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Abstract In Climacus’ Ladder of Divine Ascent, the dominant metaphor is the ladder
inspired by Jacob’sdream (Gen 28,10-17). Yet although the thirty discourses rarely name
Sinai directly, the mountain becomes the figure through which the work was originally
framed and subsequently read. Composed within the Sinaitic context, the Ladder carries
traces of this setting that extend well beyond its explicit references, surfacing instead in
the textual and visual frameworks that came to surround it. This article follows that figure
across several interconnected sites of reception: the paratextual material associated
with Raithou, the manuscriptimagery of the Tabula retrograda, the iconography and text
of the Canon katanyktikos, and the layered allegorical language that closes the Discourse
to the Shepherd. Read together, these sources show how the mountain functioned not
merely as a backdrop to the Ladder’s composition but as an organizing figure for its
ascetic vision - one that shaped how commentators, later readers, scribes, and artists
understood the work’s structure and spiritual aims. In tracing this figure through both
text and image, the article argues for the mountain’s full significance within the ascetic
imagination the Ladder inspired.
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Maxim Venetskov
Climbing Sinai, Ascending the Ladder

1 Introduction

The mountain known as Horeb or Sinai stands at the very heart of
the biblical narrative as the preeminent site of divine revelation.
The Book of Exodus conveys the mountain’s numinous theophanic
power: “The mountain of Sinai was wrapped in smoke, because the
Lord had descended upon it in fire”.* In Hebrew, the name ‘Sinai’ may
derive from seneh, the burning bush, evoking an inscrutable divine
presence.? The Epistle to the Galatians contrasts this mountain,
associated with Hagar and the old covenant of slavery, with the
freedom of the heavenly Jerusalem and the new covenant.?

By the fourth century, this remote place had already become home
to a monastic community. The pilgrim Egeria, in her Itinerary (383-4),
records a church on the holy summit and, at the site of the Burning
Bush, a carefully tended garden with abundant water.* Shortly
thereafter, an episcopal see was established at Pharan (modern Wadi
Feiran), north of what would become Saint Catherine’s Monastery.
The diocese of Pharan extended across the entire Sinai region and
included the important monastic centre at Raifa (modern Et-Tur).®

In the mid-fifth century, Theodoret of Cyrrhus provides the earliest
narrative account of monastic life on the mountain. In his Historia
Philothea (Vita 2, §13), he recounts how Julian, known locally as
Saba, journeyed with a small group of companions to Sinai. Rather
than settling in any city or village, he made the impassable desert
accessible (tnv &Batov Epnpov Potiv epyaldpevog),® establishing a
community of brothers in this sacred wilderness.

Procopius of Caesarea offers one of the most vivid descriptions
of the Sinai region in his De aedificiis (Book 5, Chapter 8), a work
devoted to Justinian’s building projects.” Procopius portrays the
area as lying in ancient Arabia, later known as Third Palestine: an
extensive desert (yopa Epnpog), barren and devoid of fruits, water,

* My work on this publication was supported by the project Titles of the New Testament:
A New Approach to Manuscripts and the History of Interpretation (TiNT), funded by
the European Research Council (grant agreement no. 847428) under the leadership of
Professor Garrick V. Allen.

1 Ex19,18.

2 See Levenson 1985, 19-20.
3 Gal4,24-25.

4 Cf. Itinerarium Egeriae 3.1-4.8; ed. Franceschini, Weber 1965, 37-40. See also Elsner,
Wolf 2010, 47-9.

5 Forabroader context on Pharan, Raifa, and early settlements, see e.g. Dahari 2000;
Pierre-Beylot 2011.

6 See Canivet, Leroy-Molinghen 1977, 176-7 (Greek text with French translation).

7 It was at the emperor’s initiative that the Sinai community received a fortified
monastery, whose main structures were completed between 548 and 560.
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or provisions, dominated by a steep and fiercely wild mountain (pog
AmSTopdY TE Kai detvédg &yprov) that stretches almost to the Red Sea.®
This naturally inhospitable landscape became the setting onto which
the monastic tradition projected a dense symbolic reading.

The mountain emerged as a privileged space for ascetic life, divine
encounter, and spiritual transformation. Scholars have traced how this
symbolism draws on a long tradition linking mountains with isolation,
refuge, and elevation - both literal and metaphorical - turning harsh
wilderness into a new paradise and a restored Eden.®

This paper examines John of Sinai’s Ladder through selected key
passages, particularly those in the framing sections of the work, and
through the rich evidence of its reception in the Byzantine manuscript
tradition. Three main threads guide the analysis. (1) The composition
of the work is intimately linked to Sinai. The redactors at Raithou
framed the core ascetic discourses of the Sinaitic hegumen with a
network of paratexts that present the book itself as issued from the
holy mountain. (2) The Tabula retrograda, the inverted index of the
thirty steps, invites a visual and symbolic assimilation. Positioned
between earth and heaven, the ladderin this table evokes the mountain
without depicting it. Concrete illustrations of physical mountains
appear, however, only in connection with the Canon katanyktikos
(Canon of the Penitents), transmitted in several manuscripts. In these
miniatures, monks are shown either at the base or on the peaks of
the mountains, engaged in specific practices of ascetic humility and
compunction. (3) The final part of the concluding Discourse to the
Shepherd brings the mountain imagery to its fullest expression. Here
the spiritual guide moves gradually from Horeb through successive
symbolic heights until reaching the holy mountain, encompassing
models and images drawn from both the Old and New Testaments. In
this ultimate section, the physical and spiritual mountains converge
with the ladder of virtues itself, presenting the ascetic life as a single,
continuous climb toward divine union.

