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THE SOCIETY’S YEAR: 2016 

 

My dear Friends, 

 In Athonite terms the year 2016 unquestionably belonged to the Russians. The 

celebrations that took place on the Holy Mountain to mark the millennium of the 

Russian presence are described elsewhere in this Report (see below, pp. 16-17), as 

also are some of the corresponding celebrations that took place in Moscow (see 

below, pp. 85-92). Our own contribution to this jubilee will provide the theme of our 

next residential conference, due to take place at Madingley Hall, Cambridge, in 

February 2017. This is still in the future at the time of writing, though it will be a 

couple of months in the past by the time this Annual Report is published. Coverage of 

it will therefore have to wait until next year’s Report. Meanwhile we shall 

concentrate, as usual, on the events that our society has experienced in the course of 

the year that has passed. 

 Following past practice, we began with a Vasilopitta party, held in the urbane 

surroundings of the Oxford & Cambridge Club in Pall Mall on 12 January. Once 

again we were delighted to welcome Archbishop Gregorios, one of our Patrons, who 

led the prayers, blessed the pittas, and wished us all the best for the new year. As 

concerns this and indeed every one of our events in the past year we are indebted to 

Simon and Frances Jennings for all the hard work they put in to preparing them in 

advance and ensuring their success on the day. In this instance it is Frances’s 

membership of the Club that enables us to enjoy this most hospitable of venues. 

 Hard on the heels of the Vasilopitta, the venue for our next event switched to 

the New Club in Cheltenham where Holley Martlew, archaeologist and veteran 

extraordinaire of numerous FoMA pilgrimages, took the initiative to organize a lunch 

on 16 January in aid of the Hilandar Appeal. This attracted some two dozen of our 

members who enjoyed a most convivial meal and succeeded in raising the splendid 

sum of roughly £1,000 for the Appeal. We are most grateful to Holley for having the 

idea, for offering the hospitality of her club, and for presiding over a thoroughly 

enjoyable and successful event. 

 Mention of the Hilandar Appeal requires me to digress from my chronicle of 

the year and provide some context for this project. Long-standing members will recall 

that the Serbian monastery of Hilandar suffered a catastrophic fire in March 2004 
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when in the course of a single night about half of the monastery’s buildings were 

destroyed. The Friends immediately launched an appeal, under the patronage of HRH 

The Prince of Wales, which has so far managed to raise roughly £100,000 to assist the 

fathers in their ambitious programme of restoration. The sum itself is of course a drop 

in the ocean in comparison with the actual cost of rebuilding half a monastery, but the 

continuing moral support of the Friends has given them, they tell us, invaluable 

comfort and encouragement. Towards the end of 2015 a new emergency arose in a 

part of the monastery that was not in fact damaged by the fire, namely the ancient 

bell-tower, which was discovered to be in a seriously precarious state. Since any 

funds available to the fathers had to be devoted to the main project of rebuilding, they 

asked us if we might be able to help with the bell-tower, repairs to which were 

estimated to cost 40,000 euros. We were happy to respond positively and undertook to 

direct the next instalment of our appeal to trying to raise the entire sum. 

 Meanwhile, at more or less the same time, word had reached us that a small 

group of Syrian nuns had fled from their war-torn homeland and sought refuge from 

the monks of Simonopetra. The fathers had found them an abandoned building just 

outside the borders of Athos where they were attempting to establish a monastic 

community in very difficult circumstances. On behalf of the nuns the monks appealed 

to us for support and asked if we might try to raise 40,000 euros to provide them with 

some basic needs. We agreed to try, and within a matter of months our ever-generous 

members had contributed more than half of the sum required, which we duly 

transferred to the monastery. Soon after that the circumstances of the nuns changed: a 

majority of them decided to return to their homeland (we hope to a secure 

environment) and just one chose to join a women’s monastery near Thessaloniki. Our 

financial aid was not needed after all. On the other hand, there was an emergency 

situation at Hilandar, for which we had by then raised roughly half of the sum 

requested. The solution was obvious – to amalgamate the two sums and send both to 

