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The Hermitage of Saint Neilos near Giromeri, Thesprotia

The hermitage of Saint Neilos is located on a rocky outcrop on the right bank of the Kalpa-
kiotikos river, a tributary of river Kalamas (Fig. 1), opposite the monastery of Giromeri, at
a site called Theostrouga!. It lies approximately 300 m. west of the modern settlement of
Giromeri. The existence of a monastery in this area is evidenced by historical sources, as it was
founded by Saint Neilos Erichiotis?, a fact that is recorded both in the Saint’s Synaxarium and
in his Testament, which was ratified by the ruler of the Despotate of Epirus, Ioannis di Mo-

Fig. 1. Map of the area with the location of the hermitage of Saint Neilos.
Available at: https://greece-map.net/greece-thesprotia-maps

! On the history, art and architecture of the hermitage and the monastery, see indicatively [14, p.263; 60,

vv.496-502; 22, pp. 10-11; 17, pp.9-18, 413-416; 9, pp. 219-226; 53; 15; 5; 26, pp. 141-166, with previous bib-
liography].

2 Saint Neilos descended from the aristocratic family of Laskaris. At a young age he abandoned the secular
life and retired to the Monastery of Akoimetoi near Constantinople. After wandering for many years, before
1330 he ended up at a place called Jericho (Erichos) in Albania and a few years later he came to the region of Gi-
romeri and founded the Monastery of the Virgin Hodegetria [60, vv.498-500; 34, pp.773-774; 45, pp. 23-24].
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Fig. 2. General view of the hermitage of Saint Neilos. Photo  Fig. 3. The interior of the hermitage of Saint Neilos. Photo
by L. Chouliaras by I. Chouliaras

nopoli (Orsini)? in 1336 or 1337 [60, p.500; 15, pp. 57-59]. Copies of the Synaxarium and the
Testament have survived in the Giromeri monastery, the former in a leather-bound codex of
the 16" century and the latter on paper, measuring 55x39 cm., dated to 1812 [33, pp. 523-542].
The Giromeri monastery is situated directly opposite the hermitage and the construction of
the catholicon we see today dates back to 1567/8 [14, p.263; 49, p. 624; 45, p.26; 25, pp. 65, 67].

The hermitage was built inside a cave, now not accessible, as its opening is visible on a ver-
tical cliff, at a height of about 17 m. above the ground (Fig. 2). This opening is walled up and
leads to a narrow cave, which cannot be reached to be explored, except by climbing®. Another
entrance to the cave must have existed to the west, but today it is blocked by large fallen rocks.
Traces of wooden beams on the outside of the built section suggest that there must have been
a wooden staircase outside the cave, leading to the church. Inside the cave, where a large single
space is formed, there must have been a two-story structure, which has collapsed in its entirety
and the building materials are spread across the cave floor (Fig. 3). The existence of a second

3
4

Until recently he was known, incorrectly, as Ioannis Orsini. For the family di Monopoli see [19, pp.45-90].
At the base of the cliff, to the left, there is a larger cave, its opening being also walled up. Inside the cave
there is an undecorated chapel, the altar of which bears the date inscription: 1859 @Aef&pn 17 (1859 February
17) 38, p.316].
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floor is documented by six sockets in the rock, on the eastern side of the cave, about 2.40 m.
above the present cave floor, probably for wooden beams to be fitted in them. On the second
floor level, about 1.50 m. higher than the six sockets, a rudimentary niche can be seen, formed
by shaping an already existing natural recess. The ceiling of the cave is about 3.50 to 4 m. above
the sockets for the wooden beams, which would have supported the floor of the second story.
To the southeast of the cave there is a dry-stone structure, 1.60 m. high and about 1 m. wide,
which blocks an opening, leading to another, smaller chamber or, more likely, a fissure in the
cave. Yet another small opening appears above the dry-stone structure, also difficult to explore,
probably an engleistra (place of reclusion), but further research is needed to establish its func-
tion®.

The cave’s height, at the highest point, should not exceed 7 m., without taking into account
the thickness of fallen material that covers the natural cave floor, while the largest space (Fig. 4),
including the two-story construction, has a maximum length of about 3.50 m. and a maximum
width of about 2.50 m., therefore we are dealing with a very small church. Approximately in the
center of the structure, directly below the level of the archangel, who is depicted on the outer
face of the structure, a square window or door opens (Fig. 5), while on the right a water outlet
hole can be seen, framed by a curved stone at the base of the hole, which protrudes from the
structure (Fig. 5). This hole lies about 1 m. above the floor of the ground story inside the cave.
Over the archangel, there is a large rectangular aperture, which could be identified as a window
or door to the second floor of the internal structure (Fig. 5), even more so as a few meters to the
east, a little higher than the second floor threshold level, there is the niche in the cave’s walling
with the representation of Vlachernitissa. The mortar is mostly visible from the inner side of the
cave, chiefly in the ground floor space, while a few plinths can be seen at the joints in single and
rarely in double rows. The church, not preserved anymore, was built inside the cave, probably
on the structure’s second floor, as the presence of the niche on that level indicates. This church
was probably built soon after Saint Neilos had settled in the area, before 1330°. The ground
floor, judging from the rudimentary water runoff (drainage) construction, must have been used
for the daily activities of the monastic brotherhood.

