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THE RESEARCH  

This Brochure under the title “Research on the way of celebrating typical 
religious holidays in the cross-border area of the Municipality of Pangaio” 
is the main  outcome of the research “Research on the way of celebrating 
typical religious holidays in the cross-border area of Pangaio  Municipality 
with a comparative analysis” which  was prepared by the European 
Institute of Social Economy and Entrepreneurship - EIKOE on behalf of the 
Scientific Society for Social Cohesion and Development - EPEKSA which is 
a partner in the CULSTAGE project. We would like to express our gratitude 
to the scientific and writing team that carried out the research as well as 
to the personalities and executives of the municipality of Pangaio who 
contributed with their knowledge to the completion of the research.

DISCLAIMER

This Study has been produced with the financial assistance of the 
European Union. The contents of the Study are sole responsibility of the 
Project’s Consortium and can in no way be taken to reflect the views of 
the European Union, the participating countries the Managing Authority 
and the Joint Secretariat.
The Project is co-funded by the European Regional Development Fund 
and by national funds of the countries participating in the Interreg V-A 
“Greece-Bulgaria 2014-2020” Cooperation Programme.

COULSTAGE_1 ENG FINAL.indd   5COULSTAGE_1 ENG FINAL.indd   5 21/11/2023   9:55:48 πμ21/11/2023   9:55:48 πμ



COULSTAGE_1 ENG FINAL.indd   6COULSTAGE_1 ENG FINAL.indd   6 21/11/2023   9:55:48 πμ21/11/2023   9:55:48 πμ



THE PROJECT

The CULSTAGE project (Full Title: STAGE FOR CROSS BORDER CULTURE) 
is a joint initiative of the lead partner (Municipality of Pangaio) and the 
other project partners, co-funded by the European Union through the 
INTERREG V-A "GREECE – BULGARIA 2014-2020" programme. The project 
is designed to improve the sustainable exploitation of cultural and 
natural resources, to expand the tourism product, including religious 
cultural heritage resources, providing opportunities for their promotion 
and local development, with a wider socio-economic impact. The project 
is part of investment priority 6c "Conservation, protection, promotion 
and development of natural and cultural heritage" of the INTERREG V-A 
"GREECE – BULGARIA 2014-2020" program. The enhancement of tourist 
activity in the area, through the promotion of the natural and cultural 
heritage and the use of innovative approaches, will allow the intervention 
area of the Municipality of Pangaio to try to extend the tourist season, 
integrate new forms into the tourist product and ultimately reduce the 
uneven development of its individual areas (mountain, sea).  In this 
context, among other activities and research, specific cultural areas 
will be improved throughout the cross-border intervention area of the 
CULSTAGE project.

The added value of the project for the intervention area lies in the 
strengthening of the cooperation of cultural institutions of the public 
and private sector, including religious organisations, through the cultural 
networking that will be developed in the framework of the project, the 
cooperation of local authorities and cultural institutions with the scientific 
community for the application of modern research and development 
methodology, the inclusion of a special approach for people with 
disabilities, the publicity of religious values for the benefit of the region. 
The partners of the project are the Municipality of Pangaio as lead partner, 
and partners are the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki - Department 
of Forestry and Natural Environment, the Scientific Society for Social 
Cohesion and Development, the Cultural Centre "Otets Paisiy - 1919" in 
Sadanski Bulgaria, the Cultural Centre Emanuil Vaskidovich-1886 in Melnik 
Bulgaria, the Monastery "Rozhdestvo Bogorodichno" in Melnik Bulgaria.
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SUMMARY

The object of this research is the religious tourism in the municipality of 
Pangaio and the surrounding areas, as well as the way religious holidays 
are celebrated in this area. The aim is to highlight the main events, 
happenings and events that are connected with religious festivals and 
make the municipality of Pangaio a privileged municipality for attracting 
religious tourists. The religiosity observed in the municipality of Pangaio 
as manifested through the worship events and various customs highlight 
a kind of religious tourism that has its roots in long-standing and ancestral 
customs that can be traced back to the pre-Christian era, to antiquity, 
to the celebrations of Dionysus and other pagan festivals of Western 
Thrace and Eastern Macedonia. Prominent among the religious festivals 
are the customs of the Arapides, and the Mazidia. These are celebrations 
that draw from the agricultural societies of the past, which are common 
by different names in Bulgaria and other Balkan countries, and have the 
purpose, in addition to entertaining the citizens, of pleading to the god 
for euphoria on the land for better agricultural production. They are 
celebrations of Spring and life versus death.

