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An emblematic aerial photograph of the Amathus harbor has been used in many books
and papers on Cypriot archaeology in recent decades before appearing on the cover of the
final excavation reports, much anticipated by the local and international archaeological
community. This photograph was taken during the underwater excavation of the site by
a team from the French School at Athens, between the years 1984 and 1986, under the dir-
ection of J.-Y. Empereur and C. Verlinden. After more than three decades, Amathus
remains the only harbor site ever excavated on the island and one of the few to be inves-
tigated in the eastern Mediterranean. The long-expected publication of the final report
came out in two volumes. Volume 1, Architecture and History, edited by J.-Y. Empereur
and T. Koželj, was published in 2017, and Volume 2, Artefacts Found During Excavation,
in 2018. Both volumes appear in the series Études Chypriotes of the French School at
Athens, and the publication was funded by the Honor Frost Foundation. Volume 1 is
divided into two parts, in which two distinctive features are discussed: the remains of
the harbor and the wells along the coast. Volume 2 follows the same structure, with one
part for the archaeological material found in each area: Part 1 comprises four chapters
about the Hellenistic harbor of Amathus and Part 2 six chapters about the Late Roman
wells. The catalog of the 43 coins found during the excavation is included in Volume 1
instead of Volume 2. Although the coins’ separation from the rest of the finds seems
unorthodox, it may have been dictated by the fact that they were used extensively in the
first volume’s discussion of the history and date of the site.

Part 1

The book opens with a short introduction, just two pages (9–10), which is enlightening
not only about this section but also about the entire volume’s style and objectives: this
seems to be a brave and honest effort to disseminate to the archaeological community a
full excavation report of a 30-year-old project. To illustrate: “Alabe wrote her study in
1995 and, considering that she arrived at the expected results, she did not wish to rework
her text” (9). This straightforward statement about the lengthiest chapter of this section
(55 pages), and the one that discusses the main body of dating evidence for the site,
aptly prepares the reader for what follows. One can follow the biography of the project
itself through old and recent reports which are published together, providing as much
information on the excavated material as possible: 139 of 218 numbered pages are filled
by catalogs (72 pages), illustrations (52 pages), and tables (15 pages).
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F. Alabe’s highly informative chapter is written in the form of an elaborate report. It
begins with a long and convincing section on the issue of the homogeneity of the pottery.
A laborious examination of the material revealed that almost half the sherds found along
the south mole could be joined to at least one other sherd, even though some of them were
found well apart from each other. The methodology is only explained through examples,
however, and the reader has to do the math from reports like the following, about the
material from the south mole: “75 joins for 185 objects, of which 36 involved sherds
from different bags, and among which 12 joins involved sherds from bags more than 20
numbers apart” (12). With no tables or diagrams to help grasp the nature of the data,
we are told that the spatial distribution of the joined sherds, both across the site and
down through the strata, was similar in all the areas investigated, which led to the conclu-
sion that the material “is that of a fill that can be considered a single layer” (12). This layer
brought to light a rather restricted variety of types, mainly bowls and jugs, the vast major-
ity of which (90%) were made of local fabrics. The author very convincingly bases her
argument – that there was a “harbor workshop” on the coast – on the high numbers of
local fabrics, as well as on the existence of deformed and misfired pieces among them.
Building on the homogeneity of the material, the single stratigraphic unit, and the local
production, A. wonders whether the kiln waste found all over the basin and as far from
the coast as the south mole was used as a deliberate fill of the harbor or if it was the action
of the waves that caused the harbor to silt up.