In the hermitage, very few wall paintings are preserved (Fig. 6), one on the outer face of the
walled up opening of the cave and two inside the cave. These paintings belong to two distinct
phases, one of which dates back to the 14" century, probably in the first half of that century,
and the second to the 15" [7, pp.433-435]. Of the first layer visible is the Pantokrator, on the
eastern side of the cave ceiling, with an inscription below Him. The mural decoration of the
second layer preserves Christ’s figure from the representation of the Virgin Vlachernitissa on
the eastern side of the second floor, inside the cave, and a full-body archangel on the outer face
of the structure, just below the entrance to the cave’s second floor. The state of preservation of
these wall-painting fragments is poor.

5 The most known engleistras are that of St. Neophytos at Paphos, Cyprus, and in Greece that of the cave of

St. Nikolaos at Varassova, Aetolia [27, pp. 121-135; 36, pp. 97-106; 37, pp.291-322].

®  For the discussion on the exact location of the first monastery, founded by Saint Neilos at Giromeri, see
60, v. 499; 26, pp. 156-158. Worth mentioning is that the two-sided icon of the Giromeri monastery with the
Virgin Hodegetria on the front and Saints Peter and Paul on the back side, dates to the third decade of the 14"
century [39, pp. 375-389; 51, pp. 513-520].
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Fig. 4. Plan of the cave. Hermitage of Saint Neilos. Drawing by I. Chouliaras
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Christ Pantokrator (Ill. 54, 55) is depicted
in a frame, blessing with his right extended
hand and holding in his left hand, in front of
his chest, an open book, the inscription on it,
though, has faded away. Further below, sepa-
rately framed is an almost illegible inscription,
arranged in three rows, written in black letters
against a white background: EZ OYPANOY [...]
OIA/ETTANTAC [...] QN/ EN TH [...]. By these
few words we understand that it is the thirteenth
verse of the thirty-second Psalm’, possibly in a
variant, since the second line begins with the
final E from the word OIAE (saw) and ends with
the plural ending -QN, possibly the ending of
the word [ANOPQIIJQN (people), but the third
line begins with the phrase EN TH..., which is
not included in this particular Psalm® However,
this psalm is often written within the narrow
zone surrounding Christ Pantokrator in the
dome [40, p.73].
The posture of Christ, his right hand ex-
tended in blessing and in his left hand holding an
open book close to his chest, in terms of iconog-
raphy, corresponds to his posture when depicted
in apses or niches, in Byzantine times, primarily Fig. 5. The walled up part of the opening of the cave
in churches of Crete?, but also in the Metropolis  (inside the circle the water runoff construction).
of Mystras (1272-1288) [28, pl 65.1] 10 This Hermitage of Saint Neilos. Photo by I. Chouliaras
iconographical type, though, is more rarely
depicted in the dome, as for example in Agios Nikolaos at Kyriakoselia, Crete (1230-1236)
[3, pp.284-285], in Sotiras Christos at Eleftherna of Rethymno (early 13t ¢) [54, fig. 88; 55,
p.347] and in Agios Nikolaos at Kampinari of Platsa in Mani (1337/8) [31, fig. 50]. When Pan-
tokrator is represented in the dome, more common is the closed book [40, pl. 1, 6, 13, 20a, 35,
36, 55-59, 62a, 72, 82a, 84, 87, 95a, 101, 102, 119, 158]. In any case, the type of Pantokrator, as
well as his posture, resemble the corresponding figure on a pillar of the narthex of the Decani
monastery at Kosovo (c.1343) [48, fig.256] and in the arch above the south entrance of the
nave of the katholikon in the monastery of the Virgin at Matej¢e near Kumanovo (1348-1352)

7 The Greek version of this psalm is: & ovpavod énéreyev 6 Kvpiog, eide névtag To0 viovs T@v dvBpwmwy

(The Lord looks down from heaven; He sees all the sons of men).

