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T he annual patterns of farming and herding in the Vasilikos Valley were 

again joined by archaeological fieldwork in the summers of 1989 and 1990. 

Located in the lower valley between the village of Kalavasos and the south 

Cypriot coast, the broad Kopetra ridge was home to a small and still 

1. Kalavasos-

Kopetra, central 

habitation zone 

viewed from 

Sirmata, looking 
northwest. 

anonymous settlement in the Late Roman period. The existence of this site 

at Kopetra was first noted over twelve years ago during valleywide recon

naissance of the Vasilikos area. During previous work, sponsored in part by 

the Museum of Art and Archaeology, the settlement's location was con-

firmed and excavations 

were undertaken at one 

part of the site. In our 

third and fourth annual 

campaigns we expanded 

the topographic survey of 

the central habitation zone 

and continued excavations 

in different parts of the 

Kopetra area. 1 

Since we began our 

survey in 1987, the nearby 

construction of houses and 

farm structures attests not 

only renewed occupation of the Kopetra area but also the rapidly disappear

ing record of earlier residents, from Chalcolithic times through the Middle 

Ages. Our first campaigns suggested the general outlines of occupation on 

the north, southeast, and south sides of the settlement. Good field conditions, 

following an early harvest of winter wheat, allowed us in 1989 to study the 

broad, rolling ridge top, with its commanding view of the lower valley (Fig. 
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1). While this area seemingly comprised the heart of the Late Roman 

community, the recovered artifacts were found not to extend evenly to the 

ridge summit but appeared concentrated in two or three places along the 

lower, eastern terraces. The lack of clearly defined boundaries or perimeter 

walls suggests that Kopetra's Late Roman residents were less concerned with 

defense than with maintaining ready access to the countryside. 

The total area surveyed during our first four seasons exceeds 31,000 

square meters, from which we have recovered a total of 7,749 (410 kg) 

potsherds and counted 8,625 fragments of brick and tile. The intensive 

sample of the entire survey area gives a current average of 0.61 (23.3 g) Late 

Roman sherds and 1.80 artifacts per square meter. The more heavily occupied 

central habitation zone, in contrast, is distinguished by peak densities of up 

to 1.83 Late Roman sherds (41.8 g) and 2.71 artifacts per square meter. During 

the course of the summer, each day's material is routinely processed and 

stored for future study in the expedition laboratory in Kalavasos (Fig. 2). All 

finds are washed, sorted, and recorded, and inventoried objects are ultimately 

turned over to the Department of Antiquities. The sheer abundance of 

information this material provides would be cumbersome to handle without 

our computer-assisted database, which was designed in the field by archae

ologist and programmer William Andreas. 

The recovered pottery and other artifacts provide us with a guide to 

15 

2. Kalavasos, 
processing finds at 
the expedition 
laboratory. 



3. Sirmata, 
excavations, 

looking 
northeast. 

individual parts of the site as well as an overview of the entire Late Roman 

settlement. Preliminary analysis of these finds supports our earlier impres

sion that Kopetra enjoyed only a brief life in late antiquity. Over 90% of the 

recovered pottery dates from the fourth through seventh centuries; among 

other periods, only Chalcolithic (1.4%) and Geometric-Archaic (3.0 %) mate

rial is present in any significant quantities. The site's Late Roman ceramics 

constitute the most diverse assemblage of post-Bronze Age pottery so far 

identified in the Vasilikos Valley. The fine wares comprise about 12% of all 

collected pottery and provide the most reliable evidence of date. As noted in 

earlier seasons, Cypriot Red Slip vessels of the late sixth and seventh centuries 

are the most commonly represented fine wares. Amphora sherds constitute 

almost half of all recovered pottery, reflecting the popularity of these containers 

for storage and transport. 2 

Any interpretation of survey material remains conjectural until verified 

by selective excavation, which we have undertaken in two separate areas. Our 

goal in excavating is to complement the broad surface perspective gained by 

field survey with detailed stratified study. In 1988 we began work at the low 

neighboring mound of Sirmata, where we discovered a small church complex. 

In 1989 and 1990 we concluded work at Sirmata and began excavations at 

Kopetra itself. 

Three seasons of work have exposed most of the architectural remains 

at Sirmata. Before the end of the sixth century, a small basilica and its ancillary 

buildings crowned the hilltop (Fig. 3). Most of the ground plan survives in 

relatively good condition, or at least is attested by foundations (Fig. 4). 
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4. Sirrnata, plan of 
excavation. 

