
Deep Inside a Cretan Cave,  
Scientists Found a Hidden World

The Prima 
Ballerina Still 
Going Strong 
After 75 Years

Sotiris Sorogas: ‘Act in a way that 
won’t cause embarrassment later’

Cave diver 
Vassilis 
Pantelios 
prepares for 
a solo dive 
during the 
exploration 
of the cave.

TOKYO—Yoko Morishita 
was 3 years old when she 
first put on a pair of ballet 
shoes.

Seventy-five years later, 
she’s still en pointe. 

Morishita, who will turn 
78 in December, is the prima 
ballerina in Japan’s storied 
Matsuyama Ballet Com-
pany. One of Japan’s most-
celebrated dancers, she per-
formed with Rudolf Nureyev 
200 times and toured with 
Margot Fonteyn.

Today, she is the world’s 
oldest ballerina still taking 
on demanding lead roles.

Please turn to Page 2

Singles Are So 
Burned Out 
They’re Letting 
Spreadsheets 
Evaluate  
Their Dates

Carolyn Travis was smit-
ten by a man she met in an 
entrepreneurship course. 
It took a spreadsheet to re-
alize the relationship was 
doomed.  

After a few dates, the 
27-year-old debriefed her 
two best friends over lunch. 
When she went to the bath-
room, they got to work. They 
plugged Travis’s core values 
into an app one of the friends 
built to assess compatibil-
ity. Then they entered eve-
rything they knew about her 
date, an engineer more than 
a decade her senior.

Please turn to Page 2

By Jason Douglas and 
Junko Fukutome

By Molly Reinmann

It’s hard to know what to 
focus on first, when you 
cross the threshold into 
Sotiris Sorogas’ studio. Books 
towering in every corner of 
the space, works on standby, 
waiting for their next 
brushstroke, photographs 
of his beloved daughter 
Erifyli, letters from Kiki 
Dimoula, Manos Eleftheriou 

and George Seferis, which 
he preserves in his archive 
with exemplary reverence, 
photographs of his students 
from the Architecture Faculty 
at Athens Polytechnic, who 
remain devoted to him 
and continue to visit even 
after their own retirement, 
exhibitions catalogs and 
portraits of all “those who 
tormented us; and who 
weigh heaviest on our 
hearts”, as the poet says. 

By Panos Kougias
And just like that, in a 

matter of minutes, the space 
where Sotiris Sorogas works 
is transformed into much 
more than just an artist’s 
studio. It becomes a space 
where the intellectual life 
of Greece’s last six decades 
continues to breathe silently 
and to converse as much 
with aesthetics as with the 
source of his inspiration. 

Please turn to Page 6

Two freezers, one at the De-
partment of Biology of the 
University of Crete and the 
other at the Foundation for 
Research and Technology–
Hellas (FORTH), hold secrets 

that, until recently, had re-
mained buried deep beneath 
the earth.

For the first time any-
where in the world, those 
secrets are coming to light.

Needless to say, these 
are no ordinary freezers. 
Maintained at -80°C, they 
preserve an extraordinary 

By Ioanna Soufleri

collection: hundreds of spe-
cies of microorganisms that 
evolved over millions of 
years under extreme condi-
tions in Gourgouthakas Cave, 
the deepest cave in Greece 
and one of the deepest in 
the world, located in Crete’s 
White Mountains (Lefka Ori).

Why are these organ-

isms so valuable? Because 
evolution equipped them 
with bioactive molecules 
whose properties may 
prove antiviral, antibacte-
rial, or anticancer. In other 
words, the contents of these 
two freezers constitute a bi-
ological repository unlike 
any other in the world.

An untapped  
scientific treasure
The properties of these bio-
active molecules are being 
investigated by the research 
group of Panagiotis Sarris, 
professor at the University 
of Crete and researcher at 
FORTH.

Please turn to Page 8

Sotiris Sorogas in his atelier.
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Singles Are So Burned Out 
They’re Letting Spreadsheets 

Evaluate Their Dates

The Prima Ballerina Still 
Going Strong After 75 Years

Continued from Page One

In January, she starred as 
Odette and the black swan 
Odile in “Swan Lake” and in 
May she performed “Cop-
pelia.” She is currently re-
hearsing for her role as Clara 
in “The Nutcracker” in No-
vember, a part she has played 
for 45 years.

Being the principal danc-
er of a renowned ballet com-
pany would be taxing for a 
dancer half her age. Few bal-
let stars make it past 40 be-
fore hanging up their pumps 
and switching to teaching, 
overcome by the immense 
physical, mental and artistic 
demands of the art form. 

In an interview at Mat-
suyama’s Tokyo studio, her 
legs swathed in pink woolen 
socks to keep them warm, 
Morishita said her secret is 
simple: She lives for ballet 
and rarely thinks beyond the 
next day’s rehearsal or per-
formance.

“Once today is over, I 
think about tomorrow’s les-
son,” she said. “Before I knew 
it, 75 years had passed.”

Postwar providence
Morishita was born in Hiro-
shima in 1948, three years af-
ter the city was obliterated by 
an atomic bomb. Its inhabit-
ants were rebuilding but the 
scars remained: Her grand-
mother survived the blast but 
with terrible injuries.

Morishita said the resil-
ience of her family, friends 
and neighbors in the after-
math of the bombing was an 
inspiration that still drives her 
today.

“Everyone was full of en-

Continued from Page One

The spreadsheet crunched 
the numbers. The result? A 
portrait of incompatibility. 

Her perspective shift-
ed. She saw him a few more 
times before breaking things 
off. Now she uses the app, 
called Spread, to track all of 
her dating data.

“Talking with friends is 
one thing, but having that vis-
ual representation of what I 
want versus what I’m allow-
ing is another,” said Travis, a 
child-welfare advocate. 

Travis is among a co-
hort of spreadsheet singles, 
or “love hackers,” who believe 
data could hold the cure to 
their dating woes. They say 
dating apps that spit out an 
unlimited menu of potential 
partners make it too easy to 

miss obvious red flags. 
“You become a little 

more willing to make com-
promises on things that you 
might not usually compro-
mise on, just because you’re 
so tired of searching,” said 
Alyssa Tracy, one of Travis’ 
confidants. The other, Samp-
son Ezieme, is the creator of 
Spread.  

Converts say spread-

sheets turn their desires into 
packaged datasets that they 
can analyze for patterns—
anything from “I typically 
catch feelings after the fourth 
date” to “my best dates tend 
to work in engineering.” 

The approach, once just 
the realm of professional 
matchmakers, is an offshoot 
of a broader cultural obses-
sion with tracking just about 

everything, says Skyler Wang, 
an assistant sociology profes-
sor at McGill University. 