2 The Composition of the Ladder: Sinai, Raithou,
and the Plakes

Sinai is both a biblical place and a part of the monastic pair Sinai-
Raithou from which the Ladder was requested and composed. The
analysis that follows is concerned less with a mountain allegory
running through every step than with the editorial context and

8 For the Greek text, see Wirth 1964, 159-60. On the Justinianic construction, see
also Sevéenko 2006.

9 See, for example, Della Dora 2016, 147-202; Talbot 2001, esp. 264, 275.
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reception history of the book. The choice of Sinai as the setting of
the Ladder carries deep significance. It is the biblical mountain par
excellence - the site of Moses’ theophany and the giving of the Law,
when the prophet received the stone tablets (plakes).*® The author is
known as John of Sinai from his office as hegumen of the monastery
on the holy mountain; the name Climacus (6 tfjg¢ KAipaxog) derives
from the title of this book. The community of Raithou played a
decisive role in presenting John of Sinai’s work as a text profoundly
rooted in this holy mountain. This emphasis on its Sinaitic origin is
clearly visible in the elaborate paratextual framework that surrounds
the core discourses in the manuscript corpus.**

The composite structure of the Ladder took shape in three main
stages. First comes the letter from John, hegumen of Raithou,
requesting the work from John, hegumen of Sinai. Thisis followed by the
main body of the treatise - the Ascetic Discourses, including the final
and structurally appended Discourse to the Shepherd - accompanied
by an epilogue. Finally, a series of supplementary pieces were added:
the Life of John Climacus, the Tabula retrograda, along with various
titles, concluding formulas, and an exhortative epilogue. These
additions were designed to refine and complete the text as it was
received at Raithou.

This redactional choice carries important implications for
interpreting the mountain of Sinai as a spiritual paradigm. It suggests
that the ascent described in the Ladder truly begins only after the
Sinaitic setting and Mosaic typology have been firmly established.
The reader is thus invited to approach the thirty steps as a path
unfolding directly on the sacred ground of Sinai.

In his letter, John of Raithou compares John of Sinai to Moses
and figuratively describes the work as “tablets written by God”
(mhdxag Beoypdpoug) and “precious inscriptions engraved on the
tablets” (tipia Taig ThaEiv Eyyapdypota).’ Just as the prophet Moses
spoke through the mouth of Aaron, John of Sinai conveys his teaching
through the intermediary of John of Raithou. This collaborative
dimension is essential for understanding the Ladder. The work is
not the solitary achievement of a Sinaitic ascetic, but a text born from

10 See Ex 31-34.

11 Onthe relationships between Sinai and Raithou in the composition and paratextual
framing of the Ladder, see Venetskov 2018; 2019; 2020; 2025. The present study takes
a different object: the mountain as a figure that organises the book’s frames, its
manuscript imagery, and its later reading. A forthcoming monograph by the same author
examines the composition of the Ladder and its scalary imagery at greater length; it
does not replace the argument developed here.

12 Letter of John of Raithou, PG 88, 624B:7; 625A:12-B:1. See also the Reply of John of
Sinai, where he likewise refers to the ‘tablets’ (mhak&v) in connection with the ‘spiritual
law’ (v6pou rveupatikot) intended for monks (PG 88, 625A:15-B:1). Cf. Venetskov 2025, 178.
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dialogue between two monastic communities and carefully prepared
for wider dissemination. The exchange between Raithou and Sinai
strengthens the image of the mountain as a living spiritual paradigm.
The Ladder emerges directly from the soil of Sinai, shaped by its
rugged geography and the ascetic tradition that had long flourished
across Egypt, Palestine, and the surrounding regions.

In the great majority of manuscripts of the Ladder (KAipaE), John
of Sinai’s work bears a second, evocative title: [T\dkeg Tveupatikal
(Spiritual Tablets). This designation rarely appears at the opening of
the book. Instead, often written in capital letters, it is typically placed
before John of Sinai’s Reply to the abbot of Raithou. When it recurs
at the end of the Reply, it forms part of a concluding formula that
marks the close of the introductory section, clearly distinguishing
it from the thirty discourses that follow. Unlike the title KAipag, the
placement of [TAdkeg Trveupartikai makes it difficult to regard it as an
overarching title for the entire work. Nevertheless, the concluding
formula explicitly presents [TAdkec wveupatikat as the proper name
(¢mtwvupio) of John of Sinai’s writing.*?

The dual titles enrich the mountain paradigm that runs through
Climacus’ thought. While the Ladder draws on the imagery of vertical
ascent, Spiritual Tablets anchors the work firmly in the biblical and
geographical reality of Mount Sinai. The Ascetic Discourses thus
present themselves as a new law, modelled on the tablets Moses
received on the holy mountain. John the hegumen becomes the new
Moses, the lawgiver for his monastic community, and the divine
commandments are reinterpreted as the guiding principles of ascetic
discipline. The stone tablets are transformed into a living spiritual
book, offered to ascetics for reading, reflection, and daily practice.

