The Paramythia
Clock Tower
An Ancient Turret Clock in Greece
That Remains in Daily Use, Part 1
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Part 1: The History of the Clock Tower
1. Introduction
In the north-western part of Greece, in the region of Epirus
lies the small town of Paramythia. It is nestled on the slopes
of the Korilas Mountains toward the end of the lush green
valley that terminates in a natural amphitheatre. The town’s
name has ancient Greek origins that mean ‘the comforter’ in
reference to the Virgin Mary. However, in Modern Greek the
name also means ‘fairy tale’. During the Byzantine era the
town was also known as Agios Donatos (Άγιος Δονάτος), after
Saint Donatus of Euroea who was adopted as the patron saint
and protector of Paramythia. Saint Donatus lived during the
reign of the holy Emperor Theodosius the Great (379–397) and
was bishop of the city of Euroea (in Albania), not far from this
city, in the vicinity of Soreia.
Paramythia is a typical Greek town that has no major
tourist attractions, though there are several historical sites of
interest and places of outstanding natural beauty. However,
one of its historical treasures remains hidden in one of its
towers. Like most towns and villages in Greece the sound of
bells is commonplace but a bell that sounds the hours may
be considered unusual in a small town such as this. Trying
to locate the source may be bewildering as you will not find a
turret with a clock dial.
Further exploration, however, reveals a tower and clock
which becomes more fascinating the more one researches it.
This is probably the earliest turret clock in Greece that is still
in daily use. In this two-part series, I will be exploring first
the history, and then the mechanism, of this rare, ancient and
hugely significant timepiece.

10

Figure 3. The Maroutsi clock tower and new development in 2016.

As one enters the tower, the modern orange-painted steel
stairs leading to the top are an obvious addition. Progressing
upwards, the slow rhythmic ticking of the clock becomes
apparent as the two lead weights that drive it come into view.
Finally turning the corner one is stunned to see an ancient
clock, known to be at least 360 years old, still in daily use.2

3. The History of the Clock
Panos Maroutsis was born and raised in the town of
Paramythia. In 1670, he settled in the town of Ioannina where
as a merchant, he developed and expanded his business.
Lambros, one of his four sons, was sent to Venice in 1693 where
he established a successful business and invited his brother
Simon to join him in a partnership. The company had soon
expanded to France, Netherlands and England and the other
two siblings, Anastasios and Christodoulos were brought
into the firm. They traded in wax, wool, cotton, dyes, coffee,
tobacco and finished goods, which generated immense wealth.
Their commercial ventures expanded into real estate in the
affluent city of Venice and into banking. The vast wealth of the
Maroutsis family and their philanthropic benevolence raised
their standing in the community and as a consequence, some
of them held prestigious government positions. The family
made significant donations to secure the future education of
the youth of Ioannina and in about 1750 Lambros and Simon
sent a gift of a tower clock to the town of Paramythia.3
The clock was a verge-and-foliot type that had two large
weights to power it, two small weights to regulate it, and a bell
on which the hours were struck. The bell was a new purchase,
as the date of 1750 cast into it coincides with the date when it
was given to the town. The main residence of the Maroutsis
family was in Venice and casting the bell at the foundry of De
Poli seems a natural choice as it was in that region. A wealthy
city like Venice with its many churches and public buildings
may suggest the possible origin of the clock, although there
is no firm evidence to suggest this. When installed, the clock
was already nearly 100 years out of date with contemporary
horological technology, as by 1750, foliot clocks were well
on their way to being obsolete after the introduction of the
pendulum in around 1657. The Maroutsis family probably
made a good deal on the purchase of this outdated clock,
although it is unlikely that the Paramythiots would have been
aware of its provenance.