KEYWORDS

Municipality of Pangaio, religious tourism, religious holidays, churches, 
monasteries, monasteries, Arapides, Mazidia, Easter, Christmas, events, 
Eastern Macedonia-Thrace
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FOREWORD

Religious tourism is a modern and promising form of tourism that 
highlights people's deepest faith in God and is a motivation for creation 
and survival. The municipality of Pangaio is a privileged area for religious 
tourism as it has many places of worship, old Byzantine churches, icons, 
wooden architectural monuments and others which are appealing to 
religious tourists. The object of the research is the way religious festivals 
are celebrated in the municipality of Pangaio. The aim is to highlight the 
various events and celebrations of religious festivals in order to make 
them known in the border areas with other countries, mainly Bulgaria, 
and thus to strengthen the flow of foreign tourists, mainly Bulgarians, 
who come to northern Greece and especially to the municipality of 
Pangaio to enjoy the scenery and to learn about the history of this 
place. The common Orthodox faith with the neighbouring peoples and 
the common historical past since the ancient times combined with the 
emergence of common customs which are revived and continue till this 
day in the Balkan countries, constitute a solid foundation, not only for 
the economic and touristic development of the region, but also for the 
cultivation of friendship and mutual understanding between the groups.

COULSTAGE_1 ENG FINAL.indd   13COULSTAGE_1 ENG FINAL.indd   13 21/11/2023   9:55:48 πμ21/11/2023   9:55:48 πμ



R
E

S
E

A
R

C
H

 O
N

 T
H

E
 W

A
Y

 O
F

 C
E

L
E

B
R

A
T

IN
G

 T
Y

P
IC

A
L

 R
E

L
IG

IO
U

S
 H

O
L

ID
A

Y
S

IN
 T

H
E

 C
R

O
S

S
-B

O
R

D
E

R
 A

R
E

A
 O

F
 T

H
E

 M
U

N
IC

IP
A

L
IT

Y
 O

F
 P

A
N

G
A

IO
14

Holy Monastery of Agios Panteleimonos

Holy Monastery of Agios Dimitrios
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1. RELIGIOUS TOURISM

Religious tourism is a modern and promising form of tourism that makes 
a significant contribution to the economic development of regions with 
a long-standing and strong religious consciousness. Over the years, 
people have felt deeply within themselves the religious impulse to visit 
and experience the places where their religions developed, where their 
saints and prophets lived and martyred, and where the major religious 
events of their faith took place. For Orthodoxy and the Christian religion, 
religious tourism is mainly manifested in visits to the holy places, Palestine 
where Christ lived, Constantinople, Alexandria, the Patriarchates of 
Alexandria, and historical and traditional monasteries, Mount Athos, St. 
Catherine of Sinai and many other places. Northern Greece and Thrace, 
like most of the East, is characterized by a rich historical and religious 
tradition of Christian worship that has left its traces both in the traditional 
old Byzantine churches, in art, ecclesiastical hagiographies and in the 
customs and traditions that have survived and underline the continuity 
of Hellenism and the Orthodox Christian religion.

As a form of economic activity, religious tourism requires the 
cooperation of all local stakeholders, i.e. the local authorities, the local 
church, the Metropolis, professionals and economic stakeholders in 
general, in order for visitors to have all the information and amenities 
at their disposal. Good information, good infrastructure, excellent hotels 
and restaurants, good transport and good communications are essential 
elements in attracting religious tourists.
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2. THE MUNICIPALITY OF PANGAIO 

The Municipality of Pangaio is a municipality in the region of Eastern 
Macedonia and Thrace. The area of the municipality is about 698 
sq.km and its population about 32,000 inhabitants. The seat of the 
municipality is in Eleftheroupoli (until 1929 it was called Pravi). It 
is divided into 5 "municipal units", which correspond to 5 recently 
abolished municipalities. They are the municipal units of Pangaio, 
Pierreon, Eleftheron, Eleftheroupoli and Orfanos. The new municipality 
extends to the mountainous central part of Mount Pangaio, which was 
known since antiquity for its gold and silver mines.

From a touristic perspective, the municipality of Pangaio is a 
destination of great natural beauty, long history and recreation.It is a place 
of visit for all seasons of the year. The lacy beaches of 65 km, the cultural 
heritage, the traditional settlements, the monuments, the monasteries, 
the churches are offered to visitors all year round. 