Hilandar. We checked with the donors to the Syrian nuns’ appeal and there were no 

objections to what we were proposing, Abbot Elisaios was only too happy to transfer 

the funds to his friend Abbot Methodios, and we were able to declare the latest 

instalment of the Hilandar Appeal successfully completed. Since then the bell-tower 

has been stabilized and we are told that the work of restoration will begin early in 

2017. 
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 Back to 2016, in March TRH The Prince of Wales and The Duchess of 

Cornwall paid an official visit to several countries of the former Yugoslavia, the 

theme of the tour being reconciliation. When in Belgrade, Prince Charles, in his 

capacity as Patron of the Hilandar Appeal, asked for a meeting with Patriarch Irinej as 

a way of drawing attention to our appeal and at the same time informing himself 

about the rebuilding programme. The meeting was attended by a number of 

distinguished Serbian friends of the monastery, including our Patron Vladeta 

Jankovic, various ambassadors, and academics. An illustrated brochure was produced 

for the occasion which demonstrated how much of the reconstruction was complete 

and how much remained to be done, together with before-and-after photos of the 

rebuilding works and of the parlous state of the bell-tower. The meeting attracted 

widespread coverage in the Serbian media, as indeed did the whole tour, which 

culminated in an interfaith conference that His Royal Highness attended in Kosovo. It 

was clear from the warmth of the welcome that the Prince and his wife received 

wherever they went that people of all faiths were deeply appreciative of the fact that 

their historical grievances had been noticed and that His Royal Highness cared 

enough about them to come and talk to them about the importance of reconciliation. 

 In May the path-clearers continued with their important and valuable work, 

clearing and maintaining footpaths and mule-tracks the length and breadth of the 

Athonite peninsula. As an experiment this year for the first time they took a small 

number of volunteers for just one week rather than the usual two. This proved to be a 

success in that it enabled younger people with more pressing family or work 

commitments to enjoy the experience for a more limited period, even though of 

course it added to the overall cost of travel for the group. Young people are especially 

necessary to ensure the continuity of the project, so it is pleasing to know that this 

innovation will be repeated in 2017. 

 A spin-off of the path-clearing project is the new pilgrim’s map of Mount 

Athos, compiled by Roland Baetens, Dimitris Bakalis, and Peter Howorth and 

published this summer. The map is designed to complement the detailed path 

descriptions that are to be found on the Friends’ website 

(www.athosfriends.org/footpaths) and should ensure that no one ever gets lost again 

on the Mountain. As such, it is most warmly welcomed and a review is printed below 
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(pp. 124-5). Copies are available (at a reduced rate to FoMA members) from the 

compilers’ website, www.filathonites.org. 

 Our Annual Summer Conference (as we now call the event formerly known as 

the Annual General Meeting, though of course it still includes a formal AGM which is 

a legal requirement for a Registered Charity) took place at St Anne’s College, Oxford, 

on Saturday 4 June and was attended by about sixty members and guests. In the 

morning Dr Alice-Mary Talbot, formerly Director of Byzantine Studies at Dumbarton 

Oaks, Washington, DC, gave a presentation entitled ‘Hermits on the Holy Mountain’, 

a version of which is printed below (pp. 25-40). This talk was based on her recently 

published book, Holy Men of Mount Athos (Harvard University Press, 2016), of which 

copies were on sale and a review is printed below (pp. 108-11). In the afternoon Tim 

Vyner gave a beautifully illustrated presentation entitled ‘An Artist’s Experience of 

Life on Mount Athos’ in which he described some of his experiences as an artist on 

three separate trips to the Mountain during which he made paintings of all the 

monasteries in all seasons of the year. Sadly we are unable to do justice to this talk 

here as it would not have worked without its illustrations, but the catalogue of Tim’s 

2014/15 exhibition, reviewed in last year’s Annual Report, is available from 

Agioritiki Estia in Thessaloniki. The day ended with an illustrated talk by Robert 

Jackson about the 2015 pilgrimage to the Holy Land.  

