KATERINA KONTOPANAGOU

THE ARTISTIC IDENTITY OF A GROUP OF
“PROVINCIAL” PAINTERS IN EPIRUS DURING THE
FINALPHASE OF POST-BYZANTINE PAINTING

The diffusion of religious art in the 18th century reflects the prosperity of the
Orthodox populations throughout the Balkans, at the same time the ground-
breaking ideas of the Enlightenment were spreading throughout Europe. Epi-
rus witnessed an explosion in the production of religious artwork, both mural
and portable, during this period. Increased demand for the decoration of reli-
gious monuments fostered the ideal conditions for a noteworthy increase in
the number of painters active in the region'. The defining element of these
groups of painters was their common background. In addition, the painter’s
profession was a largely family affair, and workshop members were in most
cases first-degree relatives®. The painters from Kalarrytes® Kapesovo?, the
Katsanochoria, and Chioniades’ all became established creators of religious
art, decorating numerous churches in Epirus®. The painters from the Katsa-
nochoria’, who have not as of yet been comprehensively studied, were from
Fortosi®, Lozetsi, or Korytiani®. It is worth noting that they served a very par-
ticular clientele, centered around their home region'®.

! Regarding the impressive increase in the number of painters during the 18th century in gen-
eral, see Chatzidakis 1975, 250; Drakopoulou 2008, 10. On Epirus in particular, see Konstan-
tios 1987, 242-246; Kontopanagou 2014, 15-18.

2 Konstantios 1987, 242-246; Konstantios 2001, 141-151. Additionally, occasional references
in Kalousios 2008, 87-95.

3 Kosti & Kaskanis 2008; Kosti 2008; Kalousios 1992, 77-78.

4 Konstantios 2001, 47-52; Manopoulos 2003, 2991, Kontopanagou 2021b, 313-323.

3 Konstantios 2001, 143-144; Bonovas et. al. 2004, 9-12. Regarding the activity of the painters
from Chioniades in and around Trikala, see Matzana 2006, 323-330.

¢ Drakopoulou 2008, 381-385.

7 Regarding their names and works, see Manopoulos 2004. The painters from Fortosi were the
earliest, with those from the other two villages coming afterwards, Konstantios1987, 244.

& Manopoulos 2011, 199-202.

° For information on the work of the painters from Korytiani, see Kontopanagou 2021b, 320-
323; Stavrakos 2014, 91-93; Kontopanagou 2014, 15-32.

10 The initial idea for the present study was presented by the author at the International Day
Conference «Katcavoyopia. Iotopia-Apyaoioyioa-Myvnueia 27.7.2013». 1 would like to
thank the organisers of that colloquium.
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Their art exhibits the maximalist iconographic approach prevalent in the
18th-century Balkans, as is evident in the works of the other prolific Epirote
painters” workshop, that of the Kapesovites''. Similarly to the latter, the fres-
coes produced by the painters from the Katsanochoria incorporate new trends
in religious painted art such as, primarily, a plethora of iconographic cycles
and new, innovative iconography. However, their aesthetics are noticeably
different from those of the Kapesovites; they developed a remarkably deco-
rative, often overstated, style of visual depiction with the use of a bold color
palette and sophisticated artistic expressional means'?. The present paper dis-
cusses the general context of the art of the painters from the Katsanochoria.
Their attempts to differentiate themselves and create a unique artistic iden-
tity, which introduced secular folk art in 19th-century Epirus, will be demon-
strated through the examination of some of their most prominent works.

