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Abstract: In the framework of this contribution, and taking a macro-historic sacred landscapes
approach, we established a comparative project analysing in parallel the development of sacred
landscapes of two mega-islands, Cyprus and Sardinia, at the transition from the Bronze to the Iron
Age. In both Cyprus and Sardinia, the period between the 12th and 8th centuries BC seems to have
been a time when re-negotiations of individual, societal, and political identities took place, and this
is clearly reflected on the construction of the sacred landscapes of the two islands. We first present
our ‘landscape/macro-historic approach’; we then define the chronological horizon and the socio-
historical contexts under discussion for each island, exploring at the same time how the hierarchical
arrangement of ritual sites appearing at this transitional phase seems to be related with articulated
social order or linked with shifting relations of power and cultural influence. Finally, we proceed to
a discussion addressing the following three questions: (1) what is the relation between individual
insularities and the construction of sacred landscapes on these two mega-islands?; (2) how can a
‘landscape/macro-historic approach’ assist us in better formulating microscopic approaches on both
islands at the transition from the Bronze to the Iron Age?; and (3) is a comparative approach viable?

Keywords: Cyprus; Sardinia; sacred landscapes; insularity

1. Introduction

Traditionally, historians and archaeologists concerned with the insular communities of
ancient Cyprus and Sardinia have often treated ritual and religion as a sub-system of society,
describing its material manifestations (sanctuary architecture or votive assemblages) and
focusing on one particular chronological period (Papantoniou 2012a, p. 65; Ialongo 2013,
p. 187; Depalmas et al. 2016). Thus, the active role of ritual and religion in the construction
and transformation of social identities in the long term and their relationship with internal
and external influences and power have been undervalued. Changes in ritual systems
did not take place overnight. In order to understand ritual and religion as transcultural
phenomena, particularly through major phases of socio-political transitions, it is essential
to grasp both continuity and change.

The connections via trade between the Bronze Age cultures of Cyprus and Sardinia
have been discussed on various occasions (e.g., see more recently Depalmas et al. 2017;
Russell and Knapp 2017; Lo Schiavo 2018; Charalampous 2020; Gradoli et al. 2020; Sabatini
and Lo Schiavo 2020; Knapp et al. 2021), and this is not the objective of the present
comparative approach. The reason for choosing these two mega-islands at the edges of
Mediterranean for a comparative approach is not to observe connections in ritual and cult;
by taking a landscape approach, rather than focusing on specific sites, it is our intention
to contrast Cyprus and Sardinia with regard to the place of the sanctuaries and their
material culture in the landscape and their archaeological and social contexts. Landscape
archaeology is an area of study that crosses conventional boundaries between disciplines,
opening a window to the study of the past across time and space. The study of sacred
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landscapes is concerned with the study of the temporality, spatiality, and materiality of
sacred space through time, using a range of interdisciplinary approaches (Papantoniou et al.
2019, with references). Our previous research has placed great emphasis on the interaction
between political and religious structures, noting the importance of sacred landscapes in
establishing social power and identity (e.g., Papantoniou 2012b, 2016; Depalmas 2014, 2018a;
Depalmas et al. 2016; Papantoniou and Kyriakou 2018). In the framework of this article,
and taking a macro-historic sacred landscapes approach, we established a comparative
project analysing in parallel the development of sacred landscapes of two mega-islands,
Cyprus and Sardinia, at the transition from the Bronze to the Iron Age.

It is generally accepted that the transition from the Late Bronze to the Early Iron
Age is a period that comes after general disorder and movements of people and ideas
in the broader Mediterranean, as well as in Cyprus and Sardinia, resulting in a kind of
new cosmopolitan settlement (Knapp 2008; Georgiou 2012; Iacovou 2013; Ialongo 2017;
van Dommelen 2018, p. 219; Georgiou and Iacovou 2019; for a comparative chronological
table with correspondences between Cyprus and Sardinia, see Russell and Knapp 2017,
p. 4). We have chosen this specific phase as the focus on this contribution as, as we will
demonstrate below, this is the time that the sacred landscapes of the two mega-islands
totally transform. Towards the end of the 12th century BC, Cyprus began to witness major
transformations, which should, at least in part, be related to newcomers from the Aegean
post-palatial world, possibly also from the Levant, who arrived as immigrants (rather
than colonists) in the island’s Late Cypriot urban centres. During the last phase of the
Late Cypriot and during the Cypro-Geometric (ca. 1050–750 BC) periods, negotiations of
individual, societal, and political identities took place, instigating the establishment of a
new political geography on the island.

