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Antonio Rigo
Mount Athos as the Holy Mountain

1 Introduction

In the Byzantine world, ‘holy mountains’ is a term frequently employed
to designate “des montagnes consacrées a la tranquillité et calme
monastique”.* Their sacred character is most commonly derived from
their comparison or assimilation with the holy mountains of the Bible
(Sinai - Horeb) and the New Testament (Tabor), as well as with the
‘Mount of God’ found in patristic literature.? Among all of these,
Mount Athos undoubtedly occupied a distinctive position from the
very outset, even though in antiquity it certainly did not possess a
sanctity that subsequently carried over into the Christian era. The
question here is therefore the following: when did Mount Athos begin
to be designated as the ‘Holy Mountain’, and for what reason - in
light of its intrinsic qualities and characteristics, or on the basis of
a ‘discourse of origins’?

2 Mount Athos as a Holy Mountain

A good starting point for our analysis might be to try to establish
when and how Mount Athos came to be regarded as the Holy
Mountain. So here is a brief overview of the definitions, terms, and
adjectives employed in texts and documents to designate Athos, from
the earliest days of monastic history on the peninsula.?

We begin with the acts from the Athonite archives. While in the oldest
documents, by Basileios I (883), Leo VI (908), Roman I Lekapenos (934)
and the deed of 942,% Athos is simply called ‘the mountain’ (to 6pog),
already the chrysobull of 964 issued by Nikephoros Phokas recalls
that “the emperor has planted upon the Holy Mountain the mystical
vineyard” (tov puoTikov kol péyav apmeddva 16 aytwvip Gpet) of his
spiritual father Athanasios.® Two deeds of the Athonite protos John from
some thirty years later (991 and 996) speak of “our Holy Mountain
of Athos” (tol ka®’ npdg ayiou Spoug).® Athos as the ‘Holy Mountain’
is subsequently mentioned in numerous documents from the eleventh
century and the first half of the twelfth century, including the typikon

Papachryssanthou 1975, 25.

See Talbot 2001 and the article by Matthieu Cassin, in this volume.
See previous references in Papachryssanthou 1974, 37-9.
Papachryssanthou 1975, no. 1'>201, 180; 2% 55, 184, 185; 38, 187; 4°, 191.
Lemerle, Guillou, Svoronos, Papachryssanthou 1970, no. 5, 104-6.

N U A W N K

Lemerle, Guillou, Svoronos, Papachryssanthou 1970, no. 9, 120; no. 12!, 132.
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of Konstantinos Monomachos (1045).” The numerous later attestations
logically do not deserve any particular mention.

Testimonies of considerable interest, particularly in light of the
dating of the earliest examples, emerge from the Georgian monastic
community in connection with the establishment of the Iviron
Monastery on Mount Athos. These comprise chiefly the colophons of
several manuscripts.

The Paradise copied in Oshki in 977 by Stephen (MS Iviron
georg. 9) contains several colophons.® One colophon written by a
different hand makes reference to “the holy abode, elect by you,
of the holy fathers, on the Holy Mount, which is Mount Athos”. The
homiletic works of the Cappadocian Fathers translated by Euthymius
the Athonite (MS Iviron georg. 32) present the commissioner’s
colophon of John the Athonite from the same year 977: “written on
the Holy Mountain Athos, in the abode of the Holy Theotokos, in the
monastery of Saint John the Evangelist”.® John Climacus’ Ladder of
983 (MS Iviron georg. 5) “was written in the land of Greece, in the
hermitage of the Holy Mountain”.*® The three-volume translation by
Euthymius the Athonite of John Chrysostom’s commentary on the
Gospel of Matthew (MS Iviron georg. 13, 4 and 10), copied in the year
1008, has similar colophons.** Thus, MS Iviron georg. 4, f. 263r: “And
written was on the Holy Mountain Athos in the monastery of the holy
fathers John and Euthymius in the abode of the Holy Theotokos”. We
continue to find the same subscriptions with the indication “on the
Holy Mountain, in the abode of the Holy Theotokos” in the following
decades, see for example MS Iviron georg. 60 (1043),**> MS Thilisi
A-1101 (year 1047),** MS Iviron georg. 30 (year 1071),*4 MS Iviron
georg. 55 (1080-81).** All these colophons attest to the customary
use, in Georgian, of the appellation “Holy Mountain’ for Athos during
the decade from 970 to 980, i.e. at a date very close to the earliest
attestations in Byzantine documents. In any case the expression “in

7 Bompaire, Lefort, Kravari, Giros 2001, no. 3, 74 (1001); Lemerle, Guillou, Svoronos,
Papachryssanthou 1970, no. 20%, 160 (1016); 23%7, 170 (1018-19); 25 18, 175 (1024);
Lemerle, Dagron, Cirkovié¢ 1982, no. 18, 30 (1030); Oikonomides 1984, no. 1, 53 (1037);
Papachryssanthou 1975, no. 823136175 225, 226, 231; Papachryssanthou 1986, no. 1,
10, etc., 70 (1089); Zivojinovié, Giros, Kravari 1995, no. 2. 98 (1095); Lemerle, Guillou,
Svoronos, Papachryssanthou 1970, no. 54%, 281 (1101-02); 629, 322 (1153).

8 Gippert, Outtier, Kim 2022, 99-115.

9 Gippert, Outtier, Kim 2022, 308-18.

10 Gippert, Outtier, Kim 2022, 49-56.

11 Gippert, Outtier, Kim 2022, 164-9, 42-9, 115-33.

12 Gippert, Outtier, Kim 2022, 539-50.

13 See Lefort, Oikonomides, Papachryssanthou, Métrévéli 1990, 10.
14 Gippert, Outtier, Kim 2022, 293-301.

15 Gippert, Outtier, Kim 2022, 502-6.
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the abode of the Holy Theotokos” (of New Testament origin)*¢ does
not refer specifically to Mount Athos, since we find it in connection
with Georgian monasteries in the region of Antioch.*’

Turning to the Greek texts, as early as 960-70 in the Life of Peter the
Athonite, the sailors, when they find themselves in the sea before the
peninsula, responding to a question from the saint, say: “This is the Holy
Mountain, which from its origin has received the name of Athos” (to
&y16v oty 6pog [...] Strep dpxiiev v Tol "ABw eihnge TTpoonyopiav).t®
Also in the Typikon of the monastery of Lavra (early eleventh century),
Athos is indicated as the ‘Holy Mountain’ (&yiov &pog).*®

The documentation at our disposal thus reveals that Athos began
to be referred to as the ‘Holy Mountain’ during the second half of the
tenth century, in the years that witnessed the foundation of Lavra
and other major monasteries such as Iviron.

3 Mount Athos as a Locus Amoenus and Dwelling Place
of Holy Monks
TO AY1OTATOV TOUTL BPOG, TO G EITIETY

amdong tiig oikoupévng dpBakpov
Chariton of Kutlumus, First Testament (1370)

A recognizable tradition sees natural beauty, geographical location,
and climate as the defining characteristics of sacred mountains. This
portrayal of the mountain as a locus amoenus has been traced back
to the eleventh century and to Michael Psellos’s writings on Mount
Olympos, described therein as a ‘second paradise’ and a ‘second heaven’,
celebrated for its scenic splendours.?® In reality, Athos had already
been depicted in a similar fashion - apparently independently - in a
hagiographic text predating Psellos by a short interval. Of considerable
interest is a passage from Vita A of Athanasios the Athonite (first
quarter of the eleventh century), for here appears already, and for the
first time, an attempt to explain the reasons for the appellation ‘Holy
Mountain’ used for Athos. The lines in question are as follows:

like a deer he [sc. Athanasios] ascended the mountain: that
very mountain which is called ‘Athos’ and ‘Holy’ (&pog totuto 6

16 See Martin-Hisard 2005, 88.

17 See Djobadze 1976, 12-22. In other colophons, the words: “in the abode of the Holy
Baptist”, Iviron georg. 1 (year 978), see Gippert, Outtier, Kim 2022, 1-29; Iviron georg.
3 (year 980), see 39-42.

