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“…sailing  the wine-dark sea to men of alien language…”

(Homer, The Odyssey, I: 183)

When there were no geographical maps,

when the marine routes were still uncertain,

the ships unsafe and the oceans wild and

dangerous, travelling was an epic endeavour.

The explorers of antiquity almost always

departed without knowing exactly where

they were going, generally heading for exot-

ic seascapes populated in their imagination

by fabulous creatures (Fig. 1). The three

books of the Odyssey between the ninth and

the twelfth are considered to be the oldest of

the poem. Here Odysseus recounts the vicis-

situdes of his travels before the council of

the Phaeacians, King Alcinous and his wife,

Arete. His account embodies perfectly the

attitude of the man of the ancient world

towards travel and exploration. These are

adventures dominated by the Olympic and supernatural, where Odysseus and his companions find

themselves tackling the most arduous exploits, in the cavern of Polyphemus, between the rock and

the whirlpool of Scylla and Charybdis or before the enchanted palace of Circe. Together with the

episodes of the cattle of Helios, the overhanging rocks, the winds of Aeolus and the Sirens, the

adventures recounted by Odysseus undoubtedly have disparate origins in folklore and in the most

ancient heroic cycles, such as that of the Argonauts (Codino 1974). Nevertheless, the journey that

Homer’s hero tells the king and queen of the Phaeacians about was undertaken in a relatively recent

period, when the main sea routes of the Mediterranean were already known and codified, despite

what the king of Ithaca wishes us to believe. Effectively, Homerian critics date the definitive ver-

sion of the two epic poems — the Iliad and the Odyssey — to the seventh century BC. The same

critics maintain that what are considered the most recent books of the Odyssey, in terms of lan-

guage and style, describe a post-Mycenaean world coinciding with the centuries of darkness of the

so-called Dark Age of Greece (1200–800 BC) (cf. James 1991). The routes along which Odysseus

must have sailed had been mapped out many millennia earlier by intrepid sailors who explored the
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FIGURE 1. The image of a striped dolphin, Stenella
ceruleoalba (Mayen, 1833), in the decoration  of a Late Helladic

I blade referred to about 1500 BC (Athens, National Museum).

This cetacean seems to be the species of dolphin most frequent-

ly represented in Aegean Bronze Age art.
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Mediterranean in the hope of discovering new natural resources to be exploited and new lands to

colonise.

Early Over-water Travels in the Mediterranean Basin

The Mediterranean basin is composed of unique geographical and cultural features. The cur-

rent diversity of its vegetation and fauna is a result of the interaction of several factors, primarily

the multiple biogeographical origins of the species, Quaternary climatic changes, which produced

a repeated turnover of biota, and Late Pleistocene-Holocene human-induced modifications of habi-

tat, including hunting and the introduction of exotic species (Masseti 1998 and 2002). 

Civilisations have been present continuously in this region for over 10,000 years, modifying

entire landscapes, disrupting or destroying the majority of native biocenoses, and introducing many

new species. There is possibly no other place in the world that has been so intensively influenced

by human activity over a prolonged period. Virtually no ecosystems have been left untouched.

More specifically, since pre-Neolithic and early Neolithic times, the human settlers of the Mediter-

ranean basin brought about a radical turnover between ancient and modern faunas and floras, intro-

ducing a variety of allochthonous taxa. It now appears sufficiently plausible that, up to the Late

Pleistocene-early Holocene, this basin increasingly represented less a barrier than a bridge (Uerp-

mann 1979; Lewthaite 1987; Binder 1989; Guilaine 1994; Orliac 1997), in a relatively short time

promoting and multiplying the circulation of ideas, merchandise, faunal and botanical elements and

human groups, which spread into new and different environments and, over time and in different

ways, became grafted onto the authochtonous substratum (Masseti and Vianello 1991; Masseti

1998). The available archaeological documentation, based on still quite fragmentary evidence,

tends to indicate that the first relocations by sea in the Mediterranean basin were already carried

out by Mesolithic hunter-gatherers (Jacobsen 1976; Perlès 1979; Cherry 1981 1990 and 1992; Sim-

mons 1991). Evidence from the islands of Corsica (Camps 1988; Vigne and Desse-Berset 1995),

Milos in the Western Cycladic Archipelago (Perlés 1979; Renfrew and Aspinall 1990), possibly

Kythnos (Cherry 1979), and Cyprus (Simmons 1988 and 1991) indicate an improved seafaring

capability. In fact, from the late Mesolithic onwards, the Mediterranean Sea can be considered as

a preferential route for the exploration and subsequent colonisation of its coastlines and islands

(cf. Payne 1975; Perlés 1979; Shackleton et al. 1984; Fedele 1988; Pennacchioni 1996). Further-

more, inasmuch as the exploitation of natural resources of the Mediterranean basin was an uninter-

rupted process beginning in prehistoric periods and lasting until historical times, in the vast major-

ity of cases it is impossible to reconstruct the natural ecosystems of the past that have been

destroyed, and hence lost for millennia (Masseti 2002b).

