
Island Dialogues 
 

Cyprus in the Mediterranean Network 
 

 
 

 

Edited by 
Andrew P. McCarthy 

 
 

With a Foreword by 
Prof. Emeritus Edgar Peltenburg 

 
 

 
 

University of Edinburgh Archaeology Occasional Paper No. 21 



 
 
10  There is something Cypriot in the air. Some 
thoughts on the problem of the Base Ring 
pottery and other Cyprus-related items from 
(local) Middle Bronze Age contexts in Sicily 
 
Gianmarco Alberti  
 
Abstract 
 

Two (local) Middle Bronze Age sites in Sicily are known for having yielded Cypriot imports: 
Thapsos to southeast, and Cannatello in the south-central part of the island. These imports come from 
contexts with a strong intercultural character, as they are featured by the presence of items from other 
Mediterranean areas, especially Mycenaean Greece. Moreover, the existence of bronze working activities 
is documented in these sites. Thapsos and Cannatello belonged to a wider network of Middle Bronze 
Age sites, covering the whole Sicily (from the island of Ustica to the Aeolian Archipelago and, moving 
southward, Madre Chiesa). 

The task of this paper is twofold and deals primarily with the documentation of south-eastern 
Sicily. The evidence of Cannatello is taken into account in a comparative perspective. The author will 
firstly attempt to stress some key elements in the problem of the chronology and origin of the Base Ring 
II juglets from Thapsos’ contexts in south-eastern Sicily. Their origin is, in fact, debated, since two 
different hypotheses were put forward by scholars: Levantine and local. Taking into account some 
contextual and chronological data, the author suggests discarding the Levantine hypothesis.  

In the second part of the paper, the author will focus on the existence of other goods, yielded 
mainly by Thapsos tomb contexts, that could be ascribed to Cypriot trade and that could have been 
arrived to Sicily along with Base Ring II juglets, if the latter are to be considered of Cypriot origin (in 
this author’s opinion). On the grounds of compositional analysis of grave assemblages, the different use 
and appreciation of the juglets at Thapsos will be stressed in comparison with other parts of the 
Mediterranean area. The same is done in relation to other Cyprus-related items, like the Cypriot-
fashioned local handmade bowls, objects of the author’s earlier work. It becomes clear that Cyprus-
related items at Thapsos are strictly connected to the high-status segment of the local society. To this 
author’s mind, these ties can give reason to link Thapsos and Cyprus: Thapsos’ elite kept under control 
the local bronze dagger production and this needed raw material (copper and/or tin) provided by Cypriot 
counterparts. The role of the local elite in Cypriot long-distance movements will also be explored. It must 
be stressed that a Thapsos’ type dagger was present aboard the Uluburun ship. This study enables to 
make some further remarks on the geopolitical condition of the eastern Mediterranean area at the close 
of the fourtheenth century BC and on its possible drawbacks for Thapsos èlites’ interests.   
 
 
Introduction 
 
At the opening of this paper, I would 
like to explain the reason for the 
quotation in the title.  

 
 
 
 
“I was still a student when I first visited  
the Museo Gregoriano Etrusco in the 
Musei Vaticani and I felt something 
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“Cypriote” in the air which, at that time, 
I could neither define nor understand” 
(Karageorghis 2001: 1). Prof. V. 
Karageorghis used these words to recall 
his feelings during a visit, as young 
student, to the Musei Vaticani in Rome. 
By means of this quotation, I mean to 
suggest the unforeseen way my Cypriot 
interests came from, while I was 
studying the bulk of local pottery from 
the Middle Bronze Age cemeteries of 
south-eastern Sicily. At that time, there 
seemed to be little interest in a closer 
look at Cypriot and Cypriot-like pottery 
from Sicily, such as whether this ware 
was bound to be less useful than 
Mycenaean pots in a typological, 
chronological and, broadly speaking, 
cultural perspective.  
 
This paper is concerned with Base Ring 
vessels and other Cyprus-related items 
from tomb contexts at Thapsos, the 
name-site of the local Middle Bronze 
Age. This period is parallel to the Late 
Helladic IIIA1-IIIB1 in Aegean terms 
(c. 1430/1400-1270 BC; Alberti 2004, 
2007a, 2008). I shall briefly focus on the 
problem of the chronology and origin 
of Base Ring vessels (for a deeper 
insight see Alberti forthcoming); a 
larger effort will be made to evaluate 
their significance in terms of local 
cultural context and in the broader 
backdrop of the cross-cultural 
Mediterranean links.  
 
