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The M ed iterranea n world of the fourth through seventh centuries 
saw one of the most momentous turning points of Western hi story. 
Fundamental changes occu rred at all leve ls of Late Roman society 
and invo lved basic reva luations of the arti stic, political, and 
religious traditions of classical antiquity. Edward Gibbon characteri zed 
thi s age as compri sing an epochal "Fa ll of Rome," of which the 
repercussions continued to shape European history into the modern 
era. If the larger results of this cultural reori entation are not in 
doubt, its course and process remain less well understood. Histori ans 
of the period have foc used their attention primarily on the large 
urban and reli gious centers of the late Roman empire, with 
relatively less attention paid to the more humdrum life of its 
provincial settl ements. The Kalavasos-Kopetra Project was initi ated 
in 1986 with the goa l of providing a new and more representative 
perspect ive of thi s period on the leve l of a small and otherwi se 
unknown east Mediterranean island community. The expedition is a 
co llaborative undertaking of the authors on behalf of the Depa rtment 
of Art Histo ry and Archaeology and the Museum of Art and 
Archaeology, University of Missouri-Co lumbia, and the University 
Museum, Uni ve rsity of Pennsy lvani a. Informal reconnaissance in 
the summer of 1986 led to a six-week field season in Jul y and 
August 1987 . The results of these preliminary investi gati ons, which 
inc luded an initi al topographic and field survey of the site, are 
di scussed in this report. 1 

The Kalavasos-Kopetra Project continues a long tradition of 
archaeo log ica l fieldwork on Cypru s conducted by the sponsoring 
instituti ons. The Pennsy lvan ia exped ition to Kourion, directed by 
Professors George McFadden and Bert Hodge Hill between 1934 
and 1952, was among the ea rli est systemat ic excavat ions on the 
island. 2 Professor Emeritus Saul Weinberg, former director of the 
Museum of Art and Archaeology, worked at the important Bronze 
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2. General view of Vasilikos Valley above village of Kalavasos. 

Age sites of Bamboula and Phaneromeni in the 1950s. 3 More 
recently, campaigns of survey and excavation were carried out by 
Missouri professors Albert Leonard, Jr., and David Soren around the 
Kourion-Episkopi area between 1977 and 1980. 4 As was the case 
with its predecessors on the island, the present exploration of 
Kalavasos-Kopetra enjoys the interest and support of the Department 
of Antiquities, Republic of Cyprus, and especially its director, Dr. 
Vassos Karageorghis, with whose permission research is being 
conducted. 

"Kopetra'' is the local toponym for a steep bluff that overlooks the 
Vasilikos River Valley on the southern coast of Cyprus. Located 
approximately two kilometers southeast of the village of Kalavasos, 
Kopetra lies near the modern highway linking the large port cities of 
Limassol and Larnaca (fig. 1). This area is strategically situated on 
several important communication routes, which in antiquity as 
today extended along the island's southern shore and led up the 
Vasilikos Valley toward the Troodos Mountain Range. Within this 
advantageous setting and watered by the greater Vasilikos catchment, 
the valley has been home to human settlement since at least the 
sixth ~illennium B.C. (fig. 2). An ongoing survey of the valley 
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3. Kalavasos-Kopetra from the east. 

region conducted since 1976 by Professor Ian Todd of Brandeis 
University indicates that the region achieved peaks of prosperity in 
the Late Cypriot Bronze Age (ca. mid fifteenth-thirteenth centuries 
B.C.) and again in the Late Roman period (ca . fourth-seventh 
centuries A.O.). As is the case elsewhere on the island, where 
individual sites have been occupied over extended periods and in 
different historical epochs, the site of Kopetra and its environs 
witnessed significant Chalcolithic, Bronze Age, and Cypro-Archaic 
activity before its final and greatest blossoming in Late Roman 
times. 