SIRMATA 1990 

17 

ffi r-"L.......r7,. 
0 5m 



5. Sirmata 
basilica, central 
apse with altar 
base and 
synthronon. 

Building materials include primarily fieldstones and fragments of gypsum set 

in a thick, fine-grained gypsum mortar. Bricks were rarely employed in 

construction, and tiles appear to have been used primarily in the roof. 

Sirmata's most substantial structure, the basilica, comprises a rectangular 

hall with an interior length of 16.2 m. Its three parallel aisles are separated by 

cylindrical gypsum piers set at 2.3 to 2.5 m interaxial intervals. These piers 

would have supported the upper nave wall, probably with small clerestory 

windows, and a lightweight timber roof. At the nave's west end, a pair of large 

rectangular piers with engaged shafts may have supported a small raised 

gallery. Rounded shafts also conclude the nave colonnades on both east and 

west walls. Carefully laid slabs of gypsum, known locally as marmara, still cover 

much of the floor. 

The east end of the basilica is now known to have originally presented 

three apses. The4.0 meter wide central apse cuts into the natural marl of the hill 

(Fig. 5). Its well-preserved lower parts still contain a synthronon, a three-tiered 

semicircular bench for the clergy of the church, which opened onto the raised 

bema with the altar. The synthronon was constructed of closely fitted gypsum 

slabs with a projecting seat on the central axis. Symmetrically drilled holes at 

either end of the second tier may once have anchored a screen or canopy? 

An inscribed niche survives in the north aisle and may be similarly 

reconstructed to the south. A low wall built along the north colonnade at one 

time screened this aisle from bema and nave, perhaps forming a separate 

chapel. Toward the western end of this space, a flight of three steps leads 

through the north wall, which survives to a height of 1.2 m, to a small raised 
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court. The basilica's southern parts are more poorly preserved, having 

suffered from natural erosion and recent earth-moving activities. A parallel 

wall 2.0 m to the south once enclosed a lateral portico or chapel extending 

almost the full length of the nave and opening off its south aisle.4 

Preceding the basilica is a broad narthex that extends 2 m beyond the 

basilica's north wall. Its paved floor stands 0.5 m below the nave and 

supports a continuous masonry bench at the north end. Four applied half

column shafts articulate both east and west walls. Three doorways open onto 

the nave, and a central entrance way stands in the outer, west wall. Few traces 

remain of the outside ground level. 

From the narthex's south end a steep narrow stairway descends into a 

small crypt. A gypsum-lined ossuary built against the east wall was cleared 

in 1988 and revealed the scattered remains of at least five occupants. In 1989, 

the excavation party discovered a second tomb, similarly constructed of 

carefully laid gypsum slabs and set against the south wall. This roughly 

contemporary tomb was occupied by no fewer than three individuals, whose 

articulated remains represent two adults and a juvenile of about eleven years. 

The population of the Sirmata crypt now totals at least eight.5 

The courtyard stands north of the basilica about 1.0 m above the nave 

floor (Fig. 6) . A few surviving slabs of marmara indicate that the area was 

once paved. Small rooms apparently surrounded the 8.5 x 12.5 m court on 

the three remaining sides. A solid mortared foundation, measuring about 2.2 
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with cistern north 

of basilica, looking 
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7. Kopetra, Area II 
before excavation, 

looking northwest. 

m on each side, stands at the center and perhaps originally supported a 

basin or platform.6 At the southeast corner is a large cistern, circular in plan 

and cut to a depth of 3.5 m .7 The cistern's sturdy construction and hard 

hydraulic lining reflects its original importance to the life of this small 

religious community. A limestone catch basin and drain directed runoff 

from the northeast corner of the basilica's roof into the tank. Apparently, the 

cistern was filled with building debris in the mid-seventh century. While 

limited in quantity, pottery and associated finds belong to the late sixth and 

first half of the seventh centuries. The faunal remains are especially 

interesting and include snakes, dogs, and several large quadrupeds. Most 

startling was our discovery of at least six humans as well, including four or 

more children in addition to one adult male and one female skeleton. The 

summary disposition of bodies across the cistern's floor suggests that 

routine activities on this outlying hilltop came to a dramatic end. A mid

seventh-century date for this event at Sirmata would coincide with a 

tumultuous period in the island's history, when Cyprus first came under 

attack by the rising Arab states.8 

In 1989 we also began excavating near the south edge of Kopetra's 

central habitation zone, located about 200 m westofSirmata (Fig. 7). Visible 

wall fragments and surface artifacts suggested the presence of substantial 
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building remains on this low, uncultivated 

mound. By the close of the 1990 season we 

had identified a second basilica at Area II, 

similar in many respects to that found at 

Sirmata. 