In the opening paragraph of Step 1, the author describes how the
spiritual lawgiver inscribes the divine words upon the “tablets of the
heart”, thereby extending the assimilation of the Ladder to Mount
Sinai and the biblical Tablets of the Law. He explains that he has
traced these words on hearts as if on parchment or paper (pepPpdvorg
/ x&ptoug) or, more fittingly, on spiritual tablets (padAhov &¢ TAdkoig
/ ThaEl Tvevpatikaic).

A curious case appears in a series of manuscripts, where this
introductory paragraph is followed by a marginal rubric &pyn
(beginning).*® This note signals that the authentic beginning authored

13 See especially Venetskov 2025, 176-80. The suggestion that IT\dkeg mveupatikai
is the older title compared to KAipaE (cf. Duffy 1999, 5-6) finds no support in the
manuscript evidence: both titles appear together in the earliest complete witnesses.

14 Cf. PG 88, 632C:10-633A:1. It echoes 2 Cor 3,3.

15 For instance: Vat. Ottob. gr. 256 (12th c.), f. 7v; Paris. gr. 863 (11th c.), f. 7v;
Hierosol. Sab. 175 (year 1292), f. 10r; Vat. Barb. gr. 309 (11th c.), f. 12v (hand A).
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by John of Sinai starts only with the systematic classification of “all
those who have the power of choice” (tdvtwv @V Tpoatpoupévwv).*
The scribal intervention, which appears as a model across a group
of manuscripts, suggests that the first paragraph serves primarily as
a paratextual framing device rather than as the original core of the
composition. By distinguishing this prologue from the true start of
the thirty steps, the Raithou-influenced tradition reinforces a crucial
idea: the Ladder as a spiritual law issued from Sinai. The mountain
thus stands as the authoritative source of the new ascetic legislation,
with John Climacus cast in the role of a new Moses delivering mAdxeg
mvevparikai to the monastic Israel.

The interplay between physical and allegorical dimensions of the
mountain finds eloquent expression in the Life of Climacus attributed
to Daniel of Raithou. There, John of Sinai is described as one who,
“while his body remained on Sinai, had already carried his soul to
the heavenly mountain (év 1§ oUpaviw &pet)”. This striking image
captures the seamless passage from the physical mountain of Sinai
to the celestial mountain of contemplation and union with God.*”

3 The Ladder Between Earth and Heaven: Comparison
with the Mountain

The connection between the ladder and the mountain finds expression
in several liturgical hymns, mentioning the ladder of Jacob alongside
“the shady mountain” or inviting praise of “the holy mountain, the
bush, and the ladder that was foreseen”.*® Broader reflections on the
assimilation of ladders to heavenly mountains add further depth to
this symbolic field.*®

A particularly fruitful approach lies in the manuscript transmission
of the Ladder. Among its paratextual elements, the iconography
accompanying the Tabula retrograda offers the most compelling
visual synthesis. With its clear inscriptions of ‘earth’ at the base and
‘heaven’ at the summit, the retrograde table presents the ladder
as a vertical axis of spiritual movement. In this schema, the ladder
corresponds to the physical mountain in several essential ways: both
serve as meeting places between God and the ascetic; both demand

16 PG 88, 633A:4 sqq.

17 odpa pév TouTou v 1§ Twvaie, yuyiv 8 al év 16 olpaviep Spet eiokekopikag (Vita
Ioh. Sin. PG 88, 597A:7-8).

18 1) kAipoE Takwp fijv éBedoato, T0 pog 10 katdokiov; Epog &ytov BdTov kai kKA ipaka
mpoopabeicav wavres dvupvijowpev (ed. Eustratiades, Spyridon 1931, 1, 8:110-111;
1, 31:91-3).

19 See especially Della Dora 2016, 165-70.
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a strenuous upward journey; and in both, the summit represents not
mere arrival but a transformative encounter leading to theosis.

3.1 Tabula Retrograda

Byzantine illuminated manuscripts of the Ladder frequently include
a distinctive visual feature:?° the Tabula retrograda, or inverted index
of the thirty steps. This table, accompanied by a diagrammatic or
inscribed image of the ladder, usually appears at the end of the book,
just before the Discourse to the Shepherd. Like the conventional index
placed among the prefatory materials, it was most likely prepared by
the editors at the monastery of Raithou.**

In contrast to the ordinary index, which is read from top to bottom,
the Tabula retrograda is designed as a visual image positioned above
the reader’s eye level. The thirty rungs are therefore read from
bottom to top, inviting an ascending movement of the gaze. This
vertical orientation enacts the spiritual progression of the ascetic,
whose attention is continually drawn upward, without interruption or
deferral. The iconography surrounding the Tabula is rich in symbolism.
It portrays the scalary movement as a dangerous yet supported ascent
between earth and heaven, both firm and perilously unsteady, as the
monks strive toward the summit where Christ awaits them.

