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W
inemaking in Cyprus stretches some 6,000 
years into the past and it is widely believed it 
was these early vineyards that triggered the 

spread of winemaking around the ancient world. 
here is an abundance of archaeological indings 

which provide ample evidence that viticultural activity 
in Cyprus dates back to the depths of time. here 
are unique ancient mosaics portraying god Dionysus 
(Bacchus), very old wine-presses at the villages of 
Omodos, Lania and elsewhere and amphorae and other 
wine-related pots crowding the island’s archaeological 
museums. At the village of Erimi eighteen pots were 
unearthed, twelve of which had been used for wine at 
some period between 3500 and 3000 BC. hey are all 
tangible proof of Cyprus’ viticultural history through the 
centuries, testaments of an awe-inspiring heritage  
in winemaking.

Facts are supported by legend and ancient history. 
he Song of Solomon praises Cyprus wines. In 800 
BC, Hesiodos described the making of Cyprus wines. 
he Greek poet Euripides wrote of vast pilgrimages 
to Cyprus to taste the wine, or as it was then known 
‘Cyprus Nama’. Legend has it that the irst mortal to be 
taught to make wine was Ikarios, whose teacher was 
Dionysos, the god of wine himself. he scene is, in fact, 
depicted in a mosaic in the House of Dionysos at Pafos 
in the Pafos Archaeological Park where other vinous 
scenes are also to be viewed. As well as this, fascinating 
archaeological evidence of vine culture and winemaking 

is to be seen in museums and other places.
Cyprus still boasts some of the oldest wine grape 

varieties, unafected by the vine louse, known as 
phylloxera, at the beginning of the 20th century, many  
of which have colourful histories of their own. None 
more-so than the renowned and several times award 
winning Commandaria. 

he catastrophic consequences of phylloxera led 
European vine-growers engrafting scions of well-known 
European varieties onto American vine stocks which 
are resistant to the disease. his resulted in vine plants 
resistant to phylloxera which produce grapes whose 
organoleptic or sense-related characteristics – ie colour, 
aroma and lavour – are not quite identical to those of the 
original European vine known as Vitis Vinifera.

In very few parts of the world, apart from Cyprus, the 
European vine is still cultivated. hese are Chile, the  
Greek island of Santorini and some regions of Portugal  
and South Australia.

Since 2004, Cyprus has maintained upheld a 
classiication system based on the right given to 
four viticultural regions on the island (Akamas Laona, 
Vouni Panayias – Ambelitis, Pitsilia and the villages 
of Limassol) to produce wines denoted as ‘Wines of 
Controlled Appellation of Origin’ and a ifth region where 
Commandaria Wine (Protected Geographical Indication)  
is produced.

YEARS OF 
HISTORY

CYPRUS WINE 
CLASSIFICATION
Cyprus’ accession to the European 
Union has necessitated new 
legislation that would classify the 
wines produced on the island. Four 
viticultural regions have been 
identiied which are designated 
to produce Wines of Controlled 
Appellation of Origin: 
1. Akamas Laona
his region lies near the 
north-west coast of Cyprus 
and comprises the six village 
communities of Drousia, Inia, 
Kathikas, Kritou Terra, Pano 
Arodes and Kato Arodes which 
are allowed to produce both red 
and white wines. In the case of red 
wines at least 85% of the blend 
should be derived from one of the 
two local varieties of Maratheftiko 
and Ofthalmo and for white wines 
85% of the blend should come 
from the local variety Xynisteri.
2. Vouni Panayias – Ambelitis
his region is in the western part 
of the island at an altitude of over 
800 metres and comprises the 
villages of Ambelitis, Galataria, 
Kilinia and Panayia. Both white 
and red wines may be produced. 
White wines must use Xynisteri 
as the basic constituent (at 
least 85%). Red wines may be 
produced in two ways: he basic 
constituent must be either one 
of the two indigenous varieties 
of Maratheftiko or Ofthalmo to a 
level of at least 85%, or the local 
Mavro variety (at least 60%) 
supplemented by over 30% of 
one of speciied foreign varieties 
(Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabernet 
Franc, Syrah, Merlot etc.).
3. Pitsilia
his region comprises no less 
than 32 villages all situated on 
the slopes of Madari, Papoutsa 
and Maheras mountains. For 
the production of white wines, 
Xynisteri must constitute at least 
85% of the blend and for red wines 
either Maratheftiko or Ofthalmo 
must constitute at least 85% of 
the blend, or the blend may be 
made up of 60% Mavro and  
30% of one of the speciied  
foreign varieties.
4. he Wine Villages of Limassol
On the southern slopes of the 
Troodos mountains lie 20 villages 
known as the Wine Villages which 
constitute the fourth region of 