In Sardinia, during the Final Bronze Age (ca. 1150–950 BC), the construction of typical
Bronze Age architectural structures named Nuraghe (housing towers) and collective monu-
mental tombs known as Giants’ Tombs slowly stopped. The population moved into villages
representing the only form of settlement in the Early Iron Age. The Nuraghe were used
as food stores or for cult rituals, although in rare cases, they continued to be inhabited.
There are no traces of deliberate destruction but only of abandonment. The most important
phenomenon of the period is related to the construction of places of worship. In fact, the
earliest ‘Nuragic’ sanctuaries were built during the Final Bronze Age and at the beginning
of the Early Iron Age (ca. 950 BC): these are centred on monuments built over springs or
deliberately dug wells. Settlements of different sizes often grew up around these temples
(Blake 2001). Many of these were probably only used when the local community came
together to participate in the festivals and religious ceremonies that took place at the sites.
In the Final Bronze Age, we can notice substantial societal changes. Social stratification
appears and consolidates in the Iron Age. In Sardinia, although the term Nuraghe has also
long been widely used to define the Final Bronze and Early Iron Age phases, it should be
remembered that the Nuragic period proper would include only the Middle and Recent
Bronze Age, which coincides with the period of construction and primary use of Nuraghi.
In this sense, the phase relating to sanctuaries and worship, i.e., the Final Bronze and Early
Iron Ages, should not be defined as Nuragic.

2. Cypriot Sacred Landscapes through Time

Ritual practice on Cyprus prior to the beginning of the Late Bronze Age (ca. 1700 BC)
has been identified primarily in the mortuary domain, which seems to have functioned as
a key setting for the origins of cosmological systems (Webb and Frankel 2010). As Webb
(2019a, 2019b; cf. Bürge 2021) has convincingly argued, the institutionalisation of ritual and
the development of related ideologies and iconographies in the Late Bronze Age seem to
derive from earlier, more socially integrative practices and should be seen as a response to
emerging urbanisation and economic intensification. The study of pre-Late Bronze Age
ritual, therefore, serves to capture the indigenous elements of Cypriot culture (Papantoniou
2016; Papantoniou and Webb 2021).
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During the Late Bronze Age (ca. 1700–1100 BC), ritual landscapes became increasingly
linked to industrial activities. The appropriation, distribution, and consumption of various
resources (especially copper), labour, and land were achieved by the elite through exploita-
tion of supernatural knowledge (Knapp 1986, 1996, 1999; Webb 1999, 2001, 2014). Divine
figures standing on the ingots (Figure 1), as well as the direct spatial relation between
copper workshops and sanctuaries in the case of Kition, for example, have been widely
discussed in the scholarship on the construction of an argument around the relationships
between economy and religious institutions (for a literature review, see Kassianidou 2005).

Figure 1. The so-called ‘Bomford Goddess’ (left) and the ‘Ingot God’ of Enkomi (right) (after
Webb 2001, p. 75, Figure 6).

Considering that the foundation horizon of the Cypriot Iron Age polities lies well
within multi-layered socio-political transformations, the statements above should be kept
in mind as one moves towards Iron Age ritual and sacred space. In this context, it is
particularly important to introduce issues of memory into the discussion by noting that a
number of Iron Age sanctuaries were built within the ruins of Late Bronze Age monuments.
At Agia Irini, for example (Figure 2: no. 9), an Iron Age temenos was built on top of the
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ruins of a Late Bronze Age settlement (for the Early Iron Age evidence for sacred landscapes
and a literature review, see Papantoniou 2012b).

Figure 2. Hypothetical map showing the synchronicity of Cypriot kingdoms (as independent polities)
and sanctuary sites at the transition from the Archaic to the Classical period, illustrating the problems
involved in an attempt to capture political and sacred landscapes at a single point in time during
the Iron Age (cost surface GIS analyses conducted by converting slope inclinations derived from
the DLS DEM to time cost per unit surface area travelled based on exponential anisotropic Tobler’s
hiking function). Sanctuary numbers on the map correspond with site names published in the online
appendix of (Papantoniou 2013b): www.ajaonline.org/article/1493; accessed on 17 December 2021.
Digital data courtesy of the Department of Geological Survey and the Department of Lands and
Surveys (map and analysis by Charalampos Paraskeva).

