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The Mesara Master:

Her Embroidered Pictorial Narrative of a Springtime Wedding in Crete
Niki Saridaki (with Eleanor Huffman)

This book was inspired by a large, hanging embroidery depicting a Cretan wedding procession.
The embroidery is a work of art by the Greek Orthodox nun Onoufria Vardaki which copies a
design she first stitched in the early 1970s on fabric woven on the loom. Joseph and Maria
Shaw saw the original at the Panagia Kalyviani Monastery in the 1970s and commissioned the

copy.

Nearly 50 years later, Joseph W. Shaw, Giuliana Bianco, Aristomenes Polyzois, Vassiliki
Chryssanthopoulou and Georgios Fragkakis teamed up for a detailed study of the embroidery
and in the process delve into Cretan wedding customs in the Mesara area in southern Crete.
Just 100 hard copies of the first edition were published in English; a further 2000 copies of a
Greek translation will follow. The 99-page book (fig. 1) is beautifully illustrated and bound
with a stitched spine and cover highlighting elements of the embroidery.
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Figure 1. The Mesara Master.

As an archaeologist raised in the Mesara and married at the monastery, my interest piqued upon
learning of this book. This review is my attempt to provide additional context to the publication.
I began by returning to the Panagia Kalyviani Monastery in search of Sister Onoufria, now in
her 80s, with whom I had the good fortune to meet several times. She was overwhelmed upon
seeing the book and enthusiastically answered all my questions (fig. 2). We discussed the
Mesara customs, especially in reference to her amazing creation. Unfortunately, Shaw and
colleagues were unable to visit with Sister Onoufria, despite efforts to do so, as she was ill and
pandemic restrictions hampered travel and visits.



. Figure 2. Sister Onoufria displaying the book.

Sister Onoufria grew up in Vasiliki, a village in the Gortyna municipality, and for 60 years, she
has been a nun in the Panagia Kalyviani Monastery. Until her retirement in 2007, she managed
the Weaving Laboratory at the monastery which unfortunately closed that same year. She was
a self-taught and dedicated teacher who trained more than 1300 students to weave. She also
founded several weaving cooperatives, which unfortunately have also closed. Since her
retirement, the monastery loom sadly has remained idle.

Sister Onoufria recalls no earlier template for the design of the embroidery which instead was
inspired by her sister's wedding which took place in the neighboring village of Dionysi. Given
Sister Onoufria’s age, it is likely that her sister was married sometime between the mid-1940s
and the late 1960s, which roughly coincides with Shaw’s projected date in Chapter I11.

The embroidery depicts the bridal procession which began at the bride's house in the village of
Vasiliki located on the bottom right of the embroidery. In the middle, the flag bearer leads the
procession, followed by the horse wrangler holding the animal ridden by the bride. The flag
itself and the flag-bearer are discussed in Chapter V. The relatives and friends of the bride
complete the procession which passes from Vasiliki through the countryside to Dionysi.
Various local plants, flowers, and trees are depicted along the route, as well as species of birds
such as blackbirds, sparrows, and hoopoes. Chapter VIII identifies and examines these plants
and animals. On the upper left of the embroidery is the chapel dedicated to Agios Charalambos,
which still stands today in the same location between the two villages. The buildings in the
upper right corner depict the village of Dionysi where the church and wedding would take
place. Shaw analyzes the visible architectural features and brings into focus the Cretan village
buildings and their possible uses. The almond trees in bloom place the wedding in the spring.

No Cretan celebration would be complete without the presence of mantinades (short lyric
verses) and this embroidery contains two. Chapter II offers several translations along with
commentary. The mantinades sung at weddings are innumerable and often full of local
vernacular. The Boxas (o pmo&dég) mantinada refers to the girl holding the decorated basket
with the bride's dowries.

The second mantinada (see below with a parallel) is usually sung by the lyra player at the
wedding party when the bride dances for the first time as a married woman (fig. 3).



Figure 3. A bride's first dance as a married woman.

On the embroidery another parallel

[TpoPaie, pévo TOV youmpov, | [IpdPaie pava tov youmpon
v TopTOL ™m¢ OVANG cov | Kot meBepd ton voong
210 V10 Cevydapt oL 'pyeton | Now 1dgig tov dpopeo cov yio

Noa d0doelg v gvyn cov. Mo kopn cov ™ PEpveL.

Appear, O ye mother of the groom, unto | Apnear mother of the groom

your courtyard threshold to bless the young | and mother-in-law of the bride

ones to be wed as they approach your | to see your handsome son

household. (and) a daughter (he) brings to you.