The potential for the development of religious tourism is very large 
as the wider region of East-Macedonia and Thrace has historically been 
the place where Christianity spread from the Middle East to Europe. 
The inhabitants of the municipality of Pangaio have formed a strong 
religious consciousness already since the Byzantine years as evidenced 
by the numerous Byzantine churches, monasteries and other religious 
monuments. The history of the Metropolis of Eleftheroupolis can be 
traced back to the ninth century AD.

The most important places of religious worship today, listed below, 
are the Holy Monastery of Panagia Eikosifoinissa, the Holy Pilgrimage of 
Panagia of Nea Peramos, the Holy Monastery of Agios Panteleimonos, the 
Holy Monastery of Panagia of Pangeotissa, the Holy Monastery of Agios 
Dimitrios at the foot of Pangeos, the Metropolitan Holy Church of Agios 
Nikolaos of Eleftheroupolis, the Holy Church of St. George of Paleochori, 
the Holy Church of St. George of Galipsous, the Holy Church of St. George 
of Paleochori, the Holy Church of the Megiston Taksiarchon of Eleftheron, 
the Holy Church of St. George of Podochori, the Holy Church of the Esodia 
of Theotokos of Nikisiani, the Holy Pilgrimage of  Panagia Megalochari  of 
Nea Iraklitsa, the Holy Church of St. Andrew in Agios Andreas.
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3. METHODS OF WORSHIP AND RELIGIOUS
CELEBRATION

3.1 DIVINE LITURGIES, TEMPLES AND MONASTERIES

Divine Services in Temples and Monasteries 
Religious holidays are usually celebrated and begin with divine service 
in churches and monasteries. Vespers are preceded the previous day 
as well as all-nighters. The divine liturgies are announced in time to the 
faithful. The major holidays of a religious nature are similar throughout 
Greece and Orthodoxy. It is Christmas, Easter, the feast of the Virgin Mary 
on the fifteenth of August, the feasts of the Virgin Mary throughout 
the year, Lent and many other holidays which are held in honor of the 
saints or various Christian events. Usually in the festive events in honor 
of the saints, which the churches and monasteries bear their name, there 
are present all the people of the region. It is usually celebrated by the 
archbishop of the region with guests from other regions. The religious 
holidays are accompanied by many other events, Christian and secular, 
which attract a large number of citizens and tourists and create a special 
atmosphere and offer a unique experience to visitors. Listed below are 
the various events related to the religious holidays in the municipality of 
Pangaio and the other bordering areas.

Visits to Monasteries
Visits and excursions to the area's monasteries are a common way of wor-
shiping and religiously celebrating various saints. The faithful come into 
contact with the monks and the monastic life and in this way, their religious 
feeling is strengthened. Visits and excursions to monasteries combine peo-
ple's contact with nature, with the history of the region, with cultural tra-
ditions and local customs. At the same time, the bonds between believers, 
visitors and citizens are strengthened, as whole families visit the churches 
and monasteries and participate in overnight events. In earlier years, fam-
ilies camped in the precincts of the temple or monastery and spent some 
time there, usually as long as the festival lasted.
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Local religious ceremonies, church celebrations, con-
struction of new devoted Temples
Local religious ceremonies in honor of the eponymous temples and 
saints of cities, regions, and villages are events of great local and regional 
importance. Such religious holidays take place not only in the historical 
churches that are monuments of architecture and religious art but also 
in the newer churches that have been built in recent decades. Usually 
the divine liturgy is combined with the decoration of the church, with 
pastries, with music and choirs as well as other events that attract a 
large number of faithful visitors from the neighboring areas and beyond. 
The construction of new temples and churches either by the whole 
community or individually by families and people is also an active way to 
celebrate Saints and Christian events. These are usually for lesser known 
saints and saintly women. One such example is the church of Agia Agatha 
in Platanotopo. In that same area is the church of Agios Athanasios. The 
small church of Agia Agatha is the only church in honor of Agia Agatha in 
all of Northern Greece. Saint Agathi is considered the patroness of young 
women and the healer of breast diseases. Her feast day is on February 
5. The church was built with the financial contribution - donation of the 
Stefanides couple between the years 2005 and 2010.
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3.2 RELIGIOUS REPRESENTATIONS AND LOCAL 
CUSTOMS

Another special way of celebrating religious holidays is religious 
representations and local customs which have a long tradition as they 
survive over time and are renewed with modern representations thus 
expressing the deep religious feelings of the people of Eastern Macedonia-
Thrace. These religious representations and customs include litanies, 
processions of images, epitaphs, supplications. They celebrate the Spring 
of Nature and the Resurrection of Life.