While at present only partially exca

vated, the Kopetra basilica apparently 

presents a three-aisle plan with interior 

length of over 18 m (Fig. 8). The 4.8 m 

wide central nave was originally flanked 

by two rows of composite gypsum col

umns, apparently set at 2.7 m intervals, 

which were later replaced by low, irregu

lar walls. The south aisle wall stands 2.2 m 

farther south. The 3.6 meter wide central 

apse contains a low rough stone bench 

and an uneven gypsum floor (Fig. 9). In

scribed niches terminate both side aisles. 

Behind the polygonally faceted apse is 

located a separate chamber that was ac

cessible from the south. A small apsidal 

chapel originally stood at the southeast 

corner of the basilica. 

8. Kopetra, Area 

II, state plan of 

excavation. 

9. Below: Kopetra 

basilica, central apse and 

edge of floor mosaic, 

looking north (1989). 

The most striking aspects of the Area II basilica involve its furnishings 

and decoration. We found several fragments of imported marble at the 

sector, including the curved rim of a finely finished table top.9 A small marble 
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11. Kopetra basilica, 

reconstruction drawing 

of floor mosaic 

(J. Ravenhurst) . 



molding or revetment fragment bears the monogram of one of the church's 

apparent patrons, Menelaou (Fig. 10).10 The sanctuary also preserves parts 

of a floor mosaic, in which black, blue-gray, white, and red tesserae trace 

patterns of interlaced circles and squares (Fig. 11).11 Numerous fragments 

of displaced polychrome mosaics apparently fell from the upper wall or 

semidome of the apse. The small size of individual stone tesserae and the 

use of gold-capped cubes reinforce the late sixth or early seventh century 

date of the mosaic.12 

Throughout the collapsed debris we also recovered fragments of the 

building's extensive stucco decoration, or gypsiplasia . Identified elements 

include architectural moldings, vertically and spirally fluted column shafts, 

and capitals made of fine-grained, mold-made gypsum plaster. One large 

capital adorned with corner volutes and broad acanthus leaves gives some 

idea of the nave's former scale and appearance (Fig. 12). The most 

12. Kopetra, Area II, 

molded gypsum 

-~~-------------------- capital. 
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10. Kopetra, Area 
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reverse of marble 

molding. 



13. Kopetra, Area 

II, molded gypsum 

panel of 

Theotokos. 

significant fragment of this extensive stucco cycle is a small panel with a 

favorite religious image of late antiquity-the Virgin as Theotokos (Fig. 13). 

Despite the loss of her head and Christ's left hand, the panel's iconography 

is clear. The figure of the Virgin is seated on a high chair with zig-zag 

decoration suggesting woven wicker construction. She is turned to the 

viewer's left, holding the Christ child on her lap and resting her left hand on 

his shoulder. The child is presented frontally and holds up his right hand 

in a gesture of address; his left hand probably once held a scroll. Both figures 

wear long garments that fall in heavy folds. In contrast to many contempo

rary images, Christ appears not as an infant but as a child of some maturity, 

as is emphasized by his broad gesture of speech or blessing. The panel's 

significance lies in both its specific iconography and as a rare example of 

early Byzantine figural sculpture. 13 While architectural plaster was some

times used for inhabited scrolls and capitals, this example appears to be its 
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first known use on Cyprus to depict religious figures. 14 The panel is roughly 

finished on the reverse and may originally have fitted into a wooden frame 

or stand, similar to painted panels or icons. 

The Area II building resembles the Sirmata basilica in both plan and 

history. Both structures are oriented to the northeast and present similarly 

arranged building parts. The same construction techniques appear in the 

two buildings: floors are paved with slabs of marmara, and rising walls, 

piers, and columns are composed of mortared gypsum fragments. Contex

tual finds support approximately contemporary dates for the two struc

tures. As at Sirmata, the Kopetra basilica also underwent a period of change, 

when its colonnades were closed and its main apse narrowed. 

This modified building similarly collapsed in the mid-seventh 

century but was later reoccupied by two small chapels erected 

amid the basilica's ruins. The south lateral chapel was appar

ently rebuilt and a second chapel occupied the former nave 

sanctuary, its lateral walls lined by facing benches that looked 

across the repaired mosaic floor. A battered Roman cippus or 

funerary marker, inscribed Demetrios Demetriou, was found 

nearby and may have supported the altar top in this late phase 

(Fig. 14).15 A simple slab-lined tomb enclosing two adult males 

was installed against this chapel's outer south wall. Pottery 

from these reoccupied spaces suggests both a clear break in the 

seventh century and also resumed religious use of the precinct 

at a later date. 