The rest of the chapter is of great value as far as Cypriot pottery is concerned. Although
the compositional identification was done only macroscopically, six variants of
Amathusian wares are well described, with text and photographs. The main production
of the harbor workshop was a well-known type of open vessel with a flared ring foot;
these vessels are known as “Persian bowls” in the literature, but A. suggests the name
“Palmiped bowls” after a useful review of other names used in the literature. Dating
Amathusian production is no easy task because parallels from Egypt and the Levant are
dated from the 7th c. to the end of the 4th c. BCE. The imported pottery does not offer
much help with a more precise dating, as it ranges from the 5th to the 3rd c. BCE.
Although several vessels are dated to the 4th c., it seems that there is no significant cluster
dating to the end of the century. There are many “outliers” and, as A. herself admits,
“sandy seabeds and shifting coastlines, as at Amathus, are not ideal environments for a
fixed archaeological layer” (22). However, the way that A. chooses to approach
the question is perplexing: she considers the harbor’s construction at the end of the 4th
c./beginning of the 3rd c. to be a fact, and she uses this date as a terminus ante quem
for the functioning of the harbor workshop (22), whereas Empereur explained in the intro-
duction (9) that the pottery from the harbor is dated to the same period, so it confirms the
construction date he suggests.

The reader interested in quantification will find the provided data to be of little help.
The numbers of collected sherds are high (“5,000 or so”) and “just over 1,000” diagnostic
sherds are discussed, but it is not clear how the 96 entries of the catalog relate to them.
The catalog contains important new information, however. In particular, the series of
tablewares of local production, both fine and coarse, can become a standard reference
for local and regional pottery studies. The descriptions could benefit from some
introductory text, especially of the three “Palmiped bowl” sub-types that comprise the
first 40 catalogued vessels and that are among the highlights of the book. They are
named after their characteristic features: “slight ribbing”, “ribbing”, and “flared ring-feet”,
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but the reader has to consult the drawings to comprehend the typological division.
Moreover, for every catalog entry, an excavation inventory number is provided that
includes the year and bag number but not the findspot or the trench, probably because
homogeneity was assumed. As a result, however, it is not possible to know whether a ves-
sel was found at the interior, exterior, or entrance of the harbor. This is especially unfortu-
nate for very interesting finds, such as the cooking pot with decomposed lead in its interior
(A32, p. 30). But, if the original bag numbers have not been completely lost, the two tables at
the end of the section will be very useful as an easy reference for any scholar who wishes to
revisit the pottery discussed in the article (or for storeroom curators, for that matter); the finds
are sorted by their catalog numbers (table 1) and their excavation inventory numbers (table 2).

The short chapter by C. Harlaut that follows (only six pages, including references) con-
textualizes the “Persian” (or “Palmiped”) bowls within the current state of
research. H. explains the importance of publishing the harbor workshop and makes a
good point that it has escaped the attention of other scholars who have studied and pub-
lished on this type of shallow bowl with flaring foot, so widespread in the eastern
Mediterranean and beyond. Again, one cannot help noticing that the date of
Amathusian production at the end of the 4th c. BCE, and not earlier, is taken for granted,
although the evidence itself calls for a more tentative approach. The very insightful remark
by H. that the Amathusian bowls exported to Egypt have been found at Herakleion–Thonis
but not “in the ceramic material in the oldest levels of Alexandria, which are datable to the
last quarter of the 4th century B.C.” (70) points toward an earlier date of the material than
the one suggested by Alabe.

A total of 12,000 recovered sherds, two-thirds of the total, belonged to transport
amphorae. According to Empereur, who authored the fourth chapter of the book, they
were mostly body fragments and were macroscopically separated into local
(Amathusian) and possibly Aegean wares; oddly, no Levantine imports are reported.
Despite the predominance of amphorae in the harbor material, their presentation is uneven
by comparison with that of the tableware: only 23 diagnostic pieces, belonging to six
amphora types, are discussed in a five-page chapter (including illustrations). The great
majority of them (16 out of 23) belonged to a Cypriot transport container with upraised
horizontal handles, known in the literature as a “basket-handle” amphora. According to
E., they were all of local (Amathusian) fabric, which adds an important piece to the puzzle
of their provenance. Although we still lack an overview, different fabrics have been
reported from Cypriot sites such as Panayia Ematousa and Pyla-Koutsopetria.1 There are
at least four or five subtypes dated to the Early Archaic to Hellenistic period, and only
two of them could be dated as late as the end of the 4th c. BCE. Even if the illustrated
part of a handle is attributed to the Hellenistic subtypes, in the current state of research
it is very hard (if not impossible) to date a fragment as precisely as the last quarter of
the 4th c. based solely on typology. And, as was the case with the coarse pottery of the
previous chapter, the rest of the amphorae, imported or local, cannot all cluster convin-
cingly in the second half of the 4th c. BCE. Be that as it may, a possible combination of
tableware and transport containers at the harbor workshop(s) is of particular interest, if