The local context: Middle Bronze 
Age south-eastern Sicily 
 
Intercultural links tied Sicilian 
prehistoric cultures and Aegean and 
Cypriot counterparts from the Neolithic 
(La Rosa 1993-1994). During the Early 
Bronze Age an important trade network 
existed in the central Mediterranean, 
connecting local sea hubs to eastern 
ones (both Mycenaean and near-eastern 
or Levantine) (Fig. 1).  

Vivara, in the core of the Tyrrhenian 
area, the Aeolian Archipelago, Monte 
Grande in southern Sicily, and the 
Island of Pantelleria off the south-
western Sicilian shores, played the role 
of central Mediterranean sea hubs 
(Castellana 2000: 28-59; Marazzi and 
Tusa 2005; Vianello 2005: 43-62).  
 
The Thapsos period saw an increase 
both in quantity and quality of the 
archaeological documentation. The 
name-site arose as a centre of 
international profile (Leighton 1999: 
150-157; Tusa 2000: 18-27; Vagnetti 
2001a; La Rosa 2002: 35-39; Bietti 
Sestieri 2003: 571-576). As regards 
south-eastern Sicily (Fig. 2), the main 
documentation is provided by a cluster 
of funerary contexts (Matrensa, Cozzo 
del Pantano, Plemmirio, Molinello di 
Augusta) (Orsi 1891, 1893, 1899, 1902, 
1903) and from one residential quarter. 
 
Thapsos is the only site that has been 
investigated both in its funerary and 
domestic contexts. Unfortunately, the 
former (late nineteeth century 
excavations) is still not adequately 
published (Orsi 1895); for the latter 
only preliminary reports are available 
(Voza 1972, 1973a, 1973b, 1976-1977, 
1980-1981, 1984-1985). Middle Bronze 
Age sites of south-eastern Sicily 
belonged to a wider settlement network 
fully covering the Sicilian region. To 
quote the main sites, we can remember 
Ustica to the north-west (Holloway and 
Lukesh 1995, 2001), the Aeolian Islands 
(villages on the islands of Filicudi, 
Lipari, Panarea, Salina; Bernabò Brea 
and Cavalier 1968, 1980, 1991; 
Martinelli 2005) to the north-east, 
Cannatello (De Miro 1999) and Madre 
Chiesa (Castellana 2000: 66-132) in 
south-central Sicily. 
 
Thapsos lies on the Magnisi peninsula 
(Fig. 3 A), a low-lying limestone 
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promontory connected to the mainland 
by a narrow isthmus. The residential 
quarter lies near the isthmus and is only 
partially unearthed. We know of a 
northern sector with sub-circular huts 
with annexes (Fig. 3 B), and a central 
part with two elaborate rectangular 
complexes (Fig. 3 C). 
The layout of the former part resembles 
that of the contemporary settlements in 
Sicily, while the complexes are foreign 
to the local tradition. On this matter, 
scholars put forward several 
comparisons, spanning from 
Mycenaean Greece, to Cyprus and 
Levant (Karageorghis 1995: 96; Doonan 
2001: 173-185; Militello 2004: 318-322; 
Tomasello 2004: 203-213). What is sure 
is that the entire residential quarter was 
the result of a complex architectural 
planning, rooted in the local social 
dynamics (Doonan 2001; Alberti 2006), 
to whom foreign experiences were not 
unknown.  
The funerary contexts consist of rock-
cut multi-depositional chamber tombs 
(Fig. 3 D), some bearing a tholos-like 
profile and the use a unit of measure 
foreign to the local tradition. Both the 
two aspects seem to be rooted in the 
Mycenaean rock-cut tholoi tradition, with 
close comparisons in Messenia 
(Tomasello 1995-1996; 2004: 187-195).  
 
Base Ring II juglets: some remarks 
on chronology and origin 
 
Thapsos’ tombs yielded a great array of 
items, both of local and foreign origin.  
The inventory is made up of local grey 
hand-made vessels (Fig. 4 A), weapons, 
jewellery, ivories, a few bronze 
hemispherical bowls (Fig. 4 B), 
Mycenaean (Fig. 4 C) and Maltese pots 
(Fig. 4 D) (Orsi 1895; Voza 1973b: 34-
44). Some local vessels bear an engraved 
decoration resembling Mycenaean 
prototypes  (Fig. 4 E) (D’Agata 2000; 
Vagnetti 2000-2001: 114-115; Alberti 

2004: 107-134); other local pots imitate 
Mycenaean shapes (Fig. 4 F) and 
Cypriot types (Fig. 4 G) not so far 
documented as direct imports 
(Karageorghis 1995: 94-95; D’Agata 
2000; Alberti 2004: 109-110, 132-134; 
2005: 344-346). 
 