Kalavasos-Kopetra is the largest Roman-era settlement so far 
identified in this part of the Vasilikos Valley. Unlike the nearby 
prehistoric sites excavated at Kalavasos-Tenta (Aceramic Neolithic) 
and Kalavasos-Ayios Dhimitrios (Late Cypriot II) , Kopetra is located 
on a readily defensible marl bluff that rises some 36 meters above 
the Vasilikos river bed to an elevation of approximately 70-75 
meters above sea level (fig. 3). The Late Roman settlement at 
Kopetra apparently occupied a gently sloping terrace that was 
embraced by two small hills, of which the more easterly is known 
locally as Sirmata (fig. 4). A significant outcropping of gypsum 
nearby provided building material for the site's inhabitants. Further 
up the valley, in the foothills of the Troodos massif, are located 
major deposits of copper ore, which have been exploited since the 
second millennium B.C. Three kilometers to the south of Kopetra 
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KALAVASOS-KOPETRA 

4. Topographic p lan of Kalavasos-Kopetra after a survey by G. D. R. Sanders and L. A. Turner. 

the Vasilikos River fans out to meet the sea near the modern village 

of Zygi. Reg ional survey activiti es have identified at Zygi-Petrini an 

apparent port site that would have been contemporary with the Late 
Roman occupation of Kalavasos-Kopetra . 

Our present understanding of Late Roman Kopetra comes from 
systemati c field reconnaissance and sa lvage study. The ex istence 

and loca ti on of the site were first establi shed by the valley 's regional 

survey. 5 Thi s identifi cati on was based on the high density of cultural 
mater ials, primarily bri ck and pottery but also worked stone, that li e 

scattered across the modern ground su rface. Several intri cate ly 
ca rved gypsum blocks from the area attest the high asp irati ons of 
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5. Architectural relief recovered from the plowed surface of Late Roman Kopetra. 

Kopetra's Late Roman builders (Fig. 5) . The suspected presence of 
major buildings beneath the cultivated surface of the site was 

confirmed in 1986 when the Cypriot Department of Public Works 
cut over 200 meters of irrigation pipeline through the vicinity. In 
addition to several Late Bronze Age tombs in the nearby Mangia 
area, over twenty Roman-era structures were intersected by the 
construction trenches, which zigzagged haphazardly across the 
site. 6 The located buildings include various isolated walls; a large, 
apparently public structure; and an industrial quarter with a kiln for 
the manufacture of rooftiles. Fig. 6 records a cross-section of one 
such building as it was exposed by this vigorous but unscientific 
excavation . Characteristic local building practices include the use 
of gypsum slab floor paving and sturdy plastered walls constructed 
of fieldstone and brick, techniques still used in local Cypriot 
villages . In most cases the occupation stratigraphy of these buildings 
appears limited to two or three major periods of closely phased 
occupation in Late Roman times. 

Field work in 1987 was directed toward a detailed topographical 
survey of the physical terrain of the Kopetra region. Despite gradual 
domestic encroachment, the area remains relatively unobstructed 
by recent settlement and is cultivated primarily for annual crops like 
wheat and tomatoes with a few scattered carob trees. A total area of 
approximately 25 hectares was surveyed and its major topographic 
features recorded on a 1 :500 plan with one-meter contour intervals. 
Especially important for future work at the site is the establishment 
of a uniform grid system, based on official government survey 
coordinates, that was fixed using local benchmarks. 
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6. Section of Late Roman building encountered by irrigation trench (1986). 

Assisted by the Kopetra survey map, we were able to initiate a 
program of methodological surface study of one part of the site. The 
light agricultural use of most of the area was ideally suited to our 
purposes, for the recently plowed fields significantly enhanced 
visibility of small-scale objects. Our goal was to acquire a reliable 
overview of the area, including the relative extent of settlement and 
its topographic framework, which would guide our plans for future 
work. While the presence of a substantial Late Roman community 
was evident from the general density of surface finds, we hoped to 
clarify the original boundaries of the settlement and determine 
something of its internal organization. Toward these goals a 340-meter
long north-south transect was laid across the site to serve as the 
baseline for an intensive survey of surface artifacts (coordinates 
E8305/N5890-6230). Alternate 20-meter squares were staked out 
along this transect and all diagnostic pot-sherds, glass fragments, 
coins, and architectural fragments were collected. The material 
assembled by this judgment sample should provide a general 
picture of the typological and chronological range of artifacts rn 
local use. 