2. The History of the Clock Tower
A twentieth century image of the Paramythia clock tower
showing a single bell with a strike hammer but no dial is
shown in Figure 1. The tower was built in about the middle of
the eighteenth century to accommodate the town clock and
bell that were the gifts of the Maroutsi family who brought it
from Venice in 1750.1 The tower was named after them and is
generally known as ‘the clock tower of Maroutsi’.
The steps, now overgrown with vegetation, lead to the
entrance to the tower, consisting of a narrow wooden arched
door. The approach to the tower gives a sense of anticipation as
one climbs the stone steps, with the overwhelming eighteenth
century walls either side directing the way, Figure 2.
Unfortunately, the other side of the tower is not so appealing.
It is surrounded by modern buildings and the recent building
extensions conceal a large part of the tower, Figure 3.

Figure 2. The Maroutsi clock tower in 2016.

Figure 1. The Maroutsi clock tower in the twentieth century.
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Figure 4. Name plate of a Greek twentieth century turret clock.
Translated: Town clocks, Greece, Kallithea – number 79, Athens –
Type 3AH, Tel: 9563116.
The inhabitants of Paramythia built a stone tower as seen in
Figures 1 to 3 to house the clock, strategically placed at a
high point just above the town so that the time could be
disseminated to the town’s people and surrounding area. This
clock was a significant acquisition for the town at a period when
ownership of clocks and watches was only for the wealthy. It
would have sparked a social change centred on timekeeping,
when the day-to-day activities of the town would gravitate to
an organised rhythmic structure that would otherwise have
been impossible.
Greece’s ancient sundials and water clocks are well
reported, but very little is known of its mechanical clocks.
From 1453 with the fall of Constantinople until the
revolution in 1821, Greece was occupied and under the rule of
the Ottoman Turks. They imposed restrictions on the use
of turret clocks mainly for religious reasons although these
controls were not universally applied.4 These constraints can
be demonstrated by the fact that Athens acquired its first
public turret clock as late as 1811, a gift from Lord Elgin.5
Based on my research, the peninsula of Mount Athos seems to
be the only region of Greece where the art of clockmaking was
established, by monks around the first half of the eighteenth
century, and continued for about two centuries. Workshops
were based in Kayes, the capital of the region, where the monks
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4. The Role of Ali Pasha
Toward the end of the nineteenth century, Ali Pasha was the
Ottoman Governor of the north-western region of Greece
which includes the town of Paramythia, a town that he visited
on occasion because his main residence was in Ioannina.
Ali Pasha was born in Tebelen, Albania around 1744. In
his early years, Ali had a turbulent life, living a hardy and
frugal existence. He was a thief, a brigand and a bandit who
had extraordinary courage and daring which made him into a
fearless and a very capable leader. These were attributes that the
Turkish regime favoured in the ranks of their officers. With this
notorious background he made his way up the ranks within the
Ottoman administration by treachery, deception and murder.
In 1788 he became Pasha of Ioannina. Progressively he extended
his dominance over most of the southern Balkan region.
He was a ruthless and sadistic ruler, notorious for the
atrocities against those who opposed him in his struggle to
achieve power, lands and wealth. Plomer tells of the diversity
of artisans that Ali enticed to enter into his service. These
were people with skills that he found useful to build and
maintain his palaces and other interests. One such artisan
was a Dalmatian watchmaker/clockmaker who supported his
passion for clocks and watches. He would buy a large number
watches from peddlers and dealers and then sell them on for
a profit or give them as presents. His dabbling and interest
in clocks and watches resulted in a fine horological collection
that was later destroyed in a fire at his palace in Tebeleni.6
Ali had many residences or retreats scattered around his
domain. One of these was the Koulia tower on the outskirts
of Paramythia where he used to stay when visiting the area.
Koulia was a tall defence tower that offered personal security
and protection from any opportunist attack. It overlooked the
town and from this vantage point one could keep an eye on the
activities of the inhabitants. The sound of bells in Paramythia
may not have been uncommon but Ali Pasha became aware
that the pealing of a particular bell was systematic and he only
had to look at his watch and count the number of strikes to
realise that it was controlled by a mechanical clock. He must
have been perplexed as there was no clock dial to be seen in
the town. The location of the clock was soon discovered and to
the dismay of the town folk, he gave instructions for the clock
to be removed from the tower, placed on a cart and transported
to his residence in Ioannina, a distance of about 55 km, where
a tower, partly made of wood, was constructed towards the
end of the eighteenth century to house this movement.7
Eventually, his clockmakers installed the clock but to no
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Actia Nicopolis Foundation, Preveza, Photograph Collection, IAN F2234.
Photograph supplied by Nikos D. Karabelas.