 As usual, after lunch, the formal business of the AGM was transacted. The 

Secretary reported that membership now stood at 948, of whom 215 were life 

members, but this total included a considerable number who would be removed from 

our books for failure to renew their subscriptions. Thirty-three new members had 

joined since the start of the year and six had died. He then summarized the events of 

the past year and closed by thanking all those, especially the staff of Rawlinson & 

Hunter, who contribute so much to the running of our society. The Treasurer then 

presented the accounts for the year ended 31 December 2015 which had been 

examined by Peter Stevenson and were adopted by the meeting. Elections followed: 

Metropolitan Kallistos, John Arnell, Dimitri Conomos, Simon Jennings, Peter Lea, 

and Michael Naldrett had all reached the end of their terms of office and were duly re-

elected. Frances Jennings, who had been co-opted on to the committee during the 

year, was also elected. Finally Peter Lea proposed an amendment to the society’s 

constitution which currently stated that the maximum number of committee members 
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was nine. His proposal, that this number be increased to twelve, was approved 

without any objections. There being no other business, the Chairman closed the 

meeting at 2.45pm. 

 The annual pilgrimage to the monastery of St John the Baptist at Tolleshunt 

Knights took place on 2 July and was attended by eight pilgrims. Sister Magdalen 

gave an informal talk and the visit was a great success. 

 The overseas pilgrimage this year was to Cyprus, both north and south, and 

was greatly enjoyed by its thirty-two participants. It was accompanied, in the southern 

part, by Metropolitan Jonah. We are grateful to Monica Thornton for providing an 

account of the trip, which is printed below (pp. 56-63). 

 The autumn meeting took place in London on Wednesday 9 November and 

was attended by some sixty members and guests. After vespers in the Romanian 

church of St Dunstan in the West we repaired to the St Bride Foundation for a glass of 

wine. An illustrated talk was then given by Stephen Duckworth entitled ‘Edward Lear 

and Mount Athos’, a version of which is printed below (pp. 41-55), sadly without 

most of its fine illustrations. 

 

* * * * * 

 

I regret to report the deaths of the following members: Bro Ambrose of the Monastère 

St Silouane, Anthony Bryer, Peter Higgs, Dimitri Kornhardt, Irina Lansley, Francis 

Nichols, George Novakovic, the Hon Alexander Perlos, and Canon Desmond 

Treanor. We should also record the death of our dear friend, Archimandrite Ephrem 

Lash (see pp. 13-19). Fr Ephrem was never in fact a member (he always said he was 

not old enough) but, having served as ecclesiarch at all our Madingley conferences to 

date, he was really part of the furniture and we shall miss him more than we can say at 

the next one. I also wish to acknowledge a huge personal debt to Bryer (as he was 

universally known to all Byzantinists and even his own children). I first encountered 

him at the 1994 Spring Symposium of Byzantine Studies in Birmingham which was 

devoted to ‘Mount Athos and Byzantine Monasticism’. Bryer master-minded this 

whole event with such exuberance, energy, and enthusiasm that for me at least it was 

a wholly unforgettable and eternally inspiring experience. Bryer was immensely 

helpful in the early days of our society and was always generous with his advice, 
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though his talk on ‘Ottoman Athos’, delivered at the 1998 AGM and printed in the 

Annual Report for that year (pp. 22-9), ruffled certain feathers on the Mountain. In 

place of an obituary, it is a pleasure to reprint below an early article by him entitled 

‘A Hermit on Mount Athos’ (pp. 70-72), kindly supplied by his widow Jenny, who 

has taken over his life membership. Eternal memory! 

 

* * * * * 

 

The following new members have joined in the past year: 

 

Ainos Cultural Society 

Gonzalo Anton 

Leon Appeldoorn 

Christos Baloukos 

Jenny Banks Bryer 

George Cescotti 

Jason Charalambos 

Nilolaos Chatzifilalithis 

Steve Christodoulopoulos 

Peter Coleman 

Stuart Coppock 

Bart Corijn 

Leslie Currie 

Mark Davis 

Jonathan de Jong 

Paul Dezes 

Chad Dobson 

John Dolan 

Philip Fowke 

Roger Garbett 

Torrey Gilday 

The Rt Revd David Gillett 

Jean-Michel Giovannoni 

Kenneth Gleisner 

James Hall 

Gregory Hammond 

Efthimios Hanna 

Brent Harriman 

Gary Hartwick 

Aaron Hasselbusch 

Walter Heim 

Nicholas Ignatovicz 

David Johnson 

The Revd Charles Joiner 

Morten Jorgensen 

Alexander Jovanovic 

Kleio Kechagia 

Bill Kokkaris 

Terje Kveen 

James Lain 

Charles Lazarevic 

John McKinney 

Brig Tim Manners-Smith 

Andrew Mayes 

Arthur Mehas 

Orestis Mitintzis 
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The Revd Christine Moorhouse 