18 Lake 1909, 26.
19 Meyer 1894, 1048 %,
20 Beyer 1981; see also Della Dora 2011, 65-7.
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kal "ABw¢ kal dytov Srwvipwe ovépactar). Yet the custom of
calling it ‘Holy’ prevails, whether this name is owed to those who
practice asceticism there, or indeed to the favourable climate and
the position of the place, since these too can contribute greatly
to the sanctification of ascetics. It has a wholesome climate and
salubrious air and excellent conditions of safety and tranquillity,
since it is situated far removed from human intercourse.?

In this text, the holiness of Athos derives from reasons of different
orders: the presence of numerous venerable monks who dwell there,
and its physical characteristics, which evoke those typical to a locus
amoenus.

In the three following centuries, references to the ‘Holy Mountain’
continue, either invariably providing this twofold explanation (the
sanctity of its inhabitants and the special qualities of the place),
or being confined to one of these alone. The Life of Barnabas and
Sophronios, written by Akakios Sabaites (thirteenth century), among
other things, presents the arrival of Athanasios on Athos, and his
interlocutor recalls that it is called the “Holy Mountain’ because holy
men dwell there.?? Let us remember two other testimonies from the
same period.

In his letter to Sava of Serbia, Demetrios Chomatianos mentions
“Athos near the sea, the Holy Mountain which is such and is thus
rightly called on account of its sons, the ascetics who dwell there”
(tov Tapa v Bdhacoav "Abwv, 10 “Aytov “Opog, 61 Toug &v AUt
uioug &okntag dytov "Opog kol dvta kai AeySpevov). 2

The other text is more interesting, since it is not Byzantine but
originates in the West. It is the preamble of Pope Innocent III’s letter
to the abbot of the Lavra monastery and to the other abbots and
monks, dated 17 January 1214. The text presents points in common
with what we have just seen (inhabitants, physical characteristics,
and geographical location), but it also exalts Mount Athos as the
dwelling place and abode of God more elevated than all others on
the earth, according to the Scriptures.

He who is the “mountain of the Lord’s house, prepared upon
the summit of mountains, that unto it all nations might flow
together” [Is 2,2] - that is, the Holy of Holies, who established
the foundations of the Church upon holy mountains - chose your

21 Vita A of Athanasios, 37%%%, ed. Noret 1982, 18.

22 Kai 6 dvBpwtog Kupie pou, €pn, 10 pog €01y TO AeySpevov ‘Aytov. Kai 6 ABavdotog:
Kai fva i kai éde kakeitar Aytov; ‘O 8¢, avdpeg &ytot, pnoi, katoikoloty Ekeioe, kai Six
ToUT0 TNV KAfo1v ENaye 1O Aytov (Martinis 2012, 102-3).

23 Prinzing 2002, no. 862, 296.
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mountain, situated above the sea, for His faithful to inhabit: which,
bearing within itself the devotion of His name and divine will,
though it be arid and harsh and destitute of the grace of temporal
fertility, is nevertheless among all the mountains of the world
wondrously made fruitful with the greatest abundance of spiritual
gifts. For adorned as it is with three hundred monasteries and
a glorious multitude of religious men leading a strict and poor
life, it has flourished until now with such excellence of virtue,
has shone forth with such brilliance of extraordinary religion,
that concerning it one might rightly say with Jacob in wonder:
“Truly this place is holy for here is the house of God, and in some
manner the gate of heaven” [Gen 28,16-17], where the multitude
of the heavenly host, arrayed and prepared like the battle-lines
of encamped armies, rises up to vanquish Leviathan, fighting
ceaselessly and victoriously against the dragon, while singing
wisely unto the Lord.?*

A substantial number of fourteenth-century Byzantine texts and
documents constitutes a veritable celebration of Mount Athos,
consecrating its by-now central position in the monastic, religious,
and political scene, continuing in the tradition of ekphrasis, and thus
emphasising the physical and climatic qualities, and the virtues of its
inhabitants, without dwelling excessively upon other aspects.

We can start with the letter of Thomas Magistros, in which a
brief reference appears: “Mount Athos, that hallowed headland,
truly the great and wondrous arena of virtue’s contest, the most
excellent shepherd of Olympos’ affairs” (ABw, Tov iepov ynpapdv, 16
péya kai Boupaotov dviwg tiig petiig Taykpdriov, Tov Twv 'ONGpTOoU
TpAYHATWV Srapepdvimg vopta).?®

A former monk of Lavra, Philotheos Kokkinos, revisited Mount
Athos repeatedly throughout his writings. He would above all echo

24 [I]lle qui est mons domus Domini praeparatus in vertice montium, ut ad eum
confluant omnes gentes, sanctus vidilicet sanctorum, qui Ecclesiae fundamenta in
sanctis montibus collocavit, montem vestrum super mare situm ad inhabitandum suis
fidelibus praeelegit: qui affectum sui nominis et numinis in se habens, licet aridus sit
et asper ac temporalis fertilitatis gratia destitutus, est tamen inter alios mundi montes
maxima spiritualium ubertate mirabiliter fecundatus. Nam cum trecentis monasteriis
et gloriosa religiosorum virorum multitudine arctam et pauperem vitam ducentium
decoretur, tanta usque modo refloruit excellentia honestatis, tanta religionis eximiae
claritate refulsit, ut de ipso cum Iacob recte possit quis dicere admirando: Vere sanctus
est iste locus, quia hic est domus Dei, et quaedam quodammodo porta coeli, ubi multitudo
coelestis exercitus tamquam castrorum acies ordinata et parata suscitare Leviatam
victoriose pugnat iugiter cum dracone psallens Domino sapienter (Sancti Athanasii
caeterisque abbatibus et monaci Montis Sancti, PL 216, 956d-958a; Hofmann 1925,
no. 1, 148-9).

25 Treu 1902, 6316,
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the words of his master Thomas Magistros,?® while on another
occasion he would invoke the verse from the Psalm (Afwg [...] TO
mriov kai tetupwpévov [...] Spog. 10 Spog Tol Ocol, Ps 68,16) about
the “mountain of God”, traditionally applied to the Theotokos.?” In
another passage, Philotheos accumulates expressions derived from
Scripture and hymnography: “the holy Athos, the all-powerful arena
of asceticism, the venerable mountain I speak of, the homeland of
monks, the heavenly Jerusalem, truly the august metropolis of the
firstborn who are enrolled in the heavens [Heb 12,23]” (tov {spbv "ABw
[..] 10 maykpatiov rng aomoswg, 10 asBaoplov 0pog PN, TI]V 1TOTpl6d
OV povotCovm)v Tnv oupcxwov ’Ispouoa)\np, TV IOV Trp(oTOTOK(ov OV
(X'ITOYEYPG}J}JEV(DV EV OUP(XVOlg OE'ITTI’]V OVT(Og pT]TPO'ITO)\lV)

Similar words were employed by another Patriarch of
Constantinople and former Athonite monk, Kallistos I: the Holy
Mountain “the truly authentic workshop of virtue, the second Zion,
the heaven manifestly present upon earth, the paradise of Eden, the
land of monks and the resting place of those living according to
God, my glory” (16 w¢ &AnBdg epyaothprov Tiig dpetiig, THv deutépav
L1k, TOV QvTiKpUG ETTL YTjg 0Upavey, TOV év 'Edep tapddetoov, Thv TéV
HOVAXQV YOPpav Kol Katd Oeov LOVI®V AvATauoLy, TO EHov Kauynpa).??