The Early Iron Age political and sacred landscapes (between the 11th and 8th cen-
turies BC) are very difficult to comprehend (Papantoniou 2012b, pp. 306–7; 2016, p. 77;
Iacovou 2013). Nonetheless, one should highlight two significant changes in the perception
of ritual space that took place within this period: (a) the consolidation of the Cypriot urban
and extra-urban Iron Age temenos type with specific religious and public roles/purposes;
(b) a clearer separation of ‘secular’ and ‘religious’ urban space, but still always in direct
ideological relation and association. Based on the current stage of research, this suggestion
cannot be applied as a model for each and every Iron Age polity; each site had its unique
development and individual history, based primarily on its surrounding geography. A fact
remains, however: we can identify temenos sanctuary sites (that is an open court, enclosed
by a peribolos wall, with an altar and sometimes a rectangular room) in urban and rural
environments only towards the end of the Geometric period, that is at the same time as
when we can notice palatial structures on the island. This phenomenon might well relate to
the consolidation of the Cypriot city-kingdoms and their territories.

It is important to note that the transition from the Late Bronze Age to the Early Iron
Age is the first time in the history of the island when a terracotta female figurine, that is
the so-called ‘goddess with upraised arms’ type (Figure 3), is found in a clearly religious
(not just ritual) context. For example, in its last phase, the sanctuary of the ‘Ingot God’ at

www.ajaonline.org/article/1493
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Enkomi (near the later city of Salamis) was equipped with offering benches and the west
‘adyton’ housed a baetyl (an aniconic stone image of the deity) surrounded by many votive
objects, including several figurines of the ‘goddess with upraised arms’. The origin of this
type is often attributed to the ‘post-Mycenaean’ or ‘sub-Minoan’ (non-palatial) worlds.
D’Agata, however, is right to suggest that comparative stylistic studies can take us no
further than mere observation of the ‘migration’ of the type (D’Agata 2005, p. 9). Moving
beyond stylistic analysis, however, the analysis of the archaeological stratified evidence
for Enkomi and other sites such as Kition or Palaipaphos shows that this type of figurine,
along with other representations, does not seem to corroborate the argument that, during
the 12th and 11th centuries BC, the two major islands of Crete and Cyprus were involved
in a particularly noteworthy exchange at the level of actual cultic or ritual practices. Rather,
these stylistic relations may reflect the trade circuit at work between Cyprus and Crete
within the context of wider ranging contacts with the Mediterranean world (D’Agata 2005,
p. 14; cf. Kourou 2002, pp. 32–33; Zeman-Wisniewska 2013) (for detailed discussion and
further references, see Papantoniou 2016, pp. 84–92; cf. Papantoniou 2013a; Budin 2014,
pp. 204–5).

Figure 3. Terracotta figurines of the ‘goddess with upraised arms’ type from the sanctuary of the
‘Ingot God’ at Enkomi (after Webb 1999, p. 214, Figure 75).
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The multiplication of the extra-urban sanctuaries in early Archaic times represents
the climax of a process that started within the Geometric period. While urban sanctuaries
became communal religious centres where social, cultural, and political identities were
affirmed, the extra-urban sanctuaries played an important role in the establishment of the
political and territorial boundaries of the many co-existing Iron Age polities of the Archaic
and Classical periods of the 8th to the 4th centuries BC (Papantoniou 2013b). It is probably
not accidental or results only from access/or non-access to limestone quarries that the best
corpus of monumental limestone sculpture of Cypriot dignitaries or even of probable ‘royal
types’ comes from extra-urban sanctuaries (Satraki 2012), especially those located in the
plain of the Mesaoria, where many polities would have vied for territorial control.

Sanctuaries were diachronically instrumental within the power systems and the con-
struction of the political geography of Cyprus. An examination and analysis of sacred
landscapes in the longue durée provides information on how various agendas and ideas were
communicated and transmitted and allows multiplicity and diversity in their interpretation.
Whether particular extra-urban sanctuaries intentionally marked ‘boundaries’ remains hy-
pothetical and problematic; a macro-historic approach, which examines the Cypro-Archaic
city-kingdom sacred landscapes vis à vis those of the earlier and later periods, can provide
a different framework for understanding the function of extra-urban sanctuaries in the
territoriality of the Iron Age polities (Papantoniou 2019, with references). Nonetheless,
lying within extra-urban settlements, along long-distance communication routes or in
‘frontier’ zones, they were linked to evolving sociopolitical and socioeconomic dynamics,
creating ‘liminal’ zones among the city-kingdoms. Geographic Information Systems (GIS)
analyses of the distribution of city-kingdom sanctuaries (Figure 2) have revealed their
diachronic relationship with roads, sociopolitical ‘boundaries’, and networks, and with
communication and trade routes between city-kingdoms or cities, second-rank towns, and
rural settlements (Papantoniou and Kyriakou 2018; Papantoniou 2019; cf. Papantoniou and
Bourogiannis 2018; Papantoniou and Vionis 2018; Vionis and Papantoniou 2019).