1 Two fabrics were identified at the site of Panayia Ematousa, Larnaca, Cyprus: a pale brown to
pale yellow fabric, and a pale brown to reddish yellow one (Winther Jacobsen 2006, 303–7). At
Pyla-Koutsopetria, eight different “categories” of Hellenistic basket-handled variants were
distinguished (Caraher et al. 2014, 128–33).
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one considers that these two types (the Persian/Palmiped bowls and the basket-handle
amphorae) have been found together in different contexts, such as the layers dated to
the 5th and early 4th c. BCE at Tell-el-Herr in the north Sinai in Egypt,2 and the Archaic
shipwreck at Kekova Adası in Turkey.3

Part 1 ends with a catalog of 110 metallic artifacts, by M. Michael. One golden palmette, 1
lead wreath, 2 weapons, 23 pieces of fishing gear, 3 rings, 26 nails, and 3 cylindrical rods are
listed, accompanied by no typological or other discussion. The three concordance tables at
the end of the chapter are repetitive but useful for anyone who wishes to revisit the material.
It is remarkable that every metallic find is described, regardless of its type or state of pres-
ervation. For example, an arrow that has not been cleaned is accompanied by a detailed
drawing that depicts the size and sections of its encrustations rather than the object itself.
There are 17 amorphous pieces named “metallic masses” (96–99), presented in 17 almost
identical entries, describing a “small mass of bronze, of unknown function.” In fact, because
of the standardized structure of the entries, the “usage” field was filled with too many repeti-
tive comments, such as “function unknown” or “see above”. This material is, of course, hard
to interpret because of its nature, and the lack of context in the unstratified trenches exca-
vated at Amathus did not help. Nonetheless, the characterization of 11 out of 26 nails as “fas-
teners in ship construction” is problematic (86–91). The author repeatedly explains that “nails
used to fasten planking to frames normally had shanks 8–12 cm long” but this is not accur-
ate. Nail sizes vary, of course, not only from ship to ship but also among the different parts of
the same ship, but the nails belonging to medium-size merchantmen of this period were cer-
tainly longer: the clenched nails found at the Ma’agan Mikhael shipwreck were 17–30 cm
long (averaging 25 cm) and those at Tektaş Burnu were 12–22 cm.4 Most importantly, it is
unclear why nails that are not clenched or bent, and that are found in unstratified layers
of a harbor, i.e., not a shipwreck, are characterized as fasteners.

Part 2

Part 2 is a coherent section that concerns the material excavated from three Late Roman
wells on the coast, which were discussed in detail in Part 2 of Volume 1. Industrial activities
such as pottery production and trade, fishing, water-management activities, and dietary
habits all provide valuable material with which to paint a vivid picture of an urban coastal
landscape. Another short but informative introduction by Empereur stresses the import-
ance of the pottery, which is local and dated to the Late Roman period, especially the
6th and 7th c. CE. In other words, this excavation has documented a second period of pot-
tery production in Amathus, one previously suggested by E., who discovered remains of
kilns on the slopes of the acropolis. In this introduction we also learn about a second
lengthy chapter in this book that was written long before this publication. Because of
the war in Syria, M. Touma could not revise her study, which “dates back to the 1990s,”
but the editor has wisely chosen to include it in this volume.