The Tabula retrograda is sometimes structurally divided into three
parts, thereby highlighting the three major stages of the ascetic’s
progress toward spiritual perfection: “Ascend - the beginning”
(dvaPaivete: 1) &pyxn), “Ascend - the middle” (avaPaivete: 1) peodtng),
and “Ascend - the perfection” (&vaPaivere: 1) TederdTng). In these
manuscripts, the ladder is depicted as three distinct sections, each
comprising ten rungs.2? This tripartite arrangement lends rhythm
and dynamism to the depiction of spiritual progress, suggesting an
inner unfolding in three phases. Yet it should not be read as a rigid
division of the thirty steps according to levels of attainment. The first
ten rungs are not reserved exclusively for beginners, the middle ten
for those advancing, nor the final ten solely for the perfect.

The vertical dimension of the ladder acquires its full resonance
when considered alongside the mountain paradigm. Just as Mount
Sinai rises from the desert floor toward the divine presence at its

20 Cf. Martin 1954, figures II-III (at the end of the monograph).

21 Onthe Tabula retrograda, its placement in manuscripts, and the critical edition of
its text, see Venetskov 2019, 226-7.

22 Cf. Ath. Batop. 364, 12th century, f. 228r. See also Paris. gr. 863, 11th century,
f. 131v (to the left of the Tabula retrograda, only two rubrics are preserved: 1) apyi and
1) peodtng; the drawn ladder is intentionally divided into two parts by a blank space
between the titles of steps 15 and 16).
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summit, the ladder serves as a living bridge spanning the distance
between earth and heaven.?® This symbolic space is rendered with
clarity in the illustrations accompanying the Tabula retrograda. The
interval between earth (1) yfj) and heaven (6 oUpavdg) is designated
“above the earth” (Umep yilv), a detail often emphasized in the
drawings. In the fourteenth-century manuscript Athous, Stavronikita
30 [fig. 1], for example, the phrase “Omep yfjv” marks the base of the
ladder, while its uppermost section is enclosed in a circular celestial
frame bearing a cross and the monogram of Christ (IC XC NI KA),
flanked by the sun and moon. A similar scheme appears in the twelfth-
century Athens, EBE 310 [fig. 2], where the same inscription is written
at the foundation and the blessing hand of Christ surmounts the
ladder from the heavenly sphere. In other examples,?* the base of the
ladder bears the dual inscription “earth” (1) yfj) and “what is above
the earth” (ra Umep yfjv), while the icon of Christ crowns the summit.

In certain manuscripts?® the iconography of the ladder is further
enriched with inscriptions that underscore its eschatological and
eternal character. At the summit one reads “the beginning and
the end” (apyn xai téhog), while at the base appears the reverse
inscription, “the end and the beginning” (téhog kai apyn), followed
by the designations of the earthly and subterranean realms: “the
earth and what is beneath the earth” (yf] kai & Um0 yfjv). In these
cases, the visual representation of the ladder is often accompanied
by poetic texts dedicated to the Ladder rather than by the step titles
characteristic of the Tabula retrograda.

Through these visual and textual elements, the Tabula retrograda
elevates the ladder into a coherent cosmic figure - a vertical path that
mirrors the rigorous and transformative ascent of Mount Sinai itself.
In Climacus’ vision, the two images converge: the monk’s spiritual
path is at once a climb up the holy mountain and a step-by-step ascent
of the ladder, uniting earth and heaven in a single, perilous movement
toward God.

23 For the symbolism of the ladder as “the air whose base is the earth and whose top
is heaven”, see Philo of Alexandria, De Somniis I, 134, ed. Wendland 1898, 234.

24 Cf. Mediol. Ambros. G 20 sup., 14th c., f. 212v.
25 E.g. Sinai. gr. 417, 10th c., f. 13v; Mediol. Ambros. D 58 sup., year 1258/59, f. 2r-v.
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For John of Sinai, the monastery itself constitutes “an earthly
heaven” (kowv6Pidv éotiv émtiyetog oupavdg).?® This understanding of
monastic life as a terrestrial reflection of the celestial realm receives
visual form in certain copies of the Tabula retrograda. There, the
cosmological dimension of the ladder, symbolically spanning the
material and the immaterial, is reinforced by an illustration in the

26 Step 4. PG 88, 713B:14.
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eleventh-twelfth-century codex preserved in Messina [fig. 3], where
stars and planets are delicately sketched at the head of the diagram.

Figure3 Messan.Salv.91,11th-12thc.,f. 158r
© Biblioteca Regionale Universitaria “Giacomo Longo” di Messina

By placing the ladder within this cosmic setting, John Climacus and
the editors at Raithou invite the reader to see the ascetic journey as
more than a personal moral struggle. It becomes a participation in
the divine order of creation. Just as Mount Sinai once joined heaven
and earth, the ladder becomes the monk’s own Sinai: a path rising
from the earthly monastery toward the true celestial realm. In this
way, the Tabula retrograda transforms the spiritual ascent into a
vividly cosmological vision. Every step taken by the ascetic echoes
the harmony of the universe and anticipates the final union with God.
The retrograde table, with its upward reading direction and cosmic
framing, reinforces this mountain paradigm. The viewer’s gaze is
drawn vertically along the rungs, mirroring both the physical effort
of climbing Sinai and the inner discipline of the ascetic life. In both
the holy mountain and the illustrated ladder, the path is vertical,
arduous, and oriented toward the divine. The presence of stars and
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planets at the summit, together with Christ’s blessing hand, serves
as a reminder that the goal of monastic ascent is not merely moral
improvement but full participation in the divine order.