Islands are more likely to offer unequivocal evidence of the alterations made by man to the

original ecosystems. Indeed, it is on the islands that the impact of extraneous elements on the

unspoilt ecological system can be identified and the chronology calculated with considerable pre-

cision because of the evidence left and the relative rapidity of the consequences produced. In gen-

eral, evidence for human activity on the Mediterranean islands prior to the Neolithic is limited

(Cherry 1981). This is not to say that the islands had not been previously discovered, or at least pre-

viously visited. Evidence from the Franchthi Cave, in the eastern Peloponnese, for example,

demonstrates clearly that the island of Milos was exploited as a source of obsidian in Early

Mesolithic times (c. 13,000 BP) (Perlés 1979 and 2001), but there is no evidence for permanent

settlement on this island before the Neolithic (Cherry 1981) (Fig. 2).

It is clear that the movement of a raw material, such as the Milosian obsidian, can only have

been accomplished by over-water travel. Thus, this evidence from Franchthi also suggests that

Mesolithic human groups in the Mediterranean were capable of undertaking regular, long-distance
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sea voyages and of vessels capable of making

such crossings (Perlés 1979).

The “true” Mediterranean islands (Vigne

1999), that is those which can be compared to

“oceanic islands”, are the preferred basis for

considerations on prehistoric navigation.

Although varying greatly in their geological

histories, none of these islands were joined to

the nearest land-masses during the regressions

of the sea level (between 120 and 150 m) dur-

ing any of the Pleistocene glacial episodes (Van

Andel 1989, 1990). Thus, such marine cross-

ings must have presented real difficulties and

involved many days travel. In order to reach

these islands, more or less distant, but all visi-

ble from the mainland in favourable weather

conditions, man had to devise technical expedients, such as the construction of vessels that could

be adequately managed over the course of these long sea journeys. As observed by Perlès (2001),

many of the crude stone tools of the Aegean Mesolithic hunter-gatherers were in fact used to work

the fibres necessary to manufacture nets, baskets, and boats (Vaughan 1990). The latter could have

consisted of reed boats, such as the “papyrella”, which was reconstructed several years ago and

used to collect obsidian from Sounion to Milos (Tzalas 1995). This papyrella, based on a Corfiote’s

model, proved its seaworthiness, but it also confirmed the need for developed nautical skills, which

the intensive fishing of tuna, barracudas and groupers had already suggested (Jacobsen 1993).

These considerations are, however, based solely on an indirect approach to the prehistoric nav-

igation of the Mediterranean inasmuch as underwater archaeology has not yet discovered any ves-

sels dating to before the Bronze Age. The most ancient vessel known to date is the wreck of Dokos
(Saronic Gulf), dating to the Early Helladic (2500 BC) (Papathanassopoulos 1977), whereas pos-

sibly the most famous is the wreck of Uluburun dating to the Late Bronze Age (1300 BC) (Bass et
al. 1989; Pulak 1996 and 1997). The collections of the Goulandris Museum of Athens also com-

prise a Minoan fictile model of a vessel, referred to approximately 2160/1970–1700/1650 BC (Mit-

sotakis Coll. cat. no 91) (Fig. 3). There are also several known exemplars of Mesolithic pirogues

in northern Europe and in temperate Europe (see for example Mordant and Mordant 1992), but the

only tangible evidence of Neolithic vessels are the monoxyle boat of Bercy (5th millennium BC),

the two models reproduced in terracotta, the

monoxyle pirogue of the Lake of Bracciano,

close to Rome (Fugazzola Delpino and Mineo

1995), and the rare finds of the Spanish site of

La Draga (5th millennium) (Bosch y Lloret,

Chinchilla Sanchez, and Tarrus y Galter 2000).

Despite its undeniable value for a knowledge of

river and lake navigation and its potential for

cultural exchange, nevertheless this documen-

tation does not provide a clear account of

Neolithic techniques of naval construction.

The existence of authentic vessels sailing

the open sea, however, emerged clearly in
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FIGURE 2. Located in the Western Cycladic Archipela-

go, the island of Milos (Greece) was exploited as a source of

obsidian in Mesolithic times (c. 13,000 BP), but there is no

evidence for permanent settlement on this island before the

Neolithic.

