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Hidden in the colourful oak forest just 
above the town of Kriva Palanka and just 
off the picturesque road to Bulgaria, lies 
one of the most beautiful monasteries 
in the Balkans, Saint Joakim Osogovski. 
The visitor may wonder which is more 
inspiring: the town shaped by the curved 
path of the Kriva Reka (Curved River) or 
the monastery with its fine architecture 
and breathtaking views. The monastery 
is dedicated to the hermit and miracle 
worker Saint Joakim, a disciple of Saint 
Jovan of Rila. 

The legend has it that in the 11th 
century the three hermits who would later 
be known as Joakim Osogovski, Prohor 
Pcinski and Gavril Lesnovski, followed 
in the footsteps of the first monk Jovan, 
who lived several decades earlier and 
spread monastic life and Christianity in 
what today is north-eastern Macedonia. 
Today the four monasteries dedicated 
to these saints lie within a circle with a 
radius of no more than 100 km, but are 
divided between three states - Macedonia, 
Bulgaria and Serbia. All four contribute 
to the rich spiritual life in the area and 

constitute tremendously important shared 
cultural heritage. 

According to another legend, after the 
Normans entered Macedonia in 1081 and 
took over Skopje and its surroundings, 
the hermit Joakim, who used to live in 
the plains, felt a need to look for a more 
remote dwelling. He found monastic 
solitude in a cave near Kriva Reka. There 
he lived a life of fast and prayers, and was 
honoured by the local people as a holy 
person. When he died in 1105, two hunters 
buried him near his cave. The monastery 
was founded on that spot later in the 12th 
century. Although there are no remains of 
the original building, archaeologists have 
traced its foundations. The hagiography of 
Joakim Osogovski dates the founding of 
the monastery to the reign of Byzantine 
Emperor Manuel I Komnenos (1143-
1180), when the priest Theodore became 
a monk, assumed the name Theophan, 
and founded the monastery devoted to 
one of the first Christian hermits from 
the area. The monastery bore the name 
Sarandopor of Byzantine origin referring 
to the many curves of the river. 

Eternal Abode
of the Hermit
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The Church of the Holy Mother of 
God, the smaller church in today’s 
monastery complex, got its present look 
in the 13th century. It is a small one-
nave church with a cruciform base and 
a porch. This building is constructed in 
the well-known Byzantine manner of 
the time with rows of bricks and stones 
alternating with thick layers of mortar. 
The monastery has a rich history. 
Not only was it honoured by the local 
population, but also visited by many 
important medieval historical figures who 
believed in its miraculous powers. The 
historical chronicles record the visit of 
the Bulgarian Tsar Kaloyan (1196-1207). 
In the year 1330 the rising Serbian king 
Stefan Decanski came here to pray before 
the battles in Velbuzd (today’s town of 
Kjustendil, in Bulgaria, just on the other 
side of the mountain) against Tsar Manuel 
Sisman. The Ottoman Sultan Mehmed II, 
visited the monastery in 1463 on his way 
to conquer Bosnia.

But this place of God has faced many 
tragedies, too. After the Ottomans 
conquered the area, the local population 
lost its economic power and could no 
longer support the monastery. The monks 
from Joakim Osogovski were forced to turn 
to Dubrovnik for assistance to maintain 
the monastery after their own funds 
were depleted. A century later, in 1586, 
when the monastery sustained a serious 
damage from an earthquake, Kjustendil 
Metropolitan Visarion turned as far as 
Moscow for help. After the rebuilding in 
the middle of the seventeenth century 
(1643), this monastery entered its 
most prosperous period. When in 1686 
Archbishop Arsenie III from Veles came 
here, he was enthralled by the richness 
and beauty of the monastery. Having 
made an inventory of all the property, 
he laid a curse on anybody attempting to 
plunder it.

The heyday of the monastery did not 
last long. After the Karpos uprising of 1689 

following the Austrian offensive against the 
Ottomans the monastery was put on fire 
by the authorities, as a retribution against 
the rebellious population. In the following 
centuries its renewal was repeatedly 
obstructed by the Ottoman authorities.

The later church in the complex was 
built in 1847 upon the initiative of Hadji 
Stefan Beglikcijata by Andrea Damjanov, 
the most famous builder in the Balkans 
at the time. Damjanov demonstrated 
an extraordinary understanding of 
the complex processes of design and 
construction. He created a monumental 
three-nave basilica with two rows of three 
pillars each, dividing the entire space into 
twelve domed sections representing the 
twelve Apostles. Of the twelve domes, five 
are raised higher to form a Greek cross on 
the roof. Three domes are concealed by the 
roof and are not visible from the outside.  
The interior of the church and the porch 
are painted by the skilful hands of four 
Macedonian painters. Dimitrij Andonov 
Papradiski has enriched canonical 
compositions including “The Sermon of 
St. Paul” with many local details such as 
clothing.

Today the thousand year old monastery 
is a parochial seat in the Diocese of Polog 
and Kumanovo. Its monastic quarters and 
a grand dining room, as well as other 
auxiliary buildings testify to a dynamic 
monastic life. The monastery is open to 
pilgrims, visitors, and tourists. Usually they 
come to venerate the miraculous relics of 
St. Joakim. The feast of the temple is on 
August 29th. It is interesting to mention 
that since the monastery didn’t have one 
official ktitor, or donor, the people of 
Kriva Palanka proudly say that it was built 
and rebuilt through the efforts of many 
ordinary local persons. The monastery 
hosts various cultural events including the 
“St. Joakim Osogovski” International Art 
Colony, Summer School for Architecture, 
and Colony of the Association of Wood 
Carvers.