The close association between the ladder and the mountain
paradigm is vividly illustrated in the manuscript Messina, Biblioteca
del Monastero del Santissimo Salvatore, gr. 90 [fig. 4]. Here the ladder
is depicted not as a mere diagram but as a dynamic path of ascent.
Two ropes run along its sides, which the ascetics at the base grasp
as they pull themselves upward - a gesture that strikingly evokes
the effort of climbers scaling a steep mountain face. Angels on either
side hold these ropes, offering support and guidance, while at the
summit Christ Himself secures the upper ends, ready to receive those
who complete the climb. The composition presents the Lord as both
anchor and welcoming presence at the journey’s end. Through images
such as this, the Tabula retrograda renders the ladder as a figure of
ascent analogous to Mount Sinai, rather than as a depiction of the
mountain’s physical topography.

Figure4 Messan. Salv.90, 11th-12thc.,f. 185v
© Biblioteca Regionale Universitaria “Giacomo Longo” di Messina
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3.2 Iconography of Mountains in the Canon Katanyktikos

The search for mountain imagery in the manuscript illustrations of the
Ladderleads to a particularly revealing text: the Canon katanyktikos,
or Canon of the Penitents. Transmitted, at least, in nine Greek
manuscripts from the eleventh-twelfth to the seventeenth century,?’
this work closely reproduces passages from the fifth step of the
Ladder concerning monks confined in the “Prison” (®ulaxr)). Physical
representations of mountains appear in the manuscript tradition of the
Ladder almost exclusively within these paratextual elements linked to
the Canon katanyktikos. In these miniatures, the mountain is no longer
a distant background but becomes an active setting for the ascetic life.
One of the earliest witnesses to the Canon'’s iconographic tradition is
the manuscript Bucuresti, Biblioteca Academiei Romane, gr. 1294 (11th-
12th c.).2® In this manuscript, a troparion of the Canon reads: “Having
fallen from a high rank and station, we vain-minded ones have reached the
bottom of Hades and the shadow of death; unable to rise from there, let us
strike our foreheads against the ground”.? This passage is illustrated in
a densely composed miniature [fig. 5]. The penitents are shown prostrate
on the bare ground, and heads pressed to the stone. The rugged peaks
rise behind and beneath them, evoking both the sacred topography of
Sinai and the spiritual landscape of repentance. The mountains in the
image carry a rich and ambivalent meaning. In the distance, they evoke
the pride from which the penitents have fallen. In the foreground, they
signify the necessary descent: to rise again, one must first reach the
bottom, exhaust oneself in humility, and strike one’s forehead against the
earth. The Canon thus reveals a sharp ascetic paradox: the summit is not
attained by climbing upward alone, but by descending into the abyss.

27 Cf. Athen. EBE 742, 17th c., f. 61r-73v; Athen. EBE 1395, 15th c., f. 1r-16v; Ath.
Batop. 376, 11th-12th c., f. 477r-84v; Bucurest. BAR gr. 1294 + Lond. Robert Mc
Carthy BM 2042, 11th-12th c., 11 folios; Mediol. Ambros. F 221 inf.,, No. 5, 17th c., 1-32
(accompanied by a Latin translation); Sinai. gr. 427, 16th c., f. 1r-17r; Vat. gr. 1754,
added in the 12th-13th c., f. IVv, 1-19; Venet. Marc. gr. I1.32, added in the 15th c., f.
170-71, 202-19; Venet. Marc. gr. I1.44, 16th c., f. 180r-95v. For editions of the text, see
Delatte 1926, 97-105, Martin 1954, 128-49, and Barnea 1963, 321-4. On the Canon and
its manuscript witnesses, see also Rigo 2023, 224-9. The recent monograph by Popova
(2024), by contrast, cannot be relied upon as a guide to the manuscript tradition of the
Canon of the Penitents. Its list of Greek witnesses, for instance, includes Bucuresti BAR
gr. 850 on the strength of Camariano (1940, 8, no. 850). That entry, however, describes a
nineteenth-century musical booklet ending with a synoptic table headed I.A. Kavdviov
mepi Tiig petaPoliic Tdv kAipdkwv - a short theoretical table on the échoi and klimakes
of Byzantine chant, entirely unrelated to the Penitential Canon on Step 5 of the Ladder.

28 See Barnea 1963, 319-30 and figures 1-20; see also Barbu 1984, 23-30 (with
illustrations).

29 Cf. Bucurest. BAR gr. 1294, f. 7v: Oynhijg ékmeodvreg TaEews kai oTdoewg ot
patatégpoveg, ei¢ mubpéva ddou kai Bavdtou okidv kaTnvTHoApEY, &¢' OV AvaoTival
eEaTovolvTeg TG E6APEL TA PGV TTPOCAPPATWHEV HETDTIA.