In 1784, Konstantinos, a priest from Fortosi', decorated the church of
the Dormition of the Virgin in Alepochori Botsari (fig. 1). Compared to his
kinsmen, Konstantinos preferred a rather sparse iconographic program with
Christological, Mariological, and Old Testament scenes. He created narrative
illustrations of his subjects, and combined various individual episodes within
single scenes. His innovations extended to established iconographic types,
whose figures he rendered with pronounced, theatrical stances, seen for ex-
ample in the parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus (fig. 2)'*. In this narrative
composition, Lazarus makes a markedly lively gesture while speaking with
his companions at the dinner table. The painter’s preference for human-cen-
tered scenes is particularly evident in the saucer domes in the Bema: A pop-
ulous group of angels surrounds Christ Emmanuel and the Holy Trinity (fig.
3), resulting in the illusion that the two central subjects and the concentric
zones with angels are parts of the same composition. Also noteworthy is the
painter’s decorative mood, which would become even more pronounced in
the following years in the art of the painters from the Katsanochoria, evolving
into one of their defining characteristics. Konstantinos depicts the holy fig-
ures with bold and starkly contrasting colors, even in scenes of a dogmatic
nature. This is especially evident in the use of a rich blue shade for the robes

11 Regarding their artistic principles and primary guidelines, in addition to further bibliography
on the painters from Kapesovo, see Kontopanagou 2021a, 21-68.

12 Indicatively, cf. with the depictions in St. Paraskevi in Patero and the monastery of the
Phaneromene in Fortosi (Merantzas 2007, 90).

13 Chatzidakis & Drakopoulou 1997, 137, Manopoulos 2004, 33.

14 On the iconography of this scene, see Mantas 2010, 324-325. On its iconographic variants
in the monuments of 18th-century Epirus, see Kontopanagou 2021b, 95-97.
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of Christ the Great Archpriest on the central saucer dome of the Bema (fig.
4). Iconographic details and supplementary motifs assume a decorative as-
pect, and display eclecticizing elements. Two such motifs are especially in-
dicative: the depiction of the water with coils in the scene of Jonah thrown
overboard and swallowed by the whale, the spiral tail of Arius and the lush,
winding grapevine separating the medallions (figs. 5-6). Nowhere is the me-
ticulous rendering of decorative elements more pronounced than on the ico-
nostasis, the various designs of which are reminiscent of secular folk frescoes
(figs. 7-3).

In their prolific oeuvre, the painters from Korytiani took Konstantinos
bold, daring chromatic preferences a step further. The churches in which they
worked feature expanded iconographic programs with both established and
less disseminated iconographic cycles. The painters «ék kopung Kopvtiovng»
developed a plethora of iconographic subjects on the available surfaces of
numerous different architectural types of church. Compared to the work of
Konstantinos in the church of the Dormition of the Virgin in Alepochori,
these painters appear to have a more advanced conception of how to develop
a lavish iconographic program.

A six-member group of painters from Korytiani decorated the church of
the Phaneromene in Fortosi in 1787. They are mentioned in the donor in-
scription: Konstantinos the priest', Stergios the priest'®, Nikolaos Plakidas
and his son Athanasios'’, and the brothers Christos'® and Georgios'. The
church is well-known due to the fact that the donor inscription describes in
detail the painter that decorated each section®. The explicit division of labor
as described in the inscriptional testimony is indicative of this group’s pro-
fessional organization and their confidence in the quality of their work?'.

In addition to the usual Christological and Mariological episodes, the
Katsanoi painters from Korytiani developed complete chapters connected
with liturgical requirements. They fashioned expressive, narrative depictions
of the Miracles, Parables, and post- Resurrection appearances of Christ,

15 Chatzidakis & Drakopoulou 1997, 138

16 Chatzidakis & Drakopoulou 1997, 379,

17 Chatzidakis & Drakopoulou 1997, 298, 297 correspondingly.

18 Chatzidakis & Drakopoulou 1997, 459-460.

19 Chatzidakis 1987, 224; Drakopoulou 2010, 217.

20 Chatzidakis 1975, 252. On this inscription, see Manopoulos 2004, 24.

21 Tt is worth noting that they were only part-time painters, having other means of employment
where they lived (Manopoulos 2011, 200). However, work and living conditions do not appear
to have influenced the quality of the majority of their works.
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events included in the gospel readings of the ecclesiastical calendar and es-
tablished in iconographic programs. For example, most of the Parables - The
Prodigal Son, the Pharisee and Publican, the Wise and Foolish Virgins, the
Rich Man and Lazarus- are recited during the Pre-Lenten season (Triodion)?2.