FIGURE 3: The collections of the Goulandris Museum

of Athens also comprise a Minoan fictile model of a vessel,

from early 2nd millennium BC (Mitsotakis Coll. cat. no 91).



many parts of the world in the wake of the late Palaeolithic. According to the most ancient archae-

ological evidence, the human presence in Australia dates to over 40,000 years ago (Vinton Kirch

1997; Allen et al. 1998; Johnstone 1988; Bowler et al. 2003). On the other hand, it would appear

that the fishermen and hunter-gatherers of the Mediterranean demonstrated a tendency towards

maritime navigation much later (Cucchi and Vigne 2006). Recent research into the pre-Neolithic

populations of the large islands of the Mediterranean has demonstrated that most of the islands

were not explored until around the ninth millennium BC (Vigne 2000). Apart from the case of the

Milosian obsidian found at Franchthi, the most ancient documented pre-Neolithic human presence

is represented by the site of Akrotiri-Aetokremnos in Cyprus, dating to around the end of the tenth

millennium BC (Simmons 1991 and 1999). This is followed by that of Corsica and Sardinia, both

of which were explored at about the same time, around the eighth millennium BC (Masseti and

Vianello 1991; Vigne and Desse-Berset 1995; Tozzi 1996; Vigne et al. 1996). This first phase in

the conquest of the islands was implemented by small groups of nomadic hunter-gatherers

(Mesolithic) who frequented the coasts of the islands in the course of seasonal forays (Masseti and

Darlas 1999; Costa et al. 2003).

Late Quaternary Island Ecosystems and Man

“A sea change into something rich and strange. What potions have I drunk of Syren tears?”

(W. Shakespeare, Sonnet 119)

Now, let’s attempt to penetrate the densely tangled vegetation of the jungles of endemic ever-

green oaks that must have covered most of the “true” Mediterranean islands before any explorer

set foot on them (Fig. 4). The atmosphere is worthy of the opening of the most exciting adventure

story. Breathing the salty tang of the breeze rolling in off the sea, its surface as smooth as a pane

of diaphanous glass, we cannot resist the desire to probe with the eyes of the imagination the lush

vegetation that cloaks the island hills, seeking to imagine the secret lair of aberrant beasts, and

monstrous, primitive and immortal creatures. Thus what comes to mind is the ancestral memory of

the totemic god, of the primordial unconscious archetype relegated, since time immemorial, to the

most isolated and lonely place in the world and to the innermost depths of our being. The “true”

islands of the Mediterranean were inhabited by extraordinary creatures that could have proved to

be intriguing aberrations from what we would have expected of our ancestors.

In some respects, in the light of palaeontological and zooarchaeological evidence, late Quater-

nary island ecosystems were in fact quite different from adjacent continental ecosystems: the exis-

tence of endemic animal species is perhaps the most obvious example of this. Several of the fossil

faunas of the Mediterranean islands differed considerably from contemporary continental faunas

and were characterised by a very low taxonomic diversity. Examples from the Balearics, Corsica

and Sardinia, the Tuscan Archipelago, Sicily, Malta, Crete, many Aegean islands, and Cyprus are

significant (Fig. 5). Each of these mammalian compositions, even though they were represented by

only a few taxa, were repeated (monotonously) on most of the islands. Nevertheless, they displayed

peculiar endemic elements that differed greatly from one island to another.

The most common trends of endemisation are the decrease in the size of macromammals, such

as proboscideans and artiodactyls, and the increase in the size of micromammals, such as insecti-

vores and rodents. These modifications are generally assumed to be primarily a consequence of the

genetic isolation from continental populations, a quantitative and qualitative reduction in food sup-

ply, alteration of intraspecific competition, the absence of large carnivores and, in so far as the

micromammals are concerned, endothermic adaptations (Masseti and Mazza 1996). They may in

fact be the necessary result of a tendency towards a redefinition of ecological equilibria under very
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peculiar environmental conditions (cf. Mac-

Arthur and Wilson 1967; Blondel and Vigne

1993). The endemisation of island faunas is in

fact the result of a normal and repetitive reor-

ganisation of a few, unbalanced faunal entities

distributed in restricted areas with limited

resources (Masseti and Mazza 1996). The

majority of the endemic oligotypic associations

and/or single species provided by the Mediter-

ranean islands apparently vanished prior to any

evidence of permanent human occupation

(Masseti and Darlas 1999). Most of the islands

were not occupied by hunter-gatherer groups,

though this is not to say that the islands had not

already been discovered. On the island of Kyth-

nos in the Western Cyclades, for example, no

details have emerged about any possible cultur-

al association for a 14C-dated Pleistocene fossil

dwarf elephant site. The same is true of the

Charkadio Cave on the island of Tilos (Dode-

canese), where the age of the deposits contain-

ing dwarf elephant remains ranges from very

late Pleistocene to early Holocene (Theodorou

1983; Bachmayer et al. 1984). 

