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CAVE
CHURCHES
of Cappadocia
Cappadocia’s ruptured rock ridges are the surreal setting for one
of Christianity’s earliest monastic communities and a staggering
collection of mid-Byzantine era art
WORDS
BY
JESSICA LEE

CAPPAD O C C IA
TU R KEY
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n a horseback tour of the stark
Anatolian countryside in 1907,
French Jesuit priest, geographer
and photographer Pere Guillaume
de Jerphanion stopped amid an area of rolling
valleys scattered with cones, spires and spikes of
thrusting rock. He’d arrived in Cappadocia, where the
region’s geological foundations had been laid by volcanic
force, a façade of weird and wacky rock formations
fashioned by millennia of wind and water erosion.
The geological make-up of this region has always
encouraged its inhabitants to carve dwellings out of the
soft tuff (consolidated volcanic ash) rock and in the early
days of Christianity, a new wave of settlers made up of
monks and priests seized this vernacular architecture
and created an astonishing array of chapels, churches and
monastery complexes that seemed to be half-swallowed
by the landscape itself.
De Jerphanion wasn’t the first traveller to visit
Cappadocia’s churches. Throughout the 18th and
19th centuries, European explorers, such as French
archaeologist Félix Marie Charles Texier, had been
reporting back about the surreal, alien-like countryside
they’d passed through in the Anatolian heartland. De
Jerphanion, though, was the first to document the
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churches found within the swooping contours of the
valleys and to understand their significance in Byzantine
history; bringing the ‘discovery’ of the rock-cut churches
of Cappadocia to the world.
Monasticism as a practice has its roots in Egypt,
where the first hermit monk communities sprung up
amid the barren surroundings of the Eastern Desert
following Saint Anthony’s lead in living a solitary life of
meditation and prayer. It was in Cappadocia though, that
the principles of this religious ascetic life were moulded
into a more collective endeavour.
Christianity came early to Turkey. This landmass,
which has always acted as a bridge for new ideas flowing
east to west, saw an early flowering of the new faith,
thanks, in part, to the Anatolian wanderings of Saint
Paul. “We can look to the bible to see mention of how
early Christians suffered under persecution in Anatolia”
Barış Şahin, a tour guide specialising in Cappadocia’s
Byzantine history said. “It’s thought that the first
Christians began arriving in Cappadocia in the 2nd
century, though it wasn’t until the time of Saint Basil that
the Christian community here began to expand.”
Today, Saint Basil, along with his brother Gregory of
Nyssa and his friend Gregory of Nazianzus, is known
as one of the three Cappadocian Fathers. As Bishop of
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Cappadocia
Caesarea (modern-day Kayseri; an hour’s drive from
the main Cappadocia area of rock-churches), Saint
Basil is a towering figure in early Christian thought and
teachings. The Cappadocia father is best remembered
for his writings, which expounded the role and methods
of monasticism within the eastern church. “Cappadocia
is important because it was here, due to Saint Basil’s
influence, that communal religious life began,” Barış
explained. “This was the first beginnings of a communal,
rather than hermit, community.”
The small village of Göreme sits roughly at the
heart of the Cappadocia region. Just out of town is the
Göreme Open Air Museum – a series of multi-level
chapels and churches hewn into the hill dating from the
mid-Byzantine period. The 6th and 7th centuries had
been turbulent times in Cappadocia due to Arab and
Persian incursions into the area while the Byzantine
Iconoclasm of 726-842 (when the imperial authority
in Constantinople banned religious icons and images)
caused ructions throughout the empire. From the mid9th to 13th centuries though, Cappadocia’s churches had
a heyday of artistic production.
The Göreme Open Air Museum is Cappadocia’s most
famous Byzantine church site, but rock-cut chapels lay

ABOVE Saint Paul travelled
through Cappadocia and
modern-day Turkey

“Cappadocia is important because it was
here, due to Saint Basil’s influence, that
communal religious life began”
The outsides of the caves
are perhaps more famous
than the treasures to be
found inside
BELOW Perhaps the
most iconic of all of
the cave church
frescoes, in Karanlik
Kilise, in Cappadocia