8 Possibly the word I'H (earth) follows the phrase EN TH in a variation of the fourteenth verse of the same
Psalm: &€ éroipov katoikntpiov adTod néPleyey émi TAVTAG TOVS KATOIKODYTAG TV YijV.

®  As we see indicatively in Archangel Michael at Kavalariana of Kandanos (1327/8) [23, pp.21-23, fig.5], in
Agios Dimitrios at Platanes of Selino (1372/3) [50, fig.232] and in Agia Marina at Mourne of Rethymno (beg.
14t ¢.) [43, fig. 399].

10 The representation features in the apse of the diakonicon and belongs to the first layer of the wall painting.
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Fig. 6. Section of the cave with the location of the frescoes. Hermitage of Saint Neilos. Drawing by I. Chouliaras
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[10, pl. XLVT, fig. 69], which are the closest parallels to the Saint Neilos Hermitage. Pantokrator
adopts a similar blessing gesture in Staro Nagori¢ino (1316-18) [47, fig.8], albeit in a full-
length depiction. The dark olive-green shades on the face and hand (Ill. 55), the body volume,
the color gradations, but also the smooth and well-designed folds, recall corresponding figures
in Palaeologan monuments of the first half of the 14% century, mainly in Macedonia [52, p. 237,
fig. 4, p.244, fig. 15-16; 42, p. 338, fig. 5.19, p. 373-376, fig. 6.22-25].

On the eastern side of the second floor, the niche in the rock is delineated by a red band. Of
the Virgin Vlachernitissa representation in the niche, only Christ is preserved in a shell-shaped
roundel (Ill. 56). He extends his right hand in blessing and brings the left hand in front of the
body, probably holding a closed scroll. Arranged on either side of his head are the initials [I]
C XC. Segments of the Virgin's maforium and her raised left hand are also visible. Under this
representation, bordered by a thick red band, is a rectangular space, which may have contained
an inscription.

The shell-shaped roundel follows the type of similar roundels in monuments of the 15%
century and early post-Byzantine times, such as Agios Nikolaos at Malouni [56, fig. 24, 26].
The latter is situated not far away from Saint Neilos hermitage and the frescoes of its first phase
date to the first third of the 15% century [7, p.431]. Moreover, the same type of roundel is
encountered elsewhere, for instance at Apolpaina in Lefkada (1450) [58, p. 145, fig.9, 10], in
Agios Athanasios at Koustochori of Imathia (end of the 15 ¢.) [18, fig. 1], in Agios Dimitrios at
Metamorfosi of Kozani (end of the 15% c.) [8, pp.295-296, fig. 3] and, a variant of it, in the her-
mitage of Mikri Analipsis at Prespa (first half of the 15t ¢.) [2, p. 346, 476, fig. I11. 51, I1I. 65], in
Panagia at Meronas of Amari (c. 1400) [44, fig. 354] and in Matka (1496/7) [46, p. 147, pl. 109],
while it is common in later 16" and 17" century monuments, primarily in northern Greece
[41, pl.96a; 4, fig.29, 290; 30, p.93]. In general, the type of the glory that surrounds Christ,
his posture, his broad and bright face, combined with his clothing, reciprocate north Greek or
Macedonian patterns.

On the outer face of the walled up opening of the cave, the frontal, full-length figure of an
archangel [38, p.316; 6, p. 150, fig. 3]*! (1. 57), probably Michael, is depicted, whose head is not
preserved. The archangel steps on a pillow, in military outfit and a long red cloak. He wears a
bronze breastplate, which forms an elliptical opening at the abdomen and is reinforced at the
sternum with metal bands. In his left hand, he holds the scabbard of the sword, while he must
have raised the sword in his right hand. On his feet he wears white shoes made of strips of cloth,
tied in a knot. Unfortunately, the figure is difficult to date due to the extensive damage, but we
are of the view that it belongs to the same wall-painting layer as the Vlachernitissa.

In the pose of raising the sword and holding the scabbard, the archangel is portrayed in
the Byzantine and post-Byzantine period in several monuments, but the exact way he held
the sword in the case of Saint Neilos hermitage, is not clear. Nevertheless, we think it likely
that he extended horizontally the right arm and bent the elbow towards his chest, holding the
sword raised in front of his right shoulder. At this point, we cite similar representations of the
archangel in monuments of all periods, but mainly of the 14" and 15 century in Central Bal-