Julien Moulard 

Rupert Nabarro 

William Nabarro 

Susan Neale 

Wolfgang Netolitzky 

Robert Noel 

Andrei Oprescu 

Alistair Ozanne 

Ilias Panagiotopoulos 

Georgi Parpulov 

Mark Pearson 

Jerzy Pelka 

Aleksandar Petrovic 

Dominic Pote 

David Rawlins 

The Revd Peter Roberts 

Jonathan Ryan 

Samer Salibi 

Michael Sarbanes 

Robin Shohet 

Christopher Simmons 

Dominic Solly 

Marilyn Swezey 

Mikhail Tchkhatichvili 

Nana Tchkhatichvili 

Alexander Thomas 

Mario Toffolo 

Roberto Torrini 

Fr Nectarios Trevino 

Joel Tysk 

Nicolas van Cranenbroeck 

Stefan Vervaecke 

Lord Williams of Oystermouth 

Anthony Wolstenholme 

Pascal Zandt 

 

Among the above, it is an honour for us to announce that Lord (Rowan) Williams of 

Oystermouth, Master of Magdalene College, Cambridge, and formerly Archbishop of 

Canterbury, has accepted our invitation to become a Patron of the society. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Another new institutional member that we are pleased to welcome is the Ainos 

Cultural Society, whose chief luminaries, Niki Tsironis and Véronique Magnes, 

organized a workshop entitled ‘Sacred and Secular in Life and Art’ that took place in 

Oxford in July and was dedicated to the memory of Philip Sherrard. Philip knew and 

loved Athos as much as any outsider ever has, he was a close friend of Metropolitan 

Kallistos and fellow translator with him of the Philokalia, and he was a Patron of the 

Friends from its foundation until his death in 1995. I was asked to address the 



13 

 

workshop on the subject of ‘Philip Sherrard and Mount Athos’. A version of my paper 

is printed below (pp. 73-84). 

 

* * * * * 

 

Readers of last year’s Annual Report will recall that we had sent a donation to the 

women’s monastery of St John the Baptist at Anatoli near Larissa as a contribution 

towards the cost of restoring the (long disused) church in the old monastery (which 

was once an Athonite metochion) and conserving its frescos. The sisters expressed 

their gratitude for this and have informed us that they have now succeeded in 

stabilizing the walls, conserving the frescos, and reconstructing the iconostasis so that 

the church is once more in (occasional) use. We salute the determination of the sisters 

to confront the prophets of doom and we congratulate them on their completion of 

this impressive work. 

 We were also pleased to send a donation of 10,000 euros to the Axion Estin 

cell in Kapsala, a dependency of the monastery of Pantokrator. Two years ago the 

cell, which is originally a tenth-century foundation and of enormous historical 

significance, appealed for financial assistance to enable its six-man brotherhood to 

restore the buildings which had fallen into serious disrepair during a long period of 

neglect. Having obtained professional advice on the worthiness of the project, we 

responded postively to their appeal and hope to develop a long-term relationship with 

the fathers there. We shall no doubt have more to say about this in the course of 2017. 

 We must congratulate Fr Romilo of Hilandar on the successful completion of 

his Oxford doctoral thesis, entitled ‘Homo Theurgos: Freedom according to John 

Zizioulas and Nikolai Berdyaev’, examined by Professor Joel Rasmussen and Dr 

Rowan Williams. We were pleased to provide him with some financial support during 

his years as a graduate student and we wish him well for the future. He is currently 

the holder of a post-doctoral research fellowship at the Catholic Institute in Paris. 