As for Cypriot imports, they are 
documented at Thapsos and in a tomb 
found at the urban centre of the 
modern city of Syracuse, a few miles 
south of Thapsos.  
 
Besides several local and Mycenaean 
pots (Fig. 5 A), Thapsos’ tomb D 
yielded two Base Ring juglets (Fig. 5 B) 
and one White Shaved jug (Fig. 5 C) 
(Voza 1973b: 36, nos. 85-87). The latter 
fabric is present with one specimen 
found in the tomb A1 at the same site 
(Voza 1973b: 41, n. 118). In addition, a 
fragmentary Base Ring juglet was 
identified by Prof. G. Graziadio among 
the inventory of tomb 7 (Graziadio 
1997: 683). Another specimen comes 
from the unpublished Syracuse tomb 
along with Mycenaean pots and a 
steatite seal (Vianello 2005: 179 with 
further references).  
 
The opinions about their production 
differ. Prof. V. Karageorghis suggested 
a local manufacture on the grounds of 
their buff-pinkish fabric and buff slip 
(Karageorghis 1995: 94). Prof. L. 
Vagnetti put a different opinion 
forward, pointing to a Levantine 
production (Vagnetti 2001a: 80; 2001b: 
101). In lack of scientific analysis, so far 
available only for few Mycenaean pots 
with Peloponnesian composition (Jones 
and Levi 2004), I believe that some 
hints about the production area can be 
gained by the analysis of the following 
points: a) the chronology of their 
production on Cyprus; b) the 
chronology of their export and 
circulation outside Cyprus; c) the 
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chronology as well as the stylistic and 
technical features of the Levantine 
version of the Base Ring II juglets; d) 
the Sicilian juglets’ chronology 
according to the local context.  
 
If we take into account all these 
elements, it is possible to infer: that the 
juglets arrived in Sicily in a time-span 
consistent with the peak of production 
on Cyprus (Late Cypriot IIB) and 
exportation to Egypt (not later than the 
period from Amenophis III down to 
Horemheb, that is not after the close of 
the fourtheen cent.   BC) and Levantine 
area (Late Bronze Age IIA); that this 
period is earlier than the first 
appearance of Cypriot-like vessels in the 
Levant; that, consequently, the 
supposed Levantine origin of the 
Sicilian jugs is questionable both on 
chronological and technical basis (for 
further remarks on fabric and crafting 
technique see Alberti forthcoming). 
 
Cyprus-related items in Sicilian 
Middle Bronze Age contexts: local 
social dynamics, Mediterranean 
movements and the role of Cypriots 
 
I believe that the four Base Ring II 
juglets, as well as the two White Shaved 
dipper jugs, are not the only outcome of 
the link between Cyprus and south-
eastern Sicily. In spite of the multi-
burial nature of the tombs, a deeper 
insight into the graves’ assemblages can 
give us the picture of Cypriot trade’s 
disiecta membra. 
 
The first clue comes from Plemmirio 
tomb 48, where among its inventory it 
is striking the presence of items 
pointing to the east Mediterranean. In 
particular, a local jug (Fig. 6 A) possibly 
imitating a Cypriot Proto Base Ring 
prototype (Fig. 6 B) (Alberti 2005: 345-
346) and an ivory comb (Fig. 6 C) (Orsi 
1899). For the latter a Near Eastern 

manufacture cannot be ruled out: whilst 
an Aegean origin is claimed on the basis 
of its decorative motive (Pålsson 
Hallager 1985: 294; Bettelli and 
Damiani 2005: 19-20), it has to be noted 
that a similar decoration is documented 
in Cyprus and Near East (Fig. 6 D) 
(Steel 2004a: 166, fig. 6.9, n. 2; 
Karageorghis 2002: 28, fig. 47; Saller 
1964: 181, n. 12). 
 
The second clue is the presence of two 
little iron rods, which may be of east-
Mediterranean provenance (Graziadio 
1997: 694; for the iron technology’s 
development on Cyprus see 
Kassianidou 2003a), in Thapsos’ tomb 
48 along with some Cypriot-fashioned 
local vessels (Alberti 2005: 344, 346) 
(Fig. 4 G). This assemblage recalls the 
later one registered at the Sardinian 
Nuraghe Antigori where a fragmentary 
iron object (Vagnetti 1987: 17) was 
associated with a wishbone handle 
(Vagnetti 2001a: 80-81; 2001b: 102). It 
is worth recalling that a fragment of a 
Late Cypriot pithos comes from the 
same Nuraghe (Vagnetti 1987:17-19; 
Vagnetti 2001a: 81; Vagnetti 2001b: 
102). 
 