Data “help people find 
order and systemize an in-
credibly chaotic process,” said 
Wang, who authored a study 
on self-datafication and dat-
ing spreadsheets. They also 
fill dating apps’ biggest blind 
spot—information gleaned 
from an actual date. 

But romance is different 
from other trackable behav-
iors like sleep or flatulence. 
Some love gurus say there is 
an element of humanity that 
can get lost in the spreadsheet 
cells.

Former matchmaker Lily 
Womble says she has seen 
daters over-emphasize the 
data, causing them to mini-
mize or numb the feelings 

Yoko Morishita, star of Tokyo’s Matsuyama Ballet Company,
 says daily practice and the occasional steak help her stay on her toes

Forget intuition. Young adults are rushing home to crunch the 
numbers before they decide if the date actually went well.

world for sure. Everyone is 
wondering when her retire-
ment performance will be,” 
Yoshida said.

Practice makes perfect
Ballet at the elite level is physi-
cally demanding. Rick Seah, 
a doctor who treats athletes 
and dancers at the U.K.’s 
Royal National Orthopaedic 
Hospital, said ballet dancers 
need strength and endur-
ance in their muscles and 
ligaments to reach and main-
tain many complex positions. 
Lower limb injuries includ-
ing sprains, bone damage and 
wear and tear of the tendons 
are common, he said.

Seah said it is rare to 
see ballet dancers perform-
ing at 77. “It is a testament to 
how she looks after herself to 
achieve some longevity in her 
career,” he said.

Morishita practices for 
at least six hours, six days a 
week, and still makes time 

for stretching on her day off. 
She said her commitment to 
practicing springs from child-
hood clumsiness—it always 
took her longer to grasp new 
movements and techniques 
than some of her peers.

She credits that daily 
routine with keeping her 
dancing. She watches her 
step, especially in the rain, 
to guard against injury. Aside 
from following the Hiroshi-
ma Toyo Carp baseball team, 
she has few hobbies outside 
ballet. She said there are few 
foods she dislikes but she is 
especially fond of steak. Her 
parents, who weren’t artistic 
but were hugely encourag-
ing of her ballet aspirations, 
ran a steakhouse in Hiroshi-
ma. “I have to eat meat,” she 
said.

Another factor in her 
long career is the love and 
support she gets from her 
Matsuyama colleagues, she 
said. Her husband, Tetsuta-
ro Shimizu, is the ballet com-
pany’s executive director and 
choreographer. Dancing to-
gether in 1974, she won the 
Gold Prize at the Varna In-
ternational Ballet Competi-
tion, the first time a Japanese 
dancer had won one of ballet’s 
most prestigious awards.

Energetic and playful, 
Shimizu likes to tease Morish-
ita about her height. Dancers 
from New York, London or 
Paris have “such long legs,” 
Shimizu said, in contrast to 
the 4-foot-9-inch Morish-
ita. Still, he said, “when she 
dances, she looks so big. That’s 
her strength. Something just 
bursts out of her, doesn’t it? I 
think that’s why everyone is 
drawn to her.”

ergy and courage, and they 
were living their lives with an 
incredible sense of gratitude 
for being alive,” she said.

Morishita was a frail 
child. A doctor told her par-
ents she needed more physi-
cal exercise. A kindergarten 
across the street from the fam-
ily home held ballet classes 
after the regular school day 
finished.

“If it had been a gym-
nastics class instead, my life 
would have been complete-
ly different,” Morishita said. 
“The God of Ballet was tell-
ing me: ‘You’re meant to do 
ballet.’ ”

Her first teacher, Kiyoshi 
Hamuro, saw the potential in 
his tiny charge. He enrolled 
Morishita with a strict and for-
midable ballet mistress called 
Michiko Suwa. 

Suwa would sometimes 
strike her pupils’ feet with 
the handle of a hataki, a Japa-
nese feather duster, whenever 
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they buckled from the pain of 
standing en pointe too long. 
Today such a teacher would 
face a lawsuit. Back then, “par-
ents would just keep quiet 
and apply ointment to our 
wounds,” Morishita said. 

Suwa nevertheless in-
stilled in the fledgling bal-
lerina a discipline and rigor 
that would carry Morishita 
through her career. She gave 
her first ballet performance 
at 6 on the tiny stage in front 
of the screen in a Hiroshima 
movie theater. At 12, she per-
suaded her parents to send 
her to ballet school in Tokyo. 

She joined the Matsuy-
ama Ballet Company in 1971 
after stints studying ballet 
overseas, including in the U.S. 
Morishita recalls having been 
electrified by a performance 
she had seen by Mikiko Mat-
suyama, who founded the 
company in 1948.

“At that moment, I 
thought, ‘This is the one, this 

is the teacher,’ ” she said.
Morishita’s career would 

take her all over the world, 
dazzling audiences in New 
York, Shanghai, Paris and 
London. She performed with 
Nureyev for Queen Elizabeth 
II. A personal highlight was 
dancing alongside her idol, 
Margot Fonteyn, who she had 
first seen perform as a wide-
eyed 20-year-old in New York.

“Just seeing her come out 
on stage—it was as if every-
thing suddenly lit up. I still 
remember it to this day,” she 
said. 

Yukihiko Yoshida, a long-
time dance critic in Japan, said 
Morishita developed a deli-
cate way of dancing that is 
uniquely Japanese. Her lon-
gevity, he said, is reminiscent 
of performers of traditional 
Japanese arts, such as Noh 
and Kabuki, who spend dec-
ades mastering their craft.

“Ms. Morishita is a leg-
end of the Japanese ballet 

they get in the presence of a 
potential partner. 

“Rigidity can actually be 
a shield against vulnerabil-
ity,” said Womble, who now 
runs her own dating coaching 
company. 

For Peyton Knight, a 
27-year-old brand strategist 
in Austin, the rigidity shield 
is the whole point. She thinks 
dating has to feel corporate to 
be effective. 

“Sponteneity and fun is 
cool, but if you don’t align 
with someone on basic core 
values that relationship is in-
evitably going to come to a 
halt,” she said. 

Knight created a spread-
sheet that lets her friends 
weigh in via a “friends feed-
back” tab. It came in handy 
when she combed through 
it to see if any of the men she 

Morishita credits her 
longevity to her rigorous 
daily training routine.
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She widened her search 
filters and went on 10 more 
dates across seven guys, me-
ticulously evaluating each, be-
fore connecting with a soft-
ware engineer. He drinks 
socially so he wouldn’t have 
shown up in her original 
search on Hinge. 

The pair have been to-
gether for almost three years. 
She credits her spreadsheet 
dating experiment. 

