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Holy Mountain(s) in Byzantium and Beyond
edited by Antonio Rigo, Berenice Cavarra, Gianfrancesco Zanetti

Abstract

The term ‘holy mountains’ is frequently employed and not only in Byzantium. The
sacred character is mostly derived from their comparison or assimilation with the
holy mountains of the Bible and the New Testament, as well as with the ‘Mount of
God’ found in patristic literature. The studies contained in this volume explore the
relationship between the ‘holy mountain’ as an image and symbol and the various
‘holy mountains’ which, in Byzantium and elsewhere - from Sinai to the Balkans - have
made it a concrete reality.

Keywords Patristic Literature. Byzantine Literature. Art History. Mount Sinai. Mount
Athos. Crete. Byzantine Monasticism.






Holy Mountain(s) in Byzantium and Beyond
edited by Antonio Rigo, Berenice Cavarra, Gianfrancesco Zanetti

Table of Contents

Preface
Antonio Rigo

Monter a la rencontre du Seigneur

La montagne, lieu de rencontre entre ’homme et Dieu chez
quelques Péres grecs

Matthieu Cassin

Holy Mountains of the Byzantine East and Mystical
Experience (Ninth-Fourteenth c.)
Stephanos Efthymiadis

Climbing Sinai, Ascending the Ladder
The Mountain as Spiritual Paradigm in John Climacus
Maxim Venetskov

Mount Athos as the Holy Mountain
Between Ekphrasis and Patriographic Literature
Antonio Rigo

The Mountain as a City
Dissemination of the Image of the Holy Mount in the Balkans
Diana Atanasova, lvan Biliarsky

The Admired Mountain

The Sinai Theophany as a Visual Paradigm of Sacred Space
in Late Byzantine Ohrid

Andrei Dumitrescu

The Sinai Landscape in Cretan Icon-Painting
(Fifteenth-Sixteenthc.)
Maria Vassilaki

41

55

75

99

121

197






Holy Mountain(s)
in Byzantium and Beyond






Holy Mountain(s) in Byzantium and Beyond
edited by Antonio Rigo, Berenice Cavarra, Gianfrancesco Zanetti

Preface

Antonio Rigo
Universita Ca’ FoscariVenezia, Italia

The ambivalence of the title, hinging on the key word ‘Mountain’ and
the interplay between singular and plural, evokes the central theme
of this volume: the ‘Mountain of God’, the mountain of theophany and
the Holy Mountain of Scripture, the Fathers, and so many ancient
and medieval authors.

Yet, Scripture itself speaks of ‘holy mountains’: Sinai and Horeb,
and then Tabor, the mountain of Christ’s Transfiguration. The singular
thus finds expression in the plural, as particular places give material,
visible, and tangible form to the Mountain of God.

With the birth and flourishing of Christian monasticism, these
places became the setting for a renewed theophany. It is hardly by
chance that Sinai occupies a central place in this development, since
monastic life had taken root there from a very early period.

The essays gathered here explore this theme as it emerges from
ancient Christian and patristic literature and, above all, from
the literature, history, and iconography of Byzantine and Eastern
monasticism. Their geographical horizon extends from Sinai to Mount
Athos and to the mountains of the Balkans and Asia Minor; their
approaches, whether art-historical, iconographic, literary, historical,
or archival, are independent but complementary.

Taken together, these different perspectives encompass much
of the Byzantine millennium and reach beyond it into modernity,
while ranging geographically from Sinai and Greece to medieval
Bulgaria and Serbia. They also touch upon some of the great summits
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Antonio Rigo
Preface

of literature and art, Byzantine and otherwise, among them the
mosaics of the Sinai monastery, the Ladder of John Climacus, and the
paintings of El Greco. Particularly striking is the recurrent presence
of Sinai across more than a millennium and in several of the essays,
as though, amid this plurality of sacred landscapes, it retained a
singular status as the Mountain of God par excellence.

The essays are expanded versions of papers delivered at
the conference held at the Fondazione San Carlo in Modena on
7-8 November 2025, an event that also marked the four-hundredth
anniversary of the Foundation.

As this undertaking reaches its conclusion, we wish above all to
thank the authors for their contributions, together with all those
who, in various ways, made possible both the organization of the
conference and the publication of this book.

September 2026
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Monter a la rencontre

du Seigneur

La montagne, lieu de rencontre
entre ’lhomme et Dieu chez
quelques Peres grecs

Matthieu Cassin
CNRS, IRHT

Abstract Mountains are a geographical feature that figure prominently in both the
Old and New Testaments, including at key moments such as certain theophanies or
some of Jesus’s discourses. In early Christianity, however, physical mountains do not
occupy a central place. Rather, it is as an allegorical reality that they play an important
role, signifying both man’s necessary ascent towards God and the place of encounter
with him, amongst many other meanings. Following an overview of the uses of the term
and its polysemy in exegesis, we examine several texts by Gregory of Nyssa and Evagrius
Ponticus. The former, alongside the allegorical mountain, makes several references
to the sensations experienced at the summit of a mountain. Finally, the place of the
mountain in the ascetic traditions of Cappadocia, Egypt and Syria is compared, based
on a few examples.

Keywords Asceticism. Evagrius of Pontus. Greek Patristic. Gregory of Nyssa. Mountain.

Sommaire 1 Introduction. - 2 De lhistoriographie aux contextes bibliques. -
3 Une pluralité d’interprétations patristiques. - 4 Grégoire de Nysse. - 4.1 Montagnes
interprétées négativement. - 4.2 Moise sur la montagne du Sinai: théophanie et
inaccessibilité. - 4.3 Moise et Jésus sur la montagne. - 4.4 Les montagnes réelles,
lieu d’expérience spirituelle ? - 5 Interlude évagrien : la montagne et le lieu de Dieu. -
6 La montagne, lieu d’ascese? - 6.1 Cappadoce. - 6.2 Athanase, Vie d’Antoine. -
6.3 Théodoret et les ascetes de Syrie. - 7 Conclusion.
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1 Introduction

Que la montagne ait été vue comme un symbole des relations entre
la terre et le ciel, entre les hommes et les dieux depuis de longs
siecles, c’est ce que la consultation de toute étude d’histoire des
religions viendrait confirmer.! Il en va de méme dans la Bible et les
études a ce sujet sont tout aussi nombreuses, méme si on observe
bien entendu des glissements significatifs dans I'importance et le role
dévolu a ces réalités. Cependant, certains savants ont voulu voir une
rupture radicale, chez les auteurs chrétiens, dans la perception de la
montagne, au point de parler d'une désacralisation et d'une rupture
de toute continuité avec les approches antérieures, ce qui aurait
conduit a faire de la montagne un simple « idéogramme sacré ».2
On cherchera ici moins a fournir une évaluation globale de la valeur
symbolique accordée a la montagne dans les textes chrétiens de
I’Antiquité grecque, qu’a proposer un parcours a travers un certain
nombre de ces textes anciens, afin d’éclairer différents versants
de cette réalité géographique et symbolique, de cet élément du
paysage physique et mental. En effet, si la montagne est une réalité
symbolique, elle est aussi une réalité concrete et matérielle, un lieu et
un décor. La chose a été relevée pour le domaine ascétique, qui serait
un contexte particuliérement propice a la réémergence du contenu
religieux assigné a la montagne.® Cependant, un tel constat n’est pas
forcément généralisable a toutes les zones géographiques et a tous
les contextes, comme on le verra par la suite. On se propose donc
de regarder, dans les pages qui suivent, la montagne sous divers
angles, a partir de plusieurs textes chrétiens de I’Antiquité de langue
grecque, pour l'essentiel. Aprés une rapide présentation de 1'état des
études et de quelques facettes de la présence biblique de la montagne,
tant dans I'’Ancien que dans le Nouveau Testament, ainsi qu'un rappel
de la diversité des lectures antiques chrétiennes, on s’'arrétera a
trois dossiers successifs : les usages variés de la montagne dans
I'ceuvre de Grégoire de Nysse, ses interprétations évagriennes,
avant d’envisager quelques aspects du role de la montagne dans la
littérature ascétique.

1 Dans l'excellent Dictionnaire des mythologies dirigé par Y. Bonnefoy (1999), on
trouve par exemple deux articles a ce sujet: « Montagne. Axe cosmique. Turcs et
Mongols » (2 : 1353-4) et « Montagnes. Au Japon » (1354-7).

2 C'est la formule de Neri (2001, 65). Elle est reprise avec approbation par Ressa
(2010, 328).

3 Neri 2001, 74-6.
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2 De Phistoriographie aux contextes bibliques

On ne peut certes pas dire que la montagne soit une réalité matérielle
et symbolique qui soit absente du paysage des études sur '’Antiquité
biblique et chrétienne. Cependant, sauf oubli de ma part, tout a fait
possible, je n’ai pu identifier d’étude compléte et exhaustive a ce
sujet. Sur le versant de I'histoire des religions, on peut par exemple
mentionner l'article maintenant assez ancien de L. Beinaert, enquéte
menée dans le cercle des Rencontres d’Eranos, tout a fait favorable a
ce type d’approche ;*la montagne y occupe cependant une place assez
secondaire, comme 1'un des aspects du symbolisme ascensionnel,
de la verticalité et de l'ascension. Ce sont bien la certaines, mais
certaines seulement, des symboliques de la montagne dans 'histoire
des religions : la montagne est en effet a la fois lieu de hauteur, lieu de
culte, marqué par sa proximité avec le ciel, et donc avec le divin, lieu
de séparation avec les hommes, lieu a 1'écart aussi par sa difficulté
d’acces ; elle est en outre parfois pergue comme un axe du monde qui
relie ciel et terre etles articule I'un a I'autre. Sil'on revient au contexte
du christianisme ancien, deux études se distinguent, celle de V. Neri®
et celle de P. Ressa ;® 'une comme l'autre traite principalement,
mais pas exclusivement, du monde latin. On y ajoutera un article
de M. Dulaey, consacré a deux des textes patristiques importants
pour cette question, Is 2,2-6 et Mi 4,1-3.7 Cette contribution a été
publiée dans les mélanges en ’honneur de Pierre Maraval, un volume
consacré aux pelerinages et aux lieux saints, ce qui souligne une
dimension importante des déplacements vers les montagnes, et
plus largement des montagnes elles-mémes, dans le christianisme
ancien, surlaquelle on reviendra. On peut encore y joindre un article
intéressant, consacreé a la montagne par excellence des mondes juifs
et chrétiens, le Sinai, et di a S. Heid.® Enfin, il faut mentionner une
thése de théologie consacrée a la montagne et aux montagnes dans
les homélies d’Origene, extrémement analytique mais non dépourvue
d’intérét, publiée par J. Fernandez Lago en 1993.°

Ce n’est pas le lieu de parcourir ici les montagnes de la Bible et
leur role, les événements qui s’y sont produits ou le symbolisme qui
leur est attaché. D’autres ont déja longuement rassemblé et étudié

Beinaert 1950.

Neri 2001 (colloque tenu en 1999).
Ressa 2010.

Dulaey 2006.

Heid 2003.

9 Fernandez Lago 1993. Il n’y a pas, en revanche, d’article montagne dans I'excellent
Dictionnaire Origéne (Monaci Castagno 2000), non plus que dans le Dictionnaire
Grégoire de Nysse (Mateo-Seco, Maspero 2010).

0 ~N 0 u »
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cette documentation.®® Il n'y aurait pas grand sens a énumérer ici
toutes les montagnes citées dans les textes bibliques, non plus qu'a
analyser toutes les mentions de montagnes, identifiées ou non. On
pense bien sir a la théophanie divine, qui a lieu sur la montagne
du Sinai (Ex 19), ou a l'autre théophanie vers laquelle chemine
le prophéte Elie (3 Rg 19), tandis que des textes prophétiques
mentionnent, eux, la maison du Seigneur visible au sommet des
montagnes (Is 2,2-6 // Mi 4,1-2), ou diverses caractéristiques de la
montagne de Dieu (Ps 67,16). La montagne est donc a la fois I'un des
lieux de la manifestation divine (mais pas le seul : qu'il suffise de
penser aux visiteurs d’Abraham ou au songe de Jacob), celui de la
présence divine, mais ce peut tout aussi bien étre un lieu du culte
rendu aux faux dieux. La montagne n’est donc pas uniquement un lieu
positif ou divin, et ce n’est pas le seul lieu divin.

Du c6té du Nouveau Testament, I’étude menée par G. Ceschi a
le grand mérite d’analyser en détail les emplois du terme Spog, en
relevant différentes dimensions :** un lieu d’isolement et de solitude,
un lieu de priere et de proximité avec Dieu, un lieu de révélation au
peuple, mais aussi un lieu apocalyptique et eschatologique. L'auteur
souligne qu’'une petite minorité des emplois seulement (18 sur 63)
comporte un nom propre aux cotés du terme Spog : il en conclut donc
que la montagne serait, dans le Nouveau Testament, un paysage de
I’ame, plutét qu'un lieu réel, préfigurant ainsi le changement relevé
par V. Neri pour les textes de I’Antiquité chrétienne. En outre, la
verticalité de la montagne serait relativement peu exploitée, sinon
pour signaler le caractere dynamique, et non statique, du ministére
de Jésus, qui monte et descend, sans jamais s’arréter durablement,
pas plus au sommet qu’au pied de la montagne d’ailleurs, pourrait-
on ajouter, qu'il s’agisse de la Transfiguration, au sommet, ou de la
veille au Jardin des Oliviers, au pied. Sans doute faudrait-il d’ailleurs
élargir 'enquéte a d’autres termes, qui concernent les collines et
plus largement toutes les élévations du relief, afin de mieux mettre
en évidence le contexte géographique et symbolique dans lequel se
déploient les usages du terme Spog.

Ces quelques exemples n‘ont aucune visée a la complétude, ni
méme a la représentativité ; ils tendent simplement a rappeler un
panorama d’ensemble, dans lequel viennent s’inscrire les usages de
la montagne chez les auteurs chrétiens de I’Antiquité qui vont étre
maintenant abordés.

10 Voir par exemple Foerster 1954 ; Stommel 1954 ; Bohlen 1994 ; Ceschi 2019.
11 Ceschi 2019.

Byzantine Studies2 | 8
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3 Une pluralité d’interprétations patristiques

On a vu que les études précédentes mettaient en avant, chez les
auteurs chrétiens antiques, une lecture symbolique et allégorique
de la montagne, vue comme «idéogramme sacré » selon la
désignation de V. Neri. Cette approche symbolique conduit presque
inévitablement a une multiplicité d’interprétation de la montagne,
comme 1'a déja laissé apercevoir I'’énumération des contextes et des
sens que prennent le terme et la réalité géographique. On rappellera
ici quelques textes patristiques, dont plusieurs sont déja bien connus,
et qui soulignent cette polysémie ; ces textes théoriques sont tous
latins : on ne trouve par exemple rien de semblable dans I'Isagoge
d’Hadrien, pour ne mentionner que I'un des manuels qui pourrait étre
comparé au dernier texte de notre énumération.

Le texte le plus ancien est celui d’Augustin dans les Enarrationes
in Psalmos (97.9) : ergo sunt montes boni, sunt montes mali : montes
boni, magnitudo spiritalis ; montes mali, tumor superbiae (Il y a donc
des montagnes bonnes et des montagnes mauvaises : les montagnes
bonnes, c’est la grandeur spirituelle ; les montagnes mauvaises, c’est
I'enflure de l'orgueil). Cette formulation tres ramassée se retrouve,
sous une forme plus ample, chez Cassiodore (Expositiones in Ps.
10.31-5) :

Mons enim in scripturis diuinis aequiuocus est, quod dissimilibus
rebus pro aliqua comparatione deputatur. Frequenter enim et in
bono et in malo ponitur ; nam cum in bono mons dicitur, firmitas
eius consideratur et honorabilis altitudo ; cum in malo, stupor
mentis et eleuata superbia. Sic unum nomen diuersis rebus,
consideratis qualitatibus, congruenter aptatur.

« Montagne » est en effet équivoque dans les divines Ecritures,
qui est appliqué a des réalités dissemblables en fonction d'une
comparaison. Car le terme est utilisé fréquemment et en bonne et
en mauvaise part ; car, lorsque ‘montagne’ est dit en bonne part,
on considere sa solidité et son élévation digne d’étre honorée ;
lorsque c’est en mauvaise part, la stupidité et I'orgueil enflé. Ainsi
un nom unique est appliqué de maniere appropriée a des choses
différentes, en fonction de ses qualités.!?

Chez Grégoire le Grand, dans les Moralia in Iob (33.1), on rencontre
une énumération plus large, qui s’appuie en outre sur la distinction
entre emplois au singulier et emplois au pluriel, chacun des deux
types conduisant d’ailleurs a des interprétations multiples :

12 Trad. de l'auteur.
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In scriptura sacra cum numero singulari mons ponitur, aliquando
incarnatus Dominus, aliquando sancta Ecclesia, aliquando
testamentum Dei, aliquando apostata angelus, aliquando
quilibet haereticus designatur. Cum uero montes plurali numero
nominantur, aliquando celsitudo apostolorum atque prophetarum,
aliquando uero saecularium potestatum tumor exprimitur.

Dans I'Ecriture sainte, lorsque le terme de montagne est employé
au singulier, il désigne parfois le Seigneur incarné, parfois la
sainte Eglise, parfois le testament de Dieu, parfois I'ange apostat,
parfois n'importe quel hérétique. Mais lorsqu’il est question de
montagnes au pluriel, il s’agit parfois de 1'élévation des apotres et
des prophétes, parfois aussi de 'orgueil des puissances séculiéres.!?

Dans son manuel herméneutique intitulé Clefs pour Il'intelligence
spirituelle (3.5-6), Eucher de Lyon met en série une pluralité de sens
plus riche encore :

Montes : Dominus, ecclesia, apostoli siue sancti a celsitudine
uirtutum ; in psalmo : Qui descendit super montes Sion. Item in
aliam partem in propheta : Ne quando offendant pedes uestri ad
montes caligosos, id est hereticos. Colles : sancti sed minoris
meriti ; in psalmo : Montes et omnes colles. Item in malam partem
in euangelio : Omnis collis et mons humiliabitur.

Monts : le Seigneur, I'Eglise, les ap6tres ou les saints, en raison
de I'élévation de leurs vertus ; dans le psaume : Il descend sur les
monts de Sion [Ps 132,3]. Aussi en un autre sens dans le prophéte :
Pour que vos pieds n‘achoppent pas aux monts ténébreux []Jr 13,16],
c’est-a-dire aux hérétiques. Collines : les saints, mais de moindre
meérite ; dans le psaume : les monts et toutes les collines [Ps 148,9].
En mauvaise part aussi dans 'Evangile : Toute colline et toute
montagne seront abaissées [Lc 3,5].*

Bien évidemment, dans ces différentes listes de sens, le caractére
dominant reste 'élévation, qu’elle rapproche I'homme de Dieu, selon
un schéma classique de répartition verticale qui place la divinité
au sommet, ou qu'elle désigne I'élévation démesurée, déplacée de
I'homme, c’est-a-dire la superbe, l'orgueil, voire ceux qui en font
preuve par excellence, a savoir les hérétiques. Les collines (Bouvoi)
ne sont pas toujours distinguées des montagnes ; elles sont cependant
parfois introduites dans une hiérarchie a plusieurs niveaux,

13 Trad. Moniales de Wisques 2010, 18-19.
14 Trad. Dulaey 2021, 122-5.
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plaines et vallées, collines, montagnes, ou la différence de hauteur
correspond a une différence de statut ontologique ou de sainteté,
de proximité avec le divin - ce qui revient, d'une certaine maniere,
au méme. C'est entre autres le cas chez Origene et chez Jérome,**
ou encore dans la synthese d’Eucher, comme on vient de le lire. En
outre, ces différents niveaux ne sont pas seulement des réalités
isolées et dont le symbolisme ne vaut que par l'identification d'un
élément séparé : des trajets, des montées et des descentes, relient
ces différents lieux, comme on I'a déja suggéré a propos du Jésus en
mouvement des évangiles. Cependant, au-dela de ces variations et
de ces mouvements, les montagnes sont majoritairement utilisées
pour signifier des réalités bonnes : saints, anges, prophetes, Christ,
Eglise, etc., du fait de leur élévation.

11 faut encore mentionner une autre identification allégorique
de la montagne, qui émerge semble-t-il plus tardivement : elle est
alors considérée comme une figure de la Vierge Marie, a partir de
I'interprétation de Dn 2,34, la pierre détachée de la montagne sans
qu’intervienne une main d’homme. La montagne est identifiée a la
Vierge, et la pierre au Christ. Cette interprétation se développe
au moins a partir de Théodoret de Cyr, alors que le verset avait
auparavant été appliqué plutot a la nature humaine, dont était
détaché le Christ.t¢

Revenons cependant a un dernier exemple patristique, grec
cette fois, de la pluralité des interprétations de la montagne, qu’on
prendra dans les scholies exégétiques d’Evagre le Pontique. Dans les
Scholies aux Psaumes, on trouve par exemple ces deux équivalences
différentes proposées pour le terme « montagne » :

3,5. dwvi] pou Tpog kuprov ekékpata,

Ry , g ¢ C S
Kal elofikouaév pou € Spoug &yilou altol
Y- “Opog Gy1ov €ativ 6 XpLoTd.

3,5. De ma voix, j'ai crié vers le Seigneur, et il m’a entendu
depuis sa sainte montagne
3. La sainte montagne est le Christ.”

15 Voir sur ce point Fernandez Lago 1993, 62-4 ; Neri 2001, 78 note 20 pour Jérome.

16 Sur ce verset et son interprétation, ainsi que sur d’autres passages bibliques
connexes appliqués a Marie, voir en particulier Giannarelli 1988; 1989.

17 Voir aussi Evagre le Pontique, Scholies aux Psaumes, 2 in Ps 42,3 : “ai1d pe
wdnynoav kot fyayov pe eig Spog y1év oou kai eig T& oknvopatd cou B. "Opog &y16v EoTt
100 Beoll 6 XproTég - oknvedpata 5 avtod ai dyton Suvdpeig év aic katoikei” (Elles, elles
m’ont guidé et m'ont mené a ta sainte montagne et a tes tentes 2. La sainte montagne
de Dieu est le Christ, et ses tentes sont les puissances saintes dans lesquelles il habite ;
Rondeau, Géhin, Cassin 2021, 600-1).
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].4,]. Kol Tig KCXTCXO'KI]VO:)OEl éV L) 6p€1 ™ éXY{(D oou ;
L L [
’ v,

P C v NN ,
a’. "Opog Gy1dv €oTiv 1) YOG 1) ToU XproTol, fitig toTi Bewpia
TGV YEYOVOTWV.

14,1. Et qui dressera sa tente sur ta sainte montagne ?
1. La sainte montagne est la science du Christ, c’est-a-dire la
contemplation des étres.®

Ici, la montagne est I’équivalent non plus du Christ, mais de la partie
de la philosophie qui est la physique.

Au contraire, dans I'une des Scholies aux Proverbes (sur Pr 27,25),
les montagnes sont cette fois 'équivalent des saints :

[Mediov Aéyet 1OV voiv, YAwpa Ot Ta¢ €v aUtd Kot Suvapty
EVuTIapYOUCag ApeTds, oV 6 emipeNoUpevog Kepel oA, aupBolov
oYoav Ti¢ Y Ve aewmg ToU Beol, fiv Kai yéprov TréAv dpetvov dvopdlet -
XOPTOG YAp E0TIV OpevOg YVOOLE aylwv duvdpewmy dppolovoa Ti)
Aoy WTEPQ THOV YuydV kataotdoet. "EQog 8¢ tij ypagpi) Toug &yioug
Spn kokeiv. OUtw kai 6 Aauid aipet Thv yuynv avtol eig T& Spn
160ev fier 1) Ponbera altol - kal TAAY + Gpn OKIPTOOIV OGS KpLoi
kai Bouvol &g dpvia mpoPdrwv émi 1i) cwtnpia ToU Topanh.

11 appelle ‘plaine’ I'intellect, ‘herbages’ les vertus potentielles qui
sont en lui ; celui qui prend soin d’elles coupera le foin qui est le
symbole de la science de Dieu, et qu'il a aussi nommé ‘fourrage
des montagnes’. ‘Le fourrage des montagnes’ est en effet la science
des saintes puissances qui sied a 1’état irrationnel des ames, car
I’Ecriture a I’habitude d’appeler ‘montagnes’ les saints ; c’est ainsi
que David éleve son ame vers les montagnes d’otl viendra pour lui
le secours, et qu’il dit encore : Les montagnes bondissent comme
les béliers et les collines comme les agneaux des brebis, a cause
du salut d’Israél.*®

On voit donc que les montagnes sont certes largement utilisées
de maniére métaphorique, voire allégorique, mais avec des
correspondances qui ne sont pas fixes : elles désignent des réalités
élevées, de maniere généralement positive, mais aussi négative.
On peut en outre trouver, plus ponctuellement, une utilisation des
différences de niveau dans le paysage pour y faire correspondre
une échelle des étres ou des réalités. Dans ces cas, la montagne
correspond au degré le plus haut, c’est-a-dire globalement au niveau

18 FEvagre le Pontique, Scholies aux Psaumes, 3,3 et 14,1, ed. Rondeau, Géhin, Cassin
2021, 286-7 et 360-1.

19 FEvagre le Pontique, Scholies aux Proverbes, 341, ed. Géhin 1987, 430-1.
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divin, ou du moins a celui du Christ, si la divinité reste mise a part
au niveau céleste, échappant donc a I'’énumération des éléments
terrestres du paysage.

4 Grégoire de Nysse

Apres ce tour d’horizon panoramique, on peut s’arréter un peu plus
longuement sur la place des montagnes chez un auteur du 1v*s.,
Grégoire de Nysse. Parmi les nombreux usages du terme,?® on
verra qu’'a coté des emplois allégoriques, on trouve aussi plusieurs
références concretes aux montagnes et aux sensations qu’elles
provoquent chez I'homme. Les textes nysséens, tres attentifs aux
réalités naturelles et sensibles, ainsi qu’aux images, permettent en
effet d’approcher une conception plus concrete de la montagne, qui
cohabite sans difficulté avec les interprétations allégoriques déja
relevées.

4.1 Montagnes interprétées négativement

On trouve certes chez Grégoire les lectures allégoriques de la
montagne que nous avons déja relevées plus haut, y compris sous
leur versant négatif. C’est par exemple le cas dans le traité Sur les
titres des Psaumes (11, x11, 59, 7-10), lorsqu’il commente Ps 45,4, « Les
montagnes ont été troublées par sa force » :

81’ v amdvtov Ty S1& capkdg Tpoayopevet Tot Kupiou éppdveiay,
Ote NYel pev kai Tapdooetar TOV daipévev 1 gpuots, petafaiver 8¢
Kkal 6pr), T& yewddn tiig kakiag gpovipata, akivita eivar Sokolvia
T0ig Aot kai apetdOeta.

Par tout cela, il annonce la manifestation dans la chair du Seigneur,
quand la nature des démons gronde et est ébranlée, quand des
montagnes changent aussi de place, ces pensées terrestres du
mal, elles qui paraissaient aux anciens immobiles et immuables.?*

Ici, les montagnes ne sont pas un symbole de puissance, mais de
fausse puissance, dont le poids et I'immobilité ne peuvent tenir face
a la puissance réelle de Dieu. Dans le Prologue des Homélies sur
le Cantique (§ 6), on rencontre une lecture qui n’est pas sans liens

20 On consultera par exemple le riche article Mann 2006.

21 Grégoire de Nysse, Sur les titres des Psaumes, 11, xi1, 59, 7-10, ed. Reynard 2002,
396-9.
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avec celles-ci, a propos de I'interprétation de Mi 4,1 (« Et voici qu’en
les derniers jours, la montagne du Seigneur deviendra bien visible,
préte sur la cime des montagnes, et elle sera élevée au-dessus des
collines »).22 Alors que le verset distingue la montagne du Seigneur
et les collines (Bouvév), Grégoire ne retient que des montagnes,
opposant celle du Seigneur et les montagnes qu’étaient les puissances
adverses :

Kai pokpov av ein ta kab’ EkaoTov €k 1OV TTpoenTdv dvakéyeoBat -
TS 0 Miyalog €’ €0XATwV TOV Npepdv Eppaves Gpog AEyet
yevioeoBat €Tl TAG Kopupdag TGV Opéwv, TO Emi kabaipéoet TdHV
AvTikelpévav duvdpenmv avadetkvipevov Tiig evoefeiag puotrpiov
oUT® KaTovopdlwv;

11 serait trop long de passer en revue, une a une, les paroles des
prophéetes. Comment Michée dit qu’a la fin des temps une montagne
apparaitra au-dessus du sommet des montagnes [Mi 4,1], nommant
ainsi le mystere de la piété proclamé pour la destruction des
puissances adverses ?%*

Ici, comme, dans une certaine mesure, dans la citation précédente,
Grégoire s'attache moins a la montagne comme telle, qu'aux relations
entre divers éléments du paysage, et en 'occurrence entre diverses
élévations. La montagne du Seigneur de Mi4,1 vient dépasser
radicalement, et coiffer, les fausses montagnes, les fausses élévations,
que sont les puissances adverses, les démons. L'interprétation n’est
plus simplement celle du terme ‘montagne’, mais elle met en relation,
et en opposition, plusieurs montagnes, de méme qu’on a vu plus haut
Origene ou Jérome distinguer plusieurs éléments du paysage, vallées,
montagnes et collines.

4.2 Moise sur la montagne du Sinai : théophanie et
inaccessibilité

Pourtant, chez Grégoire, comme chez bien d’autres auteurs, la
montagne par excellence est celle de la théophanie ; elle est a la
fois le symbole de la puissance divine et le lieu de sa manifestation.
Cet épisode est bien évidemment abondamment traité dans la Vie de
Moise composée par I'évéque de Nysse. Moise y est présenté comme
le modéle de l'ascension de ’homme vers Dieu et cette ascension

22 Sur ce verset et ses interprétations, voir Dulaey 2006.

23 Grégoire de Nysse, Homélies sur le Cantique des cantiques, Prol., 6, trad. Canévet
2021, 122-3.
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vers la contemplation prend, physiquement, la forme de l'ascension
de la montagne du Sinai - du mont Horeb si 'on considére que les
deux montagnes n’en font qu’une - a la suite du récit de 'Exode que
commente le texte nysséen. Il faudrait citer de longs passages de ce
texte, dont on ne retiendra que deux courts extraits, significatifs :

“Opog Yap oty g AANO&OS Gvaveg kai duotpdotitov 1) Beohoyia,
flg pONig 6 ToNUG Nedog Thig Umwpeiag ¢Baver. Ei 8¢ tic Mwiofis
€N, Yévorr’ av kai Tl oA Tii¢ avédou, xwpdv Tf dkof) Tag ThV
galtiyywv ¢wvds, &g ¢notv 6 Tijg iotopiag AGyog 1oXupoTépag
ev 1§ mpoPaiverv yiveoBar. AAnB&¢ yap odhmiyE v dkonv
katamAfrTovoa 1o Tepi Tiig Beiag puoews kRpuypa, péya pev kai
TApPA THV TPWTNV povopevoy, peilov de kai pdAlov Tiig dxofig
kaBikvoupevov év toig Televtaiong.

C’est en effet une montagne escarpée et d’acces vraiment difficile
que la connaissance de Dieu (théologie). A peine la foule peut-elle
parvenir a sa base. Mais s'il s’agit de quelque Moise, il pourra
parvenir tres avant dans la montée et percevoir « le son des
trompettes qui devient plus fort », nous dit le texte, « a mesure
qu’on avance ». La véritable trompette qui frappe l'oreille, c’est la
prédication de la divinité, qui, puissante dés 'abord, devient plus
forte et frappe davantage les oreilles dans les derniers temps.?*

La montagne figure la difficulté de la tache qui s’offre a 'homme
pour tenter d’approcher de Dieu, ou plutét de la connaissance de
Dieu - on retrouve ici I'importance qu’a, chez Grégoire de Nysse,
I'impossibilité pour I'homme de connaitre véritablement Dieu. Les
fatigues de l'ascension, qui découragent la plupart des mortels,
refletent la difficulté du chemin intellectuel et spirituel qui permet a
I’homme de se rapprocher de son créateur.

Un peu plus loin ces étapes sont rassemblées en une sorte de
résumeé :

Meta tolto év Tf] dyetpotoujtey oknvij yivetat. Tig dkolouBnoet
1§ 510 TOV TOLoUTWV OSeUOVTL KAl ETTL TOTOUTOV UYOUHEVE TOV
voiUv, 6¢, kaBdrep Tiva kopugnv £k kopugiic petahapfdvav, dia tiig
GOV UYnAdV dvaPdoewg del tautol yivetor UynAdtepog ; [pdrtov
KATEMTIE THY UTIAPELAY, TIAVT®V TGOV TTPOS THV dvodov AtovhodvTmy
dmokpiBeic. Eita Séyetan Tf) dKof) 16 TGV GaTiyywv ¢wvdg, 16
Uyet tiig dvodou ouvetaipdpevog. "Eti tovtoig €i¢ 10 ddpatov Tiig
Beoyvwotiag ddutov mapadietar. Kai o0de &v Toute pever, IAN
et v dyetpotrointov petafaiver oknviv. T Svtt yap €mi toUT0

24 Grégoire de Nysse, Vie de Moise, 2.158, ed. Daniélou 1968, 206-7.
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KATAVTY TO TEPAS O S1dt THV To1oUT™V AvESmV UYoUpevos.

Et ensuite, on arrive au tabernacle qui n'est pas fait de main
d’homme. Qui suivra Moise, tandis qu’il fait route a travers de
telles réalités et éleve son esprit a de si grandes hauteurs ? Passant
de sommet en sommet dans son ascension vers les choses d’en-
haut, il s’éléve toujours plus au-dessus de lui-méme. Il a commencé
par laisser la base de la montagne, s’étant discerné de tous ceux
qui manquaient de forces devant l'ascension; puis parvenu
sur les hauteurs, ses oreilles ont percu le son des trompettes ;
apres quoi il a pénétré dans le sanctuaire caché et invisible de la
connaissance de Dieu. Mais, méme 13, il ne reste pas, mais il passe
au tabernacle « qui n’est pas fait de main d’homme ». Car c’est la
enfin vraiment le terme auquel parvient celui qui s’est élevé par
de telles ascensions.?®

La montagne est donc le lieu de la théophanie par excellence, qui
est au ceeur de la Vie de Moise ; c’est le lieu de la révélation de Dieu,
mais aussi de la non-connaissance, caractéristique du rapport de
I'homme a Dieu chez Grégoire. L'ascension de Moise le conduit vers
Dieu plutot que jusqu’a Dieu ; en effet, au sommet de la montagne,
c’est encore Dieu qui vient a lui, plutot que le contraire. Dans les
dernieres sections de la Vie de Moise, enfin, Grégoire n’arréte pas
Moise au sommet de la montagne : celui-ci redescend aupres du
peuple. Le sommet de la montagne, lieu de rencontre avec Dieu, n’est
pas le lieu de demeure de 'homme.?¢

Cependant, la figure de Moise est également liée a d’autres
montagnes que celle du Sinai ; en particulier celle de sa mort, c’est-
a-dire le Mont Nebo :

ou ﬁ TE)\EUTﬁ Tﬁg Cwfg ic'rc')pn'rcxl Uynhotépa - O €T ThG c’prwpeiag
10U Spoug Yevopsvog, Kkai pndev 1 ixvog, pnbe pvnpoouvov Tfig Ymvng
ax@nSovog 10) [31(0 UTro)\emopsvog opn Trotpot)\)\otﬁag TOV Xotpou(m pa
10U K&dANoug UTto ToU X pdvou, AN Srtacwoag v Ti) TpeTTTi] pUoEL TO
v Kk dvorloiwTov.

On rapporte que sa fin fut plus sublime que sa vie : parvenu au
faite de la montagne, il ne laissa a la vie ni trace ni mémorial du
fardeau terrestre ; le temps n’altéra pas la beauté qui le marquait,
mais il conserva dans la nature muable 1'état inaltéré du beau.?”

25 Grégoire de Nysse, Vie de Moise, 2.167, ed. Daniélou 1968, 214-15.
26 Sur ce point, voir en particulier Laird 2004.
27 Grégoire de Nysse, Sur les titres des Psaumes, 1,7,14,41-6, ed. Reynard 2002, 208-9.
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Le faite de la montagne (tfj¢ dkpwpeiag ToU Spoug) auquel parvient
Moise est certes le sommet réel mentionné dans le récit (Dt 34,1-
5), mais c’est aussi le terme ascensionnel d'un parcours de vie qui
I'a conduit a se rapprocher sans cesse davantage de la divinité. De
nouveau, le lieu matériel est a la fois considéré comme lieu réel
et symbolique, ou plutot la géographie biblique recoit une couche
supplémentaire d’interprétation symbolique et allégorique, qui vient
se superposer a la géographie réelle, sans I'annuler.

D’autres textes nysséens utilisent en passant la figure de Moise,
témoin par excellence qui a été gratifié de la vision divine, pour
faire 1'éloge d'une personne plus proche de Grégoire, qui est
magnifiée par son rapprochement avec le grand Moise.?® Or, dans
ces rapprochements, l'ascension de la montagne par Moise joue
souvent un réle important - entre autres, bien sir, parce qu'elle est
l'occasion de la rencontre avec Dieu. On en retiendra deux exemples,
pris respectivement a 'Eloge de Grégoire le Thaumaturge et a 'Eloge
de Mélece d’Antioche :

‘Q¢ yap 1ov Mwiota ¢noiv 6 Aoyog EEw 10U gpaivopévou Yevopevov
Kai €vIog TGOV dopdtwv &SUTwv Tf) Yuyi) KATACTAVTA - TOUTO Yap O
YVOpog oiviTTeTal - pO(eETV 1e 1 Oela puotipia kai &' eautol Tﬁg
esoyvmclag TTAvVTOC T0U Aol Kaenyncaoeou, Tnv C(UTT]V EOTL Kol
€11 ToU peydlou tovtou katideiv omovoptcxv, & Bpog pev v ovk
aicOntov Ysco)\oq)ov A TO Uyog Tng 6V ot)\newoov Soyporroov
enleuplag, Yvogpog 5¢ 10 Toig cx)\)\mg cxxwpnrov Beapa, Ss)\rog O¢ 1
Lyuxr], Ta O¢ év Taic Tr)\o@l Ypotppottot 1 ToU dpBévTog cp(ovr], &t dov
ATAVTOV aUTG T Kal TOT¢ TTap’ EKELVOU HUGTAYWYOUREVOLG EYEVETO
o , ,

1 TGOV pUCTHPLOV PAVEPWOTLS.

Le texte dit de Moise, qui était allé au-dela du visible et était
entré par son ame a l'intérieur des sanctuaires invisibles - c’est
cela que désigne la ténebre -, qu'il y apprit les divins mysteres et,
grace a sa propre connaissance de Dieu, instruisit tout le peuple.
Or on peut voir chez ce Grand aussi le méme phénomeéne : pour
lui la montagne ne fut pas une colline visible, mais la hauteur de
son désir des doctrines véritables ; la ténebre, ce fut cette vision
inaccessible aux autres, la tablette son ame, les lettres gravées sur
les tables, la voix de l'apparition, toutes choses grace auxquelles
la révélation des mystéres fut faite et pour lui et pour ceux qui
furent par lui instruits des mystéres.?®

28 Pour cette utilisation de la figure de Moise dans les éloges, voir en particulier Harl
1993 ; voir aussi Munnich 2008.

29 Grégoire de Nysse, Eloge de Grégoire le Thaumaturge, trad. Maraval 2014, 140-1.
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Cet extrait intervient dans I'’Eloge juste aprés la révélation de la
Profession de foi au Thaumaturge par Marie et Jean, donc au moment
ou est donnée a celui-ci la connaissance de Dieu, venue directement
d’une source divine. La comparaison avec Moise, lequel avait bénéficié
lui aussi d’'une théophanie, vient asseoir cette révélation divine
de la connaissance, qui est marquée par une reprise allégorique
de la montagne, identifiée au désir qu'il avait manifesté pour la
connaissance de Dieu.

De maniére assez similaire, dans I'’Eloge funébre de Méléce
d’Antioche, la comparaison avec Moise intervient au sein d"une série
de comparaisons avec des personnages bibliques ; Grégoire retient
quelques étapes essentielles de la vie de Moise, parmi lesquelles
I'entretien avec Dieu, qu'il prend soin de localiser sur la montagne :

Katéhme tijv Aiyutrtov, Tov ilucddn Biov. Emépacev ouyi tnyv épubpav
€Kkelvny, AAAG TV pélatvay tavtny kai Lopmdn ol Biou Bdkaooav.
Eiof)ABev ei¢ TV yijv Tiig Emay yeMag, €l Tol Spoug Tpoogihocopel
16 Bed. ENioato 1o Umddnpa tiic yuyiic, va kabapd i) Bdoet tiig
Sravoiag Ti¢ aylag yiic émiBatevor, év 1) kaboparar Oedc.

