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    THE POTTERS OF THE ISLAND OF CYPRUS excelled in the fine quality of their products, the beauty of their works of art and the creativity embodied within their fertile imaginations. Cyprian ceramics have won widespread acclaim, both at home and further afield. Throughout the ages, they have been exported and sold to peoples in neighbouring countries; a plethora of vessels imported from Cyprus, unearthed in the ancient ports and other archaeological sites, reflects images of close cultural and economic ties with various civilisations. "The beauty and diversity of Cyprian ceramic art has fascinated scholars and enthusiasts and speaks eloquently of a long cultural development over the centuries," says Dr Leontios Ierodiaconou, Minister of Communications and Works, Cyprus.
    Standing at the crossroads of East and West, Cyprus was open to many foreign influences; however, in most cases, these acted as a stimulant rather than a catalyst in maintaining the vitality of Cyprian culture and were rapidly assimilated and contributed to the birth of a strong Cyprian cultural identity with a Hellenistic hallmark. The significance of the archaeological evidence found in sites on the island of Cyprus bears witness to the expansion of cultures throughout the eastern Mediterranean.
    The first known footprints of man on the island was the Neolithic civilisation. Sites unearthed produced a great variety of artifacts, including stone tools and bowls, weapons and idols of stone, the earliest examples of Cyprian glyptic art. The decoration of the early Cyprian pottery was known as 'Combed Ware' or ribbon decorated ware (Bandkeramik), that consisted of circular and spiral designs. When the spiral decoration first came into use it can be assumed that its meaning was symbolic of the earth (the snake-emblem), of life and of the idea of earth renewal. The Neolithic Age (New Stone Age) was the beginning of agriculture and man became more and more preoccupied with the fertility of the soil on which he depended for his livelihood; thus he offered votive offerings. Later these abstract designs were blended with naturalistic figures of animals and of various species of plants, "to capture the spiritual content of the animals and of the plants portrayed."(FN1)
    The next period on the historical road of Cyprian ceramic art -- the Chacolithic (3900 - 2500 BC) is marked by cultural developments. Burial customs changed as each community seemed to have its own burial ground and clay figurines, possibility representing a fertility goddess, and idols of picrolite (picrite) became increasingly common: "Queen of Heaven, with crescent moon, to whose bright image was reflected nightly by the moon."(FN2) The characterisic type of pottery of that era was known as 'Red-on-White' which consisted of decorations of geometric patterns in red or brown painted on a white background. The earliest pottery colours appear to have been achieved by using slips stained with various metallic oxides. Tin oxide supplied a white colour; cobalt blue was stable and was used more than other colours; manganese gave colours varying from the bright red purple to dark purplish brown; antimony gave a bluish-white effect; and iron oxide for rust red to dark red, from pale yellow to deep red.
    The Early Bronze Age (2300 - 1850 BC), known only through finds in ancient cemeteries, is marked by the introduction of new forms of pottery, recalling Anatolian prototypes. The pottery of that period came in a variety of shapes and decorations. Vessels with red and black polished surfaces, incised with geometric patterns or decorated either in relief or in the round with anthropomorphic and zoomorphic ornaments, known as 'Red Polished' or 'Black Polished' were found in cemeteries of that period. Terracotta figurines occur either independently in their most diagnostic form -- the plank-shaped figurine, a schematic representation of the human figure -- or in the round, as ornaments on large vases.
    During the Middle Bronze Age (1850 - 1550 BC) foreign relations with Cyprus developed considerably and there seems to have been contact with the Levantine coast and Crete. Pottery at that period was produced in various techniques and colours including: White Painted, Red Polished, Black Slip, Red Slip, Red-on-Red, among others; and the plank-shaped figurines were given a more realistic appearance.
    The Late Bronze Age (1550 - 1050 BC) was marked by the intensification of trade and cultural contact with the Aegean; Mycenaean pottery was found in extraordinarily large numbers in archaeological excavations. Local artistic production achieved high standards and Cyprian pottery (Base ring and White Slip) was exported to various parts of the Eastern Mediterranean. (Close similarities between the pottery found in Late Bronze Age Cyprus and a large number of sites in Israel signify that connections at this period were of a more substantial nature than simply commercial contact.) References to Cyprus appear in texts of the Tel-el-Amarna tablets, representing the correspondence of the Egyptian pharaoh with the king of Alashiya. The first written documents on clay tablets, found at Enkomi in the eastern part of the island, dating around 1500 BC, were in a script known as Cypro-Minoan, a language that has not yet been deciphered.
    After the 12th century BC, colonisation and invasions followed on top of each other and injected new vigour into the cultural and artistic life of the Cypriotes. Bronze statuettes and other bronze artifacts found at archaeological sites indicated that metallurgy was flourishing. The first colonisers were the Achaeans after the destruction of Mycenaean centres on the Greek mainland. Ceramic styles followed Aegean fashions. In the 11th century BC, the Phoenicians made their appearance and Cypriote artists began to produce artifacts, especially pottery, exhibiting strong Oriental influences. The Assyrians followed and their domination lasted less than 50 years. From 663 BC, Cyprus enjoyed a century of independence during which Cyprian culture flourished; its outcome is evident in the profusion of ceramic styles, glyptics and other forms of art.
    In 560 BC Cyprus came under the domination of the Egyptians until 526 BC when the Cypriote king submitted to the king of Persia and there began a long and continuous period of struggle to overthrow Persian rule. This was followed by domination by other powers which had a drastic effect on the style of pottery. Only in the present era is Cyprian pottery able to regain its aesthetic and artistic quality of the past.
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