Byzantine Studies2 | 66
Holy Mountain(s) in Byzantium and Beyond, 55-74



Maxim Venetskov
Climbing Sinai, Ascending the Ladder

Figure5 Bucurest.BARgr. 1294, 11th-12thc.,f. 7v

A closely related yet distinct iconographic tradition appears in two other
witnesses of the Canon katanyktikos, preserved in the Vatican and Venice
[figs 6-7]. These manuscripts contain similar miniatures accompanied by
another troparion from the same Canon: “Seated upon the height of the
ground, they cover their faces with their knees and weep”.°

The miniatures render the Canon’s description while introducing
a significant visual addition: the penitents are not seated on ordinary
ground, but on elevated rocky slopes or isolated peaks (¢t ynhol tod
edagoug). Their bodies are folded in profound compunction, faces
hidden against their knees, with feet dangling over the edge of the
precipice. This placement on the heights intensifies their isolation
and the inward character of their repentance.

This elevated placement transforms the scene. The monks are
suspended between heaven and the abyss, embodying the ascetic
tension between divine aspiration and human frailty. The rugged
mountain becomes both stage and symbol: a place of radical
humility where one must descend to ascend, and a theophanic space

30 Cf. Vat. gr. 1754, 12th-13th c., f. 7v, and Venet. Marc. gr. I1.32, 15th c., f. 208r:
ovtot ¢l ynhol 1ol eddgpoug kabipevor, Toig yévaot T& TPpOo®TA EMIKANTITOUGT Kol
Sakpuiouotv. This text closely paraphrases a passage from the fifth step of the Ladder:
&ANoug év 16 Eddpet €Tl odkkou Kai 0TroS0l Kabnpévoug, kal T0 TPOCWTOV TOig YOVaoL
kaAUTITOVTAG, KAl TO pétwTrov eig yijv Tumrtovrag (PG 88, 765B:9-11).
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where grace and weakness meet. Through these images, the Canon
katanyktikos situates John Climacus’ text by rooting the spiritual
“Prison” in the sacred and austere landscape of Sinai itself.
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Figure6 Vat.gr.1754,12th-13thc.,f. 7v
© Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana

Figure7 Venet.Marc.gr.11.32,15thc.,f.208r
© Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana
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4 Mountain Models in the Final Part of the Discourse
to the Shepherd

The most eloquent passages concerning the image of the mountain, in
all its mystical and allegorical depth, appear at the conclusion of the
Discourse to the Shepherd (Ad pastorem). Here, the author - whether
John of Sinai or John of Raithou - unfolds a rich metaphorical encomium
of the ideal shepherd, moving successively through the figures of
Moses the lawgiver, Joshua son of Nun, and Christ Himself. The text
is deliberately ambiguous. It may be addressed to the hegumen in
general, or more specifically to John of Raithou, the original recipient
of Climacus’ work. The most convincing interpretation, however, sees
it as a posthumous addition by John of Raithou himself, who turns
to address John Climacus as the true guide and head of the Sinaitic
monastic community.3*

The first stage of the mountain ascent is expressed in the final
part of the Discourse, where the author, addressing the hegumen as
spiritual guide, declares: “You have ascended to the height, having
passed through every darkness, gloom, and storm”.3? This ascent,
the author explains, culminates in an approach to the light after
traversing the threefold darkness of ignorance, a light far more
venerable and exalted than the burning bush,3? and is followed by a
descent into the deepest valley of humility at Horeb, undertaken after
the vision of God.** These lines, along with related passages, were
later read as a sequence of mountains. A continuous commentary on
the Discourse to the Shepherd (¢Efynoig ig Tov Adyov 10U Tro1pévog),
preserved in the fourteenth-century manuscript Chisianus graecus
38 and attributed to Nikephoros Kallistos Xanthopoulos,?* traces
this identification step by step, aligning the ‘height’, Jerusalem, the
Mount of Olives, and the ‘holy mountain’, ultimately assimilated to
the summit of the ascetic Ladder of virtues. The commentary begins
to unfold the mountain’s meaning in stages, starting here:

31 For a detailed study of the manuscript tradition of the Discourse to the Shepherd,
its final section, and questions of attribution, see Venetskov 2020.

32 eig Uyog avaPePnrag, Tavta yvopov kai Logov kai BieAhav Srakpoucdpevog (PG 88,
1204C:1-2). Cf. Heb 12,18.

33 1 pwTi TOAY Ye Tiig PdTov aidecipwTépy kai UynhwTépe (this reading reflects the
majority of manuscripts). Rader’s edition (PG 88, 1204C:3-5) inserts xai dpaupwtépe
between the two adjectives. Manuscript variants for the light described as “far more
venerable and exalted than the burning bush” include dpavpwtépe (darker), tpavotépe
(clearer), kaBapwtépe (purer), and Aapmpotépe (brighter).

34 i fabutdrny Tou Kothdda Tatevdoews tv Xwphf x Tfig Oeomtiag kateAfAubag
(PG 88, 1204C:9-11). For the text of the Discourse to the Shepherd and the unique
commentary by Nikephoros Kallistos Xanthopoulos, see Venetskov 2020, 169-82.

35 Fora detailed analysis of this commentary, see Venetskov 2020, 134-41.
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You too have ascended to the summit of Mount Sinai; I mean the
height of knowledge. Having passed through every ignorance of the
soul that, being more material, obstructs the reception of divine
illumination, you have drawn near to the divine light.3¢

The commentator explicitly identifies the summit with Mount Sinai
and the “height” with the divine illumination and knowledge granted to
the soul. In this way, the final section of the Discourse to the Shepherd
presents John Climacus himself as the new Moses of Sinai - one who
has traversed the darkness to reach the light, descended into the valley
of humility, and now guides his flock from the sacred mountain.