Il a laissé 'Egypte, la maniére de vivre matérielle et sombre,
il a traversé non la mer Rouge, mais la noire et sombre mer de
I'existence, il est entré dans la terre de la promesse, il s’entretient
avec Dieu sur la montagne, il a enlevé les sandales de son ame pour
pouvoir monter, dans une pure disposition d’esprit, dans la terre
sainte ou l'on voit Dieu.3°

Ici, c’est la sortie de la vie terrestre, la mort de Méléce, qui est
rapprochée des étapes de l'itinéraire de Moise ; ce que celui-ci a vécu
dans la chair et pendant sa vie, Mélece I'expérimente apres sa mort.

4.3 Moise et Jésus sur la montagne

Si la montagne est le lieu par excellence de l'expérience divine de
Moise, elle est aussil'un des lieux importants du Nouveau Testament,
puisqu’en plusieurs occasions, c’est sur une montagne, plus ou moins
clairement identifiée, que Jésus parle et agit. Or dans ses Homélies
sur le Notre Pére, Grégoire de Nysse articule explicitement, en
les distinguant, voire en les opposant, la montagne de Moise et la
montagne de Jésus, ou plutdt la maniere dont 1'un et 'autre montent
sur la montagne, la maniere dont 'un et l'autre conduisent leurs

30 Grégoire de Nysse, Eloge funébre de Méléce d’Antioche, trad. Maraval 2019, 66-7.
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auditeurs ou leurs disciples a Dieu, sur la montagne. A la théophanie
du Sinai répond le Discours sur la montagne.

Au début de la deuxieme homélie, Grégoire commence par
résumer, de maniere négative, les modalités d’acceés a la montagne
de la théophanie, pour le peuple guidé par Moise. Ce dernier est
présenté comme un médiateur qui a seul acces a Dieu, et qui ne peut
que retransmettre ensuite au peuple la manifestation divine (Beiav
eppavetav) a laquelle le peuple ne peut accéder directement.

“Ote mpoofiyev 6 péyos Mwiofg Tf] Katd 10 6pog pUoTaywYig TOV
TopanAitnv Aadv, ou pdtepov avtoug tiis Beopaveiag NEiwoe mpiv
&sziot Kai Treplppotvnopa) vopoBetiioat 1§ Aad 10 kabdpotov - kol
0UbE oUTWC Eecxpor]oav Tiig eacxg 6uvotpscog Tr]v quxlvstotv A Trpog
TV KGTETE)\GYI]OGV 10 apouvopevov, 10 TV p 1OV Yvoq)ov, TOV Kon'rvov,
TAG TAATILY YO, KOl TEPOG EQUTOUS TIAALY ATTOTTPAPEVTES NELOUY TOV
vopoBétny peaitnv avtois yevéaBou 1ol Betou Poulipatog, dg¢ ovy
ikaviig otong tiic Suvdpews alTdv TTpooeyyioat 1¢ Be@ xai Betav
eppavetav SeEacBan.

Quand le grand Moise conduisait le peuple israélite a la mystagogie
sur la montagne, il ne les jugea pas dignes de la théophanie avant
d’avoir donné comme loi au peuple de se purifier par la chasteté
et les lustrations ; et méme ainsi, ils n‘osérent pas soutenir la
manifestation de la puissance divine, mais ils furent frappés
de terreur par tout ce qui leur apparaissait, le feu, la ténebre,
la fumée, les trompettes, et aprés s’étre retournés de nouveau
vers eux-mémes, ils demanderent au législateur de se faire pour
eux médiateur de la volonté divine, dans l'idée qu’ils n’avaient
pas la force suffisante pour s’approcher de Dieu et recevoir la
manifestation divine.3*

Jésus, qui est présenté comme Seigneur et législateur, voit d’abord
son action décrite par négation de la situation mosaique,®* avant
qu’elle ne soit reprise, toujours en opposition a la théophanie du Sinai,
afin d’en dégager les traits propres :

AN TTp&OTOV pev AvTi ToU Gpoug £ aUTov AvAy el TOV 0Upavoy, fatov
10i¢ AvBpwiTolg altov dia Tiig dpetiig kataoTnoag + Emetta de 0U
Beatag povov tiig Betag Suvdpewg, MG Kal kKotvwvoug dmepydletat,
Kal €i¢ OUYYEVELOV TPOTIOV TV TG UTTEPKEIHEVIS PUOEWS TOUG
TIPOTLOVTAE Ay WV * 0USE Y VPG KATAKPUTITEL THY UTtepEYouTav SGEav
g SuoBecdpntov Toig dvatnrolow eivat, dANE 1§ TAQUYEL poTi T

31 Grégoire de Nysse, Homélies surle Notre Pére, 2, ed. Boudignon, Cassin 2018, 348-51.
32 Grégoire de Nysse, Homélies sur le Notre Pere, 2, Boudignon, Cassin 2018, 350-1.
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Sidaokalag OV yvépov katapwTicas el AapTpds aibpiag Toig
kaBapoic thv kapdiav v &ppactov kabopacBat SGEav emoinoev -
Udwp &€ mepippaivev ouk €€ dAAOTpimv vapdtov GANG TO €v fpiv
autois dvaPpuov yapiletat, eite Tag TOV 0OaAp@dV Tig Aéyor TTnydg
eite v kaBapav Tfig kapdiag cuveidnoty, pndepiav iAUv &ro kakiog
ETayopévny * Gy velav 8¢ 0UK ATTO Tiig EVVOpHOU TGOV yapeTdv OptMag,
AN 4o ndong UNikfic Te kal épﬂ:cxeoﬁg 61(19é0f—:wg vopoeetﬁocxg,
oUT® TEPOO'CXYEI Sia g Trpooeuxng 16 Bedd. AUt YCXp OV pr]pcxm)v
1 Suvapg, &t wv ot’)xl cpwvcxg TIvag v ou)\)\cx[?)oug EKPWVOUHEVAG
pavBdavopev, AN emivotav tiig Tpog Tov Beov dvaPdoews &’ Uynhiic
Tohtteiog katwpOwpévnv.

Tout au contraire, d’abord il fait monter non vers la montagne, mais
vers le ciel lui-méme, puisqu’il I'a rendu accessible aux hommes
parla vertu. Ensuite, il ne fait pas d’eux de simples spectateurs de
la puissance divine, mais des participants, puisque, précisément,
il conduit a une sorte de parenté avec la nature supérieure ceux
qui s’approchent de lui ; il ne cache pas non plus sous la ténébre la
gloire supréme au point de la rendre difficile a saisir par ceux qui
la recherchent, mais, en illuminant la ténebre par la lumiére de
son enseignement, qui brille au loin, il a rendu visible a ceux dont
le cceur est pur sa gloire ineffable dans 'air lumineux ; il fait grace
d’une eau d’aspersion qui ne vient pas de fontaines étrangeres,
mais sourd de nous-mémes, qu’on parle soit des sources des yeux,
soit de la conscience pure du ceeur, sans aucune boue introduite par
un quelconque vice ; apres avoir établi comme loi une chasteté qui
se tient a I'écart non pas des relations conjugales 1égitimes, mais
de toute disposition matérielle et marquée par une passion, c’est
ainsi qu'il conduit a Dieu par la priére. Car voila la signification de
ces mots, par lesquels nous apprenons non pas des sons articulés
en syllabes, mais une conception de la montée vers Dieu rendue
parfaite par un mode de vie élevé.*?

Comme Grégoire l'indique des le début de ce second passage,
I'ascension conduite et permise par Jésus mene non plus au lieu figuré
de la puissance divine, la montagne, mais directement au ciel, au
lieu divin par excellence. Autrement dit, il ne s’agit plus de décrire
une théophanie de maniére figurée, en recourant aux manifestations
sensibles et aux symboles (feu, bruit, fumée, etc.), mais bien de faire
entrer directement '’homme dans l'expérience de Dieu, rendue
possible par la transformation de la vie humaine proposée par le
Christ. La priére du Notre Pere est enseignée sur une montagne, mais

33 Grégoire de Nysse, Homélies surle Notre Pere, 2, ed. Boudignon, Cassin 2018, 350-5.
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elle enseigne a devenir enfant de Dieu, comme Grégoire le développe
assez longuement dans le reste de ’homélie.?*

Dans les Homélies sur les Béatitudes, Grégoire commente
également la prédication de Jésus lors du Discours sur la montagne ;
de nouveau, le lieu physique est pour ainsi dire imposé par le
référent néotestamentaire. Cependant, ce lieu réel est aussi un
lieu d’expérience spirituelle et Grégoire de Nysse le lit de maniere
allégorique ; la montagne réelle est présentée comme un signe de
I'expérience modifiée du monde et de Dieu qui est offerte a celui qui
suit les enseignements de Jésus :

Tig &pa T010UTSG €0 TV €V TOTG Guvelheypévolg ¢ pabnthg te eivat
10U AdYyou kai auvavaPijivar ot xoapobev amo téhv Koihwv Te kol
TATEWVQOV VONUAT®V €1¢ TO TIVEUPATIKOV $pog Thig UynAfig Bewplag ;
“O mdcav pev oklAV THY €K TOV UTEEPAVESTNKOTWV THS KaKiog
YeEwAOPpwV ekTépevyey, amavtayoBev 8¢ tfj ToU dAnbivol pwtog
&/KTIVl T[%pl)\GpT[épSVOV v foes(pc:x Ter leg &N)\r]eficxg aibpia Tt(}iVT(}
3516(\00’1v ek TepLoTriie KOEGOpNQX Soa o ev 1§ KOIAG KflGEletlEVOlg
¢otiv &Béata. Ta de &mo ToU Uyoug TOUTOU KATOTTTEUSHEVA Ola KAt
600 €0Tiv aUTog 6 Beog ANoyog, pakapilov Toug ouvavaBavtag alTe,
SieBépyeTar otov SakTuAg Tivi detkvug EvBev pev Thv THV olpavev
Baothelav, etépwBev 8¢ Tii¢ dvw Yiig TNV kAnpovopiav, eita Ekeov
kai Stkatooyvny kai TTapdkAnoty kai Thv TTpog Tov Oeov Tév Shwv
YLVOREVIIV OUYYEVELQV KOl TOV €K TGOV Styp®dV kapToy, & €0Tt
10 oUvotkov Beoll yevéoBat, kai Goa dAAa TTdpecTt TPOG TOUTOLS
BAérrerv GvwBev x ToU Spoug, daktuhodeiktolvtog ToU Adyou To €k
fig UynAiig okotidg dia TGV EAidwv dmoPAemdpevov.®

Qui donc, parmi ceux qui sont rassemblés, est tel qu’il soit un
disciple du Verbe et monte avec lui depuis la terre, loin des pensées
basses des creux, vers la montagne spirituelle de la contemplation
sublime ? Montagne qui échappe a toute ombre que projettent les
collines du mal, mais, parce qu'elle est illuminée de toute part
par le rayon de la lumiere véritable, accorde de voir, dans la pure
splendeur de la vérité, depuis un observatoire, tout ce qui est
invisible a ceux qui sont enfermés dans le creux. Quelles sont les
choses qu’on peut voir depuis cette hauteur et combien elles sont
nombreuses, le Dieu Verbe lui-méme le raconte, lorsqu’il bénit ceux
qui ont fait avec lui I'ascension, quand il montre comme du doigt
d’un coté le royaume des cieux, de l'autre la terre de 'héritage,
celle d’en-haut, puis la pitié, la justice, la consolation, la parenté
qui advient avec le Dieu de toutes choses, le fruit des persécutions,

34 Grégoire de Nysse, Homélies surle Notre Pére, 2, ed. Boudignon, Cassin 2018, 362-5.
35 Grégoire de Nysse, Homélies sur les Béatitudes, 1, ed. Callahan 1992, 77, 4-78, 11.
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qui est d’habiter avec Dieu, et tout le reste qu’il leur permet de voir
d’en haut depuis la montagne, puisque le Verbe montre du doigt ce
qu’on voit depuis cette guette élevés a travers ce qu’'on espere.3¢

Cet extrait, qui ouvre la premiere homélie, introduit donc
toute l'interprétation nysséenne des Béatitudes; la localisation
géographique du discours de Jésus, sur la montagne, lui permet de
présenter I'ensemble des Béatitudes comme une vision panoramique
du monde, vue depuis le point de vue divin. La montagne, ici, qui
vient a l'origine du texte évangélique, devient pour l'auteur un
point d’observation du réel a partir du regard divin, reflet de son
interprétation des Béatitudes.

4.4 Les montagnes réelles, lieu d’expérience spirituelle ?

Cette utilisation allégorique des montagnes s’appuie-t-elle sur une
connaissance réelle de ce type de lieux, et des sensations qu'ils
peuvent provoquer ? Un bref passage du Sur I’Hexaemeron laisse
cette question ouverte, du fait de l'indétermination relative du
sens du verbe iotopéw, qui peut renvoyer aussi bien a une enquéte
personnelle qu’a une connaissance médiée par la lecture :

Oltewg olv kai dpédv Tvwv Umeppeyebdv 1ag dkpwpeiag of
lotopfioavteg Aéyouatv Uttepvepeic pév eivar del kol AvepikToug
T0i¢ TTVEUpAOL Kal ToIg TTNVOig apfyavov Ty ét’ ékeivwv yevéoBau
o ovy NTTov { Toig UtoRpuyiots Thv év &épt Confv.3

De méme, donc, ceux qui ont enquété / ceux qui rapportent des
connaissances aussi sur les sommets de tres hautes montagnes
disent qu’elles sont toujours au-dessus des nuages, inaccessibles
aux vents et qu’il n’est pas moins impossible aux oiseaux d’y voler
que ne l'est la vie dans l'air aux étres qui vivent sous la mer.3®

On trouve en d’autres passages de l'ceuvre nysséenne des
références, plus explicites encore, aux sensations provoquées chez
I’homme par sa présence au sommet d’'une montagne - et plus
seulement a ce que représente la montagne, par son élévation et
la proximité qu’elle permet avec les cieux, donc avec Dieu. Deux
textes célebres de Grégoire évoquent ce vertige qui saisit celui
qui se trouve au sommet, et regarde vers le bas. La configuration

36 Trad. de l'auteur.
37 Grégoire de Nysse, Sur I’'Hexaemeron, 36, ed. Drobner 2009, 49, 19-50, 1.
38 Trad. de l'auteur.
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des lieux évoque d’ailleurs tout autant le sommet d'une falaise que
celui d’'une montagne ; autrement dit, c’est moins le lieu exact, que
l'effet d’'une configuration géographique sur I’homme que retient
Grégoire. Le premier passage figure dans la septieme des Homélies
sur I’Ecclésiaste :

Koi ta pev ywwokdpeva mavra Sid Tflg molutpaypoouvng
mapéSpape, Thv 8¢ T0U aidvog Evvorav Tapadpapeiv oudepiav
pnyavnv eEeupiokel, 6mws av EEw €autnv oTnoete kai UtepBein
10U Trpoeswpoupévou OV OvTwV aidvog. AN ('I)mrsp o i T1vOg
sups@slg akpwpeiag - UttokeioBw S¢ métpa Tig elvar Aela kal
cxnoropog, K&Ttwbev év opem) Te Kai 'ITEplEEEO'pEV(,O 6] oxnpan
elg &mepov pijkog Avatewvopévn kol dvwBOev émi tol Uyoug Tnv
Gxpav eketvnv avéyouoa v év i) TpoPoAi] Tiig dppuog eig 11 fdBog
AavES KaTakUTTOUTAY -, OTIEp ouv eikdc Tabeiv Tov Sxpe T¢ ot
i emivevouong ¢ PaBet payiag emyalovTa kai oUdepiav €Tt oUTe
16 Todi Pdov olte Tf) yerpt Avtidnyiy EEeupiokovia, TOUTO pot kol
1 yuyn Taperbolioa 10 v Toig Staotnpatikoic vonpaot faotpov v
f) {ntioet Tiig Tpoatwviov Te kai &diaotdTou puoews Tdoyet. OUk
gxouod 11 ou meptdpdEntat, ol T6TOV, 0U YpSvov, 0U HETPOV, OUK
&A\\o 11 TotoUTOV 0UdEV 6 Séyetar Tiig Sravoiag NpdV TV ETifaoty,
AAa avtaydBev tdv dAfTTwV dmodicBaivovoa Ay yid Te kol
apnyavel kai ALy TpOS TO TUYYEVES ETTLOTPEPETAL, AYATTHTA
T000UTOV povov Yvdvat Tept ToU UTepketpévou Goov TretoBijvar
STt GANO T AP TNV TV YIVWOKOPEVWY GUOLY ETTL.

Et elle parcourt avec grande attention tout ce qui est connu, mais
elle ne trouve pour parcourir la pensée de 'éternité aucun moyen
qui lui permette de se tenir hors d’elle-méme et de s’établir au-
dessus de la durée des étres, qu’elle a contemplée d’abord. Il en
est comme de celui qui se trouve sur le sommet d'une montagne :
supposons qu’il y ait au-dessous de lui un rocher lisse et coupé a
pic, qui s’étende vers le bas sur une longueur infinie, d'une forme
droite et polie, et qui d’en haut supporte a son sommet cette
pointe qui, avec 'avancée de I'escarpement, penche vers I'abime
béant ; le sentiment naturel de celui qui, du bout du pied, effleure
la roche qui s’incline vers 'abime, et qui ne trouve plus aucun
support pour son pied ni aucune prise pour sa main, c’est celui
qu’a mon avis éprouve I’ame qui, dépassant ce qui est accessible
par les concepts propres a l'intervalle, cherche la nature qui a
précédé le temps et qui n’est pas comprise dans l'intervalle :
n'ayant rien a empoigner, ni lieu, ni temps, ni mesure, ni rien
d’autre qui soit capable de recevoir la marche de notre pensée,
mais glissant de tous c6tés sans trouver de prise, elle est saisie
de vertige, désemparée, et se tourne de nouveau vers ce qui est
de la méme origine qu'elle, et elle se contente, quant a ce qui est
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au-dessus d’elle, d’en connaitre juste assez pour étre convaincue
qu'il y a autre chose que la nature des choses connues.?®

Dans ce passage, la sensation de vertige provoquée par la proximité
du vide et la hauteur sert a Grégoire a dire la sensation que provoque
dans I'ame de la créature la prise de conscience de la grandeur divine,
et de son caractere incommensurable avec la création. Ce n’est donc
plus la montagne comme lieu de proximité avec le divin qui est mise
ici en avant : elle n’est méme plus un point d’observation pour tourner
le regard vers Dieu. Grégoire s'attache au contraire aux sensations
physiques que provoque une configuration des lieux pour éclairer a
partir d’elles le rapport de 'homme a Dieu.

On trouve un développement analogue dans la sixieme des
Homélies sur les Béatitudes :

“OTrep mabeiv elkog TOUS £k TIvog UYnAS dkpwpelag eig dyavég TL
KATAKUTITOVIOS TEAAYOS, TOUTS pot TeEmovBev 1) Sidvota, €k Tiig
OynAfic 10U Kupiou gwviig, otov &Trd Tvog Kopugfic Spoug, i TO
adiekitntov tdV vonpdrwv PAémouca Pdbog. Kabdmep yap v
moMoi¢ 1OV Tapabalacoiwv EoTiv 18eiv Spog Npitopov, KaTd TO
Tapdhov pépog &Tro kopugpil et T0 BdBog &1’ eUBeiag dmeEeopévoy,
oU KT TO Eve mépag dkpa Tig TpoPePAnpévn Tpog Tov Pubov
gmvéveukev, Otep ouv Ttabelv eikog TOV ATO THg ToaUTNG CKOTILAG
€k oMol ol Uyoug emi Ty év 1§ PdBet Srakumrovia BdkarTay,
oUTw My Y1& pou viv 1) yuyn, év Tij peydAy Tauty) Tol kupiou pwvij
YEVOpEVT pstéwpog [...]. AUt €otiv 1) Aela kol amdTopog 'ITéTPG ﬁ
pndepiov € snp sotumg 0V vonpotva chcnv Utodeikviouoa, fiv kai O
M(ouong WoaUTWG ATpootToY Tl Kab’ tautov 60ypotcnv otTrEq)r]vcxro
¢ pndapot duvacBor mpooPiivar Nudv v Sidvolay, Tdong
avtidMjyewg amoEeoBelong Sia tiig dmopdoews.

Ce que ressentent vraisemblablement ceux qui se penchent du
sommet d'une montagne élevée vers une mer immense, voila ce
que mon esprit a ressenti quand il a fixé son regard, depuis la
parole élevée du Seigneur, comme du chef d'une montagne, vers
la profondeur insondable de ses pensées. De méme en effet qu’on
peut souvent voir, au bord de la mer, un mont coupé en deux,
lorsque le front qui fait face a la mer est tranché tout droit de
la téte aux profondeurs et que, du coté de sa partie supérieure,
il y a comme un sommet dressé qui se penche vers I'abime, ce
qu'éprouve donc vraisemblablement celui qui, d'une telle guette,
regarde depuis cette grande hauteur jusqu’a la mer tout au fond,
voila le vertige qui saisit maintenant mon ame lorsqu’elle se trouve

39 GCrégoire de Nysse, Homélies sur I’Ecclésiaste, 7.8, trad. Vinel 1996, 382-5.
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ainsi élevée par la grande parole du Seigneur : [vient ensuite une
citation de Mt 5,8, qui introduit deux citations scripturaires sur la
vision de Dieu : Jn 1,18 ; 1 Tm 6,16]. Voici la roche lisse et escarpée,
qui ne montre aucune base pour nos pensées, que Moise aussi
nous a dévoilée, dans ses doctrines, comme si inaccessible que
notre esprit ne peut 'approcher nulle part, dans la mesure ou
toute saisie intellectuelle est retranchée par la négation [suit une
citation d’Ex 33,20].4°

Dans cet extrait, le rapprochement entre montagne et falaise au bord
de la mer est explicite ; explicite, également, le renvoi a la théophanie
dont a bénéficié Moise. Cependant, la référence biblique n’oblitére
pas le recours a l'expérience physique du vertige, qui est présenté
par Grégoire comme l'analogue de la connaissance imparfaite mais
saisissante de Dieu.

Dans ce dernier passage se trouvent ainsi rassemblés les différents
fils de l'usage que fait Grégoire de Nysse de 'image de la montagne, en
privilégiant certes la théophanie mosaique du Sinai, mais en y joignant
une expérience physique de la montagne, et plus particuliérement du
vertige. En outre, ces expériences bibliques et sensibles sont utilisées
pour faire comprendre les modalités de la connaissance humaine
de Dieu, impossible comme telle : 'approche de Dieu saisit 'homme
et lui fait percevoir 1'écart qui I'en sépare, sans lui permettre de
connaitre Dieu lui-méme. Seule la médiation du Christ permet cette
connaissance, introduisant non dans la dissemblance mais dans la
parenté entre le Pere et ses fils adoptifs, comme nous l'avons vu a
propos des Homélies sur le Notre Pére, lorsque c’est Jésus qui fait
monter avec lui tous les fidéles sur la montagne.

5 Interlude évagrien : la montagne et le lieu de Dieu

On a vu plus haut qu’'Evagre, comme la plupart des autres auteurs
chrétiens, ne s’en tient pas a une seule interprétation de la montagne.**
Cette derniére est nettement, pour Evagre, une réalité symbolique
lorsqu'il en explique les occurrences dans I'Ecriture ; le lieu concret
de l'ascése n‘apparait que fort peu, contrairement a ce qu’on peut
constater chez d’autres auteurs du monachisme égyptien.*?

Cette montagne rassemble pour Evagre les différentes théophanies
de I'Exode, depuis le buisson ardent (Ex 3), la grande théophanie que
nous avons déja évoquée plus haut (Ex 19-20), jusqu’a celle d'Ex 24 ou

40 Grégoire de Nysse, Homélies sur les Béatitudes, 6, Callahan 1992, 136, 25...137, 21.
41 Voir supra, section 3.
42 Voir infra, section 6.2.
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les Anciens se joignent a Moise. L'unité de lieu, ici, prime sur l'unité
de temps, et les diverses théophanies paraissent éclairer différentes
facettes d’'une méme réalité : la montagne est le lieu symbolique de
la révélation et de la connaissance de Dieu. On trouve par exemple
dans les Pensées une mention du Sinai, au pied duquel se réfugier
pour étre appelé par Dieu. Si la théophanie et la montagne sont bien
mentionnées, la scene symbolique trouve ici place au pied de la
montagne, non a son sommet, et correspond a la scene du buisson, a
une étape qui intervient donc relativement tot dans la vie de Moise
et ou la montagne ne joue ordinairement pas un role central :

Ei 8¢ 115 €k 10U kapdtou kai akndia Nuiv Twpooyivetat, pikpov
avadpapdvreg €mi TNV THG YVOOEWS TETPAV TG WoATnpie
TPOCOPIA|OWpEY, TANOCOVTEG O1d TOV APETOV TG Y VWOEWS TAG
¥opdds - Bookiowpev 8¢ A kal UTTO T vaiov Gpog Ta TTpoPata;,
va 0 Beog TdV Tatépwv Hpdv kot Npdg €k Tfig Pdtou kahéo kai Toug
ASyoug TGV onpelwv kol TGV TepdTmv Kol Npiv YaplonTtat.

Mais si, sous l'effet de la fatigue, nous survient une certaine acédie,
réfugions-nous un moment sur le roc de la science, prenons notre
harpe et frappons par les vertus les cordes de la science ; puis
retournons faire brouter nos brebis au pied du mont Sinai, afin que
le Dieu de nos peres nous appelle, nous aussi, du milieu du buisson
et nous fasse, a nous aussi, la grace de connaitre les raisons « des
signes et des prodiges ».#3

Comme le soulignent les éditeurs en note, c’est la patience de Moise
a ce stade de son existence qui va permettre les révélations qui
vont suivre, de méme que la patience de l'ascéte, son endurance
dans 'épreuve, lui permet d’échapper a 'acédie et de s’approcher de
Dieu. Le séjour au pied de la montagne est donc la figure de I'attente
patiente, par 'ascete, des révélations divines.

En revanche, la montée au sommet de la montagne dit 'ascension
vers la connaissance de Dieu lui-méme, présentée par Evagre comme
science de la sainte Trinité; cette connaissance est simple, au
contraire de la multiplicité qui concerne les créatures :

Pour la contemplation des étres, il y a les nombreux récits des
voyants, tandis que pour la contemplation de la sainte Trinité,
il n’y a qu'une seule intellection de science la concernant, parce
qu’elle est science essentielle et se révele a l'intellect qui est nu
de passions. Or I'intellect ne peut étre sauvé s’il ne court pas vers

43 Evagre le Pontique, Pensées, 17.32-9, ed. Guillaumont, Guillaumont, Géhin 1998,
212-5.
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le sommet de cette montagne, car la montagne spirituelle est la
science de la sainte Trinité (située) sur un sommet élevé difficile
d’acces, mais sil'intellect en est jugé digne, il se détourne du souci
des objets. C’est vers cette montagne que les anges conduisaient
le bienheureux Lot, en disant : Sauve-toi sur la montagne, afin que
le mal ne t’atteigne pas [Gn 19,17].44

Ici, outre la référence a la montagne comme lieu de rencontre
avec Dieu par excellence, le recours a I'image de l'ascension de la
montagne fait sirement référence a la fois a la difficulté du processus
qui mene a ce type de connaissance, au caractére ardu de l'ascése
physique et du dépouillement intellectuel qu'elle demande, mais
aussi a la séparation de I'homme d’avec le monde qu'implique une
telle ascension. Ce dépouillement est explicitement mentionné, en
référence a Col 3,9-10, dans un autre passage des Pensées, a propos
d’une autre formulation pour dire la proximité de ’homme avec Dieu.
Il s’agit du « lieu de Dieu », ou plutdot du lieu ol se tenait le Dieu
d'Israél (tov téTov, ov eiotrket 6 Bedg Tol Iopanh [Ex 24,101), formule
de la Septante qui correspond au simple « Dieu d’Isra€l » de I’'Hébreu
massorétique ;* ce lieu de Dieu renvoie chez Evagre a l'intellect qui
contemple Dieu :

“Otav 6 voig Tov Takatov &vBpwov dmoducdjievog TOv €k xApitog
emevduonTat, TéTe Kal TNV €aUToU KATACTACLV SYeTal KOTA TOV
KALpOv TfG TPOTEVYTiS COTIPELP® 1) OUPAVIR) YPWHOTL TIAPERPEPT),
fiviiva kai té1ov Beol 1) ypagr ovopdlet UTO TGV TpecPutépwv
09pBévTa £l 10U Spoug Ziva.

Quand l'intellect se sera dépouillé du vieil homme et aura revétu
celui qui nait de la grace, alors, c’est son propre état qu'il verra
au temps de la priere, pareil au saphir et a la couleur du ciel ; c’est
’état que 'Ecriture nomme le lieu de Dieu, qui a été vu par les
Anciens sur le mont Sinai.*

La théophanie d’Ex 24 offre donc une autre figuration de la
connaissance de Dieu, en ce qu'elle permet a Evagre d’'indiquer un

44 Evagre le Pontique, Lettres, 58.4, ed. Géhin 2025, 512-5, avec la note ad loc.
45 L'écart est déja relevé dans la note au texte évagrien, voir note suivante.

46 Evagre le Pontique, Pensées, 39.1-6, ed. Guillaumont, Guillaumont, Géhin 1998,
286-9, en particulier 288 note 3. Voir également Evagre le Pontique, Scholies aux
Psaumes, 75,1-2, avec la note ad loc., et Skemmata, 25 ; ces textes ne font cependant
pas mention de la montagne, dans la mesure ou ils s’appuient sur Ps 75,3, « Et son lieu a
été établi dans la paix, et sa demeure dans Sion » (kai éyeviiOn év eiprivny 6 ToTTOG AUTOY,
Kal 1O KatotknTiptov atod év iv), méme si la mention de Sion rameéne discrétement
a une autre montagne biblique.
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état restauré de l'intellect, condition nécessaire pour que ’homme
puisse approcher Dieu. Ici, c’est la description biblique du sommet de
la montagne - et en l'occurrence la forme propre qu’elle prend dans la
Septante, avec la double mention du lieu et, dans la lecture d’Evagre,
de la couleur au lieu du firmament®*” - qui sert de référent a 1'état de
I'intellect. L'ascension vers Dieu est slirement présente, mais c’est
bien le sommet de la montagne comme lieu de rencontre avec Dieu
qui est pris pour équivalent de 1'état de l'intellect dans sa rencontre
avec Dieu. Au sommet de lui-méme, l'intellect est transformé, on
serait tenté de dire transfiguré, par la présence divine.

On trouve, dans la Lettre 39, un autre développement relatif a ce
« lieu de Dieu », en référence a Ex 24,10 :

« Si donc, avec la grace de Dieu, l'intellect leur échappe et
dépouille le vieil homme, au temps de la priere, son état lui
apparaitra comme un saphir ou pareil a la couleur du ciel : c’est
ce que I'Ecriture appelle le lieu de Dieu, qu'ont vu les Anciens au
mont Sinai [Ex 24,10-11] ; ce lieu, elle l'a aussi appelé vision de
paix [Ps 75,3], parce qu'on voit en soi la paix qui surpasse toute
intelligence et qui garde nos cceurs [Ph 4,7].4%

Evagre réunit ici les deux fils d’Ex 24 et de Ps 75,3.° La théophanie
du Sinai est explicitement située sur une montagne, mais c’est bien
la couleur qui est de nouveau mentionnée (saphir ou ciel). Le texte
biblique est ici évidemment premier ; on peut toutefois se demander si
la référence répétée a la couleur n'est pas également motivée par une
expérience concrete de la vue du ciel depuis un sommet montagneux,
de méme que, chez Grégoire de Nysse, I'expérience du vide ressenti
au sommet de la montagne venait renforcer le recours biblique au
lieu qu’est la montagne lorsqu’il s’agissait de dire la connaissance
de Dieu.

6 La montagne, lieu d’ascése ?

Apres ces textes qui lient montagne et connaissance (mystique) de
Dieu, il est temps d’en venir a la derniere étape de notre parcours,
qui concerne cette fois la montagne dans le contexte ascétique.
Les textes évagriens nous en avaient déja rapproché, mais je
voudrais maintenant envisager non plus l'utilisation allégorique

47 Sur cette autre lecture, voir, outre la note ad loc. de 'édition des Sources
chrétiennes, Guillaumont 1984.

48 Evagre le Pontique, Lettres, 39.7, ed. Géhin 2025, 428-9.
49 Voir supra, note 46.
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de la montagne, en lien avec le texte biblique, au premier chef les
théophanies vétérotestamentaires, mais le role de la montagne comme
lieu concret de I'ascése, comme environnement physique de celle-ci.
En effet, dans la représentation actuelle de l'ascése tardo-antique,
le désert et la montagne semblent les deux lieux par excellence de
l'ascese ; ces deux types de paysages paraissent correspondre 1'un et
l'autre au désir de retrait du monde qui marque et détermine l'ascese.
Cependant, la montagne est-elle unanimement percgue et présentée
comme un lieu par excellence de l'ascese, dans le monde antique de
langue grecque ? On examinera successivement la situation dans des
textes du 4¢ et du 5¢ siécles de Cappadoce, d’Egypte et de Syrie, sans
prétendre aucunement a 'exhaustivité.

6.1 Cappadoce

Ce n’est pas sans surprise, tout d’abord, qu'on constate que le corpus
ascétique attribué a Basile est étrangement silencieux lorsqu’il s’agit
de montagne ; le terme 6po¢ n'y apparait pas, en effet, sinon dans
des citations de Lc 5,14 (une ville sur une montagne ne peut étre
cachée), mais c’est alors pour parler de I'ascese et de 'ascete, non de
la montagne. Le seul texte ou il est largement question de montagne
estla Lettre 42, un texte certes ascétique mais unanimement reconnu
comme inauthentique.® L’'auteur, assez avant dans la lettre, reprend
les termes du Ps 10,1 pour dire la mise a 1'’écart du monde : « Voila
pourquoi j'’émigre dans les montagnes comme un passereau » (At
10070 OUV £y peTavaoTelm émmi 1a pn g otpoudiov).®* Dans la suite
du paragraphe, qui enchaine les exemples bibliques, plusieurs font
encore référence aux montagnes (Mont Carmel pour Elie, Mont des
Oliviers pour le Christ, mais aussi des indications plus génériques
comme celle d’'He 11,38) ; cependant, les montagnes n'y jouissent
d’aucun traitement privilégié et sont mentionnées aux cotés d’autres
formes du paysage. Méme aux marges inauthentiques du corpus
basilien, la montagne n’est donc pas un lieu d’ascése privilégié.

On en voudra encore pour preuve la célebre Lettre 14 de Basile
a son ami Grégoire de Nazianze, authentique celle-la, dans laquelle
il décrit son lieu d’ascese. Sans entrer dans l'analyse détaillée d'un
texte qui en a déja suscité de si nombreuses, on rappellera simplement
que le lieu choisi par Basile se trouve au pied de la montagne, non a
son sommet, dans un lieu certes isolé, mais qui n’est en rien marqué

50 Amand de Mendieta 1968, 241-5 ; voir aussi Cavallin 1944, 108-9. La question de
la montagne n’est pas relevée dans ces études.

51 [Basile de Césarée], Lettres, 42.5.2, Courtonne 1957, 106 ; la référence biblique
n’est pas relevée par I'éditeur.
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par l'altitude, non plus que par la sauvagerie, seulement par la mise
a l'’écart du monde.*?

6.2 Athanase, Vie d’Antoine

Au contraire, si I'on se tourne vers l'un des textes fondateurs de
la littérature ascétique, la Vie d’Antoine d’Athanase, le vocabulaire
de la montagne supplante largement celui du désert. On reléve en
effet 45 occurrences d’6po¢ (méme sil'index de 'édition de référence
ne releve que 40 passages), alors que, par comparaison, le terme
gpnuog n'y figure que 15 fois. En outre, la montagne y est une réalité
ascétique suffisamment structurante pour se voir elle-méme divisée
en deux lieux, la montagne extérieure et la montagne intérieure. De
maniére assez classique, la montagne peut étre présentée comme un
lieu de proximité de l'ascéte avec le divin ; c’est par exemple le lieu
par excellence des visions, pour Antoine.*® Mais c’est aussi le lieu
propre du moine ; on a retenu depuis longtemps la formule « Et le
désert devint une cité », a la suite par exemple du titre de I'ouvrage
de DJ. Chitty.** Cependant, dans le texte de la Vie, ce sont d’abord
les montagnes qui sont transformées et peuplées par les moines :

Kai olite Aotmov yéyove kai év 'rmg opem povcxom P, Kol fi z—:pnpog
erro)uo@r] povaxwv, €EeABOVTWV &TTO TOV 161wV KOl ATToY payapévmy
THV €V Toig 0Upavoig TToMTELQV.

C’est ainsi que des lors, dans les montagnes aussi, des ermitages
s'éleverent et que le désert devint comme une cité de moines qui
avaient quitté leurs biens et reproduisaientla vie de la cité céleste.>®

*Hv oUv &v Toic OPECLTA pOVaOTHpLa (¢ oknvai TeTAnpwpevat Oetwv
XOp®V, YoAAOVTIWVY, GLAONOYOUVI®WY, VNOTEUOVIWYV, EUYOHEVMY,
dya)\)\twpévwv el Tf) TOV pe)\)\évrwv EATTidL kal épYGCopévwv
glc 1O TOLElY e)\snpoouvqg, otyou-mv Te Kal oupqxowow sxovm)v slg
GXXn)\oug Kai fv a)\newg ideiv domep ydpav Tiva ka’ Eautnv
ovoav Beooefeiag, kol Sikatoouvng.

52 Voir par exemple Calvet-Sebasti 2015. Voir également les remarques fines de Forlin
Patrucco 1983, 315-6, qui ne reléve cependant pas la position relative a la montagne.

53 Voir Athanase d’Alexandrie, Vie d’Antoine, 59.6 ; 60.1 (cf. 4 Rg 1,9) ; 66.1 ; 82.3;
93.5.

54 Chitty 1980. C’est également le cas dans le titre anglais d’origine (1966) : The
Desert, a City.

55 Athanase d’Alexandrie, Vie d’Antoine, 14.7, ed. Bartelink 1994, 174-5.
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Dans les montagnes, les ermitages étaient donc comme des
tentes remplies de cheeurs divins, chantant des psaumes, lisant
les Ecritures, jelinant, priant, se réjouissant dans l'espérance des
biens futurs, travaillant pour faire I'auméne et menant une vie
d’amour mutuel et de concorde. On pouvait vraiment y voir comme
une région a part de piété et de justice.5®

T& Te Ay kapd &v Toig Speat kai Cijhog TpokoTriig kol TapdkAnaig
S1a tfic év AAAGAo1¢ TTioTEWC.

De nouveau c’était la joie dans les montagnes, le zele pour
progresser et la consolation par la confiance mutuelle.?”

On voit que dans ces différents passages, plus que le désert, c’est
la montagne, ou plutdt les montagnes, qui sont le lieu de 'ascese ;
ce sont elles qui sont transformées par la présence des solitaires.
On en veut pour preuve le passage plus célebre encore de 85.3-4
qui compare les ascétes hors de leur lieu avec des poissons hors de
'eau : le lieu vers lequel ils doivent se hater, ce n'est pas, dans le texte
athanasien, le désert, mais la montagne :

“QoTep ol 1y0Ueg éyypoviCovtes Tf) Enpd yi TEAEUTOOLY, OUTW
domep ol iyBlec éyxpovilovres T Enpd Yij reheutdow, ofiteag

ol povayol Bpadivovtes ped’ Updv kai wop’ Upiv evdiatpifovTeg

gkAUovTat. Ael ovv, GoTep Tov ixOUV eig TNV BdNacoay, oUtwg Npdg

ei¢ 10 Spog emelyecBat, pimote Ppadivovres emihabopeba tdv

”

gvdov.

Comme les poissons meurent lorsqu’ils restent longtemps sur la
terre seche, de méme a s’attarder avec vous et a séjourner chez
vous, les moines se relachent. Il faut donc que, comme le poisson
vers la mer, nous nous hations vers la montagne, pour ne pas
oublier, en nous attardant, les choses intérieures.>®

On pourrait encore ajouter a cette énumération, par exemple, la mort
d’Antoine, qui prend place dans la montagne intérieure, de méme
que sa sépulture (Vie d’Antoine, 91-2). Il faut cependant prendre
en compte en cette matiére une particularité du grec d’Egypte :

56 Athanase d’Alexandrie, Vie d’Antoine, 44.2-3, ed. Bartelink 1994, 254-5.
57 Athanase d’Alexandrie, Vie d’Antoine, 54.7, ed. Bartelink 1994, 280-1.