The last evidence is the repetitive 
association between two ceramic types: 
the Base Ring II juglet on the one hand, 
and the Furumark Type 19/FS 94 
straight-sided alabastron on the other. It 
could not be simply accidental that 
where the former is documented the 
latter is also present: see the cases of 
Thapsos tombs 7 (Taylour 1958: 60, n. 
17; Alberti 2004: 109), D (Voza 1973b: 
35, nos. 80-81), and of the Syracuse 
tomb (Vianello 2005: 179). It is worth 
noting that the first tomb’s inventory 
registers the presence of a second 
specimen of the same Mycenaean type 
(Alberti 2004: 109; Vianello 2005: 176).  
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I would like to make some remarks on 
chronology. For the unpublished 
Syracuse tomb’s alabastron a LH  IIIA2 
date and its matching the FS 94 are the 
only data at our disposal.  As regards 
the specimens from tomb D (Fig. 7), in 
my view a LH  IIIA2 date is very likely 
especially for the one bearing the 
Furumark Motive 64/19-Foliate Band on 
the shoulder (Voza 1973b: 35, n. 81). 
The motive is not common during the
LH  IIIB1 (Mountjoy 1986: 96), whilst 
it is more frequent in the LH  IIIA2. In 
the latter period a version of the motive 
is in use that is very close to that 
Thapsos’ specimen: a series of curved 
brief segments, instead of the vertical 
dashes close to each other in use in the 
LH  IIIB1 (Mountjoy 1986: 68, n. 30; 
70, 73-74; 94, n. 34). The LH  IIIA2 
for the Thapsos’ specimen under 
discussion could be confirmed on the 
basis of the comparison, by contrast, 
with the alabastron from the Nuraghe 
Arrubiu di Orroli (Nuoro), dated to the 
LH IIIA2/IIIB1 (Lo Schiavo and 
Vagnetti 1993: 137); see the motive on 
the shoulder (Lo Schiavo and Vagnetti 
1993: 134, fig. 4) close to the LH   IIIB1 
version. 
 
The only exception to the rule of 
association between juglets and alabastra 
is registered in Thapsos tombs 2 (Orsi 
1985: 98-99; Taylour 1958: 60, n. 16; 
Alberti 2004: 115-116 note 147) and 64 
(Orsi 1985: 135-136; Taylour 1958: 59, 
n. 15; Alberti 2004: 131 note 289). In 
the quoted reference to my earlier 
article, I suggest for these alabastra a 
chronology and a FS different from that 
put forward in previous literature. I 
wonder if their chronology (different, in 
my view, from LH   IIIA2) can explain 
the exception. In other words, it seems 
that the juglets stand along the FS 94 
only when this is of LH    IIIA2 in date.  
 

This view here proposed, pointing to a 
joint arrival of Base Ring II and FS 94 
to Sicily, is strengthened if we consider 
that (1) at least Syracuse tomb and 
Thapsos tomb 7 are not wide contexts 
(that is, they contained few depositions; 
see Alberti forthcoming), (2) the 
chronology of both types is rather 
homogenous and (3) that FS 94 is a type 
that flooded the Cypriot markets 
(Leonard 1994: 35). The hypothesis 
becomes stronger if compared to what 
happens in the aforementioned 
settlement of Cannatello, in south-
central Sicily (Fig. 8 A-D).  
 
Cypriot imports (Pithos ware, Base Ring 
I ware, White Slip II, handles with 
Cypro-Minoan signs) stand along with a 
Mycenaean pottery repertoire of 
Cypriot character, as far as pottery types 
and decorative motives are concerned 
(De Miro 1999: 76-78; summary in 
Vianello 2005: 112). These 
considerations led me to believe that 
Base Ring II juglets and the alabastra 
could have arrived to Thapsos in a 
synchronous time-span by means of 
Cypriot trade and that people living in 
that site, for a reason or another, also 
maintained that association when they 
provided their dead with goods. On this 
respect, one may wonder if the two 
types, both well-suited to contain 
viscous substances (for the FS 94 see 
Leonard 1981: 94-100; for juglets see 
Bushnell at POCA 2006), had a 
complementary, yet specialized, 
function in the dead body’s treatment. 
In addition, the difference in presence 
of closed and open Cypriot ware 
between Thapsos (Base Ring and White 
Shaved juglets) and Cannatello (White 
Slip) can be explained by the difference 
in contexts. Relying on the available 
percentages, juglets’ frequency is higher 
in funerary contexts (Gittlen 1977: 96, 
347), whereas bowls were preferentially 
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used in domestic ones (Gittlen 1977: 
397). 
 