In addition, these painters regularly included scenes connected with the
liturgical period of the Pentecost in their works: the miracle of the Healing of
the Paralytic, Christ and the Samaritan Woman at the Well, and the Healing
of the Man Born Blind, recited on the three consecutive Sundays after
Easter®.

It is worth noting that the painters exhibit a preference for alternating
cool and warm colors in the monument under examination. The intensity of
their color palette is especially evident in the garments and background dec-
orative motifs (figs. 9-10).

The painters’ pluralistic preferences are even more evident in the depic-
tion of episodes from the Old Testament, in which they have included sec-
ondary details. Notable examples in the Phaneromene in Fortosi are the nar-
rative compositions of Adam and Eve Eating the Forbidden Fruit and their
Expulsion from the Garden of Eden: the viewer’s attention is drawn to the
rich, decorative flora and the serpent coiled around the tree of knowledge
(fig. 11). Here the Genesis cycle has been rendered in a circular arrangement
with God the Creator at the center of the saucer dome. The painters’ trade-
mark overstated decorative elements and bold chromatic choices are on dis-
play in the multi-colored concentric rings on the saucer domes (fig. 12). The
combined bold colors, agitated garments, and clouds with stylized shading,
all contribute to their imaginative visual compositions. However, it is worth
noting that in their later works the painters Konstantinos, Stergios, Christos,
and Toannis®* seem keen to avoid bold colors and movements, instead exhib-
iting milder visual preferences. Ten years after the church of the Phaner-
omene in Fortosi, they worked on the church of the Nativity of the Virgin in
Thesprotiko, Preveza (fig. 13). Here, despite adhering to similar iconographic
types in the saucer domes, they distanced their art from the “daring” compo-
sitions of the Phaneromene in favor of more conservative schemes®. How-
ever, both churches exhibit the fundamental principles of their art: pluralism,

22 Triodion, 139ff. On the position of these scenes in the iconographic program of churches,
see Mantas 2010, 333-335.

23 On the diffusion of these subjects in iconography in relation to the gospel readings of the
ecclesiastical calendar, see Gkioles 2009, 37-39.

24 Chatzidakis 1987, 338.
25 On the work of the painters in Thesprotiko, see Kontopanagou 2010, 344-346.
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a narrative mood and an insistence on the decoration of backgrounds, gar-
ments, and secondary elements within the compositions. It is clear that by
including iconographic details they aim to comprehensively decorate all
available architectural surfaces, for example in the “In Thee Rejoice™ scene
on a saucer dome in both of the aforementioned monuments®. In confirma-
tion of'their skill, the painters under examination managed their iconographic
subjects with flexibility and professionalism, creatively altering and render-
ing similar iconographic types on disparate architectural surfaces. Thus, de-
spite the repetition of iconographic structures, each monument displays a
unique end result. A salient example is the depiction of the Feeding of the
Multitudes in the conch of the Diaconicon in the monastery of Vyliza, painted
by Konstantinos, Stergios, and Christodoulos®’. A few years later in Thes-
protiko®®, these painters utilized the same iconography to depict the subject
in different architectural conditions, adapting the composition to the concave
surface of a pendentive.

Also of note in the works of the painters from the Katsanochoria is the
enrichment of the iconographic décor with liturgical, doctrinal, and confes-
sional subjects®. In keeping with the trends of their time, they did not limit
their art to the most prevalent iconographic cycles. A prime example is the
depiction in the conch of the Prothesis in the Phaneromene in Fortosi®, a
conglomeration of three subjects commonly painted in this position: The De-
scent from the Cross, the Lamentation, and the “Enthroned Above, Entombed
Below”, a scene inspired by the litany of the Holy Saturday matins (fig. 14)*'.
The accompanying inscription, “T&v dyyéhmv ¢ 5jnog katemhdyel Opayv Xe”,
also drawn from the hymnology of the Passion?, emphatically reveals the

26 Merantzas 2007, fig. 214.

27 On the painters Konstantinos, Stergios, and Christodoulos, see Chatzidakis & Drakopoulou
1997, 138,379, 459 and on Giannis, Chatzidakis 1987, 338.