In more than 50 pages, Touma discusses the 661 best-preserved fragments of the 1,000
recovered in total. Only 50 of them were “non Late Roman” but it is not specified if they
were later or earlier, or where they fit into the wells’ stratigraphy. The four tables of

2 Marangou and Marchand 2009.
3 Greene et al. 2011.
4 Kahanov et al. 1999; van Duivenvoorde 2014.
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“statistics” included in the chapter are illuminating and provide a clear picture of the spa-
tial distribution of the pottery types and fabric groups, as well as quantitative analyses per
type and per well. Three main fabric groups are distinguished. Category A seems to be the
common local coarse ware, identified in jugs, basins, lids, and water-wheel pots;5 Category
B comprises mainly cooking pots; and Category C is red ware, which only constitutes 5.9%
of the assemblage but includes diagnostic and well-dated forms of fine pottery, lamps, and
tiles. The analysis is thorough, clearly presented, and very much to the point. The conclu-
sions are meaningful and reflect a deep knowledge of the Late Roman pottery of Cyprus
and the eastern Mediterranean. The bibliography is unavoidably outdated and it is a real
pity that all the important work of the last 25 years, especially on cooking pots, could not
be incorporated into this study.

Late Roman amphorae are discussed in a separate chapter by Empereur. They are
handled as one collection, with no indication of the stratigraphy or their distribution per
well. There is a very useful table, however, in which the material is quantified by type.
This shows clearly that local amphorae comprise 90% of the total amphora material exca-
vated from these three wells. The types (three variants of LR1 and LR13 amphorae) are well
contextualized and their apt descriptions are complemented with insightful remarks on
aspects of their manufacturing, which are very helpful for their typological identification.
The catalog of imported amphorae, mostly from the Levant, is not accompanied by com-
ments or any other discussion.

The faunal remains from the wells are analyzed by A. Hadjikoumis in a well-written
chapter which, by the way, includes the book’s only map of Cyprus that depicts
Amathus (198). The limitations of the material are clearly explained alongside its potential
to provide insights into the dietary habits and the “human–animal” relationships in Late
Roman Cyprus. The quantified results of 220 MinAU (Minimum Anatomical Units) con-
firm the picture painted by earlier assemblages elsewhere on the island, with a predomin-
ance of sheep and goat, and the presence of draft animals and dogs. H. argues that the
assemblage is indicative of a domestic economy, although he admits that it is not represen-
tative of the city, or even of the site itself, since the material was recovered without sifting.

The last chapter of the book is a short contribution by B. Lorenzen and S. Manning on
the C-14 analysis of the wood remains recovered from Well 3. The analysis confirms the
date of the last use of the well in the 7th c., which agrees with the dates suggested by
the pottery. The date range given by the analysis is between 620 and 668 CE. The authors
provide an instructive account of how to understand C-14 dates, and they seem to take into
account the advice given by Empereur in the introduction of Part 2, namely, that activity at
the well cannot be dated after 649 CE, i.e., after the first Arab invasion of the island. But
archaeological and textual evidence has demonstrated that life continued on Cyprus dur-
ing the second half of the 7th c. CE, so there is no reason to consider problematic any use of
the wells after 649 CE.6

5 The use of the Arabic word sakieh for the watermill, and sakieh pots for the vessels used on it,
seems somewhat curious and might be difficult to adopt in Cypriot archaeology – especially
after a comprehensive chapter on the function of the waterwheel in Volume 1 (143–49), where
Empereur, using his excellent knowledge of Greek, points out that the ancient Greek word ala-
katin (αλακάτιν) has survived in the Cypriot dialect, as did the technology itself on Cyprus until
the 20th c.

6 Zavagno 2017, 76–78.
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General comments

Harbors are sites of idiosyncratic character, challenging to excavate and interpret – this
is the reason why I chose the Greek song quoted in the title of this review. Their construc-
tional and functional attributes are directly related to the natural environment, and their
stratigraphy is often disturbed owing to coastal dynamics, while the intensity and nature
of their periods of use often vary considerably. It was surely challenging for Empereur
to interpret the Amathus harbor material, 34 years after a meticulously recorded excava-
tion. The size of the moles, the systematic, single-phase construction, and the narrowness
of the entrance (20 m) are the main arguments discussed in Volume 1 to support the inter-
pretation of the site as a naval base. The assumption that it had a short life was based on
the unfinished lifting-bosses on the blocks of the moles, but it was up to the pottery to
place the construction phase in its proper chronological context. The turbulent period
that followed the death of Alexander the Great between 323 and 294 BCE provided a
very tempting and convincing historical context, as indicated by the “chronological
table” at the end of Volume 1. Volume 2 was published one year later, but it cannot
stand as an independent work; it is in absolute accordance with a hypothesis articulated
before it appeared. And this is where I found it to be weakest.