Darby Mulligan was 
fresh out of a long-term re-
lationship when she first 
dipped her toes in the dat-
ing pool at age 21. To better 
learn what she liked, she be-
gan tracking everything from 
who reached for the bill to 
how good the sex was.

Mulligan, now 26, saw 
patterns emerging. Inspired 
by Spotify’s “wrapped” fea-

ture, which gives users a 
yearly review of their listen-
ing habits, the marketing pro-
fessional in Seattle created a 
“dating wrapped” slide deck 
in which she depicted her 
data in a collection of charts 
and graphs.

“Then I was like, ‘How 
do I make this more iconic?’” 
she said. The answer? An an-
nual dating wrapped party, 
where dozens of friends gath-
er to see her yearly stats and 
snack on cupcakes adorned 
with cutouts of her exes’ faces.

Last year, she solicited 
videos from men she dated. 
While most ghosted, some 
actually sent clips.

“It’s so cool to know 
yourself,” one of her former 
suitors said in his video. “It’s 
almost like a personal his-
tory.”

dated deserved another shot. 
She was tempted to reach 
out to one until she read her 
friends’ reminders that the 
guy made her talk to his mom 
on FaceTime during their sec-
ond date. 

Knight said the spread-
sheet reminded her how 
uncomfortable she felt in 
the moment. She shared the 
template on social media and 
has sold it, for $9.99, to more 
than 10,000 people.

Spreadsheets helped 
Vera Vlasova eliminate a de-
ceptively promising match. 
The 22-year-old content crea-
tor met a six-foot-three Ger-
man aerospace engineer on 
the dating app Hinge, which 
has a subscription tier that lets 
users hyper-filter searches.

On paper he checked 
all the boxes. But when she 

recapped their dates in her 
tracker, her radar went off. He 
had never been in a serious 
relationship and his laid-back 

vibe didn’t scream commit-
ted or emotionally available. 
The two stopped speaking 
shortly after.

“It felt disappointing be-
cause I liked him, but relieving 
because he wasn’t going to be 
a good partner,” Vlasova said.

See the $600 Million  
World of Executive Perks

From private ranch vacations to concierge medicine,  
these are the ultraluxury perks top executives scored last year

By Mark Maremont, 
Elizaveta Galkina,  
Neil Mehta  
and Juanje Gomez

An estimated $20,000 
in free booze. More 
than $100,000 in 
free sports-event 

tickets. Extensive personal use 
of a company-owned hunt-
ing ranch.

Perks—the often-lavish 
extras layered on top of ex-
ecutive pay—are booming. 
Among the 500 largest public 
companies, spending on four 
of the biggest-ticket perks has 
surged since 2021, according 
to research firm Equilar, led 
by a more than doubling in 
the median cost of executive 
security.

The Wall Street Journal 
analyzed perks disclosed in 
the most recent annual filings 
from 1,500 of the largest U.S. 
public companies. In all, those 
companies shelled out close 
to $600 million on around 
15,000 perks to their execu-
tives and directors. Here’s 
what we found.

Personal security
Security topped the perks list 
by a large margin. The Journal 
found more than 250 com-
panies that spent a total of 
$170 million protecting ex-
ecutives. Many boards have 
become more security-con-
scious since the 2024 killing 
of UnitedHealth Group execu-
tive Brian Thompson.

Relocation  
and expat support
When executives relocate or 
are on assignment overseas, 
companies often shoulder 
much of the cost—housing 
subsidies, children’s tuition, 
moving costs and home-sale 
assistance.

Railroad company CSX 
covered a $1.6 million loss on 
the sale of its chief operating 
officer’s house when he re-
located.

Personal aircraft use
Hopping aboard the company 

jet for a personal trip is an en-
viable and often costly perk, 
one enjoyed by around 700 
executives at about 400 com-
panies, with an average an-
nual cost exceeding $160,000.

Health and wellness
Some companies shell out six 
figures for high-end health in-
surance, doctor visits and con-
cierge medicine for executives. 
“Executive physicals” can cost 
thousands of dollars—Chica-
go-based insurer Old Repub-
lic International paid nearly 
$30,000 to cover a single ex-
ecutive’s annual checkup.

Ground transportation
Cars and drivers are typical-
ly pitched to shareholders 
as a security expense, not a 
chauffeuring perk. Another 
common perk is a compa-
ny-provided car or a car al-
lowance, which can include 
free fuel.

Lifestyle  
and product perks
Truck dealer Rush Enterprises 
awarded its CEO $107,000 in 
personal use of a company-
owned, 11,000-acre Texas 
hunting ranch.

Chemed, which owns 
Roto-Rooter and a chain of 
end-of-life hospices, gave its 
CEO $121,502 in tickets for 
Cincinnati Bengals games and 
other sports events. Chemed 
said it buys sports tickets for 
business purposes and that 
its CEO, a “huge sports fan,” 
sometimes uses leftovers.

Liquor firm Constellation 
Brands gave its CEO $20,000 
in free booze, which the com-
pany said is part of a broad-
er free-product program to 
enhance employee “knowl-
edge and appreciation” of its 
brands.

At Brunswick, maker of 
Sea Ray and Boston Whaler 
boats, executives and direc-

tors received a $35,000 annual 
allowance to spend on boat-
related expenses and other 
products. The company said 
the allowance serves to en-
hance executives’ understand-
ing of its businesses.

Apollo Global Manage-
ment, the private-equity gi-
ant, spent $790,000 for its 
billionaire CEO, Marc Row-
an, to have a car and driver, 
citing “increased efficiency, 
convenience and confidenti-
ality.” That’s nearly 10 times 
the $85,000 JPMorgan Chase 
spent on CEO Jamie Dimon’s 
personal use of corporate cars.

Palantir Technologies 
CEO Alex Karp received 
$160,000 in coverage for 
health and medical services.

Apple gave CEO Tim 
Cook nearly $790,000 in per-
sonal flights. The company’s 
board requires Cook to fly 
private “for security and effi-
ciency purposes.” Many com-

panies similarly cite security 
to explain why executives fly 
private for personal trips.

Kruti Patel Goyal, now 
Etsy’s CEO, was on interna-
tional assignment for a U.K. 
subsidiary, and traveled back 
to the U.S. in 2025 to become 
president of the company. Her 
overseas posting and reloca-
tion were smoothed by $1.2 
million in perks, covering 
housing-related costs, lease 
termination, tuition, tax prep 
and other benefits.

Meta Platforms paid 
$22.5 million to protect bil-
lionaire CEO Mark Zucker-
berg, citing his high profile 
and “specific threats.”

Some of the perks were 
surprisingly small, such as 
$492 to cover “backup home 
generator maintenance” for 
Hewlett Packard Enterprise’s 
CEO, Antonio Neri, whose 
total compensation was $23.5 
million. HP said the payment 
helps ensure its CEO is avail-

able to run the company dur-
ing a power outage at his res-
idence, and it disclosed the 
perk in accordance with regu-
latory requirements.

