Object Analysis – Cypriot Zoomorphic Vessel (Aksos)
This is a functional Zoomorphic vessel involved in pouring libations (oil or alcohol). It is generously decorated with geometric patterns and incorporates exaggerated features (antlers and tail) of the deer as a part of its function. I feel that it would have been displayed, and I base this off the stance that the deer has, it clearly shows that it was meant to stand upright. Also visible on the pottery are various motifs, such as lattices and chequerboard patterning. I would argue that there’s planning in its decoration, as it seen in how regimented the patterns are. It is certainly geometric over pictographic. The social value of this piece to me is extended when looking at the degree of preservation, it is in extremely good condition (without seeing it firsthand) so I would perhaps elevate the status of this object. It was evidently treasured, so was exclusively for ceremonies/’festivals’? There is no handle on this aksos but there appears to be a pin-hole on the top which may have aided transportation. I feel that it could have potentially been an item, used to unify people, through a communal, shared activity.
At this time Cyprus underwent enormous changes through migration and cultural diffusion. Gagne notes the effects. “Particularly Anatolia, for invaders or migrants (Dikaios,1962:22; Catling,1966:25; Karageorghis 1973) who brought the secondary products revolution to Cyprus, as well as other aspects of their material culture such as architecture and pottery.”[1]. Knapp suggests that there was amalgamation amongst the populace creating a “third cultural group whose material culture is neither Anatolian nor Cypriot.” [2]. It was a major leap in social and cultural development. “The round stone houses of the Chalcolithic period were replaced by rectilinear, multi-roomed, mud-brick structures”.[3]. Gagne also signifies change for Cyprus on a wider scale:“The next major change….occurred at the beginning of the Late Bronze Age when people from some of the towns on Cyprus began exporting copper on a large scale, and receiving foreign exotica in exchange.” [4]. Steel notes the introduction of new forms of pottery. “There were also changes in the ceramic repertory with new types (Base Ring, White Slip) gradually replacing the main wares of the Middle Bronze Age.” [5]. I think it is important to connect our item and this branch of pottery to an advancement brought about by a change in circumstances and the introduction of a new social group. It is hard to ignore just what a significant period this was. 
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White Painted ware III-V. I felt that the varied patterns and lugs bore the closest link to our example. Johnson explains the difference to consecutive pottery, in the Late Bronze Age: “….the pottery and slip is thicker and the painted decoration tends to cover everything, in contrast to the empty spaces and decorative bands of White Slip ware” [6]. Like our aksos, this example also displays grand features. I admire the artistic stylisation, which still incorporates animal observation. Johnson remarks on the pinholes: “Originally functional, they seem to have quickly become a decorative feature - only one would be needed to hang it by, by a string.” [7]. This therefore raises a question, would only one pinhole suffice? 
 Webb and Frankel assess the patterns further. “….. zigzags, wavy lines, chevrons and lattice patterns, all of which appear in the later White Painted repertoire.” [8]. However, how can we separate this style from White Painted IA?  Samuelson asserts a visible difference in this. “White Painted IA has a much larger repertory of motifs with pictorial images of animals, trees, flowers and geometric shapes, while White Painted IB has a more regulated repertory of geometric shapes arranged in more rigid patterns.” [9]. I would ascribe our aksos as befitting the Late IB bracket most suitably. “White Painted IB is painted with matt dark red paint over a well-burnished cream to white slip”.[10] This certainly correlates with our example. Steel notes that there appears to be a wide similarity in some Cypriot motifs. “Some of the decorative motifs found on the Red Polished (Philia) wares, particularly incised chevrons, zigzags, and herringbone patterns, have parallels in the EB II ceramic repertory from Tarsus.” [11]. However, none of these patterns seem apparent on ‘our’ vessel. Was this a seemingly isolated development in Cyprus’ ceramics? Why? How many more aksoi and other items are like this? A reason for their rarity is explained by Webb and Frankel. In an article, they state: “White Painted (Philia) is also present at (one site) Marki, although it is very rare, accounting for only about 0.3% of Philia sherds.” [12]. Slip casting is potentially a lengthy process. Would this have been done on a community-wide scale? Was this operating on a workshop basis? Was there concerted effort in the making of these aksoi?
When looking at other White Painted Ware Askoi, I was surprised at the variety presented in one object.  I noted very exaggerated handles on some examples, unlike the pin-holes on our item. It seems that there was no one ‘blueprint’ used in the production of aksoi, was it then mainly down to the individual? This draws to my mind the relationship of purpose to preference. Some had singular patterns however, in contrast to our complex example. A deer seems to be an unusual choice: “They appear in this period usually in the form of horned animals, especially bulls or, especially later, in the Late Bronze Age, as a wine-skin with bull's head.” [13]. When defining Zoomorphic, two options are suggested. “1) having the form of an animal 2) of, relating to, or being a deity conceived of in animal form or with animal attributes”. [14]. The overt stylisation, certainly in my eyes, redirected the direction of Cyprus’s pottery. It is a piece of White Painted Ware/White Pinhole Style seen in terms of the way it would have been carried, and in terms of the coverage of patterning and themes. It is a rare example of this ware, as not many examples have survived too, was this a ritual practice? This is a significant object as it not only showed Cypriot ceramic development, it gives us an insight into daily life/potentially ritualistic life. But I feel the most important factor is that it represents a great shift and development in Cyprus’s (Bronze Age) history. If I was to study this object further, I would assess ceremonial life, and other items involved in the process. I would look at how that would take place, and the extent to which it played a part in the lives of Cypriots.
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