 

* * * * * 

 

We were sorry to lose Professor David Cadman from membership of our Executive 

Committee on which he had served for many years. He was finding it increasingly 
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difficult to attend meetings and so thought it right to withdraw, but we are pleased to 

retain his services as a consultant on an informal basis. 

  

* * * * * 

 

Finally it is a pleasure to announce the publication in December of a new Festschrift 

in honour of our beloved President, Metropolitan Kallistos of Diokleia. Entitled 

Rightly Dividing the Word of Truth, it incorporates the proceedings of the 2015 

Madingley conference together with a number of other specially commissioned 

papers which for one reason or another could not be fitted into the conference. There 

is a Foreword by His All-Holiness Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew and an 

Address by His Eminence Archbishop Gregorios of Thyateira and Great Britain. 

There is even an Epilogue by His Eminence Metropolitan Kallistos himself, entitled 

‘Fifty-Four Years as an Athonite Pilgrim’. The rest of the contents are written by 

former pupils, colleagues, and friends of the honorand. A review of the book is 

printed below (pp. 105-8) and copies are available at a reduced price from the 

Treasurer. This book is our tribute to His Eminence in recognition of the unique place 

he occupies in our lives and in the history of this society and with it we wish him 

‘Many Years’. 

 

GRAHAM SPEAKE 

Chairman 



 
Archimandrite Ephrem Lash 

3 December 1930–15 March 2016 

 

 

There have been so many tributes to Fr Ephrem, most particularly in Sobornost 38: 1 (2016), 

the journal of the Fellowship of St Alban and St Sergius, that it might seem hard to add 

anything new. That this is not the case is entirely due to dear Fr Ephrem himself – vivacious, 

delighting in the unexpected, and in some ways for ever young. Each of us who have been 

privileged to know him will have vivid and striking recollections to delight us, to allow us to 

recall him vividly, to hear his chuckle, to see the twinkle of his eyes – and to feel a sharp 

rebuke if we have been pompous or sanctimonious, for of all people he had no trace of these 

characteristics.  

I will try here only to recall some of my own memories. One such was coming back from the 

2009 Madingley conference, at which he had fulfilled his usual duties as ecclesiarch and 

ordered the services using his immense liturgical knowledge and his own translations (woe 

betide the reader who substituted ‘Holy and Mighty’ for the printed text in the Trisagion 

prayer). It was the first time he had met my wife, Frances, and she admitted that she had felt 

somewhat daunted at the prospect of driving an elderly hieromonk from Cambridge to London; 

she wondered how she could keep the conversation going. She soon realized that the journey 

would be a hoot, as anecdote followed anecdote, and Fr Ephrem assumed an almost flirtatious 

air. When we arrived at his flat in Holloway, we found a dwelling of really quite uncomfortable 

austerity: books piled on the floor and no chair of any comfort (or stability). 

As we helped furnish his very humble home, we got to know him well. His life, by that time, 

was one of almost complete poverty. He had left behind, or given away, most of his 

possessions. He delighted in his London Transport pass, and the freedom to travel that gave 

him. He was thrilled to find that the greengrocers at the bottom of his staircase were Eritrean 

Orthodox, and he felt at home in an area of London where many were poor, immigrant, and 

exiled. He had stripped his own life down to the essentials, and was generous to all, 

particularly the simple and unpretentious.  

He loved the parish of St Anthony and St John the Baptist in which he served. He had to fight 

insistently for his own liturgical high standards, but was always careful to respect the traditions 

and religious instincts of his parishioners, even when these appeared to centre around ‘ancestor 

worship, my dear’, as he described it. He knew the value of tradition, of inbred religious 

consciousness, whilst seeing it through the prism of a scholarly and down-to-earth mind.  

The realism and lack of cant may have been a product of Benedictine education at Downside. 

He was proud of his heritage, and of his family. Anyone who imagined that his appearance 
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represented an attempt to affect an exotic orthodoxy, or adopt a new identity, would be 

swiftly disabused: his Englishness was deeply ingrained, and his love for precise and modern 

English is reflected in his zeal for translating liturgical texts into contemporary language. Even 

those who perceive some of his versions to be rather clinical cannot fail to admire a style which 

allows the scriptural and patristic references to be identified and appreciated.  