As regards the involvement of Cypriot 
traders, the picture of a Cypriot central 
Mediterranean trade limited by the 
Mycenaean activity in the same area has 
been put forward by L. Vagnetti (2001b: 
102). While I agree with this statement, 
I do not totally agree with hypothesis of 
the distribution of Cypriot pottery being 
closely related to that of Mycenaean 
materials (Vagnetti 2001b: 103), 
inasmuch this statement would refer to 
Mycenaeans as responsible for Cypriot 
pottery distribution. In my opinion, this 
hypothesis is in contrast, at least as far 
as Sicily is concerned, with the fact that 
some Cypriot pottery types documented 
in Sicily are absent in Mycenaean 
contexts of the Greek mainland. I refer 
to some types discussed in my earlier 
paper (Alberti 2005) and to the 
aforementioned Base Ring II juglets, 
which do not find any match in the bulk 
of Cypriot imports to Mycenaean 
Greece (Alberti forthcoming). My 
statement is not affected by the 
discovery of Cypriot bowl imitations in 
Greece (Stavropoulou et al. 2004): these 
specimens come from contexts much 
earlier in date (transition between 
Middle and Late Helladic) than those 
from Thapsos. It has to be noted, 
moreover, that Cypriot ceramic items 
on the Greek mainland are later in date 
than the Sicilian ones, as the former 
peak in the Late Helladic IIIB (Vagnetti 
and Lo Schiavo 1989: 231; Cline 1991: 
108-113; 114-119). The aforementioned 
evidence of Cannatello witnesses in the 
same direction. Aside from White Slip 
II sherds, that could find some match in 
the Cypriot export to mainland Greece 
(Cline 1991: 131; Merrillees 2001), the 
Cypriot character of the Mycenaean 
repertoire and the presence of handles 
with post-firing signs point to Cyprus. 
The latter case is particularly significant 

since, in spite of the Cretan production 
of Cannatello handles (Day 2005), the 
incised marks point to a connection 
with Cypriotes, as far as we rely on the 
achievements of Hirschfeld’s studies 
(see, e.g., Hirschfeld 1993, 1996).  
In this respect, the partially later 
presence of bronze bowls with Cypriot 
connections from Cannatello’s 
hinterland has to be stressed (Fig. 9 A-
D) (Vagnetti 1968; La Rosa 1979; 
Castellana 2000: 212-237). I believe 
(Alberti 2007c) that sometimes the 
archaeological documentation provides 
good hints to pinpoint with reasonable 
confidence the origins of the traders, in 
spite of the general difficulties in 
identifying specific vectors for the 
Mediterranean Bronze Age traded 
goods. 
 
As regards a previous statement, that is 
the joint arrival of juglets and alabastra, 
the opposite hypothesis pointing to an 
intentional associated deposition of 
Mycenaean piriform jar and alabastra in 
Thapsos’ tombs is suggested by L. 
Alberti and M. Bettelli (2005: 555-556). 
In this respect, it should be stressed that 
it is striking that there are present in the 
same context (Siracusa tomb, Thapsos 
tombs 7 and D) pots that in the same 
period are widespread in one 
geographical area, namely the east 
Mediterranean, where the role of 
Cypriotes in the redistribution of 
Mycenaean pottery has been highlighted 
several times (Gilmour 1992; Van 
Wijngaarden 2002: 275-277; Steel 
2004a: 170). 
 
As for the local funerary contexts and 
the use and appreciation of Cypriot 
items by the locals, it is of interest to 
point out some differences between 
Sicily and other Mediterranean areas. 
These differences can find explanations 
in the local social dynamics in which 
Cyprus-related items were involved. If 
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compared to areas for which social 
remarks of Cypriot items’ appreciation 
are available, like Egypt and northern 
Sinai (Merrillees 1968: 160; Bergoffen 
1991: 60-70; Eriksson 2000: 59), the 
situation in south-eastern Sicily is very 
different.  
I have included here some bar-charts 
(Fig. 10), after a comprehensive analysis 
of the structure of the Thapsos’ society 
made by the present author (Alberti 
2006), in order to outline the picture of 
the quantitative and qualitative 
composition of a sample of high-level 
Thapsos tombs’ inventories.  
 
