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T H E C H U R C H OF HAGHIA SOPHIA AT MONEMVASIA: 
ITS DATE AND DEDICATION 

(PLS 87-90) 

The purpose of this paper is to identify the octagonal-domed church, 
known as Haghia Sophia, built within the citadel of Monemvasia (PI. 
87a), with the church dedicated to the Theotokos theHodhighitria, known 
from written sources of various periods to have existed there. 

A strong local tradition attributes the construction of Haghia Sophia 
to the emperor Andronikos II Palaiologos, the «protector» of Monem
vasia, as he is locally called, during a stay of his in the town1. This would 
mean that the church was constructed in the 13th century, a date ac
cepted by some scholars, like Traquair, and Krautheimer2. But becau
se of its stylistic relationship to other churches of the same group and 
particularly Daphni, it is generally considered to be a building of the 
12th century3. No documents on Haghia Sophia seem to have survived 
and no mention is found in written sources of a church dedicated to 
Haghia Sophia before the 19th century and indeed not before 1821, 
when Monemvasia was liberated from the Turks. Many details are gi
ven for example in the well known book by Buchon, La Grèce Conti-

1. Andronikos II Palaiologos is connected with an Hodhighitria in Monemvasia, 
not the church, but an icon. After a visit to the town he sent as a gift from Constanti
nople to the «citizens» of Monemvasia a precious icon of the Virgin Hodhighitria. 
The visit of the emperor and the miracles of the icon the «Παναγία ή Μονεμβασιώτισσα» 
are described in detail in a manuscript of unknown date, published by Ν. Κ a t r a-
m i s, bishop of Zakynthos, in Φιλολογικά ανάλεκτα έκ Ζακύνθου, Zante 1880, 188, 
containing the «'Ακολουθία εις τα ύπερφυή θαύματα τής σεβάσμιας εικόνος τής 
ύπερευλογημένης ένδοξου Δεσποίνης ήμδν Θεοτόκου καΐ άειπαρθένου Μαρίας τής Μο-
νεμβασιωτίσσης». 

2. R a m s a y T r a q u a i r , Laconia I. The Mediaeval Fortresses, BSA 12 ( 1905 -
1906), 273. R. K r a u t h e i m e r , Early Christian and Byzantine Architecture, 
The Pelican History of Art, 1965, 294. 

3. For example: G. M i l l e t , L'école grecque dans l'architecture byzantine. 
Paris 1916, 116, 234n. 7. E. S t i k a s, L'église byzantine de Christianou, Paris 
1951, 41 and at the list of octagonal domed-churches, at the end of the book, no 
page indication. 
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nentale et la Morée4. An interesting reference is contained in a book 
written by K. Papamichalopoulos, published in Athens in 1874, cal
led, Siege and taking of Monemvasia by the Greeks in 1821 (p. 57). 
Papamichalopoulos maintains that the dedication to Haghia Sophia 
is due to the fact that the church is an exact copy of Haghia Sophia of 
Constantinople — which of course it is not. From this interpretation, 
no doubt very flattering to the inhabitants of Monemvasia, my suspi
cions as to the dedication to Haghia Sophia began. 

In the earlier written sources there is no mention of a church known 
as Haghia Sophia, even though we find, scattered here and there, men
tions of other churches in Monemvasia. For example in the Life of Saint 
Theodore of Kythera we are informed about the existence of two chur
ches: one dedicated to the Theotokos, called «tes Diakonias», and one 
dedicated to the Prodromos5. The life of Saint Martha, abess of a mona
stery in Monemvasia is one of the many narrations written in the 10th 
century by the bishop Paul of Monemvasia, a native of the town6. In 
the title there is a mention of the Church of Hodhighitria7 : 
Περί της μακάριας Μάρθας, της ηγουμένης τοϋ πανσέπτου ναοϋ της Ύπερα-
γίας Θεοτόκου εν τη Θεοφρουρήτω Πάλει της Μονεμβασίας κάτωθεν (τοϋ 
ναοϋ) της 'Οδηγήτριας τοϋ αύτοϋ Κάστρου άνωθεν τοϋ Βλυχεροϋ "Υδατος. 
O r : «Concerning the blessed Martha, abess of the Most Venerable 
Church of the Most Holy Virgin within the God-guarded town of Mo
nemvasia, below (the church of) Hodhighitria of the same Castle above 
the Brackish water». 