On the other hand, as already observed,

only on the island of Cyprus have the excava-

tions of the oldest site of Akrotiri-Aetokremnos
brought to light the clear conjunction of cultur-

al material and huge quantities of bone from the

extinct endemic fauna (Simmons 1988, 1989,

1991). Associated with this site is a huge faunal

assemblage, which consists of endemic mam-

malian species thought to have become extinct

during the Pleistocene, prior to the arrival of

humans on the island. From this Cypriot faunal

assemblage over 250,000 pieces of bone have

been retrieved. About 95% of the osteological

material is referable to the endemic pygmy hip-

popotamus, Phanorious minor (Desharest,

1822) (Simmons 1991), that was even smaller

and more slender than the extant Liberian

hippo, Hexaprotodon liberiensis (Morton,

1849) (Boekschoten and Sondaar 1972) 

(Fig. 6). Simmons (1991) estimates that a min-

imum of 200 individuals of this taxon were rep-

resented among the fossil remains of Aetokrem-
nos. And, although approximately 20% of the
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FIGURE 4: Dense jungles of the evergreen endemic

golden oak, Quercus alnifolia Poech, 1842, must have

occurred on the island of Cyprus before any explorer set foot

on it (photo Marco Masseti).

FIGURE 5: The archaeological exploration of cave sites

on the island of Majorca (Balearic Islands, Spain) provided

several remains of an endemic, highly specialised caprine,

Myotragus balearicus Bate, 1909, which survived  until the

time of the importation of livestock from abroad (courtesy

Museo Arqueológico Nacional, Madrid).



bone was burned and almost none articulated,

yet no clearly butchered bone was identified

(Simmons 1991). Hippopotami were no by

means the only item reported from the site. The

pygmy endemic elephant, Elephas cypriotes
Bate 1903, was also represented by at least

three sub-adult individuals. Over 20,000 indi-

vidual marine invertebrates were also recov-

ered. Additionally, a variety of birds and limit-

ed amounts of fish and reptile remains were

represented (Simmons 1991).

The assemblage of chipped stone artefacts

of Akrotiri could generally fit within either

Natufian or early pre-pottery Neolithic contexts

from the Levant (Simmons 1991). A consistent

group of  a dozen 14C dates (shell, bone, char-

coal), arguing in favour of an 11th millennium b.p. occupation, with a weighted average of 10,030

± 35 BP, sets the findings of Akrotiri-Aetokremnos only a few centuries before the earliest record

now available for the pre-pottery Neolithic period, recently discovered at Shillourokambos and

dated to the first half of the end of the 9th millennium (see Guilane et al. 1996, 2000; Briois et al.

1997). However, that of Akrotiri appears to represent a relatively short-lived occupation, and there

is certainly no evidence for continuity between the hunter-gatherer and the successive pre-pottery

Neolithic cultural contexts (Cherry 1992). Akrotiri-Aetokremnos has implications for early seafar-

ing technology and, more importantly, for the adaptive strategies practised by these early Mediter-

ranean colonists. In fact, Cyprus has never been connected to the mainland (Hadjisterkotis and

Masala 1995), so human settlement must have taken place through the use of relatively efficient

seafaring craft. Equally interesting is the association of cultural materials with extinct late Pleis-

tocene vertebrates. Aetokremnos appears, in fact, to represent one of the few good examples of a

late Pleistocene/early Holocene cultural adaptation directly associated with the extinction of an

endemic vertebrate fauna. In the light of all this, Cyprus is the first Mediterranean island where

some of the endemic vertebrates do appear to have been wiped out by human hunting.

As we have seen, maritime technology and navigation knowledge were probably not signifi-

cant barriers to the exploration of the Mediterranean islands by early Mesolithic human groups, but

there is no evidence for permanent settlement before the early Neolithic. On Crete too, and on other

islands, there is no convincing evidence for pre-Neolithic human settlement, though negative evi-

dence is not conclusive. The endemic animals of these islands are believed to have been largely

rendered extinct between the end of the Pleistocene and the advent of human colonisation (Lax and

Strasser 1992). But any overlap between the endemic Pleistocene fauna of Crete and human occu-

pation of the island cannot be supported by archaeological data, despite considerable efforts to

uncover a pre-Neolithic occupation (Cherry 1992; Patton 1996). According to the ‘theory of island

biogeography’, outlined by MacArthur and Wilson (1967), island environments should be charac-

terised by reduced biodiversity, to which animal populations, like human communities, would have

to adapt. Thus, it has been suggested that the extinction of the insular endemics may have been

more related to their inability to adapt further in the face of a basically unfavourable environment

than to the hunting abilities of pre-Neolithic man. In any case, this is probably more true of small

and remote islets than of islands such as Crete or Cyprus, still characterised by a great variety of

natural resources. In the light of the archaeological evidence, therefore, one might conclude that
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FIGURE 6. Artist’s reconstruction of the extinct pygmy

hippopotamus Phanorious minor (Desmarest, 1822) of Late

Pleistocene Cyprus, adapted from the specimen in the Lon-

don Natural History Museum and compared to the size of the

extant Hippopotamus amphibius L., 1758 (drawing by

Alessandro Mangione and Marco Masseti).



the impact of hunter-gatherer communities on the ecology of Mediterranean islands appears to have

been relatively limited. Nevertheless, as hypothesised by Rackham and Moody (1996), if Early

Mesolithic voyages to Milos for obsidian were combined with hunting trips to Crete or to other

islands, most of the endemic mammals could have disappeared before there was any settlement that

left an archaeological record (Masseti and Darlas 1999).

