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Forty-three years ago, artefacts of  apparent Lower or Middle Palaeolithic type were reported in red beds
overlying a fossil beach—arguably last Interglacial in age—at Zygi on the south-central coast of  Cyprus (Vita-
Finzi 1973). There has been speculation ever since about the possibility of  Palaeolithic activity on Cyprus,
although due scepticism has prevailed because unequivocal evidence has been elusive (Knapp 2010, 2013:
43–48). New finds from the Greek islands of  Crete, Gavdos, Melos and Naxos (Chelidonio 2001; Mortensen
2008; Strasser et al. 2010, 2011; Carter et al. 2014; Runnels 2014; Runnels et al. 2014a & b) suggest that it is
time for a research strategy, targeting Middle and early Late Pleistocene geological deposits on Cyprus, to
settle the question.

Figure 1. Map of Cyprus showing the locations of sites discussed in the text (by E. McClennen).

New evidence from Cyprus is a hand axe (biface) from the site of  Kholetria-Ortos. The Canadian
Palaipaphos Survey Project discovered the site in 1983 (Fox 1987: 19) and, subsequently, S. Swiny, then
director of  the Cyprus-American Archaeological Research Institute (CAARI), collected the hand axe in 1992
from the surface near the site. In the CAARI catalogue, the artefact is described as being of  ‘Palaeolithic
hand axe type’ (Figure 1). Our description is based on the first-hand inspection and examination of  a three-
dimensional printed replica, which is in turn based on photorealistic three-dimensional digital images by
Brandon Olson (see Olson et al. 2014). The hand axe is made of  Lefkara chert, a commonly exploited lithic
resource on Cyprus. It is an amygdaloid, or sub-triangular, hand axe with a converging tip. It is 140mm in
length, 85mm in width and 55mm in thickness (Figures 2–4). The dihedral butt and sinuous edges are typical
of  Acheulean bifaces in south-west Asia (e.g. Shea 2013: 70–79), as is the deep, invasive flaking covering
both faces. The piece has a thick patina, clearly visible where recent accidental flakes cut through it,
suggesting a considerable age for the artefact.
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Figure 2. Side A of the Kholetria-Ortos biface (photograph by T. Strasser).
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Figure 3. Side B of the Kholetria-Ortos biface (photograph by T. Strasser).
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Figure 4. Drawing of Kholetria-Ortos biface based on a three-dimensional printed replica (by C. Runnels & P. Murray).

Figure 5. Butt of Kholetria-Ortos biface showing cross-section (photograph by T. Strasser).

Simmons excavated at Kholetria-Ortos where he found Cypro-PPNB (Pre Pottery Neolithic B) remains. He
argues that this context counters our interpretation (Simmons 2014: 160–61), but we note that prehistoric
sites on Cyprus can be multi-component, and surface finds may be part of  a palimpsest of  materials from
different periods. Hunter-gatherers leave less conspicuous remains than Neolithic farmers, and so may be
overlooked. There is a Lefkara chert outcrop near the site that could have been a source of  raw materials
over long periods of  time (Fox 1987: 23; Simmons 1996: 35). The Aceramic site of  Kholetria-Ortos has no
architecture, so it is not certain that this was a settlement (Simmons 1996: 33–34), and, as McCartney notes,
“these ‘non-settlement’ sites may be at least partly defined as chert-extraction and -knapping localities”
(McCartney 2007: 312). Simmons suggests that Neolithic picks resemble earlier Palaeolithic bifaces, but
Neolithic picks and axes have triangular (trihedral) or trapezoidal cross-sections and distal ends, with an
oblique tranchet flake creating an axe-like edge (Shea 2013: figs 7.6–7.7), while the Kholetria-Ortos biface has
the amygdaloidal/triangular shape and double lenticular section (Figure 5) that is typical of  Palaeolithic
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handaxes.

The Kholetria-Ortos hand axe in context

Figure 6. Zygi biface (drawing by L. Copeland).

