 ARTISTIC WORKSHOPS IN RELIGIOUS PAINTING OF AGIA 
                                                                                               Heleni Tsimpida
 The area of Agia was one of the most important areas of Thessaly with residential continuity from prehistoric times until today, thanks to the significant position of the roads in the Greek peninsula as well as and the fertile soil. The spate of church building activity and consequent production of monumental paintings found during the post-Byzantine period in the region come as a result of the existing religious tradition and the privileged tax regime that was acquired in the first half of the 16th century.  This favorable situation made ​​the region of Kissavos, an attraction for christian populations from areas that didn’t relish or that once relished similar privileges. So, from the second half of the 16th century onwards, Agia is a constantly evolving area with considerable wealth and population superiority of christians. 

               According to the surviving monuments dating from the middle of 16th to the late 17th century, twenty-eight churches were built or renovated in the area.  The renovation of the oldest of the churches refers to the expansion, which is associated with the increase in churchgoers by adding a splint or a chapel, or with the  re-painting of them. Based on epigraphic data, iconography and style were classified where possible in chronological order and were separated the various phases of the murals of churches which, due to continuous operation received repeated interventions. It is noted that none of these projects preserves the name of the painter or of the workshop that  had created it.

 The painters of the murals of the 16th century borrow  their themes from older pictorial programs found in the wider area of Macedonia.  The focus is on the scenes of the Twelve Great Feast and the Miracles of Christ, the cycle of Virgin Mary and the martyrdoms of the saints and of the apostles.                                          

 The oldest sample of religious mural paintings after the capture of Constantinople is considered to be the decoration of St Nichola’s church in Vathyrema village. The general principles of this decoration  follow, with minor differences, murals of churches of St Athanasius in Anatoli, St George in Amigdali (Koukourava), St Athanasius in Vathyrema, St Demetrious (sanctuary),  Transfiguration (older layer) and Panagitsa in Agia and Virgin Mary in Velika. These projects are not parallels or homogeneous. However, the layout of the decoration, the subject depicted, the type and the technique betray the presence of artists coming from or influenced by artistic movements in South Balkans, especially works of the Lake Ohrid and the West Macedonian area. 

A second group of murals of similar exposure are the paintings of the church of St Nicholas Kerassas (1585) in Agia and of the monasteries of Sts Anargyroi (1588) in Agia and Birth of Virgin Mary in Polydendri (1590). Iconographic and stylistic elements, allow the creation of projects to the same painting workshop and relate these projects with the ones of the Veria city. 

Pictorial innovations of a third, and very important group of projects dating to  the end of the 16th  century can be attributed to the same painting workshop, seems to be firstly introduced in Agia from Epirus and, SW Macedonia through NE Thessaly and Pieria. These are the murals of the central church (catholicon) of the monasteries of Virgin Mary of Karpouza  and [20] St John the Baptist in the Anatoli village, the Tower chapel at St Panteleimon’s monastery in Agia,  St Panteleimon’s hermitage in Sotiritsa and St Paraskevi’s church in Agia. In these works beyond the characteristics of an art found in monuments of the 15th  and 16th  century in the region of Western Macedonia, there starts to be shown the apparent, direct or indirect contact with works of importance attributed to the so called School of NW Greece. The impact of the standards of this School is being recognized both in the program and in the iconography, where iconographic shapes like the Liturgy of the Angels with  features of flying cherubim or the betrayal and the gallows of Judah in the same composition as well as full-length saints with western-like caps, are being adopted. These trends will prevail in the region over the next century. 

 The 17th  century in Agia is represented by fifteen mural decorations, most of them covering the first six decades of the 17th century.  Iconographic examination of these projects showed preference for images of martyrology, focusing on imaging selective tortures of the apostles.  From the lives of saints depicted in the area, worth mentioning is that of St Demetrios and that of St Panteleimon at the same named churches in Agia and in Anatoli village respectively. The latter is of particular importance as it is the most comprehensive post Byzantine mural pictorial Life of St. Panteleimon in the mainland Greece. The chorus of the saints in the lower zone includes military saints, assigned to the type of control with rich secular attire, healing saints as well as hermits and monks. Among the latter, special place occupies Ossios Damianos in Kissavos, who founded the monastery of St John the Baptist in Selitsiani village (current name Anatoli), in 1550, and brought catechetical work in the area, until 1568 when he was arrested by the Turks, imprisoned and finally hanged in Larissa. 
 