3. Sardinian Sacred Landscapes through Time

As early as in the full Middle Bronze Age (ca. 1700–1350 BC), refined techniques for
cutting and polishing squared building blocks indicate a new, fine taste and specialised
craftsmanship, expressed (as in the case of the Cypriot Bronze Age) first in funerary
monuments and later, during the Final Bronze Age and the Early Iron Age (ca. 1150–750
BC), in specific buildings dedicated to worship (in a similar way as the Cypriot Iron Age
temenos). During the Middle and Recent Bronze Age (ca. 1350–1200 BC), monumental
collective tombs named Giants’ Tombs, were erected. Giants’ Tombs are the buildings
where communal rituals, feasts, and ceremonies for the dead take place. In particular, the
open space shaped in a semi-circular area (exedra) located in the front of tombs coincided
with the ceremonial zone. Like the Nuraghi, the Giants’ Tombs also seem to have stopped
being built by the Final Bronze Age. At the same time, it is possible to observe the rise and
development of sanctuaries and places of worship focused on springs or wells or, in any
case, buildings connected with water, as well as the spread of structures for community
ceremonies such as rotundas or meeting huts. The emergence of monumental complexes
and structures expressly designed for rituals and ceremonies is directly linked to the
diminishing role of the Giants’ Tombs as the location of religious ceremonies.

In contrast to the dense settlement patterns of the Middle and Late Bronze Age, in
the Final Bronze Age and the Early Iron Age, the ‘Nuragic’ sanctuaries gathered different
communities creating new types of networks (Depalmas 2014, 2018a; Usai 2015; Matta 2020).
These cult complexes are diverse and often associated with the use of water, maybe due to
climatic reasons: we can categorise Sardinian religious buildings as: a. sacred wells and
springs; b. rectangular buildings (megaron temples); c. straight-and curvilinear structures;
and d. circular buildings, in some instances featuring so-called ‘rounds with basins’ or
without any vats (Depalmas 2005).
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As already mentioned, the Sardinian Iron Age communities were organised in in-
dependent villages apparently with no substantial differences in size or rank, and not
organised politically under bigger units (Depalmas and Melis 2010; Depalmas 2017). The
exact function or functions of these sanctuaries in the context of these villages and their
territorialisation remains to be identified. As with the building of the Iron Age Cypriot
temenos with its role as a public sanctuary, the building of cult structures in the Final Bronze
Age (ca. 1150–925 BC) is also a completely new phenomenon in the Sardinian landscape.
Around the temples, groups of huts of varying sizes were established and probably often
used by pilgrims at the feasts and religious ceremonies that attracted many communities
from the whole territory, in a similar fashion to modern Christian sanctuaries nowadays in
the Sardinian countryside.

We do not know the precise ceremonies that were practiced around the water cult sanc-
tuaries; however, thanks to archaeological contexts, we can reconstruct a ritual involving
the roasting of animal offerings, probably as part of religious feasts. The few archaeological
contexts in Sardinia that have yielded useful finds show the presence of bones of wild and
domestic animals, some of them burnt, leading to the hypothesis of a liturgy probably dur-
ing ritual meals. In particular, the analysis of the faunal remains found in association with
the pottery and the iconography of the bronze statuettes, representing worshippers offering
gifts such as animals, food, and pottery (e.g., those from the sanctuary of Abini mentioned
below) allow us to support the hypothesis of such offerings and ritual performances in
Sardinian protohistoric sanctuaries (Depalmas et al. 2021). Another important source of
information for understanding the rituals carried out in these sanctuaries is the class of
small bronze figurines, the so-called ‘bronzetti’ (Figures 4 and 5), mainly found within cult
areas and interpreted as offerings given to the temple during ceremonies (Ialongo 2013). In
addition, one of the most commonly depicted subjects is the worshipper offering animals
(rams), objects, and food.

Figure 4. ‘Bronzetti’ from Abini ‘Nuragic’ sanctuary in Teti (from Canino 2014, p. 351).
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Figure 5. Woman offerer from the hoard of S’Arrideli in Terralba (from Alba 2014, p. 384).

