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Ancient places and things exist in the
real world, but archaeological sites are
concepts, created by archaeological research.
Archaeological facts, especially when they are
elided with the physical material on which
they are based, have an appearance of being
self-evident—once uncovered, ruins and the
objects they contain are concrete evidence,
seemingly obvious testaments of the past.
Reality is, as always, more complex as in
many ways excavators impose their structures
onto the material as they uncover it and
later in integrating and assessing various
lines of evidence. These constructs—the
material evidence transformed into useable
information—are, ideally, formal site reports,
which draw together and present the disparate
observations and records made during and after
excavations. For British archaeologist Martin
Carver ‘…the preparation of an archaeological
research report is among the most complex
tasks asked of any professional working in
the humanities’.1 It is, perhaps because of this
daunting and time-consuming complexity,
a task all too often neglected by excavators,
who become conspirators in maintaining
archaeology’s ‘dirty secret’,2 as they leave
behind a trail of ‘wanton destruction’3 of
unpublished excavations.
If we understand the imperative to fully
publish our own excavations as a primary
ethical responsibility to the heritage we
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are privileged to investigate and to our
discipline, to what extent does this extend to
the incomplete projects of our predecessors?
There is little doubt that excavators are in
the best position to work up their own sites,
to read through the various ﬁeld notes with
an understanding of their reliability and
completeness: and this is, of course, best
done before the memories of complexities
and decisions fade. But, even where the
excavator is no longer with us, the primary
ﬁeld documentation lost or obscure, and the
excavation strategies less than ideal, the task
is both a necessary and a valuable one. I will
illustrate this with two examples stemming
from recent and current joint research with
Jenny Webb on Bronze Age Cyprus.
THE CEMETERIES AT KARMI

In 1962 James Stewart, Professor of Archaeology
at Sydney University, died. He left unﬁnished
a major study of Early and Middle Bronze Age
material 4 and also the formal reports on his
excavations at several sites on the island. His
last excavations took place the year before
his death when he worked at two cemeteries,
Palealona and Lapatsa near the modern
village of Karmi in the hills overlooking the
north coast of Cyprus. A single posthumously
published paper reported on one, unusual,
tomb—a small chamber with a single burial

of an adult man accompanied by grave goods
including a Minoan cup, imported from Crete.5
This was clearly a signiﬁcant ﬁnd, providing
evidence of interconnections and valuable for
chronological analysis, linking the sequences
on the two islands. It was, for Stewart, ‘the
most important discovery since the 1890s,
since it is so deﬁnite and the repercussions so
widespread’.6 The lack of further publication
meant that this one ﬁnd came to represent the
site. But its place within the site as a whole
could not be appreciated; nor could any other
aspects of the cemeteries be considered.7
Their archaeological importance is further
increased as the northern half of Cyprus has
been inaccessible to Greek Cypriot and foreign
archaeologists since the Turkish invasion in
1974 and further archaeological research in the
area has not been possible.
The publication of excavations in which
one has not been directly involved is always
difficult. This was exacerbated in this case by
the lack of any formal ﬁeld notes—these were
lost soon after Stewart returned to Australia.
Fortunately the meticulously drawn tomb-plans
prepared by Mrs D. E. (Eve) Stewart survived,
along with numerous black and white negatives
of the excavations in progress. These were
supplemented to some extent by the diaries of
Dr Robert Merrillees, then a student at Sydney
University, where he recorded his own activities
on the excavations. The ﬁnds themselves
provided additional challenges. Apart from two
tomb-groups, all were brought to Australia in
1961. 8 Many were later distributed to museums
in Australia, New Zealand, Sweden and the
United States, and some were lost or stolen.