28 The pendentives in the Nativity of the Virgin in Thesprotiko display subjects from the Public
Life of Christ, among which the painters have included the Feeding of the Multitudes. On this
church and this particular depiction, see Kontopanagou 2010, 345-346.

2 Theologically and dogmatically themed iconographic subjects were widely diffused in the
18th century, reflecting the theological issues of the period. Already from the 17th century,
the various local Churches of the Balkan peninsula began developing relations with the Ecu-
menical Patriarchate, while unitarian trends also developed, Podskalsky 2005, 264-268, 270-
276, 432-439, 446-449.

30 Merantzas 2007, fig. 207.

31 Vafiadis 2003, 17-233. The depictions of the subject in Epirus exhibit a noteworthy freedom
in the reception and development of the initial iconographic base. Indicative examples, see in
Kontopanagou 2021b, 37-38; Merantzas 2007, 86-87; Chouliaras 2007-2008, 118.

3 These are drawn from benedictionals recited during the Holy Saturday matins, Triodion 446.
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Divine Passion and its redemptive effect on the faithful. The painters were
clearly familiar with the liturgical texts of the Holy Week, inscribing the de-
piction with the verse they considered to be most relevant®.

A subject established as a separate iconographic cycle in 18th-century
Epirus® by the painters from Kapesovo® and subsequently included in the
works of the painters from the Katsanochoria is that of the Ecumenical Coun-
cils*®. While not often part of their iconographic programs, in contrast to the
Kapesovites®’, when the painters from the Katsanochoria decide to include
this cycle the result demonstrates their mastery of their trade. In the church
of the Phancromene, the seven Ecumenical Councils have been illustrated on
the two lower registers of the dome drum, and constitute a single icono-
graphic chapter with vivid theological and spiritual connotations. The theo-
logical, doctrinal, and aretological subjects on display were widely diffused
in scholarly and ecclesiastical circles during the 17th and 18th centuries. Phil-
osophical treatises of an educational nature discussed issues of ethics and
doctrine. These works were broadly disseminated®. The subject of the Ecu-
menical Councils is connected with the Assumption of Christ®, the Finding

33 The differing iconographic interpretations with liturgical and hymnological content are con-
nected with the painters’ efforts to comprehend the deeper meanings and symbolisms of the
depictions. Regarding the variations and interpretations of the hymnological texts, see Vafi-
adis 2003, 219-223.

34 The Ecumenical Council cycle, widespread during the 18th century, was also included in
the iconographic programs of numerous Athonite monuments, see indicatively Tsigaras 2003,
269-271.

35 On the depiction of this iconographic cycle in churches dated to the final two decades of the
Ottoman period, see Kontopanagou 2021b, 248-256, in which relevant examples.

38 The iconographic cycle of the Ecumenical Councils is also mentioned by Dionysius of
Fourna, Papadopoulou 1997, 171-174.

37 This iconographic cycle has been included in the Phaneromene in Fortosi (1787) and the
Nativity of the Virgin in Thesprotiko (1793), Kontopanagou 2010, 346.

3 Collections of sermons, interpretations of the Apocalypse, and doctrinal treatises on the
interpretation of the Seven Mysteries were widespread, Podskalsky 2005, 65-266, 458-459.
The influence of these philosophical works on post-Byzantine religious painting is limited.
The depiction of the Credo was more widely diffused, Rigopoulos 1998, 215 ff. A portable
icon of the early 19th century that vividly depicts a confession scene is also included among
works of an aretological and didactic nature, Konstantios 2004, no. 176.