In the same vein, we find a few lines in the Life of Peter the Athonite
by Gregory Palamas. The words, pronounced by the Virgin during her
apparition to the saint, anticipate the theme of Athos as the dwelling
place of the Theotokos.

Here is a mountain in Europe, at once the most beautiful and
the largest, facing towards Libya, and extending far into the sea.
Having chosen this spot from all the earth, I have decided to
assign it as a dwelling place suitable for monastic life. Therefore,
I have dedicated this as a most private residence for myself, and
henceforth it shall be called Holy.3°

The most significant passage from this period is the work of a
former Athonite monk, Joseph Kalothetos. In the Life of the Patriarch
Athanasios, he composes an extensive ekphrasis of the Mount which,

26 Antirrhetics against Nikephoros Gregoras, 12, ed. Kaimakis 1983, 216; see Delouis
2025, 216.

27 Life of Germanos the Athonite, 1, ed. Tsamis 1985, 98.

28 Life of Saba, 6, ed. Tsamis 1985, 171131720,

29 Rigo 2026b.

30 ot Spog e’ EUpodng, kdAAioTov 6pol kai péytoTov, pog Atpunv tetpappévoy,
€l ol e Tiig BaldrTng elow Tpoidv: Tolto Thg Yiig &dong &roheEapévn, TG povoyike
TIPETIOV KATAY Y10V TTpookANpdoat Siéyvev Eywye 1ot dpa kal idtaitatov evliattnpa
1007 dprépwoa tpauti), kai Aytov TouvTeliBev kekAfoetoun (Life of Peter the Athonite, 11,
ed. Chrestou 1992, 167219).
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despite its length, deserves to be quoted in full. The elements drawn
from his predecessors are here revisited and amplified to assert that
this is the only place on all earth that may truly be called holy.

This place is situated above all the earth and is the most beautiful
of all sights anywhere on earth. For as soon as one appears and
opens one’s eyes, casting one’s gaze on both sides, it presents an
easy and smooth view from all directions, and after entertaining
the viewer for many hours, it sends them on their way rejoicing.
Islands dance around Mount Athos at a distance, some larger and
some smaller, some uninhabited and some inhabited, fulfilling the
role, one might say, of most loyal handmaidens and almost rejoicing
in their servitude, keeping watch at night, standing guard, and
already reporting approaching plots. Of all the sights on earth,
this place alone does not take second place. You might pass by the
Colossus of Rhodes, the pyramids of Egypt, the walls of Babylon,
and all other sights that have been destroyed by time, upon looking
at this. It stretches out towards the sea, as if extending a hand
in welcome to those coming in from the sea; you might call it a
mainland among islands and an island among mainlands. It is
possible both to sail around it and to sail alongside it. It presents
all around itself various anchorages and harbors for those coming
in from the sea, and provides every other entertainment and
ease for those who stop over from the neighboring land for any
need. And for those who have come from wherever on earth for
observation, and everyone who has been hosted for many days,
having stopped at whichever of the dwellings there they happen
to, and having made their soul better along with their body, is sent
on to the neighboring place. It is possible to see, as if in the role
of an outpost, the well-walled and enclosed populous fortresses,
or rather monasteries, preserving the shape of a dance or, as
one might say, like armed soldiers encircling Mount Athos itself
and blocking the invasions of approaching enemies and fighting
in front for those behind and awarding peace to the rest of the
system of sacred dwellings. Inside these are strong towers, well-
walled and lying in a circle and standing guard, like some hoplite
and cavalry phalanx, for the unwalled dwellings. In the very
middle of the place is another small city, strongly enclosed and
urbanized; you might say, upon seeing it, that it lies in the role of
an acropolis. Around it are lesser and greater ascetic dwellings,
priding themselves on beauty and size, like bodyguards to a king
and rejoicing in it, and there is no part which does not provide the
greatest benefit to the rest, thus leaving no place idle for those
wishing to praise. For the rough places and ravines and foothills,
which might not unreasonably have been scorned by some, we
now invest with even more honor and reverence than the others.
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They truly nourish beautiful men, watered by streams, reaching
up to the very untouchable heaven in the loftiness of their minds,
and not shedding their shady leaf in the many-whirled turns of
winds - that is, their unadulterated and firm faith in God and
unshakeable confidence, which are naturally the first to grow as
they are also protective of the fruits, and all that they might say
and do is well prospered and directed. But enough about these
things. For it is not the present occasion to string together a long
discourse about these matters. I will say only this one brief thing:
that what the eye is in the body and the king in the royal palace
and the inner sanctum in sacred places, or to speak more aptly,
what the sun is in this terrestrial world of ours, this sacred place
might be to other places and people, which alone of all the earth
has long been rich in the appellation of holiness.3*

31 “Ymépkertar pév yap outog 6 Ydpog &mdang yfig kai tév §mou 81 yiig Oeapdtov éotiv
6 kdAhoTog. BUBUg yap €E dpyilc dvagavévta Te kol T& SppoTa EKTETATAVTA Kol TAg
Syeig ekatépwbev emiPaldvia padiav kot opaiy mavtaydBev mpoPBaiAetar Ty Béav kai
Tov Beatnv €11 ToMaig Todg Hpaig YuyaywyRoag YaipovTa el T& TPOT® TTAPATIENTIEL,
Iepryopevouot 8¢ mepi Tov altov "ABw vijoot €k dracTipatos, peyéBer peifoug Te kai
gNatToug, Gotkol Te kai oikovpevat, Bepataividwy, w¢ av eimot T1¢, elvouoTdtwy TGy
éxmAnpotioar kai povovou émi tf) Souleiq oxedov emayarlopévmy, vuktopulakoloi Te ol
Kai TpopuAdTToVTt Kai Tag émiovoag émiBouldg fidn katapmvioust. Mévog ydp outog
6 x&pog TGV el yiis Beapdtwv Ta devtepeia oUk dmogépetat. MapélBois av kai Pédou
koAoooov kai Alyuttou upapidag kai teiyn Bafuldveia kai GAN Soa 1év Beapdtmv
1 Xpove TavTa KatahuBévta pog ToiTov e0Bug amibav. IMpoprkng pév €0TL TPOS TO
TTENQYOG, MOTrEpEl TIG YELpa TPOTEIV®Y £ig UTTOSOY NV TOTS €K TTEAGYOUG KATATPOUGTLY, EITTOLS
av fielpov év vijooig kai év Nmetpotoig vijoov. “EEeoTiv ouv év TOUTQ Kati TrepiAeiv
kol mapamAeiv. [potoyetar 8¢ kUkAg Tepi alTOV TAVTOloUg Gppoug Kal Apévag Toig
€K TTEAGYOUS KaTayopévolg Kai tdotv GAANV yuyaywyiav kKol paoTdviyv Toig Katd
Xpeiav £k xépoou yeitovog katahijouot. Kai 60ev yiic kab’ iotopiav dgrypévorg kol
¢ Tig ¢l oGS Taic Apépaig EeviaBeic eig ofav olv 1Y KataAloag 1oV ékeloe
povd)v Kol Tﬁv \puxﬁv Beltio ouv 16 006pc(1'1 TTOLOAg TTPOG THY Yei‘rova napanépne‘rm
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foa kai oTpatidTalg évomhotg mept autov ABw mepiethovpeva kai Tag eiofolag TdV
EMOVTWY TTOAEpioV dTogpdTTovTa Kad TTpopayoiva tdv 6mioBev kad elprivy 6 Aot
TGV iepdv Emailewv ouotipatt Bpafeiovra. EvSotépw &¢ Toutwy mipyor oTeppol kaAidg
TIEPLTETELIOPEVOL KAl KUKAIKGIG TIEPIKEIPEVOL KAl TTPOQUAAKOUVTES, ofa TG OTTAITIKT Kati
ik eAAayE, Tag dreryioTous povag. "Em’ altol S¢ ToU pecartdtou ywpou moliopa
ETEpOV OTEPPAIC TIEPLTTEPPAY PEVOV KAl TIETTOMOTPEVOY, ETTTOLE &V 1dMV €V poipg dkpoTréhems
keioBar. Tepi aito O¢ fiTTw Kal pellem doknTipia, kdAer kai peyeder oepvuvopeva foa
kai Baothel Sopupopolvra kai altd émayarAépeva kai oUdév EoTt pépog, 6 PN TAeio Ty
Gpéletav ¢ Aottt péper opilov €oTiv, olitwg 0Udéva TéTOV dpyOV dToleiter Toig
eUpnpeiv Poulopévorg. Tag yap duoywpeiag kai ToUg Xapadpe®dvag kal Tag UTwpeiag,
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Kal 10 eUok10v UANOV OUK ATTOppUEVTAG AVERMVY TTOAUENKTOLS OTPOPAiG, Touv THyV €ig
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There is also the extensive passage by Nikephoros Gregoras on
Mount Athos as a locus amoenus (which, for reasons of space, we
cannot quote), describing its physical features and inhabitants, with
an evocation of antiquity and Xerxes’ Isthmus.3?