His love for his family – to whom he must have seemed exotic, if not quixotic – was evident. 

He revelled in the fame of his nephews, Ralph and Joseph Fiennes, and followed their careers 

avidly. His enthusiastic admiration was reciprocated: one of the most moving tributes paid to 

him at his funeral was Ralph’s reading from Fr Ephrem’s translation of St Romanos. Of course, 

there was something theatrical about Fr Ephrem. He knew well what sort of figure he cut, 

bustling around the streets of Holloway, or gesticulating at the Anglican Synod meetings (at 

which he was for many years the Orthodox observer). At an embarrassingly dreadful play at 

the National Theatre, he refused to leave at the interval and sat with gleeful enthusiasm 

throughout an almost obscenely blasphemous second act, in rason and gold cross, with his 

Georgian skouphia on his head.  

He was fun: fun to be with and one to enjoy the quirkiness and absurdity of life (and indeed of 

ecclesiastical life). But that sense of fun was gained at a price. He had confronted many failures 

and disappointments. Academic recognition was never quite achieved; he never realized how 

effective a parish priest he was, and he was deeply saddened by his enforced retirement from 

his parish. His monastic life was troubled: he had a deep love for the Holy Mountain and for 

his monastery of Docheiariou but was not able to settle there. His endeavours to support 

Mother Thekla’s monastery were thwarted; his departure from Manchester was sad. He did not 

conceal his hurt; indeed, he recognized it and wanted his friends to acknowledge it, seeing 

perhaps that by revealing his humanity, disappointments, and feelings, he could free himself 

from bitterness and resentment.  

In 2014 we persuaded him to join the FoMA pilgrimage to Aegean Turkey and Greece. He 

took part in the first celebration of the Divine Liturgy in the newly restored church of St 

Boukolos in Smyrna since the disaster of 1922, marshalling a disparate and bemused team of 

deacons and priests into order. He presided, as an Archimandrite of the Ecumenical Throne, at 

a Liturgy in the cave of St John on Patmos, while the visiting choir of Russian girls from St 

Petersburg fainted in strict rotation in the stifling heat. When we went to Ephesus, we asked 

him whether he could face a full tour of the city, or just a short visit from the upper car park. 

‘The full tour’, he replied unhesitatingly; ‘I won’t come back and I want to see it all.’ And so 

we went through the ruins in the searing heat, as Fr Ephrem prodded at the stelae and translated 
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the inscriptions. We admired the library, but hastened to the theatre, to read together the 

description of the riot from the Acts of the Apostles. Never daunted, and with full realization 

that the rest of the group would be waiting impatiently at the bus, we carried on to the remains 

of the basilica, where we failed to sing, with any degree of musicality in English, Greek, or 

Slavonic, praises to the ‘little Jewish peasant girl’ who was proclaimed there as the Mother of 

God. Later, on our way down the coast to Antalya and Myra, we stopped at the ruined and 

deserted village of Levissi, where Dimitri Conomos’s grandfather had been shot. Despite the 

heat and humidity, Fr Ephrem insisted on being hoisted up over perilous rocks into a ruined 

chapel, home only to sheep, to serve a Panikhida to him and to all those slaughtered on that 

dreadful day.  

Fr Ephrem was never a member of the Friends of Mount Athos; he repeatedly protested that he 

was far too young to belong to such an august and elderly society. Yet he was inextricably 

associated with it, so that his absence leaves an unfillable gap. May he enjoy the Kingdom of 

Heaven, where Christ makes all things new. Dearest Fr Ephrem, may your memory be eternal!  

 

SIMON JENNINGS 

Oxford 
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REPORT FROM THE MOUNTAIN: 2016 

 

 

Millennium of the Russian presence on Mount Athos 

It is in a document of the Great Lavra dated 10161 that the signature of a certain monk 

and abbot Gerasimos is taken to prove the early existence of a monastery of the 

Russians on Mount Athos. This is identified with Xylourgou monastery, i.e. the 

present skete of Bogoroditsa, on the slopes above Pantokrator. According to this 

conventional chronology, 2016 was designated as the year for commemorating the 

millennial anniversary of Greek–Russian relations. During the past year a plethora of 

events of political, economic, and cultural significance took place in both countries, 

many of which were directly related to Mount Athos. The latter culminated in the 

visits to the Holy Mountain of Russian President Vladimir Putin and Patriarch Kirill 

of Moscow and all Rus’. 