Then there are club 
memberships: At least 400 
executives got some or all of 
their dues and other club costs 
paid for by their companies, 
the Journal found. Some com-
panies said the clubs are used 
for business. 

Restaurant chain Tex-
as Roadhouse gave its CEO 
$131,000 in 2025 to cover his 
initiation fees and member-
ship dues for a country club 
in the company’s hometown 
of Louisville, Ky. The company 
said the membership at the 
Valhalla Golf Club was at the 
board’s direction, to better 
connect the CEO locally af-
ter his relocation from Texas.

“A lot of these perks are 
excessive,” said Rosanna 
Weaver, an executive-pay 
consultant for the Interfaith 
Center for Corporate Respon-
sibility. Most executives “al-
ready are extraordinarily well 
paid, and I’m not persuaded 
that the perks are necessary. 
There’s a whiff of entitlement 
here—CEOs who say ‘I de-
serve this.’ ”

The executive dining 
room remains a disclosed 
perk at a few companies. Pest-
control firm Rollins , whose 
brands include Orkin, gave 
its billionaire chairman emeri-
tus, Gary W. Rollins , $26,751 
worth of free meals at the 
company’s executive dining 
room—$107 per workday.

Aalap Shah, an adviser to 
companies on executive pay 
at Pearl Meyer, said the big 
growth in perks has been in 
extras that may benefit the 
CEO but also serve the busi-
ness needs of the company, 
such as executive health plans 
and company-paid security.

“There’s an existential 
risk to the company if some-
thing happens to the CEO or 
part of the executive team,” 
Shah said. Many perks these 
days, he said, are “really nec-
essary to run the business in 
the most effective way.”
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The Music from Greece team in action: working to create bridges between  
Greek artists and the international music industry.

Music from Greece, the country’s first music export office, is working hard to give  
Greek music and artists the international visibility they deserve.

Greek Music: An Untapped  
Cultural Asset Ready for Export

Most of the world 
knows Greece 
for its magical 
islands, ancient 

monuments and celebrated 
cuisine. But very few know 
the country for one of its 
richest cultural treasures: 
its music.

From its mesmerizing 
folk traditions and the urban 
sounds of rebetiko to con-
temporary jazz and electron-
ic music, Greece possesses 
one of the world’s most di-
verse musical landscapes. 

This musical heritage 
extends far beyond the tra-
ditional folk songs (demotika) 
which, unique to each region 
and island, echo the sounds 
of ancient Greek music, to 
genres that tell the story of 
the country’s often turbu-
lent modern history. Music 
that bears the marks of wars 
and dictatorship, exile and 
immigration; songs that tell 
of the return to democracy, 
the years of wealth and eco-
nomic hardship. 

Yet despite this ex-
traordinary wealth, Greek 
music has long lacked the 
institutional support need-
ed to transcend its national 
borders and establish a con-
sistent international pres-
ence.

It was only fairly re-
cently, in 1988, that Greece 
opened its first musical high 
school, in Pallini. Today, 
there are 52 across the coun-
try, nurturing thousands of 
talented young musicians 
and preserving both clas-
sical and traditional music 
education. Before then, con-
servatories largely focused 
on Western classical music, 
leaving a significant part of 
Greece’s own musical herit-
age outside the official edu-
cational system.

The absence of a nation-
al strategy extended beyond 
education. While countries 
such as France, Sweden, 
Finland and Portugal have 
spent decades promoting 
their music internationally 
through dedicated export of-
fices, Greece remained one 
of the few European nations 
without a formal music ex-
port organization.

Though late in coming, 
this is finally beginning to 
change in Greece. TO BH-
MA International Edition sat 
down Angeliki Spyridaki, the 
founder and CEO of Music 
from Greece, the country’s 
first music export office, 
which is working hard to 

By Maria Paravantes

TO BHMA International Εdition speaks with Angeliki Spyridaki, founder of the country’s 
 first music export office, about her mission to put Greek music on the world stage

give Greek music the inter-
national visibility it deserves.

Building the  
missing link
“Music from Greece was 
created to help contempo-
rary Greek music gain the 
position it deserves in in-
ternational markets, while 
creating more opportunities 
for Greek artists and music 
industry professionals,” 
Spyridaki says.

She insists Greece does 
not need to prove its musi-
cal worth.

“Our musicians, com-
posers and songwriters have 

been proving that for dec-
ades. What was missing was 
an organized national body 
that could represent Greece 
internationally and create 
the conditions for Greek 
music to be heard on equal 
terms.”

Spyridaki explains that 
in most European countries, 
Music Export Offices have 
long been an integral part 
of national cultural policy. 
They help artists connect 
with festivals, promoters, 
labels, and industry profes-
sionals around the world, 
while also serving as a key 
tool for cultural extroversion 

and fostering the growth of 
the creative economy.

Until now, Greece was 
one of the few countries 
without such a structure. 
Music from Greece has now 
arrived to fill this gap. And 
its ongoing work and efforts 
had an immediate impact.

“Music from Greece was 
admitted to the European 
Music Exporters Exchange 
(EMEE) by unanimous vote. 
Representing more than 30 
countries, the EMEE is the 
leading European network 
of music export organiza-
tions, and the acceptance 
of Music from Greece as an 

official member is a mile-
stone. It marks our organi-
zation’s formal institutional 
launch, and confirms that 
Greece now has an organ-
ized and credible presence 
in the international music 
ecosystem.”

Music: A powerful 
ambassador
Spyridaki believes music can 
be one of a country’s most 
powerful ambassadors.

“Music doesn’t simply 
communicate sounds. It 
communicates stories, val-
ues and contemporary cul-
tural identity.”

For decades, Greek art-
ists who achieved interna-
tional success largely did 
so alone. Figures like Mikis 
Theodorakis, Manos Had-
jidakis, Nana Mouskouri, 
Demis Roussos, Vangelis 
and Vicky Leandros built 
remarkable global careers 
through talent, determina-
tion and personal networks 
rather than institutional 
support.

“There have always 
been outstanding individu-
al success stories,” Spyrida-
ki says. “But there was no 
mechanism or strategy to 
ensure continuity, support, 
and long-term planning.”

For Spyridaki, the tim-
ing is perfect. The interna-
tional music market and au-
diences are more open than 
ever to new languages, dif-
ferent cultural identities, and 
authentic stories. 

At the same time, the 
digital era has reduced tradi-
tional barriers in music dis-
tribution. “This means that 
countries like Greece can 
gain greater international 
appeal,” she says, “but on-
ly if they invest in the right 
structures.”