Neolithic Navigation

The earliest important navigation in the Mediterranean must undeniably have commenced in the

Neolithic period, because, apart from the Balearics (Schüle 1993; Ramis et al. 2002; Alcover

2004), this was the era in which the Mediterranean islands were truly colonised and populated

(Cherry 1990; Camps 1998; Vigne 1999). The island of Cyprus was the first to be colonised by a

peasant community at the end of the ninth millennium BC (Guilaine et al. 2000; Peltenburg et al.

2000; Guilaine and Le Brun 2003). The Neolithic settlement of the islands cannot be explained as

the result of a merely casual maritime dispersal of the hunter-gatherers but appears much more

plausibly a movement of intentional and planned colonisation (Perlès 2001). The cases of the

Neolithic settlement of Crete and Cyprus support this hypothesis. In both cases the colonisation

was accompanied by the transfer of the continental ecological appurtenances, made up of cultivars

and domestic animals, the wild progenitors of which did not exist on the islands (Broodbank and

Strasser 1991; Masseti 1998; Vigne and Buitenhuis 1999; Willcox 2001). Therefore, it is not sim-

ply a question of the transfer of knowledge of agricultural practices and breeding, but also of the

physical transportation of the animals themselves. The human group and the related domestic ani-

mals that were moved by sea had to be sufficiently important and balanced to establish a vital pop-

ulation of men and beasts so that the agrarian way of life could be reproduced in a new territory.

This ecological and cultural transplantation could not have been the result of casual maritime

prospecting but only the outcome of an expedition, or a series of expeditions, planned and prepared

with a specific objective, the colonisation of an island.

The colonisation of insular environments in the Neolithic could be set in relation to a radical

change in naval technology. If we assume that this took place in one voyage, the Neolithic coloni-

sation of an island such as Crete would have demanded a founding event involving a significant

human group (about forty individuals) and a load amounting to several tons in weight (animals,

reserves of grain, drinking water, etc) (Broodbank and Strasser 1991). Migratory phenomena of this

kind imply a change in the construction techniques of the vessels. The craft used by the societies

of hunter-gatherers of the late Palaeolithic are known to have been light, manageable, and easy to

transport (Johnstone 1988), whereas the vessels of the Neolithic colonies must have been consid-

erably larger and with a greater draught. The Neolithic colonists introduced not only domestic live-

stock (goats, sheep, oxen, pigs) onto various islands, but also game (red deer, fallow deer, hares

and foxes) for hunting, always an activity of considerable importance in Neolithic societies (Mas-

seti 1998; Vigne et al. 2000). Whatever the status (wild, tamed or domestic) of the animals intro-

duced, they were certainly embarked live (cf. Masseti 1998). For this purpose, it is highly proba-

ble that the Neolithic colonists selected young exemplars rather than adults, considering that a pair

of reproducing adult bovines has an average weight of 1200 kg. Therefore, the Neolithicisation of

the large Mediterranean islands, such as Cyprus, Crete, or Corsica, most likely entailed the con-

struction of much larger vessels (3 or 4 metres long) and with a greater draught  than the Mesolith-

ic pirogues (Vigne and Cucchi 2005).
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An Image of North Africa from the 2nd Millennium BC

We have seen how the contacts among the human populations of the Mediterranean basin com-

menced in very ancient times. This is a phenomenon that is well documented, on an archaeologi-

cal basis, for the Neolithic chronologies, but it appears more evanescent and discontinuous for the

Chalcolithic period and that of the Early Bronze Age. Later, in the Late Aegean Bronze Age, we

can observe a veritable mercantile hegemony of this culture in the eastern Mediterranean. Minoan

centres were active on Crete, Santorini, Rhodes, and Cyprus (Karageorghis and Stampolidis 1997;

Marketou 1998, 2006; Stampolidis et al. 1998; Niemeier 1998), and luxury commodities were reg-

ularly traded between the opposite shores of the eastern Mediterranean basin: among the southern

Balkan Peninsula, Egypt, the Levant and Asia Minor (cf. Vivian Davies and Schofield 1995; Mas-

seti 2003a, 2003b). From the 16th century on there was also a systematic, regular and organised fre-

quentation of the western Mediterranean by sailors of Mycenaean culture originating from the

Aegean area.