The sanctuaries, or the village close to them, would have had an important and
primary role in metallurgical activities for the production of metal weapons, tools, and
objects (Depalmas et al. 2016, pp. 345–48). As well as figurines, a large number of weapons
have been found in so-called ‘Nuragic sanctuaries’ (mainly daggers and ‘votive’ swords),
tools, and objects, often in miniature (Lo Schiavo 1992), and these allow us to classify the
well, the spring, the rectangular or circular building, and other connected rooms as places
of metal artefact collection or even (in some instances) production (Depalmas 2018a, p. 8).
The deposition of weapons in votive sanctuary contexts corresponds to precise offering sets,
in which pins and daggers are recurrent; their presence has been interpreted as a personal
offering, which corresponds to the funerary equipment in other geographical areas, and
so is related to the social status of the donor. As discussed above, one can notice similar
votive practices related to status in the case of the Cypriot Iron Age temenos. As Ialongo
(2013) clearly asserts, Sardinian elites presented a complex ‘ritual strategy’, so that they
could seize political legitimacy and territorial economic organisation. The water sanctuaries
show the power and wealth of ‘Nuragic’ communities through the monumentality of their
structures, their elaborate stone decoration, and the presence of exclusive built-in stone
furniture and votive offerings. The management of the sanctuary by the elites took place
through the involvement of the local communities in the ceremonies and feasts associated
with them, which constitute a powerful attraction for goods and people.

In any case, water sanctuaries were centres of not only religious value, but also of
political, economic, and social significance, since the Sardinians met at them to govern
society and to manage wealth and resources (Depalmas 2018a, pp. 9–10). In addition to
locally produced objects, mainly weapons, tools, ornaments, and figurines, the presence of
fibulae of peninsular origin is well documented (Figure 6). These were evidently dedicated
to the temple as a result of contacts with the Villanovan area, although Sardinian sanctuaries
also received fibulae dating from the Final Bronze Age as votive offerings (e.g., in Santa
Vittoria di Serri, Serra Niedda di Sorso) (Salis and Minoja 2015). It is certainly significant
that the deposition of fibulae in graves is almost unknown, given that the only finds in
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funerary contexts come from the necropolis of Monte Prama, and moreover from outside
a shaft burial (Lo Schiavo 1992). This reinforces the idea that dedication of these objects
to the temple follows the perspective of the offering as an exotic object whose functional
value is not maintained, although it is also possible that the fibulae were deposited as part
of an offering of a textile or item of clothing.

Figure 6. Fibula from cult complex of Sa Sedda ‘ Sos Carros in Oliena (from Gianfranca Salis 2014,
p. 285, n. 27).

Spatial analyses, such as Network Analysis and GIS, support the interpretation that
these Sardinian landscapes, similarly to the Cypriot case, acted as symbolic, economic,
and territorial nodes within and in-between settlements and various natural resources
(Matta 2020) (Figure 7). Even if they still lack an agreed scholarly interpretation, beyond
their function as centres of religious and political aggregation of dispersed communi-
ties, ‘Nuragic’ sanctuaries seem to have been placed at strategic locations of several vari-
ables related to the environment, centrality, territoriality, and economy (Depalmas 2014;
Matta 2020, p. 92). The interaction with groups coming from outside, such as the Phoeni-
cians, who began to frequent the coasts of the island at least from the beginning of the Iron
Age, seems also to be reflected in the internal dynamics of the sanctuaries, which appear to
be centres able to attract exotic goods, probably always in the context of offerings dedicated
at the temple. It is also possible, according to new models, that these arrived from outside,
via emporia (van Dommelen 2018, pp. 219–21), in some cases perhaps coinciding with
sanctuary sites, such as Sant’Imbenia in Alghero (for the hypothesis of the presence of
an indigenous sanctuary in the site, see Depalmas 2018b, p. 119). Significant here is the
presence of bronzes featuring iconographies of oriental divinities in cult complexes such
as those of Santa Cristina in Paulilatino and the Camposanto in Olmedo (Tore 1983) or
Nurdole in Orani (Madau 1997), testifying to the role and the force of attraction played by
the sanctuaries of the inland areas with regard to the coastal areas as well.
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Figure 7. Network graph showing the connections between sanctuaries (in red), major settlements
(yellow), other Nuragic settlements (brown), and ores (green, blue, pink) (from Matta 2020, p. 121,
Figure 5).