 It is noteworthy that the progressively increasing  representation  of healing saints, trend also noted in the monumental painting of Macedonia and Epirus, is associated with successive epidemic plagues that violently appeared at that time. The erection of chapels dedicated to Saints Anargyroi at this region, could be attributed to  the exact same reasons.

 
 Regarding the iconography, works of the first half of the 17th  century show substantial references to earlier works belonging to this area and key similarities throughout the Epirus and Kastoria, and through them with works of Prespa and Ohrid lakes. 

  Particularly important body for detecting trends that are going to take outstanding position in the first half of the 17th century in the region is the decoration of the Refectory at St Panteleimon’s Monastery in Agia, which is the oldest surviving refectory decoration in Thessaly. Iconographic and synthetic components of the murals at the east wall, with correlative trends from the Creation and Life of Adam and Eve refer to their respective performances in the Philanthropinon Monastery in the Isle of Ioannina, while others consist a separate subcomponent attributed in works of the first decades of the 17th  century in Kastoria and Pieria.  In the same artistic climate belong the little earlier, fragmentary surviving, murals in the narthex and the sanctuary of Holy Trinity’s church in Agia.  The second layer of wall paintings in the nave is the first sample of a group decorations in the area, which belong to artists of general education and learning.  The other projects of the group are  the murals of the churches of St Athanasios and  Dormition of Virgin Mary, as well as the central church (catholicon) of St Panteleimon’s Monastery in Anatoli village. In the decoration of the last monument  a trend towards an enriched iconographic program both with issues previously unknown to the region, such as the excellent presentence of the Lauds, and  the very rare display of the drunkenness of Noah as well as  new pictorial shapes,  can be concluded. The above mentioned are possibly being  pumped by works attributed to the School of NW Greece and sometimes of Cretan icons and Western engravings, such as representations of the Life Giving Fountain and anthropomorphic Holy Trinity, which is possibly the oldest mural sample monument of its type in Greece. A typical example is also the specific iconographic scene of the torture of apostle Thomas at the same monument. The peculiar iconographic shape of the Apostle who holds his skin probably came from the misreading western representations of the Apostle Bartholomew. From Epirus’ works are transported shapes, like those of the Lauds, the Liturgy of the Angels, the Communion of the Apostles with Judah who departs, the Crucifixion with the attendance of Pilate, Simeon the Stylite with the right leg hanging in the vacuum and the saints Govdelaas and Mercurius. The affinity of the monumental painting in Anatoli village with works of the first three decades of the 17th century in Epirus and in Kastoria, allows to assume that works were made by mobile workshops like those coming from Linotopi and Grammosta villages.
In another workshop, with similar value limits, painting ways, artistic - technical parallel and therefore origin, we can deliver the murals of the first half of the 17th  century mainly at the nave of St Demetrios’ church in Agia and the eastern wall of the southern gallery of St Demetrios’ church in Castri. Specific details in the walls of the last mentioned monument allow its dating to the third decade of the 17th  century. 