Actia Nicopolis Foundation, Preveza, Photograph Collection F2285.
Photograph supplied by Nikos D. Karabelas.

produced primarily brass-dial lantern-style alarm clocks with
verge and short pendulum. These were very similar to early
English lantern clocks with cherub-decorated spandrels. Some
of these clocks were engraved with a statement in Greek that
roughly translates ‘by the hand of Monk [Name]’; some were
numbered and dated. These clocks were made in various sizes
but the initial design remained almost unchanged until its
demise at the end of the nineteenth century with the influx
of cheaper French and German imports. The only evidence of
mechanical turret clocks manufactured in Greece are those
made around the middle of the twentieth century. I have come
across four such clocks, each with an attached name plate that
declares the company name, (‘Kallithea’), place of origin, serial
number and model, Figure 4. Three of these clocks were fitted
with the usual going and strike trains, but they also produced
a compact going-train only pendulum clock.

Figure 5. St. Charalambos church tower clock in the city of Preveza in
late December 1912.

Figure 6. Photograph of Ioannina’s clock tower in 1913, built initially by Ali Pasha of Jannina in 1815.

avail, as they were unable to set the clock to run correctly. It
is suspected that the crafty Paramythians may have withheld
the foliot’s two regulating weights; these can easily be removed
and are small enough to conceal without detection. Without
these small weights the clock could not be regulated to keep
time, rendering it useless. With pendulum clocks now well
established across Europe, perhaps Ali’s clockmakers may
have been unfamiliar with this ancient verge-and-foliot clock
of Paramythia and unaware of the missing regulating weights.
Perhaps they assumed that the clock was complete, for who
would dare to sabotage the Pasha’s clock?
Folklore has it that the turret clock of Paramythia was
promised or dedicated to its patron saint, St. Donatos (Άγιος
Δονάτος), and placed in the care of the town. After failing to
get the clock working, Ali Pasha enquired of the Paramythians
as to the reason why the clock would not run correctly. They
replied that as the clock was promised to St. Donatos, it would
not work if moved out of the town.8 Though Ali Pasha was
no fool, he was susceptible to superstition and supernatural
beliefs. He was wary of the various religions within his domain,
which he tolerated with little interference and strove to avoid
conflict. Ali had no conscience in stealing the clock from the
Paramythians, but from the town’s patron saint was different.
Ali agreed to return the clock to Paramythia where it remains
to this day still signalling the time as it did then.
The empty clock tower must have been a constant reminder
to Ali of his failure to secure a worthy status symbol for his
residence, a desire that never waned. In October 1798, Ali
Pasha launched an attack and gained control of the French
held city of Preveza. The church of St. Charalambos, located
in the heart of the city had a mechanical clock in its tower,