While in Egypt and Sinai Base Ring 
juglets are found in medium-class 
contexts, in Sicily it seems clear that 
Cypriot imports, as well as Cypriot-
fashioned local vessels, occur closely 
associated to high-ranked tombs 
(Alberti 2006: 410-420). They went 
hand in hand with other high-level 
items, as ornaments in gold and in other 
materials, bronze vessels (possibly 
matching one of the types documented 
in Cannatello’s hinterland, namely 
hemispherical),   few iron items, locally 
made Mycenaean-fashioned pots, and 
Mycenaean and Maltese vessels. The 
jugs’ ‘cost’ affected, as one can imagine, 
by their exotic provenience and by the 
long travel (Earle 1985: 108; Renfrew 
and Bahn 1995: 329-337) needed to 
reach the Sicilian shores as well as by 
their particular contents (Vagnetti 
2001a: 80 note 3), made these objects 
available for only a few, as the bar-
charts clearly highlight. One may 
wonder who these few were. I believe 
that the answer to this question is 
closely related to the prime moves for 
the Thapsos-Cyprus links.  
 
If we look again to the bar-charts, we 
can see that a feature of the high-ranked 
tombs is the repetitive presence of 
bronze daggers (Fig. 11 A). It is very 

likely that these objects, which are of a 
particular type called Thapsos-Pertosa, 
with a possible Cypriot ancestor (Fig. 11 
B) (D’Agata 1986: 105-106), were 
produced at Thapsos itself (D’Agata 
1986: 106). Some tombs of this site 
yielded a number of bronze tools that 
(Fig. 11 C) could have been involved in 
bronze items, possibly dagger, 
production (Alberti 2006: 378, 414). It 
is worth recalling that a fragmentary 
ingot is known to have come from the 
still unpublished Thapsos’ residential 
quarter (Fig. 11 D) (Lo Schiavo 2004: 
1326-1328) and was found in an 
unknown context lying in the site’s 
northern sector. The latter is probably 
identifiable as an industrial quarter 
(Alberti 2006: 416-417; Alberti 2007a, 
note 33). Another bronze ingot, so far 
sporadically quoted in the 
archaeological literature, is documented 
few miles south of Thapsos, on the 
island of Ognina. It was found in a non-
stratified context along with sherds of 
local and Maltese Middle Bronze Age 
fabric (Bernabò Brea 1966: 44-45). 
Bronze working is well documented in 
other Sicilian contemporary settlements, 
like Cannatello (Lo Schiavo 2004: 1325-
1326), I Faraglioni on the island of 
Ustica (Holloway and Lukesh 1995: 15-
17), Panarea (hut III, XI) and Filicudi 
(hut V) in the Aeolian Archipelago 
(Bernabò Brea and Cavalier 1968: 69, 
100-101; 1991: 103). In the latter area, 
sherds of a pithos of Cypriot origin 
have been recently brought to light at 
Salina (Martinelli 2005: 255, 260; further 
remarks in Alberti 2007b). By the same 
token, at the island of Lipari, in the 
settlement lying on its Acropolis, a 
hoard was found containing 75 kg of 
bronze objects. It is later in date than 
the Thapsos’ period, as it belongs to the 
local Final Bronze Age (Moscetta 1988). 
Nonetheless, it contained objects that 
could be traced back to the earlier 
period, such as fragmentary Thapsos’ 
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daggers (Moscetta 1988: 56-58), ox-hide 
ingot fragments and sherds of bronze 
bowls (Moscetta 1988: 61; Lo Schiavo 
2004: 1328-1329). 
 
It seems clear that the daggers had an 
important role in a social perspective, in 
that they revealed their owners as 
members of the local èlite. If we accept 
the idea that the local dominant group 
kept the dagger production under 
control (Alberti 2006: 411), it is likely 
that Cyprus-related items in Thapsos’ 
high-ranked graves are to be considered 
the more visible outcome of links 
between Cyprus and Sicily involving 
movements of raw materials used in the 
local production of items of great social 
relevance. In addition, two pieces of 
evidence lead me to believe that some 
Cypriot-type vessels, such as the local 
Base Ring I-type bowls (Fig. 4 G) 
(Alberti 2005), had a strong meaning 
connected to display of status strategies 
(on the connection between exotica and 
èlite see, e.g., Knapp 1998: 195): 1) their 
prototypes are not documented at 
Thapsos so far; 2) on Cyprus Base Ring 
bowls are likely to have been involved 
in feasting activities related to the use of 
wine (Steel 2004b: 172). One may 
wonder, therefore, if members of the 
local èlite saw genuine Base Ring I bowls 
while feasting in Thapsos with Cypriot 
traders, and then reproduced  the 
shape of those vessels and used  them 
for local social strategies. As regards 
feasting, it is well-known that the social 
and political relevance of drinking 
together, especially from an intercultural 
standpoint, is an activity that is an 
integral part of the etiquette of 
hospitality (Dietler 1990: 361-373). 
 