More than promotion
With an MA in Cultural Poli-
cy & Development and a seat 
on the Board of the Cultural 
Heritage Management Con-
sulting Company, Spyridaki 
firmly believes that actions 
speak louder than words.

A music export office 
does much more than just 
organize events or partici-
pate in exhibitions. It cre-
ates the conditions for Greek 
artists to gain access to in-
ternational music industry 
networks.

“This means identi-
fying and participating in 
the most important inter-
national market events, de-
veloping partnerships with 
corresponding organiza-
tions abroad, networking 
with festivals, promoters, 
agents, record companies 
and cultural organizations, 
supporting Greek profes-
sionals and keeping them 
informed about the opportu-
nities that exist internation-
ally,” she explains.

In this respect, WOM-
EX, the world’s leading mu-
sic industry networking con-
ference, is a key event; here, 
artists, festival organizers 
and industry professionals 
establish partnerships that 
often lead to tours and long-
term collaborations.

Equally important is 
enabling professionals from 
any country to discover the 
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where careers are built.
“Achieving an interna-

tional presence,” she says “is 
not a single event; it is a long-
term process that is built up 
step by step”.

The global music indus-
try operates on relationships, 
trust and long-term collabo-
ration. And building an in-
ternational career requires 
strategy, consistency and pa-
tience. It also requires finan-
cial resources—something 
many independent artists 
struggle to secure.

“A great song is impor-
tant, but it isn’t enough. In 
Greece, creators often have 
to become their own manag-
ers, promoters and business 
teams,” she says.

To address this gap, Mu-
sic from Greece plans to de-
velop specialized educational 
programs that will help art-
ists understand internation-
al markets and provide the 
tools and skills they require 

to navigate the global music 
industry more effectively and 
build sustainable careers.

“In Greece, this kind of 
specialized knowledge and 
training has not been eas-
ily accessible to many artists 
and professionals in the field 
till now.”

It’s all Greek to me
For many years, local mu-
sic industry stakeholders felt 
the Greek language was a 
barrier to its reaching larger 
and more international au-
diences. Spyridaki believes 
that assumption no longer 
reflects reality.

“We’ve seen artists sing-
ing in Spanish, Portuguese, 
Korean and Scandinavian lan-
guages achieve enormous in-
ternational success,” she says. 
“Audiences today are prima-
rily interested in authenticity, 
not language.” 

Language may influence 
how listeners experience a 

song, but it is rarely the de-
ciding factor. “What mat-
ters most is artistic identity, 
quality, and finding the right 
audience.”

For Spyridaki, a musi-
cian and artist herself, the 
Greek language is not an ob-
stacle; “On the contrary, it’s 
part of our cultural identi-
ty… one of the elements that 
makes our music special.”

After all, she says, mu-
sic has the unique ability 
to communicate beyond 
words. “Emotion, rhythm, 
and sincerity are often far 
more powerful than lan-
guage itself.”

Collective  
efforts go far
National music export offices 
operate in line with different 
models across Europe. Some 
are state-run entities, such as 
France’s Centre National de 
la Musique, which operates 
under the Culture Ministry, 

while others follow hybrid 
public-private models, as 
seen in countries like Swe-
den, Finland, and the Neth-
erlands. These organizations 
typically function as inde-
pendent non-profits, while 
receiving direct state support.

Music from Greece is 
supported by the Greek Cul-
ture Ministry, says Spyridaki, 
but she stresses that no sin-
gle institution can transform 
the country’s international 
musical presence on its own.

“The ministry’s institu-
tional support is essential,” 
she explains, “because it pro-
vides continuity, credibility, 
and the capacity to plan and 
implement actions with a 
long-term perspective.”

Successful music export 
strategies, however, require 
collaboration between gov-
ernment, the private sector, 
and the broader creative eco-
system. In countries that have 
developed effective export 

wealth and diversity of 
Greek music creation and 
come into contact with the 
people who shape it.

“For us, every interna-
tional collaboration, every 
appearance at a major festi-
val, every new tour, and eve-
ry professional agreement 
represents more than an in-
dividual artist’s success. Each 
achievement contributes to 
the gradual strengthening of 
Greek music’s international 
presence and, by extension, 
enhances the global cultural 
profile of the country itself,” 
she notes.

Learning from others
Unlike Greece, countries like 
Sweden, Finland, France, Por-
tugal, Poland, Estonia, Ger-
many and Canada have Music 
Export Offices that have been 
serving as a bridge between 
music creation and interna-
tional markets for years. 

“In fact,” says Spyrida-
ki, “they are an integral part 
of those countries’ cultural 
policy.”

Spyridaki goes on to 
stress that, although each 
of these countries has very 
different objectives depend-
ing on its market size and 
cultural priorities, they all 
have one thing in common: 
they have recognized that 
music is a strategic asset. 

Spyridaki cites some 
examples. Sweden, which 
has invested in education, 
innovation and a strong eco-
system of creators and pro-
ducers. France, which has 
developed solid cultural poli-
cies that protect its language 
while promoting French art-
ists internationally. Portu-
gal, which has capitalized 
on the uniqueness of its mu-
sical identity, transforming 
Fado into a globally recog-
nized cultural brand without 
compromising its authentic-
ity. And South Korea, which 
has shown how coordinated 
long-term efforts can trans-
form popular music into a 
major cultural export.

Despite their different 
strategies, Spyridaki says 
these countries share one 
essential principle. “They 
believed in the value of their 
own culture, and have in-
vested consistently in it over 
many years.”

Rather than copying 
others, she believes Greece 
now has the opportunity to 
build a model suited to its 
own unique musical identity, 
while benefiting from dec-
ades of international expe-
rience. EMEE membership 
provides access to knowl-
edge, partnerships and best 
practices that can accelerate 
the process and contribute 
substantially to the interna-
tional development of Greek 
music in the years ahead.

Breaking through
Talent has never been 
Greece’s problem; access 
has. According to Spyridaki, 
the greatest challenge fac-
ing Greek artists is entering 
the international networks 

frameworks, this effort often 
involves cooperation among 
multiple government bod-
ies, including the ministries 
of Foreign Affairs, Develop-
ment, Trade, and Tourism, 
she tells TO BHMA Interna-
tional Edition. 

“Music is culture, but it 
is also a tool that contributes 
to diplomacy, economic de-
velopment, and the strength-
ening of a country’s brand.”

Spyridaki also emphasiz-
es the importance of collabo-
ration with festivals, record 
labels, managers, booking 
agencies, educational insti-
tutions and cultural organi-
zations.

“No organization can 
achieve this alone. Interna-
tional outreach requires a 
shared national vision, coor-
dination, and consistency.”