From the prologues of certain documents from the period, issued
for the Athonite monasteries, we may glean similar indications.
Should be mentioned first the chrysobull of the Emperor Andronikos
IT Palaiologos of 1312, which reaffirms that the appellation ‘holy’ for
Athos derives from the physical characteristics of the place and from
the virtue of its inhabitants:

Mount Athos is truly wonderful and most delightful in many ways,
and no less so than the renowned places in the East. If one were to
call it another paradise or a starry heaven or even a dwelling place
of all virtues, one would not be far from the truth. For there one can
see holy monasteries and pious retreats, flourishing and adorned
with beauty, size, and all other delights. Moreover, there are
orders and communities of monks, almost beyond number, adorned
with contemplation and practice, and shining like bright stars in
the radiance of their life, being outside the world and the flesh,
constantly meditating on divine matters and delighting in them as
much as possible, receiving illumination and enlightenment from
there, and desiring nothing else but to depart and be with Christ.
These are the trees that the Lord planted (Gen 2,8), heavy with
the fruits of the divine spirit. These are those who dwell in deserts
and mountains, and are confined in caves and holes of the earth,
of whom the divine Paul speaks (Heb 11,38). It is likely that from
their virtue and lofty way of life and conduct that this mountain
has received the name of holiness. And if it is also because this
place happens to be suitable, favorable, and very fitting for the
reception of earnest and pious men, or because it is otherwise
conducive to greater virtue and holiness for those who dwell in it,
and hence has received this appellation, this too is certainly not
far from the truth.®?

Epd, g, 6mep v opatt OpBalpog kai Baotheus év Toig Paotheiors kai év iepoic Ta &duta
N TpoouéoTepov eimely, Smep 6 filiog év ¢ ka®’ Npdg mepryeie 1§, TolTo KAl outog
6 1epOg XMPOg YEvoIT' Av Toig dANo1g TéTTO1G TE Kati dvBprots, 6¢ kai pévog ddong Tiig
yils TV Tfig &y16TnTOC EMwVUpiav £k pokpol Tod xpdvou Thoutet (Life of Athanasios, 8,
ed. Tsamis 1980, 461%41-46229).

32 Historia Byzantina, 14: 7, 3-4, eds Schopen 1829-30; Bekker 1855, 2: 714%-718".
Antirrhetika, 1: 1, 1, ed. Beyer 1976, 123-9.

33 To dpog 10U Abw EoTi pev ig aAnBidg Ta e dAAa BavpaoTov kal TepmvéTaTOV Kol
TGV PO AvaTolag ketpévav kai StaBefonpévov olk Ehattov: €1 6¢ kai apadeicov
ETEPOV 1) KATAGTEPOV OUPAVOV 1] KAl APETOV TTATMV KATAYWY10V TOUT &V Tig KAAETELEY,
oUk v kai apdprot Tol SéovTog. Tepveia yap ekeioe kai evay i ppovrioTipia E0Tiv 16eiv
kA et T€ kai pey€Ber kai Toig GANoIg Ao TEPTIVOLG Eveubnvoupeva kai wpaildpeva €Tt T
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The contemporary sigillion of Patriarch Niphon attests that the
mountain, anciently known as Athos, was thereafter designated
“Holy” by Christ himself.3*

The chrysobull of Andronikos II Palaiologos for the monastery
of Kutlumus, dated 1322, recalled that Athos, consecrated to God
from the beginning, is called ‘Holy’, and subsequently mentioned its
monasteries, inhabited by spiritual soldiers.3®

4 The Holy Mountain as the Virgin’s Legacy:
from the Life of Peter the Athonite to the End
of the Fourteenth Century

The appellations and definitions, employed for Mount Athos, offered
an explanation of the qualities inherent to the place, yet revealed
nothing concerning the reasons and origins of its special status
distinguishing it from all other mountains on earth. To endeavour
to comprehend this, we must consider when the idea of Athos as the
rightful inheritance of the Mother of God, and consequently that of
a special bond between the Holy Mountain and the Virgin emerged.
In other words, a ‘discourse of origins’ serves as the explanation for
the sanctity of the place.

The starting point is undoubtedly the Life of Peter the Athonite,
written by Nicephorus in the second half of the tenth century, 960-70
ca., which contains the story of a mysterious figure who is said to
have been the first monk of the Holy Mountain.?® There is no need

povaCc’)vtmv Téypcxta Kal CUOTAPOTA, KPEITT® pév GXE&)V é(plepoﬂ Bewpia d¢ kal TrpdEsl
Koopoupsvcx, Kal mg aorspcxg 851Kvupsva tp(lElVOUg i) Te TOU Blou <pa15pomn Kai 6 EEm
Kocpou Kai cmpkog eivar kod & Befa Sra TavTog peketdv kal TOUTWV KATATPUGAV G§
€vOv, kAkeibev TOV q)mnopov Kai Tag E)\)\(Xp\yslg 51065)(5090(1 Kai pnﬁsv &\\o Troeouthg
fj 10 dvalioon kai ouveivon Xpiotd: 1aUTd €0t Ta Eu)\a &6 KUPlOg £pUTevCE TOig TOU
Beiou mveupatog chpn'otg sn’thl@ovra, ouUtof elow of év quploug Kai Gpeot 51arp1[30vtsg
Kai omnhadolg kai oTads Tiig Yiig cuykAeidpevor, Tepi wv 6 Beiog IMadlog enoiv. "Ex &1
Tig ToUTwV ApeTils Kail UynAijs ToliTelag Kol AywY g Kal TNV TG GylwoUvng Emmvupiay
10 Gpog ToUTO TPoTEiANPE KT TO €ikdg. Ei 8¢ kai 11 eliBetov Eharyev elvat ToUTo Kol
SeErov kai &yav appodidtatov eig Umodoyny avdpdv omoudaiwy kai evthaBdv fj kol
&M wg apetfig peifovog TpdEevov kai ayidTnTog Toig év autd Sratpifouct kavrelBev
Kal TV TPOoTyopiav TaUTnV HETEIAN@E, Kal TOUTO TTAVIWS oU TToppw Tiis aAnbeiag eotiv
(Papachryssanthou 1975, no. 124777, 251-2; preamble most likely written by Theodoros
Metochites, see Beyer 1981, 194).

