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P
afos (Paphos) was the name given to two distinct
ancient cities, built approximately 1,000 years and
16 kilometres apart.  Our modern Pafos is the

western-most and youngest of the two, located on the
coastline.  Aphrodite’s Pafos – called Palae, or Old Pafos
– lies on a rocky plateau now partly covered by the village
of Kouklia.

The legends surrounding the founding of Old Pafos
invoke some of the best-known names in Greek and
Roman literature.  According to a 2nd century AD traveller
named Pausanias, who compiled a record of the history
and legends of his time, King Agapenor of Arcadia (part
of ancient Greece) founded Pafos when bad weather drove
his ships to Cyprus as he was returning home from the
Trojan War.  Another likely founder is mentioned in
Homer’s Iliad as a king of Cyprus at the time of the Trojan
War: Kinyras, son of Adonis, developed religious rites
surrounding the worship of Aphrodite.  He was the first of
a line of king-priests of Pafos, and Pafian kings would
later trace their ancestry to him.

As for the name Pafos itself, a legend that appears in
Ovid’s Metamorphoses tells us that Pygmalion created a
statue of a woman so beautiful that he fell in love with her.
When Aphrodite took pity on him and gave the statue life,
Pygmalion was able to marry the woman.  He named their
daughter Pafos, and shared her name with the town as
well.

Legends aside, what we know for certain is that the
Sanctuary of Aphrodite in Old Pafos was her most
important shrine in ancient times, drawing many pilgrims
from Cyprus and abroad to worship the goddess of love
and fertility.

Archaeology, however, adds science to the legends.
The site’s earliest inhabitants lived here during the
Chalcolithic Age, from about 3900 BC to 2500 BC, but we
also know that Old Pafos was inhabited continuously from
the 15th century BC until the end of the Middle Ages.   A
burial site just east of the village of Kouklia supports the
settlement here of Achaean Greeks in the 12th century BC,
revealing tomb gifts such as pottery, bronze and iron
weapons and vessels, gold ornaments and a bronze skewer
with an inscription in the Cypriot syllabary, or language –
the earliest known Greek inscription in Cyprus.

The Romans annexed Cyprus in 58 BC, and it is from
their coins and seal stones that we see how the Sanctuary
of Aphrodite would have looked upon their arrival.
Constructed of fine ashlar (rectangular-cut) blocks, the
sanctuary would have resembled a large walled courtyard
that held a room-sized altar, with benches for pilgrims’
offerings.  The altar’s central entrance was flanked by
large pillars, with an emblem on top that looked like a
lotus flower.

The Romans, of course, would have made some
changes.  Archaeological excavations of the Roman ruins
have revealed that a series of rooms ran along the east side
of the courtyard, with the centre room forming the court-
yard’s main entrance.  Arcades ran along the north and
south sides of the courtyard, and the altar itself probably
lay on the west side.

Continuing our series on the cultural heritage
of the island, we move to Cyprus’s southwest,
near the modern village of Kouklia.   It’s here
that the old city of Pafos flourished, from the
15th century BC through to the end of the
Middle Ages.

It’s also here, just north of her legendary
birthplace in the sea foam near Petra tou
Romiou, that Aphrodite was worshipped from
antiquity, prompting Homer to immortalise the
relationship between the goddess and the
island:

“…laughter-loving Aphrodite came to
Cyprus to Pafos, where is her precinct

and fragrant altar…”

(from Homer’s Odyssey)

Over the next 1500 years, Old Pafos saw the arrival of
Christianity, devastating earthquakes, equally devastating
raids from neighbouring countries and the Crusades.
During the medieval period, it flourished as the centre of
the Lusignan sugar industry.  A sugar refinery was
established partially on the temple site, and an imposing
manor house was built nearby, which was called the
Château de Couvoucle, or Royal Covocle.  Today, the
stately Gothic Hall in the manor house’s east wing
survives, its four bays distinguished by dramatic 13th

century French-style arches.  
It is to this house that we may also owe the village name

of Kouklia.  The Greek word “kouvouklia” basically
means a covered sleeping area or enclosure: the sleeping
quarters of the Byzantine emperors were known by this
name, and their bodyguards were referred to as
“kouvikoularioi”.  The bodyguards’ services were often
repaid in land or a country house, which also took their
name, thus lingering in the language through to the
Lusignan period and beyond.

The rest of the manor house that we see today – the
north wing and gate tower, the west wing and half of the
east wing – dates from the Ottoman period that began in
the 16th century, when the site became a farm, or “çiftlik”,
of considerable size, and the manor house was used for
living quarters and stores.  

Today, the manor house is a museum that is well worth
visiting, not only for its good collection of objects found in
the area (terracotta figurines, weapons, jewellery and
script), but for its display of the fertility stone of
Aphrodite.  The large, rather pyramid-like stone would
have sat within the sanctuary altar, representing the
goddess, who was believed to be too beautiful to be
represented in human form.

Near the manor
house, you can see the
many layers of Old
Pafos’s history on the
ground around you:
finely cut ashlar blocks
were probably part of
the sanctuary itself
(you’ll also see them re-
used in local buildings),
while mosaics and
foundations date back
to Roman times, and
sugar milling equip-
ment from the Middle
Ages.

In fact, the ground
looks rather like sev-
eral different jigsaw
puzzles that have been
tossed together, but
there’s no doubt that the
pieces add up to a
remarkable story – that
of Aphrodite herself.

The manor house (museum) on the outskirts
of the ancient village of Kouklia

Aphrodite’s Rock -
where Aphrodite reputedly came ashore

Statue of
Aphrodite

Pafos
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