




CH
LE

M
OU

TS
I C

A
ST

LE
A

rc
ha

eo
lo

gi
ca

l S
IT

E

1 3 4 —  issue 1 2 1  August 2016

CHLEMOUTSI CASTLE AS SEEN IN LEGENDS 
AND LITERATURE

The fascinating myth of the era of knights, reflected on the 

Chlemoutsi Castle, has always been a source of inspiration 

for historical novels, travel books, poems or legends.Such 

examples are Princess Ysabeau by Angelos Terzakis and The 

Franks and Us by Nikos Tsiforos. 

In his poem "The Descendant" Greek poet, travel writer 

and journalist Kostas Ouranis writes: 

24	 Gate of the inner enclosure, 
design of the Ottoman 
period.The steps can be seen, 
leading to the wall walk of 
the outer walls.
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Castles exert a mysterious fascination on man’s soul. When in 

a plain, a steep mountain suddenly rises up far on the horizon 

and at its top one discerns a crown of half ruined jetties, 

towers and battlements, one’s soul leaps and soars…

Suddenly, upon turning a hill, I raised my hand joyfully. 

High on the hilltop ahead of me gleamed the renowned castle 

of Chlemoutsi. Square, wounded, still standing… 

...I climb the mountain. I am impatient. Conversation is dull 

when a deserted castle stands above you and calls to you…

When I entered through the narrow, wide open castle door 

and crossed the ruined Gothic halls and courtyards overgrown 

with weeds and grasped a wild fig tree to climb to the floor 

above and stood on a stone, I felt the urge to let out a shrill cry 

like a hawk… 

At my every step , threatening flocks of crows rose into the 

air, blocking the sun for a moment and fell again on the other 

side of the castle… 

I paused at a Gothic window and gazed out at the plain of 

Glarentza and the sea around it steaming. And in the distance 

sparkled the divine islands: Zakynthos, Kefalonia, and faintly, 

like a vision of blue light, Ithaca… 

Like all castles, Chlemoutsi has its own legends. The 

two best known are the legend of Aneliagos (the sunless 

one) and the legend of the Fairy Sisters. According to 

the first, there was once a prince who lived in Paliopolis 

(Ancient Ilis) and he fell in love with the princess who lived 

at Chlemoutsi. The prince was called Aneliagos, because 

if ever he was seen by the sun or the light of day he would 

turn to stone. The princess, whose name was Aneliagi, 

would suffer the same fate. For the prince to meet with 

his princess, the two young people made an underground 

gallery from Paliopolis to Chlemoutsi. Unfortunately, 

however, one day the prince fell asleep in the arms of his 

beloved and upon awakening, leaped outside to reach the 

gallery, but was seen by the daylight and turned to stone...

As for the second myth, it is said that there were once two 

fairy sisters,one who lived in Chlemoutsi and the other in 

Santomeri. The one who lived in Chlemoutsi was beautiful 

but childless, while the other who lived in Santomeri was 

ugly and had five boys and an extremely beautiful daughter. 

The beautiful fairy pleaded with her sister to give her the 

beautiful daughter with the promise however that she, the 

mother, could visit her child at Chlemoutsi. But the fairy at 

Chlemoutsi did not keep her word and forbade her sister to 

see her child. The laments and the fury of the ugly fairy were 24

I must be descended from those knights 

because neither the Parthenon,nor Aghia Sophia 

brought out in me that sweet nostalgia 

I felt when once in Achaia I saw 

a Frankish castle, silent, alone, 

raising its battlements in defiance against time. 

Nikos Kazantzakis in his book Travelling to the Morea 

vividly describes his trip there as follows: 
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25	 View of exhibition section "Chlemoutsi Castle 
and architecture from the period of Frankish 
rule" in the reception hall.
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such, that from that day onward, whenever the winds howl 

and nature rages, they say it is the mother moaning for her 

child...

THE THEMATIC MUSEUM OF CHLEMOUTSI/
CHLOUMOUTSI CASTLE

The museum’s character and aims
The museum of Chlemoutsi Castle is, to date, the first and 

only thematic museum exclusively concerned with the 

period of the crusaders in Greece. In the field of culture, a 

museum inside a monument is an original idea, because it 

evolves in such a way that the shell of the museum space, 

i.e .the castle itself, also constitutes its main exhibit. It is 

an "open museum", with the visitor viewing the exhibits in 

their natural environment, without particular scenographic 

interventions, and experiencing something unique through 

this experiential approach. Its theme concentrates on the 

period of the Frankish rule (13th–15th century), as seen 

in southern mainland Greece, with particular emphasis 

on the region of Ilia which was also the centre of the 

principality of Achaia. The culture displayed is of a period 

that is fascinating to the general public, but also negatively 

charged, since this period is often considered as one of 

decadence under foreign rule. 