1" The representations inside the cave were not known, but the archangel on the outer face of the rock was
always visible [38, p.316; 6, p. 150, fig. 3].
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kans and Crete, as in Agios Nikolaos at Manastir (1271) [21, fig. VI], Agios Achilleios at Arilje
(1295/6) [29, pl.87.2; 59, pl. XXV], Agios Nikolaos at Geraki (end of the 13' ¢.) [32, fig.94],
Agios Dimitrios at Makrychori of Eyvoia (1302/3) [13, pp.91-92, pl.32], the Dormition of
the Virgin at Ljubostinja, Serbia (1388) [11, sh.IX], Panagia at Diblochori of Rethymno (early
14 ¢.) [43, fig. 87], Panagia at Drymiskos of Rethymno (1317/8) [43, fig. 113, 114], Agia Fotini
at Preveli of Rethymno (c. 1400) [43, fig.466], Agioi Apostoloi at Seirikari of Kissamos (1427)
[24, pl. 115y], probably Panagia at Cerské near Leskovik (end of the 14 c.) [20, p. 92, fig.4] and
later in the narthex of Panagia at Studenica (1568) [61, fig. 259, 263]. Finally, we should empha-
size the significant iconographical similarities with the partially preserved representation of an
archangel in the neighbouring church of Agios Nikolaos at Malouni (first third of the 15% c.)
[7, fig. 12]. Regarding the details of his clothing, these resemble more closely the archangel
Michael from the monastery of Myrtia in Aetolia (1491) [1, pp. 124-129, fig. 13], where we see
similar lily flowers (krinanthemums) under the elliptical opening at the abdomen and the same
circular ending of the breastplate at the base of the sternum.

The Christ from the representation of Vlachernitissa inside the cave and the archangel on
the outer face of the walled up opening of the cave could be generally dated to the 15 century,
given that their condition does not allow for a more precise dating, although they may go back
to the first half of that century, since the hermitage must have been abandoned already by the
beginning of the 16 century'?, perhaps even earlier, when the monks were forced to build their
new monastery on the opposite slope of the Farmakovouni hill, possibly following the destruc-
tion of the hermitage by rock fall, due to an earthquake or some other cause.
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Title. The Hermitage of Saint Neilos near Giromeri, Thesprotia
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Abstract. The hermitage of Saint Neilos is located on a rocky outcrop opposite the monastery of Giromeri.
The existence of a monastery in this area is evidenced by historical sources, as it was founded by Saint Neilos
Erichiotis, a fact that is recorded both in the Saint’s Synaxarium and in his Testament. The hermitage was built
inside a cave, now not accessible, as its opening is visible on a vertical cliff, at a height of about 17 m. above
ground. This opening is walled up and leads to a narrow cave. Inside the cave, where a large single space is
formed, there must have been a two-story structure, which has collapsed in its entirety. The church was probably
on the structure’s second floor, as the presence of a niche on that level indicates. This church was probably built
soon after Saint Neilos had settled in the area, before 1330. In the hermitage, very few wall paintings are pre-
served, one on the outer face of the rock and two inside the cave. These paintings belong to two distinct phases.
Of the first layer the image of Pantokrator is visible on the eastern side of the cave ceiling, with an inscription
below Him. The mural decoration of the second layer preserves Christ’s figure from the representation of the
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Virgin Vlachernitissa on the eastern side of the second floor, inside the cave, and a full-body archangel on the
outer face of the walled-up opening of the cave. Christ Pantokrator is depicted in a frame. The dark olive-green
shades on his face and hand, the body volume, the color gradations, but also the smooth and well-designed
folds, recall corresponding figures in Palaeologan monuments of the first half of the 14" century, mainly in
Macedonia. Of the Virgin Vlachernitissa representation in the niche, only Christ is preserved in a shell-shaped
roundel. The shell-shaped roundel follows the type of similar roundels in monuments of the 15% century and
early post-Byzantine times. In general, the type of the glory that surrounds Christ, his posture, his broad and
bright face, combined with his clothing, follows north Greek or Macedonian patterns. The Christ from the rep-
resentation of Vlachernitissa inside the cave and the archangel on the outer rock surface could be dated to the
15 century, maybe to the first half of that century.

Keywords: Palaeologan painting, 1415 centuries, Saint Neilos Erichiotis, Epirus, Thesprotia, Giromeri,
Hermitage
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KkynbTyphl Ipenum. IIp. Anexcanapa Bemmkoro 2, 45333, fnuna, Ipenus; ioahouliaras@gmail.com; ORCID:
0009-0007-4931-4341; Scopus ID: 38361057400