4. Discussion

Having presented the evidence first from Cyprus and then from Sardinia from the
Bronze to the Iron Age, we conclude by addressing the following three questions:

4.1. What Might Be the Relation between Individual Insularities and the Construction of Sacred
Landscapes on These Two Mega-Islands?

What we have been able to show is that within their Late Bronze Age and Iron Age
insular systems, both Cypriot and Sardinian sanctuaries, as is the case in other areas of the
Mediterranean and world religion (e.g., see case studies in Papantoniou et al. 2019 with ref-
erences), were centres not only of religious importance, but also of political, economic, and
social significance, acting as central places where communities from the broader territory
would have met, and where social and political identities were manifested and maintained.
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Archaeologically, when it comes to sacred landscapes and religious material culture,
Cyprus and Sardinia have revealed distinct identities shaped both by isolation and connec-
tivity with the external world. For example, if we take the so-called ‘goddess with upraised
arms’ figurines from Cyprus, we can note that it is influenced by the Aegean, but at the
same time, they acquired a specific identity and meaning within their own insular systems
(Papantoniou 2016). In Sardinia, the constant presence among the offerings of the sanc-
tuaries of materials imported from outside, especially from the Italian peninsula, such as
Villanovan fibulae, indicates not only the intense relations between the two opposite sides
of the Tyrrhenian Sea, but also the tendency to take over and give new meanings to this ma-
terial (Salis and Minoja 2015). Island size and proximity to the mainland and other islands
can influence the nature of insularity and connectivity (Gordon 2018; Knodell et al. 2020),
in this case the levels of transmission and transformation of culture (Clarke 2005). The
ways in which materials, ideas, and behaviours are transmitted and transformed in time
and space have usually been explored by historians and archaeologists who tended to
focus on trade and exchange, immigration, colonisation, cultural diffusion, acculturation,
and enculturation. Modern scholarship has been particularly keen on identifying and
understanding the complex web of other interactions, transmissions, and transformations
that happen when processes such as trade, exchange, military conflict, and social disorder
take place, as well as the multiplicity of social changes that result from such phenomena
(Schortman and Urban 1992; Clarke 2005; Knapp and van Dommelen 2010): movement of
people and social disorder, trade and exchange, all of which are related to the transition
from the Bronze to the Iron Age in the Mediterranean, are deeply linked to the way in
which culture is transmitted and transformed. Agency and objectification processes also
need to be considered in order to comprehend ancient cultural systems, artefacts and their
meanings, as well as ancient cognitive systems and sacred landscapes. It should, thus, be
remembered that any artefact can give rise in different viewers to a multitude of varying
and even contradictory perceptions, responses, and meanings, depending on their personal
experience and identity (Elsner 1995, p. 3).

Movement of objects and ideas through space via migration, trade, exchange, etc.
appear to enhance or promote change. Cultural traits, therefore, travel with people, but
not all aspects of culture travel in the same way. A ‘receiving group’, for instance, can
easily copy materials, decorative styles, and iconography, and these kinds of cultural trans-
missions are more clearly identifiable in the material record. Technologies and ideologies,
including religion, require greater human participation in the transmission process, and
they are harder to identify. When transmitted, such cultural forms can also be transformed.
An important problem, however, in cultural transmission and transformation studies is
identifying the level of human participation in the process. While style, for instance, can be
transferred without the presence of people who have actual knowledge of it, the adoption
of new technologies or ideologies apparently requires the presence of people who can
demonstrate ways of doing things and ways of thinking about them. It is indeed very
difficult to grasp the complexities of human interaction without first understanding the
types of cultural transmissions and transformations that have occurred in a local context.
Culture is created by experience shaped by various interactions with the world around,
and it should be emphasised that the concept of ‘local context’ is very important in this
process. The role of memory in the transmission and transformation of culture becomes
an important interlocutor (Rowlands 1993). Mega-islands, such as Cyprus and Sardinia,
therefore, produced different sacred landscapes and religious material culture, which were
largely self-sufficient.

4.2. How Can a ‘Landscape/Macro-Historic Approach’ Assist Us in Better Formulating
Microscopic Approaches on Both Islands at the Transition from the Bronze to the Iron Age?