Figure 5. There was no divine protection on the Preveza
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clock, so Ali promptly commandeered it and had transported
to Ioannina and installed in the tower over the main gate of
Ioannina castle, filling the void left by the Paramythia clock,
Figure 6.9
Ali’s fascination and desire for a tower clock was contrary to
Islamic religious beliefs and teachings that forbid the ringing
of bells.10 Small bells were tolerated such as those used on
animals for practical purposes but permanently affixed bells
such as those in bell or clock towers were considered abhorrent,
as they intruded into the air space reserved for the call to
prayers by the muezzin. In Greek towns where a significant
percentage of the inhabitants was Muslim, bell ringing was
generally servilely restricted or forbidden, although other
means of summoning Christians to church were tolerated,
such as the wooden sounding board or semantron.11
A bell tower served as a powerful visual and aural declaration
of the presence of Christianity, as did the minarets for the Islamic
religion. There was direct conflict between these two factions
and the dominant imposed restrictions to affirm their authority.
There were no real objections to clocks in towers but a clock
striking the hours on a bell brought undertones of Christianity
and therefore were subject to objection, although not as strongly
as manually rung bells in bell towers. There were also conflicts
within the Ottoman society as to the acceptance of chiming
clocks in public places. These objections came primarily from
religious groups and were based on religious beliefs. However,
the admiration of clocks by the Ottomans has been evident for
many centuries and by the beginning of the nineteenth century
public clocks were gradually appearing in Anatolian cities
where redevelopment and reforms were in progress.12+13
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Part 2: The Workings of the Clock
In the first part of this series, we looked at the history of
the clock tower in Paramythia, in the Epirus region of the
north-western part of Greece. Gifted to the town by the
philanthropic Maroutsis family, it sparked social change
centred on timekeeping. It was later taken by the ruthless and
sadistic Ottoman Governor Ali Pasha, though he returned it
when he feared he had offended the town’s patron saint. In this
second part, we will look at the mechanism of the clock.

Figure 9. Schematic
Diagram of the
Paramythia Tower
Clock. Numbers
indicate the tooth
count on each wheel.

5. The Clock Detail
The Paramythia mechanical clock, Figures 7 to 9, is an early
design of a foliot escapement with a beat cycle of 6.5 seconds.
It is made of wrought iron and its measurements are: depth
44cm, width 85cm, height 84cm.
The Paramythia clock has the following features that are
characteristic of early turret clocks: the absence of a dial, a
capstan-type feature for winding the clock, a foliot escapement
and an end-to-end barrel arrangement.

5.1 The Bell
The bell, Figures 10 and 11, is installed in an open space

Figure 10 and 11. The De Poli bell in the Paramythia clock tower.
once or twice daily. Since 2003 it has been attended to by Mr
Chistos Kotsias who maintains the clock and sets it to the
correct time. Mr Kotsias has it regulated to about five minutes
per day and prides himself in maintaining what is considered
excellent timekeeping for such an ancient clock.
The previous keepers of the clock were Mr Kostas Filipas
and, before him, Mr Georgiou Luka Papadopoulos whose
inscriptions are found on the two driving weights, Figures
13 and 14. Mr Papadopoulos, who looked after and worked
on the clock from some time before 1995 up to the year 2000,
reported that he carried out work on the clock on five separate
occasions. The regulating weight on the foliot weighs about
175g, Figure 15. In the usual way, the farther away from the

5.2 The Clock Today
The Paramythia clock requires winding every day as the
weights descend at a rate of about one metre every two hours
or 12 metres per day. This was normal for early turret clocks
such as this where a keeper was appointed to look after the
clock daily for winding, oiling and setting it to the correct
time. The Paramythia clock remains in working order and in
continuous use with its appointed keeper visiting the tower
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Image courtesy of De Poli bell foundry.

above the clock and hangs from the ceiling where it has
acquired a verdigris patina that reflects its age. It has a floral
band at the top and below that is another band with the date
in roman numerals: MDCCL (1750). It has two decorations in
relief, one of an anthropomorphic half-moon and the other a
full figure of a man carrying a musket on his shoulder. Another
band follows and below this is a cartouche with a Latin
inscription: OPUS AEREDUM DE POLIS. This translates
to: ‘Work of the De Polis heirs’.
The De Poli bell foundry, Figure 12, is situated in the
province of Treviso near Venice. It was founded in 1453 and
is among the oldest in Italy still operating today. In its history
it has had various branches between Venice and Udine where,
in addition to the casting of bells, other products such as brass
mortars, pestles and cannons were produced.1

Figures 7 and 8. The Paramythia clock mechanism.
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Figure 12. An early photograph of De Poli bell foundry.
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centre the weight and its opposite counterpart are moved, the
slower the clock will beat.