58 Athanase d’Alexandrie, Vie d’Antoine, 85.3-4, ed. Bartelink 1994, 354-5;
I'éditeur, en note (355 note 1) considére que le lieu propre dont il est question est la
cellule, reprenant ainsi les conceptions dont témoignent par exemple Evagre ou les
Apophtegmes. Cependant, dans le passage en question, il n’est pas question de cellule,
mais seulement des montagnes, comme le lieu propre, le milieu de vie qui doit étre
regagné au plus vite.
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en effet, on a montré depuis longtemps que, dans les papyrus,
Spog signifiait aussi bien montagne que désert, puis, par la suite,
monastere (dans l'expression « la montagne de »).5° Il s’agit bien la
d’'un sens proprement égyptien, qui tient a la conformation du terrain
dans cette région, ainsi qu’'au sens d'un signe hiéroglyphique - on
retrouve d’ailleurs cet usage en égyptien actuel, a propos du mot
djebel : ces termes désignent ce qui n'est ni la vallée du Nil, ni le
delta. Au contraire, un monastere situé véritablement en haut, au
sommet de la falaise ou sur une montagne, peut étre désigné par le
terme mérpa, comme c’est le cas de I'église du méme nom située dans
le nome d’Antinoopolis, dont J. Gascou, a la suite d’A. Boud’hors et
R. Boutros, a étudié la dénomination.®®

Ce constat lexicologique conduit donc a nuancer fortement les
remarques faites auparavant: si l'on suit 1'usage égyptien que
suggerent les papyrus pour interpréter le texte de la Vie d’Antoine,
ainsi que le premier passage cité, qui propose déja une équivalence
entre montagne et désert, il n'y aurait pas tant un usage privilégié du
terme Gpog pour désigner le lieu del'ascese, qu'une utilisation paralléle
des termes Gpog et €pnpog, dans la mesure oll le premier terme est un
équivalent du second. Ou du moins, si elle garde une nuance propre,
la référence a la montagne ne parait pas particulierement motivée
par ses usages bibliques. La réalité géographique est simplement
mobilisée pour souligner la mise a I'écart de l'ascete, son retrait
du monde (Eeviteia), loin des villes et villages, et des lieux cultivés,
au profit d'un endroit sauvage, comme le montre tout l'itinéraire
d’Antoine dans la Vie, lequel ne cesse de s’éloigner davantage de la
partie civilisée, cultivée du pays.

6.3 Théodoret et les ascétes de Syrie

Pour terminer, je voudrais examiner les références ascétiques a la
montagne dans une troisiéme zone géographique, la Syrie, a partir de
I'Histoire philothée de Théodoret de Cyr. En effet, les différentes notices
de ce texte sont trés attentives aux environnements géographiques et
aux reliefs dans lesquels évoluent les différents ascetes. En est-il de
méme qu'en Egypte, et la montagne y est-elle un simple équivalent,
éventuellement un peu plus rude, du désert? C’est ce que laisse
entendre une note des éditeurs, dans la Vie de Macédonios (XIII, 14),
apropos de la « vie dans les montagnes » (tfjv Spetov TroltTelav) ; pour
eux, I'expression serait ici a prendre au sens propre, mais ailleurs dans
le texte de Théodoret, elle serait un synonyme de « vie au désert ». Les

59 Cadell, Rémondon 1967.
60 Gascou 2011. Voir aussi Boud’hors, Boutros 2000.
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éditeurs proposent explicitement d’étendre les remarques de Cadell et
Rémondon a la Syrie.®* La chose parait surprenante, vu la différence
du paysage, la diversité de configuration des lieux entre I'Egypte et
la Syrie (sans parler de la différence de langue vernaculaire). On
trouve d’ailleurs un peu plus loin dans le texte une formulation qui
indique clairement qu'il ne peut en aller ainsi : ta épnpdtepa Tod Gpoug,
« les déserts de la montagne » (XXVI, 6.1). En outre, les usages des
deux termes sont beaucoup plus équilibrés que dans la Vie d’Antoine,
puisqu’on trouve 40 occurrences d'pog, pour 26 d’gpnpog.

Dans les différentes notices biographiques de l'ouvrage, la
montagne figure nettement comme l'un des lieux privilégiés de
l'ascese. Voici quelques exemples :

€K TAUTNG Oppwpevog O péyag TakwPog Tov Epnuikov kai nouyiov
fomdoato Biov kai, Tag TGV UYNAOTATOVY OpdV KaATaAaB v KOpUPas,
gv exetvaig Sifjyev.

Originaire de cette cité, le grand Jacques embrassa la vie recueillie
du désert et, gagnant la cime des plus hautes montagnes, y faisait
son séjour.®?

OvuTog totvuv TtalaioTpav £0Ye Kol 0TAd10V TAG TOV Op@dV KOPUPAS
oUk ¢’ £vog idpupévog xwpiou, GAAG vV pev ToUTE EvitaiTpevog,
viiv 8¢ eig Ekeivo petaPaivemv.

Macédonios avait pour palestre et pour stade le sommet des
montagnes : il ne s’était pas fixé en un endroit, mais tantot il vivait
ici et tantot s’en allait ailleurs.®®

La montagne n’est cependant pas le seul lieu d’ascése, comme
en témoigne par exemple le recours a la citation, déja évoquée,
d’He 11,37-8, qui fait figurer la montagne aux cotés des déserts, des
cavernes et des antres, comme lieu de retraite ascétique :

Mapkiavov 6¢ tov mdvu Ths av dEiwg Baupdoarpev i Sfjhov 611
"HMia kai Twdvvi kai Toig kat’ ékelvoug ouvTdrtovTeg ot «teptijABov
¢v pnlwtaig, €v aiyetoig déppaocty, votepoupevor, OMPBdpevor,
KOKOUYOUHEVOL, &y olk fv &Etoc & KOOpOG ovtog, &v EpnpioLg
TAQVOEVOL, KAl Gpeat kai oTrnAaiotg, kai Taig oTais Tig Yfig».

61 Canivet, Leroy-Molinghen 1977, 499 note 1. Cadell, Rémondon 1967.

62 Théodoret de Cyr, Histoire philothée, 1.2.3-6 (Jacques de Nisibe), ed. Canivet,
Leroy-Molinghen 1977, 162-3.

63 Théodoret de Cyr, Histoire philothée, 13.2.1-3 (Macédonios), ed. Canivet, Leroy-
Molinghen 1977, 476-7.
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Comment rendre au célebre Marcianos l'admiration qu’il mérite ?
Evidemment, en le comparant a Elie, & Jean et a leurs semblables,
qui, « vétus de mélotes, de peaux de chévres, dépourvus de tout,
éprouvés, malmenés, eux dont le monde n’était pas digne, erraient
dans les déserts, les montagnes, les cavernes et les antres de la
terre ».%4

Contrairement aux formulations de la Vie d’Antoine, donc, les montagnes
de Syrie sont un lieu particulierement propice a l'ascese, mais ils
ne sont pas le seul. Qui plus est, Théodoret est attentif a distinguer
précisément les configurations du paysage de l'ascese, parmi lesquels
les sommets des montagnes ne sont que 1'un des lieux possibles.

Dans |'Histoire philothée, il y a cependant une montagne par
excellence, pour les ascétes, et c’est sans trop de surprise le Sinai.
Cependant, cette montagne biblique de référence n’est pas un lieu
monastique, un lieu ou s’installe le ou les ascetes, mais un lieu de
pélerinage, un lieu ol l'on va chercher la rencontre avec Dieu et la
confirmation de la vocation monastique. On en trouve un exemple
remarquable dans la notice consacrée a Julien Saba : celui-ci part
en pélerinage au mont Sinai ; Théodoret souligne qu'il passe par le
désert, évitant toute ville ou bourg :

Torydptot ToOAGV fpepdV 060V EEavioavtes, katalapfdvouot O
troBovpevov 6pog kati, TOV 0ikeioV TTPOTKUVHTAVTES SeTTTSTNY, TIOAUV
exel Sietélecav xpovov, Tol ywpiou Thyv Epnpiav kol TV Tig Yyuxic
flovyiav Tpugnv peyioty fyoupevor. "By ékeivy 8¢ i) métpq, Ug’ 1)
KpUTTTOpEVOS Mwiafig Tédv TTpogntddv 6 kopupaiog NELWON Tov Beov
16¢iv, cog Suvarov v iSely, ékknoiav Serpdpevog kai Betov dyidoag
Buotaotiprov O kai eig delipo Siépervey, eig TNV oikelav Emavijke
malaioTpav.

Ainsi donc, aprés avoir marché bien des jours, ils atteignent la
montagne de leurs désirs ol, aprés avoir adoré leur Maitre, ils
passerent un long temps, car la solitude de ce lieu désert et leur
tranquillité d’esprit leur paraissaient la supréme jouissance. Sur
cette roche au creux de laquelle Moise, le prince des prophetes,
s'était caché et avait été jugé digne de voir Dieu, autant qu'il est
possible de le voir, Julien batit une église et, apres avoir consacré
un autel divin, qui demeure debout jusqu'a maintenant, il s’en
retourna dans sa palestre.®®

64 Théodoret de Cyr, Histoire philothée, 3.1.1-6 (Marcianos), ed. Canivet, Leroy-
Molinghen 1977, 246-7.

65 Théodoret de Cyr, Histoire philothée, 2.13.10-18, ed. Canivet, Leroy-Molinghen
1977, 222-5.
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Cette fois, c’est la théophanie indirecte, de dos, d'Ex 33,18-23, qui
est mobilisée, et Julien sanctifie par la construction d'une église et
d’un autel la roche ol se cachait Moise. Cependant, ce lieu n’est
qu'une étape, si désirable soit-il, et 'ascéte retourne ensuite a son
lieu d’origine : il ne reste pas sur la montagne du Sinai. Il en va
de méme pour Syméon ’Ancien, qui fait lui aussi un pélerinage au
Sinai; la montagne y est un lieu de manifestation particuliéere du
divin (vision, audition, mais aussi nourriture envoyée par Dieu) :

"Emre1dn) toivuv 10 Troeoupsvov KGTE)\GBOV opog, Paciv EKeivov TOV
Baupdoiov Yspovm( EV EKElVQ T Xcopl(o €v @ TOV Beov M(ouor]g 15eiv
r]&ooer], €16e 8¢ ¢ SuvaTov My (PUO'El evr]'rr], KAivat Ta yovata kai
pn TTpdtepov dvaotijvar Ewg Belag émrkouae pwvilg, Thv SeaToTIKTV
aUT¢ pnvuouong eUpévetav. "Emeidn 6¢ kot dmavia tiig eBdopddog
TOV KUKAOV 0UTw ouykekupmg dieTéleoe, Tpogiic oUde Ppayeiag
HETAAAXWY, EKEAEVTEV 1) YEVOREVN pwVT) Kai Ta TTpoTeBévia alTd
NaPeiv kai poBipwe katapayelv - exteivag ¢ Thv xelpa kai Tpia

ﬁ)\q eUp®V Kol TOUTWV eppopnBeic w¢ 6 556(m<(bg Trapr]YYlJr]crsv
10X\Jog Te Ysyovsv chrotcmg Avammhewe kai |JETG eupr]&cxg TOUG
Guvovrcxg, ¢ aKog fv, r]orrcxootro Fsynewg TolvuV Kai Yavvupevog
emavier ate &1 kai Beiag émakovoag pwvilg kai Beooddtou ALY
amolavoag TpoPiic.

Lorsque Syméon arriva donc a la montagne de ses désirs, on dit
que cet admirable vieillard se mit a genoux a l'endroit méme ou
Moise mérita de voir Dieu et le vit, autant qu'il est possible a la
nature mortelle, et qu'il ne se releva pas avant d’avoir entendu une
voix divine lui signifier la bienveillance du Maitre a son égard. Il
resta ainsi prosterné toute une semaine sans prendre la moindre
nourriture, puis la voix se fit entendre qui lui ordonna de prendre
ce qui lui était présenté et de le manger de bon cceur. 11 tendit la
main et trouva trois pommes dont il se régala comme on le lui avait
recommandé en les lui donnant ; il récupéra toutes ses forces, et,
tout heureux, comme bien on pense, il embrassa ses compagnons.
Rayonnant de joie, il se remit donc en route, maintenant qu'il avait
entendu une voix du ciel et pris une nourriture qui était encore
un don de Dieu.%¢

L'épisode n’est pas sans rappeler la nourriture fournie par Dieu a
Elie, dans son chemin vers le mont Horeb (3 Rg 19,5-8) ; ici, c’est
sur la montagne méme que Dieu nourrit Syméon, et c’est apres la
théophanie, non avant. On notera, dans cet extrait comme dans le
précédent, la désignation de la montagne du Sinai par la formule 1o

66 Théodoret de Cyr, Histoire philothée, 6.12, ed. Canivet, Leroy-Molinghen 1977, 362-3.
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moBoipevov [...] pog, qui semble apparaitre avec Théodoret et n’est
employée que par lui, dans I’Antiquité tardive, du moins d’apres les
indications du Thesaurus linguae graecae. En tout cas, la montagne
du Sinai n’est pas, pour les ascetes de Théodoret, un lieu d’ascese :
elle est, comme chez les auteurs plus anciens, un lieu de théophanie,
qui vient confirmer la vocation ascétique. Le pélerin retourne ensuite
a son lieu propre, qui peut, ou non, étre une montagne.

11 faudrait bien stir poursuivre I'enquéte sur les usages ascétiques
du terme Spog, par exemple dans les Apophtegmes, ainsi que dans
d’autres textes ascétiques et hagiographiques. Mais la prégnance
du terme semble sinon limitée au contexte égyptien et a l'usage
particulier du terme dans cette région, similaire d’ailleurs en copte,
du moins prépondérante principalement dans cette région, du fait de
la conflation entre montagne et désert. Ailleurs, la montagne n’est
qu'un lieu de retraite, de mise a ’écart parmi d’autres, une variété
de désert, mais elle reste toutefois un lieu particulier d’expérience
de la proximité avec le divin, au point de justifier un pelerinage.®’

7 Conclusion

Au terme de ce petit panorama des montagnes de I’Antiquité grecque
chrétienne, c’est la polysémie qui demeure frappante. Les montagnes
bibliques sont évoquées comme des lieux physiques, mais surtout
comme des lieux symboliques, marqués par la proximité avec Dieu.
Parmi elles, une seule émerge vraiment et est privilégiée : c’est le
Sinai, lieu de la théophanie & Moise (et de la théophanie a Elie, méme
si cette référence apparait moins nettement) ; cette prépondérance
est confirmée par le fait que cette montagne devient un lieu de
pelerinage monastique, tout autant que de pélerinage tout court.

On a vu d’autre part que la montagne était un élément codé pour
dire la connaissance de Dieu, chez Evagre et chez Grégoire de
Nysse en particulier, a la suite d’Origéne sans doute ; cependant,
de maniére remarquable chez 'évéque de Nysse, cette utilisation
figurée de la montagne est également liée a la géographie réelle, ou
plutot a 'expérience physique de la montagne, ce qui est peut-étre
aussi vrai, quoique dans une moindre mesure, d’Evagre.

Enfin, la montagne est un lieu ascétique, mais pas partout, ni de
maniére uniforme. Elle I'est universellement dans la mesure ou elle
est un lieu a I'écart des habitations communes, mais étrangement,
la montagne est rarement choisie comme lieu ascétique du fait de sa
proximité supposée avec le divin. Ce motif surnage cependant ici et
1a, par exemple dans la Vie d’Antoine, puisqu’étre assis au sommet

67 Maraval 2011, 308-10.
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de la montagne est la position privilégiée pour les visions dont est
gratifié Antoine.

11y a donc beaucoup d'usages et d'interprétations possibles de la
montagne, qui ne sont pas tous réalisés chez tous les auteurs, et qui
seraient encore multipliés si l'on étudiait I'interprétation de tous les
passages bibliques ou il est question de montagne... Lenquéte ici
proposée a privilégié volontairement quelques auteurs et quelques
lieux bibliques, sans prétendre aucunement qu’ils fourniraient un
apercu global des usages et des réceptions de la montagne dans le
christianisme ancien de langue grecque.
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1 Introduction

Holy mountains in the Byzantine East would have been home to
ascetics seeking to build their nests of isolation and the places in
which groups of monastics would settle to lead a communal life.
If holy mountains are a rather small chapter in the history of late
antique monasticism, known to have taken root and flourished largely
in the deserts of Egypt, Palestine and Syria, they are nonetheless
central to understanding the development of monasticism and
grasping its character and related activities after the loss of these
provinces in the mid-seventh century. Mount Athos, previously
sparsely inhabited by hermits, but later a monastic polity and finally
hosting all kinds of anchoritism, epitomises the history of all the
other holy mountains that, from the fifth century onwards, saw the
gradual establishment of monastic communities in their formerly
uninhabited surroundings.! Indeed, the history of the development
of Mt. Athos as a monastic centre can be closely related to that of
the monastic colonies that ultimately emerged in the heartlands of
the post-late antique empire, first in Asia Minor, then in the Balkans.
I am referring to Mounts Auxentios and Olympos which saw their
first monastics settled on their soil in the fifth century, Kyminas and
Latros in the tenth, Galesion in the eleventh, and other later ones in
the Balkan peninsula (Ganos, Paroria, Meteora, etc.), all undoubtedly
less high-profile than Mt. Athos.?

Parallel to their geographical and historical contexts, as religious
sites and landscapes, holy mountains by default evoked biblical
reminiscences by virtue of the holy figures that they had hosted and
the associations these had summoned up with episodes from the Old
and New Testament. The Old Testament’s Mt. Horeb, which came
to be identified with Mt. Sinai, Mt. Carmel, where Elijah performed
his miracles, and the New Testament’s Mt. Tabor, the site of Jesus’
Transfiguration, stand out as exempla that could be variously explored
in Christian writings. In fact, if seen as a sequence of events leading to
a dramatic culmination, Jesus’s life can be plotted from the mountain
where he defeated the Devil’s temptations to the Mount of Beatitudes,
the Mount of Feeding the 5,000 (most likely Mt. Arbel), Mt. Tabor, and
the Mount of Olives, ending on Golgotha, the site of the Crucifixion.?
Thus, as sites of theophany in every sense of the word, biblical
mountains in Christian literature were cited either as corroboration of
the lofty and sacred character of mountains as such or as confirmation

1 On this topic still valuable is Papachryssanthou 1975, 2-41.
2 On these mountains see in general Talbot 2024.
3 Della Dora 2016, 148-9.
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of the supernatural qualities of the saintly figures who dwelt on them,
devoting themselves to prayer and all kinds of ascetic practice.

In keeping with the first of these two usages or perceptions, the
enigmatic author known as Dionysios the Areopagite (or Pseudo-
Dionysios) introduces his treatise On Mystical Theology with an
invocation to the Holy Trinity:

to lead us up beyond unknowing and light, up to the farthest,
highest peak of mystic scripture, where the mysteries of God’s
Word lie simple, absolute and unchangeable in the brilliant
darkness of a hidden silence.?

In fact, this “highest peak of mystic scripture” can be identified as
Mt. Sinai as will be brought out in a later chapter of the Mystical
Theology in which Pseudo-Dionysios will refer to Moses’ ascent into
the darkness of God. “When he is separated from the many and
together with the chosen priests, he attains the summit of the divine
ascent” and “is united by the cessation of all knowledge to God”.* This
famous passage is key to understanding the potential, so to speak,
of a mystical experience and how a holy mountain can be the place
par excellence where, as Pseudo-Dionysios puts it, “not God himself
may be seen (for he cannot be beheld), but the place, where He is”.®

2 Lofty Spiritual Pursuits and Moses’ Experience
on Mt. Sinai

The theme or motif that any lofty spiritual pursuit plausibly admits
a comparison with Moses’ experience on Mt. Sinai recurs in a broad
range of texts and, as such, is noteworthy. Even before the end of
late antiquity, Symeon the Stylite the Elder’s choice to live on a pillar
is modelled upon this precise exemplum. In his Syriac Life (BHO
1121) the saint is characterised as “a new Moses, dispensing from
his new Mount Sinai (i.e. his pillar) the new Law for God”. Evidently,
what is implied here is that his awkward ascetic practice must be
understood in the light of a biblical tradition, i.e. in claiming a biblical
precedent, and in respect of Symeon’s belief that God wanted him to
be his earthly mouthpiece. It is no coincidence that the stylite’s other

4 Ch. 1, ed. Heil, Ritter 1991, 141-2.
5 Ch. 1.3, ed. Heil, Ritter 1991, 144.
6 Ch. 1.3, ed. Heil, Ritter 1991, 143:18-144:15.
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model is none other than Elijah, in turn highlighting Symeon’s call to
advocate for the poor and the oppressed.”

Many centuries later, in a period far removed from the late antique
clash between Christianity and paganism, we encounter much more
daring associations with Moses’ experience on Mt. Sinai. In his
well-known apologetic letter addressed to the former patriarch John
Xiphilinos (ep. 202), Michael Psellos will contend that Mt. Sinai should
be regarded as some sort of physical mountain that led Moses up and
God down. Or rather, according to his Platonic interpretation, Mt.
Sinai is a symbol for the ascent of the soul out of matter.® A century
later, towards the end of the year 1182, Michael Choniates will
introduce himself as archbishop of Athens in an Inaugural Address
in which he goes on to make an amazing comparison between the
Parthenon and its burning light and Moses’ experience on Mount Sinai.
Declaring the Atheniotissa church and the hill of the Acropolis to be
a locus of theophany, Choniates argues rhetorically that it is on this
awesome place that the supercelestial light pours down and shines
eternally. This is the light that burns inside the Christian Parthenon,
and, to further highlight its significance, Choniates fills his narrative
with qualitative epithets starting with either privative alpha or the
adverbial prefix &ei, ‘ever’: akdpatov, oUk dpaupoupevov HpEPAg, ou
Srakomrtépevov vukti, GEulov, &Nov, dkpalpvECTATOV, AEIAGPTIES,
aepaviic.® Besides employing terms from apophatic theology, which
hark back to Pseudo-Dionysios and other early authors, he further
asserts that it (i.e. the Parthenon) is a pillar of fire and the rain that
falls from what we call the mystical and light-containing cloud (tfig
k@’ Npdg puoTikiic kal pwtoddyou vepéAns amdppota), by which we
may reach the promised land and the metropolis of the first-born, i.e.
Paradise. What is more, he reserves for himself the mission of the
one who ascended Mt. Horeb with his flock and gazed upon a burning
bush, where he heard a resonant, divine voice urging him to move on
from that place and inherit the Promised Land.°

Confronted, as we are, in both Psellos and Choniates with this bold
attempt at reconciling two conflicting traditions, no doubt motivated
by the archbishop of Athens’ infatuation with Greek erudition, we get
a clear idea of the symbolic dimensions that a biblical holy mountain,
especially Mt. Sinai, could acquire and of the mystical experiences

7 See chs 79, 82, 112-13, 117; ed. Bedjan 1894, 571, 573-4, 617-8, 621-2; transl.
Hilgenfeld 1908, 126, 128, 160-1, 164. Cf. Ashbrook Harvey 1988, 381-6; Efthymiadis
2026, 861-2.

8 See ed. Papaioannou 2019, 539: “ro 6¢ Zivatov [...] oly d¢ aioOntov Spog dvayet
Moota kai katdyet Bedv, AN dg cupBolikov Tiig katd yuynv amo tiig UAng émdpoeng”.
For an English transl. see Kaldellis 2015, 173.

9 See ed. Lampros 1879, passim.

10 On this text and its language inspired by mystical theology see Efthymiadis 2012.
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that it was, as it were, prone to generate. This exceptional association
was not unknown in other writings but was never articulated in
such bold terms as, for instance, in Michael Choniates’ erudite
composition. The idiosyncratic Vita of David, Symeon and Georgios,
i.e. the one that honours the three saintly brothers from Lesbos who
defended the veneration of icons, can offer a similar but far less
high-minded example of inspiration from Greek antiquity. We hear
of David, the eldest of the three brothers, practising askesis on Mt.
Ida in Bithynia. According to the hagiographer, who confused Mt. Ida
near Troy with the homonymous place on Crete that was said to be
the birthplace of Zeus, David ‘settled there so that this very place that
the Greeks claimed in myth to be the home of Zeus might accurately
be called the abode of a divine man and the sacred precinct of holy
souls’.** However interesting, this apostrophe is rather parenthetical,
merely suggesting that the mountain where David chose to follow his
spiritual path had enjoyed a sacred reputation in antiquity.*?

3 Sacred Mountains Revealing a Person’s Holiness

Apart from being endowed with biblical overtones, sacred mountains
were revealing of a person’s holiness and/or of his/her spiritual gifts,
more often than not, manifested through the performance of miracles.
More significantly, it was a privilege reserved to a select few holy
monastics to have their presence on a mountain associated with a
mystical experience, which was usually recorded by an external or
accidental witness. lIoannes Moschos in his Pratum Spirituale, which
circulated after his death in ca. 620, relates the story of an anchorite
found in a cave on Mt. Amanon in the vicinity of Antioch in Syria.*®* The
narrator saw him kneeling on the ground with his hands stretched
out to the heavens and the hair of his head reaching down to the floor.
The author thought that the recluse was alive, but, as he heard from
another ascetic living in a cave nearby, the anchorite had by then
been dead for fifteen years. He looked, however, as if he had died no
more than an hour before.* Put together in this extraordinary episode,
mountain and cave make the ideal setting for keeping epiphanies of
divinity and holiness away from the sight and out of reach of the many.
Moreover, for all its brevity and thanks to the way it is embedded,
the story succeeds in conveying the dual character of the mystical

11 Ch.5, ed. van den Gheyn 1899, 215; English transl. 156. Comments on this passage
by Talbot 2024, 93-4.

12 See the comments of Talbot 2024, 93-4.
13 On this mountain see Hild, Hellenkemper 1990, 174-6.
14 Ch. 89, PG 87/3, 2945C-2948A; English transl. Wortley 1992, 71-2.
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experience implied for the ascetic found in a statuesque position. In
the first place, the story offers one of many examples of hidden or
secret sanctity, so common in late antique hagiography; the ascetic’s
holiness had to remain undisclosed for fifteen years until the witness
who ultimately attested it emerged. In the second place, the story
bears witness to an epiphany, i.e. a manifestation of the divine in a
living person, not directly experienced but mediated by other persons,
another ascetic and the narrator. In a sense, the latter’s testimony was
essential to the uncovering of this extraordinary experience.

In the hagiography produced in the iconoclastic and post-iconoclastic
eras the theme of hidden or secret sanctity receded.*® Whether involved
in contemporary controversies or not, new saints were portrayed in
a more realistic light, which means that the historical perspective
was allotted much more space in the narrative than had previously
been the case.'® Nonetheless, in such a change of perspective of a
saint’s biography, miraculous accounts were still a necessary element
for dispelling any doubt about his/her holy identity. This applied
to monastic saints par excellence, especially the ones who lived in
isolation on the holy mountains that are of interest to us.

The case of St Ioannikios, also referred to as loannikios the
Great, deserves special attention. After a rather unsuccessful
career in the army, he spent the last fifty years of his life on Mt.
Olympos in Bithynia. One might say that, of all the holy monastics
of his time, Ioannikios was the one who most obviously enjoyed
acclaim in his lifetime in that his holiness and miraculous activity
were widely acknowledged well before his passing in 846 at the age
of 93. In other words, Ioannikios’ sanctity needed no posthumous
revelation to confirm it. The fact that two biographies were produced
consecutively in his honour is another indication of his popularity,
at least among the iconophile circles that gained the upper hand
following the death of Emperor Theophilos in 842. Now, a feature
that clearly distinguishes the earliest Life, written by the monk
Peter, from the later one by the monk Sabas is that Ioannikios is not
portrayed there merely as a wonderworker performing miraculous
acts that benefit other people or as a charismatic figure predicting
events of major importance for the empire. On more than one
occasion, Ioannikios is represented by Peter as radiating divine
light. Moreover, in the vita’s preamble, by virtue of his residing on
Mt. Olympos, he is introduced as

the one who slipped into the darkness of divine grace and like
Moses on the mountain received tablets, not with his hands, but

15 On this common theme in late antique hagiography see now van Pelt 2025.
16 See Efthymiadis, forthcoming.
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with his mind, with the finger of the spirit, and gave laws to the
people through his actions.*”

Again, when, in his final days, he was visited by Patriarch Methodios
and had to preach against the Stoudites who opposed them, the
patriarch is said to ‘have climbed down from the mountain initiated
into the mysteries, carrying back, as if from a second Moses, spiritual
tablets written by God, the teachings of the saint’.*®

No such theologically eloquent pronouncements can be found in
the vita by the monk Sabas. By contrast, some decades before the two
biographies were composed, Ioannikios’ mystical charismas were
acknowledged by one who, we hear, opposed his monastic paradigm.
This is none other than Theodore the Stoudite who, in a letter
addressed to ‘Toannikios the hermit’ (Towoavvikie épnpiry) and dated
to the year 823, i.e. after the two monastics met on Mt. Olympos,
appears generous in his praise: ‘we greatly enjoyed seeing a man of
God, God’s grace shining on his face and in his speech and calling for
rendering glory to God. You got this thanks to your hermitic isolation
and your adherence to prayer, thus being illuminated on your face by
the ineffable light as Moses was’.*® Interestingly, in this instance, the
Stoudite abbot, a staunch advocate of cenobitic monasticism, sees no
problem in extolling the ascetic for his miraculous feats he performed
by means of his eremitical retirement and constant prayer.

As in the case of the two biographers of St. Ioannikios who do
not pay the same attention to their subject’s mystical experiences,
a similar dichotomy can be observed between the early anonymous
biographers of St. Auxentios, a fifth-century monastic, and Michael
Psellos who extolled the same saint in the eleventh century. St.
Auxentios stands out as the only saint whose name was given to
the mountain (Mt Oxia in Bithynia across from Constantinople) on
which he practised askesis.2® Whereas no such description appears
in any of the earlier pieces that make up the saint’s relatively rich
hagiographical dossier, Psellos takes the liberty of adding a full
account of the ecstatic vision Auxentios experienced not long before
his passing. It seemed to the holy man that the air was filled with light,
and, as he came to realize, a host of angels were facing him while
an unidentified figure emerged out of the darkness. Subsequently,
thanks to a voice coming from the air, this person was identified as

17 Seech. 2, ed. Polemis, Mineva 2021, 363-4; also, AASS Nov. II, 385. English transl.
Sullivan 1998, 257.

18 Seech. 71, ed. Polemis, Mineva 2021, 437-8; also, AASS Nov. I1, 432. English transl.,
Sullivan 1998, 344.

19 See ep. 461, ed. Fatouros 1992, 657-8.
20 On this mountain, see Belke 2020, 438-41.
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Symeon Stylites. Psellos specifies that, when Auxentios shared this
experience with the assembly of his fellow monks, they all marveled
at the power of his virtue, which enabled him, while still in bodily
form, to be reckoned among the immaterial orders. As some of them
later found out, Auxentios’s vision had occurred at the very moment
when Symeon departed this life.?* No obvious answer can be given to
the question why Psellos wove this story of ecstatic experience into
his vita and made analogies between the two famous, late antique
holy ascetics. If we give credit to Alexander Kazhdan’s contention
that this whole piece was an attempt at auto-hagiography on Psellos’s
part and that it reflected his personal ambitions,?? it may be inferred
that he was merely endorsing the benefits of withdrawing from public
life in Constantinople and retiring to the monastic abodes in the
mountains on the Asiatic shore, a challenge that he was about to take
up or had already taken up earlier in life.

A saint who was Psellos’ contemporary and, like Auxentios, pursued
his monastic career on a mountain was Lazaros of Mt. Galesion. His
case deserves some attention in that, once he took up residence on
that mountain, he made it a priority to make it a holy site.?® This
holiness was demarcated by Lazaros’s own ascetic paradigm and
was showcased by the practice of stylitism. By imitating the example
of late antique stylites Lazaros both attracted visitors to his column
and encouraged many local people to take monastic vows and join a
community under his spiritual guidance. Several of his visitors bore
witness to supernatural phenomena in relation to the presence of St.
Lazaros on his column. For instance, the monk Nikephoros related
that, while he was heading from the church to his cell at dusk, he saw
the dome of the church surrounded by fire. From there the fire spread
uncontrollably and engulfed the column of the saint.?* Moreover,
when the strategos Romanos Skleros, one of the saint’s visitors,
climbed the stylite’s column, he saw the face of the saint shining
like fire, a vision that temporarily blinded him and forced him to go
back.?® This vision recalls a similar one that occurred on Mt. Latros,
also in Western Asia Minor, a century before St. Lazaros’ lifetime. It
was witnessed by St. Paul of Latros soon after he was introduced to
Peter, abbot of Karya, a famous local monastic who attested to the
holiness of the mountain. According to his anonymously preserved

21 See ch. 32, ed. Varalda 2014, 46-8.

22 Kazhdan 1983, 546-56.

23 Cf. Veikou 2023, 20-1.

24 See ch. 86, ed. Delehaye 1910, 535-6; English transl. Greenfield 2000, 177.
25 Seech. 87, ed. Delehaye 1910, 536; English transl. Greenfield 2000, 177-8.
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vita (BHG 1474), Paul saw him in his cell, appearing like a fiery pillar,
a vision which he too could not face for long.2¢

4 Mystical Experience in the Age of Hesychasm

All these themes and topics will gain currency at the dawn of the
fourteenth century which saw the rise and gradual expansion of the
Hesychastic movement, which radiated out from a central hub on
Mt. Athos. This form of devotion recommended repeating the Jesus
Prayer, while bending from the waist with head slightly inclined. This
prayer posture was to be adopted when embarking on the ascetic-
spiritual journey towards perfection.?” Creating as, according to
the teachings of the Hesychast Fathers, it does such psychophysical
effects as ‘exultation’, ‘leaping’ and ‘perturbation’, this prayer
posture, which evidently contrasts with the one recorded in the story
of the Pratum Spirituale, paves the way to receiving the experience of
light as seen in the Transfiguration of Christ on Mt. Tabor.

Contemporary hagiography provides a number of suggestive
attestations to this experience of light. A first noteworthy example is
provided in the extensive Life of one of the first prominent defenders
of Hesychastic doctrine, namely Gregorios of Sinai (1255-1346), who
lived into the first half of the fourteenth century. The narrative is built
around Gregorios’ successive moves from one place to another and
especially dwells on his long stays in holy sites. The first of these is
none other than Mt. Sinai and that is followed by Mt. Athos, regularly
referred to as the Holy Mountain. Perhaps because of the young age
of his subject, Patriarch Kallistos I, his biographer, refrains from
attributing any ecstatic experience to him during his time on Mt.
Sinai, the place where Gregorios was tonsured a monk. By contrast,
in the section devoted to Mt. Athos, Kallistos does make reference
to such an experience. Gregorios, we are told, joined the Sketis of
Magoula, situated opposite the monastery of Philotheou, and took
three monks under his guidance. No sooner had he pronounced the
Jesus Prayer and shed tears on the ground than his abode was filled
with light, a light that, as we hear, never abandoned him.?®

Yet more Lives of Hesychast saints are infused with descriptions
of visions of the divine light and/or of participation in the life to
come while still living. For instance, Philotheos Kokkinos describes
the mystical experience that his teacher Gregorios Palamas had
during Holy Week while a resident of the Lavra of St. Sabas, i.e.

26 See ch. 4, ed. Delehaye 1913, 107.
27 On the posture used for prayer see lately Rigo 2023.
28 Ch. 12, ed. Beyer 2006, 132. On Gregorios Sinaites see, inter alia, Rigo 2002.
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Hilandar. Prior to that, Philotheos inserts a long extract on divine
illumination taken from Palamas’ own Antirrheticus.?® In turn, in his
Life of Maximos the Hutburner (BHG 1237), Theophanes of Vatopedi
gives a detailed account of the visionary experiences of his hero
(1272/85-1367/80). Interestingly enough, these experiences occurred
after Maximos chose to pursue the solitary life, leaving the cenobium
of Megisti Lavra and taking up residence on the slopes of Mt. Athos.
Among the various Hesychastic practices recorded in his Life was
an ascent to the peak of Athos itself, where he had a vision in which
he saw the Virgin Mary granting him power over demons as well as
heavenly bread for his nourishment and recovery.3®

5 Conclusions

Mountains are spiritual spaces par excellence. Although no Byzantine
author other than Nikephoros Gregoras in his Roman History painted
a holy mountain as a locus amoenus for the solitary life and retirement
from the world,** mountains were by and large envisioned as such
in the common mind. For those attracted by this way of life, they
operated as ‘innocent’ sites untouched by the secularisation that
affected Christians living in the world.® What is more, mountains
could represent a ‘transcendental space’, i.e. a spot essential for a
human being to be in direct contact with the divine and be granted
mystical experiences.

This transcendental space’, however, was not only the privilege of
those who retired to mountains, holy or otherwise. Symeon the New
Theologian, nowadays regarded as the most acclaimed mystic of the
Middle Byzantine period and highly influential in the Hesychastic
movement, was the frequent recipient of such mystical experiences
while residing in the monastery of Saint Mamas in a neighborhood
of Constantinople.?® Clearly, by having these experiences within the
confines of his monastery, in church or in his cell, he endorsed their
ubiquity, i.e. that they might occur in any place sanctified by the
presence of a holy person. As has been calculated, these episodes
occupy approximately one third of Symeon’s Life.?* In the early

29 Seerespectively chs. 34 and 32, ed. Tsames 1985, 465-6 and 460-4.
30 Seech. 9, ed. Greenfield, Talbot 2016, 472-8.

31 See book XIV.7, ed. Schopen 1830, 714-8. On Gregoras’s preoccupation with
mountains in general see Lounghis 1990, 47-8.

32 Della Dora 2016, 147-75.

33 See e.g. chs. 69-70, 117, 126-7, ed. Koutsas 2005, 188-91, 292-4, 316-21; English
transl., Greenfield 2013, 154-8, 274-6, 302-6.

34 Veikou 2023, 64.
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thirteenth century, another ascetic Father, Neophytos the Recluse
in Cyprus, would borrow a saying from John Chrysostom and expand
it accordingly in his Testamentary Rule (Tumixi} AtaBnkn):

it is not the place but the manner [of living] with [the help of]
God which saves man. For if the place on its own and without the
manner saved man, the angels would not have fallen from heaven,
our forefathers would not have fallen from paradise, Judas would
not have become a traitor to the apostolic company.3®
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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 [TAdkeg wveupatikai 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 [T\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” (té\og 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.

Byzantine Studies2 | 62
Holy Mountain(s) in Byzantium and Beyond, 55-74



Maxim Venetskov
Climbing Sinai, Ascending the Ladder

T fp ) rrmeen
mips crausod

TeENC

e '
TepimNedo.
i yi;x-_ ('o:

b il B

Figurel Ath. Stavronik.30,y.1324,f. 260v Figure2 Athen.EBE 310, 12thc.,f.202r
©“Aylov 6pog, Movi TTAUPOVIKATA ©’EOvikn BiBA0OAKN Tfig EANGS0¢

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.
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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.

.- —ry s
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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 arich 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 1ov 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 Baoty, 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.

Byzantine Studies2 | 72
Holy Mountain(s) in Byzantium and Beyond, 55-74



Maxim Venetskov
Climbing Sinai, Ascending the Ladder

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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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
“Eveoti &¢ o¢ év npo[ﬁo)\ov poipg Opdv Ta Kakédg BLGTETELXlOpEva Kail Trepmsnppo(ypevot
Tro)\ucxvep(m-m gppouplcx eitouv povacmpm YopoU oxfipa cmﬁovra fi, &¢ av eimot Tig,
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,
af oUk c’xnetkérmg av drnEibbnoav wap’ éviotg 7161 kal TAeiw TV A @V Tf]v TNV
Kal TV oidm qurcxg Trsplneepev Tps&poum HEV OUV TH BVTL mpmoug &vSpag Top’ Udarta
WOTlCO}lEVO\Jg &ypt kai avtol 0l mpaucmu oUpavol SkovTag T¢ perqpmm T0U voog
Kal 10 eUok10v UANOV OUK ATTOppUEVTAG AVERMVY TTOAUENKTOLS OTPOPAiG, Touv THyV €ig
Beov dmapatointov kai £dpaiav TioTV Kai dmapeyyeipnrov memoifnoy, & kai TpdTA
QUKL pUeTBat (¢ Kal TTPOPUAGKTIKA TGOV KapTI®V GvTa kol Tave’ doa dv Aéywot kot
TPATTOO1 KAAGDS eVodovpevd Te kai kateuBuvopeva. AN Tepi pev Toutmv Ghig. OUdE
Yap 10U TapSvTog Katpol pakpd Tept Toutwy ouveipetv. Todto ¢ povov kal ouvtopov

Byzantine Studies2 | 83
Holy Mountain(s) in Byzantium and Beyond, 75-98



Antonio Rigo
Mount Athos as the Holy Mountain

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.*

o 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 (pnrpotolitng Mopoyp1&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 Tod
"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.
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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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Diana Atanasova, Ivan Biliarsky
The Mountain as a City. Dissemination of the Image of the Holy Mount in the Balkans

The mountain has always evoked divine images and representations
in the mind of the believing person across virtually all cultures,
albeit in different ways. It is something elevated, rising above the
surrounding plain, and is thus associated with the idea of ‘height’,
and consequently with a connection to the divine. In this sense,
it becomes a kind of space of ‘hierophany’ - the place where the
profane and the sacred, the earthly and the divine, meet, as Mircea
Eliade writes in his study of the sacred.! Its physical elevation itself
contributes to this perception. The mountain is either sacred in
itself and inherently divine, or it occupies a special place within the
mythological explanation of the world, or it serves as a dwelling place
of the gods, as is the case with Mount Olympus.

In the Old Testament religion of the Chosen People, the
mountain - namely Mount Sinai - also holds a reserved and significant
place. There the prophet Moses receives from the Lord the tablets of
the Law (Book of Exodus, 20; 34; Deuteronomy, 5), and thus - through
the Law - Israel becomes the Chosen People. In the biblical narrative,
we observe in its purest form theophany, which constitutes the highest
expression of ‘hierophany’. This is the place - the only place - where
a human being has seen God, albeit not in His full glory (Exodus, 34).
The mountain occupies a significant role in both the Old and the New
Testaments (Sinai, in the prophecy of Isaiah, the Temple Mount, the
hill of Golgotha, the Sermon on the Mount, etc.).