Such an approach shows that, in the cases of Cyprus and of Sardinia, a Bronze Age
cult practice was transformed and transplanted into the Iron Age due to its association
with a successful indigenous political and economic model based on the elite manipulation
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of power, including the production and circulation of metals and other resources. In using
the terms ‘transplantation’ and ‘transformation’, we refer to the transfer of earlier ideas
(and ideals)—as read in ritual practices, cult, and iconography—into an Iron Age sacred
landscape, functioning within the context of a newly emerged political/administrative
topography. Material evidence and iconography, as described above, allows us to identify
sacred space in a given territory and to reconstruct sacred landscapes in which natural
and/or manmade features were endowed with religious meaning. In addition, we can
investigate how the two different cultures under discussion saw the relationship between
natural resources, human constructions, and the supernatural, how the environment was
changed or manipulated to construct a sacred landscape, and how the ‘acculturation’
process or forms of interpretatio religiosa resulted in changes to the sacred landscapes. In
order to value ‘religion’ on these terms, we must question where the ‘secular’ and the
‘sacred’ begin or end and consider how it might be possible to isolate the ‘sacred’ from its
socio-cultural matrix. The emergence and establishment of spatial analysis as a new field
of study has put space at the centre of historical analysis. Sacred spaces, previously usually
overlooked or studied as single sites irrespective of their built and natural environment,
are now seen as sites of historical processes within a broader socio-political landscape and
environmental framework (Papantoniou et al. 2019).

However, the relationship between ritual and community should be singled out.
Materials used in ritual and votive practice, such the ‘goddesses with upraised arms’
figurines in the case of Cyprus or the Villanovan fibulae in the case of Sardinia, express the
reception of this relationship by the public. Power and knowledge are closely linked, and
the interaction between the population and political structures needs to remain our primary
concern when we attempt to interpret ancient power structures. These concerns are closely
bound to issues of the interaction between popular and politico-religious identities. The
audience of both the Cypriot and the Sardinian sanctuaries must have taken ownership
of the reception of any interaction, otherwise the message would be lost. Trends and
iconography, therefore, were always translated into and reworked within Cypriot and
Sardinian island traditions in order to express both elite ideology and popular cosmology.

4.3. Is a Comparative Approach Viable?

A comparative approach is viable not because there is any concrete evidence for direct
interaction between the two mega-islands, but mainly because we are focusing on two
mega-islands, behaving differently and more independently in relation to other smaller
islands in the Aegean Archipelagos or the Croatian coast, for example. In addition, studying
macro-historically the sacred landscapes of the two mega-islands, we can observe similar
behaviours or functions of the sanctuaries, although, in each case, in a very different socio-
political setting. Mega-islands may offer their own continental feeling, exactly because they
are mega rather than being studied from the external vantage point of continental realms;
thus, each mega-island can provide special insights into larger processes of socio-political
responses, global or local (Hadjikyriacou 2017, p. x). Reminiscent of mainland areas with
plateaus and mountain ranges, areas that Braudel (1972, pp. 160–61) called ‘islands that the
sea does not surround’, ‘sea-girt islands are landmasses marked by fluctuating levels of
social connectivity and isolation’ (Gordon 2018, p. 5); i.e., they can be places where social
processes are either difficult to observe on continental space, or qualitatively variant on
such mega-islands. Following Knapp (2008, pp. 373–86), local resources, seascape, and
geopolitical location can create unique—and archaeologically legible—identities. Such an
approach can contribute to a discourse on insularity, especially through its examination of
long-term biogeographic and short-term socio-cultural configurations (Gordon 2018, p. 5).