34 “Opog Eoti péya mept Ta SuTika AN pev Ty 10U "ABw Aayov émwvupiav, Uotepov
& ¢’ Npddv Sv Baotheug kai XptoTtog 6 Oeog dytov petovopacbeéy, €k Tiig exeioe kata
Oeov ouveyolg apetiig petovopacdev oltw (ed. Papachryssanthou 1975, no. 112643, 246).
35 “Omi pév yap Beiog 6 xdpog outog 10l Abw kai 1§ Qe dpwoimwTo EEapyiis Kad
&y16v €oTiv Spog kakovpevoy, Ta & Ev alTd) ppovrioTipia doa kai méketg &AAat, Ev oig
Sijta kai Tveupatikol OmAiTar 1ol dBavdrou Oeol ovk OAiyot Tuyydvouot (ed. Lemerle
1988, no. 115%, 62).

36 See Papachryssanthou 1974; Rigo 1999.
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here to dwell on the composition of the Life, which resulted from
the assemblage of diverse materials, nor on the author’s evident
intentions as spokesman for the eremitic circles of Athos, which were
mistrustful if not hostile to the foundation and development of the
great cenobitic monasteries (foremost among them the Lavra). Before
Peter’s miraculous arrival upon the Mountain by sea, the Virgin
appears to him together with Saint Nicholas and delivers to him a
prophecy concerning his dwelling and the glorious monastic future
of the Holy Mountain. In these words it is explicitly affirmed for the
first time that the mountain is the Virgin’s own inheritance, and we
find ourselves clearly before the immediate precedent of what would
be reasserted in various forms in the modern period.

Her dwelling shall be upon Mount Athos, which at my behest I
have received as an inheritance from my Son and God. There those
who forsake worldly turbulence and embrace spiritual things,
according to their strength, and invoke my name in truth, faith,
and disposition of heart, shall pass their present life in the absence
of care and shall gain the life to come through works pleasing to
God. This mountain affords me great delight, and my spirit rejoices
upon it. For I know with certainty that a time shall come when it
will be filled with monks from one end to the other, and if they
follow the salvific commandments, the mercy of my Son and God
shall not depart from them. And I shall spread them abroad in the
south and in the north of the mountain, and they shall possess it
from sea to sea, and I shall make their name renowned in every
land beneath the sun, and I shall protect those who persevere
upon this mountain.?”

In the late Byzantine period, the Life of Peter written by Nicholas
gained a certain circulation, though still limited to Mount Athos,
as evidenced by the manuscripts that preserve it.*® Further proof
of this renewed popularity is found, first and foremost, in the Life

37 ’Ev 16 10l "ABw Spet £oTan 1y dvdmavoig altol, dmep eig kAijpov épov adtnoapévn
eIAnga Tapa Tol Epoil viod kal Oeol, GTTWS 01 TV KOTPIKGOV AVampOoUVTES TUYYUTEDY,
Kal TGV TVeUpoTik®dy, 601 divapig, dviexdpevotl, kai T epov dAnBeiq kai mioTer Kai
SraBéoer yuyiig emikalolpevol Svopa, THv Te Tapoloav Lwiv apéptpvov Staviwot, kol
v pélovoav &1’ Epywv Beapéotwy kAnpovop®dot. Tdvy yap EmiTepTIdS EYw TOUTOU,
Kal Aav pou 10 Trvs\?pcx e’ alTd s’;n’suq)pctiverm Kal Yé(p Croup&)g o1ba 611 EoTan TroTE STe
Tr)u]oenosmu 100 Taypawg OV povay@v ar’ aKpmv Ewg othwv avTol, Kai TO E)\Eog 100
spou viod kai Oeoi), £ ye kai alTol TV owTPIéY EVIOAGV avtsxovtm elg TOV oupnavrcx
aidva &’ avtdv 00 drackedacbioeTat. kai TAaTUVEG alToug émi véTov Kai Poppdv Tol
eipnpévou poug, kai katakuptevooustv altol &mo Bakdoong Emg Baldoong, kai TO
Svopa otV v TTaoy Ti) UgnAie mwepiPontov Bow, kai TV Srakaptepouvimy Ev AT
Umepaomid (ed. Lake 1909, 251329).

38 See Papachryssanthou 1974, 20-1; https://pinakes.irht.cnrs.fr (BHG 1505).
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written by Gregory Palamas (BHG 1506) during his youth, which was
subsequently included in the third book of his works alongside the
Homilies and ascetic-spiritual writings.®® In the very last years of
Byzantium (in any case, within the fifteenth century), a ‘short’ Life
of Peter was composed - a notice for the saint’s synaxarion.*® Further
evidence of the popularity of the Vita in the hesychastic circles of the
mountain is provided by the Life of Maximus the Hutburner written
by Theophanes: the saint, upon arriving at Mount Athos, settled at
the Lavra, where he read the Life of Athanasios and that of Peter as
models of the cenobitic and eremitic life respectively.**

Between the close of the thirteenth century and the half of the
fourteenth, various sources make mention of small settlements on
Athos associated with the name of Peter the Athonite:** the oratory
“of the Mother of God and of Peter the Athonite”, belonging to the
hieromonk Neilos, and the hermitage in which Niphon the Athonite
took up his abode.** Some Russian manuscripts from the first half of
the fifteenth century were copied, as the colophons record, “in the
vicinity of the Lavra of Saint Athanasios, under the protection of Saint
Gregory Palamas and of our father Peter the Athonite, in the house
of the holy and glorious prophet Elijah”.#*

The iconographic evidence concerning Peter also dates from that
period: the church of the Protaton at Karyes.*

Let us return to the prophecy of the Mother of God addressed to
Peter, as recounted in the Life written by Nicholas (BHG 1505e). This
page was greatly popular and was transcribed on its own, in the form
of an extract, throughout numerous manuscripts from the first half
of the fourteenth century.

It was thus inscribed in the margins of an already mentioned
manuscript belonging to the oratory of Peter the Athonite, at the
uttermost extremity of the Athonite peninsula, not far from Lavra, MS
Paris, BnF Coislin 109 (Diktyon 49253), ff. 249r-250v tEx 100 Piou 0¥
001WTATOU Kal dyiou TaTpog Npdv étpou 1ol év 1§ "Abw ayiw Opet
aoknoavtog €tn vy’ Inc.: Epyopévou 6¢ aitol petd tol mhotov, kai Ev

39 Chrestou 1992, 161-91; see Rigo 1995.

40 Halkin 1988; the oldest manuscript is Istanbul, Patriarchike Bibliotheke, Hagias
Triados 68 (a. 1508) (Diktyon 33566).

41 Theophanes, Life of Maximus, 6, ed. Halkin, Kourilas 1936, 72°-73%; see also
Niphon, Life of Maximus, 2: here, 445,

42 For the modern period see Papachryssanthou 1974; Rigo 1999, 43-5.

43 See Rigo 20264, 20, 41-2.

44 Pavlikianov 1997, 82-5; the settlement of the Prophet Elijah, located in Mylopotamos,
see Smyrnakis, 420.
45 See Tomekovi¢ 2011, 244. We will return to the hagiography and iconography of

Peter in the fourteenth century in Byzantium and in the South Slavic milieu on another
occasion.
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TV TOTI NoUye TpocoppoaBéviog, des.: kai tdv drokaprepoivimy
ev aut® Umepaontd (Vita, ed. Lake 1909, 251%).