Appellation of Origin. Prominent 
in the Wine Villages region are 

two subregions - Afames and 
Laona. he production of both 
white and red wine in the Wine 
Villages region is based on the 
same grape varieties as in the 

Pitsilia region.
5. Regional Wines (Vin de Pays)

Table wines may also have 
a regional designation if they 

originate in one of the four 
districts; Nicosia, Limassol, Paphos 
or Larnaca. Essentially these 
categories correspond to the 
French “Vin de Pays” wines.
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MOSAIC DECORATIONS DEPICTING DIONYSOS, GOD OF 
WINE, ‘HOUSE OF DIONYSOS’ PAPHOS, 2ND CENTURY AD

PANORAMIC VIEW OF ONE  
OF THE MOUNTAIN WINE  

VILLAGES IN CYPRUS 

“An all year round sun and best sandy beaches, 
but Cyprus has so much more to offer”



INDIGENOUS WHITE 
VARIETIES
● XYNISTERI
Xynisteri is the most widespread 
white grape variety in the Cypriot 
vineyard, producing fresh, light-
coloured wines with low alcohol 
levels that are, until now not 
amenable to ageing, performing 
best when young. A new generation 
of oenologists, has also proved 
that Xynisteri may give aged full-
bodied wines with rich and complex 
l avours. White wines are made from 
Xynisteri alone or its blends with 
recognised imported varieties, such 
as Chardonnay.

● MAVRO
Mavro, meaning black, is by far 
the most widespread red wine 
making variety of the island; a very 
productive cultivar characterised 
by large juicy grapes that make 
it a superb table variety. Mavro is 
by far the most widespread red 
wine making variety of the island. 
It performs best from vines found 
in mountainous regions with poor, 
barren soils giving red wines that 
must be consumed young.
● OFTHALMO
h is variety accounts for a very 
small percentage scattered all over 
the Cypriot vineyards. When not 
irrigated, it can produce wines of 
a light colour, a distinctive intense 
aroma, thin body and very low 
acidity which are not amenable 
to ageing.
● YIANNOUDI
h e red variety of Yiannoudi is 
the new prospect of the Cypriot 
oenology for the production of 
quality red wines of local character. 
It presents exceptional colour 
characteristics that can be equally 
compared with the noble red 
varieties and an impressive tannic 
structure of good quality. It has 
aromas of bushes and wild berries 
of the Cypriot nature. A variety with 
the ability to produce both light and 
full bodied wines, managing thus to 
cover the full range of preferences 
of the consumers.
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THE CYPRUS 
VINEYARD
Cyprus’ high quality indigenous 
grapes of er the key to the island’s 
viticultural future. Producers, large 
and small agree it is the country’s 
indigenous grapes that of er the 
most potential for quality wines 
with a point of dif erence; it is a good 
product plus sense of provenance, 
which is crucial to unlocking 
international sales. Certainly when 
it comes to native grapes, the 
country has identii ed those with 
the greatest quality potential, white 
and red, and is growing plantings, 
ensuring there is a real sense of 
place to the wines produced.

INDIGENOUS GRAPES GIVE THE WINES OF THE MEDITERRANEAN ISLAND A UNIQUE 
SELLING POINT ABROAD AND BLEND VERY WELL WITH IMPORTED VARIETIES

● SPOURTIKO
h e name Spourtiko means 
‘’bursting’’, a reference to its berries 
whose fragile skin splits easily. It is a 
variety with a short vegetative cycle 
with medium-sized, loosely-packed 
cluster with big berries of golden-
yellow colour. It is known to produce 
light wines with an alcohol content 
that rarely exceeds 11%. All Spourtiko 
wines can be distinguished by their 
herbaceous and citrus character.
● PROMARA
Very rare variety, with big and 
compact cluster and big berries. It 
is i rst referred in bibliography in 
1893 as Promara or Glykopromon. 
It resists very well to the drought 
and the calcareous soils as well as 
the cryptogamic diseases and the 
enemies of the vine because of its 
thick skin. By using the appropriate 
winemaking techniques, Promara 
produces wines with exotic aromas 
of mango, watermelon, pear and 
banana. Its wines present well-
balanced acidity and the capacity to 
mature in oak barrels.
 