scattered throughout the entire region. Some, like the El
Nazar Kilise (Church of the Evil Eye) in the Zemi Valley
nearby, are hollowed out of single rock-cones while
others, such as the large collection of churches in Ihlara
Valley, are honeycombed into sheer cliff. Nearly all of
them though, follow a similar architectural plan. “Most
of Cappadocia’s churches are single nave,” Barış reveals.
This simple style was most suitable and convenient for
the builders to carve out of the rock. “But the three-apsed
Karanlık Kilise and Elmalı Kilise within the Göreme
Open Air Museum are both good examples of churches
used for communal ceremony.”
Many of the churches throughout Cappadocia are
pitted with shallow burial cavities dug into the floor.
These were once used as tombs for patrons of the church.
Donating money – an important source of income for the
church – allowed the honour of being buried inside the
church itself. “Entering a church interior was considered
to be the same as entering heaven so people believed that
to be buried within a church was to be buried in heaven.”
Barış explained.
The churches and monasteries pockmarking the
cliffs and sprinkled throughout the jagged-ridged
valleys are impressive enough in their own right as a
feat of architectural ingenuity. Once you step inside
Cappadocia’s cave-hewn chapels though, their true
historical importance is revealed. The church interiors
here are embellished by a wealth of religious iconography
that is regarded as one of the leading examples of postIconoclastic Byzantine art in the world.
On entering the Göreme Open Air Museum’s Karanlık
Kilise (Dark Church), you are immediately struck
by the vitality of the frescoes, which exude a distinct
local character in their vibrant use of rich colours and
ornamentation within the scenes. Christ Pantocrator
(Christ, the All Powerful) looms down from the central
dome surrounded by archangels Gabriel, Michael,
Raphael and Azrael depicted on four smaller surrounding
cupolas. The Deesis (Christ in a seated position with
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Cappadocia

The Churches

Must-see highlights of the region

Karanlık Kilise
(Dark Church)

The highlight of Göreme Open Air
Museum is this stunning church,
reached by a narrow tunnel and named after the lack of natural
light inside. Extensively restored, the church hosts some of the
most famous and richly decorated frescoes in Cappadocia,
which date from the 12th and 13th centuries.

Tokalı Kilise
(Buckle Church)

The Tokalı Kilise’s vivid frescoes boast
lavish use of indigo pigment (this is
created by using lapis lazuli). The church is laid out in two parts;
the ‘old church’, which dates back from the 10th century and
the ‘new church’ that is just behind it, which dates from the 11th
century. The depicted fresco scenes mostly relate to the life
and ministry of Christ.

Eski Gümüşler
Monastery

This monastery complex is carved out
of a cliff face near Niğde in south-west
Cappadocia. Inside a labyrinth of cells, tunnels and a church
surrounds the central courtyard, pockmarked with burial holes,
with frescoes (dating between the 7th and 11th centuries)
including a smiling Virgin Mary and an exceptionally detailed
nativity scene.

John the Baptist pictured to his left and the Virgin Mary
to the right) is portrayed on the main apse while scenes
from the infancy and ministry of Christ as well as some
Old Testament scenes cover the surrounding walls.
“The wall paintings were originally thought to have
been made using vegetable dyes,” Barış explained. “But
more recent research has revealed that the artists used
mineral dyes from rocks. These pigments were much
more difficult to apply, but this is also why the colours
have been preserved so well.” Most of the rupestral
paintings are fresco-secco – a method where the
pigments are applied to dried rather than wet plaster.
Recent restoration of Göreme Open Air Museum’s Tokalı
Kilise (Buckle Church) has revealed that the plaster mix
contained a combination of eggshells, animal hair and
sand that helped the mineral pigments, when applied, to
stick to the walls.
But who were the painters? Cappadocia’s Christian
community was a long way away from the glorious
Byzantine capital of Constantinople and it has left little
evidence for modern researchers to suggest that it was
an intellectual religious community. “One theory is that
the main artists were imported from Constantinople

ABOVE Iconoclasm at the
hands of Constantinople
affected Cappadocia
TOP The fascinating site
of Cappadocia as it looks to
visitors today

Karşı Kilise
(Church of St
Jean)

Veer off the highway between Nevşehir
and Gülşehir to visit this tiny 13th-century church hollowed
out of a conical rock. The upper floor of the church is a frenzy
of frescoes, which were restored to their colourful glory with
liberal use of yellows and browns in the 1990s.

Keşlik Monastery

Once home to hundreds of monks, this
mazy monastery complex hollowed out
of a series of rock outcrops has a wellpreserved refectory and kitchen. The
Stephanos Church here is the real highlight though for its huge
cross-form ceiling fresco, intricately decorated with geometric
patterns, which covers the vault.

Pancarlı Kilise
(Beetroot Church)

ABOVE A Greek-style carved
stone cross found inside one
of the cave churches

Hidden amid the rolling valleys just
outside of Ortahisar, the 11th-century
Pancarlı Kilise is covered in green-backgrounded frescoes that
show the ministry of Christ. Just outside is a warren of cave
rooms hewn into the rock face where monks and priests would
have once lived.
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Cappadocia
Holy Cross rock church,
or Kutsal Hac Kilisesi, at
the Zelve museum

The Cappadocian Fathers

Three 4th century Cappadocian theologians played a
major role in shaping thought and practices within the
eastern church

Saint Basil the Great, the Bishop
of Caesarea

Born and brought up in Pontus (the eastern Black Sea region of modernday Turkey) Saint Basil abandoned a career in law and teaching in
Caesarea (Kayseri) to become a priest. After studying asceticism in both
Egypt and Syria, he returned to Anatolia and began his most influential
work – setting out the rules and practices of communal monastic life that
would lead to him being recognised as the father of eastern monasticism.
In 370, he was ordained bishop of Caesarea; a title he held until his death in 379 and during
which time he concentrated on helping the poor and destitute of the area.