(Maria Adamantidou)

In the upper section four women dance in traditional Cretan costumes. Today we can admire
girls in similar costumes, albeit with simpler headwear, in the parades commemorating national
holidays on the 28" of October (Oxi Day) and 25" of March (Independence Day) at the Panagia
Kalyviani Monastery (fig. 4). Chapter VI discusses the development and historical significance
of both male and female traditional Cretan dress. In this chapter both ziponi (to (uwovt) and
ziboni (to {iumove) are mentioned on pp. 69-70 as a type of jacket. The use of the similarly
sounding “b” and “p” may reflect differences between oral and written conventions, as well
as regional variations in pronunciation, to paraphrase the kind explanation by the author of this
section, Aristomenes Polyzois. Additionally, he clarified that the description of the color of
the shepherd’s pants which appears to be dark blue, as are most other pants, and not pale mauve
as stated on p.75, resulted from preliminary scans of the embroidery, the only available
reference during the height of the pandemic, in which the colors were inaccurately reproduced.
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Figure 4. Cretan traditional dress worn in the parade of 25th of March 2021, Moires, Heraklion.

According to Sister Onoufria, several interpretations presented in the book can be re-examined
as she had in mind a sister-centric story. For example, she recalls that she did not intend to
depict the groom at all, though he is identified as the gun-wielding figure following the bride
(p. 12). Even today at many Cretan weddings, friends or relatives may fire celebratory shots
when the bride or groom leaves the house for the church (fig. 5). or when the bride arrives at
the church. It is rare but not unheard of for the groom to hold a gun and shoot it himself.
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Figure 5. Relatives fire celebratory shots when the bride leaves the house for the church, Zaros, Heraklion.

I did not learn whether her sister’s marriage was arranged, but Sister Onoufria recalls she did
not plan to depict the men sitting at a table in the center of the panel, wearing traditional Cretan
costumes and drinking the Cretan liquor tsikoudia (1 toikovo1d), as matchmakers (p. 12). They
were simply intended to represent friends and relatives waiting for her arrival. The custom of
a proxenitis (matchmaker) is, however, well-known on Crete, and the man responsible for
providing hospitality at the wedding (i.e., tables and drink for guests) is called the kelaris,
ntabis, or kerastis, a tradition still alive and well on the island.

The procession proceeds from the village below, where the grandfather bids farewell to the
bride as she sets out from her family (of origin) to begin her new family (of creation), as
mentioned on p. 16. Thus, the bride is pictured more than once, both as the girl leaving her
home and as the bride on the way to the church, but she is not intended to be all the girls in
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various stages of life from childhood to wedding day as surmised on p. 67. The kittens and pets
belonging to the bride’s family are also depicted. It is likely that the chicken coop refers to a
family chicken coop rather than the suggested monastery coop, though it is quite possible that
Sister Onoufria also assisted at a chicken coop operated by the monastery.

Beneath the verse below the village on the right is a scene with a group of female figures
occupied in various activities. The figure depicted in front of the flag bearer holds the so-called
boxas, the decorated basket containing the bride’s dowry. The young female holds a pitcher of
tsikoudia and the female figure next to her wears an apron and prepares the gamopilafo
(yapomirago), a rice dish which is often served at Cretan
weddings (fig.7). These figures are metaphorically in front of the
procession as it was customary to send the dowry ahead of the
bride. It was received by the person mentioned in the mantinada,
in this case, the woman (fig. 6a) in a red costume like the dancers,
who links the village above with the domestic scene below. She
waits to receive the dowry basket, held by the figure in front of

‘ the flag bearer (fig. 6b).
Figure 6a Figure 6b

Figure 7. Gamopilafo (yauonidao), the rice dish which is served at the Cretan wedding.

Boxas here refers to the decorated basket inside which the bride's dowry linens were carefully
folded and placed as mentioned on p. 49. Chapter IV reviews the etymology of the word boxas
(umo&acg), its use in literature as elucidated in a detailed discussion of the varied meanings in
different parts of Crete and elsewhere inside and outside Greece, and its history in fashion. The
boxas sometimes served in lieu of a distinct bridal veil (youniog néniog), packaging for the
dowry items and by association the basket containing the dowry; or the term can refer to a
simple perforated cloth used to strain olive oil in the press, or yogurt and soft wet cheeses.

The customs concerning dowries are discussed in Chapter V along with other wedding
customs:



The Cretan scarf (to copikt), p. 45

The sariki (to capikt) completes the traditional Cretan costume. Nowadays more and more
people wear it. At weddings, it is usually worn on the shoulders of the couple's best men and
fathers (fig. 8). The sariki also has its own chapter (VII).