In the present study, however, the focus will be placed on a specific
aspect of the sacredness of the mountain, namely its perception as a
‘desert’, that is, as a space of monastic seclusion and the attainment
of spiritual perfection. Already in the early Christian era, the
withdrawal of the monk was not merely an escape from the world
or resistance against the bonds of the material, but rather a choice
and a process of spiritual transformation. In this context, one of the
fundamental paradoxes of monasticism (as a form of seclusion and
solitary life) emerges, whereby the desert becomes a community. Or,
as Derwas Chitty reminds by quoting Athanasius’ Vita Antonii, “the
desert was made a city by monks coming out from their own and
enrolling themselves in the heavenly citizenship”? - a phrase which
became a proverbial expression in monastic literature. It must be
emphasized that the ‘city’ is not necessarily an urban reality, it may
also represent a spiritual community founded upon the pursuit of
Salvation. It is no coincidence that in the Life of one of the prominent
representatives of Hesychasm - Theodosius of Tarnovo - we find
not only multiple episodes illustrating this idea, but also a direct

1 See Eliade 1965. For the mountain as the center of the world, axis mundi, etc.,
cf. Eliade 1965, 38-47.

2 Chitty 1999, 5.
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statement that “the monks who gathered from different places made
the desert into a city”.?

The idea of the desert is associated above all with the absence of
people, regardless of whether it refers to a sandy expanse, endless
forests, distant seas, or something else. By virtue of its geographical
characteristics, the mountain presupposes such a space and becomes
a refuge for anchorites from the earliest centuries. A particularly
illustrative example in this regard is provided by the Life of Saint
John of Rila, a Bulgarian anchorite of the tenth century, who laid
the foundations of this form of Christian practice, eremitism, in
Bulgaria. John of Rila withdrew into seclusion in one of the highest
mountains, Rila Mountain, reaching remote and wild locations that
were difficult to access. His example attracted many other Christians
who were determined to follow his path. Moreover, a community soon
formed, which later developed into a monastic center, as attested by
the sources. In the saint’s Life, written in the twelfth century by the
Byzantine author George Skylitzes, it is recounted how a community
gradually gathered around the hermit: “And some of them came to
dwell together with the venerable one [...], having built dwellings for
themselves and having pledged to endure until their death together
with the venerable one”.*

Here, it is clearly evident how the individual choice of living in
seclusion gradually transforms into a community, into an organized
spiritual space. The mountain ceases to be merely a place of solitude
and becomes a center of communal life, which further prepares its
conceptualization as a kind of ‘city’. A similar process is reflected
in the Life of Theodosius of Tarnovo, where the desert space, from
being a place of seclusion, becomes a spiritual center attracting
people from different lands and gradually leading to the formation
of a monastic community. Theodosius is compared to a “stream” in
the desert, toward which those thirsting for spiritual life gather “like
deer” (Ps 41; 42).

The classical example of the transformation of an empty, secluded
place into a shared spiritual space is Mount Athos, the Holy Mountain.
Yet even prior to the formation of this monastic republic, we
encounter such examples as Mount Olympus in Bithynia and the Black
Mountain near Antioch, among others. Subsequently, the influence
of the Athonite Holy Mountain became so great that its image
spread throughout the Orthodox world as a model and archetype of
monasticism. Thus emerged the New Athos in Georgia, the Valday

3 [Ivanova 1986, 451. The Life of Theodosius of Tarnovo is cited according to its
translation into modern Bulgarian, published in Ivanova 1986, 443-67. English transl.
by the authors.

4 Ivanova 1986, 107.
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Iversky Monastery in Russia,® and in Serbia the region of Fruska Gora
fulfilled similar functions. In Bulgaria, there is evidence of numerous
‘Holy Mountains’, designated as ‘Little’, ‘New’, ‘Sofia’, or otherwise.
This, however, represents more the diffusion of the Athonite idea than
an independent conceptualization of the mountain as a sacred place,
even though the latter may be understood as a continuation of the
former. This notion of sanctity derives from the understanding of the
Holy Mountain as the ‘Garden of the Mother of God’ and acquires a
strong political and identity-forming significance, endowing its space
with a unique status, which we shall attempt to trace further in the
present exposition.

The sanctity of Athos constitutes a complex religious-political
phenomenon that does not originate in the mountain itself, although it
is closely connected to it - the very designation ‘Holy Mountain’ attests
to this. At first glance, this sanctity appears to derive from the monastic
settlement of the mountain and from the special care of the emperors
for the monastic community. Yet these factors themselves are rooted in
the attribution to the mountainous peninsula of a special relationship
with the Mother of God, as protectress of her Garden (Athos), of the
Empire and its capital, and of the Christian world. For more than half
a millennium, the Holy Mountain was the object of particular attention,
care, and protection on the part of the Empire, and in later periods
also of other Orthodox rulers. After the Fall of Constantinople, the
capital of the universal Empire fell into the hands of non-believers.
Constantinople thereby lost at least part of its ideological significance
as the ‘God-protected City’, although the Patriarchate was preserved
and even acquired additional authority. Thus, the monastic republic
of the Holy Mountain remained one of the few places that retained its
status almost intact from the period prior to the Ottoman conquest.
This is one of the reasons for the preservation within monastic circles
of ideas originating in the earlier period - namely, certain imperial
cults through which the sanctity of the Empire and its role in world
history, in the history of the Salvation of humankind, were articulated.
In the present study, we shall attempt to examine certain texts in which
we encounter an intersection with the veneration of the Mother of God
as protectress of the Empire.

During the period of Ottoman rule, the Holy Mountain acquired
exceptionally important political and ideological significance for
the entire Orthodox world. The influence of the sacred mountain
increased considerably, and this was reflected in monastic life and

5 See archimandrite Efrem (Barbinyagra), hieromonk Seraphim (Ignatiev):
“In heaven is paradise - on earth Valday: the Iveron Mother of God Holy Lake
Monastery”, 77-95 (https://cyberleninka.ru/article/n/na-nebesi-ray-
na-zemli-valday-iverskiy-bogoroditskiy-svyatoozerskiy-monastyr/
viewer).
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in the monasteries throughout the Balkans. Its effects may be traced
in all aspects of the perception of monasteries - in their economic
and social significance, as well as in their political and ideological
roles, particularly in the context of Athos. The special importance of
the monastic establishments on the peninsula, and their weight for
the identity and imagination of Orthodox peoples, is demonstrated
in the narratives concerning the founding of monasteries and in the
traditions associated with them, collected in the so-called Patria
Hagioritika.® These are various accounts that may be described as
topoi concerning the origins of monasteries. They are diverse, yet
they invariably emphasize the sacrality of the act of creation and
of the foundation itself. Attention must be paid to the legend of the
visit of the Mother of God to Athos, during which she received the
mountain as her earthly domain.

Above all, it must be emphasized that the ideological significance
of the monastic republic of the Holy Mountain extends not only to
the Empire but to the entire Orthodox world. This concerns the role
of Athos in legitimizing power within the countries of the so-called
‘Byzantine’ commonwealth, manifested above all as the legitimization
of a ruler’s affiliation with the imperial traditions of Constantinople.
There is abundant evidence supporting such a conclusion. In this
regard, we would like to draw attention to the numerous works
devoted to this subject by the Romanian and Greek scholar Dimitri
Nastase.” In these studies, he advances the idea of the Holy Mountain
as a microcosm, a symbol of the Orthodox Empire, and an image of
the Universe. This sacred place acquires such qualities through the
presence in its monasteries of monks from most Orthodox peoples,
including Greeks, Georgians, Bulgarians, Serbs, Romanians, Arabs,
and Italians. In this way, dominion over the microcosm becomes a
form of legitimization of authority - not necessarily over the entire
Christian world (which in this period could only be a doctrinal
claim), but at least within a state whose political ideology reflects the
universalism of Constantinople. This thesis deserves our attention,
as it explains certain mechanisms of legitimizing power through the
support and protection of the Holy Mountain. We would, however,
like to focus not so much on the political roots of the significance of
the Holy Mountain within the Orthodox community as on its spiritual
foundations. These are connected, on the one hand, with the truly
remarkable importance of monasticism in Eastern Christianity,
and on the other, with the cult of the Most Holy Mother of God as
protectress of the Empire, the capital, and Athos - her earthly garden.

6 Lambros 1912; Tsibranska-Kostova, Biliarsky 2013.
7 Nastase 1983; 1985; 1993a; 1993b.

Byzantine Studies2 | 103
Holy Mountain(s) in Byzantium and Beyond, 99-120



Diana Atanasova, Ivan Biliarsky
The Mountain as a City. Dissemination of the Image of the Holy Mount in the Balkans

The origins of the Marian cult asa central element in Constantinople
should be sought in the development of Byzantine society during the
second half of the sixth and the beginning of the seventh century.
Undoubtedly, this was the result of the Christianization of public
life and its liturgization,® whereby purely religious ideas became
not only predominant but almost exclusive in the public sphere.
Evidently, political power was not excluded from this process, and
religious conceptions of authority came to be presented as essential
frameworks for understanding the realities of social and state
life. This applies not only to the Empire throughout its millennial
historical trajectory but also to other countries under its influence.?

The Byzantine theocracy conceptualizes the state as a structure
analogous to the Church in its mission of preparing human beings
for Salvation. It is precisely from this mission that the particular
significance of Marian veneration derives - the veneration of the one
through whom the Incarnation took place, who gave earthly life to
the Savior, namely the Mother of God as the heavenly protectress of
humankind. In this context, the emergence of her cult as Protectress
of the City during the second half of the sixth and the beginning of
the seventh century, as well as its subsequent development, must
be examined.' This idea lies at the very foundation of Byzantine
theocracy. Precisely because of the salvific mission of the Empire,
and as protectress of humanity not only at the Last Judgment but
throughout the entirety of history, the Mother of God is the heavenly
defender of the Empire and of the City. The Empire cares for Salvation,
and its heavenly protection by the Mother of God constitutes care for
the Christian people.**

The emergence of the Marian cult as protector of the city is usually
associated with the events of 626, during the siege of Constantinople
by the Persians and the Avars. Undoubtedly, this is a very important
moment, although it should be regarded more as a result than as a
cause of this form of veneration of the Mother of God. In this context,
we would like to draw attention to a text that has already attracted
scholarly interest: the well-known homily of Theodore Syncellus, in
which the author proclaims the significance of Constantinople, calling
it ‘the Eye of the Christian world’ and asserting that every attack
against the City constitutes an obstacle on the path to Salvation and
a hindrance to the salvific mission of Jesus Christ.?

8 Treitinger 1956, 27; Cameron 1978, 80-1.
9 Naumov 2006, 188-9.

10 Cameron 1978, 99; Paun 2001, 199.

11 Naumov 2006.

12 Alexander 1962, 355.
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In order to establish the connection with the Holy Mountain, we
shall cite a document of the ruler of Wallachia, loan Vladislav of
Wallachia, from the year 6878 from the Creation of the World (=
1369 AD), in which Athos is described as “the wondrous and holy
mountain which is the eye of the entire universe”.*® This expression
is attributed to the hegumen Chariton, who also cites it in his
testament.** Evidently, this constitutes a direct reference to the
aforementioned homily of Theodore Syncellus, dedicated to the
miraculous deliverance of Constantinople by the Mother of God in
626.*® In general, this expression was used for the capital of the
Empire, conceived as a place specially protected by God, whose
significance for the history of Salvation is evident.*® It represents
a constant and customary usage, attested in texts from the seventh
century as well as in those composed only about fifty years prior to
the fall of the City in 1453: “1ov tfj¢ oikoupévng 0¢BoApdv”. Y

Thus, we observe that the Holy Mountain is designated by the
Orthodox in the same way as Constantinople is referred to in
Byzantine sources. This is unlikely to be coincidental and clearly
derives from the analogous perception of both loci as sanctuaries
of Orthodoxy. In this sense, it should be recalled that the homily of
Theodore Syncellus is directly connected with the Marian cult of
the city’s protection, which emerged in connection with the siege
of 626 and the miraculous defense of Constantinople by the Mother
of God. It is also linked with the tradition of the Akathist Hymn,
in whose text important additions were made during these events.!®
These observations compel us to consider the sources collectively, as
a complex, and to seek traces of Marian veneration also within the
Athonite tradition. These are evident and well known, since the Holy
Mountain is a sacred place for Orthodoxy precisely as the earthly
possession of the Mother of God, or as the ‘Garden of the Theotokos’.

Below, we shall present briefly the legend that lies at the foundation
of the Athonite Marian cult. It recounts the visit of the Mother of God
to the Holy Mountain and explains how she received the peninsula
as her inheritance.*® In this way, we understand how the Mother of

13 Lemerle 1988, 103, 1. 10.
14 Lemerle 1988, 113, 1. 21.
15 Alexander 1962, 355.
16 Fenster 1968, 132 ff.
17 Gauthier 1965, 110, 1. 25

18 Itreferstothe Akathist Hymn, which presents the Mother of God as the protector
of Constantinople (Wellesz 1957, LXVIII; Trypanis 1968, 29).

19 There are numerous similar accounts in the Athonite Patria. Cf. Dawkins 1936,
87 ff.
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God became the protectress of Athos.?® According to tradition, the
Mother of God, accompanied by John the Evangelist, departed from
Jerusalem for Cyprus in order to visit Lazarus of Bethany, who had
become a bishop there. On their journey, a violent storm suddenly
struck their ship and drove it to the shores of Athos, where it came to
rest near the location where the Iviron Monastery stands today. The
Virgin was deeply impressed by the beauty of the place and asked
her Son to grant it to her, although its inhabitants were still pagans.
At that moment, a voice was heard, saying: “Let this place be your
inheritance and your garden, a paradise and a heaven for all those
who seek salvation!”. Thus, the Holy Mountain became the earthly
inheritance and Garden of the Mother of God.

This legend is complemented by another tradition that associates
the Holy Mountain with the veneration of Constantine the Great, the
Evangelizer of the Empire, the emperor who Christianized the Empire
and became a model Christian ruler. We find this in the narrative
concerning the foundation of the Kastamonitou Monastery, which
we shall present here following N. Oikonomides.?* The text begins
with the assertion that Athonite monasticism has its origins in the
time of the Apostles. After his victory, Saint Emperor Constantine
relocated the tribe of the Tsakonians from the Holy Mountain to
the Peloponnese, in order to make space for monks in the Athonite
desert. Saint Macarius, bishop of Ierissos, visited Constantine in
Thessaloniki and informed him that the Holy Mountain was the
earthly inheritance and garden of the Mother of God, who had once
visited the peninsula and converted its inhabitants. The emperor
then ordered the construction of the churches of the Dormition
of the Mother of God at the Protaton and of the Annunciation at
Vatopedi Monastery. At the same time, the first protos of the Holy
Mountain was appointed, with his particular rights and privileges.
At that time, the emperor died (337), and the construction works
were completed by his son Constans, who, upon completion, decreed
that the foundation should bear his name, hence ‘Kwvotdavtou poviy’
(Monastery of Constans), from which the name ‘Kastamonitou’ is
derived. During the reign of Julian the Apostate, Macarius of lerissos
went into hiding to avoid persecution and reappeared only when
Theodosius I came to power; it was this bishop who restored the
monastery and the church of Saint Stephen and remained there until
the end of his life.

For the purposes of the present study, we shall consider only
this part of the Kastamonitou legend, as the remainder lies beyond
the scope of the present study. It is not necessary to argue for the

20 Kadas 1980, 10-11; Sherrard 1982, 12.
21 Oikonomides 1978, 98-9.
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legendary character of this account.? For our thesis, it is important not
as a source of information concerning fourth-century events related
to the actual activity of Emperor Constantine the Great, but rather as
evidence of his veneration within monastic circles in the context of
the cult of the Mother of God. It should be noted that he is presented
as an executor of divine will with regard to the special protection
of the Holy Mountain by the Mother of God. This fact is significant
for understanding the relationship between the two cults (that of
the Mother of God and that of Saint Constantine), both of which hold
exceptional importance for the political ideology of the Empire. To
this, we must add the considerable influence of the Athonite monastic
community, despite the relatively late origin of the texts.

Thus, we encounter a legend according to which Saint Constantine
was the first imperial protector and benefactor of the Holy Mountain,
laying the foundations of the monastic community through the
construction of churches and the establishment of a community
governed by a protos, thereby marking the beginning of its special
status. This follows the conversation between the emperor and Bishop
Macarius, who relates to him the story of the visit of the Mother of
God. In this case, what interests us is the existence of a narrative
according to which the first Christian emperor becomes the executor
of divine will concerning the special significance of the mountain
as the Garden of the Mother of God. In this account, we discern an
attempt to consolidate sanctity for the benefit of the entire monastic
community. It should be emphasized that Saint Constantine is not
only the herald of the Empire and the ideal of the Christian ruler,
but also the founder of the capital that bears his name. It must
also be borne in mind that it is precisely through the protection
of Constantinople by the Virgin Mary that the heavenly protection
of the entire Empire - and consequently of the Christian world - is
achieved.

The legend of the Garden of the Mother of God developed
particularly within monastic circles during the later period.?® Even
the aforementioned text of the charter of the Wallachian ruler from
the fourteenth century was not produced by the princely chancery,
but by the hegumen Chariton. The period of Ottoman rule was the
time when these ideas flourished. However, we possess rather early
texts containing the legend that concerns us. The earliest among
them is the Life of Saint Peter of Athos, in which it is explicitly cited.?*
It can reasonably be assumed that this work was composed in the

22 Oikonomides 1978, 99, fn. 7.
23 Papachryssanthou 1974.
24 Lake 1909, 25; Pitsakis 1999, 151.
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tenth century,?® although the earliest copy that has come down to
us dates from the twelfth century.?¢ All these observations lead us
to two conclusions. First, that the tradition of Athos as the earthly
possession of the Mother of God has its origins in the Middle Ages and
should not be sought in later periods. And second, that it originated
within and for a monastic milieu, from which its transfer into the
political sphere occurred relatively late, though still within the
medieval period, prior to the Ottoman conquest, rather than after it
or as a consequence of it. The same applies to the other legendary
tradition, which likewise attributes a role to Constantine the Great.
It is evident that it is of later origin and is likewise associated with
monastic circles. This narrative, elaborated during the Middle Ages
within certain monasteries, by and for monks, acquired particular
significance during the period of Ottoman rule. Thus, the texts
in question reveal a synthesis of two traditions of sanctity - one
monastic and the other imperial - which together shape the memory
of the Orthodox Empire during the Ottoman period.

In fact, our subject is primarily concerned with the Holy Mountain,
insofar as this image relates to the theme of the sacred mountain.
Here, it is presented to us with two principal characteristics. The
first is the fulfillment of divine will, since the Lord Himself grants
the mountain as a garden to His Mother, and the very participation
of the Mother of God intensifies this sanctity and points to the
significance of the mountain for Salvation. The second characteristic,
indicating the holiness of the place, relates to the monastic theme,
which proceeds directly from the first: the mountain is inhabited by
monks because it is the Garden of the Mother of God and because
it is called to assist humanity on its path toward Salvation. In this
line of thought, monastic communities are not merely collections
of hermits but a new form of communal life that serves as a model,
thereby transforming the mountain into a place of Salvation. The
Holy Mountain is a sacred place, a place of Christian prayer, and this
becomes the cause of many of the religious, political, cultural, and
other phenomena associated with it. We have already seen how, in the
verbal imagery used to name and describe the Holy Mountain, forms
directly borrowed from the language of veneration and description
applied to Constantinople and to the Empire are employed.

The Empire is a city. In both Roman and Byzantine contexts, this
statement is self-evident, and it requires no further elaboration here.
Rome, the Eternal City, became a world empire and conquered the
universe through citizenship and law. The Eastern Roman Empire
(Byzantium) was likewise represented by Constantinople as its focal

25 Lake 1909, 14-17; Pitsakis 1999, 151.
26 Cf. Lake 1909, 9.
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point. The ideology of the capital city is characteristic of all Orthodox
countries, and not only of them. This also constitutes our approach
to the theme of the mountain as a city.

The city has its place within the liturgy, where its commemoration
encompasses not only the concrete community or parish but also the
universe, insofar as the Eucharistic liturgy possesses a universal
character. This is the community of the faithful. The city is mentioned
in the litanies - ‘for this city, for every city’ - and this has nothing to
do with geographical location. Christianity emerged and developed
within an urban cultural environment, and the liturgy reflects this
fact.?” The city here is not merely an urban center, but encompasses
the faithful - all believers, wherever they may be, gathered for union
with the Lord. This union is the sole path to Salvation, and in this
context the city acquires particular significance.

The city is not simply a populated place, fortified, a political and
economic center with administrative functions. It occupies a distinct
place within the ideology of the state and becomes its image and focal
point.?® This ideology is typically constructed upon the reproduction of
the image of Rome as the center of every imperial idea, at least within
the European-Mediterranean cultural sphere. Constantinople is the
New Rome. In the construction of the new capital, Constantine the
Great and his successors sought to reproduce Rome both urbanistically
(through the pomerium and various elements of city planning) and
socially (through the settlement of ancient senatorial families on the
shores of the Bosporus). This designation ‘New Rome’ remains to this
day part of the title of the Ecumenical Patriarch. There is also evidence
that it was used for the Ottoman capital in sultanic documents.?® The
medieval capitals of Bulgaria (Preslav and Tarnovo) and of Serbia
likewise sought to reproduce the City.*® In the sixteenth century, the
theory of Moscow as the “Third Rome’ developed in Russia, acquiring
a more clearly structured form and more enduring consequences. In
general, the idea of the Empire entails the reproduction of already
existing models, above all that of its capital as a center of power and a
bearer of a particular mission, from which derives the God-protected
character of the place. This is also one of the reasons why Muscovite
literature provides us with the richest material concerning Marian
protective icons of cities.®* At this point, we should also mention an

27 Baldovin 1987.

28 Eliade 1965, 47-9.

29 Bojovic 1998, 176, 299.
30 Biliarsky 2013, 169.
31 Naumov 2006, 193-6.
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interesting application of the cult of a Marian icon as protector of a
monastery, namely the Trinity Lavra of St. Sergius.3?

The city is the place that encompasses the faithful - that is, the
earthly Church - and it is there that participation in communion with
the Savior is realized in the Eucharistic liturgy. This is the place
where ‘hierophany’ is realized in the sense given to the concept by
Mircea Eliade. In turn, Constantinople is the universal image, the
mother and queen of cities. For this reason, it is referred to simply
as ‘The City’ (with a capital letter), a usage that extends throughout
the Middle Ages and has been preserved in the Greek milieu to this
day. It is not merely the capital, the seat of the emperor and of the
Ecumenical Patriarch. The City is a gift from the Lord, it is marked
by the constant presence of God and bears an important significance
within an eschatological context.®® It is a sacred place, connected
with the meaning of history - the Salvation of humankind. For this
reason, the City is God-protected and is the eye of the Christian
universe. The Holy Mountain is called by the same designation, and
this cannot be a coincidence within an isolated text. It is rather an
expression of an attitude toward two phenomena that, in this context,
are regarded as analogous. It is precisely this idea that motivated us
to entitle the present study ‘The Mountain as City’.

At the same time, this mountain, the Holy Mountain, visited by
the Mother of God and granted to her as her garden by her Son, who
revealed Himselfin a voice at that very place, which was subsequently
populated with monasteries - this mountain multiplies its image
throughout the entire Orthodox world. We shall confine ourselves to
only a few examples from the Balkans, while emphasizing in advance
that these examples possess not only religious but also political
dimensions.

The most accessible example is that of the Sofia Holy Mountain.
The concentration of monasteries in the mountains surrounding the
present-day capital of Bulgaria undoubtedly began in the Middle Ages
and has continued to flourish to this day. One of the few preserved
medieval Bulgarian royal charters, the so-called ‘Vitosha chrysobull’,
was issued precisely for the Dragalevtsi Monastery in the mountain
near the city.*® The existence of such a phenomenon cannot be
accidental and undoubtedly testifies to its importance as a center.
Serdica/Triaditsa/Sredets/Sofia has always been an important place
from religious, administrative, cultural, and economic perspectives.
During the period of Ottoman rule, it served as the principal city

32 Naumov 2006, 194-5.
33 Naumov 2006, 190-2.
34 Ivanov 1931, 600-1.
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of the beylerbeylik of Rumelia, which encompassed the European
possessions of the empire, thereby defining its significant position.

At the same time, it should be noted that the cult of Saint John
of Rila is, in a certain sense, a Sofia-centered cult, alongside its
present nationwide significance. This is determined not only by the
relative proximity of the Rila Mountain and his monastery to Sofia,
but above all by the presence of the saint’s relics in the city, where the
veneration of the saint arose and where the earliest texts associated
with his cult were composed.®*® We would also like to emphasize two
points of particular importance. The first concerns the miraculous
return of the relics from Esztergom to Sofia, an event that took place
in the twelfth century.?¢ This does not occur in other accounts of the
wanderings of his relics, except perhaps for the analogous episode
describing the ‘flight’ of the reliquary during their translation from
Tarnovo to Rila in the fifteenth century (to which we shall return
later). Of particular interest here is the fact that the saint did not
wish to return from Esztergom to the monastery, but directly to
Sredets. The second point is related to the translation of the saint’s
relics from Tarnovo to the Rila Monastery, which, as mentioned,
took place in the fifteenth century, in this connection, the extended
narrative of the passage and stay of the relics in Sofia on their way
back to the monastery, as described in the text known as the Rila Tale,
written by the Bulgarian man of letters Vladislav the Grammarian,
is of particular interest.3”

Sofia undoubtedly occupies a special place in connection with this
journey. It appears, however, that for the formation of the idea of
a Holy Mountain in the mountains surrounding Sofia, the decisive
factor was the transformation of the city into the most important
cultural and religious center during the sixteenth century, as well as
the events associated with the so-called New Martyrs of Sofia.®® This
religious phenomenon, which also possesses political significance and
exerts influence on the development of literary culture, sacralizes the
place and justifies the unity of the city and the mountain.

Of particular interest in this regard is the already mentioned
account of the translation of the relics of Saint John of Rila from
Tarnovo to the Rila Monastery, as recounted in the Rila Tale,
especially in its portrayal of the movement toward the mountain
as a miraculous and sacral act. This concerns the final stage of
the journey of the relics, when the ultimate ascent of the mountain
precedes their arrival at the monastery. It is said that at a certain

35 Dobrev 2007, 12-13, 335.

36 Ivanova 1986, 131, 133, 146.

37 Biliarsky 2019.

38 Biliarsky, Tsibranska-Kostova 2021.
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moment those carrying the coffin experienced not merely lightness,
but as if some force were carrying them upward, so that it was not
the people who bore the saint, but rather “he bore them invisibly”.

Here some of the people, taking up the saint, being winged by the
swift-moving lightness of the divine spirit, soon became invisible
to the others, for they ran more swiftly than the fleet deer and
the flight of eagles. It was as though they did not carry the saint,
but he carried them invisibly. Yet this wonder was followed by
other wonders. Some mounted horses and rushed after them,
now ascending, now descending, but they could neither overtake
the saint nor even see him with their eyes. Greatly astonished by
what they saw, many cried out: What wondrous and most glorious
miracle can this be! And the men who bore the saint barely
managed with difficulty to restrain the coffin, so as to wait there
for the horsemen and the people who lagged behind.?®

The path towards the monastery may thus be interpreted as a kind
of mystical return of the saint. Here, the beginning of this path
is of great importance - the movement commences from Tarnovo,
which preserves the memory of a sacral and political center of the
Second Bulgarian Empire, and concludes high in the mountains,
in the Rila Mountains, where the monastery is situated. Thus,
a symbolic connection is established between the city and the
mountain, analogous to that between Constantinople and Mount
Athos. It does not appear accidental that precisely Rila, the highest
mountain in the Bulgarian lands and the place of dwelling of the
first great Bulgarian hermit, becomes the final point of this sacred
movement. The mountain here functions as a place of divine presence
and spiritual center, standing in a particular relationship to the
capital and the Empire. In this sense, the translation of the relics
may be interpreted as a symbolic linking of the two sacred poles of
medieval Bulgaria - the royal city of Tarnovo and the holy mountain.
It would not be an exaggeration to state that this scene in the Rila
Tale implicitly conveys the idea of the interconnection between the
city and the mountain through the movement of sanctity.

More difficult to investigate is the so-called ‘Little Holy Mountain’
near the town of Sliven. The available data concerning it are relatively
scarce, and it seems that it may be explained primarily through the
penetration of Hesychast teaching into Bulgaria and the monastic
centers in Paroria, although the precise delineation of this space
remains unclear. This question will be left for future study, while we
now turn our attention more fully to the ‘Holy Mountain near Tarnovo'.

39 Ivanova 1986, 390.

Byzantine Studies2 | 112
Holy Mountain(s) in Byzantium and Beyond, 99-120



Diana Atanasova, Ivan Biliarsky
The Mountain as a City. Dissemination of the Image of the Holy Mount in the Balkans

It possesses particular significance insofar as it is associated with
the capital of the Second Bulgarian Empire. In fact, this is a tradition
that appears to have been lost at some point. Today, the presence
of monastic life on the hills around Tarnovo is attested primarily
through archaeological evidence. Of interest is the designation
Devingrad,* which points to the veneration of the Most Holy Virgin
Mary as protectress of the capital.** This protective Marian cult
connects the idea of the God-protected character of the capital and
the Empire with the idea of the Holy Mountain in its vicinity. For
Tarnovo, this constitutes a particularly significant element, since we
possess several narratives that present the Bulgarian capital - and
especially the account of its foundation - as a sacred act, comparable
to the founding of Athonite monasteries in the Athonite patria.

Inthis context, important testimonyis found in the Life of Theodosius
of Tarnovo, written by Patriarch Callistus I of Constantinople, which
reveals the conscious reproduction of the Byzantine model within a
Bulgarian context. Of Theodosius it is said:

He arrived at Tarnovo, the capital city of the Bulgarians, which is
second both in word and in reality, after the City of Constantine.
There he also found a monastery, very renowned, [dedicated] to
the all-glorious Virgin and Mother of God, the Mother of Christ.
He settled there, in the place which even to this day is commonly
called by the name of the Holy Mountain.*?

Particularly revealing in this passage is the presence of all three
elements that construct the ideologeme of the Holy Mountain. Tarnovo
is defined as “second... after the City of Constantine” which, through
rhetorical formulation, clearly expresses a claim to participation
in the imperial tradition of Constantinople. The idea of political
imitation is thus articulated - an incorporation into a universal model
in which the capital city is conceived as a God-protected center of the
world, placed under the special protection of the Mother of God. Of
great importance is also the mention of the monastery dedicated to
the “all-glorious Virgin and Mother of God”, namely the Hodegetria,
situated within a space designated as the “Holy Mountain”, clearly
not by accident. Through the parallel drawn between the Bulgarian
and the Byzantine capital, the model of Mount Athos as the Garden
of the Mother of God is likewise reproduced - a sacred space set
apart from the world, yet at the same time closely connected to it
through its salvific function. This parallel is not accidental, just as

40 Devingrad means ‘town of the Virgin’ in Bulgarian.
41 Polyvjannyj 1984, 81-5; 1989, 158-60.
42 Ivanova 1986, 446.

Byzantine Studies2 | 113
Holy Mountain(s) in Byzantium and Beyond, 99-120



Diana Atanasova, Ivan Biliarsky
The Mountain as a City. Dissemination of the Image of the Holy Mount in the Balkans

‘the City’, Constantinople, is protected by the Mother of God, so too
the ‘mountain-city’, Athos, as her earthly domain, is safeguarded and
protected by her. It is precisely here that we observe how Tarnovo
emerges as the place where these two models intersect and, in a
certain sense, mutually reinforce one another.

This idea is even more clearly visible in a passage from the text
describing a vision of Theodosius of Tarnovo:

And in a vision Theodosius saw the entire mountain filled with
various flowers and wondrous and diverse trees, full of all kinds of
fruits; and a radiant man, standing and commanding him to gather
the fruits diligently. When he came to himself, he understood in
spirit that that desert would be filled with monks, who would
cultivate many fruits of virtues. This indeed came to pass not long
thereafter. For up to fifty monks who had gathered from different
places made the desert into a city. Like sweet-voiced swallows,
building nests here and there, they offered praises to God day
and night. And it will suffice for only one of them to be singled
out, so that from him may be understood the life and the eremitic
practice of all.*®

Here the transformation of the desert into a spiritual community
is clearly evident. It is precisely this image that is of particular
importance, as it recreates the fundamental topos of the monastic
tradition - the transformation of the desert into a city, understood
not in an urbanistic but in a spiritual and liturgical sense. At this
point, we may once again recall the idea that “the desert was made
a city by monks coming out from their own and enrolling themselves
in the heavenly citizenship”, which demonstrates that the monastic
community is conceived as a form of citizenship of the heavenly city.

In the case of Tarnovo, this model acquires an additional
dimension. The vision of the mountain filled with fruits and flowers to
be gathered clearly refers to the image of the garden - a motif closely
connected with the idea of Mount Athos as the Garden of the Mother
of God. Thus, the mountain near the capital Tarnovo is conceived
simultaneously as desert, garden, and city - three images unified
within a single sacred geography. The monks who established this
community, “like sweet-voiced swallows”, through their unceasing
praise transform the space into a liturgical center analogous to the
city.

For this reason, it may be said that in the Life of Theodosius
of Tarnovo we encounter a deliberate construction of a complex
image in which the capital and the mountain function together as

43 Ivanova 1986, 451.
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complementary forms of sacred space - an image built upon the
model of Mount Athos. In this way, it is emphasized that the Bulgarian
capital is integrated into the universalist model of the Christian
Empire, where the Mother of God is the patroness both of the city
and of the monastic community, and where their unity guarantees
both political legitimacy and participation in the history of Salvation.

Particularly noteworthy in this regard is the portrayal of the
personality of the saint and of his eremitic space, which gradually
becomes communal. Theodosius is described as a spring in the
desert: “And just as a stream, situated upon the summit of a hill, with
its sweet waters [...] draws to itself [...] all animals [...] so appeared
the deeds of that divine man”.**

It is especially important that the text emphasizes how the fame of
the saint spreads “not only among the Bulgarian people themselves,
but also among the Serbs, the Hungarians, and the Vlachs”. In this
way, the space acquires a supra-ethnic character, functioning as a
spiritual center of Orthodoxy. Precisely in this sense, the Tarnovo
Holy Mountain may be regarded as a reflection of the Athonite
model. Like Mount Athos, it represents a space in which the desert
is gradually transformed into an organized spiritual community.
Thus, the Tarnovo Holy Mountain begins to function as a kind of
counterpart simultaneously to Athos and to Constantinople. Like the
City, which is ‘the Eye’ of the Christian universe and the center of
the Empire, the mountain near the capital appears as its particular
spiritual extension. It is no coincidence that in the Life of Theodosius
Tarnovo is defined as “second, both in word and in reality, after the
City of Constantine”. In this context, the Holy Mountain near the
capital is a monastic space, but also an element of imperial sacred
topography through which the Bulgarian capital is integrated into
the heritage of Orthodox Constantinople.

In this connection, attention should be paid to an exceptionally
emblematic episode from the tradition concerning John of Rila - the
‘encounter’ between the Bulgarian ruler and the saint, which reveals
the sacred function of the mountain in medieval Bulgarian culture.
According to the hagiographical tradition, Tsar Peter I of Bulgaria
wished to meet the hermit, but this proved physically impossible, as
the ruler could not reach the place where the saint resided. In one of
the hagiographical texts, the two stand on two neighboring peaks and
communicate by means of signs - the ruler pitches his tents, while John
of Rila lights a fire, the smoke of which “rises like a pillar to heaven”.

And the holy father answered them, saying: “Go and tell him: ‘Holy
and glorious Tsar, all things are possible with God, but not with

44 Ivanova 1986, 455.
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men! If you wish to see me and I to see you, set up your tent upon
the peak, and I shall make smoke, that you may see the smoke and I
may see the tent. Thus it is ordained for us to behold one another’”.
And the holy father made smoke like a pillar unto heaven. And Tsar
Peter saw the sign of the holy father, and the holy father gazed

toward the tent, and both glorified God and bowed to one another.*®

This scene unequivocally demonstrates the space of the ‘desert’ as
already sacralized through the presence of the saint and, precisely for
this reason, inaccessible to the representative of secular authority.
The ruler may approach the boundaries of the sacred space, but not
enter it. In this way, the mountain is presented as a kind of zone of
mediation between the earthly and the heavenly. The vertical image
of the smoke, which connects the two peaks, symbolically establishes
the link between the ruler and the hermit, between political and
spiritual authority. In the Life of St. John of Rila by Euthymius of
Tarnovo, this relationship is further developed through the exchange
of messages between the ruler and the saint. In his letter to Peter,
John of Rila instructs him on how he should exercise his power - with
humility, mercy, and in service to the Church and the poor. Presented
in this way, the mountain-desert appears not as a periphery, but as
a spiritual center of the state.

Such a model corresponds directly to Byzantine imperial ideology.
Here we see how Rila Mountains are assigned the same role - as
a space of heavenly protection over the ruler and, consequently,
the state. Just as Constantinople exists under the protection of the
Mother of God, and Mount Athos gradually establishes itself as a
spiritual support of the Byzantine Empire, so too Rila begins to
acquire the function of a sacred center of Bulgaria. It is precisely in
this context that the later formation of the Tarnovo Holy Mountain
should be understood, for it is here that the model of the sacred
mountain - associated both with the monastic community and with
the idea of Christian statehood - reaches its fullest development.

Thus, we observe that the idea of the sacred mountain as a
monastic community spreads throughout the Balkans and forms a
complex nexus with the idea of the divinely protected city and power,
and hence of the world itself. It is also directly connected with the
Marian city-protecting cult, since it is through the Mother of God
that divine protection itselfis realized. This protection may manifest
itself in various ways, but the two most widespread forms are through
Marian icons?® or through monastic centers.

45 Ivanova 1986, 128-9.
46 Cf. Naumov 2006, 187-98.
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In Byzantine practice, especially in the earlier period, urban
monasteries are particularly characteristic. This is undoubtedly
the case for Constantinople and Thessaloniki, as well as for other
major centers. At the same time, with the strong development of
anchoritism and the tendency of hermits to withdraw into the desert,
the mountain acquires ever greater significance. It proves to be no
less characteristic a place for solitude and for the struggle with the
demons of the world and of one’s own soul than the sandy desert.
The same may be said of cenobitic monasteries, in which the same
aim is pursued and achieved in different ways. Thus, from an early
period, large monastic centers located on mountains begin to appear.
Among these may be listed Mount Olympus in Bithynia, the Black
Mountain near Antioch, and others. From the eleventh century
onward, the significance of Mount Athos becomes immense, as it
preserves a longer tradition and develops a more clearly structured
ideology of the monastic community. At the same time, it attracts
the attention and patronage of imperial authorities and thus itself
acquires considerable political importance.

In the present study, we are not concerned with whether the Marian
Athonite cult precedes or follows the formation, consolidation, and
dissemination of the significance of Mount Athos in the Orthodox
world. The same applies to the much less pronounced veneration
of Saint Constantine. What is essential for us is that, in the Late
Middle Ages, it constitutes an important element in the perception
of the holy place. We have also sought to present the penetration and
spread of the idea of the sacred monastic mountain in the Balkans,
which is inseparably connected with the already established image of
Mount Athos. In fact, the visits of taxidiotes, the metochia of Athonite
monasteries, and the widespread veneration of (copies of) miracle-
working icons all contribute to such a development.

More difficult to explain is the connection of these centers - images
of the Holy Mountain, with the imperial capital and ideology. We
would argue that this should be understood within the framework
of the Marian cult of the city’s protection, which perceives the
Mother of God as an intercessor for humanity before her Son, and
thus as the protectress of the Empire and Constantinople. There
is sufficient evidence for this in the sources, the most significant
being the designation of both the City and the Holy Mountain as the
eye of the Christian world. The other, less promising line of inquiry
concerns the veneration of Saint Constantine and its connection with
the Holy Mountain.