Changing perceptions
Another challenge is chang-
ing how the world perceives 
Greek music. International 
audiences often associate 
Greece almost exclusively 
with traditional folk music.

While this genre is un-
deniably precious and an 
integral part of our cultural 
identity, it does not express 
the entirety of modern Greek 
musical creation.

Modern Greece is home 
to thriving jazz, classical, 
indie, hip-hop, electronica, 
metal, and experimental mu-
sic scenes.

“One of our key objec-
tives at Music from Greece 
is to introduce the world to 
this diversity. We don’t want 
to replace the existing image 
of Greek music, we want to 
expand it.”

Looking ahead
Spyridaki’s Cretan back-
ground makes her driven 
and determined. Looking 
ahead, she envisions a future 
in which Greek artists appear-
ing at major international fes-
tivals and events are no longer 
viewed as exceptions.

Instead, she hopes 
Greece will become recog-
nized as a country that con-
sistently produces interna-
tionally competitive music 
across multiple genres.

“It shouldn’t be news 
when a Greek artist tours in-
ternationally or collaborates 
with global partners,” she 
says. “It should be business 
as usual.”

If she could change one 
thing overnight, it would be 
stronger bridges between 
Greek musicians and the in-
ternational music industry.

“The talent already ex-
ists,” she says. “What artists 
need is access—to the right 
people, the right networks 
and the right opportunities.”

For a country whose 
musical heritage stretches 
back thousands of years and 
continues to evolve through 
new generations of talented 
artists, that ambition feels 
long overdue. It’s finally time 
for the next great Greek ex-
port: its music, its artists, and 
their stories.
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A dream come true for many Greek artists: performing abroad either at showcase events like this one  
at international fair jazzahead in Bremen, or in clubs and concerts.

Earlier this year, Music from Greece was admitted to the European Music Exporters Exchange,  
the leading European network of music export organizations, by unanimous vote.
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Sotiris Sorogas in his atelier, with two of his boat paintings.

Sotiris Sorogas: ‘Act in a way that  
won’t cause embarrassment later’

Continued from Page One

He himself navigates all this 
without the slightest hint of 
showing off. As if these are 
not his personal heirlooms, 
but rather objects that con-
tinue to have a place in his 
everyday life. 

It is one of those rare 
encounters in which you 
quickly exchange the role 
of journalist for that of lis-
tener. Sotiris Sorogas nar-
rates his life with a gener-
osity one rarely encounters 
in this day and age. He talks 
about his teachers, as well 
as the people who made 
him who he is today as 
tenderly as he talks about 
painting, without ever sep-
arating the work from the 
life. And when the conver-
sation reaches its end, he 
stands up quietly, picks out 
some of his books, opens 
them to the front page and 
writes a personal dedication 
in his familiar style, from 
the heart. 

A while later, as I’m 
leafing through his book, 
I can’t get a phrase of his, 
one that made a great im-
pression on me years ago as 
a teenager, out of my head: 
“One of the reasons it sad-
dens me that I’m going to 
die is that I won’t be able 
to read again.” Returning 
to that space, it’s clear the 
books are so much more 
than an artist’s library; 
they are the most eloquent 
brushstrokes in the portrait 
of Sotiris Sorogas the artist 
and the man. 

Mr. Sorogas, you are 
part of the seminal 
postwar generation 
that emerged on the 
art scene in the 1960s. 
How did you 
experience that period 
of intense political and 
intellectual searching 
in Athens, and what 
were the milestones 
along the way for you 
personally?

Looking back on the years 
of that truly intense, restless 
yet also curiously optimistic 
era, I remember how insu-
perable the barriers seemed 
to actually making a liv-
ing from an art that never 
promises you anything. 

Still, they were fruit-
ful, happy years, marked 
by high points of ideological 
and artistic inquiry, with a 
lot of reading and dream-
filled artistic horizons. 
When I was demobbed, in 
’63, my activities began to 

After a career that already spans more than six decades, the artist opens up his studio  
and talks about life, painting, Yiannis Moralis and the Greek intellectual tradition

Athens.  
How did the 
continuous interaction 
with young people 
affect you? 

My contact with the stu-
dents in the School of Ar-
chitecture was one of the 
most joyous experiences in 
my life. I was always deep-
ly committed to them, and 
this love and interest was 
reciprocated. Interesting-
ly, when I invited Dimi-
tris Mytaras to give them 
a few lessons as a visiting 
professor, he—being a fel-
low student of Moralis—re-
ferred them back to exactly 
the same teaching without 
any prior coordination on 
our part. 

In 1972, you received 
the annual Ford 
Foundation grant, 
which allowed you 
to travel and study 
contemporary art 
in New York and 
Europe. 
How did this 
international 
experience impact 
you at a time when 
Greece was still under 
military rule? 

We had made sure to learn 
about European art back 
in our student years, and 
several of us had already 
been to Paris and Italy. I 
don’t think the Colonels 
stopped us wanting to ex-
press ourselves. In fact, I’d 
say the dictatorship added 
impetus to our activities, 
as we tested the limits of 
risk-free—or as safe as pos-
sible—forms of resistance. 
Others went abroad. Curi-
ously, the Ford Foundation 
grant was almost always 
awarded to individuals or 
institutions with a “dissi-
dent” profile. 

The late Kaiti Myrivili 
was largely responsible for 
making these selections in 
Greece. She liked my work, 
which I had presented in 
my first exhibition. The 
grant allowed me to visit 
the most important mu-
seums in Europe and the 
U.S. and meet fellow art-
ists. I believe the experience 
bore fruit in my later work. 
I didn’t know Myrivili be-
forehand, but we became 
good friends after that, 
and I was lucky enough to 
meet Maronitis, Tachtsis, 
Zongolopoulos, Karas, Ke-
chaidis, Lefteris Poulios, 
and a good many others at 
the wonderful soirées she 
hosted at her home . 

intensify in a singular way. 
I was like someone discov-
ering a miracle concealed 
in every aspect of life. That 
sense of surprise remains 
with me to this day, which 
is why the awareness that 
I’ve now lived my life sharp-
ens the sorrow of departure. 

You studied at the 
Athens School of Fine 
Arts under teachers 
like Yiannis Moralis. 
What has stayed with 
you from Moralis’ 
teaching, and how 
did you manage to 

distance yourself 
from his immense 
artistic vision to find 
your own absolutely 
recognisable and 
captivating voice?

Moralis was exceptional, 
an amazing teacher with 
an incredible knowledge 
of a difficult art—because 
painting is hard. 