Although most items were drawn and described
before being sent overseas, others were not.
However, we were able to access those items
still in Australia and Cyprus.
The cemeteries at Karmi Lapatsa and
Palealona lie midway between major
contemporary settlements at Lapithos (eight
kilometres to the northwest) and Bellapais
(twelve kilometres to the east) in one of the
most densely populated regions of the island
during the Early and Middle Bronze Ages.
Stewart excavated forty-two rock-cut tomb
chambers (fourteen at Lapatsa and twentyeight at Palealona). At both sites the tombs
typically have rectangular dromoi (entrance
shafts), measuring on average about two metres
wide and two to three metres long, cut into the
soft limestone with sloping ﬂoors to a depth of
one to two metres. At the deepest end a small
oval or rectangular doorway was cut leading
into a low oval chamber, about three square
metres in area. Given the time it must have
taken to make a tomb, it can be assumed that
they were cut well before their ﬁrst use and
that the construction of a tomb was in itself an
important activity, signalling status, identity
and belonging.
Most tombs were used for a number of
successive burials. It is rarely possible, however,
to determine how often or at what intervals
a chamber was opened for re-use, as older
corpses were frequently disturbed or removed
along with some or all of their grave goods. It
seems that, despite the importance of tombs in
the inter-generational reinforcement of social
memory, older burials within them were seldom
treated with respect. Both the dry bones and
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(above left)
James Stewart
(1913–1962) at
the excavations at
Karmi, 1961.
PHOTOGRAPH: WEBB
ET AL., THE BRONZE
AGE CEMETERIES AT
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EXCAVATION ARCHIVE,
NOW IN THE NICHOLSON
MUSEUM, THE UNIVERSITY
OF SYDNEY.

(above right)
Eve Stewart
supervising
excavations at
Karmi, 1961.
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AL., THE BRONZE AGE
CEMETERIES AT KARMI:
FIG: 1.6.

(above)
Plan of Karmi
Palealona Tomb
11B (the ‘Tomb
of the Seafarer’)
and the imported
Middle Minoan
which provides
important evidence
of contacts and
contemporaneity
of cultures in Crete
and Cyprus.
PLAN: WEBB ET. AL., THE
BRONZE AGE CEMETERIES
AT KARMI: FIG. 4.42.
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ET AL., THE BRONZE
AGE CEMETERIES AT
KARMI: FIG.4.45, KARMI
EXCAVATION ARCHIVE,
NOW IN THE NICHOLSON
MUSEUM, THE UNIVERSITY
OF SYDNEY.