Annoramua. Cxkur Cp. Huma pacronoxen Ha oTpore CKa/bl HATPOTUB MOHAcThIpA Ipomepu. Cye-
CTBOBaHME€ MOHACTbIPA B 9TOV MECTHOCTU TIOATBEPXKAAETCA UCTOPMIECKUMN MICTOTHUKAMM. Ero ocHoBan cB.
Hun OpuxnoT, 4To 3aCBUIETEbCTBOBAHO U B KUTUY CBATOTO, 1 B €T0 3aBeltaHuy. CKUT ObIT yCTPOEH B ITe-
1iepe, KOTopas HbIHE HEIOCTYIIHA, IIOCKO/IbKY €€ IIPOEM PacIo/araeTcsl Ha BEPTUKANIbHO CKalbHON MOBEPX-
HOCTH Ha BbIcOTe 17 M. DTOT IIpoeM 3aMypOBaH, OH BefleT B Y3KYIO Ieliepy. BHyTpu Hee — eiMHOe 3a1bHOE
IIPOCTPAHCTBO, B KOTOPOM pasMellanach ABYXaTaXKHas MOCTPOIIKa, MOMTHOCThIO 06pymmBIIascs. Ilepkosb
3aHMMajia BTOPOIl 3TaXK 3TOJ MOCTPOIIKM, Ha YTO YKasblBaeT HUIIA HA 3TOM ypoBHe. llepKoBb, BEpOATHO,
6b1/1a TIOCTPOEHA BCKOPE TI0CTIe TOTO, Kak ¢B. Hur mocemmcs B 9Toit MectHOCTH, 7o 1330 1. B cknty coxpa-
HMJIOCh HECKONTBKO (PECOK, OJTHA Ha HAPY)KHOII CTeHe CKaJIbl ¥ /iBe BHYTpH Temepbl. OHM OTHOCATCSA K JIBYM
pasubiM dasam. K nepBomy croio MoxxeT 6bITb OTHeceH 06pa3 ITaHTOKpaTapoa B BOCTOYHOI 4acTH IIOTON-
Ka Temlephl, ¢ HaAmiCchio og, HuM. Ko BTOpomy croro mpuHaznexan o6pas boropopuisr BraxepHnTuccs!
B BOCTOYHOI 4aCTH BTOPOTO 3Ta)ka BHYTPU TEIePbl, OT KOTOPOro COXpaHMmach ¢purypa Xpucra, 1 pocToBoe
nsobpakeHne apXaHTesa Ha 3aMypOBaHHOM BXOfie B Telllepy ¢ Hapy»Hoit ctoporbl. O6pas Xprucra [TanTo-
KpaTopa 3aK/miodeH B pamy. TeMHO-omuBKOBbIe TeHM Ha Ero nmke m pyke, MOfiemMpoBKa o6beMa, OTTEHKM
I[BETA, XOPOIIO IIPOPVCOBAaHHbIE MATKME CKTA/IKM OfIe)K]l, — BCE 3TO HAIIOMIHAET COOTBETCTBYIONIE 06pashI
I1a71€07IOTOBCKOJ1 XKMBOIMCH T1epBOii onoBuHbI XIV B., B 0CHOBHOM, B Makeornu. Ot nsob6paxenus boro-
ponuie! BraxepHUTUCCH B HUIIIE COXPAHMIICA TOMBKO XPUCTOC B MeflanboHe B popme pakoBuHBL ITa Gpopma
COOTBETCTBYET MEAA/IPOHAM B pOCINCAX XVB.u paHHETO TIOCTBU3aHTUIICKOTO epumopa. B 1I€710M, TUII C/IaBbI,
OKpy>Katomleit Xpucra, ero 1mosa, MMPOKMI U APKUil MK, KaK U OfIeXK/ja COOTBETCTBYIOT CEBEPOrpeYecKmnM
U MaKeJIOHCKMM o6pasijam. MiazieHel; n3 o6pasa BraxepHUTICCHI BHYTPU TIeIePhl ¥ apXaHTe/T Ha HAPY)KHO
TIOBEPXHOCTY CKA/IBl MOTYT OBIT OTHeCeHbI K XV B., BO3MOYKHO, K TIepPBOIT TI0IOBMHE CTOETHA.

KiroueBble coBa: 1ajieo/oroBcKas KuBonuch 14-15 sexa, Hun Spuxuor, Onup, Tecmporus, [npomepn,
cxut Cs. Huma
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IIL. 55. Christ Pantokrator (detail). Hermitage of Saint
Neilos. Photo by I. Chouliaras

I1l. 54. Christ Pantokrator. Hermitage of Saint Neilos. Photo
by L. Chouliaras

IIl. 56. Christ’s figure from the representation of the Virgin
Vlachernitissa. Hermitage of Saint Neilos. Photo by
1. Chouliaras

IIl. 57. Archangel Michael (?). Hermitage of Saint Neilos.
Photo by I. Chouliaras