 Notable for the combination of iconographic circles and elements is the decoration of the monastery church of Dormition of Virgin Mary at the entrance of the village Megalovryso, also known as Panagia Ne(j)voliani. The three-aisled wooden roofed basilica with a pair of pillars and the middle aisle raised, was built in the 13th  century. According to the dedicatory inscription, in 1638/39 the byzantine church was renovated and expanded with the addition of a narthex and adorned with wall-paintings, which following the rule of all the paintings in this specific area, is unsigned. The iconographic program of the church is composed by the wide Christological cycle, with scenes from the Twelve Great Feasts, the Passion and Resurrection, and the equally extensive Mariam cycle, with scenes from the Life of Virgin Mary and the Akathist Hymn, dominating in the nave.  In the lateral aisles scenes from the teaching and the miracles of Christ, the Old Testament and the Triodion are being narrated. The program is complemented by the chorus of the saints that are placed in the lower part of the walls and the pillars.
Iconographic, stylistic peculiarities and palaeographic elements allow its rendering to the workshop of the Linotopians artists Nicholaos and Theologis. The two painters present activity during the first half of the 17th  century in a wide geographical area including Epirus, Western Macedonia and East Thessaly. They jointly sign the mural decoration of St Athanasios’ Church in Zagora of Pelion, and only Nicholaos the ones of the central church of Prophet Elijah’s Monastery in Tyrnavos. To the activity of both painters are also assigned the southern wall-paintings in St George’s Church and the eastern wall of the adjacent Sts Anargyroi’s chapel in Agia. A "sample" art of Theologis  lies upon the niche of diaconicon in the Church of St Nicolas Kerassas in Agia. The surviving mural decoration of St Panteleimon’s Church in Karitsa village is also considered to be an unsigned work of Nicholaos. The work of the two artists, the quality of their paintings, indicate that they cover the period of their artistic maturity and could join a series of icons found in the churches of the Agia province, as well. Among those, of particular importance are the ones on the iconostasis of Prophet Elijah’s Church in Metaxohori village, the Royal Door of which bears the signature of Nicholaos, unique testimony of his presence in the area. 

Single sample in Agia constitutes the surviving narthex of St. Nicholas’  Church in the same village. According to stylistic and palaeographical features the murals are dated to the fourth decade of the 17th century and are attributed to Johannes (Iωάννης), the painter of the Rendina Monastery and of other works of the Agrafa area.

With the stylistic requirements of a stream that appears in the Ionian Islands and Epirus in the second half of the 17th century are aligned painters of churches of the Transfiguration in Agia (2nd layer wall) and St Nicolas the New in Aetolofos village, and the Sts Anargyroi’s Chapel in the first church. These decors are particularly important for the above stream, being the oldest so far known examples of this trend in mainland Greece. Intense  pictorial effect shall be exercised in projects of the 18th  century in Agia, in Agrafa and Imathia, signed by the priest-painter Theodore from Agia and his "lab". The painting of the above mentioned 17th century monuments basically follows the agenda of prior projects of  this region. In some of the subjects depicted, however, iconographic shapes and aesthetic solutions coming from west engravings are being  recognized. More obvious is the influence of Western Art in the general style of these decorations and mainly to the icographic shapes inspired by the art of Baroque. The workmanship of these projects and the erudite character of the accompanying inscriptions betray painters of solid artistic creation and high education. Despite the fact that the inventors of these  innovations remain unknown, it is remarkable that these creations here are the starting point of their artistic career, which until now we thought were confined to Epirus and Aetolia. The high aesthetic art with its westernized shades meets a great variety of unsigned works which, however, date after 1660. These projects beyond their artistic value prove the economic power of the habitants of Agia to invite such important painters and their receptiveness to novelties, a trend that is likely due to direct or indirect contacts with Western projects. 

The mural derocations of Sts Anargyroi’s chapel near Prophet Elija’s  church in Metaxohori  and the Church of Dormition of Virgin Mary in Polydendri are the last works of the 17th  century in the region. Conservatism and repetition that characterizes both projects manifest the presence of painters of a more artisan level and allow their assignment to the late 17th  century.

 The multitude of projects presented and the temporal dispersion demonstrates the whole artistic production in Agia area from the mid 16th  century until the late 17th  century. All works are characterized by a specific quality, in relationship with contemporary monumental works of other regions, fact not unrelated to the economic, social and spiritual development of the region. Through the artistic trends identified, there has been demonstrated a direct communication with regions of Western Macedonia and Epirus, where the artistic developments are being conveyed. This assessment reinforces the sources related to historical and social  components denominated in the zone period. Under this sense, the monumental wealth of the area of Agia holds a very important place in the understanding of the history and cultural product of Thessaly particular and of Greece in general. 
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