An illustration of the cave
structures of Cappadocia
from 1882

Bishop of Nyssa, Gregory of Nyssa

Saint Basil’s younger brother and the second of Cappadocia’s fathers,
Gregory of Nyssa was a noted theologian and thinker. He went on, in
the year 372, to become the bishop of Nyssa (thought by the majority
of Byzantine scholars to be a site in southern Cappadocia near the
present-day town of Aksaray). Many of his writings were considered
unconventional in the 4th century, with a leaning towards the mystical
side of Christianity. He was also one of the first Christian voices to speak
out against slavery, as he believed that it violated mankind’s inherent worth, and the nature of
humanity to be free. He died in Nyssa circa 395.

Gregory of Nazianzus

One of the 4th century’s most influential theologians, Gregory of
Nazianzus (thought to be the village of Bekarlar near Aksaray) met, and
became friends with, Saint Basil while studying together in Caesarea.
Also known as Gregory the Theologian, his theological writings were
instrumental in shaping the church’s doctrine on the trinity. He went on
to be bishop of Nazianzus and then, in 380, to become archbishop of
Constantinople. He resigned from the post in 381 after his efforts to unify
the eastern and western churches drew controversy. Afterwards, he retired to Nazianzus,
where he died in 390.

A painting within the Old
Church, or Tokali Kilise
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Istanbul

TURKEY

Cappadocia

Essential information

When to visit April-June, when
wildflowers enliven the valleys, and
September-October, after summer’s heat,
are prime visiting times.
Time zone UTC +2:00
Currency Turkish Lira (TL)

Need to know
Ihlara Valley
The Ihlara Valley, near
Aksaray, is one of
Cappadocia’s most popular
day trips for travellers to
take. Chiselled within the
cliff faces of the deep gorge
are a clutch of beautiful
frescoed churches that once
hosted a large population of
monks and priests.

Soğanlı
In Cappadocia’s south the
two Soğanlı valleys are
home to a series of rockcut churches that were
once part of a monastic
settlement. Why not hire a
car for the day and make a
stop at the Keşlik Monastery
on the way to see these
beautiful valleys?

Underground cities
The Cappadocian
countryside is riddled with
vast underground tunnel
networks. People used
them to shelter from Arab
and Persian armies in the
6th and 7th centuries. The
most famous underground
cities are in the villages of
Kaymaklı and Derinkuyu.

Links

© Thihniknskstock, Alamy.

or Rome,” Barış said. “And that they then trained local
artists in the painting methods.”
Most of Cappadocia’s churches follow common
themes in their iconography portraying the life of Christ,
the apostles and locally venerated saints, such as Saint
George and Saint Barbara, along with the Cappadocian
Fathers. Secular figures who have donated money to the
church are often depicted as well. In the southern corner
of Cappadocia, inside the churches snuggled within the
Ihlara Valley (once known as Peristrema), which are
some of the best surviving examples of pre-Iconoclastic
art in the region, there is a distinct Coptic and Syrian
influence displayed on the fresco scenes.
What makes the Cappadocia paintings remarkable
though is the influence the fresco depictions may have
had on later religious art. “Today, the biggest discussion
in Byzantine art is when expression began to be shown in
iconography. In the Cappadocian frescoes, we can see an
emotional dimension.” Barış said. That would mean the
Cappadocian churches represent a step in the evolution
of religious paintings from the frozen figures of earlyByzantine art, towards a more naturalistic style.
“Without Cappadocia’s church paintings,” Barış
said, “There would have been no Renaissance in Italy.”
Beautiful and vibrant though they are in themselves,
since their first documentation by Pere Guillaume de
Jerphanion, the frescoes decorating Cappadocia’s rockcut churches still provide important and interesting
insight to scholars, and are so much more than a unique
testament to the flowering of mid-Byzantine era art.

Where The Cappadocia region is in central
Turkey. The nearest airports are at Kayseri and
Nevşehir, which both have daily flights from
İstanbul. Airport shuttle-buses operate but
must be pre-booked. Several Cappadocian
villages and towns offer excellent traveller
facilities with a wide range of accommodation
options – many in the region’s famous cave
hotels. The most popular places are the
villages of Göreme, Üçhisar, Ortahisar and

Mustafapaşa and the town of Ürgüp. There
are regular public transport links between
the towns, villages and major tourist sites
while good-value day trip tours are offered
to outlying attractions.

hometurkey.com Turkish tourism website with plenty of inspirational photos
evisa.gov.tr/en/ Official government portal for tourist e-visas
goreme.com Cappadocia-based Heritage Travel is packed with information on the region
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