A second, complementary collection procedure was used in 
order to study the relative distribution of objects across the site. In 
this case the northwest quadrant of each 20-meter square was 
intensively sampled by total artifact collection (prior to the judgment 
sample). Within each square all roof tiles were sorted and counted 
in the field; pottery, glass, terracottas, coins, and other objects were 
cleaned and studied in the expedition laboratory in Kalavasos. The 
resuits of this intensive quantified survey of uniform grids may 
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7. Relative densities of selected survey artifacts, as varying from numerical medians, recorded along 
1987 transect (E8305/N5890-6230) [fine ware = x; coarse ware = x/5; brick/ti le = x/20]. 

distinguish general differences among individual neighborhoods 
while remaining sensitive to subtleties of urban chronology and 
function. Moreover, the assembled data should facilitate comparisons 
among different parts of the Kopetra site, as well as with other sites 
in the valley. Future excavation will test the validity of our assumptions 
and help us refine our methods. 

A preliminary analysis of the material collected by this transect 
survey offers some idea of its potential contribution . The density of 
sherds and other artifacts varies across the survey area. Fig. 7 
records the quantities of brick and roof ti le as wel I as coarse and 
fine ceramic wares recovered from the survey, and shows how they 
vary from their respective numerical medians. The clear contrasts 
among sampled squares indicate the approximate boundaries of the 
Late Roman settlement and perhaps significant inter-site variations . 
At the northern extreme of the transect (SG 1 A, 2A), densities occur 
at a low level of 0.09-0.20 sherds (0.12-0 .35 artifacts) per square 
meter. At the opposite extreme, parts of Late Roman Kopetra present 
peak totals of 1.49 sherds and 5.08 artifacts per square meter (SG 
16A). Of potential significance may also be the relative quantities of 
materials found across the site. Architectural debris and pottery 
appear in their greatest concentrations toward opposite edges of the 
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survey area, with a signifi cant crest toward the site's center. The fact 

th at these stati sti ca l peaks occur in neighboring but not contiguous 

sq uares red uces the possibility of sampling erro r and suggests 
extensive occupation along the sett lement's periphery. 

The relati ve distribution of cultural materials ac ross the site 

provides a hi stori ca l cross-section of human settl ement at Kalavasos
Kopetra . Traces of Chalco lithi c and Cypro-Archaic activiti es are 

ev ident at the north extreme of the site, nea r Mangia, an areJ that 

appa rentl y lay outside the o rbit of intensive Roman hab itat ion. The 

typo logica l profile of Late Roman pottery recovered by the 1987 

survey suggests certain distinctive patterns of supply and distribution 

with important implications for the site's urban history. While most 
of th e identifi ab le materi al is of Cyp ri ot ori gin , many of the fine 

wares and amphoras ca me from elsewhere in the Mediterranean , in 

particular Syria, Egypt, south and west Asia Minor, and north 

Africa. A preliminary assessment of fine wares from the site offers 
some tentat ive clues. Of the total number of fine-ware sherd s (169) 

recovered from the site, 8.3% (14) are of known African Red Slip 

wares, 27.2% (46) are of western Asia Minor origin (" Late Rom an 

C"), and 60.4 % (102) are of presumed Cypriot manufacture (" Late 

RomJn D"). 7 Study of the chrono logica l range of Kopetra's fine 

pottery further suggests th at the settl ement's dependence on loca l 

sources increased with time as imports from western Asia Minor 

diminished after the fifth century. Somewhat surpri singly, the vast 

majority of Kopetra's fine wares apparentl y dates from the sixth and 

seventh centuries, which may refl ect a sustained level of loca l 

prosperity after many larger contemporary cities had fallen into 
decline. 

Such glimpses into Late Roman Kopetra are the result of only 

preliminary invest igat ion of the site. Work in future seasons will 

broaden the base of the fi eld survey, both ac ross the sett lement area 

and elsewhere in th e va ll ey. Excavation of se lected sec tors will test 
the impli ca tion s of thi s site survey and refine our understandin g of 

Cypri ot chrono logy in the Late Roman period. When comb ined 
with ongo ing study of the Vasilikos Valley environment, the 

exp lorat ion of Late Roman Kopetra should illuminate the life of this 

particular island community as well as its larger Mediterranean 

setting in late ant iquity. 
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(London 1972); Hayes, Supplement to Late Roman Pottery (London 1980). 
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