The concept of ‘islandscapes’ (involving the sea and the coasts) becomes even more
vital when studying such mega-islands, where the landscapes and coastlines are experi-
enced differently by people living on the same island and may include a diverse range
of ‘temporal’ and ‘spatial’ features (Gordon 2018, pp. 21–22). Thus, each Cypriot polity
should be seen as an individual micro-entity (to use the term metaphorically, as if a small
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islandscape) within the unitary space of the Cypriot mega-island, and each Sardinian
post-Nuraghi society should be seen as an individual micro-entity island within the unitary
space of the Sardinian mega-island. The cultural unity of the Cypriot polities and the
Sardinian settlements seems to rely on a multi-layered composition of regional variabil-
ity created by inter-regional influences, while the stylistic and architectural comparisons
between the various centres should be viewed vis à vis other material culture indicators
and topographical features. In other words, in each centre, we find architectural and
material similarities between sanctuaries, but also regional variation (Papantoniou 2012a,
pp. 21, 106; Depalmas 2018a). The clusters of Cypriot and Sardinian sacred landscapes
(Figures 3 and 4) further showcase the idea of multiple islandscapes making a connected
mega-island. In understanding such mega-islands, one has to consider first the differing
levels of connectivity and isolation influenced by external contact (or non-contact if we con-
sider the landward buffers beyond seascape and established views on the relative distance
of Sardinian parts from the continental shores) (cf. Vogiatzakis et al. 2017), and secondly,
long-term local practices in the case of each island. It appears that there could have been
a range of islandscape-based notions of insularity that would have affected Cypriot and
Sardinian sacred landscapes and their material expression, allowing for a great degree of
local insular developments at the transition from the Late Bronze Age to the Early Iron
Age (cf. van Dommelen 1998, pp. 11–13; Kearns 2018; Dawson 2019; Russell 2020). The
development of major coastal sanctuaries in the seascape of Cyprus during the Late Bronze
Age, at Kition and Palaipaphos, continuing into the Iron Age, the Hellenistic and the Roman
periods, in parallel with other major coastal sanctuaries at Amathous, Salamis, Soloi, and
Kourion, for example, further supports this statement, relating to topographical features,
seascape connectivity, and landward isolation. Most Sardinian sanctuaries originated in
the Final Bronze Age, if not the Recent Bronze Age, and developed during the Early Iron
Age, elaborating complex forms of organisation through the establishment of complex
rituals, the control of metallurgical workshops, and the management of considerable wealth
including objects of external provenance such as amber, bronze, and fibulae. Sanctuaries
were also places of attraction and sites of meetings with Phoenician components that came
from the coast to inland areas, as is well exemplified by the sanctuary of Santa Cristina,
where, in addition to Villanovan fibulae, there are Levantine elements represented not only
by Phoenician ceramics but also by figures of seated deities.

5. Conclusions

This article represents a first attempt to develop a comparative approach between
Cypriot and Sardinian sacred landscapes, and to explore what lessons we can learn from
such an approach. Our contribution contrasts Cyprus and Sardinia with regard to the
place of sanctuaries and their material culture in the landscape and the archaeological and
social contexts. There is clearly much more space for future research and developments
using and developing this approach. Broadening our scope to the cosmopolitan settlements
that emerged after the Early Iron Age Mediterranean movements (van Dommelen 2018,
p. 227), through the study of material culture deriving from these sacred landscapes, we
may be able to explore the broader array of cultural interaction at both local scale and inter-
regionally in the Mediterranean, asking questions about the nature of the evolving worlds
in a local context, full of material or ideological connectivities, as seen in the material culture
from Cypriot and Sardinian sanctuaries presented above. Some of the insular variables
that shaped Cypriot notions of insularity (size, ports, and seafaring history) may have
parallels on Crete or Sicily, while the range of its natural resources is closer to Sardinia
(Gordon 2018, p. 15). It is, however, the unique combination of each island’s size, resources,
and location in relation to contacts with continental cultures that likely played a key role in
influencing spatially contingent notions of Cypriot and Sardinian insularities as expressed
in sacred landscapes and their material culture, and as reflected in the periods afterwards
(cf. Roppa 2018; Gordon 2020, p. 17; Kardulias 2020). Both in Cyprus and Sardinia, sacred
landscapes seem to have played a significant role in the control of resources and the mobility
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of raw materials, as well as the territoriality of space. An island archaeology approach
offers a framework for exploring the transition from the Late Bronze Age to the Early
Iron Age, contextualising Cypriot and Sardinian sacred landscapes within a geohistorical
situation that is unique to these sea-girt mega-islands (cf. Kopaka and Cadogan 2012,
p. 23). In recent years, Cyprus, on the eastern margins of the Mediterranean, and in a
number of publications, has emerged more and more often as an incompatible peripheral
entity, whose archaeological record confirms its uniqueness, encouraging ‘Cyprocentric’
approaches that emphasise its long-term endogenous rather than exogenous cultures and
historicity (Iacovou 2007; followed or commented by, e.g., Papantoniou 2012a, 2013a, 2016;
Satraki 2012; Counts and Iacovou 2013, p. 17; Averett 2015; Gordon 2018, p. 8; Kearns 2018,
p. 67). Perhaps the time is ripe, when it also comes to Sardinia, on the western margins
of the Mediterranean, to move more clearly to similar ‘Sardinocentric’ approaches, free of
neighbouring continental or contemporary nationally (i.e., Greek for the case of Cyprus,
and Italian for the case of Sardinia) driven archaeologies, for insular interpretations of both
‘Nuragic’ and later historical sacred landscapes.
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