A slightly longer excerpt is preserved in another fourteenth-
century manuscript of Athonite origin,* MS Citta del Vaticano, BAV
Vat. gr. 375 (Diktyon 670006), ff. 199v-200r "Ex toU Biou tolU &yiou
ITétpou tol ABwvitoy, inc., ed. Tovtwv oltw yevopévmv kai tot Kupiou
SoEdoavtog ¢v dot Tov 1dtov oikétny, des.: kai TdV StakapTepovIwy
v 0(\’11'(13 f}nepotcrrrd) (Vita, ed. Lake 1909, 2435-2529),

The prophecy of the Theotokos to Peter continued to be copied
in the subsequent centuries as well, at times together with the first
chapter of the Patria of Athos.*

« MS Athos, Moné Koutloumousiou 56 (3125) (16th century) (Diktyon 26081)

ff. 215v-216r Tfig Umepayiag Oeotdkou Tiepl TQ) Ayiw Opel ToD "ABw OTep €ig
kAfipov aitnoapévn gidnde apda tol viod kal Ocol avTig, inc.: Mikpol
peTaoxwv UTvou, des.: T Kupiw amodobijval memoinke (Vita, ed. Lake
1909, 25+%).

f.216rv'Opa dpoPepodv Tfic Ocotdkou Balpa g Eyelvev €ig TO &ylov dpog, inc.:
Totyapolv 6 Betoc Zivadtng dmaipov €ic ta Napdpia katd THv Tod peydAou
Mag&ipou Tol KapokaAAiBn pdppnoty, des.: tpo¢ TRV Beiav AdBpayv, kal
YEYOVWE SokiudTatog, autébi kataAlel Tov Biov. loannikios Kochilas (Life
of Maximus the Hutburner, 32, ed. Patapios 2007, 547-8).

o MSAthos, Moné Xeropotamou 175 (2508) (17th century) (Diktyon 30728)

ff. 344v-346v Ek 100 Biovu Tol aylou Nétpou tol ABwvitou, inc.: TolTwy 0UTW
yevouévwy, des.: 10 okddpog Eotnmap’ EATtida (Vita, ed. Lake 1909, 24%5-257).

ff. 346v-350v Alynotg mepl ¢ api&ewg TG O£0TOKOU €V TH AYLWVOUW OPEL
To0 ABw, inc.: MeTd Thv dvdoTaoty, des.: Tod lwdvvou AexBévta, kai o0 Tw
£xELTO AANOEC kail Tadta pév olTWE Tepi TodTou (Patria, ed. Livanos 2025,
623-64%2).

o MSAthos, Moné Panteleémonos 813 (6320) (17th century) (Diktyon 22952)

ff. 86v-88r Ek Tol Biou tol ayiov Métpou tod Abwvitou, inc.: TodTwy 00TW
yevouévwy, des.: T0 okddpog Eotn ap’ éAnida (Vita, ed. Lake 1909, 243°-257).

f. 88rv Aijynolg mepl Tiig adifewg Tii¢ Og0TdKOU €V TR AylwVOUW Opel TOD
"ABw, inc.: Meta Thv dvdotaoty, des. mut.: 81a Tov [... (Patria, ed. Livanos
2025, 6232,

46 See Melissakis 2012, 299.

47 So at the end of the first chapter of the Patria on the arrival of the Theotokos etc.,
in the MS Athos, Moné Pantokratoros 135 (1169) (17th century) (Diktyon 29154), edited
by Gedeon 1885, 299, this passage is included, with an explicit reference to the Life:
Ei Bouker 8¢ elpeiv 10 &AnBeg avayvmbi tov Adyov kai Biov Métpou tol ABwvitou, EvBa
yéypaTtat 811 KAfpog 0Tt katd dvTa 10 Spog ol Abw Tiig Ymepayiag @cotékou, kabig
Kal aT eime 1¢) 601 [MéTpe S1d aTépaTos AUTHg, §T1 &Trekbe év 16 T0U ABo>vog Spet év ()
€pG KApe, STrep Tapa Tot Yiol pou kai Ocoll Edafov eig épov kAfjpov: kai TAnpwbioeTar
povay®v katd Boppdv kai voTov.
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This renewed popularity of the Life of Peter, and in particular of
the prophecy of the Virgin concerning the future of the mountain,
occurred during a period of great revival in monastic life on Mount
Athos, as evidenced by the ascetic-spiritual works copied or composed
there and the large number of hagiographic texts dedicated to
contemporary Athonite holy monks. The centrality of Athos in
Byzantium is further attested by the writings of scholars. Of more
direct relevance to this paper, is one of the four Lives written in honor
of the Athonite Maximus the Hutburner (died c. 1365).%® Generally,
we must turn our attention to the two oldest texts: the Life written
by his disciple, Niphon the Athonite (BHG 1236z),* and the second
one composed by Theophanes, abbot of Vatopedi and metropolitan
of Peritheorion (BHG 1237).5°

The first Vita, composed by Niphon approximately a decade after the
saint’s death (1375-80),5* serves as primary source for the second Vita,
as evidenced by the simple comparison of two texts and also by the
explicit reference made by the second hagiographer to the first one.5?
The second Vita was written by Theophanes, after his appointment
as metropolitan of the city of Peritheorion in Thrace (post 1381?) and
probably after the death of Niphon (1383).5® Beyond the biographical
events of Maximus, whose figure is markedly reinterpreted on the
model of the saloi, the ‘holy fools’, and particularly on that of Andrew,**
the Life by Theophanes contains long digressions dedicated to themes
and figures which were evidently central and significant in the
Athonite spiritual circles in the late fourteenth century. These pages,
in our view, provide valuable testimony to the sensibilities, ideas, and
aspirations of the Athonite monks of this period.

48 On which see Rigo 2005, Patapios 2010.

49 Halkin, Kourilas 1936, 42-65; English transl. in Greenfield, Talbot 2016, 369-439.
On Niphon see Rigo 2026a.

50 Halkin; Kourilas 1936, 65-109; English transl. in Greenfield; Talbot 2016, 441-
567. For Theophanes see PLP 7616. The chronology proposed here (also taken up by
Preiser-Kapeller 2008, 349) must in all probability be slightly modified, as indicated by
Bompaire, Lefort, Kravari, Giros 2006, 16.: igumen of Vatopedi, c. 1375, metropolitan of
Peritheorion (on which Soustal 1991, 394-5, 161, 369), post 1381? To this latter period
date the two works of Theophanes, the Life of Maximus and the short treatise against
the Latins preserved in the MS Athens, BuZavtivo kai Xpiotiaviké Movoeio. Mss.
Loberdou 57 (18th century) (Diktyon 1420), ff. 185v-192r (OUtog 6 Aéyog yéyove apa
100 dytwtdrou pntpotolitou kiip Ocopdavoug MepiBewpiouv kata Aativav).

51 See Rigo 2026a, 100-1.

52 See Life of Maximus, 31, ed. Halkin, Kourilas 1936, 1021226,

53 Life of Maximus, 28, ed. Halkin, Kourilas 1936, 1007 (pntpotolitng Mopayp1&év)
for the mention of his office as metropolitan of Peritheorion. In fact, Niphon, named
as a saint and theophore (tov 6otov kai Beopdpov Nigwva tov ABwvitny, 31: 1021213),
seems to have already died.