N. Bees (Βέης) proposed an identification of the site of Hodhighitria 
in his long article, published in 1934, which is mainly concerned with 
the importance of the cult of Elkomenos and of Chryssaphitissa in the 
region of Monemvasia8. He believes that the cult of Hodhighitria was 
very important before it was replaced by that of Chryssaphitissa and 
that the actual church of Chryssaphitissa, near the sea-wall of the low-

4. Paris 1843, 413 - 414: «...Un grand couvent fondé par l'empereur Andronic 
quelques années après la cession faite par Guillaume de Villehardouin... placé sous 
l'invocation de Sainte Sophie». 

5. Ν. Α. Ο i k ο n ο m i d e s, Ό βίος τοϋ 'Αγίου Θεοδώρου Κυθήρων, Πρακτικά 
Τρίτου Πανιονίου Συνεδρίου, Vol. I, Athens 1967, 286, 288. 

6. G. D a C o s t a - L o u i l l e t , Saints de Grèce aux Ville, IXe et Xe siècles, 
7: Vie de Sainte Marthe de Monembasia (Xe siècle), Byzantion 31 (1961), 434 -436. 

7. A. K o m i n i s , Paolo di Monembasia, Byzantion 29 - 30 (1959 - 1960), 247. 
8. N. A. B e e s (Βέης), Ό Έλκόμενος Χριστός τής Μονεμβασίας μετά παρεκβά

σεων περί τής αυτόθι Παναγίας τής Χρυσαφιτίσσης, Byzantinisch-Neugriechische 
Jahrbücher 10 (1933 - 34), 199 - 262. 
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er town, was erected on the site of the old Hodhighitria9 (PI. 87b). But 

he produces no evidence for this. On the contrary his view is not justi

fied by the text of the life of Martha. Bees somehow considers the mona

stery of the Theotokos where Martha was Superior and the Hodhighi

tria to be one and the same, whereas the text speaks clearly of two dif

ferent establishments: the church of Hodhighitria and the monastery 

of the Theotokos. The church of Hodhighitria is used as a landmark, 

together with another landmark the «Vlycheron Hydor» to define the 

exact site of the monastery of the Theotokos, which is placed between 

Hodhighitria and the Spring. By his use of the expression «κάτωθεν της 

'Οδηγήτριας» the writer conveys the impression that the Hodhighitria 

was situated on a height. Furthermore he makes the distinction between 

town and citadel, where the Hodhighitria must have been, by the use 

of the words «polis» to define the site of the monastery of the Theotokos 

and «Kastro» for Hodhighitria. Elsewhere in the same text we find the 

expression «εν τω κάτω μοναστηρΐω της Ύπεραγίας Θεοτόκου» for the 

monastery where Martha resided, confirming again the existence of 

two churches dedicated to the Virgin: one in the town and another, 

the Hodhighitria, in the citadel (PI. 88a). 

That the Hodhighitria was situated in the citadel is further confirm

ed by another text, written in the 16th century, contained in the manu

script Vaticanus Latinus 478910. We read there: «...is ton goulan tis Mo-

novasias is tin Odiitrian eclisian Omorfi». This leaves no doubt as to 

where Hodhighitria was located. 

From a note written in the 17th century by Ioannes Likinios, a mem

ber of the Monemvasiote family of the Likinioi, we are informed that 

in 1606 the Hodhighitria had been built for exactly 456 years. This no

te is contained among others concerning Monemvasia in the manu

script Kutlumus 22011. This information makes it clear that the church 

of Hodhighitria was still standing in the 17th century. Furthermore, 

contemporary views of the town show only one important church stand-

9. Ibid. 202 - 206. 
10. Published by V. L a u r e n t , Le Vaticanus Latinus 4789. IV. Histoire et al

liances des Cantacuzènes aux XlVe - XVe siècles, REB 9 (1951), 71. The same text 
mentions the tomb of a Kantakouzenos, a king or a despot («vasilef»), in the church 
of Hodhighitria in Monemvasia. The tomb could be connected with the construction 
of the Stoa in the southern part of the church. 

11. B e e s , op. cit. 206, P. S c h r e i n e r , Die Byzantinischen Kleinchroniken, 
Corpus Fontium Historiae Byzantinae XII/1 and 2, I, Wien, 1975, 320, n. 41, 6; II, 
Wien 1977, 170. L a m b r o s - A m a n t o s , Βραχέα Χρονικά, Athens 1932, 28, n 
13, 20. 
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ing on the citadel on a site corresponding with that of Haghia Sophia1 2 

(PI. 88b). 