The Garden of the Mother of God is a place of importance in
every respect and is continuously affirmed by the Orthodox and
their rulers. It becomes an essential element of political culture and
practice in the first centuries of Ottoman rule, when the Church
assumes a significant portion of the Roman (Byzantine) heritage,
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and together with it the mountain - the Garden of the Mother of
God - which has become an image of the Christian universe, just as
the City has always been.
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The Admired Mountain

1 Introduction

In the late thirteenth-century church of the Mother of God
Peribleptos (the Admired) in Ohrid, North Macedonia, the tympanum
surmounting the doorway on the west wall of the narthex bears an
elaborate depiction of Moses’ theophanies on Mount Sinai [fig. 1a-b].*
The composition belongs to a sophisticated mural program painted
in ca. 1294-95 by the workshop of Michael Astrapas and Eutychios
from Thessalonike.? Their patron, Progonos Sgouros, was a high-
ranking Byzantine military commander of Albanian origins, closely
associated with Emperor Andronikos II Palaiologos (r. 1282-1328).3
The Sgouroi, or Skuraj, seem to have been involved in the tensions
between the Palaiologoi and King Charles I of Anjou (r. 1266-85)
during the latter’s campaign in Albania.* Progonos may have exercised
political influence in the region surrounding Ohrid (Byzantine Achris)
and possibly held land there, although the extent of his possessions
remains uncertain. Yet, his presence in this region must have been

* Acknowledgements: I began writing this study for a doctoral seminar on the Crusades
taught by Prof. Patricia Blessing at Stanford University (autumn 2024). My work has greatly
benefitted from her initial guidance and suggestions. I owe special thanks to Prof. Antonio
Rigo for inviting me to the symposium Holy Mountain(s) in Byzantium and Beyond hosted
by the Collegio San Carlo in Modena (November 2025). Dr. Stefano Suozzi ensured a
remarkable organization, and the other speakers, especially Prof. Maria Vassilaki, offered me
precious feedback. While preparing the paper’s final version, I received insightful questions
and comments from my doctoral advisor, Prof. Bissera V. Pentcheva, as well as from several
other scholars, among whom Prof. Herbert L. Kessler, Prof. Karla Oeler, Dr. Elisabeta Negrau,
and my colleagues Alessia Silvi and Maria Shevelkina. My deepest gratitude also extends to
the Stanford Center for Russian, East European and Eurasian Studies (CREEES) for funding
my field research in North Macedonia, Kosovo, and Venice through the 2025 Globalizing
Eurasia Grant. The photographs in the Peribleptos church were taken with the blessing of His
Eminence Metropolitan Georgij of Debar and Kic¢evo. His Eminence Metropolitan Teodosjie
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1 Hamann-Mac Lean, Hallensleben 1963, 68-75; Miljkovi¢-Pepek 1967, 50.

2 On the painters, who inscribed their names and initials in several spots within the
naos, see Miljkovi¢-Pepek 1967, especially 43-51; Todi¢ 1999, 227-62; Markovi¢ 2010;
Drpi¢ 2013; Vapheiades 2019; Kosti¢ 2023. The church’s iconographic program and
its Greek inscriptions are inventoried by Markovi¢ 2011. Schroeder 2012 provides a
more focused analysis of the narthex frescoes, while Rossi 2024, 256-70 reassesses the
narrative imagery within the naos, centering on the cycle of Christ’s miracles.

3 The Peribleptos mural program emphasizes Sgouros’ Albanian background and
his connection with ancient Dyrrachion (Durrés) by including the figure of the local
martyr Asteios in the diaconicon; see Grozdanov 2001, 85-6; Christidou 2014, 166.
On the magnate’s ancestry and relationship with Andronikos II, see Zarov 2007, 51-3.

4 Zarov2007,53-6; see Fine 1987, 170, 184-94, and Abulafia 1997, 62-6 for the context
of the Neapolitan Angevin expansion into the Balkans.
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under King Stefan Uros$ II Milutin (r. 1282-1321).% The construction
of the Peribleptos church embodies Sgouros’ authority and prestige
within Ohrid. Serving as the katholikon of an urban monastery, the
building was designed as a domed structure with a cross-in-square
naos, a tripartite sanctuary at the east end, and a narthex toward
the west [fig. 2].° This narrow vestibule comprises three bays, whose
vaults and tympana provide an architectural framework for the fresco
program devised by Michael and Eutychios, perhaps in collaboration
with the monastery’s clergy.”

Situated in the chamber’s central compartment, which is
distinctively covered by a domical vault, the Sinai fresco occupies a
key position within the economy of the sacred space. Its iconography
synthesizes the biblical episodes of Moses’ encounter with the
burning bush and the transmission of the Law recounted in Exodus
3 and 24-33, respectively. The two episodes are identified by Greek
inscriptions written in elegant majuscules: “The flaming bush (batos)”
and “The Prophet Moses receiving the God-written tablets”.® The
Old Testament story is visualized as a continuous narrative winding
clockwise around an arched window, whose sill marks the painting’s
ground level as a horizontal axis. This imaginary line divides the
composition’s terrain into two superimposed compartments deployed
as topographical containers of the Moses scenes. The episodes’
sequence unravels along a stony path ascending from the valley
beneath the holy mountain onto its summit.

In the lower part of the tympanum, at the foot of Mount Sinai, Moses
appears before the shrub that burns with flaming fire without being
consumed.® Clad in a purple-gray himation, the prophet is shown twice.
First, in the far-right corner, Moses’ standing figure heeds the divine
voice calling him from the bush depicted across the valley, on the left
side of the window. The prophet raises his hands in a gesture of awe,
while directing his gaze toward the still distant shrub.® In his second

5 On Byzantine-Serbian relations in the late thirteenth century, see Fine 1987, 219-20.
6 Curcic 2010, 571-2.

7 Cur¢ié 2010, 571-2. In its present form, showcased by the ground plan included in this
study [fig. 2], the original naos-narthex compound is framed by a mid-fourteenth-century
U-shaped ambulatory.

8 In original: f) katdghexto(s) Pdto(s) and 6 mpoe(y)t(n)s pouois SexSpevos T(&g)
Beoypdgp(oug) wAdkag. Markovi¢ 2011 omits these tituli. Unless otherwise mentioned,
all transcriptions and translations are mine.

9 «kai 6p& 611 6 PdTog kaietan Tupi, 6 &e BaTog ou katekaieto (and he saw that the
bush was burning with fire, but the bush was not burning up). All quotes from the Old
Testament follow the Septuagint edition of Rahlfs [1935] 1971 and the translation of
Pietersma, Wright 2009 sometimes with minimal contextual adjustments.

10 On the role of Moses’ gesture to call attention to the wondrous sight before him,
see Crostini 2026, 9-11.
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narrative iteration, Moses draws closer to the bush but ultimately stops
as if hearing God’s admonition: “Do not come near here! Loose the
sandal from your feet! For the place (topos) on which you are standing
is holy ground (gé hagia)!” (Ex 3,5).** The once towering prophet is
now crouching in fear beneath the window’s frame. With a careful
movement, he unties his leather footwear. His eyes are fully absorbed
by this action as if avoiding the astounding sight that unfolds before him.

The painters placed the miraculous thornbush just a few steps ahead,
granting it gargantuan dimensions. The oversized shrub rises in an
impressive upward sweep, which mirrors Mount Sinai’s conical silhouette
almost like a vegetal double. Set ablaze with rippling tongues of fire,
the bush’s dense foliage follows the lunette’s curve, leaning toward
Moses to reveal its mystery. In accordance with the Exodus narrative,
an “angel of the Lord” emerges from the incandescent branches, his
hand stretched toward the prophet in the customary gesture of speech.?
In the biblical story, the messenger announces God’s coming on earth
for the liberation of the enslaved people of Israel.** The Ohrid fresco,
however, departs from a literal visualization of the scriptures, leaning
into typology.** More precisely, the composition portrays the angel not
only as a divine mouthpiece foretelling the historical deliverance of the
elect nation, but also as a mediator of a higher vision announcing the
salvation of the entire human race through the future advent of Christ.
Beneath the celestial messenger, the bush’s leaves enshrine an image of
the Virgin Mary. Though already used on twelfth- and thirteenth-century
painted panels from Mount Sinai and the Holy Land, this iconographic

11 Mnéyyiong H8e Moot 10 Iédnpa ¢k 16V TSGY Gour 6 yap TéTog, év (:) ov éoTnKag,
Yil &yia éotiv.

12 H¢ebn 8¢ oty &yyehog kupiou v phoyi Tupos £k Tou Batou (Now an angel of the
Lord appeared to him in a fire of flame; Ex 3,2). On hand gestures as pictorial speech
acts, see Barasch 1987, 15-39; Betancourt 2021, 39.

13 elmev 8¢ kUpLog Tpog Mwua iy 18ov €i6ov Ty kdkeaty 1ol Aaoi pou Tol év Aly Ut
Kal Tfg Kpauyfig aUTédv dxikoa Ao TV EpyoSieKTOV: 018a Yap TV d8UvIy altdv Kai
katéPnv eEehéoBan altoug £k yepog AlyuTrTimv kai éEayayeiv autoug £k Tig Yiig Ekelvig
kai eloayayeiv aitous ei¢ yfiv dyabnv kai woAAfy, eig yfjv péovoav ydAa kai pékt (The
Lord said to Moses, ‘When I looked, I saw the affliction of my people in Egypt and I
heard their cry on account of the taskmasters. For I know their pain. And I came down to
deliver them out of the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them into a good and spacious
land, a land flowing with milk and honey; Ex 3,7-8). The Old Testament text does not
make a clear distinction between the Lord and the messenger acting as his voice. On
the ambiguous identity of the “angel of the Lord”, see Barker 1992.

14 Though only coined in nineteenth-century scholarship, the conventional term ‘typology’
describes a much older Christian exegetical strategy, which identifies persons, objects, and
events from the Old Testament as typoi (imprints) or figurae of the New Testament; see Young
1997, 186-214; Bucur 2019, 260-75 with references to previous literature.
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formula has no known precedents in the earlier repertoire of wall
paintings from the Byzantine Empire.!*

Mary’s insert as an anachronic object of Moses’ vision lends pictorial
substance to an older exegetical tradition. Late antique and Byzantine
theologians saw the Sinai shrub as a foreshadowing of the Virgin’s
role in the Incarnation.*® Like wooden branches burning without being
consumed, her human womb contained the spiritual fire of the Logos,
the co-eternal Word of God, without being harmed by his power.*’
Moreover, just as the bush sustained the heavenly flames but suffered
no material alteration, Mary conceived and gave birth to the incarnate
Lord without breaking the bodily seals of her virginity. The notions of
God’s paradoxical containment and corporeal revelation receive special
emphasis in the Peribleptos mural [fig. 3]. Wearing the golden vestment
of celestial majesty, a diminished figure of the infant Christ nestles
within his mother’s dark purple maphorion. Like a ray of light shining
through a tree’s leafage, the divine-human child extends his radiant
arm from her bosom toward Moses. The Savior’s small hand performs
a conventional gesture of blessing and speech, providing a literal
rendition of the Logos, God’s utterance addressing the prophet from
the bush. The image’s aural dimension becomes even more conspicuous
as Moses looks downward, averting his gaze from the luminous sight,
while angling his uncovered ear to hear the Lord’s voice.

As the narrative circles back to the right side of the window,
Christ’s outreaching gesture within the shrub finds a visual parallel
in the synthetic depiction of God’s manifestation on the mountain’s
summit [fig. 4]. In the upper register of the tympanum, the Lord’s
mighty hand stretches down from an arc of heaven, offering
Moses the stone tablets inscribed with a pseudo-Hebrew text. The
prophet appears in a third narrative instantiation, standing on the
craggy peak of Sinai, his hands ritually covered in the himation. In
contrast to the burning bush, the tablets display no Marian figure.
Nevertheless, an imaginary diagonal unites them with the Virgin’s

15 Der Nersessian 1975, 336-7. The episode’s earlier Byzantine renditions offer a
more literal illustration of Moses’ scriptural interaction with the bush and the angel. A
double vignette from an eleventh-century Octateuch likely produced in Constantinople
(Vatican City, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Vat.gr.746, pt. 1, f. 157r) provides an
eloquent comparison in this respect; see Weitzmann, Bernabo 1999, 1: 148-9; 2: fig.
613; a digital facsimile is available at https://digi.vatlib.it/view/MSS_Vat.gr.746.
pt.1. The miniature simply shows Moses encountering the burning bush and then
untying his sandals while an angel voices God'’s plan for the liberation of the enslaved
Israelites. Though employing a similar narrative sequence in a condensed form, the
Peribleptos composition does not stick to the historical surface of the Exodus tale and
links it to the New Testament.

16 Grillmeier 1995, 39-40. A more detailed analysis of this exegetical tradition is
provided below.

17 Dennis 2023, 132-9.
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apparition within the shrub, suggesting a typological connection.
Moreover, the tablets’” materiality, which indexes the emblematic
red granite of Mount Sinai, actualizes the typological metaphor of
Mary’s flesh inscribed with the divine Logos by the Holy Spirit - the
Father’s finger [fig. 5].*®

In fact, the joint representations of the burning bush epiphany
and the reception of the Law are integrated into a broader cycle of
prophetic visions.*® Building on patristic exegesis, these compositions
depict Old Testament epiphanies as typoi or proleptic imprints of
Mary’s role as the vessel of Christ’s divinity and the instrument
of his Incarnation.?® Apart from the Moses composition above the
entrance, six other scenes, comprehensively examined in previous
scholarship, are featured on the tympana that crown the walls of
the narthex'’s lateral bays [figs 6-71.2* Their selection echoes the Old
Testament pericopes read at the vespers of great festivals of the
Theotokos.?? The left-hand-side compartment displays Jacob’s dream
of the ladder and his fight with the angel (west),?®* alongside King
Nebuchadnezzar’s dream of the stone cut from a mountain, which
crushes the idol personifying his empire (north),?* and a depiction
of Moses and Aaron at the Tabernacle (east).?® The right-hand bay
comprises King Solomon’s bed surrounded by 60 armed warriors
(west),?¢ the allegorical image of Wisdom'’s banquet before her newly
built house (south),?” and a composite representation of the Heavenly
Temple featuring Ezekiel before the sealed door and Isaiah receiving
the blazing coal from the seraphim (east).?® In all these murals,
the objects, buildings, and landscape elements foreshadowing the
Incarnation bear medallions enclosing the Virgin’s bust effigy. Despite
its spatial prominence and iconographic complexity, little attention
has been paid to the portrayal of Moses’ two theophanies at Sinai. At

18 On the connection between Moses’ tablets, the red Sinai granite, and the Virgin,
as it was imagined in the late medieval Holy Land, see Rachman-Schrire 2015.

19 Markovic¢ 2011, 131.

20 On the theological and poetic background of this interpretive stance, see
Cunningham 2004; 2021, especially 141-75.

21 For an overview of Marian typoi in Palaiologan painting, see Studer Karlen 2018.

22 Todi¢ 1999, 106. Engberg 1967 argues this in the case of the early fourteenth-
century Old Testament cycle at the Chora Monastery (Kariye Camii) in Constantinople.

23 Gen 28,10-15 and 32,24-30; see Miljkovi¢-Pepek 1967, 51.

24 Dan 2,31-3; see Grozdanov 2012.

25 Miljkovi¢-Pepek 1967, 51.

26 Song of Songs 3,7; see Der Nersessian 1963, 80-1; Xyngopoulos 1963.

27 Prov. 9,1; see Meyendorff 1959, especially 270-2, fig. 7; 1987, especially 394.
Radoj¢i¢ 1975, Willson 2020, and Brzozowska 2024 discuss the theme’s later Palaiologan
and Post-Byzantine iterations.

28 Ezek 44 and Isa 6,6-7; see Babi¢ 1968, Negrau 2024.
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an immediate level, my paper seeks to fill this lacuna. More broadly,
however, it demonstrates the image’s pivotal role within the mural
program of the Peribleptos church and relates it to wider modes of
conceptualizing sacred space that emerged from a dialogue between
Palaiologan Byzantium and the Eastern Mediterranean loca sancta.
The scene’s symbolic prominence is hinted at by its placement
within the central bay of the narthex, in an area reserved for the
dedicatory inscription.?® On the door’s lintel, beneath the Moses
composition, an elaborate Greek text commemorates the church’s
foundation by Progonos Sgouros. The inscription runs as follows:

This divine and all-revered temple of our Most Pure (panyperagnou)
Queen Bearer of God (Theotokou) the Admired (Peribleptou) was
raised with the effort and expense of Lord Progonos Sgouros, the
great hetaeriach, and [with those] of his spouse, and of the son-
in-law (gambrou) [most likely still referring to Progonos] of our
mightiest and holy sole-ruling emperor (autokratoros basileos),
Lady Eudokia, during the reign of the Most Pious Emperor and
Sole-ruler of the Romans Andronikos Palaiologos and of Eirene, the
Most Pious Augousta, during the tenure of Makarios, the most holy
archbishop of Justiniana Prima [i.e., Ohrid] and of all Bulgaria in
the year [of the world] 6803 [i.e., AD 1294/95], in the indiction 8.3°

It is plain that through the juxtaposition with this votive epigraph,
the program’s designers tried to incorporate the representation of
the Sinai theophanies into a symbolic rhetoric of the foundation act.
What has to be clarified, though, are the reasons that motivated this
iconographic choice. Why would a late thirteenth-century Balkan
program interweave the story of the prophet’s encounters with God
on the holy mountain into the symbolic narrative of the church’s
foundation? And more importantly, to what effects? The answers I
shall advance here lie in the broader use of the Sinai narrative in

29 On the position, structure, and function of such epigraphs in Palaiologan
foundations, see Adashinskaya 2018, 317-62; especially 334 on the example quoted here.
30 &vnyépdn 6 Beiog kai TAVOETITOG Vads 0UTOg TTavUTIEP&YVOU SeaTroivig fipdv
Beotokou tiig meptPAémTou Sia cuvSpopiis kai eEddou kip Ipoydvou ol Zyoupol peydhou
eTaipeidpyou kal Tijg ouliyou avtol kupag Eldokiag kat yapfpol tol kpatiotou kai
&ylou Npdv altokpdTopos Pacihémg émi Tiic Pactheiag ToU evoeBeotatou Pacthémg
Kai avtokpdTopos Pwopaiwv Avdovikou ol Iakatordyou kai Eipfivng tfig eboeBeotdrng
alyovotng dpytepatevovrtog 66 Makapiou ToU TAvayloTdTou ApYIETIOKOTIOU Tiig
mpaytng TouoTiviaviig kai dong Boulyapiag étous cwy, ivS. n'. The inscription was
published by several scholars, among whom Hamann-Mac Lean, Hallensleben 1963, 23.
Markovi¢ 2011, 133 amends their transcription and provides a survey of the epigraph’s
bibliography. Zarov 2007, 49-50; 2024 comments on the historical background of
Sgouros’ relationship with the emperor and analyzes the inscription’s discovery and
reception by modern scholars.
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shaping a Christian notion of sacred space as a ritually demarcated
precinct where God makes himself present in the material realm.

InExodus 3,5, the Lord’s thundering voice declares the mountainous
site of the Sinai shrub as a “holy ground” separated from profane
existence by a set of ritual restrictions. To step on it, Moses must
untie the sandals from his feet. Since the patristic age, Christian
exegetes have understood these leather-made items as symbols of
impure matter, sin, and mortality, all of which had to be removed in
God'’s presence.?! The prophet’s action is conspicuously displayed in
the Ohrid fresco.3? His crooked figure surmounts both the founder’s
inscription and the physical threshold that marks an ontological
rupture between the consecrated ground and the outside world.3?
The ceremonial removal of the prophet’s footwear sets the symbolic
boundaries of the place or topos where the Lord reveals himself
on earth.3* Veronica Della Dora notes that, in biblical and patristic
language, the term topos designates the material or conceptual
locus where divinity renders itself perceptible and allows humans
to encounter it.** In the Ohrid mural, this concept bodies forth in
the typological depiction of the Mother of God within the burning
bush.?¢ It is her figure that physically envelops the radiant image of
Christ, presenting it both to Moses’ prophetic gaze and to the viewers
standing before the tympanum.

Within the foundation rhetoric prompted by the prominent pairing
of the Sinai scenes with the dedicatory inscription, the visualization
of Mary as a human container of divinity provides an iconic paradigm
for the church’s status as a receptacle of Christ’s salvific presence. In
thislogic, the holy mountain of Sinai, the burning bush, and the church

31 Dulaey 1992; Boulnois 2015.

32 Late antique depictions of the Sinai scene assign a secondary position to the bush
itself, focusing on Moses’ ritual gesture; see Dulaey 1992, 99.

33 My analysis takes inspiration from Eliade’s classical conception of sacred space;
see Eliade 1959, 20-9. Although this model has been criticized for its universalizing
and insufficiently historicized character (e.g., Smith 1987), Eliade 1959, 20 takes
direct inspiration from Moses’ encounter with the burning bush. While remaining
cautious about applying his framework indiscriminately to different historical periods
and cultural contexts, I find it a useful heuristic instrument for approaching the Late
Byzantine reception of the burning bush. For a more historically grounded account
of Christian attitudes toward holy places, see Markus 1994, 257-71. On thresholds,
liminality, and Byzantine and Western medieval sacred spaces, see Gerstel 2006;
Dolezalovd, Foletti 2019.

34 Eliade 1959, 20.

35 Della Dora 2016, especially 33-60 on the concept of topos, and 147-75 on its
inflection in the form of holy mountains. Pentcheva 2024 provides an analysis of Della
Dora’s ideas in the context of eleventh-century mosaics of the Hosios Loukas Monastery
in Steiris, Greece.

36 On the Incarnation as the process through which divinity inhabits the earthly
realm, that is, ‘takes place’, see Della Dora 2016, 48-9.
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itself are concomitantly portrayed as providential sites that actualize
the mystery of the Savior’s coming in flesh. My paper unpacks the
typological use of the burning bush and Mount Sinai as a means to
transform the Virgin’s figure into a corporeal model of containing
divine presence. This schema, I contend, had a paradigmatic value
for the symbolic articulation of sacred space. Sgouros’ foundation
in Ohrid showcases the earliest known Byzantine mural depicting
Mary within the Sinai theophany.3” Although this theme had a rapid
dissemination across the early fourteenth-century Balkans, the
pictorial configuration it engendered at the Peribleptos remains
unique.?® Accordingly, my analysis focuses on this example, leaving
the theme’s subsequent development for future research. However,
to account for the image’s function within the Ohrid program, it is
necessary to uncover the circumstances of its formation and adoption
into the Palaiologan repertoire. The history of this pictorial theme,
which has not been written in a systematic manner so far, leads us
beyond the empire’s borders.?® Its development points to a series of
largely uncharted connections between the Late Byzantine Empire
and the eastern regions of the Mediterranean basin, where Greek,
Arabic, Latin, and Armenian Christians cohabited within the orbit of
the so-called crusader states.*°

This study picks up the trail of the Marian iconography of the
burning bush along the Levantine coast, aiming to reach a better
understanding of its assimilation and reinterpretation in the

37 At this point, a terminological clarification is required. I am using a narrow
definition of ‘Byzantine’ to designate visual artifacts engendered by workshop traditions
and spiritual trends from Constantinople, Thessalonike, and other Greek-speaking
centers within the territories of the Eastern Roman polity.

38 Throughout the first decades of the fourteenth century, the Marian rendition of the
burning bush entered the customary repertoire of wall paintings associated both with
the workshop of Michael Astrapas and Eutychios and with other contemporaneous elite
artisans. In Thessalonike, where the Ohrid masters hailed from, the scene is featured
within the south compartments of the ambulatories at Dodeka Apostoloi (ca. 1310-14
or 1320s) and Hagios Nikolaos Orphanos (ca. 1310-20); see Tsigaridas 2021, 305, 386-
7; Tsigaridas, Loverdou-Tsigarida 2023, 151-5; Tsitouridou 1986, 157-9; and Todi¢ 1999,
106, 349. During the same period, the theme was also assimilated into the sanctuary
program of the Protaton church in Karyes, Mount Athos (ca. 1300), and the chapel
attached to the south of the bema in the katholikon of Gracanica Monastery in Kosovo
(ca. 1320-21); see Studer Karlen 2018, 124; Tsigaridas 2003, 32-3; Todi¢ 1999, 106, 152,
254, 334. Other fresco ensembles display it in funerary spaces, such as the parekklesion
at the Chora Monastery in Constantinople (Istanbul) and the arcosolium of Archbishop
Danilo II (in office 1324-37) in the Hodegetria church at the Pe¢ Patriarchate, Kosovo;
see Der Nersessian 1975, 336-7; Fogliadini 2022.

39 Tzvetkova-Ivanova 2000, especially 15-19; Collins 2006, 95-118 provide preliminary
surveys of this theme in Byzantine and Orthodox iconography more broadly. On the
use of analogous images in the late medieval and early modern West, see Harris 1938.

40 On the notion of ‘crusader’ states, its limitations, and use in historiography, see
Buck 2020 with an evaluation of previous scholarship.
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Palaiologan context. My investigation begins amidst the rocky peaks
believed to have witnessed Moses’ theophanies in biblical times. Its
first section addresses the image’s emergence within the milieu of
the monastery at Mount Sinai in present-day northern Egypt, an
ancient shrine originally dedicated to the Mother of God and later to
St. Catherine of Alexandria. Then, it formulates a tentative scenario
regarding the theme’s Mediterranean dissemination through icons
and manuscripts produced in the late twelfth- and thirteenth-
century crusader milieu. Although this essay adopts a periegetic
layout, its purpose is not to produce an exhaustive survey of Marian
representations of the burning bush scene. Rather, it attempts to
draw a trans-regional constellation of key examples reflecting the
image’s initial articulation within the Eastern Christian milieu and
its subsequent crusader and Byzantine use.

The depiction of the Virgin within the miraculous shrub appeared
within a broader category of painted images distilling the topography
and epiphanic aura of the sacred mountain. Kurt Weitzmann,
Robin Cormack, Kristen M. Collins, Jas’ Elsner, Gerhard Wolf, and
Bissera V. Pentcheva have extensively discussed the importance
of such site-inspired images for building Sinai’s identity as a locus
sanctus.** However, the precise role of Marian iconography as part
of this visual phenomenon demands further exploration. Expanding
on previous studies, particularly that of Collins, I show that the
Virgin’s portrayal within the batos was articulated as a titular image
of the Sinai Monastery, foregrounding the site’s centrality within
the history of salvation.*? Despite its initial embeddedness into the
Sinaitic landscape, the image of Mary within the burning bush, as
well as the spatial model of the theophanic mountain, acquired a
more universal function, being adopted into wall paintings from the
Palaiologan Empire.

This line of thought will bring me once again to the Ohrid mural,
whose designers reshaped the locus sanctus model in accordance
with their site’s specificities and spiritual expectations. The second
and third sections, therefore, show how the Peribleptos program
turns the mountain of theophany into a conceptual pattern underlying
the selection and spatial arrangement of narrative scenes from the
Old and New Testaments. The painters Michael and Eutychios,
likely directed by their commissioners and the monastery’s clergy,
inserted the Sinai composition into a broader network of images
visualizing biblical episodes believed to have occurred on sacred
summits. Thus, the notion of holy mountain becomes a principle
of iconographic association, being abstracted into what Jérome

41 Weitzmann 1982; Cormack 2000; Collins 2006; Elsner, Wolf 2010; Pentcheva 2014-15.
42 Collins 2006, 99, 106-12.
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Baschet defines as a ‘hypertheme’ and Alexei Lidov as an ‘image-
paradigm’.®® While approaching such systems of pictorial linkages
from different theoretical standpoints, both scholars emphasize the
overarching patterns that tie together images traditionally regarded
as independent.** In the Peribleptos frescoes, the mountain topos
generates such an associative node prompting a complex pictorial
reflection on God’s manifestation in space and time.

From the west tympanum of the narthex, the twofold Moses scene
mirrors across the architectural space the joint depictions of the
Descent of the Holy Spirit and the Dormition (Koimésis) of the Mother
of God, displayed on the equivalent spot within the naos.** Medieval
tradition placed both these events, which conclude the Byzantine cycle
of great festivals, on a Mount Sion in Jerusalem. The Ohrid program,
I argue, exploits this topographical underpinning of Pentecost and
the Virgin’s Dormition to build a typological parallel between Sinai
and Sion as landmarks of the historical unfolding of God’s plan.
Thus, the representation of the burning bush as a proleptic vision of
the Savior’s Incarnation participates in a spatialized mechanism of
depicting and interpreting the concatenation of biblical events. The
two holy mountains appear as sites where human history takes major
turns toward the divine, first through the establishment of the Mosaic
Covenant and later, through the foundation of the Christian Church.
Consequently, from a localized model of circumscribing divine
presence in space, the notion of holy mountain is sublimated into a
general device for conceptualizing the Lord’s manifestation in time.
Michael and Eutychios picture this development by inserting the
Sinai and Sion scenes into a system of spatial correspondences that
emphasizes their pivotal position within the redemption narrative.
The episodes mirror each other in pairs, within a complex geometrical
structure that eschews any expectation for a linear sequence. The
images’ spatial association follows a chiastic schema inspired
by Ancient Greek poetry and rhetorical thought. This crosswise
arrangement, I suggest, offers an almost diagrammatic means of
visualizing the working of providence, rendering perceptible the

43 Baschet 2008, 274-9; Lidov 2009a, 291-345; 2009b with a synthetic view of his
previous studies.

44 Thaveinvestigated the articulation of such relational networks in the monumental
programs of several thirteenth- through late fifteenth-century monastic churches from
Southeastern Europe; see Dumitrescu 2022; 2025. My work aligns itself with other
recent studies: Pentcheva 2024; 2027 discusses an analogous phenomenon in the
eleventh-century katholikon of Hosios Loukas, focusing on the role of chanted hymns
as an interpretive binder of mosaic compositions; Gerstel 2019 and Schroeder 2026
propose cognate directions for understanding the décor of Late Byzantine churches.

45 Hamann-Mac Lean, Hallensleben 1963, 69-75; Miljkovi¢-Pepek 1967, 48-9.
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hidden correspondences through which the divine mind orders the
economy of salvation.

2 Emplaced Sacredness: From Locus Sanctus to the Locus
of the Incarnation

The depiction of Moses witnessing the anachronic apparition of the
Mother of God within the burning bush emerged about a hundred years
before Michael Astrapas and Eutychios painted the west tympanum
in the Peribleptos narthex.¢ Its origins point to the environment
of the Virgin’s Monastery on Mount Sinai. Since late antiquity, this
shrine had housed the miraculous shrub from which Moses heard
the Lord’s calling.*” Though it only acquired a figural form during
the later Middle Ages, the typological link between the burning bush
and the Mother of God had a major role in shaping the perception of
the holy mountain as a site of theophany and a material container
of divine presence. In what follows, I show how this idea took shape
within the exegetical thought of the Greek Church Fathers and was
subsequently embedded into the sacral layout of the Sinai landscape.
The overlaying of such theological views onto the site’s topography
would eventually give rise to an image of Moses’ vision of the Mother
of God within the burning bush. This emblematic representation
not only encapsulated Mount Sinai’s scriptural aura prompted by
its connection with the Exodus narrative but also emphasized the
mountain’s pivotal position within a broader Christian narrative of
human redemption.

To understand this process, one must start with a closer look
into the Marian interpretation of the Sinai topography and its
patristic background. In his mid-sixth-century account of imperial
building campaigns, Procopius of Caesarea mentions that Justinian I
(r. 527-65) built an imposing monastery of the Theotokos at the foot
of Mount Sinai, on whose pinnacle Moses had received the divine
Law.*® Procopius does not explicitly connect the shrine’s location with
the epiphany of the burning bush. However, his text likely assumes
a topographical link as self-evident. Late antique pilgrim accounts,
such as the fourth-century Latin Itinerary of Egeria, confirm this
subsistent interpretation. In the winter of 383-84, Egeria and her
companions found the vegetal relic of the burning bush “at the head
of the valley” beneath the “mountain of God”.*®* The shrub grew

46 Tzvetkova-Ivanova 2000, 15-19; Collins 2006, 95-118.

47 Foradiachronic approach to the monastery’s spiritual significance, see Nelson 2006.
48 Proc. Aed. V. 8, ed. Dewing, Downey 1954.

49 tinerarium Egeriae I1.1, IV.6-8, ed. Prinz 1960. The translation follows Wilkinson 1999.
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near an older monastic complex, which included a church, cells, and
a garden. Within its precinct, the pilgrims read “the appropriate
passage from the Book of Moses”, that is, Exodus 3, seeking to map
the scriptural events onto the surrounding terrain.*°

It was this narrativized topography that Justinian’s new foundation
sought to exploit by placing the Virgin's monastery on the site
where pilgrims desired to relive the Moses story. His endeavor goes
beyond the textual commemoration of scripture, using ecclesiastical
architecture and Marian devotion as a way to project Christian
exegesis onto the Old Testament landscape. The monastery’s
dedication to the Mother of God speaks to an established theological
tradition identifying the burning bush as a foreshadowing of the
Incarnation. Beginning with Gregory of Nyssa (d. 394), in his fourth-
century allegorical Life of Moses (BHG 2278), Christian commentators
interpreted this theophanic episode as a prefiguration of Mary’s
virginal motherhood: “From this, [Gregory writes,] we learn also
the mystery of the Virgin: the light of divinity which, through birth,
shone from her into human life did not consume the burning bush,
even as the flower of her virginity was not withered by giving birth”.%*

This reading gained further doctrinal weight in the fifth-century
Christological debates elicited by Mary’s veneration under the epithet
Theotokos or ‘Bearer of God’.52 The Virgin's Old Testament typoi were
intensely mobilized by theologians who sought to counteract the
term’s opponents, namely, Archbishop Nestorius of Constantinople (in
office 428-31) and his Antiochian acolytes. Like Gregory before him,
Proclus of Constantinople (in office 434-46) evokes the thornbush
that burned without being physically consumed as a symbol of the
Virgin’s paradoxical motherhood.?® In the same period, Cyril of
Alexandria (in office 412-44) expanded this metaphor’s dogmatic
scope, connecting it with the union of the Savior’s divine and human
natures in Mary’s womb. In his treatise On the Unity of Christ, Cyril
writes that God revealed his capacity to assume “the limitation of
humanity” by “depicting [or painting] (zdgraphon) the manner of his
Incarnation in types”.** The Lord descended onto the bush in the
form of fire. Yet, despite wood’s highly ignitable nature, the celestial

50 Itinerarium Egeriae IV.6-8, V.8-10, ed. Prinz 1960.

51 Gregory of Nyssa, Vita Moysii 11.21, ed. Daniélou 1955. For an English translation,
see Malherbe, Ferguson 1978. Whenever possible, hagiographical works are
accompanied by the numbers assigned by Bibliotheca Hagiographica Graeca (BHG);
see Halkin 1957.

52 Grillmeier 1995, 39-40.

53 Proclus of Constantinople, Homilia in Nativitatem Domini 16-17, ed. Martin 1941;
and Laudatio de genitricis Mariae V1.6, ed. Leroy 1967.

54 Cyril of Alexandria, Quod unus sit Christus 737, ed. De Durand 1964; transl. by
McGuckin 1995.
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flames did not consume the shrub’s branches, thus, showing “how the
divine nature of the Logos supported the limitations of humanity”.%*
As alogical consequence of Cyril’s demonstration, the instrument of
the Incarnation - that is, the Virgin - became a sanctified receptacle
that brought incompatible ontologies - fire and wood, divinity and
humanity - into a mutually unaltering junction. It is noteworthy that,
through the Greek verb zographeo, Cyril presents the process through
which God revealed this salvific miracle to Moses in terms of painting
or pictorial representation. The analogy between prophetic vision
and image-making played a decisive role in the later understanding
of the burning bush typos.

After Nestorius’ condemnation at the Council of Ephesus (431) and
the subsequent Christological development at Chalcedon (451), the
Marian reading of the Moses epiphany became a canonical reference
in Byzantine homilies and hymnography.*® Moreover, the Justinianic
construction of the Virgin’s Monastery at Sinai physically enshrined
it into the biblical landscape. Despite this, Mary’s typological
association with the burning bush did not elicit a substantial figural
tradition for many centuries to come.’” The conceptual groundwork
for this pictorial development, I believe, was laid during the eighth-
and ninth-century debate around images. It was in this period that
Greek-speaking writers from Syro-Palestine spearheaded the defense
of figural imagery against its imperial detractors in Constantinople.
One of these authors, John of Damascus (d. mid-eighth century),
referred to the charismatic aura of the Sinai locus sanctus to ground
the doctrine on icons.® This connection was all the more necessary
since the main scriptural argument mobilized by the iconoclast party
was the second commandment given to Moses on the holy mountain:
“You shall not make for yourself a graven image, or any likeness of
anything” (Ex 20,4).%° John composed ample treatises showing that
the Mosaic interdiction did not apply to Christian images, whose

55 Cyril of Alexandria, Quod unus sit Christus 737, ed. De Durand 1964.
56 Tzvetkova-Ivanova 2000, 11-15 offers a selection of key examples.

57 Der Nersessian 1975, 336. References to the Marian exegesis of the burning bush
were sometimes featured in earlier medieval visual culture. For example, a seventh-
or eighth-century mural at the Deir al-Surian monastery in the Nitrian Desert, Egypt,
portrays the Virgin’s Annunciation amid four prophets, including Moses. The latter
holds a scroll inscribed with the Coptic translation of Ex 3,2; see Innemée 1995;
Kessler 2023, 22. Yet, such cases are rather exceptional and generally coming from
outside the Byzantine environment. There is no compelling evidence of a coherent
iconographic tradition going back earlier than the twelfth century.

58 Without explicitly linking these writings to Sinai, Pentcheva 2014-15 emphasizes
the site’s role in formulating a particular definition of Christian icons.
59 Barber 2002, 54-9; Louth 2002, 200-1. On the negotiation of this Mosaic prohibition

in Byzantine image-making, see Kessler 2000. Elsner, Wolf 2010, 62; Pentcheva 2014-
15, 201-2 examine its implications for the Sinai shrine.
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legitimacy stemmed from the mystery of the Incarnation and thus
surpassed the Hebrew Law.®® Unfortunately, even a brief review of
his full conception would go beyond the limits of this paper.* Suffice
it to say that, among other arguments, John emphasizes that Sinai
was a holy place not because of its association with the ban on
material imagery, but precisely because it had harbored God’s visual
manifestation within the burning bush. The theologian believed that
the batos itself was or contained an image, and that the biblical site
derived its sanctity from this image’s capacity to catalyze the sacred
and imprint it into space.

Thus, in his Second Apology against Those Who Attack the Divine
Icons, John amasses scriptural evidence showing that the Lord himself
has always operated through images. God created man “in his own
image” and expressed his salvific plan through images, which took
shape in the prophets’ visions almost as immaterial depictions.®? This
idea had already been embraced in the writings of earlier Church
Fathers, such as the above-quoted Christological treatise by Cyril of
Alexandria. Yet, for Cyril, the equivalence between prophetic visions and
(painted) images was primarily rhetorical, serving as a compelling simile
for his understanding of biblical typology. John turns this analogy into
a self-standing theological argument. His demonstration invokes the
burning bush not only as a symbolic foreshadowing of the Incarnation,
but as “an image (eikon) of God’s Mother” - in a sense, her original
icon.%® The epiphanic shrub, John maintains, concentrated the Lord’s
presence into a visible form, anticipating the Savior’s revelation in flesh
and by extension, in material icons. Thus, he argues, the image-bearing
bush must have possessed an inherent sacredness, which manifested
itself spatially. The surrounding site, that is, absorbed the vision’s aura,
becoming a locus sanctus. To demonstrate this idea, John emphasizes
that God himself called holy the ground where the epiphanic image
of his future Incarnation was revealed to Moses. By recognizing the
holiness of the site housing the image, the Lord implicitly sanctioned
the latter’s status as a source of sanctity. The theologian sums up the
argument with a rhetorical question: “If the ground on which the image
of the Theotokos appeared to Moses is holy, how much holier will it be
the image itself? For it is not merely holy, but I dare say, the Holy of

60 John of Damascus, Orationes de imaginibus tres, 2.7-10, ed. Kotter 1975; translated
by Anderson 1980. For further context, see Barber 2002, 70-2.

61 Barber2002, 70-6; Louth 2002, 193-221 provide an analysis of his ideas and works.

62 John of Damascus, Orationes de imaginibus tres, 2.20, ed. Kotter 1975, with
comments by Louth 2002, 206-7.

63 John of Damascus, Orationes de imaginibus tres, 2.20, ed. Kotter 1975.
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Holies”.®* John emphasizes the image’s ability to generate emplaced
sacrality. Moses’ iconicized vision of the Virgin turns Mount Sinai
into “holy ground”, a consecrated area similar to the later Temple in
Jerusalem. In this spatial container of visual revelation, Mary’s proleptic
figure functions as an epicenter of sacredness, that is, the Holy of
Holies. Therefore, one should not be surprised that the subsequent
figural tradition turned this visionary depiction of Theotokos into a
driving principle of the site’s aura as a locus sanctus.

The interdependence between the Virgin’s epiphanic image and the
mountain’s divinely proclaimed status as “holy ground” constituted,
in my view, the main theological impetus for articulating the Marian
iconography of the burning bush. As far as the surviving material leads
us, this figural step was only taken in the crusader period. Collins has
convincingly shown that the earliest preserved panels depicting Mary
within the batos were made toward the end of the twelfth century
and at the beginning of the thirteenth, which is to say, in the decades
around the 1187 reconquest of Jerusalem by the Ayyubid Sultan
Salah ad-Din (r. 1174-93).% Their emergence testifies to a spiritual
and artistic network connecting Mount Sinai with other centers of
the Holy Land, such as Jerusalem and Acre. At a conceptual level,
however, these representations bespeak a broader desire to distill the
sanctity of the holy mountain into a visually graspable form.®¢ Such
aspirations had long been nurtured by local monks and pilgrims.®” Yet,
it was only in the late twelfth century that the site’s biblical charisma
was decisively poured into the Virgin’s figure. In doing so, these novel
images did not necessarily illustrate John of Damascus’ writings.
Rather, they advanced a similar theological reasoning in a pictorial
fashion. While John strove to ground the icon’s sacredness into the
indisputable charisma of a biblical site, our panels used the Virgin’'s
likeness to affirm the mountain’s status as a locus sanctus connected
with the history of salvation. To understand why this happened, it is
necessary to have a closer look into the extant visual evidence.