INDIGENOUS RED 
VARIETIES
● MARATHEFTIKO OR 
VAMVAKADA
Maratheftiko makes for a 
concentrated wine of which the 
tannin, fragrance, colour and 
structure are extremely close to 
those of a Cabernet. It is a multi-
dynamic variety that can give a 
multitude of wine types – from rosés 
and light reds to reds suitable for 
ageing. At its best, it produces high 
quality red wines of intense colour, 
thick fruity aroma with a notable 
scent of cherries and blackberries 
and full body with select tannins 
that render it amenable to extended 
ageing. Maratheftiko and Mavro, two 
varieties often blend together to 
give truly Cypriot red wines.

COMMANDARIA – 
A LEGENDARY WINE
It is the oldest named wine 
in the world and its history 
is intertwined with that of 
Cyprus, with production going 
back centuries. Commandaria 
is a sweet/dessert wine from 
sun-dried grapes produced 
in the foothills of the Troodos 
Mountains and owes its name 
to the Lusignan period when the 
area in which it was produced 
belonged to the Catholic 
Orders of Knights (La Grande 
Commanderie). Richard the 
Lionheart, who seized Cyprus 
from the last Byzantine ruler and 
built a castle at Kolossi where 
he and Berengaria held their 
wedding feast, celebrated with 
the wonderful local wine which 
he called ‘the wine of Kings and 
the King of wine’.

h is sweet wine from sun-
dried grapes was actually 
produced much earlier, from 
the age of Hesiodos, with 
recent archaeological research 
suggesting it may actually have 
its origins as far back as 3500 
BC. During the Middle Ages and 
Ottoman rule, it was among the 
best known and most coveted 
wines in the world. With Ottoman 
rule, it slipped gradually into 
obscurity and was replaced by 
other similar European wines 
that were made in the same 
way. Today, the Commandaria 
area covers 14 villages on the 
south and southeastern slopes of 
Troodos in Limassol district. 

Commandaria is made from 
the two indigenous varieties, 
Mavro and Xynisteri and it is 
by no chance that only these 
varieties are suitable for its 
making. h ese grapes posses 
such characteristics which make 
them suitable for prolonged 
maturity on the vine and drying 
in the sun.

Regulations 
demand that 

only these two traditional varieties 
may be used and that the grapes 
must come from vineyards where 
the plants have the traditional 
low bush form, with extremely 
low acceptable yields. h e plants 
must be at least four years old and 
the grapes must not be carried 
out of the Commandaria zone for 
vinii cation.

Today, great eff orts are made 
to promote it, although there is a 
lot of competition in this category. 
Commandaria regularly takes part 
in international wine competitions 
and there indeed is sweeping 
awards and earning impressions.

THE FEAST OF 
THE FIVE KINGS
In 1363, in the City of London, there 
took place the now famous Feast 
of the Five Kings. h is was the 
occasion when Alderman Sir Henry 
Picard, at that time Master of the 
Vintners’ Company, hosted a dinner 
to a highly distinguished group of 
guests. According to tradition, the 
Mayor of London sumptuously 
feasted King Edward III of England, 
King John II of France, King David 
II of Scotland, King Valdemar IV of 
Denmark and King Peter I of Cyprus 
and many other noblemen. It was 
the time when Peter Lusignan 
was travelling around Europe in an 
attempt to assemble an army for a 
new crusade.

h ere is no record of the fare 
that the wine trader Picard 
off ered to his guests, but legend 
maintains that Commandaria 
which would withstand the hazard 
of rough handling and changes 
of temperature during transport, 
actually fl owed in rivers.

h e Vintners’ Company to this 
day drink their traditional toast 
with i ve cheers to commemorate 
what was a memorable occasion. 
A painting by Charles Taylor in the 
Royal Exchange of London depicts 

vividly the magnii cence and 
grandeur of the Feast 

of the Five Kings.

COMMANDARIA, THE WORLD’S 
OLDEST NAMED WINE STILL 

IN PRODUCTION
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KOLOSSI CASTLE

INTERNATIONAL 
VARIETIES
International varieties such as 
Chardonnay, Riesling, Sauvignon 
blanc, Cabernet franc, Cabernet 
sauvignon, Semillon, Syrah, 
Grenache and Mourvedre also 
l ourish in Cyprus, which in places 
has near perfect viticultural 
conditions. 

Replanting and modern 

machinery, coupled with a new 
generation of enthusiastic 
and internationally trained 
oenologists, are ensuring 
the increasing production of 
approachable and complex wines. 
Crucially, these still have a clear 
sense of place achieved from 
unique viticultural conditions and 
the blending of the international 
with the indigenous.
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A NEW ERA FOR 
CYPRUS WINE
h e last 15 years have seen 
dramatic changes in the Cypriot 
winemaking landscape. Following 
the country’s entry into the EU in 
2004, the winemakers of Cyprus 
have taken the best of what 
Europe of ers from wine production 
through to marketing and branding 
and combined it with their own 
personality and history to of er 
consumers something unique.