Four years of work at Kalavasos-Kopetra have brought 

our picture of this Late Roman community into sharper focus . 

The field survey suggests the outlines of a small settlement of 

perhaps 4-5 hectares that emerged suddenly in the late 500s to 

flourish until the mid-seventh century. Through trading contacts with 

Egypt, the Aegean coast and north Africa, Kopetra actively shared in the 

commercial networks of the Late Roman empire. Its two small basilicas 

attest the relative prosperity of a town that apparently lacked such tradi

tional hallmarks of classical urbanism as public baths, theaters and fortifi

cations. Finally, both excavated quarters suffered extensive damage during 

the mid-seventh century. The skeletons and building debris from the 

Sirmata cistern suggest that life in this outlying religious quarter ended in 
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14. Kopetra, Area 

II, limestone cippus 

of Demetrios. 



violent destruction, an event that apparently was also felt at the nearby 

Kopetra basilica. While lacking direct evidence of external attack, such 

events may plausibly be related to the Arab raids on Cyprus that took place 

around mid-century. Whether other parts of the Late Roman settlement 

suffered a similar fate is a question that awaits our return to Cyprus next 

year. 
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NOTES 

1The Kalavasos-Kopetra Project launched nine-week field campaigns from 

mid-May to July in both 1989 and 1990. In addition to the expedition codirectors, 

field staff for one or both seasons included survey coordinator Susan Langdon, 

physical anthropologist Sherry Fox Leonard, and archaeologists William Andreas, 

Lisa Benson, Larry Bruce, Jackie Eyle, Sotiri Hadjicharalambous, Maria Holt, John 

Leonard, Rena Nestoros, Danielle Parks, Lisa Rupp, Paul Scotton, and James Terry. 

Other participants in the 1989 season included volunteers organized by Earthwatch 

and the Brock Archaeological Practicum under the direction of Meg Morden and 

Bernice Cardy, and, in both seasons, field schools from Emory University. Finan

cial support was provided by the Museum of Art and Archaeology, University of 

Missouri-Columbia; the University Museum, University of Pennsylvania, the 

Center for Field Research; and private contributors, to all of whom the authors owe 

their appreciation. As in earlier years, special thanks are due the Department of 

Antiquities and its director Athanasios Papageorghiou. For reports of earlier 

seasons see "Cyprus at the End of Antiquity: Investigations at Kalavasos-Kopetra," 

MUSE21 (1987): 45-54; "Kalavasos-Kopetra, 1988," MUSE22 (1988): 51-63;and "The 

1987 and 1988 Field Seasons of the Kalavasos-Kopetra Project," Report of the De

partment of Antiquities (Cyprus, 1989), 157-66. 
2Cypriot Red Slip sherds constitute over half of the recovered fine wares by 

both count and weight; Late Roman C vessels from western Asia Minor make up 

between a third (by count) or a quarter (by weight) of the total. Amphora sherds 

are overwhelmingly of east Mediterranean origin, coming from the coastal areas of 

Cilicia, Syria, Palestine, and Egypt, as well as Cyprus. About 90% of all amphoras 

belong to a common category of sandy panel-ridged vessels with paired heavy 

handles (see D. P. S. Peacock and D. F. Williams, Amphorae and the Roman Economy 

[London, 1986], 185-87, class 44). This vessel type is represented in the Vasilikos 

Valley by at least four different fabrics. 
3 A. K. Orlandos, He xylostegos palaiochristianike vasilike II (Athens, 1954), 489-
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97. Other examples of Cypriot synthronoi are discussed by A. Papageorghiou, 

"Foreign Influences on the Early Christian Architecture of Cyprus," Acts of the 

International Archaeological Symposium "Cyprus Between the Orient and the Occident" 

(Nicosia, 1986), 490-504, at 495. The Sirmata synthronon encloses a packed earthen 

core, similar to the contemporary acropolis basilica at Amathus; see A. Pralong and 

J .-M. Saulnier, "Rapport sur les travaux de l'Ecole Franc;ais a Amathonte de Chypre: 

La basilique," Bulletin de correspondance hel/enique 110 (1986): 884-99. 
4Elsewhere in Cyprus the lateral katechumena, which served for the instruc

tion of Christian converts, opened directly from the narthex; see Papageorghiou, 

"Foreign Influences," 494-95. 
5Similar crypts and mortuary chapels are known elsewhere in Late Roman 