6. Clock Art
The Paramythia clock is of simple design and construction.
A closer inspection reveals what appears to be embellishment,
subtly applied as decoration. It has no mechanical purpose or
function – it has been added simply to beautify the clock. The
irony is that the mechanism is seldom seen by anyone other
than the clock’s keeper.
The four upright corner posts are each fashioned to

resemble a sword with the uppermost part forming the handle
with a rounded pommel at the end, Figure 16. At the other
extreme to weaponry we have one of the most prized flowers in
Europe: the tulip, once worth its weight in gold. It was loved so
dearly by the Ottomans that they adopted it as their national
symbol. In the seventeenth century the Dutch produced
tulips in vast numbers, hence its recognisable association
with the Netherlands. There are four vertical posts positioned
symmetrically on the periphery of the frame that have the
recognisable silhouette of a tulip, Figure 17. The tulip design
was a popular decoration that was also used on English

lantern clocks during the seventeenth century.2 The pattern
was engraved on dials, applied to clock hand decoration and
cast into frets.3 It also appears on other early turret clocks. In
addition to the Paramythia clock, this design has been found
on a foliot clock that I restored at the monastery of Pantocrator
on Mount Athos in 2010.4
The artistic expression of the clock maker is not confined to
the periphery of the clock but extends within the mechanism.
There lurk what seems to be some mythical creatures. One is
possibly a serpent with a long head, and its scaly back forms
the arm from which the thread is hung to suspend the verge

and foliot, Figure 18. There is also what appears to be an
animal with a long neck and a rounded head and ears, but the
front end of the face appears to have been cut away, Figure 19.
It forms part of the strike locking mechanism that runs on the
hoop and when in operation the head moves in a repetitive
up-and-down motion.
What was the blacksmith thinking in choosing these forms?
Was there a symbolic meaning intended? The level of work and
time invested in this wrought iron art would demand careful
thought and it is difficult to imagine that these forms were
chosen arbitrarily.

Figure 15. The regulating weight of the foliot.

Figures 13 and 14. At left, the strike weight, whose mass is around 30kg, and at right, the going weight at around 19kg. These two are
cast in lead and are a late addition to the clock.

Inscriptions On The Two Clock Weights
Strike Train Driving Weight

Going Train Driving Weight

ΕΠΣΚΕΒΑΣΘΗ
Repaired
ΔΙΑ 4Η ΦΟΡΑ
for the fourth time
ΤΟ ΕΤΟΣ
the year
1995
1995
ΥΠΟ – ΓΕΩΡΓΙΟΥ ΛΟΥΚΑ ΠΑΠΑΔΟΠΟΥΛΟ
by – Georgiou Luka Papadopoulos

ΥΠΟ – ΓΕΩΡΓΙΟΥ ΛΟΥΚΑ ΠΑΠΑΔΟΠΟΥΛΟ
by – Georgiou Luka Papadopoulos

A Second Inscription On The Same Weight
ΕΠΣΚΕΒΑΣΘΗ
Repaired
ΔΙΑ 5Η ΦΟΡΑ
for the fifth time
ΤΟΝ ΙΑΝΟΥΑΡΙΟ ΤΟΥ 2000 in January 2000
ΑΠΟ ΤΟΝ Γ.Λ.Π. ΓΕΝΙΚΗ From G.L.P. General
Γ.Λ.Π Initials of Georgiou Luka Papadopoulos
ΚΑΤΕΣΤΡΑΝ
damaged
parts
ΕΞΑΡΤΗΜΑΤΟΝ

Figure 16. Sword.

Figure 17. Tulip.

