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June 26th, 2013 
 
 At my arrival in 
Thessaloniki, about six of us 
from Princeton met up at the 
Hotel Orestias Kastorias and 
John treated us to a welcome 
frappe near the White Tower  
by the port  
 
which I proceeded to draw.  



Diary Entry  
June 27th, 2013 

 
 “Our day began at 8:30 in the 
morning. The first place we visited 
was the Rotunda, and it was 
incredible. Prof. Dan Curčić , who 
lives in Thessaloniki I believe, was 
kind enough to be our guide for the 
day. He was an incredibly gentle, 
pleasant, and learned man. I have 
never looked at a building in so much 
detail in all my life. After taking a first 
look on our own before Prof. Curčić 
arrived, we circled the perimeter of 
the building and learned about the 
phases of its history and how those 
can be seen in the remains in and 
surrounding the building.” 

… 



“His explanation of its history and 
architecture made its image majestic. 
In a way, it helped me make sense of 
the whole city in my head. The West 
arch of the Rotunda was once a 
gateway toward a great Imperial 
Palace after which further in the 
distance, past the palace and into the 
ocean’s horizon, Mount Olympus 
could supposedly be seen. I learned 
about many architectural clues that 
are markers of its history, such as the 
Byzantine style layering of stone then 
brick, the pointed windows of the 
Ottomans, the reuse of old materials, 
especially columns placed upside 
down when it was converted to a 
mosque for some time, etc. Based on 
the remains found in the ground, the 
ground level used to be about 10 
meters lower than it is now. These 
are just a few of the things I learned.” 

… 
 







“On the inside, I found the building very inspiring acoustically and thought of a tune for it, which 
I would like to write for eight voices. With this piece I would like to remember its octagonal tall 
and narrow structure and take advantage of the beautiful dome. I have never sang overtones in 
a more enchanting space. When I did so, immediately everyone stopped to listen. 
    This incredible space deserves to be brought to life again with music.” 
 



(Professor Dan 
Curčić  wrote 
this book… 
a 20 year 
masterpiece in 
the making. ) 



 “After visiting the rotunda, we visited the 
church of St. Nicholas. It was quite small but the 
special thing about that church was that it was 
one of the only surviving Byzantine churches 
with original frescoes preserved fairly well. There 
were no pictures allowed but the continuous 
story the frescoed scenes on the wall portrayed 
was amazing. There were also many turtles on 
the premises!”  





“After eating lunch and lastly seeing the great arch of the city and remains of the ancient 
palace, I skipped dinner and crashed for the night. Exhausted. “ 



June 28th, 2013 
 
 “We began the following 
day at 10 AM by walking up to 
the church of Agios Dimitrios,  
who is the patron saint of the 
city of Thessaloniki. It was 
extravagant. The icons, the 
crypt, the remains, were all 
somehow overwhelming, and I 
just stood in awe at the 
splendor. “ 





Also jammed with a bunch of really cool local guys in the square of Thessaloniki right before 
leaving for the monastery….  



Arrival at the Monastery 
of St. John about 2 ½ 
hours away from 
Thessaloniki and about 
30 minutes away by car 
from the town of Serres.  





The view 
from the 
bell tower 















The 
ceiling 
inside 

the 
church  



June 29th, 2013  
 
 “I’ve only been at the monastery for a day and already everything is 
become hazy. I’ve been sitting in the library for the past 2 ½ hours reading 
and waiting for lunch. Three bishops came today so our lunch got pushed 
back but I don’t mind. During our stay here, we will be following the nuns’ 
eating schedule for us and out of respect, revolving our other activities 
around that.  
 I must say though, that my first impression of the monastery was of a 
peaceful and surprisingly up-to-date place.  They prepared for us actually 
very comfortable cot-like beds.   Women sleep in one room, the sewing 
room, and men in another. Everything is so clean. They have a gorgeous 
library/study room, computers, clean toilets and shower, a small museum, 
and are in the process of building a guest room. I was very surprised to 
discover that the nuns even knew about Viber, the free iPhone 
international app, while even some from our group didn’t know about it.”  