Among the oldest examples of Mary’s portrayal within the Sinai
shrub, there is a late twelfth- or early thirteenth-century icon
preserved in the collection of the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate in

64 H Pdrog eikiov v Tiig Beopntopog, kai péAhovtt 1§ Moaf) Taity Tpoaiévar eimev 6
Bedg «Ymohuoat 10 UméSnpa tdv oddV cou' 1) yap yi), €v ) EoTnkag, YT yla EoTiv.»
Ei oOv 1 yii, év f:] eikev Tiig Beotdkou BN 1§ Mwoi), yii ayia éoti, wooE pdAlov ol
1l eikdv; 00 pévov yap &yia, dANG, Tohpd Aéyery, kol &yiwv ayia (John of Damascus,
Orationes de imaginibus tres, 2.20, ed. Kotter 1975).

65 Collins 2006, 106-8.

66 Pentcheva 2014-15, 196, 203-7 attributes a similar function to the light effects
produced by the burnished gold haloes and ‘whirling’ discs on eleventh- and twelfth-
century Sinai icons; for a specific example, see below.

67 Weitzmann 1974, especially 52-4; 1982, 21.
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Jerusalem [fig. 8].%® The panel shows the Sinai shrub within a rocky
valley, flanked by two peaks. Its dark branches seem to grow along
the Virgin’s bust-length figure. In the background, a gigantic flame
bursts from the ground, encasing Mary’s body in a mandorla-like
shape. A gleaming red effigy of the infant Christ floats before his
mother’s chest, as if the supernatural fire had permeated her flesh
being molded into iconic representation. Like in the later Ohrid
fresco, “the angel of the Lord” calls Moses’ attention to the vision.
This time, however, he does not speak from the bush but flies into
the composition from the left side. Collins interprets this alteration
of the expected narrative setting as an allusion to the Virgin's
Annunciation by the Archangel Gabriel.®® The Gospel scene is also
referred to by what seems to be a wool skein depicted in Mary’s right
hand.”™ Upon witnessing this foreshadowing of Christ’s Incarnation,
Moses removes his sandals and then, in a second narrative iteration,
approaches the shrub barefoot.

Apart from the novel typological iconography, the panel exhibits
an uncommon attentiveness to the topography of Mount Sinai. As
mentioned above, the Marian shrub stands in a rocky hollow between
two mountains of different heights. This configuration mimics the
real location of the Burning Bush Monastery, which is situated
between two major peaks. Commonly known under the Arabic
name Jebel Musa (i.e., Mount Moses), the lower one was believed
to be the place where the prophet received the tablets of the Law.™
The higher summit, however, had elicited a different narrative
tradition by that time. According to legend, the beheaded body of
the martyr Catherine of Alexandria was miraculously transported
by angels onto the highest peak of Mount Sinai, which was thereby
called Jebel Katrina (i.e., Mount St. Catherine). Her relics were later
discovered by monks and brought to the monastery for veneration.”
In the period when the Jerusalem panel was painted, Jebel Musa
and Jebel Katrina were widely recognized as the major landmarks of
the Sinai Monastery.”™ Their incorporation into the spatial setting of
the burning bush scene allows us to include the icon into the larger

68 Collins 2006, 108. The chronological sequence of this panel and the examples
discussed below can only be relative, since their dating is exclusively based on formal
and iconographic examination.

69 Collins 2006, 108.

70 Collins 2006, 108. The current situation in the Middle East has prevented me
from inspecting this panel directly. Moreover, all available photographs, including the
picture published by Collins, are of a mediocre quality. Therefore, the identification and
analysis of such minute details should be subject to further analysis.

71 Jacoby 2006, 79-80.

72 On St. Catherine’s cult at Sinai, see Sevéenko 2006.

73 See Drandaki 2006, 493-4 for a comprehensive discussion of pilgrim accounts.
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category of loca sancta images previously discussed by Weitzmann.™
This group of representations produced within or for the Holy Land
is characterized by a great investment in “very specific topographical
details” meant to assist or simulate the experience of pilgrimage.’
Therefore, it is safe to assume, in line with Weitzmann’s reflections,
that the panel’s iconography spoke to a tradition from the shrine’s
spiritual, if not geographical sphere.

Further evidence in this sense is adduced by the ample corpus of
icons currently in the collection of St. Catherine’s Monastery.”® Due
to the lack of documents, the exact dating and provenance of these
panels remain famously insecure. However, whether they were made
at Sinai, brought by pilgrims, or sent as donations from abroad is a
secondary matter to my argument. What is important to acknowledge
is that their impressively coherent iconography reflects a broader
elevation of the Virgin’s image as the central expression of the site’s
sanctity, continuing John of Damascus’ line of thought.” Compared
to the Jerusalem example, these icons take a different approach to
the Marian iconography of the burning bush. Instead of depicting a
fully fleshed-out narrative scene, they provide an iconic synthesis of
the Old Testament story.

Though it only reached its complete development around 1200,
this formula was already outlined on a panel generally dated to the
late eleventh- or the early twelfth century. The icon displays the
enthroned Mother of God within an elaborate frame composed of
twelve rectangular compartments [fig. 91.”® These marginal vignettes
are mainly inhabited by prophets holding unfolded scrolls inscribed
with Greek texts referring to the Virgin’s scriptural typoi. Amidst
them, on Mary’s right-hand side, Moses stands before a depiction
of the burning bush, which rises atop a minute rendition of the holy
mountain. His scroll quotes Exodus 3,3: “When I pass by (parelthon), I
will look at this great sight (to horama to mega touto)”.™ Although the
flaming shrub does not contain a Marian effigy, Moses’ gaze moves
past it - in keeping with the sense of the Greek verb parerchomai - and

74 Weitzmann 1974; 1982.
75 Weitzmann 1982, 21.
76 Collins 2006, 100-4.

77 Elsner, Wolf 2010 foreground the strong iconographic localism of the Sinai panels,
which undergirds their formal diversity.

78 Mouriki 1990, 105; Belting 1994, 290; Weyl Carr 1994; Collins 2006, 108.

79  maperbov dyopat 10 Spapa 1o péya tolto; the inscription was published by Mouriki
1990, 385 fn. 27 alongside the texts written on the scrolls of the other characters.
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rests upon the central portrayal of the Mother of God.®® The batos,
therefore, is not looked at but looked through. It serves as a visionary
channel through which the prophet contemplates the great horama,
that is, the comparatively gigantic Virgin holding the incarnate God.
While no sources attest to the panel’s place of origin and makers,
who may have been linked to Constantinople, Doula Mouriki and
Annemarie Weyl Carr suggest that it was commissioned for the
Sinai community.®* Pentcheva brings further arguments in this
sense, proposing that the characters’ burnished haloes captured
the incandescent appearance of the rocks that witnessed the Lord’s
manifestation before Moses.??

Several thirteenth-century Sinai panels expand on the prophet’s
pairing with the Virgin within a pictorial setting alluding to the
Exodus 3 episode. On them, Mary’s figure and the burning bush are
not only juxtaposed, but conflated, similar to the abovementioned
Jerusalem depiction and the later Ohrid mural. One of these icons,
for instance, shows the Theotokos carrying Christ alongside the
martyr Catherine [fig. 10]. The incandescent branches of the bush
creep like ivy upon the Virgin’s body. At her feet, Moses’ reduplicated
figure appears in the customary iconographic schema associated
with Exodus 3.8 While this example maintains a series of narrative
attributes, the vast majority of coeval Sinai icons limit themselves to
a laconic depiction of Mary with no further elements save the divine
child before her chest.

Nonetheless, as we can see on another early thirteenth-century
panel depicting the Theotokos among saintly hermits, this otherwise
generic representation is pinned to the spiritual landscape of Mount
Sinai through the highly idiosyncratic titulus M(été)r Th(eo)u <tes>
Batou (The Mother of God of the <Burning> Bush) [fig. 11].3* The
Sinaitic background of the bystanding saints - from left to right,
Georgios, Neilos, Anastasios, and John Klimakos - strengthens
the image’s localism. By flanking the Virgin of the Burning Bush,
the four Sinai hermits tie Moses’ experience of contemplating the
Lord’s visible form to the spiritual practices of thirteenth-century

80 Belting 1994, 290 remarks that the dynamics of gazes is particularly important on
this panel: for instance, the Virgin looks down toward the elder Symeon, recalling the
narrative schema of Christ’s Presentation in the Temple; see also Weyl Carr 1994, 247-8.
81 Mouriki 1990, 385 fn. 28; Weyl Carr 1994, 248. Belting 1994, 290 regards it
as a Constantinopolitan product without elaborating on the original purpose of its
commission. It is not unlikely that the panel was a Byzantine gift for the Sinai monastery;
Drandaki 2006, 498-9; and Pentcheva 2014-15, 207-10 elaborate on the eleventh- and
twelfth-century connections between the imperial capital and the holy mountain.

82 Pentcheva 2014-15, 204.
83 Nelson, Collins 2006, cat. no. 56.
84 Collins 2006, 101.
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local monks. The icon’s visionary dimension becomes particularly
evident in the case of St. Anastasios, who stands on Mary'’s left side.
Unlike the other fathers, whose poses are rigidly frontal, Anastasios
turns his gaze to the small figure of Christ held by his mother. This
discreet move might not have been haphazard. As a leader of the Sinai
community in the seventh and early eighth centuries, Anastasios
composed a homily on the Lord’s Transfiguration or Metamorphasis
(August 6; BHG 1999), in which he presented the holy mountain as an
ideal site of spiritual contemplation (theoria) directed at the visionary
encounter with God.® Our panel alludes to this Sinaitic tradition
presenting Anastasios as an exemplary portrayal of contemplative
practices. However, in this new figural context, the monastery’s
ancient ideal of theoria was rearticulated around Mary, whose figure
had become Sinai’s spiritual core. It is her image that serves as the
framework and medium for the vision of the Lord, which local ascetics
sought to attain by emulating Moses.2¢

Elsner and Wolf connect the rise of the Virgin tes Batou theme
with a contemporaneous reconfiguration of the monastery’s identity
as a locus sanctus and a pilgrimage center.®” In the early thirteenth
century, the devotional emphasis of the Sinai shrine shifted from
the sites of biblical events to the cult of St. Catherine. Her miracle-
working body had been transferred to the sanctuary area of the main
church sometime before 1214, when Abbot Symeon wrote a liturgical
typikon attesting to its presence within the monastery’s precinct.%®
The veneration of the virgin martyr spurred an immense popularity
in the crusader period, particularly among Latin Christians.®® The
Virgin of the Burning Bush was likely meant to preserve and enhance
the monastery’s association with Moses’ visionary experiences
alongside the veneration of the martyr’s bodily relics. The typological
representation of Mary within the shrub provided a corporeal
counterpart to St. Catherine’s physical presence, accentuating the
major role that Sinai played in the history of human salvation.®® This
refashioning responded to a growing importance of the devotion to

85 Anastasios of Sinai, Adyog eig Tnv &yiav XpioTol Tol Ocol fipdv petapdpewoty, ed.
Guillou 1955; for an English translation, see Daley 2013, 163-78.

86 Cf. Kessler 2019, 81-4 for a discussion of the Virgin as a medium in Western
medieval thought.

87 Elsner, Wolf 2010.

88 Sevcenko 2004; 2006, 2; Safran 2023, 85-9.
89 Safran 2023.

90 Elsner, Wolf 2010, 69.
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the Mother of God, which characterized both the Eastern and Western
sides of Mediterranean Christendom during the later Middle Ages.**
One cannot help but wonder whether this incarnational turn in
local imagery could have been facilitated by the late twelfth- and
early thirteenth-century political context of the Holy Land. In the
period when the images of the Mother of God tés Batou were created
around Sinai, Christian control of major locales of Jesus’ earthly
life, such as Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and Nazareth, had become
increasingly precarious due to the restored Islamic rule.®? Under such
circumstances, it is not unlikely that the Sinai shrine tried to absorb
part of the New Testament charisma of Palestine by presenting the
burning bush episode as a major step toward the accomplishment
of God’s salvific plan. In other words, the material locus sanctus
originally linked to Mosaic theophanies was now turned, by means of
Marian imagery, into a mystical locus of the Incarnation. The locally
assimilated image of the Virgin endowed Sinai with a charismatic
aura comparable to Palestinian shrines such as Joseph’s house in
Nazareth or the Nativity cave in the Bethlehem Basilica.?® This
typological restyling catered to both Greek and Latin Christians.®*
Moreover, it had significant echoes across the Levant as the depiction
of the Virgin within the burning bush was disseminated through the
monastery’s outposts or metochia within the crusader states.®®
Sinai stood at the center of an impressive network that benefitted
from the protection and support of the Latin ecclesiastical hierarchy
and secular overlords.®® A document from the chancery of Pope
Honorius III (in office 1216-27) provides a comprehensive picture of
the community’s Eastern Mediterranean satellites.”” On August 6,
1217, on the feast of the Lord’s Transfiguration, the pontiff confirmed
the properties and privileges of St. Mary’s Monastery on Mount
Sinai. The text lists countless houses and subordinate priories
that the shrine possessed in Egypt, the Holy Land, and across the
Levant. Among them, Honorius’ scribes mention “the hospital and
the dependency of St. Moses (obedientiam Sancti Moysi), houses and
an oven” in Jerusalem, “houses and lands” in Jaffa, “St. Catherine’s
dependency (obedientiam Sanctae Catherinae)” in Acre, “the church

91 Rubin 2009, 177 describes a “creeping ‘marianization’ of religious culture” in
twelfth-century Europe, which continued in the subsequent period.

92 Folda 2008, 84-5.

93 On the significance of the Bethlehem shrine in the crusader period, see Bacci
2017, 113-219.

94 Drandaki 2006, 495-6; Collins 2006.
95 Folda 2008, 84; Corrie 2010.

96 Lafontaine-Dosogne 1996, 116-17.
97 Tautu 1950, no. 17, 35-7.
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of St. George” in Damascus, “two confraternities” at the Monastery
of St. George in Mangana, Constantinople (at that time, under Latin
rule), as well as outposts on the islands of Crete and Cyprus.®® These
establishments must have acted as hubs for the circulation of images,
texts, objects, and religious ideas from and toward Mount Sinai.®®

At least two icons from the monastery’s collection, attributed to
painters active in the mid-thirteenth-century Levant, bear witness to
this phenomenon.*®® A strong case was made that these panels were
produced in Acre, the center of the shrinking Crusader Kingdom of
Jerusalem.*® Their dating and attribution draw on the striking formal
resemblance to deluxeilluminated manuscripts produced at Saint-Jean
d’Acre, such as a missal from the San Lorenzo Cathedral in Perugia
(Museo Capitolare, MS 6) and the Arsenal Bible (Paris, Bibliotheque
de I’Arsenal, MS 5211) commissioned by King Louis IX of France (r.
1226-70).1°2 The panels’ iconography, style, and technique combine
the Byzantine tradition with Frankish features, providing the best
example of images designed around the loca sancta, which could
appeal to both Eastern and Western audiences.*®?

The first one is a small devotional panel portraying the Mother of
God tes Batou between Moses, Elijah, and the saintly bishop Gregory
of Nazianzos, whose surprising presence may relate to a personal
devotion of an unknown patron [fig. 12].1°* With gentle hands, Mary
touches her infant’s shoulder and thigh, without actually supporting
him.2*s Rather, Christ seems to float in front of his mother’s bosom
in a manner more akin to a vision than a solid presence. The panel
exhibits no inscription linking the Mother of God with the burning
bush and does not visualize any painted branches growing on her body.
Yet, both the Virgin and the three bystanding saints are surrounded
by spiraling acanthus-like vines. These interlacing scrolls were
meticulously modelled in pastiglia and then coated in what appears
to be silver leaf with some gold accents.!® This ornamental device

98 Tautu 1950, no. 17, 35-6.
99 Drandaki 2006, 495.
100 Weitzmann 1963, 192-4, 199-200; 1982, 291-324.

101 Weitzmann 1963, 200-2; Folda 2005, 327-34; Corrie 2010, especially 429, 435;
cf. Cormack 2008, 80-2.

102 Folda 2005, 324; Cormack 2008, 71, 74. A digital facsimile of the Arsenal Bible is
available at https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b550071673/f13.item.

103 Cormack 2008, 74.
104 Weitzmann 1963, 199-200; Folda 2005, 328-9.
105 Folda 2005, 328.

106 Its exact metal components can only be determined through scientific
investigations which I have not been able to conduct at this stage.
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had a broader use in panels attributed to the crusader environment.2°?
It also occurs, for example, on a contemporaneous icon representing
St. George on horseback, now at the British Museum in London.®®
However, this relief background acquired a special meaning in
relation to the Virgin's figure. The vegetal motifs, I suspect, served
as an evocation of the bush’s branches from the Moses story.1*® Due to
the highly reflective properties of metal leaf, in the medieval context
of reception, the molded tendrils would have been set ablaze by the
fire of candles and natural light. Through this optical activation,
the panel’s silver background would have provided an animated
actualization of Mary’s epiphanic image within the shrub’s foliage.**°

For a beholder familiarized with the thirteenth-century Sinai
shrine, the glittering relief vines would probably have recalled the
setting of the ancient Burning Bush chapel, erected at the eastern
end of the Justinianic basilica on the site traditionally associated with
Moses’ encounter with God. Though most of its medieval furnishings
went missing, the chapel’s appearance during the crusader period
was described by Thietmar, a German pilgrim who visited the
monastery in 1217.1** Thietmar reports that the bush itself no longer
existed, its branches having been cut and distributed as relics.**? The
site was instead marked by a material representation:

In its likeness, however, a golden bush was made from sheets of
gold, with a golden image of the Lord above the bush and a golden
image of Moses standing to the right of the bush, taking off his
sandals. Another golden image of Moses stands on the left side of
the bush, as though already barefoot.*?

107 Folda 2005, 328; Corrie 2010, 435-6.

108 Cormack, Mihalarias 1984; Cormack 2002; 2008; Folda 2005, 329-30;
for a digital reproduction, see https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/
object/H_1984-0601-1_1.

109 Kessler 2024, 109 highlights similar uses of acanthus vines in Western European
art, including a twelfth-century depiction of the burning bush (without the Virgin’s
figure) at S. Maria Immacolata in Ceri near Rome; cf. Zchomelidse 2003.

110 On the phenomenal activation of gold relief icons, see Pentcheva 2010, especially
121-54.

111 Magistri Thietmari Peregrinatio XVIII, ed. Laurent 1857, comprehensively
discussed by Pringle 1998, 52-3; Drandaki 2006, 495-501.

112 Magistri Thietmari Peregrinatio XVIII, ed. Laurent 1857.

113 [...] ad instar autem illius rubi factus est aureus rubus ex laminis aureis, et ymago
Domini aurea super rubum, et ymago Moysi aurea stans ad dexteram rubi, discalcians
se. Stat et alia ymago Moysi aurea in sinistra parte rubi tamquam discalciata et nudis
pedibus. Magistri Thietmari Peregrinatio XVIII, ed. Laurent 1857; the translation follows
Pringle 1998, 52 with minor changes.
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As Anastasia Drandaki points out, Thietmar likely saw a now-lost
reliefimage - a panel or perhaps self-standing silhouettes - depicting
Moses’ encounter with the bush as a vision of the pre-incarnate
Logos.*** This metal image marked the holiest area of the monastic
precinct. According to Thietmar, the chapel attracted all kinds of
Christians, as well as Muslims. All of them, from bishops and monks
to the great sultan of Babylon (i.e., Cairo), who had also come as a
pilgrim, were required to remove their footwear at the entrance, in
imitation of Moses’ gesture in Exodus 3.**% It is therefore plausible
that a thirteenth-century panel invested in Sinai’s status as a locus
sanctus would incorporate visual allusions to the shrine’s epicenter
of sanctity. By enveloping the figure of the Mother of God tés Batou in
a web of silver-coated pastiglia vines, the icon may have evoked the
memory of the metal relief seen by devotees such as Thietmar within
the Burning Bush chapel, thereby linking the Virgin’s body to Sinai’s
most sacred place.

Perhaps more explicitly than the silvered scrollwork background,
the Virgin’s epiphanic dimension is foregrounded by her association
with Moses and Elijah. The two prophets direct their gazes and right
hands toward the Savior, in the customary gesture of theophanic
scenes. Indeed, their pairing around the figure of Christ evokes the
traditional schema of the Transfiguration on Mount Thabor.*¢ This
image had a particular significance for the Sinai Monastery, as
it constituted the iconographic core of the well-known mid-sixth-
centurymosaic program commissioned by Emperor Justinian [fig. 13].**7
By depicting the infant Christ between the two prophets, our crusader
icon yields further symbolic depth to the Marian image of the burning
bush. Within this intervisual configuration, the representation of the
Virgin acts not only as a retrospective reference to the Sinai shrub,
but also as a corporeal actualization of the holy mountain - be it Sinai
or Thabor - as a locus of divine manifestation.!*® This metaphorical
extrapolation is also marked by the inscription on Moses’ open scroll,
which quotes God’s calling onto the mountaintop in Exodus 24,12:

114 Drandaki 2006, 495-7. Christ’s image within the burning bush constitutes a
distinct iconographic tradition, whose history is beyond the scope of this paper; see
Zchomelidse 2003.

115 Magistri Thietmari Peregrinatio XVIII, ed. Laurent 1857.
116 Matt 17,1-8; Mark 9,2-8; Luke 9,28-36.
117 Weitzmann 1982, 5-18; Elsner 1994.

118 Elsner 1994, 94 observes that the sixth-century apse mosaic overlays the visionary
topographies of the two mountains; see also Voordeckers 1988, 177-8.
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“The Lord said to Moses: ‘Ascend toward me [on the mountain]’”.**®
Yet in contrast to the ancient Transfiguration mosaic, the crusader
icon moves the emphasis from the overt epiphany of Christ’s divine
majesty to its concealed revelation in the humble form of a babe.

The second Acre panel testifies to this metonymic expansion of
Mary'’s visionary image, using her not only as an iconic reference
to the burning bush, but also as representation of the theophanic
mountain as a site of visions [fig. 14]. As usual, the composition centers
on the standing figure of the Mother of God.**° This time, however, the
Virgin appears in the Hodegetria formula. Elevated on a rectangular
pedestal, Mary carries Christ in her left hand and points to him with
the right in a gesture of revelation and intercession. The Apostles
Peter and Paul flank her, accompanied by the saintly hermits Antony
the Great and Euthymios, the champions of late antique asceticism
in Egypt and Palestine.*?*

Above them, a stylized depiction of Mount Sinai stretches like
a stony canopy. This quasi-architectural framing is reminiscent of
tenth- and eleventh-century Constantinopolitan ivories, which often
enshrine depictions of the Deesis, as well as biblical episodes, in
ciborium-like structures. On the icon, however, the canopy’s extrados
accommodates two abbreviated narrative scenes, which occupy the
panel’s spandrel-like corners. On the left side, an elderly Moses raises
his covered hands waiting to receive the divine tablets. Before him,

119 Written in black majuscules, the original text on Moses’ rotulus reads: + fymev
k(upto)g Tpog pwonv ava<PnOi>. At an unknown later date, this inscription was
overwritten in red letters. The second layer preserves a longer portion of the same
verse: + fev k(upro)s Tpog pwong avaPr Tpoo pe k(upto)s Tn...ce. Weitzmann 1963,
199 identifies the passage but does not provide a transcription. The Septuagint text
of Exodus 24,12 reads: kai eimev kiptog 1pog Mwuaflv AvaBnbr tpdg pe eig 10 Spog kai
1001 éxel. In addition to rewriting the scriptural quote, the later hand retraced the
scroll’s contour and altered its layout by distributing the text over a greater number of
lines. The script is less accomplished than that of the mid-thirteenth-century original.
Elijah’s rotulus follows the same palimpsest pattern. Its original black inscription, later
retraced in red, refers to the emblematic oath formula marking the prophet’s entrance
into the biblical narrative: Zn k(up1o)g kai Zn v yuyn pou neatnv netog (The Lord lives, and
my soul lives, if there shall be rain). The text reproduces 1 Kings 17,1 in an abbreviated
form, likely quoted from memory and perhaps mediated through a liturgical source;
cf. the Septuagint version: j) kiprog 6 Bedg tdv Suvdpewv 6 Beog Iopanh, (i) TApETTNY
EvaTriov aUTol, el Eotar T& £ Talta Spéoog kai UeTog OTt €1 i) S1d 6 TépaTOg AGYOU pou
(The Lord lives, the God of powers, the God of Israel, before whom I stand, if there shall
be dew and rain these years, except by the word of my mouth). The icon’s inscriptions
display pronounced signs of iotacism, a common feature of medieval Greek epigraphs.
As Agapitos 2018, 90 observes, this phenomenon should not be regarded as corruption
or provincialism, but rather as evidence of the inscriptions’ oral dimension.

120 Folda 2005, 333-4.
121 Weitzmann 1963, 192-4.
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there is a small bush. *?? Yet, his gaze passes over it, fixating the
mountain’s summit, which rises as the canopy’s apex. On the other
slope, Elijah is seated within a crevice, turning his eyes toward
the same peak, while a raven brings him a circular loaf. This scene
conflates several episodes from the prophet’s scriptural story in a
typical formula of Sinaitic visual culture.'?® It uses Elijah’s sojourn
in the Judean desert, when the Lord nourished him through ravens
(1 Kings 17,4-6), as an iconographic matrix. However, it also alludes
to the prophet’s journey to Sinai. Elijah took shelter in a cave on
Mount Horeb, from where he witnessed God’s manifestation in a
gentle breeze (1 Kings 19,9-13). This local reference activates Elijah’s
visionary dimension, which is additionally enhanced by his coupling
with Moses on the slopes of the theophanic mountain.

By inserting her figure into this elaborate topographical framing,
the panel portrays the Virgin as a corporeal equivalent of the holy
mountain. The Mother of God Hodégetria and the theophanic summit
are aligned along the composition’s central axis. Even so, beyond
their functional overlap as receptacles of divine presence, Mary’s
figure and the depiction of Mount Sinai differ in a major aspect.
While the Virgin holds the incarnate manifestation of God, the
Sinai landscape is rendered as completely barren. Although the two
prophets gaze intently at its rocky peak, in a formula evoking the
Transfiguration, their eyes do not encounter any palpable vestige of
the Lord’s presence. This omission could not have been accidental,
especially since Moses raises his hands in expectation of the God-
written tablets. However, no celestial hand descends to offer them.
Nor is there a divine flame to kindle the withered bush before him.

By contrast, the Virgin’s hand gesture guides the viewers to the
infant Christ. Her image, therefore, fulfills and supersedes the role of
the actual mountain as a site of theophanic encounter. Metaphorically
speaking, the icon of the Theotokos absorbs the blaze of the Old
Testament theophany, leaving the shrub extinguished and the
rocky summit empty. The panel proclaims Mary’s immaculate body,
inscribed in painting, as the true mountain of God, which in the words
of Psalm 68,15, is a fertile mountain, “rich” and “curdled like cheese”.
It is on this corporeal site of vitality and abundance that Christians
can mystically experience the Lord’s revelation in flesh. Notably,
the Virgin’s rendition as the mountain of theophany is accompanied
by the leaders of the apostles, the main witnesses of the Savior’s
coming on earth and the pillars of his Church. Their testimonial role

122 Weitzmann 1963, 192; Folda 2005, 334.

123 On the depiction of Elijah in the wilderness and its implications for Eastern
monasticism, see Voordeckers 1988, 177-82; cf. Rigo 2023, especially 215-31;
Dumitrescu 2025, 275-82.
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is complemented by Antony and Euthymios. As exemplary hermits,
the two saints connect the visionary models of Moses and Elijah with
the Christian monasticism flourishing on Mount Sinai.*** However,
their juxtaposition with the Mother of God indicates that it was
through her mediation that local ascetics could attain the most direct
encounter with the Lord.

Whilst attributed to a workshop from Acre, the two panels
examined above exhibit an exceptional familiarity with both the
visual culture and devotional atmosphere of Mount Sinai. It is very
likely that these icons were intended as gifts for the Burning Bush
shrine and perhaps even made, as Jaroslav Folda suggests, at the
house in Acre.*?® If this hypothesis is correct, the Sinai metochion in
the crusader capital must have constituted one of the main channels
through which the locus sanctus iconography of Mary was transmitted
across the Levant.

A slightly later miniature from an Armenian lectionary
commissioned by Prince Hethum II, the future king of Cilicia
(r. 1289-1307), lends further support to this idea.*?® Produced in
1286, this lavishly illuminated manuscript (Yerevan, Matenadaran,
MS 979) contains two marginal representations of Mary within the
burning bush.*?” The first accompanies the passage from Exodus
3,2-5 on f. 94v [fig. 15a].22® The shrub’s lush branches wind around
the holy mountain, enfolding Moses, who appears in the customary
pose untying his sandals. The prophet directs his gaze toward the
summit, where the Virgin’s bust emerges from the foliage with
her hands raised in prayer and the Christ Child wrapped in her
maphorion. Mary’s rounded visage, slightly turned posture, and
half-length format, together with the shrub’s elongated outline, are
remarkably akin to the later Ohrid mural. In the Hethum manuscript,
however, the bush’s fleshy leaves curve around her nimbus, forming a
symmetrical structure reminiscent of an acanthus-shaped acroterion.
At its summit blooms a small, multi-petaled flower touched by the
rays emanating from a golden orb, which hovers in the air. The
shining medallion bears an effigy of the “Ancient of Days” (Dan.
7,9-10), the manifestation of the Logos as the Father’s image.**® In a
typical formula of Byzantine and Eastern Christian iconography, this
image acts as a pre-incarnational counterpart to the depiction of the

124 Weitzmann 1963, 193-4; Folda 2005, 334.

125 Folda 2005, 329; Corrie 2010, 425-9 proposes additional arguments. On Sinai’s
Acre outpost, see Pringle 2009, no. 400, 73.

126 On Hethum II, see Stewart 2001, 65-183.

127 Der Nersessian 1993, 1: 120-1; Rapti 2008, 122-3, 140.
128 Der Nersessian 1993, 1: 120.

129 On this theme, see Grabar 1968; Bucur 2019, 208-46.
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infant held by his mother.?*® The radiance surrounding the elderly
God seems to imbue the holy mountain with vitality and kindles its
expansive vegetation with immaterial fire.*** Thus, the composition
depicts the Logos as a luminous source of life that permeates creation
and becomes manifest in the human form of an infant.

An analogous incarnational symbolism is articulated in the second
miniature [fig. 15b]. Located on f. 228r, the scene is appended to a
liturgical reading from the New Testament, namely Acts 7,30-4.132
The pericope consists of St. Stephen’s speech before the Jerusalem
Sanhedrin, in which the protomartyr recalls Moses’ encounter with
the Sinai shrub as a prefiguration of the salvific mystery enacted
through Jesus Christ. The Virgin is depicted as a standing figure
poised upon the shrub’s flaming foliage. Here too, her hands are lifted
in the orant pose, while a medallion containing the bust of Christ
appears before her chest.

Although iconographically distinct, the Hethum miniatures exhibit
a certain formal affinity with the Acre icons. In the second image
in particular, the Virgin’s physiognomic features and the treatment
of her vestments are particularly similar to the panel depicting the
Mother of God tes Batou between Moses and Elijah. Since Armenian
Cilicia fostered strong connections with the neighboring Latin
Kingdom of Jerusalem, one might assume that the illuminators of
the Hethum codex adapted an earlier Sinaitic model filtered through
the crusader milieu.'*® The inflection of the Batos iconography in
the Cilician manuscript was merely a symptom of a much broader
reception across the Eastern Mediterranean.

3 Mirroring Mountains: Sinai and Sion as Topographical
Poles of Sacred History

Already in the 1286 Hethum lectionary, the Marian image of the
burning bush had been detached from any overt form of Sinaitic
localism. What was originally meant as a titular representation of
the monastery had now been transformed into a typological image
of salvation conveying a more universal message activated in the
performative framework of liturgical lections. This tendency gained
further traction in late thirteenth-century Byzantium. Less than a
decade after the Cilician manuscript, the Ohrid rendition of Moses

130 Dumitrescu 2025, 273-4, 286-7.
131 Cf. Baschet, Bonne, Dittmar 2012, 43-95; Kessler 2024.
132 Der Nersessian 1993, 1: 120, where the miniature is erroneously listed on f. 229r.

133 On the relationship between the thirteenth-century Cilician Kingdom and the
crusader states, see Ghazarian 2015; Chookaszian 2021.
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before the burning bush proves how the Sinai rhetoric of the holy
mountain as a locus of God’s salvific presence could be symbolically
replicated beyond the physical loca sancta.*® Put differently, a
representation originally meant to explicate the soteriological
meaning of an individual place sanctified by a divine manifestation
in a distant past could provide a model of sacred space: that is, a
symbolically demarcated precinct framing the encounter with God
in the ever-renewed present of liturgical time.

The precise channels through which the Sinaitic iconography of the
Virgin within the burning bush entered the Palaiologan repertoire
cannot be determined with certainty. Nevertheless, the circulation
of painters and visual traditions connected with the Levantine
environment is attested in thirteenth-century Southeastern
Europe. Made sometime between 1222 and 1227, the frescoes of
MileSeva Monastery in Serbia showcase conspicuous affinities with
contemporaneous crusadericons from Mount Sinai.*** Likewise, a mid-
thirteenth-century master trained in the same tradition as the Acre
workshop painted a mural cycle of St. Francis of Assisi at the church
of the Virgin Kyriotissa (Kalenderhane Camii) in Constantinople.*3¢
In addition, monks, prelates, and noblemen from the Late Byzantine
Empire and the Southern Slavic Kingdoms traveled to Mount Sinai
and the Holy Land, facilitating the transmission of images, religious
texts, and ideas.*?”

This last aspect is particularly important for understanding the
Ohrid depiction of the Virgin within the burning bush. While resembling
some features of the first miniature in the Hethum lectionary, the
fresco does not seem to reproduce a pre-existing model. Rather, it
reinvents the theme and adapts its conceptual premises to the broader
iconographic and theological program of the Peribleptos church. As
posited above, the monumental composition on the west wall of the
narthex offers a paradigmatic scenario of circumscribing the space of
the Lord’s epiphany. The designers of the Ohrid wall paintings drew a
parallel between the biblical site of the burning bush and the sacred
precinct of the church, mobilizing the archetypal logic of the ritual
delimitation between the sacred and profane spaces.'*® Once again,
this interpretation is reminiscent of John of Damascus’ iconophile
oration. The text regards the locus of Moses’ vision as a temple-like

134 This pattern of translocation finds a slightly later parallel in Latin Christendom:
Safran 2023, 113-16 identifies an attempt at replicating the architecture of the Sinai
basilica at the late fourteenth-century church of S. Caterina in Galatina, Southern Italy.

135 Zivkovi¢ 2021.

136 Striker, Kuban 1997, 128-42, pl. 155-70; Folda 2005, 299-336; Corrie 2010, 416.
137 Dragojlovi¢ 1987; Tarnanidis 1987; Rigo 2002.

138 Eliade 1959.
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structure, where the “image of the Mother of God” stands for the most
sacred chamber, the Holy of Holies.*3®

In the Ohrid example, the symbolic equivalence between the
epiphanic mountain and the sacred building was suggested by the
latter’s position on a flat hill overlooking the medieval city and the
nearby lake [fig. 16]. From this conspicuous spot, the church seems to
embody the Greek epithet peribleptos, literally translated as ‘the one
to be looked at from all sides’, hence ‘admired’.** More significantly,
however, the building’s place within the Ohrid terrain facilitates
a synergy between the iconography of its painted interior and the
characteristics of its natural surroundings. Upon noticing the semantic
centrality of the Sinai composition, the community of medieval
monks and believers were likely encouraged to identify the site of the
Peribleptos monastery as a holy mountain. Within the church’s walls,
God manifested his presence as he had done before both in the shrub
that Moses encountered on the slopes of the mountain, and on the
latter’s peak.*** Through the symbolic conflation with the biblical site,
the building becomes an architectural counterpart to the Mother of
God herself, whose sanctified body acted as a locus of the Incarnation.*#?

The cycle of Old Testament typoi painted on the narthex walls
enhances this nexus of analogies. On the north tympanum,
Nebuchadnezzar sees the Virgin’s prefiguration as a stony mountain
imprinted with her imago clipeata [fig.6]. Similarly, on the south
side, the divine Logos appears in the angelic guise of Sophia, God’s
Wisdom, who “built herself a house and supported it with seven
pillars” (Prov. 9,1). The edifice rises in the background as a temple
whose pediment bears Mary’s sculpted bust, alluding to her role as
Christ’s corporeal abode [fig. 7]. These two compositions face each
other across the chamber, framing the burning bush scene spatially
and strengthening the functional equivalence between the Virgin’s

139 John of Damascus, Orationes de imaginibus tres, 2.20, ed. Kotter 1975.

140 On the term’s meaning, see the entry in Liddell, Scott 1996; Zarov 2007, 58.
The monastery’s dedication to the Mother of God Peribleptos references a major
Constantinopolitan monastery founded by Romanos III (r. 1028-34) and restored by
Michael VIII Palaiologos (r. 1259-82) after the 1261 reconquest of the Byzantine capital;
see Mango 1992; Dark 1999. Marian churches bearing the same title are attested
in Thessalonike and Mystras. The rules of other Greek monasteries of the Virgin
include peribleptos as a secondary epithet. The late thirteenth-century typikon of S.
Maria in Grottaferrata near Rome provides such an example: the document mentions
Abbot Blasios tijg mepiPAémTou povijg ti)g Uepayiag B(eotd)kou Tig Emovopalopévng
iig kputrTopéppng (of the admired monastery of the Most Holy Bearer of God, which is
called of Grottaferrata); see Grottaferrata, Biblioteca del Monumento Nazionale, I".a..1
=gr.210, f. 1r.

141 Della Dora 2016, 147-75.
142 Cf. Pentcheva 2004.
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body, the topos of the holy mountain, and the temple’s - or the
church’s - sacred building.

While being explicitly thematized within the narthex murals, the
topographic symbolism developed around Moses’ theophanies on
Sinai provides a more general structural principle for the church’s
fresco program. This conceptual pattern reverberates into the
selection and spatial arrangement of narrative scenes from the lives
of Christ and the Virgin painted in the upper zones of the cross-
in-square naos. Within the church’s main compartment, the west
tympanum and wall display the superimposed depictions of the
Descent of the Holy Spirit upon the apostles and Mary’s Dormition
and Assumption or Transferal (Metastasis) into heaven [fig.17]. In
his seminal essay on Middle Byzantine mosaic programs, Otto
Demus emphasizes the capacity of narrative programs to evoke the
major locales of the Gospel history in a visual actualization of the
Holy Land.**®* Drawing on Demus’ observation, I suggest that the
Pentecost-Koimesis nucleus appears as a topographical counterpart
to the narthex images of the Sinai theophanies.

Christian tradition claims that both the Descent of the Holy Spirit
and the Virgin’s death took place on a sacred height, namely, Mount
Sion outside the walls of Jerusalem. *** Pilgrim accounts, such as
the late twelfth-century Ekphrasis traditionally attributed to John
Phokas, situate these events even within the same architectural
complex.' According to John, the Holy Sion was “a church of great
size with vaulted roof” rising within a castle on the right-hand side
of Jerusalem. Within its precinct, there is “the house of St. John
the Evangelist, where the thrice-blessed Virgin dwelt after the
Resurrection, and where she fell asleep”. An “iron railing” marked
the spot where Mary “yielded up her soul to her Son and God”. In
the same church, on the right-hand side of the altar, “a stair of 61
steps” led to “an upper chamber (hyperoon)”.**¢ There, on the left
side, John saw “where the Lord’s Supper took place”. Moreover, he
mentions that the apse (in fact, “the sanctuary conch”) harbored
the descent (kathodos) of the Holy Spirit.*#” Latin sources, such as

143 Demus 1955, 6-7.

144 On the topography of Mount Sion in medieval Jerusalem, see Pringle 2007, cat.
no. 336.

145 John Phokas, "Exppacig év ouviyel tdv &’ Avtioxeiog péypig Tepocolipwv
kaoTpwv kal ywpov XIV, ed. Troickij 1889; for an English translation, see Stewart
1889. Messis 2011 provides a detailed literary analysis and proposes the identification
of John Phokas with the Great Hetaeriach John Doukas from the time of Emperor Manuel
I Komnenos (r. 1143-80).

146 Cf. Acts 1,13.

147 John Phokas, "Exgpacic év ouvdyet tdv &’ Avtioxeiag péxpig Tepocolipmy
kaoTpwv kai xwpav XIV, ed. Troickij 1889.
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the Description of the Holy Land composed by Burchard of Mount
Sion shortly before the 1291 fall of Acre, also emphasize the spatial
connection between the Virgin’s abode after Christ’s Ascension and
the building where the apostles received the Spirit.**® Of course,
one cannot determine if the designers of the Peribleptos program
could rely on such travel reports. Nonetheless, the topographical
connection between Dormition and Pentecost could be inferred from
liturgical homilies. These texts had a broad circulation across the
Byzantine environment and provided the main reference point for
church iconography.