A sentence in the first paragraph of this book’s introduction summarizes the discussion
of Chapter 3 in Volume 1 (“History of the Hellenistic Harbour”): “the authority behind the
construction of this monument was Antigonus Monophthalmus and his son Demetrius
Poliorcetes” (9). This rather strong interpretive statement, tempting as it may be, could
have been made with a bit more caution, given the fact that the site was only partially exca-
vated and the material was essentially unstratified. In Volume 1, the attribution of the har-
bor’s construction to Demetrius is based on rather thin evidence: six bronze Cypriot coins
that were found at its entrance, three of Demetrius Poliorcetes and three with a Macedonian
shield and helmet, possibly associated with his father, Antigonus. The remaining 37 coins
provide a much wider context for the site, one that leaves the discussion open for other
interpretations. In Volume 2, the date of the harbor is not called into question nor even dis-
cussed. And while I find the association of the harbor with military operations and the
attribution of its construction to Demetrius Poliorcetes an intriguing and interesting
hypothesis, I remain unconvinced that most (if not all) the groups of pottery discussed
in Part 1 of this book date more or less to the end of the 4th c. BCE. As I have already
indicated, very few of the catalogued fragments can actually be placed within this limited
horizon with confidence. The typology of the “Persian/Palmiped bowls” is far from estab-
lished; many of the “Hellenistic” amphorae seem to be Classical; and the imported pottery,
both finewares and transport amphorae, as well as the coins, indicate a much broader
chronological scope, one that ranges before and after the end of the 4th c. BCE.

But this does not necessarily contradict E.’s interpretive hypothesis or the different scen-
arios of the harbor’s abandonment discussed in Volume 1. Local pottery production could
have been active well before the harbor’s construction, and it could indeed have been inter-
rupted by it. In either case, it remains uncertain whether pottery waste was dispersed all
along the basin, either during or after the abandonment of the harbor, by natural causes
or by human intervention. After all, the harbor was built in front of a flourishing city,
one that had been exporting its pottery all over the eastern Mediterranean for centuries
and one that certainly continued to be active after the harbor ceased serving as a naval
base. In this respect, the presence of finds that date to the Classical or Late Hellenistic
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and Roman periods should not be considered problematic; even if another site nearby was
used as the city’s port throughout the Hellenistic and Roman periods, some minor activity
must have taken place at this harbor as well.

There is little to criticize about the production of this volume. It is very easy to read and any
pottery specialist would recognize that the excellent illustrations, line drawings, and color
photographs are among the book’s greatest strengths. The foldout site plans inside the front
and back covers provide the necessary orientation to the site. The only quibble concerning
the pottery is a lack of editorial cohesion, which is understandable, however, given that two
of thechapterswerewritten longago.For instance,Touma’suseofA.Cailleux’sCodedes couleurs
des sols inhercatalogofLateRomanpottery isvexingbutcouldnotbechanged.Still,a readercan
compare thosewaresneitherwith the local fabricsdescribedbyAlabe,whicharenotaccompan-
ied by color chart references at all, nor with the ones of Empereur, who uses a Munsell color
chart. Some errors of English usage should also be noted, e.g., “useful” instead of “diagnostic”
sherds, and “isolation” instead of “unique” number.

In conclusion, this is a comprehensive publication that will have a lasting impact. It
forms an essential reference for anyone interested in the archaeology of Classical and
Hellenistic Cyprus and touches on an array of subjects such as harbor archaeology, the
maritime cultural landscape, and pottery studies. Most importantly, it opens the path to
further research on this unique material, which may reveal more secrets about a monumen-
tal but most enigmatic harbor.

Acknowledgments: The title of this review is the title of a Greek song from 1963, by Giorgos Katsaros
and Pythagoras Papastamatiou (original title: Κάθϵ λιμάνι και καημός).
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