The highest stage of the ascent, “more sovereign and more powerful
than all”, is expressed in these words, as the heavenly Jerusalem rises
above Mount Sinai: “You have ascended to Jerusalem, the vision of
the perfect peace of souls; you behold Christ, the God of peace”.?”

The commentary explains that, while narrating and allegorizing
the events of Moses’ life, the discourse advances to Joshua son of Nun.
He too ascended (&vaPéRnke) to Jerusalem?® and allotted the land as
an inheritance. Then, with a bold transition (toApnpécg €pyeton), the
narrative moves to Christ, to His Passion, death, and Resurrection.
Jerusalem thus becomes the vision of perfect peace, established in
the soul of the hegumen who has been liberated from the passions.*°

The tension rises to its highest pitch as the narrator has the
shepherd - whether John of Raithou or John of Sinai - ascend the
Mount of Olives,*! a site rich in evangelical and psalmic memory.*

Nikephoros Kallistos explains the passage with precision. Here
the hegumen is compared to David and, perhaps even more boldly,
to Christ Himself: “following the excellent runner David, or perhaps

36 cig Tiyv 10U Spoug Tiva kal oU kopupnv avaféPnkag: 1o Uyog Aéyw Tig yvaoeme: Kol
maper@ov Tdoav dyvwoiav yuyiis émmpocBolioav m¢ Uhikwmtépav Tov Belov SéEacBat
PwTIopdy, emAnoiacas ¢ Beip gwti (Vat. Chis. gr. 38, 14th c., f. 244r; edition in
Venetskov 2020, 170).

37 eimw Pouker 1O MAVIWV KUPLDOTEPOV Te KOl Kpataidtepoy; €mi tnv Tepoucalnp
avaBéPnkag, v Spaotv Tiig Tekeiag eipvng TGOV Yyuxdv: Xpiotov opdg, Tov Ocov Tiig
eipivng (PG 88, 1205A:12-15).

38 The movement from Horeb to Jerusalem also recasts the contrast of Gal 4,24-25.
The Sinai of the old covenant is not discarded; it is reread as the first height on a path
that ends in the Jerusalem of peace in the hegumen’s soul.

39 taxara ov Mwioijv ieBiwv kai dGAAnyopdv, e 1ov Tol Nawi petaféBnkev Tnootv:
ouTtog yap eig Tepousalip dvaBéBnke koi exkAnpoddtnoe tiyv yijv (Vat. Chis. gr. 38, 14th
c., f. 245r; edition in Venetskov 2020, 175).

40 Cf. Vat. Chis. gr. 38, 14th c., f. 245r; edition in Venetskov 2020, 175.

41 ¢ 1o Spog TV Ehandv Epyn (PG 88, 1204B:14-C:1).

42 Cf. Mt 24,3; 26,30; Mc 13,3; 14,26; Lc 21,37; 22,39; Io 8,1; Act 1,12.
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Christ as well, you yourself have come to the base of the mountain,
that is, to its summit”.#®

The hegumen no longer merely receives commandments; he
embodies them. He is David singing victory over the demons; he is
Christ who, after the agony in the garden, opens the way to heaven.
The mountain’s base and its summit are named as one and the same,
and for the hegumen who has attained it, the foundation of ascetic
life and its highest peak likewise coincide. At this point, the shepherd
ceases to be a simple guide: he becomes a living icon of the Logos, the
one who leads the flock from daily combat to the Jerusalem of peace.

At the very end of the Discourse to the Shepherd, the text reaches
its clearest and most exalted summit. The hegumen, perfect ascetic,
ascends the holy mountain and reaches heaven in a single, continuous
movement. The language moves beyond metaphor, evoking a lived
experience patterned on the imitation of Christ:

You have drawn near to the holy mountain and lifted your eyes
toward heaven; you have set your foot upon the base, you have run
and run upward, you have been exalted, and you have mounted
upon the Cherubim of the virtues.**

Nikephoros Kallistos Xanthopoulos contextualizes this mysterious
‘holy mountain’ with illuminating precision. In this reception, the
mountain is no longer only Horeb: it is the living book that John
Climacus has written to teach the acquisition of the virtues through
the most arduous combat against evil and the demons.

For you have trampled upon the enemy, the devil, and you were
the first to ascend the difficult Ladder of the virtues (Suoyepf tédv
apetdv KMpaka poaveéPng), making for us the way and showing us
how we must follow you as our guide. Or rather, since you are still
in the body, you continue to lead and precede us all, and you have
ascended to the summit of the divine Ladder of the virtues (16 dkpov
fig Betag TV dpetdv Khipokog); and the end of this Ladder is divine
and perfect love.*®

43 1 xoAMSpSpg Aautd kai altog apakolouBdy, fi Tows kai ¢ Xp1oT®, Tpog THY
10U 6poug Baaty, fitot Ty kopuenv EAAuBag (Vat. Chis. gr. 38, 14th c., f. 245v; edition
in Venetskov 2020, 179).