The museum is original in its new approach of not 

fearing to enhance monuments that are symbols of 

"foreign rule" in Greece. In contrast with the policy that 

was prevalent till recently, the exhibition in Chlemoutsi 

Castle introduces a new practice that is museologically, 

culturally and ideologically innovative. Although it is 

housed in the emblematic Chateau Clermont — royal palace 

of the Villehardouins which is the most representative 

monument of crusader rule in Greece — it allows a positive 

interpretation of this rule, which cannot be achieved by the 

monument alone, being a symbol of absolute power. The 

exhibition’s aim is to offer new historical facts, to function 

as a place of museum education, lifelong learning and 

recreation, but also to be an agent of creative development 

and social activities, contributing to the region’s economic 

growth.

The exhibition: The fascination of discovering the 
medieval world

The museum that opened to the public in June 2009, 

is housed in the "heart" of the castle, since it unfolds in 

26	 View of the museum.

27	 Exhibition section on 
Glarentza on the ground floor 
of the prince’s chapel.

28	 Overall view of exhibition 
section "The world of ideas and 
institutions - Knights in the 
Morea", in the prince’s 
apartment on the upper level.

29	 Capital from Andravida with 
coat of arms in relief, 
belonging to Princess Isabelle 
Villehardouin and her husband 
Florent d’Hainaut (1289–
1297).

26
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four parts of the inner enclosure: in A5, the restored two 

storey hall with a total area of 320 sq.m., identified as the 

princess’s apartments and in the two ground floor halls on 

either side of the passage way (approximately 35 sq.m. and 

70 sq.m. respectively), under the royal chapel and reception 

hall. Moreover, in an appropriately adapted part of the 

inner courtyard (approx. 40 sq.m.) an outdoor exhibition 

displays stone architectural members from the area of Ilia. 

The exhibition evolves in five basic sections with 

subsections that include over 500 artifacts, dating from 

the 13th to the 15th c. AD. The exhibition material, almost 

exclusively from excavations, comes from medieval sites 

in Ilia (mainly from the town of Glarentza, Chlemoutsi 

Castle and the Isova Monastery) but also from the greater 

area of excavations in the Principality’s territories (Patras, 

Corinth), while there is a very rich collection of medieval 

ceramics. Each section is self contained, so the visitor is not 

obliged to follow one compulsory route. On the contrary, 

one is given the opportunity to freely tour a Frankish castle, 

constructing a narrative of one’s choice, as one gradually 

discovers ideas, stories and artifacts of the Medieval period. 

13a.– Section A: Chlemoutsi Castle and 
architecture in the era of Frankish rule

The first section, housed in the semi-open spaces on 

either side of the passage way, introduces the visitor to 

the monument itself. The morphological and structural 

features of Chlemoutsi castle are presented, its relation 

with the French fortification techniques of that time 

and the fortresses of the crusading East, while the 

functions of its individual areas are determined and its 

role is emphasized as a royal palace and a symbol of the 

sovereign’s might. 

In the same section, an analysis is made of the 

organization of castles and settlements of Medieval 

Ilia, with particular emphasis on Glarentza which was a 

significant economic, urban and administrative centre of 

international repute. 

At the same time, Gothic monastic architecture is 

presented through the impressive ruins of Gothic churches 

in the region (the Monastery of Isova, Aghia Sophia of 

Andravida, Saint Francis of Glarentza), as well as its 

influences on the construction of Orthodox churches.The 

section’s narrative is based on the model of Chlemoutsi 

Castle and the architectural members or sculptures from 

religious or secular buildings, such as pointed arches and 

27

28

29



CH
LE

M
OU

TS
I C

A
ST

LE
A

rc
ha

eo
lo

gi
ca

l S
IT

E

1 40 —  issue 1 2 1  August 2016

30	 Pair of copper spurs, 2nd half 
of 14th c.

31	 Denier Tournois coin of 
Isabelle Villehardouin 
(1297–1301).

32	 Cup with written decoration of 
a coat of arms.

33	 Projecting knob (boss) from 
the centre of a cross vault, 
carved in relief with man’s face 
shaped out of leaves (circa 
1225–1236). It comes from the 
Cistercian Abbey of Zaraka 
(Stymphalia), Corinth.