the grave goods were frequently pushed aside
or removed to make room for new occupants.
In many cases the remnant presence of earlier
vessels in the chambers suggests a long history
of use and re-use. Several tombs at Palealona,
for example, appear to have been used for at
least three hundred years.
Not all tombs were re-used. One signiﬁcant
example of a single burial, dating to the
Middle Bronze Age, was Stewart’s ‘Tomb of the
Seafarer’. As a result of new analyses, we can
now say that this was the articulated remains
of a man who, despite a severe congenital
back problem, survived to the relatively old
age of forty to ﬁfty years. Around the body
were seven pottery vessels, a bronze knife and
a bronze spearhead. The pottery included
examples of White Painted ware, characteristic
of the Middle Bronze Age, as well as the more
common Red Polished ware. Most unusually,
there was also a ﬁne decorated cup of Kamares
ware – an import from Middle Minoan Crete
which provides, as noted above, an important
chronological reference point, linking the ﬁrst
phase of the Middle Bronze Age in Cyprus with
the Middle Minoan II period in Crete. Such
imports are extremely rare in Cyprus, which
appears to have been relatively isolated from
the outside for some centuries before this time.
Funerals are likely to have been signiﬁcant
occasions of social display, reﬂecting the
status of the deceased as well as that of the
mourners. It is possible to suggest that most
grave goods are the residue of mortuary feasts
held in or near the tomb at the time of burial.
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The placement of jugs and bowls of various
sizes in the tombs suggests that both food and
drink were consumed in some quantity during
mortuary ceremonies. Signiﬁcant numbers
of animal bones, almost entirely from adult
cattle, were also placed in the chambers as
cuts of meat. These articulated joints, which
are likely to represent waste from funerary
feasting, suggest the high cost and size of such
events which involved intense social interaction
manifested through the manipulation of
material culture.9
Carvings around the entrances to the
chambers of several tombs at the nearby sites
of Bellapais and Lapithos have the appearance
of doorframes—suggesting that tombs were
viewed symbolically as ‘houses’ for the dead.10
There are no such examples at the Karmi
cemeteries, although several dromoi have
carvings on their side walls. Of greatest interest
are those of Palealona Tomb 6, where vertical
relief panels are found on both side walls and
on the end wall above the entrance itself. On
the right hand wall there is, in addition, a
unique bas-relief human ﬁgure, a little over
one metre in height. It appears to depict a nude
female, but is poorly preserved and there has
been considerable debate regarding both its sex
and signiﬁcance. Nothing like it is known from
other Cypriot sites. The relief panels, however,
recall the vertical uprights on several small
clay ‘shrine-models’ found at other sites, and
it is possible to argue that this was initially a
funerary shrine, later re-used as the entrance to
a tomb chamber.
The signiﬁcance of the Karmi cemeteries
lies not only in these speciﬁc ﬁnds but also
in the diﬀerent perspective they provide on
the material culture and ritual behaviour
associated with death and burial during the
Early and Middle Bronze Age in Cyprus.
Despite recent excavations at settlements
and cemeteries in the centre and south of the
island which have changed the nature of both
evidence and approach, the north coast still
retains its importance as the epicentre of our
understanding of the sequence of developments
at this time—largely as a result of Stewart’s
earlier research on pottery from Bellapais and
Vasilia.11 The evidence that we are now able to
put together from Karmi ﬁts into these earlier

studies, and contributes toward new ways of
interpreting social and ritual behaviour in
diﬀerent parts of the island.12 It is especially
important in providing a comparison with
Bellapais—highlighting site-speciﬁc as well as
regional variations.
Early Bronze Age tombs on the north
coast exhibit an expanded range of pottery
shapes, a marked increase in the number
of decorated vessels and the introduction
of specialised ritual vessels with elaborate
incised and modelled decoration. There was
also an increase in the size, range of shapes
and capacity of jugs and small bowls. This was
matched by a greater emphasis on individually

and south of the island, smaller, simpler tombs
and more uniform, plain vessels suggest a very
diﬀerent attitude toward funerary display and
the assertion of status and identity.14
In addition, as a result of our work at Karmi,
we can now also see signiﬁcant diﬀerences
within the north coast as well. The tombs
at nearby Bellapais regularly contained very
complex vessels, often decorated with incised
motifs, such as rayed disks, animal heads and
horned ﬁgures, or have modelled animals and
miniature vessels on the rim. No such items
occur at Karmi, despite other close similarities.
The carvings in tomb dromoi at Karmi and
the high quality of the Early Bronze Age grave

FUNER AL S ARE LIKELY TO HAVE BEEN SIGNIFICANT OCCA SIONS OF SOCIAL DISPL AY,
REFLECTING THE STAT US OF THE DECE A SED A S WELL A S THAT OF THE MOURNER S.

goods leave little doubt that this settlement
was founded by individuals or groups fully
conversant with the material culture and status
referents current at Bellapais. It is equally clear
that it was in some ways secondary to Bellapais
which was the paramount centre in the central
north coast region during most if not all of the
EC period, with its emerging control of esoteric
knowledge and associated imagery.