The confirmation that this church, Haghia Sophia, is the Hodhighi-

tria lies on the south wall of the sanctuary : there, among many graffit-

ti of boats and galleys, the word «Hodhighitria» is repeated in four dif

ferent places and, in another case, it has been started but not complet

ed (Pis 90 a, b, c). 

The date of construction of the Hodhighitria, can be calculated accu

rately from the above mentioned note by Ioannes Likinios. He says 

that in 1606 the church was 456 years old, which means that it must 

have been built in 1150. It is very interesting to observe that this date 

coincides with the dating accepted on stylistic grounds1 3. 

It is not difficult to understand how the dedication to Hodhighitria 

was forgotten in the 18th century. During the second Turkish occupa

tion of Monemvasia, between the years 1715 and 1821, there were no 

Greeks living in the citadel. Furthermore, during the last decades of 

the 18th century Monemvasia was depopulated as a consequence of the 

Albanian invasions that followed the uprising of the Greeks in 1770, 

known as «Orlofika». William Martin Leake, who visited Monemva

sia in March 1805, was a witness to the depopulation. «There are», he 

says, «about 300 houses in the town, (of Monemvasia), and 50 in the 

castle: all except about six, are Turkish. Before the Russian invasion 

of the Morea there were 150 families, but they...fled after that event...». 

In another part of his book he described the citadel : «There still exist 

some good cisterns and the remains of two or three hundred houses and 

magazines; among these is the ruin of a large church which has been 

converted into a mosque»14. So it seems that by his time, the dedication 

to Hodhighitria had been forgotten. A contemporary of Leake Gheor-

ghios Kyriakos Kosmakes, who was born in Monemvasia in 1770, left 

a very detailed list of all its churches15, but he gives no information what

ever about the site and the dedication of any of the churches in the ci

tadel. 

12. C ο r ο η e 11 i, for example, in Morea, Negroponte and adjacenze, Venice 
ca. 1708. 

13. On the sources used for these notes of the Kutlumus 220, the authors and their 
credibility see P. S c h r e i n e r , op. cit. 318 and P. S c h r e i n e r , Note sur 
la fondation de Monemvasie en 582 - 583, Travaux et Mémoires 4 (1970), 471 - 475. 

14. W. M. L e a k e , Travels in the Morea, Vol. I, London 1830, 204, and 
218-219. 

15. Unpublished. Bees was planing a publication. I used a manuscript copy made 
by Mrs Lina Andrianopoulou from Monemvasia from Bees' notes in 1942. 



THE CHURCH OF HAGHIA SOPHIA AT MONEMVASIA 221 

So obviously, when Monemvasia was liberated in 1821, the old church 

was returned to Christian use and was dedicated to Haghia Sophia, 

probably for the reasons proposed by Papamichalopoulos1 6. 

HARIS KALLIGAS 

16. To the left and right of the lintel of the door from the narthex to the main 
church, lies the following painted inscription in verse, under a damaged painting of 
Christ with two angels (PI. 90) : 

+ΤΩ ΤΗΝ CEBACTIN EYCEBOC CHN ΕΙΚΟΝΑ ΠΟΘΩ Πν[Λ]ΩΝΙ 
icTOPiKorr][i] nvAAC Α Ν Ο Ι Ξ Ο Ν T H [ C ] Ε Δ Ε Μ O E O V ΛΟΓΕ + + + 

The inscription refers to the donor of the painting, either a member of the family 
of Pothos, or a well known personality who had the pious desire to decorate the en
trance to the church. 

As to the dedication of the church not to the Christ, as the painting might suggest, 
but to the Virgin, there is at least one similar case: the Katholikon of Nea Moni in 
Chios, dedicated to the Dormition of the Virgin, used to have a painting of Christ 
above the main door from the narthex to the main church. 

Part of the inscription of Monemvasia, with many errors, was published by K. 
Z e s i o u in Βυζαντίς, vol. I (1909), 119, no. 13. 



Π Ε Ρ Ι Λ Η Ψ Η 

Η ΕΚΚΛΗΣΙΑ ΤΗΣ ΑΓΙΑΣ ΣΟΦΙΑΣ ΣΤΗ ΜΟΝΕΜΒΑΣΙΑ: 

Η ΧΡΟΝΟΛΟΓΗΣΗ ΚΑΙ ΑΦΙΕΡΩΣΗ ΤΗΣ 

(ΠΙΝ. 87 - 90) 