In a highly influential Homily on the Holy and Most Glorified
Dormition and Transferal of Our Lady the Theotokos and Ever-virgin
Mary (BHG 1097), John of Damascus reminds his audience that
the Mother of God gave her last breath on Mount Sion, where the
culminating moments of Christ’s salvific work, including Pentecost,
had also taken place. Composed in eighth-century Jerusalem, this
text was well-known to the Late Byzantine milieu, being frequently
read for the celebration of the Dormition feast on August 15.1*° John
conjures up an image of Mary’s body reclining in her house on Sion.*°
In a typical ekphrastic move inspired by late antique handbooks of
rhetoric, the site was meant to appear vividly before the audience’s
eyes, turning listeners into spectators.*** Intriguingly, within this
imaginative evocation, the Virgin’s abode on the holy mountain
does not take shape through an architectural description. Rather,
John renders visible the Sion topos by recapitulating the major New
Testament events that had occurred there, from the Last Supper
to the Descent of Holy Spirit. One could say, in the logic of Mikhail
Bakhtin’s literary chronotope, that the building on the holy mountain
coalesces from the temporal sequence of sacred history:*s?

For I can see in my mind (doko gar moi) this woman holier than
all things holy, sacred and venerable above all others - the sweet
vessel of manna or rather its true source - lying on a pallet in the
celebrated Holy City of David: on Sion, that prominent (periopto)

148 Burchard of Mount Sion, Descriptio Terrae Sanctae 80, ed. Bartlett 2019.

149 This sermon survives in panegyrika, that is, collections of hagiographical works
and festal homilies meant to be read as part of liturgy; the Pinakes database lists over
50 witnesses dating between the ninth and the late fifteenth century, as well as over
20 from the Post-Byzantine period, going up to the 1800s; for a complete list, see the
entry for “Jean Damascene, In Dormitionem Deiparae 2" at https://pinakes.irht.
cnrs.fr/recherche.html.

150 John of Damascus, Oratio secunda in dormitionem Beateae Mariae Virginis, ed.
Kotter 1988; translated by Daley 1998.

151 Webb 2009.
152 Bakhtin 1981, 84-258.
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and most glorious (perikleestate) mountain, where the law of letter
was fulfilled and the law of the Spirit proclaimed; [...] where the
God of the Old and the New Covenant gave us the true Pascha;
where ‘the lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world’
[John 1,29], initiated his disciples into the mystical banquet [...];
where Christ was seen by the [a]postles when he rose from the
dead [...]. This [i.e., Sion] is the acropolis of the Churches, she is
the refuge of the disciples. Here the All-Holy Spirit was poured
forth on the [a]postles in the form of fire, making a great sound
and communicating in many tongues. Here John the Theologian
received the Mother of God into his care and ministered to her
needs. It was this [i.e., Sion], the mother of the world’s churches,
which played home to the Mother of God, after her son’s return
from the dead. In her, then, the Blessed Virgin lay on a bed one
can only call thrice blessed.%?

To understand its implications for the Ohrid program, it is worth
juxtaposing this passage to John’s above-quoted oration on the divine
images, where he discusses the burning bush scene. Not unlike his
previous reading of the Sinai epiphany, the Dormition sermon turns
Mount Sion into an archetypal rendition of sacred space catalyzed
around Mary’s corporeal presence. However, while on Sinai, the
Virgin’s body only appeared in an image, Sion bore it physically.
As such, the former is treated as an Old Testament Temple, where
Moses’ vision serves as the sanctuary, whereas the latter appears as
a mother and implicitly, a symbolic matrix of all Christian churches.
The designers of the Ohrid program might have thought in a similar
manner when they created a spatial correspondence between the

153  Aok&d chp pot 'rotumv 'mv CIYI(,OV otym)'rspcxv Kol iep@dv 15pmtspc1v kal 60iwv
6O1WTEPAY, THY Y)\UKEL(XV 100 pcxvvcx crm(pvov m]an 8¢ palov eimeiv a)\negcrepov
&vakekhioBat £t Tivog okipmrodog v Tij Beiq kal meptwvip ToAer Aauid, Ticdv gnpt i)
TEPIOTITE) KAl TIEPIKAEETTTY, €V ) TEMAp@TAL pév 6 vopog Tol Ypdppatog, UTnydpeutat
8¢ 6 v6pog Tol TIveUpaTog: €v 1) TO TTAOYA TO TUTHKOV 6 vopo84tng XpLoTog ékTeTéeke
kai wdoya 10 dAnbeg 6 akondg kai véag drabikng Bedg Tapadédwkev: Ev ‘3 10 Seimvov
TO PUOTIKOV TOTG €auTol pabntaic «O dpvog Tot Beol 6 aipwv Ty apaptiav Tol K6opoU»
HEPUOTAY@YNKE Kol TOUTOLS £QUTOV ola pooyov oiteutov téBuke kai tiig dAnbivilg
aprrélou Tov BSTpuv ENvoPdTnoev: év f) XpioTog Toig ATooTéAoIg HTTAVETAL €K VEKPGV
AvioTdpevog kol Owpdv Tiotoitar kai d1& Toutou T& Téparta, Mg ein Bedg Te Kai kUptog
SUo puoELs pépwv Ev EaUTE Kal peTa THY £k vekpdV dvaPinoty, kai Tatats katadiAoug
Svo g vepyeiag alteEovotd te Bedpata eig aidva Tov &metpov aiwvitovra. AlTn TdV
EKKANO1OV 1) dkpoTToAig, altn 10 TdV pabntdv kaTaywytov: év Tauty Tol Tavayiou
TIVEUPATOC 1) TTOAUN Y06 Kal TTOA YA®wOTO0G Kal TTUpIHopPOg ETTLPOITNOLS TOIG ATTOTTOAOLS
éxkéyutat. "B taitn 6 Beoldyog v Beotdkov mapethngag EAertoupyet T Séovta. AT 1§y
HATNP TGOV Ava TTEOQV TV 0LKOUPEVTV EKKANTL&V Tiig Tol Beol pntpog evdiattnpa mépnve
petd ye v 10U viol £k vekpdv dvagoitnotv. 'Bv TauTy toivuv fi pokapia mapOévog i
Tvog TprooAPiov kAivng katékerto. John of Damascus, Oratio secunda in dormitionem
Beateae Mariae Virginis 4, ed. Kotter 1988; the translation follows Daley 1998 with
some adjustments.
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Mosaic theophanies on Mount Sinai and the New Testament events
on Sion. Although the conventional means of depicting mountains
are omitted from the Pentecost and Koimésis compositions, whose
background only comprises elaborate architecture, the terrain of
their biblical locale is alluded to by the shape of the wall crowned by
a tympanum. This architectural framework situates the Descent of
the Holy Spirit and the Virgin’s Dormition in a subtle conversation
with the figurally explicit depiction of Mount Sinai on the narthex
west lunette. The two holy mountains are, therefore, presented as
mirroring sites of theophany.

The use of analogous compositional strategies, aptly maneuvered
by the painters Michael and Eutychios, facilitates this link. First,
the double-tier configuration of the Sion complex bears striking
resemblance to the twofold organization of the Sinai terrain on
the narthex lunette. There, Moses encounters the burning bush in
the valley beneath the mountain and later receives the tables on
its rocky pinnacle. Second, much like the narthex fresco, the joint
scenes of Pentecost and Dormition take shape around an arched
window piercing the west tympanum of the naos. In the upper zone,
the opening provides a compositional axis to the Descent of the
Holy Spirit. The twelve apostles led by Peter and an anachronically
inserted Paul appear seated on two curved benches, whose circular
disposition echoes the tympanum'’s architectural outline [fig. 18].
Above them, the Paraclete descends as tongues of fire along
diaphanous rays of light emerging from an open arc of heaven. Below,
the inner margins of the circular benches enclose a dark chasm,
where the allegorical personifications of the gentile “tongues” and
“tribes” - the future members of the Christian Church - stand on
each side of the window’s frame. During the day, sunlight enters the
building through this physical opening, enacting a literal illumination
of the painted nations.*** Thus, echoing John of Damascus’ praise
of Sion as the “the mother of the world’s churches”, the shadowy
container within the fresco functions almost as a womb that prepares
the gentiles to be reborn through the light of baptism.

The tympanum’s rhythm of concentric circles is replicated in the
lower zone by the Koimeésis scene. Once again, the apostles appear in
a circular configuration. This time, drop-shaped clouds carry them
to Mount Sion, where the Virgin is about to depart from earthly
life. The hovering disciples hedge the architectural setting of the
Dormition episode, which unfolds against another celestial arc.
Imagined as a gigantic sphere of light descending from above, this
segment of heaven functions as a diaphragm between the visible
and invisible realms, framing the open gates of heaven. Echoing

154 On natural light in medieval churches, see Ivanovici, Sullivan 2023.
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the outpouring of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, a dense crowd of
angels issues therefrom, escorting Christ into Mary’s house. The
Savior appears in his celestial majesty, within a radiant globe of
light. He bends over his mother’s body, collecting her soul under the
sorrowful, yet amazed gazes of apostles, hierarchs, and pious women.
Christ’s portrayal in golden vestments rhymes with the depiction of
his pre-incarnational majesty within the burning bush. However, the
characters’ roles are reversed. While in the Moses scene, the Virgin’s
purple maphorion enwraps the gold-clad infant, in the Dormition,
Christ’s resplendent vestment enfolds the winged babe symbolizing
his mother’s unstained soul [fig. 19].1%* This relationship of reciprocal
embracing generates another iconographic analogy between the
theophanic events on Sinai and Sion.*®

Constructed through an elaborate system of architectural and
pictorial linkages, the spatial correlation between the two sacred
summits would have been conceptually strengthened by the viewers’
familiarity with the exegetical traditions encapsulated by liturgical
poetry and hagiography. The typological parallel between Sinai and
Sion constitutes a major theme in the representation of the enactment
of God’s salvific plan. From a historical perspective, the two mountains
mark the topographic poles of the scriptural narrative of Israel’s
liberation from Pharaoh’s yoke and conquest of the promised land.
However, at a spiritual level, these loca sancta frame the history of
human redemption. It was on Mount Sinai that Moses witnessed the
chief foreshadowing of Christ’s Incarnation within the burning bush
and later on, fifty days after the crossing of the Red Sea, received
the tablets of the Law. Similarly, fifty days after passing from death
to life, Christ poured the grace of the Holy Spirit upon the disciples
gathered on Mount Sion. Festal hymnography imagines the Spirit’s
Descent as the transmission of a New Law that replaced the one
delivered on Sinai.

This idea is prominently featured in the eighth-century Iambic
Kanon of Pentecost composed by John Arklas, a Greek-language Syro-
Palestinian poet piously (though fictitiously) identified with John of
Damascus.*®*” The kanon is a multi-stanzaic poem chanted during the
Byzantine morning service (orthros). Its emergence goes back to the
seventh and eighth centuries, within the cathedral rite of Jerusalem

155 Xyngopoulos 1972; Semoglou 2003, 89-93 investigate the portrayal of Mary’s
soul as a winged infant.

156 Maguire 1981, 59-68 notes a similar antithetical correspondence between other
Dormition compositions on the west wall of the naos and the apse image of the Virgin
holding the Christ Child.

157 The conflation of the two Johns was already questioned, on stylistic grounds,
by the twelfth-century commentator Eustathios of Thessalonike; see Ronchey 2001.
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and the monastic environment of Palestine.**® Usually consisting
of eight or nine odes, the kanon is a palimpsest composition. Its
strophes (troparia) are written in response to nine biblical canticles
and used to be intercalated between their verses. In Arklas’ work,
the introductory stanza (heirmos) of the fifth ode alludes to the
eschatological revelation of the Lord’s holy mountain in Isaias 2,1-
3. The Old Testament prophet emphasizes the universal vocation of
the God of Israel, summoning all nations to Sion, his mountainous
dwelling place, where the Law is proclaimed. Arklas’ kanon responds
to this scriptural passage through an address to the Church. Her
children are called to the illumination of baptism founded on the New
Law established by the Holy Spirit on Mount Sion:

As a [baptismal] font, as purification of faults,
receive the Spirit’s fire-breathing dew,

o light-formed children of the Church!

for now, the Law has issued forth from Sion,

the grace of the Spirit shaped as tongues of fire.**?

Both Isaias 2 and its poetic re-elaboration in the Pentecostal Kanon
present Sion as an eschatological counterpart to Sinai. The holy
mountain, thus, becomes less of a physical place and turns into a
conceptual framework for a specific understanding of salvation. On
Mount Sion, God manifests his law-giving authority by sealing a
renewed covenant. Unlike the Sinai episode, where the latter is only
meant for the sons of Israel, here, the alliance comprises humanity in
its entirety. The Peribleptos mural conveys the universal dimension of
the Spirit’s Law by synecdochally showing all human races beneath
the apostles, still being gestated in darkness but ready to be formed
anew by the light of the Gospel.

This typological comparison is further expanded within the
narrative of the Virgin’s Dormition. Mount Sion witnessed Christ’s
apparition at the hour of his mother’s death. The elaborate Life
of the Virgin (BHG 1102g-h) by John Geometres, a tenth-century
Constantinopolitan writer, links this theophanic moment to God’s
manifestation on Sinai.*®® Geometres uses the narrative of Exodus 19

158 Onthe kanon as a genre, see Wellesz 1949, 168-215, and more recently, Giannouli
2019.

159 Aoumplov Koteapmv ApTAaKNpSTOV | l'IUpmvoov 6EEa095 l'IvEUporrog Spooov, |
Q tékva PWISHOpPa Thig EKK)\nomg | Niv ¢k Ziov yap €EeAfhube vépog, | ‘H
YAwoootmupodpopeog Mveiparos xdpig. John Arklas, Canon iambicum pentecostale,
ode 5, heirmos, ed. Cesaretti, Ronchey 2014.

160 John Geometres, 'EE6S10¢ 1) wpoTeptrTipiog eig TNV Koipnoty tijg UtepevdoEou
Seomoivng Npdv Oeotdkou 103-4, ed. Constas, Simelidis 2023, including an English
translation.
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as a typological hypotext for an imaginative description of Christ’s
advent at the end of his mother’s terrestrial life. He recounts that
“God was going to descend once again upon the conspicuous and
overshadowed mountain, which is admired (periblepton) by all,
richly adorned with virtues”.*®* The intertextual allusions to the Old
Testament mountain topos are ambiguously deployed to designate
both Sion, the physical locale of the Dormition scene, and the Virgin
herself. Perhaps referencing the compound adjectives perioptos
(prominent) and perikleestate (most glorious) employed by John of
Damascus, Geometres eulogizes the holy mountain as peribleptos,
that is, “admired”. In fact, the Damascene himself uses this epithet
when describing the apostles as “kings who bring precious gifts
from the Lord’s temple of the admired (peribleptou) Sion” to Mary,
“the living city of the Lord God of Hosts”.*%2 Due to its established
association with the topos of the Virgin’s Dormition, the term
peribleptos likely had a special resonance for the designers of the
Ohrid fresco, accentuating the church’s perception as a sacred
mountain. John the Evangelist, Geometres continues, “became a
new Moses. He entered the cloud and received the tablets of the
Virgin's testament” identified as the “secrets of the miraculous things
that had taken place”.*®® Like the Old Testament prophet, the vita
suggests, the Savior’s beloved apostle was initiated into the supreme
mystery of Mary’s glorious transferal into her son’s kingdom.

The Peribleptos fresco incorporates Geometres’ mystical analogy
with Moses’ experience on Sinai by picturing John as a direct witness
to two key moments of the Dormition narrative: the departure of
the Virgin’s soul and the Assumption of her resurrected body. In the
composition’s foreground, the evangelist stands at Mary’s head, as
Christ descends in a cloud-like conglomeration of heavenly powers.
John appears again in the mural’s upper right corner, this time, in
the literal cloud that carries him to Mount Sion. Though taking place

161 My emphasis. "Epede yap kai wdAv 6 Oeog kataPaivety €11 T0 6pog TO EpPaveg
Kai katdokiov, eir'oUv TepiPAemTov kol dpetaic kardkopov. John Geometres, "EEGSioc
| poTepTITApLOG €ig TNV Koipnotv Tig UTepevdSEou SeoTroiving Nudv Ocotékou 104:
Constas, Simelidis 2023; cf. John of Damascus, Oratio secunda in dormitionem Beateae
Mariae Virginis 4, ed. Kotter 1988.

162 ‘H yap Ldoa ok kupiou Beoll tdv Suvdpewy petdpotog aipetar kai Bactheic &mo
vaol kupiou Tiig TeptPAémTou Tiwv i v &vw Tepoucalnp v EAeubépav v Eautdv
pntépa Sdpov poadyouot TipakgEaTatoy, 0i pog XpioTol dong Tig Y fig KaTaoTavTeg
&pyovTeg, ToUg droaTéNoug gnpi, Thv ToU B0l pnrépativ detdpOevov. John of Damascus,
Oratio secunda in dormitionem Beateae Mariae Virginis 3, ed. Kotter 1988.

163 Touyapoiv kai Mwoiic A Todvvng fv, 6 petd tov guoet uidy uide 6 kai Tiig
VepENNG 10w Ywp@V kai deydpevog TAdkag Tiig TapBévou Tag Srabikag, (:) KAKeIvVOg pEv
&micov Th TapBévov, 1 68 TapBévog alBic TTpOC Ekeivov ETATTIOTOA T PUCTIKGTEPA TGOV
Baupdrwv pocavarifetar. John Geometres, 'EEGS106 f) rpoTrepTTiprog eig T Koipnov
fg UttepevdoEou Seaoiving fpdv Ocotdkou 104, ed. Constas, Simelidis 2023.
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before Mary’s death and funeral, John’s miraculous translocation
intersects a scene happening afterwards, namely, the Virgin’s
transferal into heaven [fig. 20].

The Ohrid program abounds in iconographic novelties. Just as
the narthex frescoes contain the earliest Byzantine depiction of the
Theotokos within the burning bush, the naos displays the first known
Dormition image expanding the main composition through a series
of apocryphal episodes [fig. 21].2%* Thus, the Koimésis scene stands at
the center of an almost cinematic frieze whose continuous narrative
takes up the middle register of the west wall of the naos. On the left
side, the main Dormition scene is prefaced by the announcement of
the Virgin’s death by the Archangel Gabriel, her prayer on the Mount
of Olives, where nature bows to her in reverence, and the farewell
that Mary bids to her female companions from Jerusalem. On the
right side, the composition of Mary’s death blends into the funerary
procession that carries her body from Mount Sion to the tomb in the
Garden of Getsemani.*¢*

The amplified Dormition narrative reaches its apex with a
highly idiosyncratic rendition of Mary’s Christ-like resurrection
and ascension into heaven.'® In the thirteenth century, this scene
had received a new iconographic rendition, which took shape
simultaneously in Byzantine and Latin visual cultures.'®” Its
emergence and dissemination, which I shall comprehensively discuss
in a future monograph, are tightly linked to the milieu of Andronikos
11 Palaiologos and the workshop of Michael Astrapas and Eutychios.*¢®
In the Peribleptos naos, the Assumption episode is artfully concealed
within the dense pictorial fabric of the central Koimésis scene. It is
almost as if the painters sought to test the viewers’ attention and
surprise them with unexpected narrative turns and iconographic
details.*® Only a keen eye can discern the diminutive figure of
the Theotokos, who has just risen from the dead and is taken aloft

164 Numerous studies deal with the development of the Dormition narrative in
late antique and early medieval textual sources, see e.g., Jugie 1944; Wenger 1955;
Shoemaker 2002; Mimouni 2011.

165 On the emergence of such cycles in Late Byzantine murals, see Hamann-Mac
Lean, Hallensleben 1963, 68-75; Miljkovié¢-Pepek 1967, 111-19; Davidov-Temerinski
1995; Tsigaridas 2000, 131.

166 Todic¢ 1999, 114, 121.
167 On the theme’s western versions, see Van Os 1969, 149-56; Schmitt 2005.

168 This pictorial theme stands at the core of my doctoral dissertation titled Painting
the Mystery: The Invention of the Virgin’s Assumption in Early Palaiologan Murals, which
I am currently writing at Stanford University.

169 Arasse 1992, 7-8 makes similar remarks about late medieval and early modern
Italian masters. In Western painting, such carefully hidden elements often encapsulated
crucial theological statements; see Acres 2006.
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by an angel within a cloud. The Virgin stretches her hand outside
of the celestial vehicle, offering her holy belt (hagia zoné) to St.
Thomas.' Legends claim that the apostle’s arrival was delayed by
divine providence in order for him to receive this material proof of
Mary'’s bodily transferal into heaven.™ Due to its position in the
scene’s upper right corner, this hardly noticeable, but tremendously
important vignette intersects the arc of the other apostles’ clouds
in the most anachronic way possible. Thus, the depiction of the
assumed Virgin handing her belt to Thomas hovers alongside John the
Evangelist. This overlap of diegetic planes might seem accidental.*?
However, from what I have presented so far, it is clear that Michael
and Eutychios possessed an outstanding ability to deploy visual
storytelling and iconographic exegesis to the most minute details.
The meticulous nature of their pictorial craft and their program’s
general erudition makes such an explanation rather unlikely.

In fact, Geometres’ typological comparison between Moses
and John provides the necessary background to show that the
abovementioned chronological inconsistency was programmatic
and served a higher symbolic purpose. The three drop-shape clouds
form a triangular structure emphasizing the figures’ interaction. This
underlying geometrical schema places the evangelist in an analogy
with Thomas. Both apostles extend their right hands toward the
Mother of God. Thomas receives the belt that ascertains her corporeal
departure from the terrestrial world. John, in turn, is granted a vision
of the Virgin’s resurrection and ascension. In a posture reminiscent
of Thomas, but also of the typical depiction of prophets, the evangelist
looks straight to Mary and directs his wide-open palm toward her
in a gesture of astonishment. This intercrossing of narrative planes
resonates with the scene described in Geometres’ vita, in which
the evangelist receives the ‘secrets’ of the ‘miraculous things’ that
happened at the Virgin’s departure from this world. The author does
not clarify what these secrets consisted of, but simply presents them
as the ‘the tablets of the Virgin’s testament’ received by John as a
‘New Moses’ within the epiphanic cloud.'”®

170 Miljkovic¢-Pepek 1967, 112-15.

171 The delayed apostle is a common motif in Byzantine Dormition narratives; see
Shoemaker 2002, 67-71. However, Thomas’ encounter with the resurrected Virgin and
the transmission of the belt are attested only in the Latin tradition; see Transitus Mariae
A 18, ed. Tischendorf 1866, discussed by De Giorgi 2016, 80-5. How and why this tale
came to inform Palaiologan iconography is a question to which I will return elsewhere.

172 Betancourt 2016, 179, 188-96 identifies such temporal conflations in Middle and
Late Byzantine Last Judgement compositions.

173 John Geometres, "EESS10¢ 1) TpoTeptTipiog eig v koipnotv tijg UtrepevdoEou
Seamoivng npédv Ocotdkou 104, ed. Constas, Simelidis 2023.
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The ambiguity of these terms, which were primarily meant to
build an intertextual link between the evangelist and Moses, would
have left enough room for the painters and their learned advisers to
identify the Virgin’s ‘testament’ as a mystical vision of her impending
departure into heaven. John hears the ‘secret’ of Mary’s coming
resurrection at her deathbed. Then, the intersection between his
cloud and that of the Virgin visually suggests a sort of access to the
mystery of her corporeal Metastasis. The aerial meeting between
John and Virgin was likely not meant as a historical event, but as
a symbolic representation of the evangelist’s visionary role, which
turned him into a ‘New Moses’. This interpretation finds further
support in the vignette’s spatial parallel to the actual scene of the
prophet receiving the Law at Sinai. Situated on the mountain’s
summit, this episode occupies the corresponding spot in the upper
right corner of the narthex lunette. Through their mirroring locations,
the two murals compare the divine act of handing the stone tablets to
the prophet with Mary’s gesture of transmitting her belt to Thomas
and the ‘secret’ vision of her transferal into heaven to John. Educated
medieval beholders, probably monks immersed in hagiographical
lore and hymnography, must have been able to trace such finely
tuned symmetries and, one could imagine, took great pleasure in
doing so. Within the program’s global design, these accumulating
correspondences ultimately strengthen the larger typological parallel
between the epiphanic events taking place on the holy mountains of
Sinai and Sion.

4 Chiastic Paths: The Reversed Spatial Narrative
of the Holy Mountains

The sheer number of correspondences between narrative details
can only become meaningful when viewed within an overarching
mechanism of spatial mirroring. Such a macro-structure, which
governs the trans-historical relationship between Sinai and Sion,
emerges from the arrangement of the two pairs of the scenes within
their architectural compartments. The topographical connections
between the west wall of the narthex and its naos counterpart
facilitate an abstraction of the notion of holy mountain. In the final
section of this study, I demonstrate how the Ohrid program turns
the figural evocation of theophanic landscape into a geometric
device for visualizing the unfolding of God’s plan throughout history.
The mountain topos thus becomes increasingly detached from the
portrayal of physical geography, assuming an almost diagrammatic
character. Faith Wallis regards medieval diagrams as graphic
schemata accompanied by inscriptions, which “represent the
relationship between entities or concepts” and can serve as a form
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of “visual exegesis”.*™ To be sure, the Peribleptos program cannot
be literally equated with a diagram. Yet, I argue that the pictorial
evocation of the two holy mountains develops a diagrammatic
dimension, acting as a visual instrument for mapping out the major
axes that link the human and divine realms. At first glance, these
imaginary vectors function as spatial representations. However, the
Peribleptos program turns them into an underlying structure for
imagining the temporal progression of events according to the divine
plan. This pictorial schematization of the Sinai-Sion parallel reveals
an exceptional synergy betweenimage-making, poetry, and rhetoric.*”

The episodes containing the physical presence of Mary, namely,
the epiphany of the burning bush and the Koimesis, are situated at the
foot of the sacred mountains, which corresponds to the lower register.
This link is enhanced by the visual parallel between the flaming batos
and the gold vessel with burning incense inserted on a small pedestal
before the Virgin's deathbed I[fig. 22]. Both motifs allude to Mary’s
role as the material vessel containing the fire of Christ’s divinity.*
Conversely, the reception of the tablets by Moses and the Descent of
the Holy Spirit, construed as the parallel transmission of God’s Old
and New Laws, appear in the lunettes. This spatial configuration
prompts a paired reading of the four images, allowing the separating
wall between the narthex and the naos to be perceived as exegetically
translucent.’” Nevertheless, a correlative interpretation of these
scenes seems to hinder the chronological reading of the narrative
program. The typological matches between the burning bush and
the Dormition, the reception of the Law and Pentecost might seem
to impose a bottom-up reading of both walls. In this scenario, the
beholders would be forced to place the Koimesis before Pentecost,
thus altering the sequence of the salvific history and the liturgical
cycle of great feasts.

174 Wallis 2015, 3. Hamburger 2020 discusses diagrams as visual devices of
medieval relational thought, thereby providing a useful framework for how pictorial
forms could function as conceptual schemata; cf. Hamburger, Roxburgh, Safran 2022;
D’Agostini 2026 for an expansion of this line of inquiry into Byzantium and the Eastern
Mediterranean.

175 The premises of this broader cultural phenomenon are examined by Maguire 1981;
1988. His analysis shows that the collocation of scenes in eleventh- and twelfth-century
church interiors conforms to the principles of Greco-Roman rhetorical composition.
Middle Byzantine programs, according to Maguire, formulate comparisons (synkriseis),
hyperboles, and antitheses between different episodes from the lives of Christ and
Mary. Though extremely insightful, his observations are largely confined to the figures
described in the progymnasmata, that is, the elementary exercises of Byzantine
students. My study extends this interpretive line by exploring the relationship between
painting and more complex modes of rhetorical composition.

176 Cf. Dennis 2023, 132-9.
177 Oniconographic transparencies in mural programs, see Vasiliu 1994.
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Even so, a closer assessment of the visual logic elaborated by
the painters Michael and Eutychios reveals a more complex system
drawing on their plausible familiarity with rhetorical devices. I
suggest that the viewers are not meant to adopt the same direction of
reading for both iconographic clusters. On the contrary, the program’s
inherent chronology encourages them to move their eyes across the
two tympana from opposite starting points: bottom-up on the west
wall of the narthex (which is to say, from the burning bush to the
transmission of the Law) and top-down in the naos (from Pentecost
to the Koimésis). This reversed, yet corresponding sense of reading
also stems from the basic narrative moves embodied by the Sinai
and Sion episodes. The narthex tympanum shows Moses ascending
from the valley where he converses with the epiphanic shrub to the
mountain’s pinnacle. By contrast, the images on the west wall of
the naos follow a general pattern of descent, illustrating the Greek
notion of kath-odos (literally ‘downward path’): the Spirit’s tongues of
fire fall upon the heads of the seated apostles; the latter descend on
clouds for Mary’s funeral; the angelic hosts enter the earthly plane as
a cascade pouring down from the heavenly gates; and finally, Christ
comes to his mother’s house and bends his glory over her deathbed.
While putting together the typological pairs (namely, burning bush-
Dormition and reception of the Law-Pentecost), based on memorized
knowledge of hymns and hagiography, one notices that the scenes’
exegetical entwinement does not follow a linear logic, but represents
a spatialized chiastic schema.

Also known as antimetabole, the so-called schéma chiaston or
simply chiasm is a figure of speech termed as such and theorized
in the Pseudo-Hermogenic tradition.'”® This device belonged to the
usual arsenal of Byzantine teachers and literati, which they derived
from ancient rhetorical manuals. For example, an anonymous treatise
On Invention, widely attributed to the famous second-century teacher
Hermogenes of Tarsus, defines chiasm as the inverted construction
of a fourfold period. This figure, according to Pseudo-Hermogenes,
consists of the repetition of two elements in reversed order, following
an ABB’A’ pattern.'™ Thus, chiasm appears as a reconfiguration of
natural syntax, which tends to adopt a more linear sequence, such as
ABA’B’. The schema can apply to words or phrases within a sentence
whose morphological characteristics and number of syllables
resemble each other symmetrically. Pseudo-Hermogenes uses this
device to explain the artful reordering of four single clauses or cola,
which harmonize with one another crosswise. Their mirroring effect

178 Welch 1981; Isar 2005 examine the broader use of this schema in Ancient Greek
thought.

179 Ps.-Hermog. Inv. IV.3: Kennedy 2005.
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is consequently imagined as a verbal intercrossing assimilated to
the cross-shaped Greek letter X/Chi. Though they only acquired a
formalized definition in later rhetorical theory, chiastic structures
had long been used in Archaic and Classical Greek literature both at
asyntacticlevel and in structuring broader narratives and speeches.8°
In his Art of Rhetoric, Aristotle comments on the aesthetic and
cognitive effects of such mirroring syntax in the formulation of ‘witty
sayings’ (asteia). The latter find their best vehicle in the tense balance
of antithetical elements, which pleases the audience and encapsulates
knowledge (mathema) most effectively.*® The philosopher’s reflections
do not strictly refer to what later authors define as chiasm. Nonetheless,
the use of this device strives to achieve, indeed amplify the expressive
power of mirroring constructions.8?

Interpreted in the order described above, the four-scene sequence
on the west walls of the Ohrid narthex and naos conforms, through
its reversed direction of reading, to the standard structure of a
chiasm, that is to say, ABB’A’ or in our case, down-top-top-down.
This elaborate configuration shows that the ingenuity of rhetorical
invention (heuresis) could be translated into cleverly wrought painted
programs. When the Peribleptos murals were made, the spatialization
of chiasm had already accumulated a long history in Byzantine
visual culture. Pentcheva has shown how, in the sixth century, this
geometrical pattern structured the architectural setting, aniconic
mosaics, and liturgical chant of Justinian’s Great Church of Hagia
Sophia in Constantinople.*®® By recalling the letter X/Chi, this device
constituted an implicit invocation of Christ’s sacred name. The use
of chiastic signs within mosaic clipei typified the Spirit’s mystical
descent into the material locus generated by the magical intersection
of the two oblique axes.’® Pentcheva maintains that, at Hagia
Sophia, this figure likely acquired a theurgic function, actualizing
the mystery of the Incarnation. Though belonging to a distant epoch
and a different cultural environment, the Great Church provides an
important formal precedent for the Peribleptos program, with its
strong incarnational emphasis. Even so, the geometric construction of
the Sinai-Sion parallel reveals a different aspect of the intercrossing
schema, whose implications in narrative iconography have not been

180 Welch 1981, 250-68; Isar 2005; Douglas 2007.
181 Aristot. Rhet. 111.1412b, ed. Freese 1926, translation included.
182 On the cognitive function of chiasm, see Isar 2005.

183 Pentcheva 2017, 11, 85-93; 2023a; more recently, the scholar has expanded this
framework to the Benedictine church and liturgy of St. Foy in Conques; see Pentcheva
2023b. These studies, together with Prof. Pentcheva’s seminars on Christ’s image in
Byzantine domes and Hagia Sophia, sharpened my awareness of such patterns.

184 Pentcheva 2017, 88-9; 20234, 137, 146-9.
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sufficiently investigated.*®® Rather than fulfilling a mystical function,
in the Ohrid frescoes, the inverted mirroring remained closer to
the rhetorical employment of the schema chiaston. As will become
apparent, chiasm serves as an instrument of visual exegesis and a
virtuous mode of creating dramatic narrative turns by balancing
antithetical elements and compelling the audience to reconstruct
their sequence in reverse order.8¢

Just as the narrative minutiae generate unexpected correspondences
between the Sion and Sinai compositions, their chiastic sequencing
surprises cultivated beholders and synthesizes the holy mountains’
role as spatiotemporal nodes of sacred history. The question that arises
now is how exactly Michael and Eutychios integrated this rhetorical
figure among their compositional devices and why they chose to use it
as an underlying structure of the mirroring theophanic summits. The
Pseudo-Hermogenic corpus, including the treatise On Invention, had an
enormous popularity among Byzantine elites, serving as a fundamental
tool of rhetorical training.**” Throughout the centuries, Greek
intellectuals produced numerous commentaries and paraphrases of
these works.!8® For example, in the eleventh century, Michael Psellos
(1018-ca. 1078) composed a versified synopsis dedicated to Emperor
Michael VII Doukas (r. 1071-78). Among other things, Psellos remarks
that “a period takes chiasm too and it is inverted in some way"”.*®® There
is compelling evidence that the later milieu to which the Peribleptos
painters belonged fostered an intense dialogue between high-profile
artisans and scholars who, similar to Psellos, had extensive knowledge
of rhetorical theory and its employment.

The two masters belonged to an elite family of craftsmen from
Thessalonike, whose members practiced both the art of painting
and that of manuscript illumination.*®® These artisans also seem
to have nurtured their own intellectual inclinations. In the early
fourteenth century, the painter Ioannes Astrapas, probably Michael’s
kinsman, collaborated with Demetrios Triklinios, a scholar based in
Thessalonike, for a treatise on the surface of the moon and its optical

185 Thomas 2013, 75-80 interprets the inverted parallel arrangement of the narrative
reliefs on the early fourth-century Arch of Constantine in Rome as a spatial chiasm.

186 Cf.Isar 2005, who stresses the cognitive aspect of the schéma chiaston in Ancient
Greek literature.

187 Pizzone 2026a. The so-called Corpus Hermogenianum consists of the five treatises
Iepi otdocwy, Mept elpéocws, Tepi i6edv Aoywy, and Tepi pebddou Servétnrog, usually
accompanied by Aphthonius’ Progymnasmata; see Pizzone 2026b, 1.

188 Pizzone 2026a provides the most substantial assessment of this tradition with a
particular focus on its use in the twelfth century.

189 Walker 2001.
190 Lovino 2016.
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perception from earth.*®* Astrapas did not simply illustrate Triklinios’
work, but acted as a partner in the latter’s scientific enquiries. This
collaboration sheds light on a possible channel through which the
Peribleptos painters could have become acquainted with other
aspects of Byzantine scholarship, such as rhetorical composition and
the formal interpretation of Ancient Greek texts.

Roughly at the same time when he was studying the moon with
Ioannes, between 1316 and 1319, Triklinios also produced a copy of
Hesiod’s Shield (Aspis) of Heracles, Works and Days, and Theogony.
The manuscript later belonged to the fifteenth-century Greek Cardinal
Bessarion (1403-1472) and is now housed at the Biblioteca Marciana
in Venice (Marc.gr. Z 464 = coll. 762).*%2 Triklinios supplemented the
poems with an ample exegetical apparatus spanning from Proclus
(fl. fifth century) to John Tzetzes (ca. 1110-ca. 1180), John Pediasmos
(ca. 1250-ca. 1310), and Manuel Moschopoulos (fl. late thirteenth-
fourteenth century).®®* These scholia exhibit a keen interest in
tracing the geometrical patterns underlying ancient poetry, which
are graphically illustrated with marginal schemata. Such is the case
of two lines from the invocation of the Muses opening Works and
Days (£. 207):

Muses from Pieria, glorifying in songs,

Come here, tell in hymns of your father Zeus,

Through whom mortal men are unfamed (aphatoi) and famed
(phatoi) alike,

191 Manolova 2021; Peers 2024, 200-40. Bianconi 2005, 91-188 offers a broader
contextualization of Triklinios” work.

192 Furlan 1981, 25-8; Mioni 1985, 248-51, who notices that the codex was made in
two distinct phases: the first section was completed on August 20, 1316; the second on
November 16, 1319.

193 Mioni 1985, 248-51 provides the full pinax: Hes. Sc. (ff. 2r-13r) with interlinear
scholia by John Pediasmos and another set of marginal Scholia in scutum; John
Pediasmos, Technologia in Scutum (ff. 14r-19v); Hes. Op. (ff. 20r-461) with interlinear
and marginal scholia likely by Manuel Moschopoulos; Moschopoulos, Scholia ad Hesiodi
Opera et Dies (ff. 46v-78r); John Protospatharios, Commentarius in Hesiodi Opera et
Dies (ff. 78v-84r); John Tzetzes, Scholia in Hesiodi Opera et Dies (ff. 84v-1161); Proclus,
Ex scholiis in Hesiodi Opera et Dies (ff. 116v-143v); Hes. Th. (ff. 145-169) with a set of
ancient scholia and another one by Triklinios himself (ff. 145r-169r); Scholia antiqua
in Hesiodi Theogoniam (ff. 170-184v); John Galenos the Deacon, Allegoriae in Hesiodi
Theogoniam (ff. 185r-218r); John Galenos the Deacon, Allegoria in Homeri Iliadem A
1-4 (ff. 218v-220r); Michael Psellos, Allegoria de Tantalo (ff. 220v-221r), Allegoria de
Sphinge (ff. 221r-223r), Allegoria de Tantalo (ff. 223r-224v); Mythologica varia (ff. 2257).
On Pediasmos’ Late Byzantine scholia, see Panegyres 2021; Juan-Lopez 2024, who
argues that the scholia by John Protospatharios and John Galenos the Deacon belong,
in fact, to Pediasmos, whom Triklinios styles with different titles. Cardin, Pontani 2017
investigate Hesiod’s broader reception in Byzantium.
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And named (rhetoi) and unnamed (arrhétoi) alike by the will
of great Zeus.***

Along the lines of Aristotle’s later observations, Hesiod employs
chiasm to enhance the expressive effect of two antithetical pairs.
This mirroring structure marks a highly dramatic moment when
the Muses are summoned to convey the intricacies of Zeus’ all-
governing volition. On the page’s right margin, a scholium attributed
to Moschopoulos signposts this device as a schema chiaston [fig. 23].
Beneath this comment, the scribe drew a Chi-shaped figure showing
the crosswise matching of the reversed pairs aphatoi-phatoi and
rhetoi-arrhetoi.**® It is highly probable that, through their familiarity
with scholars like Triklinios, Ioannes Astrapas and his relatives,
including Michael, were initiated in such technical devices of Greek
literature. In fact, the Venice codex, in which the chiastic schema
is preserved, showcases a special affinity with image-makers. The
poems that the scholar copy have a strong ekphrastic dimension,
describing the visual program on Herakles’ imaginary Aspis, as well
as various tools and techniques associated with agriculture. The
latter are also illustrated by two miniatures, which are relatively
rare in Byzantine editions of ancient texts. Juxtaposed on ff. 33v and
34r, the images portray two husbandmen operating a mortar and a
plow, alongside a panoply of farming tools duly accompanied by their
Ancient Greek names from Hesiod [fig. 24].1°¢

Certainly, the manuscript was made more than two decades after
the completion of the Peribleptos frescoes. Nevertheless, its emphasis
on craft - be it verbal, mechanical, or agrarian - substantiates
an atmosphere of intellectual permeability, which must have
characterized Palaiologan Thessalonike more broadly. Erudite
scholars like Triklinios moved in the same circles as elite painters,
such as Ioannes Astrapas and perhaps Michael or the unknown
illuminator of the Marciana Hesiod. These masters not only
contributed to projects of secular learning but also assimilated
certain scholarly skills and conceptual devices, putting them
to work in their predominantly religious visual craft. In fact, the
Peribleptos frescoes showcase a strong investment in the writerly
dimension of painting. As Ivan Drpi¢ notes, Michael and Eutychios

194 Moiloar Thepinfev  doidfjor  kAelovoor, | Selte Ai'évvémere, o@ETepov
mrotép’ Upveiovoat. | Sv te Sia Bpotot Evdpeg 6pdds dgatoi te patoi Te, | pnroi T dppnrol Te
A10g peydhoto éknri. Hes., Op. 1-4: Most 2006, translation included.