(below)
Carvings on
the sides of the
entrance shaft of
Karmi Palealona
Tomb 6.
PHOTOGRAPH: WEBB

INDUSTRIAL COMPLEXES AT AMBELIKOU

ET AL., THE BRONZE
AGE CEMETERIES AT
KARMI: FIG. 3.40; KARMI
EXCAVATION ARCHIVE,

A diﬀerent aspect of Middle Bronze Age Cyprus
emerges from revisiting another long-neglected
site. Ambelikou Aletri is set on top of a high
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distinctive vessels, which show deliberate
variability involving the accumulation and
redundancy of elements of both form and
decoration. This use of selected vessels as
vehicles of a regionally distinctive ‘symbolic
style’ is likely to have been closely linked to the
dynamics of identity construction within and
between communities. This distinctive ceramic
tradition, rich in its array of forms and in the
extent and complexity of its decoration, diﬀers
signiﬁcantly from that of contemporary sites
in the centre and south of the island where
decoration is extremely rare.13
This diﬀerence is mirrored in the tombs
themselves. Well-cut chamber tombs with
elaboration in the form of carved dromos
facades, such as Karmi Palealona Tomb 6, are
found only in the north coast region of Cyprus.
They reﬂect considerable investment in status
enhancement and competitive visual display.
These distinctive aspects of mortuary practice
suggest that diﬀerential status and access
to resources were expressed and negotiated
through tomb elaboration and feasting. The
association of such behaviour with death
and burial further suggests that ancestral
relationships were of particular importance in
the formation and legitimation of individual
and sub-group identity in this part of Cyprus
in the Early Bronze Age, while in the centre

(right)
Catastrophic
abandonment at
Ambelikou, with
dozens of jugs
scattered across the
floor.
CYPRUS MUSEUM
NEGATIVE B1156,
COURTESY DEPARTMENT
OF ANTIQUITIES, CYPRUS.

(below)
Documenting
artefacts from
Ambelikou in the
Cyprus Museum in
May 2011.
PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY
OF DAVID FRANKEL.
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steep hill overlooking Morphou Bay on the west
coast of Cyprus. In 1942, Porphyrios Dikaios
decided to carry out excavations there when
modern miners working nearby recovered
sherds dating to about 2000 BCE when their
adit intersected ancient workings some
nineteen metres from the surface. As acting
Director of the Department of Antiquities, he
was not able to spend much time so far from
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Nicosia and the excavations were largely left to
experienced assistants.
In other respects Dikaios was a model
excavator who published his major projects
efficiently and in ﬁne detail. This did not
happen with Ambelikou. Although the site
was clearly of importance, Dikaios’ personal
research focus on establishing the sequence
of Neolithic and Chalcolithic developments
on the island and later on excavations at the
major Late Bronze Age city at Enkomi meant
that small excavations such as these were
neglected. He did, however, write brieﬂy about
Ambelikou in an account of several ‘wartime
discoveries’ in the Illustrated London News15 (for
the ﬁrst half of last century this was the place
to expose new and dramatic ﬁnds which were
transforming knowledge of the past in all areas
of the world). Here Dikaios summarised aspects
of the Ambelikou and other excavations.
While the few ﬁnds relating to copper mining
and processing became part of general
archaeological discourse, other aspects were
ignored by everyone in part because no details
or clear illustrations were provided.

For seventy years, therefore, Ambelikou
has remained a shadowy site on the fringes of
Cypriot archaeology; even its date was often
misunderstood. Until twenty years ago a small
clay crucible, a two-sided clay casting-mould
and a few fragments of slag from the site
provided the earliest direct evidence of copper
processing on the island. Although a plan of
some architecture had been published this
was without any general context, so that its
signiﬁcance was seen simply in terms of mining
and copper-working. This was essentially all
anyone knew, or wanted to know. With more
recent excavations providing better evidence
of village structure and of earlier metallurgy,
even this initial value declined. However,
after decades of neglect, a new look at the old

excavations provides unexpected information,
ideas and research potential.
Ambelikou has several things in common
with Karmi. It, too, is in the area of the island
under Turkish control and therefore inaccessible
to further research. Also, as at Karmi, there
are no ﬁeld notes describing the progress of
the excavations or details of features and
stratigraphic associations. There are, however,
excellent plans of the architecture in the two
main excavated areas which show the ﬁnd-spots
of more complete vessels and stone artefacts.
There are also black and white photographs of
varied quality and, of course, all the artefacts.
The conservators in the Department of
Antiquities had gone to considerable trouble
soon after the excavations to mend many

