


This exhibition features a collection of 48 pottery pieces on loan from Peter Mitrakas
and Mary-Ann Savas. 

The collection, ranging from simple bowls and jugs, to large-scale storage and funerary
amphora, provides insights into the material, culture and lifestyle of the ancient
Cypriots. It has been divided into three separate time periods of Cypriot history - the
Bronze Age, Geometric Period and Archaic Period. 
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Ancient Cypriot Pottery Of
the Bronze and Iron Ages

Sitting at the crossroads of the Eastern Mediterranean, Cyprus has long been influenced
by its neighbours, but has always maintained a distinct Cypriot style which is reflected in
its pottery.

Cyprus is the third largest island in the Mediterranean, after Sicily and Sardinia. Cyprus'
geographical location was at a strategic crossroad linking the Aegean, Anatolia, the
Levant and Egypt, and as such played an important role in the ancient Mediterranean
commercial network. From the beginnings of settlement in the Neolithic period, its
history has been interwoven with that of the surrounding areas, yet, in spite of this close
contact, its people have constantly been noted for their independence and individuality.
While drawing  widely from neighbouring regions for techniques and artistic inspirations,
Cyprus maintained this individuality which is visible in the archaeological record, and
nowhere more so than in the pottery of the ages succeeding the Neolithic. 

Pottery is one of the most important artefacts to an archaeologist; it does not
decompose as easily as organic materials, and as a result,  it is often the most abundant
artefact found on a site. At a foundational level, the study of pottery can reveal when it
was made, where and how it was made, and what it was made for, either practically or
symbolically. From this, developmental trends can be established allowing
archaeologists to create a sequence of relative dates surrounding the pottery. 

Ceramics represent the cultural choices of people living in specific historical contexts, as
a result ceramic analysis can reveal the organisation of past social, political or ideological
structures, as well as distribution and trade from a particular area. 

During the 19th and early 20th centuries, interest in the archaeology of Cyprus and the
desire of museums and private collectors to have Cypriot works in their collections
created a substantial demand for artefacts which were hitherto undiscovered. Farmers,
amateur archaeologists and looters rushed to fulfil this commission, leading to
significant gaps in the archaeological record. Further compounding this problem was the
division of Cyprus into two distinct factions in 1974: the Government of Cyprus in the
south and the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus in the north. 



During the Late Bronze Age on Cyprus, a series of dramatic changes occurred in the
settlement patterns and material culture on the island. Whereas previously Cyprus had
remained relatively isolated from its mainland neighbours, the Bronze Age saw the
emergence of Cyprus as a trading superpower. With its strategic location at the heart of
the eastern Mediterranean, Cyprus was able to develop great wealth by acting as a
middleman in the trade networks of the Mycenaean Greeks, the Hittites, and the
Egyptians. The pottery of this period reflects the socio-cultural changes happening on
the island. While the pottery wheel had been in use in the Near East since 3000 BCE,
Cypriot potters continued to craft pottery by hand until around 1500 BCE. Due to this
unique method, and overall high quality, Cypriot jugs and bottles became a popular
commodity throughout the Near East.

During the Late Bronze Age on Cyprus (1700-1300 BCE) a series of dramatic changes
occurred in the settlement pattern and material culture on the island. Increased
interaction with the surrounding region, the Levant, Egypt, the Minoans on Crete, and
later the Mycenaeans in Greece, prompted a shift away from traditional small island
villages to nucleated coastal settlements. This increase in trade produced a new degree
of social stratification with a burgeoning wealthy elite who controlled Cyprus’ natural
resources, including significant copper deposits. As a result, Cyprus became increasingly
involved in the complex exchange networks of the eastern Mediterranean. 

Cypriot potters continued to make ceramics without mechanical aid until around 1500
BCE, despite the fact that the pottery wheel had already been in use for close to 1500
years in Mesopotamia, Syria and Canaan. These Cypriot pots were made by the coil
method and generally had rounded bases and were covered in a white slip and
decorated with lines and geometric shapes in brown paint. These distinctive ceramics
are referred to as White Painted Ware; the particularly fine nature of these bowls and
juglets made them a sought-after commodity throughout the Mediterranean. 

The Bronze Age 
(1800 – 1050 BCE)



The juglets are noticeably less porous than their eastern Mediterranean counterparts
which could have added to their popularity. They often contained perfumed oils,
medicinal oils, oils for anointing and religious use.  Base ring jugs replicating the shape of
an opium poppy contained opium for medicinal or ritual use. 

The period between 1200 and 1050 BCE is known for the large-scale decline or collapse
of nearly all the Bronze Age powers: Mycenaean Greece, the Hittites and the Egyptian
empires. Cyprus seems to have survived this chaotic period in a better state than its
neighbours, although it certainly went through turmoil. Many administrative centres
were destroyed or abandoned with the majority of the population gathering in
defensible settlements in Cyprus' coastal regions. This resettlement may have been
affected by incoming migration from the Aegean. These newcomers brought with them
new customs, practices and techniques, which became integrated with Cypriot culture.

















Cypro-Geometric Period
(1050 - 750 BCE)

Between 1200 and 1050 BCE nearly all Bronze Age powers - Mycenaean Greece, the
Hittite Empire, and the Egyptian Empire - either went into large-scale decline or
collapsed entirely. As a result, the following Geometric (or early Iron Age) Period was
largely a transitional period. Possibly due to the collapse of these powers, there seems
to have been a large migration of various peoples to Cyprus, most notably the
Phoenicians and people from the Aegean. These new migrants had a significant impact
on the culture of Cyprus, most noticeably in its pottery record. From the Geometric
period, Cypriot pottery was almost universally wheel-made and mass-produced in
standardised forms. Geometric designs and styles became common in Cyprus and
clearly show influence from these new migrant peoples. 