Figure 8. The sariki as worn at a weding.

The host / cellarman (o kgpaotnc, 0 KEAAPNC, 0 VIAUTNC), p- 45

Kerastis/ Kelaris / Ntabis is the man responsible for the wedding guests and their seating, and
who ensures that the guests eat and drink well. He typically wears a white apron to stand out

(fig. 9).

Figure 9. The men with aprons are the so-called kelaris or kerastis.

The betrothal (o appofdvac), p. 46

Logodosimo: Before the betrothal the couple is considered to be given to one another in word
(Aoyodocpévor).



Betrothal: During the betrothal the families exchange gifts (fig. 10). The gifts for the bride are
the engagement ring, bracelets, earrings, necklaces, and a watch presented to her by the
groom’s family. The gifts for the groom are the engagement ring, a watch, and a gold cross
presented to him by the bride’s family. The groom is responsible for bringing a priest to bless
the engagement rings, or the father of the groom could perform the ritual.
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Figure 10. Betrothal gifts

The bride serves sweets, koufeta (ta kovpéta), sugar-paste covered almonds whose sweet and
bitter taste symbolizes the ups and downs of marriage and whose white color symbolizes the
purity of marriage, and liqueurs to the guests (fig. 11). After that, a meal is served accompanied
by music. The betrothal party would continue with food, drinking, and dancing.

Figure 11. Liqueur and koufeta being offered.



The wedding day. p. 48

Weddings traditionally took place on a Sunday, but now may take place on another day of the
week, usually on Saturday.

The dowry basket (o voodtikoc uroac), p. 49

The decorated basket inside which the bride's dowry was meticulously placed is depicted on
the embroidery directly in front of the flag-bearer (fig. 12).

Figure 12. Boxas and dowry items on display, Anogeia, Heraklion.

Making the bed (to otp®oiuo Tov kpefation), p. 49

A few days before the wedding there is a ceremony to prepare the bedchamber. Only young,
unmarried girls could make the bed with white sheets and traditional handmade embroidered
blankets on which other guests throw flowers, money, and rice (fig. 13). The bed was then
ready to receive the new couple.



Figure 13. Preparation of the new couple's bed.

The wedding procession (to wiki), p. 50

The wedding procession (fig. 14), the psiki, includes a large group of people—the gameliotes
(yopnAwteg)—who escort the bride to the church. Depending on the location of the bride’s
house, the wedding procession is by foot, horse, donkey, or nowadays car and accompanied by
music and mantinades. On the embroidery, the bride is depicted on a white horse with an
ornamental bridle and reins. The bride’s horse was covered with an ornate, woven, bordeaux-
colored blanket, called a chirami (ypdu).
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Figure 14. The wedding procession.

The wedding “cake” (to yopokobvAovpo), p. 50

This is a large ornate bread with floral designs called xoblia (Eopmia) representing fecundity
and good fortune (fig. 15). The gamokoulouro was tied in an embroidered kerchief called a
tserves (toepPég); today it is given as a gift to the best man. Smaller, less ornate gamokouloura
tied with white handkerchiefs often decorate the cars that accompany the bride.
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Figure 15. The gamokoulouro.

The flag bearer (0 onuoo@opoc), pp. 52-53

The head of the wedding processions in the past was the semaiophoros (flag bearer). The
custom began after the liberation in 1945 and lasted through the decade of 1960 (fig. 16).
Nowadays, the semaiophoros is rarely seen in the Mesara area.

Figure 16. The flag bearer as seen in two eras.

The flag was tied on the first car with a gamokoulouro placed below the cross on the top of the
flagpole.

The gift baskets (ta kaviokia), p. 57

The relatives used to carry the kaniskia (kavickia), gifts of slaughtered whole or half lamb (fig.
17) or goat and baskets with various foods (meat, rice, spaghetti, cheeses, bread) to the
wedding. Guests also brought wine in flagons called lainia (Aoivia).
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Figure 17. A whole slaughtered lamb as a gift for the wedding.
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Shaw and colleagues do a wonderful job of highlighting the many details of the tapestry which
in turn speaks to a variety of Cretan customs. This review provides a brief overview of what
the artist intended as context for how the work would be perceived by its audience today; the
comparison invariably imparts meaning and significance which amplify the work’s beauty.

This book, as unique as its subject, is highly recommended for anyone with more than a passing
interest in Cretan history, folklore or traditions, or even embroidery as an art. It contains a
valuable and wide-ranging bibliography that touches on art, literature, history, archaeology,
and folk traditions. Thanks are due to Shaw and his colleagues for bringing this hanging
embroidery off the wall and into circulation as a manuscript.
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