54 See Rigo 2005, 199-200; also Ivanov 2006, 237-9.
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The extensive space devoted to the figure, biography, and teachings
of Gregory of Sinai (f 1346 c.)*® aptly illustrates the powerful influence
of the latter and his school on Athonite monasticism after the middle
of the fourteenth century. Similarly, the strong emphasis placed on
Maximus’s Marian devotion, the Virgin’s interventions throughout his
life (from his young years in Lampsacus to his visions at the top of
the mountain), and the practice of interior prayer and its concomitant
effects,®® provides a vivid and concrete testimony to the spiritual
practices and conceptions of the Athonite monks of the period. In one
of these digressions, Maximus dwells on the Holy Mountain of Athos,
whereas previously Theophanes had only alluded to the monastic
centre of Mount Papikion, in terms that echo the Pauline verse, as
“the holy men, equal to those great Fathers of old, I mean Antony
and Euthymius, Arsenius and Pachomius, living without a home, in
seclusion, spending their time in of lofty mountains, tranquil caves
and inaccessible places” (&vSpag &yioug ioa Toig peydhoig atpdaty
gketvolg, Avimviov Aéyw kai Tov EuBiptov, Apoéviov kai [Maydpiov,
dotkoug, ampottous, Tehalopévoug Ev Speaty UYnAoig kal oTnAaiotg
novyotg kai apdroig ToTOIS). 5

Inalong passage specifically dedicated to Mount Athos, Theophanes
resumed the thread of tradition dating back to the Life of Peter the
Athonite, but significantly amplified it, clearly demonstrating the
prevailing sentiment regarding the Holy Mountain, its qualities, its
status, and its models at the end of the fourteenth century. We quote
it in full.

But just as Mount Sinai called to Moses, and Carmel to Elijah,
and Mount Horeb to Ezekiel, and the desert to John (AAN g
10v Mwuofiv 10 Zivatov Spog kai tov ‘HMav 6 Kappnhog kai tov
TeCexinh €xdher 10 Spog Xwpnf kai tov Twdvvny 1) Epnpog), *8 so
Athos, the flower of mountains, called out to the holy Maximus, so
that the righteous man might blossom upon it and bear abundantly
the ripe fruit of the Spirit “thirty and sixty and one hundredfold”
[Mk 4,20]. For this chosen Athos is like “a vineyard of the Lord
Sabaoth” [Is 5,7], dedicated from the beginning by the Lord and
the all-pure Mother of God, our Lady and Mistress, as an abode
for those who wish to be saved and converse with God in purity.
This is exactly what that most holy Peter was clearly told by the

55 Theophanes, Life, 13-18, ed. Halkin, Kourilas 1936, 82-91.
56 Theophanes, Life, 15, 33, ed. Halkin, Kourilas 1936, 85, 105.

57 Theophanes, Life, 4, ed. Halkin, Kourilas 1936, 6924-70%; transl. Greenfield, Talbot
2016, 455.

58 In this list of biblical and New Testament figures, Theophanes made an obvious
mistake when he spoke of Ezekiel and Mount Horeb.
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Mother of God, Peter who is called the Athonite on account of his
residence and super-human asceticism here. And the holiest of
ascetic fathers, our greatest father Athanasius, who truly bore the
name of immortality, was also told this by the Mother of God, and
that this vine will “send forth its shoots as far as the sea” (Psalms
79,12) and will “flower like a lily” (Isaiah 35; 1), and grow like
a rose and produce ripe and abundant fruit for Christ our God,
the creator of all things. One might even say that for this reason
David said: “This is the mountain which God has delighted to dwell
in, a rich mountain, a swelling mountain, a divine mountain” [Ps
67,17,16]. For this reason, our fathers gave the name ‘Holy’ only
to Athos out of all the mountains of creation (Aia toUto ka1 “Aytov
HOVOV TOUTO TEPOCTYOPEUKATLY Ol TIATEPES PGV UTIEP TTAVTA T Op1)
¢ KTioew( 10 T0U "ABwvog), Athos which forever teems with flocks
of monks, like another city of the almighty living God. And as “the
chariot of God once appeared ten thousand fold” (Psalms 67,18)
on Mount Sinai, and, in particular, as the ranks of the angels and
the incorporeal divine powers, those armies marshalled in the
heavens, stand next to God and continually celebrate Him with
unceasing hymns as the founder and creator of all, so you might
also visualize the Holy Mountain on Athos. [...] These blessed men
have gathered together in this harsh and inaccessible place from
all over the world, and live all around Athos, as if in a meadow that
is always in flower (ot pdxapeg katotkolotv el T¢ "ABwvt kUkAwBev
¢ év Aetpdvi detBalel), and they rejoice in the Spirit. Not only
are the areas all around this most lofty Athos thus adorned with
eternal shining luminaries, but also all the most splendid and
holy monasteries on this Holy Mountain are abundantly adorned
through the grace of Christ and the succor of the Mother of God
with innumerable multitudes of holy and hallowed men, such men
as are richly endowed with divine virtues. And, as we said, the
Holy Mountain was another heaven on earth (Kai fjv 10 “Aytov
"Opog, &g Epnpev, dGAAog oUpavog émiyetog), rich with ranks and
multitudes of monks instead of ranks of celestial beings, monks
who praise the all-pure Mother of God in the same way that those
on high hymn with eternal praise the Lord of glory.*®

This lengthy encomium of Mount Athos, woven with biblical
quotations and reminiscences, takes up the prediction made by the
Virgin to Peter the Athonite and places it alongside one addressed to
Athanasius the Athonite - a kind of doublet which, as far as we know,
is not attested in any other source, and may perhaps represent an

59 Theophanes, Life, 8, ed. Halkin, Kourilas 1936, 74%2-76*, 762°-77'; transl. Greenfield;
Talbot 2016, 467-71.
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amplification of the Lavra tradition concerning the Mother of God as
oikonomissa of the monastery.®® The twofold prediction is, in any case,
accounted for by the fact that Peter and Athanasius here function as
two complementary figures, representing respectively the eremitic
and the cenobitic forms of monasticism on the Holy Mountain.

5 The text of the Patria of Mount Athos and Its legacy

Approximately one century after the Vita of Maximus written by
Theophanes, the so-called Patria were compiled. The terminus ante
quem for their composition is provided by the Serbian translation
made by Gabriel of Chilandar in 1508. The earliest manuscripts date
precisely from the sixteenth century, and the oldest one preserving
the entire text is MS Oxford, Lincoln College, gr. 29 (Diktyon 48683),
dated 1547/1548.* Oral traditions were undoubtedly circulating in the
meantime, but unfortunately we have no concrete evidence of them.®?
The text of the Patria (title: Avapvnotg pepikn 10U &yiou Spoug Tol
"ABo- T AeySpeva Iatpia) # is divided into five chapters:
[1] The Visit of the Virgin to Mount Athos.
[2] The Foundation of the Monastery of Vatopedi and the Image
of the Mother of God.
[3] The Icon of the Virgin Portaitissa and the Monastery of Iviron.
[4] The Icon of Saint George and the Monastery of Zographou.
[5] The Miracle of the Forty Martyrs and the Monastery of
Xeropotamou.

The chapter of particular relevance to the present discussion is
evidently the first one. Following the Ascension, the Virgin was
residing in Jerusalem together with the Apostles. She subsequently
undertook the journey to Cyprus in the company of John, with the
purpose of visiting Lazarus.

They then boarded a ship and set sail toward Cyprus. A strong
wind was blowing, and the vessel was driven to Mount Athos, to
the harbour known as Clement’s. [...] The mountain was given over
to idolatry, and a temple of Apollo stood upon it. All the Hellenes
of the oecumene held Mount Athos in great and venerable esteem.

60 See the Life of Barnabas and Sophronios, ed. Martinis 2012, 107; Millet, Pargoire,
Petit 1904, 121-2, no. 371; Smyrnakis 1903, 386; Papastratos 1990, no. 430-3, 434-6.