'Ισχυρή τοπική παράδοση συνδέει τήν οκταγωνική εκκλησία τής 'Αγίας 

Σοφίας πού βρίσκεται στο Γούλα τής Μονεμβασίας μέ τόν αυτοκράτορα 

'Ανδρόνικο Β' Παλαιολόγο. Διάφοροι ερευνητές τή θεώρησαν, γι' αυτό το 

λόγο, κτίσμα τοϋ 13ου αιώνα, άν και γενικά συσχετίζεται μέ το Δαφνί και 

τοποθετείται στο 12ο αιώνα. Δέν υπάρχει καμιά αναφορά σέ γραπτές πηγές 

για τήν 'Αγία Σοφία, ώς τό 19ο αιώνα. "Αλλες εκκλησίες αναφέρονται 

σποραδικά στις πηγές και ανάμεσα σ' αυτές ή 'Οδηγήτρια. Ό Ν. Βέης μέ 

βάση τον τίτλο τής διηγήσεως τοϋ Παύλου, επισκόπου Μονεμβασίας: «Περί 

τής μακάριας Μάρθας, τής ηγουμένης του πανσέπτου ναοΰ τής Ύπεραγίας 

Θεοτόκου έν τή Θεοφρουρήτω Πόλει τής Μονεμβασίας κάτωθεν (τοϋ ναού) 

τής Όδηγητρίας τοϋ αύτοΰ Κάστρου άνωθεν τοΟ ΒλυχεροΟ Ύδατος», θεώ

ρησε ότι ή εκκλησία τής 'Οδηγήτριας ήταν χτισμένη στή θέση τής σημερι

νής Χρυσαφίτισσας πού ακουμπάει στο θαλάσσιο τείχος τής κάτω πόλεως. 

Αυτό όμως έρχεται σέ αντίθεση μέ τό κείμενο του τίτλου τής διηγήσεως τοο 

Παύλου, όπου σαφώς αναφέρεται, ότι ή 'Οδηγήτρια βρισκόταν στο «Κά

στρο». Άλλωστε σέ ενα κείμενο τοϋ 16ου αΙώνα γραμμένο άπό τόν Hugues 

de Busac αναφέρεται, ότι ή 'Οδηγήτρια τής Μονεμβασίας ήταν χτισμένη 

στον Γουλδ. Ή επιβεβαίωση για τήν ταύτιση τής 'Αγίας Σοφίας μέ τήν 

'Οδηγήτρια βρίσκεται στο νότιο τοίχο τοϋ ίεροΰ, όπου ή λέξη «'Οδηγή

τρια» βρίσκεται χαραγμένη 4 φορές ολόκληρη και μία μισοτελειωμένη. 

Σέ ενα σημείωμα τοϋ Μονεμβασιώτη 'Ιωάννη Λικίνιου περιέχεται έμμε

σα ή πληροφορία ότι ή 'Οδηγήτρια χτίστηκε τό 1150, πράγμα πού δικαιώνει 

τή χρονολόγηση στο 12ο αιώνα. 

Ή εκκλησία είχε μετατραπεί σέ τζαμί άπό τήν πρώτη Τουρκοκρατία τής 

Μονεμβασίας, τό 1540. Στα τέλη τοϋ Που αιώνα ό ελληνικός πληθυσμός 

είχε μειωθεί αισθητά. Ό Λήκ τό 1805 αναφέρει μόνο 5 ελληνικά σπίτια 

στή Μονεμβασία. Στην ίσχνότητα τοϋ Ελληνικού στοιχείου ίσως να οφεί

λεται τό ότι, όταν ελευθερώθηκε ή Μονεμβασία άπό τους Τούρκους τό 1821, 

είχε λησμονηθεί πια ότι ή εκκλησία ήταν αρχικά αφιερωμένη στην Πανα

γία και αφιερώθηκε τότε, επειδή θεωρήθηκε πιστό αντίγραφο τής 'Αγίας 

Σοφίας τής Κωνσταντινούπολης, στή Σοφία τοϋ Θεοΰ. 

ΧΑΡΙΣ ΚΑΛΛΙΓΑ 
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a. Haghia Sophia at Monemvasia. b. The church ofChryssaphitissa near the 
sea-wall of the lower town of Monemvasia. 
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a. View of Monemvasia from the sea, with Chryssaphitissa on the right end 
of the lower town and «Haghia Sophia» in the citadel, b. View of Monem
vasia from the book: Morea, Negroponte and adiacenze, by V. Coronelli 

(Gennadeion Library). 
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a, b, c. Details of the graffitti, with the word «Hodhighitria» ('Οδηγήτρια) 
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Inscription in the narthex of Haghia Sophia, a. To the left of the lintel, b. To 
the right of the lintel of the door. 
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