My sleeping quarters 



Entering the monastery’s 
renovated museum 





Eating… 

the most amazing food I’ve ever tasted. 
No meat.  



June 29th, 2013 continued… 
 
 “I learned that the nuns barely sleep. They sleep anywhere from 2-6 hours a 
day, and not continuously; intermittently… so basically they live on a never ending 
cycle of naps. I found this astonishing.  
 But I found out how they do get their rest. For them, their rest is “spiritual 
rest.” They spend nights in prayer, especially between the hours of 1 and 4 AM 
because they say that that is the time when the world is most vulnerable to be 
driven to sin. I understand this, and find it amazing that the nuns take 
responsibility in praying for them and the whole world. If you think about the 
gravity of this burden, it sounds immense, but with God’s help… 
  
 I was very pleased with myself this morning because I was able to follow and 
quietly sing along to the liturgy much from memory. I took blessed bread at the 
end of service. I was stopped by a nun, so I explained I am Greek Orthodox.  In our 
Greek faith, those who are not baptized Greek Orthodox are not supposed to 
receive blessed bread or communion, so I understood where she was coming from.  
 I found out later, also, that I would be allowed to be involved musically as 
much as I would like to during my stay. I want to absorb and participate in as much 
as I can and am so excited after hearing this news.  



Sister Taxiarhia, 
the lead vesper at 

the monastery, 
ended up  giving 

me a few lessons 
from about 10-12 
PM on the basics 

of Byzantine 
music and 

Byzantine music 
notation. 

 
Throughout the 

course of my stay 
I was also able to 

participate 
through chanting 

in every 
proceeding liturgy 

and in two 
baptisms.  

 
It changed my 

life.  





 July 1st, 2013  
 
 “This morning I bonded a 
lot with the nuns by helping 
with the process of making 
cherry and then apricot 
preserves. First you have to 
remove the stems, wash 
them, remove the pits 
individually using a small 
handheld clothes pin, then 
boil them with sugar, making 
sure to remove the foam in 
the pot (as you see me here 
doing ) until the syrup is 
left clear, then put them in 
jars and remove some of the 
air from the jar with a spoon.” 





 “I got to help with all these aspects, and I was proud of my cherry – 
stained hands afterwards. They told me thank you many times and that I 
should help out again tomorrow because I was very fast. I also helped 
clean after we finished. 
 As we were all working, I had nice chats with the nuns in Greek. They 
love that I understand pretty well and try to speak. They are all so sweet 
and adorable. They’re always calling me “Stephanoula“ and I love it. They 
make me feel so welcome and at home and even admired. They really 
wanted to hear me sing as they worked, so I sang, full voice, and they 
loved it. Apparently, even though I was removed from the main complex 
of the monastery, my voice must have resonated quite loudly throughout, 
because I later received many compliments from others as well.  
 Wow, I really must have been loud… I kind of feel bad to have 
disturbed such a quiet place.   
 
          I really enjoy spending time here.”   
 



Later that same day, a few of us went on 
a short hike and in the following pictures 
you’ll see that the beauty of our 
surroundings speak for themselves. 



The 
Monastery 
of St. John 
from afar 











 We eventually arrived at a 
small chapel sized building that is 
no longer used but we explored 
it.  
 I learned that the surround 
mountains were littered with a 
few of these small monasteries 
that were established a long time 
ago.  
 
 
 Taking a closer look I found a 
small relic possibly from around 
the 14th century, in exactly the 
spot John is looking at now,  
and in the next slide you’ll see 
something else we found… 







It became customary to rest and chat a 
bit with the nuns in the evenings before 
bed and it was a very pleasant time.  



A day trip to Serres…. 





Our final group dinner 





Some additional notes I 
took throughout the 
readings and 
presentations at the 
monastery: 













Last 
breakfast 



Friends I will never forget… 





S erene and peaceful is a holy place where you feel God’s energy pass through you with a gentle 

T ouch.  
 

J esus finds here the people who seek him and graces them with gifts 

O f knowledge, reflection, love, understanding, and above all  

H armony, leaving your spirit rested, and your heart 

N estled in the mountains.   
 
 
 
 
         By,  
          Your “Stephanoula” 
 

The Monastery 
of 
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