(left)
Plan of the
distribution of
heavily burnt and
broken artefacts at
Ambelikou.
COURTESY OF
DAVID FRANKEL.
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(above)
A selection of
Middle Bronze
Age jugs, products
of the pottery at
Ambelikou.
PHOTOGRAPHS COURTESY
OF RUDY FRANK.

broken vessels. These and large quantities of
other sherds, together with numerous stone
tools, were all stored in the Cyprus Museum
and therefore available for analysis.16 This was
done in May 2011. Over three weeks a small
team was able to draw, photograph and fully
document over two hundred pottery and stone
artefacts and examine over seventy trays of
sherds. The fact that we were able to process so
much material in such a short time was entirely
due to the supportive attitude and efficiency of
the staﬀ of the Cyprus Museum, who carried
seemingly endless trays of cutaway-spouted jugs
to our workroom.
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The site plans alone reveal that there was
more to Ambelikou than anyone realised. In
particular, both the plan and photographs of
one area show a scatter of some four-dozen
vessels, almost all cutaway-spouted jugs, across
the ﬂoor of one room. These had been heavily
burnt as a result of an intense ﬁre. This was a
clear case of a catastrophic abandonment—a
rare circumstance in archaeology and one
which is particularly valuable because it
provides unequivocal associations of artefacts
and their place of last use—in normal
circumstances establishing forms of discard and
meaningful relationships between items is a

contentious task. The ﬁre appears to have been
an isolated incident, conﬁned to one area. From
evidence at other contemporary sites one would
expect bowls to be the most common type
of vessel in a normal domestic context. The
extraordinary concentration of very similar jugs
shows that this area was not used for everyday
activities, and must have been associated with
pottery making; an explanation reinforced by
the presence of wasters—malformed vessels
which would ordinarily not have been kept.
In his Illustrated London News article
Dikaios had in fact suggested that the room
was a potter’s workshop, something
otherwise unknown for Early and
Middle Bronze Age Cyprus. But,
for all its potential importance,
no one paid any attention to
this identiﬁcation, unsupported
as it was by any of the details of
the location and nature of the
ﬁnds. For many years there have
been debates about the structure
of the ceramic industry—was
it a household craft or a more
complex industry? The evidence
from Ambelikou will now
play its rightful, albeit
belated, role in these
discussions.
All the jugs—indeed
all Cypriot vessels at this
time—were handmade,
without the use of the
wheel. Having so large
a sample of items made
at the one time in the
one place provides a very
unusual opportunity to
investigate the degree of
variation within a speciﬁc
episode of production
and hence to develop a
better understanding
of the nature of the
ceramic industry and
its organisation. This
involves both more
conventional studies
of shape and fabric and
additional analyses

of the clays used. Over the past few years
archaeologists have begun to take advantage
of the development of hand-held portable
devices to measure the elemental composition
of material using X-ray Fluorescence. Although
not a substitute for more comprehensive
analyses, we now have the tools to assay
very large numbers of samples quickly
and efficiently—and, importantly, without
damaging the items. Because it must have
been made locally, the assemblage from the
Ambelikou potter’s workshop provides a
valuable starting point for characterising the
clays used at the site and identifying
those vessels brought in from
elsewhere. The results of our
analyses show clearly that most
Red Polished vessels were locally
made, while those of Drab Polished
ware have a distinctively diﬀerent
chemical composition and must
have been brought to the site
from elsewhere.17 More analyses
are needed to conﬁrm precisely
where they came from, but we
can be conﬁdent that this was
somewhere in the west
of Cyprus where this
fabric is found in large
quantities. The ﬁner,
more highly decorated
juglets and bowls of Red
Polished ware were also
made of diﬀerent clays.
These are stylistically
similar to vessels in the
north of the island and
probably came from that
region. This movement of
vessels and their contents
to Ambelikou was no
doubt related to networks
associated with the
distribution of copper from
the site.
Although long
understood as a mining
site, this simple view will
change through a more
complete study of the
whole site. Large numbers
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(left)
The plank-shaped
figurine from beside
the doorway of the
catastrophically
abandoned room.
PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY
OF RUDY FRANK.