The Kholetria-Ortos hand axe can be compared with similar finds from Cyprus and the Greek islands. The
original pieces from Zygi are unavailable, but the artefacts can be described from the drawings in Vita-Finzi
(1973: fig. 1). One piece is an ovate hand axe (the oblique orientation may reflect the origin of  the blank as a
side-struck flake) around 105mm in length and 85mm in width (Figure 6). The Zygi hand axe resembles the
example from Kholetria-Ortos. It is also similar to recently discovered hand axes from Crete that have been
associated with marine terraces and palaeosols, with ages greater than 100 000 years (Runnels et al. 2014a).
Now that Palaeolithic artefacts are reported from the Greek islands (Runnels 2014), the possibility of  early
Palaeolithic activity on Cyprus takes on particular significance. The suggestion that the Greek island’s
Palaeolithic period resulted from sea-going by archaic humans (Runnels 2014; Simmons 2014) has been met
with scepticism (Broodbank 2014; Leppard 2014), but the presence of  early Palaeolithic hominins on Cyprus,
which was manifestly an oceanic island in the Pleistocene, would support the Palaeolithic sea-going
hypothesis.

The dominant paradigm for research on the Mediterranean islands has been that they were not colonised
until the Neolithic or later (Cherry 1981, 1990). It has been thought that the islands had resources too limited
for Palaeolithic or Epipalaeolithic/Mesolithic foragers to survive (Cherry 1992). This has sometimes resulted
in circular reasoning: if  it is assumed there was no pre-Neolithic occupation on the islands then specialists
seldom work on them, thereby contributing to the impression that there is no pre-Neolithic evidence. The
picture may now be changing and it is time for a re-evaluation of the Palaeolithic question for Cyprus.

Acknowledgements

We wish to thank the Department of  Antiquities of  Cyprus, the Council of  American Overseas Research
Centers, the Cyprus-American Archaeological Research Institute, the Loeb Classical Foundation, Providence
College, Andrew McCarthy, Carole McCartney, Priscilla Murray, Brandon Olson, Alan Simmons, Stuart Swiny
and David Rupp.

5

https://doi.org/10.15184/S2978855200900180 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.15184/S2978855200900180