34	 Small cup with glazing ("motif 
of Taranto", 14th–early 15th 
c.). 

35	 Cooking utensil (frying pan) 
with perforated bottom and 
glazing (after 1312).

36	 Clay vessel with Arabic 
inscriptions and relief 
decoration from the Middle 
East (?) (14th c.).

37	 Follaro / pul from the Golden 
Horde of the Mongols (Crimea, 
late 13th c.).

38	 Silver gigliato of Robert I of 
Anjou (mint of Naples, 
1309–1343).

39	 Merchant’s coin possibly 
originating from Lombardy 
(late 13th–14th c.).

40	 Clay jug with multicoloured 
decoration from Italy (late 
13th–14th c.).

32
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Gothic capitals. Also remarkable is the restoration of part of 

the sanctuary of the church of the Saviour from Anelio. 

13b.– Section B: The world of ideas and 
institutions - The knights in the Morea

This section that evolves in the prince’s apartments on the 

upper storey, takes the visitor on a trip to the era of knights, 

their political and social system, their ideas and beliefs. It 

presents the conquest of the Peloponnese by the crusaders, 

the founding and historical course of the Principality 

of Achaia, while going back in time to the House of the 

Villehardouins and the other rulers of the Principality. Coats 

of arms, wall paintings, coins, luxury items, bronze and 

gilded spurs, buckles and jewellery, cosmetic and sewing 

kits bring to life the knights and ladies of the Principality.

13c.– Section C: Faith and worship - The churches 
of the knights

The third section is housed on the upper storey in the 

prince’s apartments, where an example of a Gothic church 

is presented; the church of St Francis in Glarentza. The 

church service is referred to, as are matters of faith and 

dogma, also Gothic painting, decoration and sculpture. 

41	 View of the exhibition section "Faith and 
worship - The churches of the knights", 
where the example of the Gothic church of 
St Francis is on display.

42	 Restored cupboard with costly medieval 
ceramics.

43	 Overall view of the ground floor.

44	 View of the exhibition section "Aspects of 
daily life" with a recreation of the medieval 
table.

45	 View of the exhibition section "Economy 
and trade – The Morea in the medieval 
world".

41

42
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43

44

45

The most prominent exhibit is that of a sculpture in relief 

of a man’s face formed by leaves. Funerary customs are 

presented, burial practices and prominent monuments, 

such as the grave plaque of the princess Anne Villehardouin, 

from Andravida, while a restored cupboard’s original use is 

recreated.

13d.– Section D: Life of the Principality’s 
inhabitants - Aspects of daily life

The fourth section unfolds on the ground floor of the 

princess’ wing, where the visitor is given a tour of everyday 

life in the era of the knights. Through corresponding 

subsections, one can be informed on activities of the 

inhabitants of the Morea under Frankish rule, their 

recreation, the organization of their houses, home 

economics and household utensils, the medieval table and 

the kitchen with its hearth and storeroom. Building tools, 

oil lamps made of clay and bronze, keys, door frame and 

furniture fittings, toys, vases, tableware such as mugs, 

pitchers, plates and pots for oil, vinegar or spices, cooking 

utensils, pots, pans, baking trays and frying pans bring daily 

scenes from the Middle Ages to life.  

13e.– Section E: Economy and trade, relations and 
communications - The Morea in the medieval 
world

The fifth section in the ground floor hall completes the 

exhibition, referring to the Principality’s place in the 

medieval world and its relations abroad through economy 

and trade, presenting its trading activities with East and 

West. The mint of Glarentza is extensively referred to, as is 

coin production and circulation, the hoarding of treasures, 

imitation of or invalid currency. A multitude of ceramics of 

different shapes and varieties of ornamentation from all 

over the Mediterranean, from Spain and Italy, to Syria and 

Egypt make up the richest collection of medieval imported 

ceramics to date in Greece. They also serve as evidence of 

the Principality’s key geographic position and its evolution 

into a centre on the periphery of the medieval world.

Figs 2, 3, 8, 22–24, 31–40 and the ground plan on page 126 belong 

to the Archive of the Ephorate of Antiquities of Ilia / Ministry of 

Culture / The Archaeological Receipts and Expropriations Fund.

* The present text is part of an article by the writer entitled 

"Αρχαιολογικός χώρος και μουσείο Κάστρου Χλεμούτσι: 

Προτάσεις ολοκληρωμένης διαχείρισης" [The Archaeological 

Site and Museum of Chlemoutsi Castle: Proposals for Extensive 

Management] to be published on the Archaiologia Online 

website.

** Dr Dimitris Athanasoulis, archaeologist: Responsible for 

the museum project and curator of the exhibition "The era of 

Knights - Crusaders in the Morea." 

D. Athanasoulis / Athanasia Ralli, archaeologist: 

Museological study and implementation. 

Alkmini Paka, architect: Museographic study.
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