of heavy stone tools used for pounding and
crushing slag were found in the same area as
the small clay crucible and the casting mould.
The latter two items can now be seen within a
broader picture of the industrial process, here
demonstrating later stages of work on slag
produced elsewhere by smelting the copper
ores.
And then there are a few other surprises:
rewards, as it were for resuscitating this old
excavation. The function of the so-called
‘plank-shaped’ ﬁgurines characteristic of the
late Early and Middle Bronze Age in Cyprus
has long been a matter of debate. Complete
examples have most often been found in
tombs. There are fragments from settlement
excavations to indicate that they were also
used, broken and discarded within the villages,
but their functional context in settlements
was quite unknown. Once again decades of
debate would have taken a diﬀerent course
had the evidence found at Ambelikou been
made available, for, just outside the doorway
of the catastrophically abandoned potter’s
workshop, beside the burnt stump of the door
jamb, lay a large, complete and very handsome
plank ﬁgurine. Its location suggests that it was
attached to the door or doorpost. Of course
this does not resolve questions of its meaning,
function or signiﬁcance, but we now at last
have one piece of good contextual evidence to
contribute to the constant ﬂow of analyses and
speculations.
Ambelikou, then, can be seen as far more
than a simple miners’ village. The evidence
of pottery manufacture, and of other crafts,
such as spinning and weaving represented by
other artefacts, fundamentally transforms
understanding of the site. In exploring all
facets of the site—despite the lack of detailed
notes and the scrappy and unknown nature
of some ﬁeld procedures—a more complex
picture emerges. The pottery also provides us
with a closer estimate of the date of the site
and duration of occupation. It was used within
the ﬁrst century of the Middle Bronze Age, and
perhaps for as little as ﬁfty years from about
2000 BCE. This allows another set of questions
to be posed: why then and for so short a time?
At about this time, after a period of relative
isolation, Cyprus began to engage more fully
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with surrounding lands—the Minoan cup
from Karmi is one sign of this development.
One incentive was economic, a growing
external demand for copper. Entrepreneurial
miners may have sought out the copper ores
along the foothills of the Troodos Mountains,
establishing mining communities linked into
networks of exchange within the island which
facilitated the distribution of copper and other
goods. The more accessible ores at Ambelikou
may have been fairly rapidly mined out (and
even those harder to extract have proved
uneconomic for modern miners). Mining then,
as now, is dependent on the ﬁne balance of
costs of extraction and commodity values. As
the Ambelikou lode ran out and other nearby
sources maintained their productivity, this
village, in an otherwise unattractive location,
was abandoned.
MORAL

These two examples demonstrate that
returning to unpublished sites excavated in
previous generations is a valuable exercise,
and the conservation and storage of ﬁnds and
associated documentation is equally, if not
more important. While ﬁeldwork may not
have been carried out in the way we would
now choose, key evidence may have been
missed, ﬁeld notes lost and ﬁnds misplaced,
there are still rich veins to be tapped. Unique
sites are brought to view and there are
surprise discoveries to be made on museum
shelves. Re-working old excavations for full
publication is therefore surely as important
an activity as undertaking new excavations—
while any shortcomings are a reminder to
current excavators that timely, comprehensive
publication of their work is both academically
and ethically necessary. ¶
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