39 On the iconography of this scene, see Gkioles 1981, 198; Varalis 1990, 161-176, in which
additional bibliography.
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of the Holy Cross*, the Hospitality of Abraham, and the Seven Mysteries
(fig. 15)4.

The confessional subject of the Ecumenical Councils is connected with
the Epiphanies, lending further weight to the triumphal nature of the dome
decorations. The inclusion of the aretological composition of the Seven Mys-
teries lends an ethical-didactic aspect to this iconographic chapter. It is worth
noting that the subject has not been positioned at random, as it follows the
Hospitality of Abraham, a prefiguration of the Divine Eucharist*. This em-
bellishment was not repeated in any of the painters” other works, although it
does serve to demonstrate their resourcefulness and dexterity in developing
iconographic subjects.

Another impressive aspect of the church under examination is the deco-
ration of the saucer vault of the south aisle with scenes from the Apocalypse
(fig. 16)*. The vision of John with the Candlesticks (Revelation 1, 10-20)
decorates the dome of the saucer vault: the sharp sword of the Word of God
emerges from the mouth of an elderly figure. Seven candlesticks stand before
him, while the terrified John has been illustrated in the foreground. The de-
piction of the scene with the Ancient of Days at the center is a reference to
Durer’s widely disseminated version*'. Four more scenes from the Apoca-
lypse frame the central subject: First is the veneration of the Elders, an epi-
sode from the second scene (Revelation 4, 1-11 and 5, 1-14), in which

40 Regarding the iconography of the depiction and its iconographic development, see Stav-
ropoulou 1994, 475-485; Vocotopoulos 1994: 257-265.

41 Regarding this particular depiction, see Karalis 2019, 98-99.
42 Schrenk 1995, 55-58. Mantas 2001, 188-189.

3 In contrast with the West, where theological thought was heavily influenced by Revelational
texts, the Book of Revelation was not widely disseminated in the East. Regardless, beginning
in the mid-16th century, the influence of numerous Western apocalyptically themed depictions
began to spread in the East. It was during this period that the Athonite monasteries of Do-
cheiariou and Dionysiou were decorated with twenty-one eschatological subjects drawn from
Revelation. Variants of these cycles were included in other monasteries over the following
years, and scenes from Revelation were included primarily in the exo-narthexes of churches,
Huber 1995, 46-49, 95-251.

4 Durer’s model is copied here. It was widely disseminated through copper engraving and
also influenced the works of Theodoros Poulakis, Rigopoulos 1979, pl. 86, fig. 95. The portico
of the refectory in the monastery of Dionysiou (terminus post quem 1553) exhibits a different
iconographic type, with the figure of Christ instead of God at the center. Huber 1995, 60, 113.
Regarding the scenes and their arrangement in the refectory of the monastery, see, Toutos &
Fousteris 2010, 260-261.
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twenty-four praying elders surround the throne of God offering their
crowns®.

This is followed by the triumphal episode of the Veneration of the Lamb
by the palm bearers of all nations from the sixth scene (Revelation 7, 9-17)%.
The apocalyptic episode of the fall of the beast (Revelation 19, 11-21)*, in
which the “Faithful and True” rider leads the armies of Heaven to victory
over the demon is particularly impressive®. The narrative concludes with the
depiction of the twenty-first scene (Revelation 21, 1-27). The final apocalyp-
tic scene is connected with the New Jerusalem -“And there came unto me one
of the seven angels ... and talked with me, saying, Come hither, I will shew
thee the bride, the lamb’s wife ... and shewed me that great city, the holy
Jerusalem...” (Revelation 21, 9-12)*. The imposing, supernatural figure of
the Ancient of Days at the center of this composition and the selection of
these particular episodes™ both indicate influences from Western copper en-
gravings of the 16th and 17th centuries’’, an element that demonstrates our
painters’ knowledge of and dependence upon models drawn from contempo-
rary copper engravings that repeated earlier depictions™.