Cyprus and Syria; see Papageorghiou, "Foreign Influences," 495-96. 
6Lacking pipes or other distinguishing hallmarks, this feature's original 

purpose remains unclear. The 0.5 m deep foundation could have supported a low 

platform or tower. While apparently unknown elsewhere in Cyprus, towers are 

found in some of the rural monasteries of south Syria; see J. Lassus, Sanctuaires 

chretiens de Syrie (Paris, 1947), 236. 
7Cisterns have been found at the Amathus acropolis basilica, Ayios Philon, 

Ayios Georghios at Peyia, and the extra-mums basilica at Kourion. 
8A. Papageorghiou, "Les premieres incursions arabes a Chypre et leurs 

consequences," inAphieroma eis ton Konstantinon Spyridakin (Nicosia, 1964), 152-58; 

J. des Gagniers, Soloi. Dix campagnes de fouilles (1964-1974) (Sainte-Foy, 1985), 115-

25; A. H . S. Megaw, " 'Betwixt Greeks and Saracens,' " Acts of the International 

Symposium "Cyprus Between the Orient and the Occident" (1986), 505-19. 
9These so-called sigma tables appear throughout the Late Roman empire; 

known Cypriot examples are discussed by G. Roux, "Tables chretiennes en marbre 

decouvertes a Salamis," Sa/amine de Chy pre IV. Anthologie Salaminienne (Paris, 1973), 

183-96. 
10Our monogram was unscrambled by John W. Nesbitt of Dumbarton Oaks. 

Imperial monograms of this type are known from coinage, silverplate, and archi

tectural sculpture. 
11Similar patterns of nonrepresentational floor mosaics are found in Cyprus 

and Syria. Floor mosaics in Cypriot churches are discussed by D. Michaelides, 

"Mosaic Pavements from Early Christian Cult Buildings in Cyprus," in W. A. 

Daszewski and D. Michaelides, es., Mosaic Floors in Cyprus (Bologna, 1988), 81-153. 

For the interlaced circle and square pattern cf. C.H. Kraeling, ed., Gerasa , City of the 

Decapolis (New Haven, 1938), pl. LXXXIIa (north aisle of Procopios church, ca. 526); 

R. and A. Ovadiah,Hellenistic, Roman and Early Byzantine Mosaic Pavements in Israel 

(Rome, 1987), 88, no. 139, pl. CI: 3, 4 (north chapel at Kafr Kama, second quarter of 

the sixth century). 
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12Cypriot churches with contemporary apse mosaics include the Panagia 

Kanakaria at Lythrankomia, the Panagia Angelokistos at Kiti, and the Panagia tes 

Kyras at Livadia (sources summarized in D. Michaelides, Cypriot Mosiacs [Nicosia, 

1987], 54-57); more fragmentary evid ence comes from excavated churches at 

Amathus, Kourion, Polis, and Ayios Philon. Apse mosaics apparently appear 

outside the island's large cities only after the middle of the sixth century; see A.H. 

S. Megaw, "Interior Decoration in Early Christian Cyprus," XVe Congres interna

tional d 'etudes byzantines, Athenes. 1976, Rapports et co-rapports 5, no. 4 (Athens, 

1976), 1-29, at25; and his "Mosaici parietali paleobizantini di Cipro," Corsi di cultura 
sull'arte ravennate e bizantina 32 (1985): 173-98. 

13Related Cypriot images of the Virgin with Christ child appear in the 

Lythrankomi and Kiti apse mosaics; their iconography is analyzed by A. H . S. 

Megaw and E. J. W. Hawkins, The Church of the Panagia Kanakarid at Lythrankomi in 

Cyprus (Washington, D.C., 1977), 66-76. The Kopetra Theotokos will be discussed 

at greater extent elsewhere. 
14Stuccowork depicting animal-chase and hunting scenes has been found 

elsewhere in Cyprus atAmathus (Bulletin decorrespondance hel/enique86 (1962]: 410; 

fig . 106, 412-13) and Salamis (0. Callot, "Presentation des decors en stuc du 

batiment <lit de 'l'huilerie' a Salamine," Sa/amine de Chypre. Histoire et archeologie 

[Paris, 1980], 341-73). The technique is discussed by A.H. S. Megaw, "Byzantine 

Architecture and Decoration in Cyprus. Metropolitan or Provincial?" Dumbarton 
Oaks Papers 28 (1974): 57-88, at 69. 

15Five cippi were found in the acropolis basilica at Amathus; see Bulletin de 
correspondance hel/en ique 111 (1987): 747. Similar markers from the Larnaca district 

are recently discussed in I. Nicolaou, "Inscriptiones Cypriae Alphabeticae XXVIII, 

1988," Report of the Department of Antiquities (Cyprus, 1989), 141-50. 
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