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So-called marginal environments are usually thought of in archaeology as

those that respond quickly and adversely to fluctuations in rainfall, such as the

sub-desert steppe regions of Syria and Jordan, the northern Negev desert

and the coastal region of the Gaza strip. The island of Cyprus is not usually

considered marginal as it supports a wide range of plants on a variable

geology from high mountains to volcanic plains. Today, there are four main

vegetation zones, forest, maquis (olive, terrebinth etc), garrigue (grazed areas

supporting low bushes) and batha (agricultural land). In the past, as now, the

island had no standing bodies of water and no deep aquifers. Rainfall was

dispersed quickly and violently through deeply downcut river valleys running

north and south from the Troodos and Kyrenia mountain ranges.

Notwithstanding the large and elaborate system of dams that have been

constructed in recent times along the major river flows, more than three years

of sustained drought nowadays requires water to be shipped in from Greece

by tanker. Sustained drought in prehistory would have led to a marked

reduction in the availability of water, a decline in the variety and density of

vegetation and an unequal degree of drying in the lowlands.

It is widely accepted that at around 6000-5900 cal. BP the agricultural

way of life that had characterised the later Neolithic on Cyprus came to an

end. Villages that had been inhabited for hundreds of years were abandoned



and new, ephemeral sites were established in previously uninhabited areas.

Evidence indicates that the population of Cyprus became more mobile,

occupying sites seasonally, rather than all year round. The hunting /

managing of fallow deer, which had been increasing as a form of subsistence

in the latter half of the 7th millennium BP became the major food staple. Most

importantly, the above-ground settlements comprised of small nuclear stone-

built dwellings were replaced by partly- and fully-subterranean features, which

appear to have been used for a variety of purposes, including domestic

habitation.

There are ten subterranean sites that have been documented in

Cyprus dating to the end of the 7th millennium BP and the first half of the 6th

millennium BP. In order of oldest to youngest, these are, Ayious Epiktitos-

Vrysi (Late Phase), Philia-Drakos A (Late Phase), Kalavasos-Kokkinoyia,

Kalavasos-Pamboules, Maa-Palaeokastro, Mari-Pamboula, Kalavasos-

Ayious, Kissonerga-Mylouthkia and the Early Chalcolithic features at

Parrekklisha.  All are characterised by part- and fully-subterranean features, a

varying degree of hunting of deer as opposed to farming and herding sheep

and goat  and evidence of seasonal occupation.

Kalavasos-Ayious exemplifies the period. Dated between 5960 cal BP and

5630 cal. BP at one standard deviation, the excavator, Dr Ian Todd,

interpreted the site as a place of habitation but this interpretation is not without

ambiguity. Stake holes surrounding some of the larger subterranean features

indicate lightly built structures. Pits and other underground spaces, he says,

would have served as ancillary to the lightly built structures.



In various parts of the world recourse has been made to subterranean

features or rock-cut chambers purely on the grounds of ease of construction

and the desire to avoid the heat above ground. However, the change from

above ground structures in the Late Neolithic to at least partially subterranean

features in the earliest phase of the Chalcolithic, followed by increasingly

more substantial huts by the second half of the 6th millennium BP, seems to

suggest more than just a desire to utilize favourable geological conditions.

Rather it suggests a reaction to a specific set of circumstances which marked

a significant change from those which existed previously.

At Kalavasos-Ayious there is direct evidence of environmental

deterioration. During the excavation of one subterranean feature, a truncated

fossil soil containing a small admixture of sherds and other prehistoric

materials was located at the bottom of the pit overlying the natural deposits.

This soil was terra rossa-like in composition with fine mud-like silicates. It was,

however, riddled with specks of calcrete. Overlying the truncated buried soil

was a later soil deposit consisting of fine soft greyish Aeolian sand mixed with

later Chalcolithic material. From the environmental point of view the terra

rossa-like soil suggests that at some time after the Pleistocene the site may

have enjoyed a climate of hot dry summers and wet winters (conditions under

which terra-rossa forms). In contrast, the calcrete specks indicate a drying-out

phase. The presence of the terra-rossa soil at Ayious suggests that the

vegetation cover at the site prior to its prehistoric use supported deciduous

and evergreen forests of the kind now restricted to a few mountain slopes in

the Mediterranean region and this could have been the kind of landscape that

the Neolithic populations encountered along the valley ridge tops. The



implication of the calcrete specs are that by the Chalcolithic period, virtually all

traces of this soil, and presumably the associated vegetation had

disappeared. If this interpretation of the soil evidence from Kalavasos-Ayious

has any validity, it suggests either environmental deterioration that could have

resulted from human alteration of the landscape, or a natural deterioration in

the vegetation cover and consequent alteration in soils (Todd and Croft 2004,

216-17).