195 On chiastic diagrams as an instrument for visualizing antithetic relationships
between ideas and terms, see D’Agostini 2026, 104-7.

196 Furlan 1981, 26-7; Bryer 1986, 63, 66-80. A full digital facsimile is available at

https://www.internetculturale.it/jmms/iccuviewer/iccu.jsp?id=0ai%3A193.206
.197.121%3A18%3AVEQO49%3ACSTOR.240.10174.
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emulated contemporaneous scribal practices by including signatures
formulated as metrical epigrams similar to those left by copyists
in their manuscripts.*®” However, their engagement with literary
culture seems to have extended beyond the reinterpretation of scribal
markers. Their work, I suggest, proposes a functional equivalence
between the design of monumental programs and the processes of
rhetorical invention.®®

The spatialized chiasm at the Ohrid church is far from being
singular among the murals made by Michael, Eutychios, and their
associates. One notices an even more conspicuous example at the
cathedral of the Mother of God Ljeviska in Prizren, present-day
Kosovo. The church underwent an extensive renovation at the
beginning of the fourteenth century under the patronage of the
Serbian King Stefan Milutin, who, by that time, had also become
the son-in-law of Emperor Andronikos I1.**° Like Sgouros, Milutin
hired the Astrapas workshop, which was now led by Michael himself
or another master Astrapas.?*® Dating to the eleventh century, the
building was originally designed as a three-aisled basilica serving as
the city’s cathedral. However, Milutin turned its nave into a domed
naos of the cross-in-square type.2°* Astrapas used the four masonry
piers supporting the main dome as an architectural framework for
another spatial chiasm [fig. 25].

Here, the schema is no longer employed to organize narrative
scenes. Instead, it establishes a reversed mirroring relationship
between two repeated pairs of Christ and the Virgin distributed
across the naos, similar to a quadruple period described by Pseudo-
Hermogenes [fig. 26]. Upon entering the naos from the west side,
viewers saw the juxtaposed images of the Savior and his mother
on the east faces of the west pair of pilasters under the cupola.?®?
Then, as they moved eastward, beneath the dome, they would
have encountered the same iconic couple on the next two piers.
Intriguingly, the repeated figures of Christ and Mary are arranged
in a crisscross pattern along the imaginary diagonals of the square
defined by the four dome-supporting piers. The first time, the Virgin
is shown on the northwest pilaster and her son on the southwest
one. The second time, however, they switch positions: the Savior is

197 Drpic¢ 2013, 341-7.
198 Cf. Maguire 1981.
199 Pani¢, Babi¢ 1975; Davidov-Temerinski 2017, 23-39; Jevti¢ 2021-22.

200 Kosti¢ 2023, 63 questions the identity between the Ohrid and the Prizren
Astrapades.

201 Davidov-Temerinski 2017, 23-39; Jevti¢ 2021-22, 139-45.

202 Davidov-Temerinski 2017, 57 records the repetition of Christ’s and the Virgin’s
figures but does not notice their underlying geometry.
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painted on the northeast pier, while his mother would have appeared
on the southeast one, which unfortunately lost its decoration. Even
so, given that the repetition of the Christ-Virgin pair was a common
feature of Late Byzantine murals, it is reasonable to infer that a
second image of the Mother of God originally accompanied Christ
on the southeast pier, at the threshold of the sanctuary.2® What
distinguishes the LjeviSka program is that the spatial disposition
of this reduplicated couple follows an ABBA pattern, producing a
monumental X/Chi traced along the diagonals connecting the four
dome-supporting piers.2%*

While the Prizren example represents a fairly literal application
of chiasm, its earlier use in Ohrid showcases a much more
sophisticated spatiotemporal thought. By placing the poles of sacred
history - Mounts Sinai and Sion - in a relationship of crosswise
mirroring, Michael and Eutychios crafted more than a pictorial
analogue to an ancient rhetorical figure. Their narrative program
employs underlying geometries to render visible the paradoxical
convergence of opposites in the unfolding of the divine plan. Hesiod
uses chiasm to express the ungraspable wits of Zeus’ mind, which
makes men “unfamed and famed”, “named and unnamed”, in a passage
meant to channel divine knowledge through the Muses.?°* Similarly,
Michael and Eutychios use the chiastic construction of the holy
mountains to reveal the mystery of God’s providence, which begins
with the burning bush and culminates with the Virgin’s transferal
into heaven. Their pictorial narrative centers the theme of divine-
human reciprocity materialized in the mirroring topographies of the
sacred mountains. On Sinai, God descends within the burning bush to
reveal himself to Moses. Then, the prophet ascends onto the summit
to meet God. Likewise, on Sion, the Holy Spirit comes down on the
apostles and Christ descends to take his mother’s soul. Finally, Mary
rises from the dead and ascends into her son’s glory as the perfected
human being. Taken together, these reciprocal descents and ascents
transform the Sinai-Sion parallel into a diagrammatic representation
of salvation history, in which the holy mountains frame symmetrical
exchanges between the human and the divine.

203 Kalopissi-Verti 2006, 118-31. At Prizren, Mary’s standing figure is repeated
both alongside Christ and independently several times across the naos; see Davidov-
Temerinski 2017, 57.

204 Cf. Pentcheva 2017, 41, 85-92; 2023a, who discusses the crossed axes enclosed
by a circle within the spatial poetics of Hagia Sophia.

205 Without postulating a direct connection with the Peribleptos murals, it is worth
noting that in Marc.gr. Z 464, John Galenos’ (in fact, Pediasmos’) commentary on the
Theogony interprets Zeus as an allegorical rendition of the Christian God; see Pontani
2015, 376.
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The chiastic arrangement of the Sinai and Sion compositions not
only captures the providential design of history but also visualizes
the retrospective manner in which its hidden logic is disclosed
to humanity. From a typological perspective, the meaning of Old
Testament episodes, such as Moses’ encounters with God, can only
be discerned through their correspondence with the events set in
motion by Christ’s Incarnation. The Ohrid program translates this
hermeneutic hindsight through the reading pattern imposed by the
inverted mirroring of the holy mountain scenes. In the Prizren naos,
the chiastic disposition of the reduplicated figures of the Savior and
his mother leads the beholders eastward, drawing their gazes toward
the sanctuary. At the Peribleptos, however, the Sion-Sinai sequence
accompanies its audience as they walk away from the altar, heading
toward the exit.

The frescoes’ intended beholders, probably late thirteenth-century
monks, could only encounter this fourfold concatenation of biblical
episodes in reverse chronological order. One can imagine how, having
left the cross-in-square naos, the members of the monastic community
first saw the image of the Virgin’s Dormition in St. John’s house on
Mount Sion. Then, they would have raised their eyes toward the
tympanum depicting the hyperoon where the Spirit descended on the
apostles. Upon passing into the narthex, before stepping out of the
church, these unknown monks beheld the representation of Moses
receiving the Law on Sinai’s peak and witnessing a proleptic vision of
the Lord’s Incarnation through Mary within the burning bush. Thus,
as viewers moved toward the exit, sacred history unfolded before
their eyes in reverse order, from fulfilment to prefiguration, in the
typical retrospective layout of typological exegesis.

The inverted, chiastic sequence of the Sion-Sinai images would
have allowed beholders to leave the church’s precinct with a vivid
sense of the holy mountain as a spatial catalyst of God’s intervention
in history. Having passed through the building’s west door, medieval
viewers would have immersed themselves in the exterior landscape
and become aware once again that the monastery stood on a height
above the city of Ohrid. Positioned along the route of departure,
the Sion-Sinai scenes likely encouraged beholders to project the
figural topos of the holy mountain onto the church itself and its
surroundings, thus completing the interpretive circle traced
throughout this essay. At the Peribleptos, the Marian interpretation
of Moses’ theophanies, which had initially encapsulated Sinai’s
charisma as a locus sanctus, became an iconographic pivot through
which the spatial paradigm of the holy mountain was reconfigured
within a new geographical, devotional, and intellectual setting.
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Figurela-b Mosesbefore the Burning Bush and the Reception of the Law on Mount Sinai above the Dedicatory Inscription, fresco,
Michael Astrapas and Eutychios, the Virgin Peribleptos church, Ohrid, North Macedonia, narthex, central bay, west tympanum,
ca. 1294-95. Photos: © Andrei Dumitrescu, with the permission of the Orthodox Eparchy of Debar and Kicevo
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Figure2 Ground Plan of the Virgin Peribleptos Church, Ohrid, North Macedonia, ante 1294-95 with a
mid-fourteenth-century U-shaped ambulatory. Source: Grozdanov, C. (1980). Ohridskoto zidno slikarstvo
od XIVvek. Ohrid: Zavod za zastita na spomenicite na kulturata i Narodei Muzej, 122

Figure3 Moses before the Burning Bush (Detail: The Mother of God), fresco, Michael Astrapas and Eutychios,
the Virgin Peribleptos church, Ohrid, North Macedonia, narthex, central bay, west tympanum, ca. 1294-95.
Photo: © Andrei Dumitrescu, with the permission of the Orthodox Eparchy of Debar and Kicevo

Byzantine Studies2 | 172
Holy Mountain(s) in Byzantium and Beyond, 121-196



Andrei Dumitrescu
The Admired Mountain

Figure4 The Reception of the Law on Mount Sinai, fresco, Michael Astrapas and Eutychios, the Virgin
Peribleptos church, Ohrid, North Macedonia, narthex, central bay, west tympanum, ca. 1294-95.
Photo: © Andrei Dumitrescu, with the permission of the Orthodox Eparchy of Debar and Kicevo

Figure5 View of Mount Sinaiat Dawn (August 31,2006). Photo: Einsamer Schiitze, Wikimedia Commons
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Figure6 KingNebuchadnezzar’s Dream Interpreted by the Prophet Daniel, fresco, Michael Astrapas and
Eutychios, the Virgin Peribleptos church, Ohrid, North Macedonia, narthex, north tympanum, ca. 1294-95.
Photo: © Andrei Dumitrescu, with the permission of the Orthodox Eparchy of Debar and Kicevo

Figure7 “Wisdom Built Herself a House”, fresco, Michael Astrapas and Eutychios, the Virgin Peribleptos
church, Ohrid, North Macedonia, narthex, south tympanum, ca. 1294-95. Photo: © Andrei Dumitrescu,
with the permission of the Orthodox Eparchy of Debar and Ki¢evo
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Figure 8

Moses before the Burning Bush, icon, Greek Orthodox
Patriarchate, Jerusalem, late twelfth-early thirteenth
century. Source: Public domain

Figure9

The Mother of God among Ancestors,
Prophets, and Apostles, icon, St.
Catherine’s Monastery, Mount Sinai,
late eleventh-early twelfth century.
Photo: © St. Catherine’s Monastery
atMount Sinai, Michigan-Princeton-
Alexandria Expedition to Mount Sinai
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Figure 10

St. Catherine and the Virgin of the
Burning Bush, icon, St. Catherine’s
Monastery, Mount Sinai, thirteenth
century. Photo: © St. Catherine’s
Monastery at Mount Sinai,
Michigan-Princeton-Alexandria
Expedition to Mount Sinai

Figurell

The Virgin of the Burning
Bush Flanked by Sinai
Saints, icon, St. Catherine’s
Monastery, Mount Sinai,
thirteenth century. Photo:
© St. Catherine’s Monastery
at Mount Sinai, Michigan-
Princeton-Alexandria
Expedition to Mount Sinai
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Figure12 TheVirgin of the Burning Bush flanked by Moses, Elijah, and St. Gregory of Nazianzos,
icon, St. Catherine’s Monastery, Mount Sinai, mid-thirteenth century. Photo: © St. Catherine’s
Monastery at Mount Sinai, Michigan-Princeton-Alexandria Expedition to Mount Sinai
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Figure 13 The Transfiguration of Christ, mosaic, St. Catherine’s Monastery, Mount Sinai, katholikon,
apse conch, post548. Photo: © St. Catherine’s Monastery at Mount Sinai, Michigan-Princeton-Alexandria
Expedition to Mount Sinai

Figure 14

The Virgin as the Holy Mountain
Flanked by SS Peter, Paul,
Antony, and Euthymios, and
Surmounted by Moses and Elijah,
icon, St. Catherine’s Monastery,
Mount Sinai, mid-thirteenth
century. Photo: © St. Catherine’s
Monastery at Mount Sinai,
Michigan-Princeton-Alexandria
Expedition to Mount Sinai
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Figure 15

a) Moses before the Burning Bush, Gospels

of Hethum II, Yerevan, Matenadaran 979, f. 94v,

1286; b) Moses before the Burning Bush, Gospels

of Hethum I1, Yerevan, Matenadaran 979, f. 228r, 1286.
© Matenadaran - Mesrop Mashtots Institute of Ancient
Manuscripts, Yerevan
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Figure16 View ofthe Monastery of the Virgin Peribleptos and its Surroundings (early August 2025), Ohrid,
North Macedonia. Photo: © Andrei Dumitrescu

Figure 17

The Descent of the Holy Spiritand
the Dormition and Assumption of
the Mother of God, fresco, Michael
Astrapas and Eutychios, the
Virgin Peribleptos church, Ohrid,
North Macedonia, naos, west
wall, ca. 1294-95. Photo: © Andrei
Dumitrescu, with the permission
of the Orthodox Eparchy of Debar
and Kicevo
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Figure18 The Descentofthe Holy Spirit, fresco, Michael Astrapas and Eutychios, the Virgin Peribleptos
church, Ohrid, North Macedonia, naos, west tympanum, ca. 1294-95. Photo: © Andrei Dumitrescu,
with the permission of the Orthodox Eparchy of Debar and Kicevo

Figure19 The Dormition and Assumption of the Mother of God (Detail: Christ Embracing Mary’s Winged
Soul), fresco, Michael Astrapas and Eutychios, the Virgin Peribleptos church, Ohrid, North Macedonia,
naos, west wall, ca. 1294-95. Photo: © Andrei Dumitrescu, with the permission of the Orthodox

Eparchy of Debar and Kicevo
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Figure20 The Dormitionand Assumption of the Mother of God (Detail: The Virgin’s Transferal into Heaven),
fresco, Michael Astrapas and Eutychios, the Virgin Peribleptos church, Ohrid, North Macedonia, naos, west
wall, ca. 1294-95. Photo: © Andrei Dumitrescu, with the permission of the Orthodox

Eparchy of Debar and Kicevo

Figure 21 Narrative Cycle of the Virgin’s Last Days on Earth, Dormition, and Assumption into Heaven,
fresco, Michael Astrapas and Eutychios, the Virgin Peribleptos church, Ohrid, North Macedonia, naos,
west wall, ca. 1294-95. Source: Miljkovi¢-Pepek, P. (1967). Deloto na zografite Mihailo i Evtihii.

Skopje: Patrimoine culturel et historique de la R.S. de Macedoine, 112
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Figure22 The Dormition and Assumption of the Mother of God (Detail: Brazier with Incense), fresco, Michael
Astrapas and Eutychios, the Virgin Peribleptos church, Ohrid, North Macedonia, naos, west wall, ca. 1294-95.
Photo: © Andrei Dumitrescu, with the permission of the Orthodox Eparchy of Debar and Kicevo

Figure23 Venice, Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana, Marc.gr. Z 464 (= coll. 762), f. 20r, Copy of Hesiod’s Works
and Days by Demetrios Triklinios, 1316-19. © Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana, Venice
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Figure24 Venice, Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana, Marc.gr. Z 464 (= coll. 762), f. 34r, Miniature Attached
to Hesiod’s Works and Days, 1316-19. © Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana, Venice
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3WAOBH HOIM MPHMAAAIY
I .00 nesosurue sasunuke D 72aperey uoaba MurvTHHA
SHAOBH MPBOBUTHE BASUAUKE WAW SUAOBU CASHAAHH 3A BPEME HAW OAMAX
Q228 nsunasa3v 16€uo3 rbo3 osHOBH (I TUNA

TIOCAE OBHOBE HPAfA MHAY)
3UA U3 IPBE OBHOBE BASBUAYHE WAM IE US

: CTYMYL NTOPYLIEHH OA TYPAKA U Psamypucuml
BPEMERA [PAYEIOA KPAMA MHAYTUHA HA CTAPUM TEMEAHUMA 1950-1951.r

Figure 25 Ground plan of the Bogorodica Ljeviska church, Prizren, Kosovo, ca. 1306-09. Source: Pani¢, D.;
Babi¢, G. (1975). Bogorodica Ljeviska. Belgrade: Utmenicki Spomenici Jugoslavije, 34, fig. 2

Figure26 The Reduplicated Virgin-Christ Pair Forming a Spatial Chiasm under the Dome, frescoes,
Astrapas workshop, Bogorodica LjeviSka church, Prizren, Kosovo, naos, central bay, ca. 1307-13.
Photo: © Andrei Dumitrescu, with the permission of the Orthodox Eparchy of Raska and Prizren
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Abstract This paperinvestigates the association of the monastery of St. Catherine at
Sinaiwith Venetian Crete. Drawing on documentary evidence in the form of commissions
preserved in the Archivio di Stato diVenezia, it examines Cretan icon-painting and traces
the development of the iconographic theme of the Sinai landscape as an independent
composition on Cretan icons and triptychs. Finally, it highlights the essential role played
by fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Cretan painters, such as Andreas and Nikolaos
Ritzos, as well as Georgios Klontzas and Domenikos Theotokopoulos in shaping the
iconography of the Sinai landscape.

Keywords Sinai.Venetian Crete. Sinai landscape. Cretan icon-painting. St. Catherine.

Sinai, associated as it is with well-known events narrated in the Old
Testament,* became the ultimate holy place, a locus sanctus as it is
usually called. It was at the foot of Mount Sinai that Moses saw the
Burning Bush and heard the voice of God asking him to remove his
sandals, while he was tending the flock of Jethro, his father-in-law.
It was also at Sinai that God appeared to Moses and delivered the

1 According to the Book of Exodus (3,1-5), it was on Mount Horeb and at the foot of
Mount Sinai that Moses while tending the flock of his father-in-law, saw the Burning
Bush and heard the voice of God asking him to remove his sandals. Later in the same
book (24,16) God appeared to Moses at Sinai, again on Mount Horeb, and delivered to
him the tablets of the law with the Ten Commandments. Therefore, it is reasonable to
find in the book Exodus (24,16) the phrase: The Glory of the Lord settled on Mount Sinai.
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Tablets of the Law to him. A fortified monastery dedicated to the
Virgin was built by the Emperor Justinian in the mid-sixth century
at the foot of Mount Sinai, on the site of the Burning Bush.?

Sinai - already an Old Testament locus sanctus - also became the
repository of St. Catherine’s body. After the saint was decapitated in
Alexandria, her body was transported by angels and buried at Sinai.
We can’t be certain when the relics of the saint were discovered
at the top of the mountain named after her. Once discovered, they
were transferred to the monastery’s main church, the katholikon, and
placed in a marble sarcophagus on the south side of the sanctuary,
where they started miraculously to exude oil.?

At Sinai, the landscape and the monastery itself both signify the
holiness of the site and thus become inseparable [fig. 1]. This paper
explores how and when the Sinai landscape was visually transformed
from merely serving as a background to Old Testament events
associated with the region into an independent pictorial composition.
In this context, my aim is to investigate the role played by Cretan
icon painters in the formation of themes of Sinaitic iconography, with
particular emphasis on the Sinai landscape itself. First, however, it is
necessary to examine the circumstances that enabled Cretan painters
to produce a remarkable number of icons and triptychs for Sinai.

The monastery of Sinai maintained strong connections with
Crete because it owned a large number of properties on the island:
villages, vineyards, mills and churches. These possessions were of
such importance to Sinai that, soon after the Venetians arrived in
Crete in 1210, the abbot of Sinai, Symeon, appealed to the doge in
Venice to confirm the monastery’s ownership of these properties.
In March 1212, the doge of Venice, Pietro Ziani, issued a decree
guaranteeing Sinai’s rights over its Cretan possessions and granting
the monastery exemption from various export duties.* One of Sinai’s
most prestigious dependencies in Crete was its metochion in Candia,
the capital city of Venetian Crete. This complex included a church
dedicated to St. Catherine, built in 1555, which survives to this day.
The church of St. Catherine in present-day Heraklion houses an
important collection of icons.

The decree of 1212 clearly demonstrates, on the one hand,
Venice’s desire to maintain close and amicable relations with the
Sinai monastery and, on the other, the importance of the Cretan
dependencies to the monastery at Sinai. The close connection between
Sinai and Crete is reflected in the considerable number of Cretan

2 Grossmann 1990, 29-40; Koufopoulos, Myriantheos 2024, 41-105.
3 Sevcenko 2006a, 118-37; Sevéenko 2006b, 130-3.

4 Tafel, Thomas [1856-57] 1964, 2: no. 233, 146-50; Sevéenko 2006a, 119-20; Maltezou
2023, 53-5; Tsougarakis 2026, 62-9.
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icons produced for the monastery. Indeed, a remarkable number
of Cretan icons and triptychs are found in the monastery. Some of
these works bear the signatures of well-known Cretan painters. For
example, an icon with St. John the Theologian dictating the text of his
Gospel to his disciple Prochoros before a cave [fig. 2], is the work of
the most distinguished painter of Candia during the second quarter
of the fifteenth century, Angelos Akotantos. The painter’s original
signature, XEIP ATTEAQY, which presumably existed on the lower
right side of the composition, was overpainted in the late eighteenth
century.® An icon of the Deesis also bears the signature of Angelos,
quite worn, beneath the footstool of Christ’s throne.® At least five
more icons in the monastery can be attributed to the painter Angelos,
on iconographic and stylistic grounds.”

According to Angelos’ will, drawn up in 1436, the painter had a
close relationship with the Sinaitic metochion in Candia, to which he
bequeathed a sum of money and, under certain conditions, part of his
immoveable property. He also bequeathed to the Sinaitic metochion
of Candia a tondo icon of St. Catherine, which was to be displayed
annually on the saint’s feast day in commemoration of him. The icon
itself has either not survived or has not yet been located. However,
a tondo icon of St. Catherine, formerly in Skradin, Croatia, and now
in the Episcopal Palace in Sibenik, may be attributed to Angelos on
iconographic and stylistic grounds.®

It seems that Angelos was not the only fifteenth-century Cretan
painter to have connections with Sinai. Indeed, Andreas Ritzos
(documented 1451-92) and his son Nikolaos (doc. 1482-1503), both
active during the second half of the fifteenth century,® were also
associated with the monastery. The central panel of a triptych
surviving at Sinai [fig. 3], which is divided into two registers, shows
on the upper register Moses standing before the Burning Bush on
the left side, Moses untying his sandals in the middle, and Moses
receiving the Tablets of the Law on the right side.*® On the lower
register there is the Burial of St. Catherine. On the left wing of the
triptych, also divided into two registers, St. John the Baptist and

5 Drandakis 1990, 127, fig. 80; Vassilaki 2021, 18-20, figs. 4, 5a.

6 Drandakis 1990, 127, fig. 77; Vassilaki 2021, 20, fig. 6.

7 These are, for example, the icons of the Presentation of the Virgin to the Temple,
an icon of the Deesis, and one more icon of the Deesis with St. Phanourios instead of
St. John the Baptist, and a tondo icon with the Embrace of the Apostles Peter and Paul.
Drandakis 1990, 127, figs. 77, 78, 81; Vassilaki 2021, 20, 22, figs 6, 7.

8 Vassilaki 2021, 26-7, fig. 9.

9 Cattapan 1973, 238-82.

10 Nelson, Collins 2006, entry no. 58, 270-3 (Angela Volan); Constantoudaki-
Kitromilides 2014, 5, fig. 2; Vassilaki 2021, 33-5, fig. 11.
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St. James are depicted, while on the right wing, we see St. Andrew
and St. Anthony. This triptych can be attributed, on iconographic
and stylistic grounds, to the Cretan painter Andreas Ritzos, and is
therefore dated to the second half of the fifteenth century. In this
triptych the landscape of Sinai takes the shape of three mountainous
peaks, which correspond to the actual landscape of the monastery:
Mount Horeb or Mount Moses stands in the middle, the Mount of St.
Catherine is on the right and the Mount of St. Episteme is on the left.

Andreas Ritzos can also be associated with additional triptychs of
Sinaitic iconography preserved at Sinai, such as one (inv. no. 1566)
showing the Burial of St. Catherine on the right wing of the front
side and Moses untying his sandals before the Burning Bush on the
right wing of the reverse [figs 4-5].** Both the signature BIKTOPOC
KPH(TOC) (by Viktor the Cretan) and the date AXNA (1651) were
added in the eighteenth century.*?

On a third triptych (inv. no. 1574), which can also be attributed
to Andreas Ritzos, the right wing of its rear side is divided into two
horizontal zones: the upper zone shows Moses before the Burning
Bush, untying his sandals and receiving the Tablets of the Law; the
lower one shows the Burial of St. Catherine [fig. 6].** Once again, the
signature of a sixteenth-century Cretan painter, Michael Damaskinos,
was added in the eighteenth century.!*

In all these examples the Sinai landscape has taken the shape of the
three mountainous peaks, which correspond to the actual landscape
of the monastery: Mount Horeb (or of Moses) in the middle, the Mount
of St. Catherine on the right side, and the Mount of St. Episteme on
the left. In these triptychs two new iconographic variations for the
Virgin of the Burning Bush made their appearance. In the first, the
bust of the Virgin with the Christ Child in a mandorla is reminiscent
of the Virgin Platytera [figs 5-6]. In the second, the Virgin and the
Christ-Child are shown full-length seated in a mandorla of heavenly
light [fig. 3], in the centre of a green bush surrounded by bright red
flames.

On one of my visits to Sinai, in September 2006, I came across a
rather unusual piece of work: a polyptych, in the form of a pentaptych
(inv. no. 1578), with minute dimensions.*® Each of its panels measures
just 7.6 cm in height, and 5.4 cm in width. One wing of the polyptych
is missing. Twelve Gospel scenes, from the so-called Dodekaorton,

11 Vassilaki 2021, 35, figs. 12-14.

12 Vassilaki 2023, 199, fig. 10.5.

13 Vassilaki 2021, 39, fig. 15.

14 Vassilaki 2021, 39, fig. 16; 2023, 201-2, fig. 10.6.

15 Vassilaki 2009, 746-8, pls 5-9; 2021, 40-7, figs 17-19; Constantoudaki-Kitromilides
2014, 7-8, fig. 3.

Byzantine Studies2 | 200
Holy Mountain(s) in Byzantium and Beyond, 197-214



Maria Vassilaki
The Sinai Landscape in Cretan Icon-Painting (Fifteenth-Sixteenth c.)

are to be found on the pentaptych’s wings [fig. 7]. The front side of the
central panel shows the Nativity of Christ, while the wings show the
Presentation of Christ in the Temple, the Annunciation, the Entry into
Jerusalem, the Crucifixion, the Ascension of Christ, the Pentecost, the
Doubting of Thomas, and the Dormition of the Virgin. On the rear side
of the central panel there is a representation of the three mountains
of the Sinai landscape and this makes it very important for this paper
[fig. 8]. This view of Mt. Sinai remains visible when the pentaptych is
closed and this adds further importance to its representation.

The significance of this polyptych becomes even greater when
considered alongside a contract drawn up by the Cretan notary
Giorgio Cumno, and signed in Candia on 11 September 1499 between
the painter Nikolaos Ritzos and Gerasimos Kypraios, a monk in the
Sinaitic metochion of Candia.!® The contract concerned twenty-four
works in the form of icons, panaghiaria*” and triptychs, presumably
painted by Nikolaos Ritzos himself. Kypraios, who was about to travel
from Crete to Mount Sinai, wanted Nikolaos Ritzos to safeguard them
for as long as he was away. In the event of Kypraios’ death, the painter
was to deliver each of these works to monasteries in the Aegean (the
monastery of St. John the Theologian on the island of Patmos), the
Dodecanese (the monastery of St. Anthony on the island of Rhodes),
the Ionian islands (the monastery in Strophades near Zakynthos), to
Mount Athos (the monastery of Dionysiou), and most importantly to
Sinai. In fact, seventeen works were to be delivered to St. Catherine’s
monastery at Sinai. The contract makes it clear that all these works
had to be handed over in person to the monk Klimis or to the monk
Janni Griparis, both of them monks at Sinai.

Although this contract is not a commission, it nevertheless
documents an exceptionally close relationship between Nikolaos
Ritzos and the Sinaitic metochion in Candia. It demonstrates not
only that the metochion entrusted him with valuable works, but also
that Sinai itself was a major recipient of his production. Though there
is no concrete evidence, there is every reason to believe that the
seventeen works intended for Sinai reached the monastery. Seen
in this light, the survival of the pentaptych attributed to Nikolaos
Ritzos at Sinai is entirely consistent with the documentary evidence.
However, whether it can be identified with one of the seventeen works
mentioned in the contract must remain an open question.

16 First published in Cattapan 1972, 213-14, doc. no. 9; also published in Cattapan
1973, 253, 265-6, doc. no. 27; Vassilaki 2009, 741-3, 746-8.
17 A panaghiarion, which owes its name to that of the Virgin (Panaghia), is a small

liturgical paten with a representation of the Virgin, and is intended to carry the bread
offered to the Virgin by monks during the liturgy. ODB 1991, 3: 1569.
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The representation of Mt. Sinai on the pentaptych, attributed
to Nikolaos Ritzos, is of particular interest, as it constitutes the
oldest surviving representation of the view of Mt. Sinai in Cretan
icon-painting, in which the landscape becomes an independent
composition. This seems to suggest that already by the end of the
fifteenth century representations of Mt. Sinai, in the form of drawings
or prints from woodcuts, were circulating in Venetian Crete. A very
telling example is the print from a woodcut based on an on-site
sketch by Erhard Reuwich [fig. 9], a painter from Utrecht, who had
accompanied Bernard of Breydenbach on his journey to the Holy
Land and Sinai in 1483. The travel book by Bernard of Breydenbach,
illustrated with woodcuts by Reuwich, was first published in Latin
in 1486, and became so popular that between 1486 and 1522 it was
reprinted twelve times and was also translated into German, Dutch,
French and Spanish.!®

In this pentaptych the landscape takes the form of a triple-peaked
complex, placed against a blue background rather than a golden
one, which is more typical in such a work. It is obvious that the
landscape dominates the composition, while the sacred events are,
by comparison, miniature in scale. In the middle is Mount Moses with
Moses receiving the Tablets of the Law. Lower down and to the left
Moses is standing before the Burning Bush. On the peak to the right,
which is the Mount of St. Catherine, there is the translation of St.
Catherine’s body by angels from Alexandria and its burial at Sinai.
There is also an oasis with trees in a narrow valley to the right. It’s
not clear whether the monastery of St. Catherine was also included
in this representation.

The polyptych’s iconography and style suggest that it was painted
in Venetian Crete in the last decades of the fifteenth century.
Furthermore, its miniature-like quality makes it highly possible
that it was painted by Nikolaos Ritzos, the son of Andreas Ritzos.
Nikolaos was active in Venetian Candia, in the last decades of the
fifteenth century. There is only one icon known to bear the signature
of this painter. It is in the Icon Museum of the Old Orthodox church
in Sarajevo, Bosnia.*® The icon shows the Deesis in the middle, ten
Dodekaorton scenes and single saints on the border. The inscription
on the Sarajevo icon gives the name of its painter, Nikolaos Ritzos,
and also pays tribute to his father. It reads: XEIP NIKOAAOY
PITZOY, YIOC TOY MAICTPOY ANAPEQY (the hand of Nikolaos
Ritzos, son of the master Andreas).

The contract discussed above, although not itself a commission
to Nikolaos Ritzos, nevertheless demonstrates that the Sinaitic

18 von Breydenbach 1486; Jacoby 2006, 85, fig. 72.
19 Vocotopoulos 2005, 207-26.
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metochion in Candia commissioned works from Cretan painters on
a substantial scale. This would explain why painters such as Andreas
and Nikolaos Ritzos developed a repertoire of Sinaitic themes to
satisfy the monastery’s demand.

It is this view of Mt. Sinai that also appears on the central panel of
the rear side of the so-called Modena triptych, which is to be found
in the Galleria Estense of Modena [fig. 10]. It bears the signature of
Domenikos Theotokopoulos/El Greco XEIP AOMHNIKOY (hand of
Domenikos). The Modena triptych is dated between 1566 and 1569
depending on whether it was painted while Theotokopoulos was still
in Crete, till at least the end of 1566, or after his arrival in Venice
in 1567/1568. The Sinai landscape as it appears on the central panel
of the rear side of Theotokopoulos’ Modena triptych shows parallels
with that in the pentaptych. Of course, we have to take into account
that we’'re comparing two works of completely different dimensions.
As already mentioned, the dimensions of each of the pentaptych’s
panels are 7.6 cm in height, and 5.4 cm in width. The dimensions
of the panel depicting the Sinai landscape on the Modena triptych
are 37 x 23.8 cm, which means it is about five times larger than the
pentaptych’s panel in both height and width.

In the Modena triptych the three peaks of Sinai are placed
diagonally, and the monastery is placed at the foot of the central
mountain, Mount Moses. A caravan of travellers approaches the
monastery from the right and is welcomed by Sinai fathers. A second
group of pilgrims approaches from the far left. An inscription on
the upper part of the Modena triptych composition, written in gold
letters, reads: TO ATION KATI ©EOBAAIZTON OPOX TO XINEON
(the Holy and God-trodden Mount Sinai), making reference to Mount
Sinai alone and not to the monastery of St. Catherine.

It seems reasonable to suppose that the depiction of the Sinai
landscape on the pentaptych derives from a larger composition,
presumably also executed in the workshop of the Ritzos family.
This, in turn, suggests that long before copperplate engravings of
the Sinai landscape began to circulate in the final decades of the
sixteenth century, representations of Sinai - whether in the form
of drawings or woodcut prints - were already available to Cretan
painters by at least the closing decades of the fifteenth century.
If so, Domenikos Theotokopoulos would have been familiar with
such representations before leaving Crete. His View of Mt. Sinai
would therefore not have depended exclusively on Giovanni Battista
Fontana’s copperplate engraving, printed in Venice in 1569.2° Perhaps
both the Modena Triptych and Fontana’s engraving were based on

20 Kihnel 1981, 171-4, figs 8, 10, 11; Dillon 1995, 236-7, fig. 7; Constantoudaki-
Kitromilides 2014, 18-20, fig. 10.
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an earlier representation of Mount Sinai that has not survived or has
not yet been located.

El Greco was to paint the View of Mt. Sinai once again on a panel,
housed today in the Historical Museum of Crete, in Heraklion [fig. 11].2*
This is believed to be the panel mentioned on 31 January 1600 in
the inventory of Fulvio Orsini, the librarian of Cardinal Alessandro
Farnese in Rome. The panel was to be bequeathed to Cardinal Odoardo
Farnese. In the inventory of Fulvio Orsini the panel is described as
“having a walnut frame with a landscape of Mount Sinai, painted
by the hand of a Greek disciple of Titian” (Quadro corniciato di noce
con un paese del monte Sinai, di mano d’un greco scolare di Tiziano).
Though the panel does not bear the painter’s signature, its attribution
to Domenikos Theotokopoulos has been generally accepted. It is
known that Theotokopoulos lived in the palace of Alessandro Farnese
between the years 1570 and 1572. In these years, it’s believed that the
panel with the View of Mt. Sinai was painted. The composition shows
the Sinai landscape, the monastery of St. Catherine and small-scale
scenes of pilgrims. In the left corner of the foreground, three Western
pilgrims wearing short capes and hats are approaching. On the right
side of the foreground three pilgrims are arriving on camels, while
a fourth one has descended from a horse and is kissing the hand of
a Sinaite monk, who is welcoming him to the monastery. Mt. Moses
in the middle is scattered with small chapels (hermitages), and also
includes the staircase that leads up to its peak, which survives to
this day. The fortified monastery has been placed diagonally at the
foot of Mt. Moses. There is no doubt that El Greco’s composition
relies heavily on Fontana’s copperplate engraving, which, as already
mentioned, was printed in Venice in 1569.

El Greco was not the only Cretan painter who depicted the View
of Sinai during the second half of the sixteenth century. The Cretan
painter Georgios Klontzas,?? a contemporary of El Greco, also painted
the View of Mt. Sinai and of the monastery in two triptychs, both of
which bear his signature.

The first one, known as the Yorkshire triptych, is today in the
collection of Marianna Latsis in Athens [fig. 12].2®> The View of Mt.
Sinai is on the reverse of the central panel. The three mountainous
peaks are pulled back towards the background in order to leave
more space for the inclusion of the monastery, of scenes from the
everyday life of the Sinaite monks, and of Old Testament scenes.
For the depiction of the monastery, Klontzas adopted an imaginary

21 Constantoudaki-Kitromilides 2014, 32-43 with all the previous bibliography.

22 Onthe Cretan painter Georgios Klontzas and his work, cf. Chatzidakis, Drakopoulou
1997, 83-96.

23 Fotopoulos 1996, no. 24, 96-111, esp. 105-7 (M. Kazanaki-Lappa).
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architectural representation with a high bell tower and a wing with
an arched two-storey portico in the background. The landscape is full
of scenes of monastic life and also of the Old Testament scenes, such
as the Crossing of the Red Sea in the foreground and the Worship
of the Golden Calf.

The second triptych by Georgios Klontzas, known as the Spada
triptych,?* also shows the View of Mt. Sinai on the reverse of its
central panel [fig. 13].2° Once again, the three mountainous peaks
are pulled back towards the background offering most of the surface
to scenes of monastic life and to the Old Testament scenes of the
Crossing of the Red Sea and the Worship of the Golden Calf.

The Cretan triptychs with Sinaitic scenes that are preserved
in the monastery of St. Catherine to this day were most probably
commissioned by the monastery itself or were commissioned by
individuals and offered to the monastery on the occasion of their
pilgrimage to Sinai. The document of 1499, mentioned above in
relation to the pentaptych attributed to Nikolaos Ritzos, can easily
support the hypothesis of works commissioned by or for the monastery
at Sinai and executed in Candia.

The impressive number of Cretan icons and triptychs depicting
Sinaitic subjects might suggest that at least some of these works
were produced in situ. In other words, is it possible that some
Cretan painters established themselves at Sinai? Appealing though
this hypothesis may be, I find it difficult to accept it in the absence
of convincing supporting evidence. Rather, I believe that very few,
if any, Cretan painters travelled to Sinai during the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries. The available evidence instead suggests that
works were produced in Crete and transported to Sinai through the
well-established network linking the Sinaitic metochion in Candia
with the monastery of St. Catherine.

This paper tried to show the role played by Cretan painters in
establishing themes of Sinaitic iconography. Moreover, it tried
to show the role of Cretan painters in establishing the view of
Sinai and turning it into an independent composition. What I find
really interesting is the fact that the depictions of the View of Mt.
Sinai - as it appears in the pentaptych attributed to Nikolaos Ritzos,
in the Modena triptych by Domenikos Theotokopoulos, in the Blunt
triptych today in the Marianna Latsis collection and in the Vatican
triptych - all seem to have made use of a similar prototype. As we are
absolutely certain that the pentaptych and the Blunt and the Vatican
triptychs were executed in Crete, it is beyond any doubt that their
painters had access to this prototype while living and working in

24 This triptych is now in a private collection in Washington D.C.
25 Petsopoulos 1987, no. 74, 88-95 (P.L. Vocotopoulos).
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Crete. Rather than inaugurating the iconography of Sinai, Fontana’s
engraving may have drawn upon an established visual tradition
that had already circulated for decades between Crete and the
monastery of St. Catherine. Given this, I would like to conclude this
paper by addressing the following question. Could this also be used
as evidence for the painter of the Modena triptych? In other words,
could Domenikos Theotokopoulos have painted the Modena triptych
while he was still living and working in Crete?

Figures

Figurel St.Catherine’smonastery, Sinai
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Figure2 Sinai,icon with St. John the Theologian and his disciple Prochoros by Angelos

Figure 3 Sinai, triptych with Sinaitic scenes
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Figure4 Sinai, triptych with Sinaitic scenes (front side)

Figure5 Sinai, triptych with Sinaitic scenes (rear side)
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Figure6 Sinai,wingofa triptych with Sinaitic scenes
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Figure7 Sinai, central panel of a pentaptych. Figure8 Sinai, pentaptych. View of Mt. Sinai
The Nativity

S i SRR = A S

Figure9 View of Mt. Sinai. Detail from a woodcut by Erhard Reuwich (1486)
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Figure10 Modena, Galleria Estense. The Modena triptych by Domenikos Theotokopoulos/El Greco
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Figure1ll Heraklion, Historical Museum. Panel with the View of Mt. Sinai
and St. Catherine’s monastery

Figure12 Athens, M. Latsis’ collection. The Yorkshire triptych
by Georgios Klontzas
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e o T A W

G b b e b Rl Figure 13
G AT it & o The View of Mt. Sinai on the Spada
triptych by Georgios Klontzas
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The term ‘holy mountains’ is frequently employed and not
only in Byzantium. The sacred character is mostly derived
from their comparison or assimilation with the holy mountains
of the Bible and the New Testament, as well as with the ‘Mount
of God’ found in patristic literature. The studies contained

in this volume explore the relationship between the ‘holy
mountain’ as an image and symbol and the various ‘holy
mountains’ which, in Byzantium and elsewhere — from Sinai

to the Balkans —have made it a concrete reality.
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