He knew a great deal 
about how a composi-
tion is constructed out of 
colored shapes and light, 
whose revelation could 
open doors of creativity, 

if expressing yourself was 
what you desired. Meaning 
that he knew the laws and 
rules that govern composi-
tions. He spoke of simpli-
fying surfaces, secret cor-
respondences between 
different parts of a com-
position, color harmonies, 
and specific uses of light. 
Moralis’ teaching was ex-
pansive and non-prescrip-
tive, which is why no one 
copied his painting style. 
And I don’t think more than 
a handful of his students 
imitated him. 

I tried to continue his 

teaching during the 40 
years I taught in the School 
of Architecture. Before it 
was published, I gave Mora-
lis a summary of my own 
teachings to read, to see 
if he agreed. I am moved 
whenever I recall our last 
meeting, at the Benaki Mu-
seum a few months before 
he passed away. Vasso Kyri-
aki and Antonis Kyriakoulis 
were there, too. 

For decades, you 
taught Drawing and 
Color at the National 
Technical University of 
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Tools, books, and miscellaneous items—all playing a unique part in the artist’s process.

Your works, whether 
they be old rusted 
metals, driftwood, 
stones, or wells, are a 
study in decay and the 
passage of time. 
What made you 
choose to give a 
“voice” to objects 
that society 
considers useless or 
abandoned?

It’s hard to talk about things 
that stem, I believe, from 
our individual psyches and 
our interpretation of life. 

 I don’t mind telling 
you that my love of life 
may verge on the immod-
erate, since my gaze almost 
always finds companion-
ship in the dying, in things 
on the verge of loss. You 
need only recall what you 
remember of my subjects. 
Even the portraits are like 
funerary monuments. 

The color white, or 
rather the “negative” 
of the canvas, is  
a co-protagonist in 
your work. 
What does it 
symbolize for you?

It is the eternal interplay 
between light and darkness. 
It is ambiguity and dual-
ity. It is the angelic and the 
black light in the poetry of 
Seferis, of Kalvos, of Byz-
antine icons and ancient 
tragedy. It is the canvas on 
which I think all art con-
verses. I try to infuse my 
subjects with a sense of 
how the world exists for 
me, as a form of confession.  

Your painting has 
a deeply poetic 
and philosophical 
dimension, which 
many connect with 
the “Greekness” of 
Seferis or Elytis. 
Do you feel like a 
“poet who paints”?

I would be happy indeed for 
my work to have “a deeply 
poetic and philosophical 
dimension” connected, as 
you say, with the specifi-
cally Greek quality of our 
two great poets.  

 I believe that everyone 
who paints is actually lay-
ing bare their soul in the 
way they know best. This 
is reflected in their work, 
which is simultaneously in-
fluenced by various other 
elements and events. Quite 
often, these modify their ef-
forts holistically, as well as 
their ability to narrate their 
world.

You represented 
Greece at the São 
Paulo Biennial in 
1981 and your work 
has been shown 
in international 
exhibitions. 
How do international 
audiences perceive 
the deeply internal, 
almost “ascetic” 
Greekness of your 
paintings?

I think your question re-

quires a nuanced perspec-
tive on whether and how 
other criteria might be at 
play for a non-Greek au-
dience, shaping how they 
engage with the painting. 

I believe that such an 
audience is either non-ex-
istent or exceptionally rare, 
due to virtually every mu-
seum of modern art having 
long since succumbed to an 
addiction to a commercia-
lized, mass, kitsch culture in 

Petres, one of the most recognizable painting series by Sotiris Sorogas.

what they choose to show-
case. You will have noticed 
for yourself that painting 
is marked by its absence. 
I think few artists today 
have remained faithful to 
this wonderful art of nu-
ance, of allusion, of tender 
feelings and contemplative 
meanings.

The monumental 
“carts” at the Larissis 
Metro station are a 

daily meeting point for 
thousands of citizens. 
How does an artist 
feel when their work 
emerges from the 
silence of the studio 
and the gallery and 
becomes part of the 
public sphere and 
people’s daily lives?

I remember being delight-
ed when the Athens Metro 
proposed exhibiting works 

of mine there. It was a fine 
opportunity to start up a 
conversation between my 
work and the general pub-
lic—everyone who ever 
finds themselves in front of 
an art-work without mean-
ing to—and not only with 
art lovers. I considered the 
subject exceptionally well-
suited to the works. The 
old modes of transport—a 
train, a tram, a cart—would 
serve as a reminder of the 
fate that awaits all things. 
In fact, this reminder may 
actually be at the very 
core of the things I spent 
so many years of my life 
painting. As for the recog-
nition you kindly refer to, 
that question has always 
left me at a loss. 

You have frequently 
expressed unease 
about the direction 
modern culture is 
moving in. In an era of 
absolute digitization, 
speed and ephemeral 
images, what can 
painting offer?

I believe that painting is 
a highly spiritual art with 
infinite expressive possi-
bilities. 

After all, it is inextrica-
bly linked with mankind’s 
history, given that painting 
found the way to narrate 
and give physical form to 
every need, every religion 
and ideology, every culture. 
Nowadays, “the dominance 
of the ephemeral image,” as 
you put it, has made paint-
ing, with its inherent densi-
ty of meaning and emotion, 
into an impenetrable form 
of communication. 

Our contemporary, 
kitsch-culture-addicted mu-
seums of modern art have 
given themselves over to a 
mass of rubbish that seeks—
in vain, as is now clear—to 
substitute itself for art. 

Do you believe that we 
have lost the “thread” 
and the essence of 
artistic creation?

I believe that the commer-
cialization of everything at 
the hands of a predatory 
capitalism, as Chomsky 
would say, has led to the 
desecration of every aspect 
of our lives. 

The negation of the 
intrinsic value of the spir-
it, too, and its incorpora-
tion into the transactional 
dealings of a mercenary 
mindset, has eroded, if not 
entirely eradicated, the 
meanings of life, our codes 
of communication and mor-
al values. And art, inevitably 
integrated as it is into our 
contemporary, multifaceted 
social framework, has I be-
lieve become a mouthpiece 
for, and ally of, the impasses 
we now find ourselves in. 

I hasten to add that 
the broad formulations 
and generalizations of is-
sues such as these, which 
I am touching upon so su-
perficially here, cannot be 
simplified with impunity. 

Looking at Greek 
society today, with all 
its contradictions and 
crises, its intellectual 
and spiritual quests, 
are you optimistic 
about the future?

I feel that attempting to 
answer your questions 
would force me to forfeit 
any claims I may have to 
being a serious person, 
given that the fate of the 
country hangs in the bal-
ance and hinges on these 
questions and our response 
to them. 