Finally, if my view about the linkage 
between Thapsos’ èlite and Cypriot 
items on the one hand, and Cypriot 
copper and Thapsos’ local dagger 
production on the other hand, had 

validity it could give reason for the 
presence of a Thapsos’ dagger aboard 
the Uluburun ship  (Fig. 12) (Vagnetti 
and Lo Schiavo 1989: 222-224).  Even 
though the ‘nationality’ and final 
destination of the ship is debated 
(Kassianidou 2003b: 114-116; Pulak 
2005; Bloedow 2005; Bachhuber 2006), 
if the vessel belonged to Cypriot 
traders, one may wonder if the Sicilian 
dagger could have been involved in an 
elitist exchange between local dominant 
groups and copper providers. If one 
would put forward a more daring 
hypothesis, since the dagger is isolated 
among the bulk of items aboard the 
vessel, one may believe that a member 
of the Thapsos’ èlite was aboard the ship 
perhaps to safeguard his group’s interest 
in copper supplying. We have to bear in 
mind that cases do exist of movement 
of people and items from west to east, 
as the slightly later evidence of Tyrints 
(Bettelli 2002: 117-137) and Kommos 
(Watrous et al. 1998; Vagnetti 1999) 
clearly suggests. The scientific analysis 
carried on a dagger’s rivet, pointing to a 
Cypriot origin (Bachhuber 2006: 352 
note 76 with previous references), does 
not pose a serious problem to the 
hypothesis put forward here. While the 
typological affinities between the 
Thapsos and Cypriot daggers can be 
explained with the existence of a 
Cypriot ancestor for the former 
(according to D’Agata previously 
quoted), the result of the scientific 
analysis can be consistent with the 
aforementioned production at Thapsos 
(or, at least, in Sicily) with Cypriot 
copper. On this respect, they could be 
of great interest the results of the 
scientific analyses performed on the 
Thapsos’ ingot and on some bronze 
artefacts from the tomb 7 of the same 
site (Lo Schiavo 2004: 1326). I am 
aware of the possibility of the 
Uluburun’s Thapsos type dagger 
coming from other central 
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Mediterranean area, like southern Italy 
or elsewhere (Albania? see Bachhuber 
2006: 352 note 76). Nevertheless, I 
believe that the Sicilian hypothesis is 
more likely, inasmuch Middle Bronze 
Age Sicily shows the highest 
concentration of evidence pointing to a 
Cypriote connection established during 
the fourteenth century BC. As for this 
latter statement, it is worth noting that 
the radiocarbon dating provided by the 
Aeolian Middle Bronze Age context to 
which the aforementioned Cypriot 
pithos sherds belongs (settlement of 
Salina), points to a date  falling  between 
1525-1320 BCE (confidence=68%) 
(Martinelli 2005, 289-297; remarks in 
Alberti 2007b, 373). This date is 
consistent with that of the bulk of 
Cyprus-related items from Thapsos and 
Cannatello previously taken into 
account. 
 
If we place the Uluburun evidence in its 
chronological framework, it could not 
be by chance that the hypothetical 
presence of a western ‘middleman’ is 
dated between the late  fourteenth cent. 
and the early thirteenth  century BC, as 
the sinking of the vessel suggests 
(Wiener 2003; Pulak 2005:297 note 16; 
Bachhuber 2006: 347 note 15). This is 
the period immediately preceding the 
military campaigns embarked by the 
Nineteenth Dynasty to stabilize the 
Egyptian northern boundaries against 
the Hittite empire. Seti I led the first 
military activity at the very beginning of 
thirteenth century  BC and probably 
passed along the Levantine coast 
(Gonen 1992: 214). It is worth recalling 
that this period sees the decline of 
Cypriot trade with the Near East 
(Gittlen 1981: 51-52; Stern 1984: 20; 
some cautious remarks on the nature of 
this decline in Sherratt 1999:171) and 
the fall-off of eastern and Cypriot 
imports to Kommos (Watrous et al. 
1998: 339).  

