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Introduction

There have been mutiferious and copious publications 
on various aspects of  the cults and beliefs of Prehistoric 
Cyprus including, among other things, works dealing with  
stone and teracotta figurines, temples and the iconog-
raphy of seals and sealings. When we take a look at pe-
riods before the Late Bronze Age, a period with well es-
tablished temples, sanctuaries, the cult of horned gods, 
and the beginigs of Aphrodite, then probably the most 
widely recognised sacred space in Cypriot culture is the 
realm of the dead. This includes all aspects connected 
with funerary rituals and ancestor cult; and, remarcably, 
sometimes quite the opposite, rituals connected with 
birth and fecundity. Thus, it seems that Prehistoric Cypri-
ots were mostly preoccupied with the matters of life and 
death. However, as ethnography often illustrates, besides 
these two grand subjects, systems of beliefs usually also 
include many other aspects, and especially the forces of 
nature. The most impressive context where such forces 
are manifested is the sky. In this paper I will present 
several ways in which we can argue that this high lying 
space, was indeed a sacred space in Prehistoric Cyprus.

Epipaleolithic

Cyprus is the third largest Mediterranean island, after Sic-
ily and Sardinia, with an area of 9251 square kilo meters. 
Its island character means that it has fixed boundaries 
with the possibility of isolation from the outside world. 
However, its location between Aegean, Anatolia and 
the Levant offers a very different path of development 
– a crossroads of civilisations. Both of these counter 
posts isolation and interaction had various degrees of 
influence during different periods of the Cypriot past. 
Scholars dealing with Cypriot Prehistory usually present 
either a biogeographical approach, focused on climate 
and ecological factors, or a social approach, considering 
the development of a spatially conditioned identity and 
process of isolation or interaction with an outside world.1 

1  Knapp 2009: 16.

The sea surrounding the landscape can either be seen as 
a barrier or a bridge between the familiar and the un-
known. Islanders’ perspectives include a dual experience 
of land and sea.2 Islands become prominent and flour-
ish for two reasons: the presence of rare resources or 
a unique location, serving as stepping-stone to the main-
land or other islands. The Epipaleolithic period in Cypriot 
archaeology is a new area of research, which was almost 
unkwnown even a decade ago. Initial human occupation 
of the island can now be dated to 8900–8700 BC, and 
its been also suggested it might be dated even earlier.3 
Some scholars4 suggests that early human presence on 
the island might have been a seasonal occupation, con-
nected with groups of people who still tried to follow 
a pre-Neolithic pattern of existance, migrating after the 
animals they were hunting. Such coastal sites excavated 
so far, like Aetokremnos, Nissi Beach and Akamas Aspros 
provide us with evidence which support those notions. 
As Albert Ammerman has noticed „we are now begin-
ning to realise that the early foragers who were making 
seasonal trips to Cyprus were not heading toward the 
Neolithic but away from it (in terms of their life style and 
interests)“.5 What could have brought them to Cyprus? 
I argue, that among other reasons, these could have 
been birds, which they had to observe during spring and 
autumn migrations. According to the archaeozoological 
data seasonal inhabitans of sites like Aetokremnos, Nissi 
Beach and Akamas Aspros exploited island resources in-
cluding mainly shellfish and avifauna. 

In Aetokremnos many marine resources like sea ur-
chins, limpets and topshell and grey mullet fish, but also 
turtle, snake and land snails were being exploited. Bird 
remains included bones from dove, goose, grebe, shag, 
teal, and also burnt eggshells.6 

Among the bird species found in Aetokremnos are:
• the grebe, a migrating, freshwater, diving bird, which 

is still endemic to Cyprus; 

2  Knapp 2009: 16–17; Broodbank 2000: 28–29.
3  Knapp 2013: 48.
4  Knapp 2013: 51; Ammerman et al. 2008; Simmons 1999.
5  Ammerman 2010: 89.
6  Knapp 2013: 59.
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• the shag, which mainly feeds in the sea, is rarely 
found inland and breeds on coasts, nesting on rocky 
ledges. It can migrate but must not necessarily do so 
if it finds a good supply of food; 

• the teal, which inhabits Cyprus on a permanent ba-
sis. At the same tíme migrating teals use the island as 
a stopover, when migrating from northern Europe to 
Africa. The teal is commonly found in sheltered wet-
lands and feeds on seeds and aquatic invertebrates; 

• the goose is one of the most common migratory birds. 
It breeds in wetlands, freshwater marshes and on the 
coasts. Additionally it is the largest bird in this list, 
thus, when hunted provides the most meat from one 
bird. This is also one of the reasons, why it was do-
mesticated at a very early period; 

• the dove is a bird still popular in Cypriot cuisine, and 
is also closely connected with the most Cypriot de-
ity – Aphrodite. Many of its subspecies are also migra-
tory, like for example turtle dove – which is still being 
hunted in Cyprus. 
Avifaunal bones were also found in Nissi Beach and 

Aspros. As pointed out by the excavators both sites were 
in the areas of a low agricultural or woodland potential, 
and thus not attaractive for farmers or terestrial hunters. 
However, it was a good spot to explore marine resources 
and avifauna.7

We can observe a different pattern in inland sites. 
Ayia Varvara Asprokermmos is an inland site, probably 
connected with flint tool production. Numerous faunal 
remains included mostly pigs (Sus scrofa – small Cypriot 
wild boar, probably brought from Levant), bird bones and 
fresh water crab.8 Ayios Tychonas Klimonas (3 km inland, 
near Amathus), was probably a semi-premanent camp 
were numerous flints were found, along the evidence for 
bone industry (like polished bone needle, two blades and 
a cylinder). Most of faunal remains (93%) are attributed 
again to a wild boar, but also some bird bones and mol-
luscs were found.9 Both inland sites are now often being 
considered as a transition between seasonal ocupation 
by hunter-gatherers and sedentary Early Aceramic Neo-
lithic period. 