However, the first accounts of the most ancient Mediterranean explorations did not emerge

until the Middle and Late Bronze Age. In most cases these were not written documents, such as the

contemporary reports of the Egyptian expeditions conducted to the south of the first cataract, in the

Red Sea, or in search of the legendary land of Punt, but were rather artistic representations. Possi-

bly the most ancient of such reports is that comprised in the decoration of the wall-paintings of the

so-called West House (Ditike Oikia) of the prehistoric settlement of Akrotiri, on the island of San-

torini (Aegean Sea, Greece). The artefact has been dated in the first half of the 2nd millennium,

because the eruption of the island is considered to have occurred around 1645 BC. (Hammer et al.

1987). As noted by various authors (Cameron 1968, Masseti 1980, 1984, 1997, 2000, 2003a; Mar-

inatos 1984 and 1987; Immerwahr 1990; Vanschoonwinkel 1990 and 1996; Doumas 1992; Yan-

nouli and Trantalidou 1999; Trantalidou 2000), the naturalistic illustrations of the Aegean land-

scape by the local artists of the 2nd millennium BC are a form of realistic representation, portray-

ing certain aspects of the natural environment that were familiar to the painters. Other artistic pro-

ductions of the Aegean Bronze Age culture, however, provide a different perception of natural sub-

jects, which have been depicted as if the artist did not have sufficient knowledge of the scenes he

was asked to portray by his patrons (Masseti, 2000 and 2003c). This may be the case of the illus-

trations of exotic habitats extraneous to the ancient Aegean natural world of the so-called “West

House” miniature. In fact, these images constitute a miniature frieze portraying the glory of

Minoan sea power, with scenes of sea-faring, towns, battles, and exotic landscapes (Athens,

National Museum) (Televantou 1990; Doumas 1992). According to one interpretation, warships

attended by sporting dolphins sail in triumph past what is thought to be the Libyan coast of Africa

(cf. Marinatos 1974; Stucchi 1976). In fact, the subtropical landscape depicted in this scene is char-

acterised by elements unusual to the natural environment of the South-Aegean islands. In a ripari-

an setting with palms and other exotic trees, aquatic birds, and wild mammals are depicted in the

eternal struggle for survival. The scene does not include humans. Part of the picture is dedicated to

the representation of a spotted carnivore stalking a pair of aquatic birds, described by Marinatos

(1974) as “ibis or flamingo” on account of their curved beaks (Fig. 7). Doumas (1992) identified

them as wild ducks. The two birds, together with another in flight further to the left, share the form

of the family Anatidae, but look more like geese than ducks. These goose-like birds have a long

neck, short legs and squat body, and might resemble Egyptian geese, Alopochen aegyptiacus
(L. 1766). On taxonomical grounds, however, it is impossible to refer them to any precise genus or

species, because of the morphological inaccuracy of their representation. The same unrealistic

mode of depiction also characterises the stalking carnivore, which might be generically referred to
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a felid species of unknown identification. It can be assumed that, rather than portraits of biological

elements known to the artists, both the depicted birds and the spotted carnivore represent free elab-

orations of iconographic models that were perhaps not of Aegean Bronze Age origin (Masseti

1997). This scene appears to derive its inspiration from model books of contemporary Egyptian art,

where wetland hunting scenes were a popular painting theme (cf. Vanschoonwinkel 1990). Effec-

tively, there is evidence of cultural contacts between Egypt and the Minoan world since the Cretan

pre-palatial Early Bronze Age and the Egyptian Early Dynastic, Old Kingdom and First Interme-

diate Period (c. 3000–1900 BC) (Bietak 1995; Warren 1995). Among the principal examples of this

Egyptian iconographic tradition, we might mention the wall-paintings in the tomb of Khnumhotep

III at Beni Hasan (c. 1900 BC), or from the Theban tomb of Nebamun (c. 1450 BC, London, British

Museum). Iconographic elements imported from Egypt also probably inform other Minoan artistic

productions, such as the decoration of the dagger blade inlaid with a “Nilotic scene” from the

Mycenae shaft grave V, which is also considered a Cretan work (Late Minoan IA, c. 1550–1500

BC, Athens, National Museum). Whatever its source of inspiration, the “subtropical landscape” of

the Theran “West House” miniature appears to portray a natural environment completely unknown

to the Minoan artist, who reproduced the exotic North-African landscape purely on the basis of

descriptions made by visitors, integrated into his work through iconographic expedients taken from

the foreign artistic tradition (Masseti 1997).

The Wanderings of Odysseus. Concluding Remarks

“Then you will reach the island Thrinakria, where are pastured the cattle and the fat sheep of the sun god,
Helios, seven herds of oxen, and as many beautiful sheepflocks, and fifty to each herd. There is no giving

birth among them, nor do they ever die away, and their shepherdesses are gods,  nymphs with sweet hair…”

(Homer, The Odyssey, XII: 130)

Effectively, from the Chalcolithic and the Aegean Early Bronze Age the first legendary refer-

ences of the Greek literary tradition are backed up by material archaeological evidence (De Juliis
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FIGURE 7. Detail of the “North-African landscape” from the miniature frieze of the so-called “West House”, Akrotiri

(island of Santorini, Greece) (Late Minoan IA, about 1550 B.C.,  Athens, National Museum) (from Doumas 1992).