61 See Parpulov 2013, 7-14; 2023, 279, ed. Livanos 2025, 33.
62 See already Lampros 1912, 117.

63 We are using the recent edition of Livanos 2025, 61-9, which is based on the oldest
manuscript.

Byzantine Studies2 | 92
Holy Mountain(s) in Byzantium and Beyond, 75-98



Antonio Rigo
Mount Athos as the Holy Mountain

The Virgin thereupon evangelised and converted the idolaters. The
text of the Patria then continues: “The holy Mother of God rejoiced
with great joy and exulted in spirit over all that had come to pass,
saying: ‘This mountain has been given to me as an inheritance by
my Son and God (ToUto yap 10 Spog £866n pot ei¢ kAfjpov Epov Tapa
10U vioU kal ol pov), and I give Him thanks, for He has not left
me excluded’”. The subsequent prayer is of particular interest to
us, as it clearly echoes the Virgin’s prophecy in the Life of Peter the
Athonite - most notably the reference to “from one end to the other”
of the Mountain and “from north to south”. She then said:

Yi€ pou kai O¢g, eUAGYNoOV TOV TOTTOV TOUTOV KA1 EKYEOV TO EAEOS GOV
€T’ aUTOV Ewg THG OUVTENELOG TOU AiGIVOG, Kai ETT1 TOUG KATOLKOUVTAG
£V autd, 61 10 Svopd oou kal S1& TO Epov Gvopa. At pikpol kGTToU
Kai Ay@vog, dgeg T TANppeNipaTa aUTdV Kail artdAAaEov altoug
fj¢ alwviou koAdoews. “EpmAnoov altoug Ttavtog ayabol &v 1
viv aidv, kot Zwnv év 16 péNhovtt. Kai 86Eacov 1ov téTov toltov
UTtep TTdvTog TOTTOU, KOl TTAGTUVOV TA OKNVAHATA €V aUTé AT’ &Kpou
€w¢ Gxpov aUtol kai &tro Poppav kai vétou. Kai odhoov autov &to
TIAVTOG TEELPATNPioV, £K TAOV OpaTAOV Kal dopdtwv ExOpdv.

My Son and God, bless this place and pour forth Thy mercy upon
this mountain and upon its inhabitants until the end of the world,
for the sake of Thy name and mine. Grant that their sins may be
remitted with little effort and toil, and deliver them from eternal
damnation. Fill them with every good thing in the present age and
with life in the age to come. Glorify this place above all others and
spread their dwellings here from one end to the other, from north
to south, and preserve it from every assault of enemies both visible
and invisible. A voice from heaven answered her: “It shall be so
according to thy prayer, provided that these also keep the law of
salvation”. Having given thanks to God for all things, she blessed
the place and the people, and, having boarded the vessel, she and
John arrived together in Cyprus.

The patriographic account is evidently in keeping with the preceding
tradition, amplifying and enriching it with new elements. Also worthy
of note, remaining within this first chapter, is the application of the
exegesis of Apocalypse 12,14 to Mount Athos and, above all, the
tradition according to which the Emperor Constantine erected upon
the mountain three churches consecrated to the Virgin and “installed
monks there, calling it the Garden of the Mother of God (rrap&deioov/
mreptPohiov tiig @eotdkou), and ordained that the mountain should
everywhere be designated ‘holy’ (Gy1ov), and changed the name of the
city of Apollo to Hierissos”. The sanctity of the mountain is therefore
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always linked to the story of its origins and the Virgin’s visit, but it
can be traced back to an official decree by Emperor Constantine.

A reprise of this visit to Athos and the assertion that the Holy
Mountain is the Virgin Mary’s legacy and part of her is found in
various accounts from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.®*
Alongside these literary accounts, we should also mention the
iconographic evidence provided by eighteenth - and nineteenth-
century prints, beginning with that of Alessandro dalla Via, featuring
general views of Mount Athos with the Virgin and Christ above.%

As a rather tentative conclusion to this rich tradition, it may be
noted that as late as 1855, a particularly prominent Athonite monk
in the intellectual and religious life of the Holy Mountain, Iakovos of
Nea Skete,® wrote the monumental History of Athos (ABwvidg), in
which he noted that concerning the donation of the Holy Mountain
to the Virgin by Christ “there exist many manuscript books in the
libraries of the monastery of Vatopedi, of the skete of Haghia Anna,
of Philotheou, of Kastamonitou, of Stavronikita, and in many other
monasteries, sketes, and cells. At Zographou a book in Slavonic on
the same subject is preserved. There also exists a printed one in
the idiom of Dacia and Ungro-Valachia”. On the basis of the ancient
manuscripts, he also reaffirmed the ‘historical’ reality of this
donation, which was, however, contested by many, and particularly
by the most educated. “But on the other hand, ‘we walk’, says the
Apostle, ‘by faith, not by sight’ [2 Cor 5,7]".7

64 See, e.g. Patapios 2014a; 2017-19.

65 See first of all Papastratos 1990, 386-402. En passant, I would also like to mention
the precedent for these illustrations, namely the description of the Mount Athos as it
appeared during a vision experienced by a monk named Mark following some words
spoken by Maximus in the Life written by Theophanes "‘Opc”x kUkAwBev She TG Gper
UTIO KOKKIVGV TTUpY®V Mg KCIOTpOV Kncpevov gv Uyet Enalpopsvov TTpoOg SE TNV )\eyopsvnv
MEY(])\I]V BleC(V TI.'(X)\(XT[(] XPUO’EG TI.'(XVTEPTTV(] B(XO'].)\].OO'(XV (PEPOVT(X TT]V @EOTOKOV UUV
dowpdrolg ameipoig kai apyayyéloig, kol t& mARON kUkAwBev tdV povaléviwv T
©e0TOKg UpvouvTwy kai TTpookuvoiviwv” (He saw the entire mountain surrounded on
all sides by red towers, like a castle built and raised upon a height; and towards the
so-called Megali Vigla, enchanting golden palaces, bearing upon them the Mother of
God as their queen, together with countless angels and archangels, and, all around, a
multitude of monks singing hymns and venerating the Mother of God; Theophanes, Life
of Maximus, 17, ed. Halkin, Kourilas 1936, 89-90; English transl., slightly modified, in
Greenfield, Talbot 2016, 509; see also above, 88)

66 On which see Patapios 2014b.

67 [Ilepi ToU kAijpou Tiig Ocotékou ABw, MS Athos Moné Panteleémonos 282 (5789)
(Diktyon 22421), 75-7 edited by Lampros 1912, 135-7. For critical views of these
traditions in the 17th-18th centuries, see Livanos 2025, 73-4.
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6 Conclusion

At the conclusion of our overview, we may observe that two distinct
lines have emerged with regard to the definition of Athos as the
‘Holy Mountain”: on the one hand, the rhetorical tradition of the
encomium and the ekphrasis, and on the other, the tradition proper
to patriography.

In the introduction to the volume devoted to ‘Constantinople
imaginaire’, Gilbert Dagron observed:

De la cité antique dont on voulait vanter 1'excellence ou décrire
les singularités, on pouvait dire sans vraie contradiction et en
changeant simplement de registre, comme pour telle homme ou
telle femme, soit qu’elle était conforme a l'idéal que suggéraient la
civilisation et ses modes, soit qu’elle était unique par sa situation
géographique, par son nom et par le faisceau d’anecdotes qui, de
sa fondation a son état présent, lui tenait lieu d’histoire. De ces
deux langages sont nés deux genres littéraires bien caractérisés,
I’ “ éloge ’ et ces ‘récits des origines ' qu'on désigne du nom de
Patria.®®

Mutatis mutandis, these words, originally referring to the city - and
to Constantinople in particular - may be retrieved here and applied
to Mount Athos. Its special status and excellence are progressively
asserted - almost by a process of accumulation - through praise and
encomium on the one hand, and through the ‘discourse of origins’
on the other: two types of writing that are only apparently akin, yet
prove upon closer examination to be distinct, if not indeed opposed
to one another.
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