For the seasonal travelers of the Epipaleolithic the 
sky must have been a map and a calendar, telling them 
weather to move, were to go, and when to do it. Season-
al migration of birds from Europe to Africa and vice versa 
must have been a widely observed and much looked-for-
ward-to event. In later periods the importance of birds 
in the Cypriot diet diminished, but never ceased entirely. 
Hunting for migratory birds is still popular in Cyprus, al-
though often criticised by those who want to protect 
wildlife and call it “a mass annual slaughter”. Traditional 
Cypriot dishes include dishes like ambelopoulia – baked 

7  Ammerman et al. 2006: 17–18, 2008: 4–9, 2011: 264–267; Simmons 
and Mandel 2007: 480.

8  Knapp 2013: 67.
9  Vigne et al. 2011: 10–12.

small birds (mostly songbirds) eaten whole. Although 
serving it is illegal it is still possible to order it in a tavern, 
or instead choosing the very popular (and legal) roasted 
peristeria – pigeon or dove.

Neolithic and Chalcolithic 

The sky must also have interested Prehistoric Cypriots 
in later periods, and we may have evidence of this em-
bodied in some of the Neolithic and Chalcolithic antro-
pomorphic figurines. The first example is a 19 cm heigh 
Late Aceramic Neolithic stone figurine found at Khiroki-
tia. It has got a rectangular body and – according to many 
scholars10 – a phallic-shaped neck. A similar interpreta-
tion is often connected with similar figurines dated to 
the Chalcolithic period.11 They were made of a picrolite, 
a soft, greenish-blueish stone, and are known as cruci-
form figurines, with arms streched outwards, bent knees, 
a long neck and small head, as it is illustrated by the 16 
cm high example from Yalia, of 16 cm (Fig. 1). Another 
example is also a Chalcolithic figurine, however made of 
limestone and of 36 cm height (Fig. 2). However, it has 
also been suggested they depict a woman in a squatting 
birth-giving posture (with arms extended for support) 
this interpretation remains disputable, because of their 
unclear gender and lack of swollen bellies (Fig. 3).12 They 
were probably used as amulets, worn by the living and 
given to the dead as a part of the funerary assemblage.13 
Moreover, recent research suggests that their usage 
and meaning differs between the earlier and later Chal-
colithic periods.14 What is clear is that when we look at 
these objects is that the proportions of neck and head 
are wrong. The neck is clearly elongated and the head 
compressed. Facial characteristics of these statuettes are 
also highly stylised, a long chin, narrow and small mouth, 
prominent nose and small eyes lying very close to the 
eyebrows. I argue that the odd proportions of Neolithic 
and Chalcolithic figurines become understandable when 
we compare them with a posture of a person looking 
upwards, looking at the sky. We can observe the same 
pattern – long and wide neck, more rounded head, pro-
truding long chin, narrow less visible mouth, prominent 
nose and small eyes closer to eyebrows. Also the fore-
head seems shorter then it is. Exactly as the proportions 
presented by the early Cypriot figurines.

We do not have any other iconography that would 
support the notion of Cypriot sacred sky, no solar or lu-
nar depictions. Actually we do not have any other early 
iconography from Cyprus. There are no examples of the 
Epipaleolithic art. The only zoomorphic figurine from the 

10  Dikaios 1962: 48–49; Knapp and Meskell 1997; Knapp 2013: 130–131.
11  Bolger 2003: 85–88.
12  Budin 2003: 119.
13  Christou 1989: 88–91.
14  Winkelman and Cory-Lopez 2010.



31Sacred Space: contributionS to the archaeology of belief

Katarzyna Zeman-Wiśniewska The space above. Sacred sky in Prehistoric Cyprus

Fig. 1. Chalcolithic cruciform figurine from Yalia, Cyprus 
(drawing by P. Butler)

Fig. 2. Anthropomorphic female figure from Lemba, Cyprus 
(drawing by P. Butler)

Fig. 3. Three Chalcolithic figures from Cyprus in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (photo by MMA)
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Neolithic period is a head of a cat from Shillourokam-
bos.15 In the Chalcolithic period beside clay and stone 
antropomorphic figurines there are several small items 
probably made for decorative purposes, like a rosette 
from Souksiou-Laona; and one clay, hybrid animal, with 
some bird-like features, also from Souksiou-Laona.16 
However, if indeed most of human representations of 
these early periods depict people looking up to the sky, 
it must have been an important element of spiritual 
life of Prehistoric Cypriots. At the same time it is not 
something that would automatically occur in the minds 

15  Gulaine 2000
16  Peltenburg 2006: pl. 56.

of modern scholars. The way we see the space above 
is changed beyond our own awareness. It is no longer 
a realm of ancestors or deities, a mysterious space filled 
by our imagination. Today it is a conquered space. The 
notion that “only birds can fly” is passé, everything has 
been changed by planes, drones, satellites and especially 
pollution, including the so-called “light pollution”, which 
made the stars simply invisible in the cities and air hard 
to breath. Maybe we should sometimes, like the Prehis-
toric Cypriots, take a look at the sky and think of it as 
the sacred space, worth taking care off, so that also our 
children would be able to see the stars or the flocks of 
migratory birds.
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