Over the past generation the 
key traditional wineries have been 
joined by over 60 smaller regional 
wineries which gave birth to a new 
era in Cyprus viniculture and wine 
production. Cyprus’ winemakers are 
continuously expanding production 
by planting new vineyards, buying 
and restoring old wineries and 
investing in human expertise to 
develop new techniques and blends 
in wine making which have led to 

CYPRUS WINE 
CULTURE

WINE ROUTES
h e Cyprus Tourism 
Organisation has organised and 
designated seven wine routes 
along which visitors can get to 
know the island’s wineries which 
are mostly small and enchanting.

Visible on many roads in the 
Limassol and Paphos districts 
are brown road signs bearing 
the name of the wine route. 
Following these routes, you can 
pass through some fascinating 
scenery, visit picturesque 
villages and sample wine at the 
regional wineries.

To aid the traveller interested 
in the island’s wine heritage, the 
Cyprus Tourism Organisation 
(www.visitcyprus.com) has 
published the guide ‘Cyprus 
Wines Routes’.

WINE FESTIVAL
h e Wine Festival of Cyprus 
is held in the coastal town of 
Limassol since 1961 and has been 
established as an annual event 
to celebrate Cyprus’ rich history 
of viniculture. h e Wine Festival 
is considered to be a revival of 
ancient feasts for the worship 
of Dionysus or Bacchus, the god 
of wine.

In late August to early 
September of each year, 
Limassol becomes the centre of 
attraction for thousands of locals 
and tourists who gather at the 
grounds of the municipal gardens 
to enjoy the traditional music 
and dancing along with Cypriot 
gastronomic delicacies and of 
course the free wine which fl ows 
in abundance.

WINE MUSEUM
h e Wine Museum is housed in an 
old stone building situated in the 
outskirts of Erimi village, not far 
from Limassol. Under the same 
roof the visitor will discover 
the long history of Cyprus’ 
viniculture, the art of wine 
making and the diversity of the 
island’s wine culture. h e building 
itself had once been an inn where 
wine merchants would stay 
overnight on the way to town to 
sell their wine.

A year after the opening of the 
Museum in 2005, it came to light 
that the deposit remains traced 
at the bottom of jars excavated 
in a settlement near Erimi that 
date back to the Chalcolithic 
Period, contained tartaric acid 
which is the characteristic acid of 
wine. h is evidence is testimony 
to the fact that wine had been 
produced on the island for at least 
5500 years, making Cyprus the 
home of the oldest wine 
in Europe. 

many international distinctions. h ey 
make up an industry characterized 
by signii cant diversii cation in new 
varietal blends and an aggressive 
promotion proi le that focuses on 
the unique characteristics of Cyprus’ 
indigenous wine grapes.

Winemakers of the island are 
rei ning their unique traditions and 
varieties, but when it comes to 
wine marketing, Cyprus is all about 
modernity. Its brands and labels are 
sharp, sleek and of elegant design, 
rel ecting how the industry presents 
itself within the global wine market. 
Its wine industry has strived to stay 
globally competitive by investing 
large sums to maintain the best 
facilities. h e ef ects can be seen 
in the quality of the winery visitor 
centres across the country. Tasting 
rooms are state of the art and there 
are the ‘Wine Routes of Cyprus’, 
seven designated tours taking in 
striking scenery, allowing tourists to 

taste wines in stunning settings.
Cyprus has reached the next 

level in viticulture and wine quality. 
h e key to success has been to 
invest in the island’s heritage and 
the local grapes which can be ideally 
blended with the international 
popular varieties. h is mixture, 
paired with the implementation 
of technologically advanced 
winemaking methods, has dei nitely 
given genuinely exciting wines.

While the Cyprus wine industry 
understands the competitive nature 
of the global wine market, the island 
deserves an important place on the 
international wine map. After all, 
Cyprus has a wonderful 6,000 
year-long tradition of winemaking 
and consuming.

To view the main and regional 
wineries, visit our Directory of 
Exporters on the Cyprus High 
Commission Trade Centre website 
www.cyprustrade.com.

SEVEN DESIGNATED TOURS TAKING IN 
STRIKING SCENERY, ALLOWING VISITORS 
TO TASTE WINES IN STUNNING SETTINGS.

THE INDUSTRY STRIVES TO STAY GLOBALLY COMPETITIVE BY 
INVESTING LARGE SUMS TO MAINTAIN THE BEST FACILITIES

CYPRIOT WINERIES OPEN THEIR DOORS AND 
WELCOME THOUSANDS OF VISITORS EVERY YEAR