The three-day official visit of Patriarch Kirill started on 27 May with his arrival in 

Karyes, where he officiated at a service of glorification held in the church of the 

Protaton. Patriarch Kirill was received by the Protos, Elder Paul of the Great Lavra, 

who in his address spoke about the Holy Mountain as a major spiritual centre for all 

Orthodox peoples. The Patriarch in his reply referred to the spiritual support given by 

Athos to Russia by transmitting the theology of hesychasm and cenobitic 

monasticism. Patriarch Kirill also referred to the spiritual role performed to this day 

by Mount Athos: ‘in the modern world torn by contradictions and conflicts there is a 

need for strong examples of concord and peace, achieved in Christ by rejection of 

selfishness and discouragement of sin.’ And he emphasized that ‘the Athonite 

tradition constitutes the model for this, since for all the peoples of Russia throughout 

history it is their relationship with Mount Athos that has been vital.’ From the 

Protaton Patriarch Kirill visited the headquarters of the Holy Community, where he 

was received by Protos Paul and the representatives of the twenty monasteries. 

Subsequently he left Karyes and travelled to the Russian monastery of St 

Panteleimonos, where he was received by the abbot, Archimandrite Jeremiah, and the 

monastic brotherhood.  

                                                
1	Actes	de	Lavra	no.	19,	February	1016.		
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It was on the second day of his official two-day visit to Greece that President 

Vladimir Putin visited Mount Athos. He was received in Karyes by Protos Paul, who 

accompanied him to the Protaton where he attended a solemn thanksgiving. Then Mr 

Putin visited the headquarters of the Holy Community, where he was received by 

Greek President Prokopis Pavlopoulos, Protos Paul, and the representatives of the 

twenty monasteries. In fact the two presidents had already met the previous day in 

Athens and discussed issues of mutual interest to Greece and Russia in the fields of 

politics, economy, and culture. Their meeting at the offices of the Holy Community in 

Karyes seemed like the continuation of a discussion that had started at the Presidential 

Residence in Athens and remained unfinished with regard to certain aspects of history 

and culture that the two peoples share.  

After he left Karyes, President Putin went to St Panteleimonos monastery, where he 

was received by Archimandrite Jeremiah and the monastic brotherhood. Then he 

proceeded to the katholikon, where he venerated the reliquary containing the miracle-

working head of St Panteleimon, and took part in a solemn thanksgiving performed by 

the primate of the Russian Orthodox Church.  

All these celebrations took place in the presence of the representative of the 

Ecumenical Patriarchate, Metropolitan Apostolos of Miletos, as well as the civil 

governor of Mount Athos, Mr Aristos Kasmiroglou, and members of the Greek 

government.  

Visits by high-ranking officials, such as heads of state, patriarchs, and senior clergy, 

are not unusual on Mount Athos. But the simultaneous presence, on 27–8 May, of two 

presidents, one patriarch, and so many distinguished political and ecclesiastical 

representatives of Russia and Greece turned those two days into an absolutely unique 

event. As a result there were certain details not covered by existing protocol, which 

had to be invented for the occasion. 

  

More official visits  

On 5 July the Chairman of the Russian State Duma of the Federal Assembly, Mr 

Sergej Naryshkin, visited Karyes and the monastery of St Panteleimonos, together 

with other members of the Interparliamentary Assembly on Orthodoxy convened at 

Thessaloniki. ‘In my capacity as Chairman of the State Duma I am ready to assure 

you that Russia is interested in the unity of the Orthodox world, and will always 



20 

 

 

defend the traditional values of universal morality’, Mr Naryshkin said when he was 

interviewed by the Russian News Agency TASS.  