 
I wonder, therefore, if this  geopolitical 
situation had some effects on the 
central Mediterranean interest in raw 
materials. Were the local èlite worried 
about a disruption of eastern copper 
and/or tin supplying, which could have 
affected their specialized bronze 
production? If Cypriots traded copper 
to Sicily and if this trade was, even 
partially, centred round the east and 
south Mediterranean shores (Alberti 
2005: 350; Marazzi and Tusa 2005: 607-
608), the political instability of the 
Levantine coastal sites could have 
caused problems to the merchants’ 
movements. The same is valid for trade 
in high-value goods (Sherratt & Sherratt 
1991: 362) like tin, if it was shipped to 
the west along with copper and if the 
Levantine area was a passing point for 
tin coming from further east 
(Afghanistan?) (Muhly 1982: 258; 
Knapp 1986: 43; Kassianidou 2003b: 
116; Bloedow 2005: 336; Pulak 2005: 
295). On the other hand, good relations 
with Sicilian èlites were needed to enjoy 
welcoming landing places like Thapsos 
or Cannatello, possibly in the frame of 
the Global Production Network 
recently proposed by Vianello (2007: 
94-95). We can imagine that their use 
became more important for navigations 
which headed further westward 
(Sardinia) in search of western resources 
(probably tin), perhaps replacing the 
Near Eastern ones (Lo Schiavo 2003: 
129), or seeking new resources like iron 
in Sardinia and/or central Italy 
(Vagnetti and Lo Schiavo 1989: 232; 
Graziadio 1997: 719; De Miro 1999: 79-
81; La Rosa 2000: 133, 136). In this 
respect, it is not by chance if, generally 
speaking, Cypriot pottery is present at 
Thapsos, Cannatello and Sardinia, if 
Sardinian pottery is imported to 
Cannatello (Levi 2004: 237), and if a 
rare item like iron is documented both 
at Thapsos and in Sardinia. Cyprus-
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related materials could be considered, 
therefore, the more visible outcome of 
those complex links. 

 
Summary and conclusions 
 
In conclusion, I believe that in the 
Thapsos’ contexts Cyprus-related items 
are more frequently occurring than one 
might be lead to believe. Base Ring 
juglets (not of Levantine origin and 
arriving to Sicily during the Late Cypriot 
IIB), Mycenaean FS 94 (roughly parallel 

in date), White Shaved jugs, Base Ring 
bowls and other Cypriot-fashioned local 
pottery types, rare items like ivory comb 
and iron rods, not to mention local 
Cypriot-fashioned swords and daggers, 
help us to reconstruct the picture of the 
dialogue between two of the biggest 
Mediterranean islands. This is a picture 
where Cypriot resources and wide-range 
navigation skills on the one hand, and 
Thapsos’ èlite on the other hand, played 
a major role. 
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Figures 
 
Figure 1  Central Mediterranean sea hubs during the local Early Bronze Age (after 
Marazzi and Tusa 2005). 
 

 

Figure 2   Middle Bronze Age Sicily. Sites mentioned in the text. 
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Figure 3   Thapsos. Magnisi peninsula (A). Residential quarter: northern sector (B), 
central sector (C). Thapsos’ type tomb (D). (after Leighton 1999; Tomasello 2004; 
Tomasello 1995-1996). 

 

 
 

Figure 4   Thapsos tombs’ inventory sample. Pots of local tradition (A). Bronze tools, 
bowls and daggers, ornaments in bronze, gold and other materials (B). Mycenaean (C) 
and Maltese (D) imports. Local vessels with engraved Mycenaean-fashioned decoration 
(E). Local vessel and Mycenaean prototype (F). Local vessels (first and third pot) and 
Cypriot prototypes (second and fourth pot) (G) (after Voza 1973b, Orsi 1895, Leighton 
1996, Quilici 1990). 
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Figure 5   Thapsos tomb D inventory. Mycenaean pottery (A). Base Ring juglets (B), 
White Shaved jug (C) (after Voza 1973b modified). 

 

 
 

Figure 6   Plemmirio tomb 48 inventory. Local jug (A) and its possible Proto Base Ring 
prototype (B). Ivory comb (C), near eastern ivory plaque (D) (after Orsi 1891, Quilici 
1990, Saller 1964). 

 

 
 

Figure 7   FS 94-alabastron from Thapsos tomb D (after Voza 1973b). 
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Figure 8   Cannatello settlement and Cypriot imports. Settlement plane (A). Pithos ware 
(B). White Slip II (C). Handles with Cypro-Minoan incised signs (D) (after De Miro 
1998, Vagnetti 1999). 

 

 
 

Figure 9   Bronze bowls from central-south Sicily. Caldare (A-B). Milena (C). Capreria 
(D) (after Vagnetti 1968, La Rosa 1979, Castellana 2000). 
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Figure 10   Bar-charts showing a sample of Thapsos tombs’ high-level inventory (after 
Alberti 2006 modified). 

 

 
 

Figure 11   Thapsos type dagger (A). Cypriot dagger (B). Bronze tool from Thapsos’ 
tombs (C). Copper ingot’s fragment from Thapsos residential quarter (D) (after Orsi 
1895, D’Agata 1986 modified, Lo Schiavo 2004). 
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Figure 12   Thapsos type dagger from Uluburun shipwreck (A) and Matrensa (B) (after 
Vagnetti 1999, modified). 
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