1998). Thus, having seen the very ancient beginnings of the exploration of the Mediterranean by

the first human groups — as documented to date — we can now return to consider the wanderings

of Odysseus from which we started at the beginning of this paper. We left Odysseus in the palace

of the king of the Phaeacians, recounting all his adventures — the Lotus eaters, the Cyclops, the

descent to the underworld and the rest — in a sort of sacred interval of recreation, of incipient rein-

tegration into the world of men (cf. Kirk 1980). In this way, Homer casts around a dense web of

information that appears to indicate that the hero has gone beyond the confines of the real world

(Heubeck 1981). Apropos this aspect, the world of Odysseus’ wanderings has generated consider-

able controversy (Lattimore 1991), leading to the adoption of two diametric standpoints. One view

holds that places such as the land of the Lotus eaters, the isle of Circe, Scheria (the home of the

Phaeacians), and so forth, may represent real places in the Mediterranean, or beyond, or at least

some of them may. The other maintains that all such places are imaginary. Both views appear to be

extreme, but it is difficult to find a middle ground. There is, for example, a strong and apparently

early tradition that places Polyphemos and the Cyclops in Sicily. Writing at the end of the fifth cen-

tury BC, Thucydides, one of the most important historians of classical antiquity, also refers to leg-

ends about Cyclops. But, nothing in the text of the Odyssey indicates that the Cyclops lived in Sici-

ly or, in fact, on an island at all (Lattimore 1991). This poem, as it has come down to us, could not

have been completed much before the end of the eight century BC. The traditional foundation dates

for many Greek cities in the western world are earlier than that. Sicilian Naxos is said to have been

settled in 735 B.C., Syracuse and Korkyra in 734, and half a dozen others before 700. Nor should

we forget that the earliest frequentation of these territories by peoples of Helladic origin — Myce-

naeans — is, as we have seen, documented starting from the 16th century BC (cf. De Juliis 1998).

Thus, by the time of the completion of the Odyssey, the western Mediterranean as far as Sicily was

not only well explored, but pretty well settled with Greek colonies, colonies just as Hellenic, or

almost, as their parent cities in ancient Greece. How could such a place belong simultaneously to

the known world and the wondrous world of Odysseus’s wanderings? Only, one might say, by

embedding features conceived very early in the process of accumulation and ignoring later phases

(Lattimore 1991). The wanderings of Odysseus are a brilliant series of adventures linked and fused

by characters. They are nothing more than combinations. They are made by the imagination, and

are in part sheer fancy. Sailors’ stories can involve monsters and enchanted places, as well as

authentic reports, and probably contain bits and pieces of solid unassimilated facts. There is some

evidence, for example, that could to some extent support a Sicilian geographic origin for the myth

of the Cyclops. The legendary belief that these monstrous creatures inhabited the caves of eastern

Sicily could have been generated by certain real circumstances. In fact, when around the 8th centu-

ry BC (Buchner 1994) the first Greek colonisers reached Sicily and began to set up permanent set-

tlements there, the endemic dwarf mammals had already been extinct for a long time, but the oste-

ological remains were still to be found in the caves, often easily accessible. The remains of the ele-

phants must have attracted even greater interest than the others, favouring the birth of the legends

about the Cyclops (Azzaroli 1971). The rear limb bones were in fact easily mistaken for ossa di
giganti (= “the bones of giants”). But what must have been even more amazing to the first Aegean

explorers of Sicily were the other anatomical portions of these proboscideans. In the cranium, in

fact, the large hollow of the nostrils set in the middle of the forehead was mistaken for an orbit. In

elephants, the true orbits are broadly open at the sides and communicate with the temporal fossa,

and probably passed practically unobserved. It’s not difficult to imagine how the presence of the

broad cavity of the nostrils could have been at the origin of the invention of the monstrous offspring

of the sea god, Poseidon, provided with a single eye set in the middle of the forehead (Masseti

1992). These legends about the giants persisted at length. Many centuries later, the Italian poet Gio-
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vanni Boccaccio, for example, referred to having seen two teeth and several bones of a “giant” in

a church in Erice (Trapani) (cf. Azzaroli 1971; Mannino 2002). Very similar was the name used in

1647, at the start of the palaeontological exploration of the Mediterranean islands, by Giovanni