Icon processions, litanies, epitaphs
The celebration of the divine passion and Easter is usually celebrated 
through the representation of the divine passion, the retrieval of the body 
of Jesus and the Epitaph. In Eleftheroupolis, which is the capital of the 
municipality of Paggaio, on the evening of Good Friday, the procession of 
the epitaph of the holy church of Agios Eleftherios takes place. Residents 
follow the epitaph or stand outside their houses holding lanterns and 
light small fires to illuminate the road where the Epitaph passes through. 
In Nea Peramos on the evening of Good Friday, during the procession of 
the Epitaph, the inhabitants burn the effigy of Judas, an old custom of 
the region. The city lights are all open, symbolizing the victory of light 
over death and the final purification. In Nea Iraklitsa, are celebrated in the 
chapel of Agia Marina on the beach of Nea Iraklitsa, where women throw 
flowers at the ceremony. The miraculous image of the Virgin Mary, which 
according to tradition was painted by Evangelist Loukas, is also displayed 
by procession from the holy church of Panagia Faneromeni to the chapel 
of Agia Marina.
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The "Mazidia". The traditional custom-invocation for 
the fruitfulness of the earth.
The religious holiday of the Orthodox Easter is associated with the custom 
of MAZIDIA. In Eleftheres of the municipality of Pangaio, the traditional 
Mazidia are held and revived every year. The holiday is connected with 
Easter and the resurrection of Jesus Christ which symbolizes the coming 
of spring. Mazidia is a holiday from the years of the Turkish occupation 
and acts a request to the Risen Christ to bless the earth fertility. This 
custom is a continuation of pre-Christian holidays that were celebrated in 
eastern Macedonia and Thrace with the aim of the euphoria of the earth 
and its fruitfulness. MAZIDIA are named after a hill which is located near 
the Byzantine church of Agion Taxiarchon.

The holiday takes place on the third day of Easter. After the Divine 
Liturgy, the wooden icons are taken in a procession from the Byzantine 
church of Agioi Taksiarches, which is the oldest church in the area. The 
icons are transferred to Mazidia where the chapel of Saints Raphael, Irene 
and Nikolaos is located. Invocations are made to Christ to bless the land 
and agriculture so that there will be a bountiful harvest. The holiday is 
accompanied by baking and consecration. After the pilgrimage to the 
images, a great feast is organized. The dance is led by the priest who is 
accompanied by the villagers who sing three traditional songs which 
have been preserved over time. The women of the Eleftheres cultural 
association offer homemade food and sweets to the faithful.
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The Trade fairs
An important element of the religious holidays are the trade fairs which 
are organized as part of the celebrations. From the eve of the event and 
on the day of the holiday, small traders and other professionals can, with 
the permission of the municipality of Pangaio, participate in these fairs, 
setting up stalls in the precincts of the churches and the surrounding 
streets and exhibiting their wares for sale. Such trade fairs take place 
in Nea Peramos on August 13-15, in Nea Iraklitsa August 21-23 and P. 
Ofryniou August 4-6. The trade fairs, create a lively atmosphere especially 
for visitors and families who can find and buy local products.
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3.3 EVENTS IN THE MUNICIPALITY OF PANGAIΟ 

Events and activities are held throughout the year in the communities of 
the Municipality of Pangaio. The events attract tourists and visitors from 
all over Greece. The most original event is the age-old custom of the 
Arapides which, under various names, is preserved in other communities 
of eastern Macedonia-Thrace even beyond the municipality of Pangaio. 

The “Arapides”
The Arapides custom is closely connected with the Feast of the Epiphany 
on January 6th every year. The ancient custom of the Arapides is celebrated 
in Nikisiani on the day of the Epiphany. This custom belongs to the events 
of the Twelve Days of Christmas. It is a very old custom of pagan origin that 
goes back to the worship of Dionysus, with great symbolic significance. 
It represents the battle of life against death. During the performance of 
the custom, young men and women dressed in sheepskin and girded 
with bells that make a deafening noise roam the streets and supposedly 
exorcise evil, bringing the optimistic message of life.