The Other Side of the Going Mechanism Weight
ΕΠΣΚΕΒΑΣΘΗ
Repaired
ΔΙΑ 5Η ΦΟΡΑ
for the fifth time
ΤΟΝ ΙΑΝΟΥΑΡΙΟ ΤΟΥ 2000 in January 2000
ΑΠΟ ΤΟΝ Γ.Λ.Π. ΓΕΝΙΚΗ From G.L.P General
Γ.Λ.Π Initials of Georgiou Luka Papadopoulos
ΚΑΤΕΣΤΡΑΝ
damaged
ΕΞΑΡΤΗΜΑΤΟΝ
parts

Figure 18. Serpent.
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Figure 19. Head and neck of an unknown animal.
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Automata associated with church turret clocks generally
have some symbolic implication. ‘Old Father Time’, with his
scythe in one hand and an hourglass in the other, reminds us
that time is the harvester of life. Equally the sword worn by
automata figures implies a similar meaning: with every hour
that is struck on the clock bell, we are reminded that our life
is shortened by yet another hour. Likewise the tulip, as with
all living things, has a finite life span; beautiful as it is, it
eventually withers and dies, another symbol of our mortality.
The serpent or dragon generally symbolises evil or the devil.
Life and death and good and evil were prominent issues
that were commonly displayed in many forms and the
blacksmith/clockmaker may have thought it appropriate to
illustrate these moralistic depictions, especially if this clock
was destined for a church or monastery.

7. Conclusions

ENDNOTES

BIBLIOGRAPHY

1. Antica Fonderia De Poli, (http://www.founderiadepoli.it).
2. W.F.J. Hana, English Lantern Clocks, (Dorset: Blandford Press Ltd.
1979) p. 31, 32, 34, 61, 66, 72, 73, 84, 85, 88.
3. Jeff Darken and John Hooper, English 30 Hour Clocks, (Woking: Penita
Books, 1997) p. 34, 76, 83, 95, 106.
4. Spiridion Azzopardi, ‘Origins of the Mechanical Clock on Mount
Athos’, Athonite Notebook, vol. 2, (Thessaloniki: Graphic Arts 2015),
p. 121.

Βασιλη Κραψιτη, Η Ιστορία τις Παραμυθίας [Vasili Krapsiti, The Story of
Paramythia], (Athens 1985), pp. 165–169, 232.
Richard Alfred Davenport, The Life of Ali Pasha of Tepelini, Vizier of
Epirus, Surnamed Aslan Or The Lion, (London: Thomas Tegg & Son,
1837) pp. 276, 278, 290.
Γιωργου Ιασονος Μουστακη, Πρεβεζα & Συρρακο [George Iasonos
Moustaki, Preveza & Syrrako], (Preveza: Municipal Library of Preveza,
2008).
Γιωργου Ιασονος Μουστακη, Τα Πρεβεζανικα [George Iasonos Moustaki,
About Preveza], (Preveza: Municipal Library of Preveza, 2002).
Extracts from information by the Cultural Society of Preveza, (Preveza:
Saint Charalambos Church, 2014).

53

The Paramythia tower clock with its verge and foliot
escapement is a rare ancient clock that one would normally see
on display in a museum as a static exhibit and not as a working
clock in constant daily use. Based on my field research on the
mainland and on many of the islands of Greece, I consider
that it is probably the earliest turret clock in Greece still in
daily use.
The Paramythia clock is of national importance to Greece,
and deserves recognition and acknowledgement for its
uniqueness. These ancient clocks were a wonder of their age
and the few that have survived were generally converted
from foliot to pendulum in the mid-seventeenth century. An
unconverted foliot clock such as the one at Paramythia is a
rarity as very few exist today.
It is not often that a fascinating timepiece such as this with
an extensive social history is brought to light. The importance
of this clock cannot be over-emphasised and its preservation
should be a matter for urgent consideration.
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