,

therefore, is currently becoming available to scholars

involved in the reconstruction of these two prehistoric

cycles, who need no longer make assumptions based only
on highly fragmentary evidence and arguments ex silentio.

The same, however, cannot be said for the much more

recent period of the transition from the Late Bronze to

the Early Iron Age which, though not in the realm of
prehistory, has remained alien, problematic and often

incomprehensible. Either as an epilogue for those working

in the Late Cypriot time-zone, or as a prologue for those

working in the Iron Age, the period that leads from the

one to the other has failed to attract the necessary attention

(Rupp 1997, 69), and remains in limbo between the two.

Substantial lacunae in our knowledge of this transitional

period provide free range to the development of arguments