The dance duel between the two leaders of the "Arapides" is the 
climax of the event. The fall and subsequent resurrection of the vanquished 
one comes from the Dionysian cult, which was widespread in Thrace and 
Mount Pangaeo, long before it spread to the rest of Greece. The defeat of 
Arapi symbolizes the death of Dionysus by the Titans and the hypnosis 
of nature during the winter months. His resurrection symbolizes the 
resurrection of Dionysus by Zeus and the awakening of nature with the 
coming of spring.

The custom of the Arapides belongs to a group of customs and 
rituals, the "Agermons". The Winter Agermoi date back to the winter 
solstice, but are usually held later than that. That is, the days between 
Christmas and Epiphany, the so-called Dodekaimeron(Twelve Days). 
According to M. Meraklis, "the intended purpose of these Agermon was 
to ensure a good harvest. The ritual refers to groups of people who dance 
in circles around their villages with the aim of protecting the community 
and the people from the gods against the demons that are presented in 
various forms, such as goblins, elements, etc. This exorcism is performed 
with the pandemonium of the sounds of bells and the animalistic attire 
of the participants. The custom is celebrated in different ways in different 
places. In some villages such as Nikisiani, Xiropotamos, Monastiraki and 
Pagoneri, the disguised people are called "Arapides", while in others, they 
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have different names: "Babougera" in Kali Vrysi, "Arkoudes" and "Arapides" 
in Volakas. In Petrousa and Pyrgos the custom is called "Babiden" (a name 
with Bulgarian influence). The name Arapides is newer and refers to the 
black or dark-colored sheepskin coats or capes worn by the participants.

Τhere are many legends surrounding these customs. We find a 
reference to their ritual in Xenophon from the 4th century BC (Kyros 
Anavasis) as well as the role of the Arapides in the battle of Alexander 
the Great at Hydaspi against the Indians. According to some authors 
the custom has its origins in the ancient and mythical forms of the god 
Dionysus, the Satyrs, Pan, the Nymphs, the Maenads, the Bacchides and 
the other animal-like deities who accompanied Dionysus in his festivals. 
The worship of the god Dionysus was very popular in the wooded 
Mount Pangaio and the surrounding areas. During the event, groups of 
dancers from the cultural association perform national and local dances 
accompanied by traditional music. Tsipouro, wine and local delicacies are 
offered to everyone. The custom is organized every year by the cultural 
association "Arapides" of Nikisiani and the non-profit organisation of the 
Municipality of Pangaio and attracts various believers, tourists, journalists, 
newspapers and television.
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3.4 OTHER RELIGIOUS HOLIDAYS AND EVENTS 

Clean Monday-The Koulouma
Clean Monday events are held every year in the Municipality of Pangai, 
in the Municipal Community of Nea Peramos, in the Local Community of 
Nea Irakleitsa and in the settlement of Ofryni beach (Touzla). The cultural 
associations and the Public Benefit Enterprise of the Municipality of Paggaio 
present traditional dances, distribute Lenten dishes and traditional bean 
soup, and perform musical acts.

The Christmas dream
During the Christmas season, the "Christmas Dream" is organized in 
Eleftheroupoli. The Christmas village is open every day on Christmas days. 
Throughout its opening hours there are various activities for children such 
as facepanting, balloon making, crafts, Santa's house, Santa's post office, 
an amusement park, stands with clubs and producers of the Municipality 
of Pangaio.

Other religious and non-religious events
At the same time, other events, religious and non-religious, fill the 

schedule of visitors and tourists in the municipality of Pangaio, offering 
new experiences and memories. Such events are: the White Night, the 
Pangaioreitiko Adamoma, Concerts in the Castles of N. Peramos, Chestnut 
Day, the Tsipourou Festival in November in N. Peramos, the Education 
Festival. In the capital of the Municipality, Eleftheroupolis, the custom 
of Klidon takes place every June. Important holidays are also the Corn 
Festival, the Pie Festival, the Dionysiac Echoes, the Grapevine Festival, the 
Sarmas Festival in May, the “Leap of August” on August 31 at Myrtophytos 
Beach, etc., all of which are organized by the Cultural Associations of the 
area. In July the Peramia take place and in Moustheni every summer, the 
ten-day festival of Pieria Koilada takes place. Top sports events are also 
held in the Municipality of Paggaio, such as the Papachristideios Dromos, 
the Tsamkiraneia, the Sports Festival, the Cycling Race and the Paggaio 
Trail Run mountain road race. All of these events are accompanied and 
blessed with divine liturgies and sanctifications.
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