The Cypro-Geometric is a transitional period between two distinct socio-political
landscapes, the Late Bronze Age and the Cypro-Archaic period. The Greek mainlanders,
who had arrived as migrants in the previous period, along with the Phoenician traders
who had also settled on the island, began to exert an influence over what was already a
culturally mixed population. During this period, Cyprus was divided into a number of
territorial city-kingdoms, as many as ten according to an inscription dated to the reign of
Assyran king Esarahaddon (680 - 669 BCE). This kingdom structure is substantially
different to the state level polity of the late Bronze Age but due to the lack of
decipherable written material, archaeologists remain uncertain as to how, when or who
founded these kingdoms. 

An inscription dating to the 11th century indicates that early Greek was being spoken on
some parts of the island, so it is likely that the Hellenisation of Cyprus had begun to
some degree. This is further demonstrated by the later kings of Cyprus who would
attempt to trace their royal lineage to the Greek heroes of the Trojan War. The ninth and
eighth centuries BCE on Cyprus was a period of rapid social and economic change when
the kingdom of Salamis emerged as one of the richest and most powerful states on the
island. 



Important ceramic types of this period include White Painted and Bi-chrome wares,
which are decorated with geometric motifs and often occur in inventive shapes. Slightly
later, the distinctive Black-on-Red ware was developed in Cyprus, partly as a result of
contact with the Levantine world. Ceramic vessels were mostly wheel-made in larger
production centres during this period; as a result, potter became increasingly uniform.
The vessels were made in buff or brown clay which was covered in a brown, buff,
greenish or white slip and decorated with geometric shapes in red, brown or black paint. 













Archaic Period 
(750 - 475 BCE)

The stela of Sargon II (710 - 707 BCE) found at Kition refers to Cyprus' subjugation by the
Assyrian Empire. It is likely that the kings of Cyprus paid regular tributes to Assyria, but
despite this, it would seem they were not under any direct control. There is no
archaeological evidence of any governor or Assyrian military garrison sent to Cyprus. It
seems that although Cyrpus was technically subservient to Assyria, it was not oppressed,
instead the kingdoms enjoyed considerable independence and Cyprus flourished. This is
because Assyria controlled and, in turn, protected most of the eastern Mediterranean.
By paying tribute to Assyria, and technically joining the Empire, Cyprus gained access to
free trade with the East, including the further inland reaches of the Near East. 

Depite the collapse of the Assyrian Empire in 612 BCE, Cyprus continued to trade
throughout the region. King Ahmose II of Egypt briefly controlled Cyprus and while the
kingdoms maintained relative autonomy, there was a significant increase in the use of
Egyptian motifs on Cypriot pottery. In 545 BCE, under Cyrus the Great (559 - 530 BCE),
the Persian Empire conquered Cyprus. The new rulers, however, did not interfere with
established Cypriot institutions and religious practices. 

Cypriot troops participated in Persian military campaigns, the independent kingdoms
paid the customary tribute, and Salamis ranked as the foremost kingdom. By the last
sixth century BCE, Persian control over Cyprus tightened, so that by the beginning of the
fifth century BCE the island was an integral part of the Persian Empire. 

The local pottery made during the Archaic Period is relatively similar to that of the
proceeding Geometric Period as the use of the wheel in making ceramics restricted the
variety of shapes available compared to the handmade ceramics of the Bronze Age. The
pottery in our collection from this period are largely amphorae and predominantly Bi-
chrome ware, although there are a few scattered examples of White Painted Ware. The
primary function of these amphorae would have been as storage containers to hold
anything from grain and foodstuffs to other smaller pottery. 









The Swastika & Nipple Jugs

It is during the Geomtric and Archaic Periods in Cyprus, and elsewhere in Western
Europe, that the symbol of the swastika begins to appear on pottery, coins and other
objects. This symbol has been used since the Paleolithic period where it has been found
carved on a thirty-thousand-year old mammoth tusk. The word swastika comes from the
Sanskrit svastika, which means good fortune or well-being. The symbol is considered to
be sacred and auspicious particularly by Hindus and Jainists in India and was also used
as a decorative motid by Native American cultures. The symbol experienced a
resurgence in the late 19th century following archaeological excavations which revealed
its widespread use in the Mediterranean and Near East. In the beginning of the 20th
century, the swastika was widely used in Europe. It had numerous meanings, the most
common being a symbol of good luck and auspiciousness. The Nazi Party's adoption of
the symbol was in part an attempt directly linked to its desire to historically legitimise
itself as well as a perceived link between the swastika and the Aryan myth. 

Amongst Cypriot pottery styles, nipple jugs are of particular note due to their unusual
barrel shape and nipple-like adornments, which were in some cases further embellished
with paint. Due to their shape, the jugs cannot stand upright on their own and would not
have been practical for daily use. Additionally, this type of jug has only been found in
tombs in eastern Cyprus and as such it seems likely that they served a function in
religious of funerary rituals, although what this function was continues to elude
historians. In addition to their isolated find spots, the Cypriot nipple jug also had a
limited span of use, appearing in the Iron Age, particularly in the Archaic Period, before
completely falling out of favour and out of the archaeological record. 
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