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Preface

On the deserted island of Youra, the Cave of the Cyclops has always been well
known among the inhabitants of the Northern Sporades, particularly sailors and
fishermen who visited the cave during their short journeys to the Deserted Islands.
The locals all spoke in admiration of its impressive decor and of the fact that they
found ancient lamps inside, which they used to take as souvenirs. Being local
myself—as the neighboring island of Skopelos, the largest one of the group, is my
father’s birthplace—I visited the site at a young age to discover lamps, some of
which carried human representations, scattered at many points inside the cave.

It would be a fair number of decades later when my assignment in the Ephorate
of Speleology gave me the opportunity to visit the cave on the part of the service.
Certainly such a significant site would have been inhabited also in earlier times,
possibly in the Neolithic Age, because Neolithic habitation had been located on the
neighboring island of Kyra-Panagia. A surveying expedition in May 1992 yielded
a large number of Neolithic sherds at various points, and already by July of the
same year the excavation of the cave had been initiated. The research in the cave
lasted five years, until 1996.

In fact, this project was a very difficult task due to the great distance of the
island from any populated areas, the lack of mooring, supply, and communication
possibilities, and the difficulties of calling at any ports in the sea around the
Deserted Islands, which is exposed to northerly winds for the majority of the year.
Moreover, there was the problem of transporting the enormous volume of equip-
ment to the camp, which lay at a great distance from the coast on a plateau not far
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from the cave. I wonder if another overland excavation of such difficulties has ever
before been conducted in Greece.

On the other hand, staying and working in such an exquisite space—ecological-
ly sensitive and intact from lack of human intervention—was a challenge and a
unique experience for the team. It was for these reasons that ecologists, experi-
enced climbers, speleologists, and divers would offer to assist as volunteers dur-
ing all the excavation seasons.

During the first season, apart from Hellenistic and Roman pottery, the excava-
tion yielded Neolithic finds at two points inside the cave, while in the last days of
our research, Mesolithic finds occurred. Over the years to follow, trenches yield-
ed thick strata of Mesolithic habitation, and thus the island of Youra unexpected-
ly took a place of special cultural significance on the Aegean map. A series of "“C
datings defined the succession of phases between the beginning and the end of the
Mesolithic Age. The continuity of habitation from the Mesolithic to the Neolithic
increased the importance of the site. Parallel to excavation, the entire group of the
Deserted Islands was surveyed, and the collected material affirms the habitation
of the islands since the Middle Paleolithic. Underwater investigations that also
took place in the area of Youra located ancient coastlines and caves at various
depths, which possibly were in use in the Paleolithic and Mesolithic. From the
beginning of research, we aimed for scientific cooperation through the study of
the material by specialists.
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