The painters from the Katsanochoria were on the opposite end of the
spectrum from the “academic” trends of 18th-century art. They relied upon
the fundamental principles of post-Byzantine art, especially the iconographic
tradition of the region in which they were active. However, they diverged
from it in numerous cases, adopting novel artistic means. They depicted holy
events, didactic, theological and doctrinal subjects with clarity and an acces-
sible visual language. Furthermore, they espoused narrative expressional
means and depicted them with a directness necessitated by the demands of

45 In western copper engravings the elders usually bear harps and offer incense, while their
crowns float among clouds, Huber 1995, 60, 86, 114-119, fig. 33.

46 The depiction in the Phaneromene includes the primary iconographic elements of the scene:
the palm leaf-carrying and venerating secular representatives, the lamb at the center, the angels
and the symbols of the four evangelists at the four comers: Huber 1995, 63, 138-139.

47 Huber 1995, 83, 224-229.

48 A defining iconographic trait of the subject is the “sword of the Word of God” that emerges
from the mouth of the Christian rider.

49 Huber 1995, 94, 238-243.

30 The painters from Korytiani had different preferences and displayed a more overtly con-
servative iconographic approach in their works on Mt. Athos, Tsigaras 2003, 226-247.

31 There are evident thematic and iconographic similarities with the works of Merian (1630):
Huber 1995, 84-94.

52 A similar iconographic interpretation of the subject is observable on an 18th-century porta-
ble icon from the Byzantine Museum, Konstantios 2004, 206, no. 173.
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their period, a time of tectonic socio-political shifts that heavily influenced
the “demands” of the donors and the environment in which the painters lived
and worked.
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INEPIAHYH

KATEPINA KONTOITANAT'OY

H KAAAITEXNIKH TAYTOTHTA MIAX «EITAPXIAKHX»
OMAAAY ZQI'PAOQN XTHN HITEIPO KATA THN
TEAEYTAIA ®AXH THX METABYZANTINHZ ZOQI'PAOIKHX

H mhovoio mapaywyn {oypapikdv Epynv, popnTav Kol LWWNIEWK®OV, Tov 180
aiova otnv Hrepo, exnpocmnsitotl amd morvuein) cuvepyeio {oypaomy, To
07010 GLUVOEOVTAL OTNV TAEIOVOTNTO TV TEPUTTMCEWY, UE CVYYEVELD TPMTOV
Babuov. Or Kahappotivoti, ot Karesofiteg, ot Kotodvot kot ot Xwoviaditeg
Loypaopotl katalidvovial otov xdpo g Opnokevtikig {wypaetkng dloko-
CUOVTOG HEYOro aptBud pvnueimv. Zoyypovol epevvitég aoyointnkoy e 1o
O&na TG 01KOYEVELOKNG EMAYYELUOTIKNG CUYKPOTIONG TOV OUAIMY QUTOV,
OTIMG Kol UE TNV TawTion TV (wypdowv (o osipvnotog A. Kevotdavtiog, 1
aeipvnomn E. Apaxomovirov, K. Kovroravdayov, . I'p. Mavémoviog k.a.). Ot
Karedvor {oypaeot, [ TV KUALTELVIKT Topaymy TMV omoimv 1 Epevva
EYEL OMOEL UEYPL TOPO UTOCTOCUATIKEG TANPOPOPIES, KOTEYOVTIOL OO TO
Doptirot, o Aolétor 1 v Koputwavn. H cuykexpiuévn pekém dapécon
OVTUTPOCMOTEVTIKOV EPYMV TOVE KOTUOEIKVOEL TIG POUCIKEG ELKOVOYPUPIKEG
apyéEc TV Lwypaeav Kol TV Tpoondfein vo dtapopomombovy EIKACTIKG,
SNUIOVPYOVTOG Ui, TPOCMTIKT KAAMTEXVIKY TOVTOTITA, 1) 0Toio Oo amote-
AéoeL Kol TV aepepia TG koopkng Coypapikng oty Hreypo tov 190
aLmVva.