Francesco Abela, archaeologist and commander of the Knights of Malta, to refer to the large bones

of four-legged creatures he had discovered on Malta: “Ma finalmente, che maggior testimonianza
possiamo noi desiderare nell’habitazione qui de’Ciclopi, senza bisogno d’andarla, mendicando
dalle autorità de’ Scrittori antichi, involte nell’oscurità dei tempi, che quella ne rendano l’ossa
Gigantee ritrovate in Malta, e i sepolcri loro cavati e intagliati nella rocca viva, che ben spesso si
scoprono di smisurata grandezza…” (“But finally, what greater evidence could we desire of the

fact that the Cyclops lived here, without having to go and seek it out from the authorities of the

ancient writers, shrouded in the mystery of time, than that of the gigantic bones discovered in

Malta, and the sepulchres themselves carved and hewn out of the living rock, which are frequent-

ly discovered to be of an immense size…”) (Abela 1647. Libro II. De Vari Nomi dell’Isola e de’
sui  primi Abitatori. Notizia I: 147–148). It seems that dwarf elephants became extinct on Malta

and Sicily many thousands of years ago (Symeonidis and Theodorou 1981; Bada et al. 1991; Mas-

seti 1993; Burgio 1997). But some pro-

boscideans of small size survived on other of

the Mediterranean islands up to much later

times. As already noted, in the particular case

of Tilos, in the Dodecanese Archipelago (East-

ern Aegean Sea), the upper levels of the cave of

Charkadio, located approximately in the centre

of the island, provided a number of dwarf ele-

phant remains (Fig. 8). These animals have

been described by Symeonidis et al. (1973),

and Theodorou (1983 and 1988) as belonging

to the genus Elephas — the same as the extant

Asiatic proboscidean — but are still specifical-

ly unnamed (Alcover et al. 1998). Recently,

skeletal remains have been used for DNA

analysis, also revealing a relationship to recent

Asiatic elephants (Theodorou and Symeonidis

2001). Previously referred to as two distinct

forms, the Tilian elephants are now considered as belonging to a single species with marked dimor-

phism. This form, however, has been only recently specifically described as Elephas tiliensis by

Theodorou, Symeonidis, and Stathopoulou (2007), previously described from Sicily and Malta

(Vaufrey 1929; Ambrosetti 1968). The proboscidean of Tilos is slightly larger than the Sicilian

pygmy elephant, whilst the age of the deposits of the discovery site range from the very late Pleis-

tocene to the Holocene (Symeonidis et al. 1973; Bachmayer and Symeonidis 1975; Bachmayer et

al. 1976; Dermitzakis and Sondaar 1978; Theodorou 1983, 1988). Two dates were in fact obtained

through  the radio-carbon dating of the elephant bones. Surprisingly, some of these remains are

considered to be very recent, between 7.090 ± 680 and 4.390 ± 600 bp (Bachmayer and Symeoni-

dis 1975; Bachmayer et al. 1976). According to Symeonidis (1972) and Theodorou and Agiadi

(2001), it appears that the species first appeared in the sediment of the Charkadio Cave about

45,000 years BP and became extinct almost 4,000–3,500 years ago. Relating to different parts of

the cave, the more recent of these datings appear to prove the simultaneous existence of the Tilian

elephants and post-Palaeolithic man (Bachmayer and Symeonidis 1975; Bachmayer et al. 1976,
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FIGURE 8. Artist’s reconstruction of the extinct dwarf

elephant, Elephas tiliensis Theodorou, Symeonidis, and

Stathopoulou, 2007, of Late Pleistocene-Holocene Tilos,

adapted from the osteological material in the Museum of

Megalochorio (Tilos, Greece), and compared to the size of

its supposed ancestor E. antiquus Falconer and Cautley,

1847 (drawing by Alessando Mangione and Marco Masseti).



Bachmayer et al. 1984; Theodorou and Symeonidis, 2001). Furthermore, if such dating is reliable,

we can presume that this taxon survived at least until the Late Aegean Bronze Age, when a dwarf

elephant may have been exported to Egypt as a costly gift for the pharaoh (Masseti 2001). This is

not to say that the live pygmy proboscidean depicted in the tomb of Rekh-mi-Re, vizier of Thut-

mosis III and Amenhotep II (from about 1470

to 1445 BC) at Thebes (Egypt), is definitely the

portrait of a Tilos elephant that was actually

captured by the Aegean Bronze Age rulers of

the island (Fig. 9). It may, instead, have been a

dwarf representative of the genus Elephas
which survived on some Eastern Mediterranean

islands during the period of Minoan-Mycenean

control (Masseti 2001 and 2003a).

To return to the journey of Odysseus:

according to Lattimore (1991), the lands of the

wanderings of the lord of Ithaca appear to have

a similar status to their inhabitants. They too

are of this world and of human stature, rather

than of Olympus and the Olympians. Yet they are not quite of this world either. They are people

with attributes unlike any people we shall ever meet, and as suggested by Strabo (Geography
i.2.15), live in places where, after Odysseus, no one will ever go. Hence we can understand how

the “Land of the Dead” is described not as an underworld but as a far shore, with certain landmarks

possibly borrowed from actual places in the real Mediterranean world.
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