All I can tell you 
is what I would like to 
change. Not, of course, by 
holding back technological 
achievements, but primar-
ily through the preserva-
tion of our Greek intellectu-
al tradition. I believe—like 
many Greeks, though not 
all—that this tradition is 
unique in the breadth and 
depth of its meanings, com-
pared to any other intellec-
tual tradition in the world. 
And this tradition cannot 
survive, unless—first off—
we protect the three-thou-
sand-year-old language in 
which it is expressed. And 
one other thing: I can’t 
understand why we suffer 
from such a sense of na-
tional inferiority?

 
Can art function as a 
cure or a compass in 
an era of generalized 
disorientation?

Engonopoulos used to say 
that art helps us to die.  

If you ran into the 
young Sotiris Sorogas 
as he was just starting 
his studies in art, 
what would you say 
to him?

I’d tell him to act in a way 
that won’t cause embarrass-
ment later. 
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Cavers approach the 
entrance to the cave, 
with the northeastern 
slopes of the White 
Mountains, whose peaks 
rise above 2,000 meters, 
in the background.

Deep Inside a Cretan Cave, Scientists 
Found a Hidden World

Continued from Page One

Their findings, published in 
the scientific journal Frontiers 
in Microbiology, suggest signifi-
cant scientific potential.

The cave microbiome—
the community of micro- 
organisms that has adapted 
to life inside caves—remains 
largely unexplored. Yet stu-
dying it has become a major 
priority for researchers world-
wide.

Speaking to TO VIMA 
Science, Sarris explained why:

“Deep caves are not 
merely geological formations. 
They are isolated ‘worlds 
within the world,’ where mi-
crobial life has evolved over 
millions of years in complete 
darkness, with almost no nu-
trients, low temperatures, and 
virtually no outside influences. 
This extreme isolation makes 
cave microbiomes exception-
ally valuable for science. Un-
like surface ecosystems, life 
here does not depend on pho-
tosynthesis but on alternative 
metabolic strategies based on 
chemical reactions involving 
inorganic elements. These 
adaptations often lead to the 
production of unique bio-
chemical compounds—sub-
stances nature has ‘designed’ 
to survive in environments 
with extremely limited energy. 
Such molecules may prove 
invaluable in addressing chal-
lenges such as antibiotic re-
sistance and much more.”

A scientific adventure
Before examining the team’s 
discoveries, it is worth telling 
the remarkable story behind 
them—a story of scientific ex-
ploration, interdisciplinary 
collaboration, volunteerism, 
passion for research, and... 
zero funding.

Everything described be-
low was accomplished solely 
through the researchers’ com-
mitment to science, without 
any government funding.

The project began in 
2022, when an entirely 
Greek team of volunteer ge-
ologists and cave explorers, 
led by Markos Vaxevanop-
oulos and Giorgos Sotiriadis, 
set out to create a modern 
survey of Gourgouthakas 
Cave. Among the expedition 
members descending into the 
White Mountains was Savvas 
Paragkamian, the study’s lead 
author.

Gourgouthakas is not an 
easy place to explore. Stretch-
ing 2,384 meters in length and 
reaching a depth of 1,100 
meters, with 100% humidity 
and temperatures ranging be-
tween 6°C and 7°C, the cave 

demands absolute respect.
“People usually ask 

whether there is enough ox-
ygen inside caves,” Paragka-
mian told TO VIMA Science. 
“In reality, the greatest danger 
is water. If there’s even a pos-
sibility of rain, the expedition 
is postponed because certain 
passages can flood rapidly and 
trigger landslides.”

He emphasized that the 
expedition’s meticulous plan-
ning was key to its success. A 
support team, including vol-
unteer cooks, remained at the 

cave entrance, while a supply 
station was established 600 
meters underground. Com-
munication systems and spe-
cialized caving equipment 
were also essential, follow-
ing months of preparation.

The same level of care 
was devoted to collecting 
samples.

“We took great care to 
prevent contamination by sur-
face microorganisms that we 
ourselves might have carried 
into the cave,” Paragkamian 
explained.

He spent 22 hours inside 
Gourgouthakas collecting 
both dry and liquid samples 
from different depths, eventu-
ally reaching the cave’s deep-
est accessible point. Three of 
those hours were spent rest-
ing, while the climb back to 
the surface alone took another 
seven hours.

A relay race  
against time
The rapid and safe transport 
of the samples proved equally 
critical to the project’s success.

Dry ice maintained the 
samples at -78.5°C until they 
reached the laboratory, but 
getting them there was no 
simple task.

After emerging from 
the cave, Paragkamian still 
had to hike for two hours to 
reach the expedition’s vehi-
cles, which could not travel 
any farther. He then drove to 
Chania, where the samples 
were handed over to Chris-
tos Christakis for transport to 
Heraklion, allowing laborato-
ry work to begin immediately 

to ensure the microorganisms 
remained viable.

The first challenge was 
cultivating organisms that had 
never before been studied. But 
under what conditions do you 
grow microorganisms that no 
one has ever cultivated?

“Each sample was cul-
tured using four different 
growth media and at two 
different temperatures—the 
cave’s natural temperature 
and 25°C,” Christakis said.

“As for the culture me-
dia, one was nutrient-rich, 
another contained half the 
nutrients, while the other 
two were much poorer. The 
fourth medium contained no 
nitrogen because we wanted 
to investigate whether nitro-
gen-fixing microorganisms 
were present.”

Discoveries of 
exceptional value
After months of systematic 
work, the research team suc-
cessfully cultured 865 species 
of microorganisms, including 
bacteria and fungi, creating 
a biological repository unlike 
any other in the world.

Using advanced mo-
lecular techniques, the re-
searchers then identified the 
microorganisms and began 
investigating their biological 
properties.

“In addition to accurately 
mapping microbial diversity 
and revealing the functional 
capabilities of these commu-
nities, we discovered a wide 
range of bioactive molecules 
produced by these microor-
ganisms,” Sarris said.

“In other words, deep-
cave microbiomes are not 
simply poorer versions of sur-
face microbial communities. 
They are distinct ecosystems 
with specialized functions and 
remarkably interesting new 
metabolic pathways.”

The team’s initial tests 
have already produced en-
couraging results.

Two microorganisms, 
identified by the codes 
SRL871 and SRL810, proved 
significantly more effective 
than commercially available 
products at combating patho-
gens that damage vegetable 
crops.

Research into the anti- 
microbial and anticancer 
properties of these biomole-
cules is still ongoing. But one 
thing already seems certain: 
in the years ahead, the scien-
tific community is likely to 
hear much more about the 
remarkable discoveries hid-
den for millions of years inside 
Gourgouthakas Cave.

A pioneering expedition into Greece’s deepest cave has uncovered hundreds of previously unexplored 
microorganisms that could hold promise for future antiviral, antibacterial, and anticancer discoveries
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A researcher collects 
samples at a depth  

of 1,100 meters.
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