References

BROODBANK, C. 2014. So ... what? Does the paradigm currently want to budge so much? Journal of
Mediterranean Archaeology 27: 267–72. http://dx.doi.org/10.1558/jmea.v27i2.267
CARTER, T., D. CONTRERAS, D. MIHAILOVIĆ, T. MOUTSIOU, N. SKARPELIS & S. DOYLE.
2014. The Stélida Naxos Archaeological Project: new data on the Middle Palaeolithic and Mesolithic
Cyclades. Antiquity Project Gallery 88(341). Available at: http://antiquity.ac.uk/projgall/carter341
(accessed 11 March 2016).
CHELIDONIO, G. 2001. Manufatti litici su ciottolo da Milos (Isole Cicladi). Nota preliminare. Pegaso:
rivista annuale di cultura mediterranea 1: 117–44.
CHERRY, J. 1981. Pattern and process in the earliest colonisation of  the Mediterranean islands.
Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society 47: 41–68. http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0079497X00008859
– 1990. The first colonisation of  the Mediterranean islands: a review of  recent research. Journal of
Mediterranean Archaeology 3: 145–221.
– 1992. Palaeolithic Sardinians? Some questions of  evidence and method, in R. Tykot & T. Andrews
(ed.) Sardinia in the Mediterranean: a footprint in the sea. Studies in Sardinian archaeology presented to Miriam S.
Balmuth: 28–39. Sheffield: Sheffield Academic.
FOX, W. 1987. The Neolithic occupation of  western Cyprus, in D. Rupp (ed.) Western Cyprus:
connections. An archaeological symposium: 19–42. Göteborg: Åströms.
KNAPP, A. 2010. Cyprus’s earliest prehistory: seafarers, foragers and settlers. Journal of  World Prehistory
23: 79–120. http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10963-010-9034-2
– 2013. The archaeology of  Cyprus from earliest prehistory through the Bronze Age. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.
LEPPARD, T.P. 2014. Modelling the impact of  Mediterranean island colonization by archaic hominins:
the likelihood of  an insular Lower Palaeolithic. Journal of  Mediterranean Archaeology 27: 231–53.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1558/jmea.v27i2.231
MCCARTNEY, C. 2007. Prehistoric chert use in Cyprus, in C. Delage (ed.) Chert availability and prehistoric
exploitation in the Near East: 304–26. Oxford: Archaeopress.
MORTENSEN, P. 2008. Lower to Middle Paleolithic artefacts from Loutro on the south coast of
Crete. Antiquity Project Gallery 82(317). Available at: http://antiquity.ac.uk/projgall/carter341 (accessed
11 March 2016).
OLSON, B., J. GORDON, C. RUNNELS & S. CHOMYSZAK. 2014. Experimental three-dimensional
printing of  a Lower Palaeolithic hand axe: an assessment of  the technology and analytical value. Lithic
Technology 39: 162–72. http://dx.doi.org/10.1179/2051618514Y.0000000004
RUNNELS, C. 2014. Early Palaeolithic on the Greek islands? Journal of Mediterranean Archaeology 27: 211–
30. http://dx.doi.org/10.1558/jmea.v27i2.211
RUNNELS, C., C. DIGREGORIO, K. WEGMANN, S. GALLEN, T. STRASSER & E.
PANAGOPOULOU. 2014a. Lower Palaeolithic artifacts from Plakias, Crete: implications for hominin
dispersals. Journal of Eurasian Prehistory 11: 129–52.
RUNNELS, C., F. MCCOY, R. BAUSLAUGH & P. MURRAY. 2014b. Palaeolithic research at
Mochlos, Crete: new evidence for Pleistocene maritime activity in the Aegean. Antiquity Project Gallery
88(342). Available at: http://journal.antiquity.ac.uk/projgall/runnels342 (accessed 11 March 2016).
SHEA, J. 2013. Stone tools in the Palaeolithic and Neolithic Near East . Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press. http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139026314
SIMMONS, A. 1996. Preliminary report on multidisciplinary investigations at Neolithic Kholetria-Ortos,
Paphos District. RDAC 1996: 29–44.
– 2014. Stone Age sailors: Palaeolithic seafaring in the Mediterranean. Walnut Creek (CA): Left Coast.
STRASSER, T., E. PANAGOPOULOU, C. RUNNELS, P. MURRAY, N. THOMPSON, P.
KARKANAS, F. MCCOY & K. WEGMANN. 2010. Stone Age seafaring in the Mediterranean:
evidence for Lower Palaeolithic and Mesolithic inhabitation of  Crete from the Plakias region. Hesperia

6

https://doi.org/10.15184/S2978855200900180 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.15184/S2978855200900180


79: 145–90. http://dx.doi.org/10.2972/hesp.79.2.145
STRASSER, T., C. RUNNELS, K. WEGMANN, E. PANAGOPOULOU, F. MCCOY, C.
DIGREGORIO, P. KARKANAS & N. THOMPSON. 2011. Dating Palaeolithic sites in south-western
Crete, Greece. Journal of Quaternary Studies 26: 553–60.
VITA-FINZI, C. 1973. Palaeolithic finds from Cyprus? Proceedings of  the Prehistoric Society 39: 453–54.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0079497X00011749

Authors and collaborators

*Authors for correspondence

Thomas F. Strasser*
Department of  Art and Art History, Providence College, 1 Cunningham Square, Providence, RI 02918,
USA (Email: tstrasse@providence.edu)
Curtis Runnels
Archaeology Department, Boston University, 675 Commonwealth Avenue, Suite 347, Boston, MA
02215, USA (Email: runnels@bu.edu)
Claudio Vita-Finzi
Department of  Earth Sciences, Natural History Museum, Cromwell Road, London SW7 5BD, UK
(Email: cvitafinzi@aol.com)

7

https://doi.org/10.15184/S2978855200900180 Published online by Cambridge University Press

mailto:tstrasse@providence.edu
mailto:runnels@bu.edu
mailto:cvitafinzi@aol.com
https://doi.org/10.15184/S2978855200900180

	A possible Palaeolithic hand axe from Cyprus
	Thomas F. Strasser, Curtis Runnels & Claudio Vita-Finzi
	The Kholetria-Ortos hand axe in context
	Acknowledgements
	References
	Authors and collaborators