44 TtpooemEAaocog TG Gpel TG Ayl KAl TO Sppa €ig 0UpavOV AVETELVAG, Kai ETTL THV
Baoiv Tov méda mpooePifacag, kai Edpapes kai avéSpapeg, kai UywOng, kai emERng emi
XepouPip &petdv (PG 88, 1208A:2-5). Cf. Ps 17,11.

45 611 tov €xOpov SidPolov katemwdrnoag kai v Suoyepf] TV dpetdv KAipaka
mpoavéPng, 6dov motoag Npiv kai deifag, whe Sei oot EmecBor g 6nyH: pakhov ¢
gel &v odpart e, kol 11 6dnyeic Hpdg kai mpoPaiveis TavToV fpdY Kot avéPng eig to
Sxpov tfig Betag TdV dpetdv Khipakog: téhog ¢ tavtng 1 Bela kai teheia &yamn (Vat.
Chis. gr. 38, 14th c., f. 246v; edition in Venetskov 2020, 182).
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In conclusion, Mount Sinai emerges in the Ladder as a multilayered
and profoundly rich symbol of asceticism and spirituality. The
mountain is less the dominant metaphor of the thirty discourses
than the figure through which Raithou and later scribes located the
work: law from Sinai, path from earth to heaven, penitential rock,
and finally the book itself.

The mountain is presented as the biblical site of Moses’ tablets of
the Law; John Climacus is reinterpreted as the new Moses delivering
spiritual tablets for monastic guidance. It is also the mountain-
ladder that bridges earth and heaven, rendered in the schematic
representations of the Tabula retrograda. Finally, it unfolds through
a series of allegorical heights - from Sinai to Jerusalem, then to
the Mount of Olives, and ultimately to the ‘holy mountain’ as an
intelligible space of ascetic practice. In this final transformation,
the mountain ceases to be a geographical location and becomes the
living guide of the monastic tradition embodied in the Ladder of
virtues itself.

Through the paratexts added at Raithou, the manuscript imagery of
the Tabula retrograda, the Canon miniatures, and the closing sequence
of the Discourse to the Shepherd, the physical and biblical mountain of
Sinai ceases to be merely the place where the Ladder of Divine Ascent
was written and becomes the form of the book itself - tablets, ladder,
and ascent from Horeb to the holy mountain of the virtues - and thus
into the supreme paradigm of the ascetic tradition.

Manuscripts

Athen. EBE 310 - Atheniensis Bibliothecae Nationalis 310 (diktyon 2606), 12th century.

Athen. EBE 742 - Atheniensis Bibliothecae Nationalis 742 (diktyon 3038), 17th century.

Athen. EBE 1395 - Atheniensis Bibliothecae Nationalis 1395 (diktyon 3691), 15th
century.

Ath. Batop. 364 - Athous Batopediou 364 (diktyon 18508), 12th century.

Ath. Batop. 376 - Athous Batopediou 376 (diktyon 18520), 11th-12th century.

Ath. Stavronik. 30 - Athous Stavronikéta 30, L. 895 (diktyon 30091), 14th century
(1324).

Bucurest. BAR gr. 1294 - Bucurestiensis Biblioteca Academiei Romane (BAR), gr. 1294
(diktyon 11369), 11th-12th century.

Hierosol. Sab. 175 - Hierosolymitanus Bibliothéké tou Patriarcheiou Sabaiticus 175
(diktyon 34432), 13th century.

Lond. Robert Mc Carthy BM 2042 - Londinensis Coll. Robert Mc Carthy BM 2042
(diktyon 75228), 12th century.

Mediol. Ambros. D 58 sup. - Mediolanensis Ambrosianus D 58 sup., Martini-Bassi 240
(diktyon 42548), 13th century (1258/1259).

Mediol. Ambros. F 221 inf. - Mediolanensis Ambrosianus F 221 inf., 17th century.

Mediol. Ambros. G 20 sup. - Mediolanensis Ambrosianus G 20 sup., Martini-Bassi 387
(diktyon 42803), 14th century.

Messan. Salv. 90 - Messanensis Monasterium S. Salvatoris 90 (diktyon 40751), 11th-
12th century.
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Messan. Salv. 91 - Messanensis Monasterium S. Salvatoris 91 (diktyon 40752), 11th-
12th century.

Paris. gr. 863 - Parisinus gr. 863, Fontebl.-Reg. 2372 (diktyon 50450), 11th century.

Sinai. gr. 417 - Sinaiticus gr. 417 (diktyon 58792), 10th century.

Sinai. gr. 427 - Sinaiticus gr. 427 (diktyon 58802), 16th century.

Vat. Barb. gr. 309 - Vaticanus Barberinianus gr. 309 (diktyon 64852), 11th century.

Vat. Chis. gr. 38 - Vaticanus Chisianus gr. 38 / R.VI1.47 (diktyon 65226), 14th century.

Vat. gr. 1754 - Vaticanus gr. 1754 (diktyon 68383), 11th (and 12th-13th) century.

Vat. Ottob. gr. 256 - Vaticanus Ottobonianus gr. 256 (diktyon 65499), 12th century.

Venet. Marc. gr. .32 - Venetus Marcianus gr. 11.32, coll. 1013 (diktyon 70194), 11th
(and 15th) century.

Venet. Marc. gr. 11.44 - Venetus Marcianus gr. 11.44, coll. 952 (diktyon 70206), 16th
century.
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