From 8 to 12 August a delegation of the Russian Church made a pilgrimage to Mount 

Athos, accompanied by the Consul General of the Russian Federation at Thessaloniki, 

Mr A. Popov. The head of the delegation was Metropolitan Alexander of Astana and 

Kazakhstan, a permanent member of the Holy Synod and the head of the metropolitan 

region of Kazakhstan. The delegation met with Protos Elder Barnabas of Vatopedi. 

Members of the delegation also visited the monasteries of Koutloumousiou, 

Xeropotamou, Simonopetra, Iviron, Vatopedi, and Grigoriou; the sketes of St 

Andrew, the Prophet Elijah, Palaiomonastiro (the old Rossikon), and Bogoroditsa 

(formerly the monastery of Xylourgou); and the kellion of the Annunciation (a 

dependency of Simonopetra) near Karyes.  

On 12 September Metropolitan Sergius of Voronezh and Liski, accompanied by the 

governor of Voronezh province and deputies, visited Vatopedi monastery. The 

purpose of the visit was to receive a copy of the Panagia Pantanassa icon that was 

painted in the icon studio of the monastery. The presentation of the icon (which is 

more than 2 metres tall) took place in the katholikon, where Metropolitan Sergius 

blessed it. Afterwards he informed the abbot of Vatopedi, Elder Ephraim, that the 

copy would be placed first in the cathedral of Voronezh, and later housed in the newly 

built church of Pantanassa, so as to protect the city.  

 

Russian loss and renewal 

On 4 August 2016 the abbot of the Russian monastery of St Panteleimonos, 

Archimandrite Jeremiah (Alyokhin), passed away in the Lord at the age of 101. Fr 

Jeremiah was born in Rostov Veliky (Russia) in 1915 and was the oldest Athonite 

monk. He became a monk in 1975, during the communist era, and he assumed the 

abbacy of the monastery in 1979. Fr Jeremiah in his wisdom succeeded in maintaining 

a delicate balance within the brotherhood of the monastery, which was mainly 

composed of Russian and Ukrainian monks. This became especially important during 

the post-Soviet era, and even more so in recent years, when problems arose in the 

relations between the Russian and Ukrainian states. Fr Jeremiah’s enlightened 

leadership is a good legacy for the next elected abbot of the monastery, whether he be 

Russian or Ukrainian.  
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 Finally, on 2 October a new abbot was elected by the brotherhood, 

Hierodeacon Evlogios, a native of the Russian city of Chelyabinsk. Born in 1958, Fr 

Evlogios became a monk in 1985 and entered St Panteleimonos in 1989, where he 

worked as a gardener.  

 

Cultural and academic news  

On 4 July the exhibition ‘Athos: The Holy Mountain’ at the Museum of Byzantine 

Culture in Thessaloniki was inaugurated by the Chairman of the Greek Parliament, 

Nikos Voutsis, along with Mr Naryshkin and Mr Popov (see above). The welcoming 

message of Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew was read by Bishop Nikephoros of 

Amorion, while Metropolitan John of Zambia read the welcoming address of 

Patriarch Theodore II of Alexandria and all Africa.  

 The exhibition, a production of the Athos Photoarchive of the Monastery of 

Simonopetra, included historic photographs, etchings, and engravings. The 

photographic section comprised mainly portraits of monks and major events of 

monastic life on the Holy Mountain, all taken by photographers of the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries who were Athonite monks. The etchings included religious 

themes, sites, and monuments (not only of Mount Athos), as well as sacred images. 

The engravings were a representative sample of the so called ‘images of the poor’ 

(paper icons), most of which dated back to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

From Thessaloniki the exhibition travelled to Athens (Greek Parliament), Moscow 

(State Duma of the Russian Federation), and finally in October on the initiative of 

Greek MEPs to the European Parliament in Brussels.  

Meanwhile in the summer the exhibition was transferred to Belgrade, where it was 

presented as a parallel event in the context of the 23rd International Congress of 

Byzantine Studies, held from 22 to 27 August under the joint patronage of Mr 

Tomislav Nikolić, President of the Republic of Serbia, and of UNESCO. The 

congress in Belgrade, organized by the Serbian National Committee of Byzantine 

Studies and the Association Internationale des Études Byzantines, was the largest 

scientific event worldwide in 2016 for research on Byzantine culture, and a 

considerable part of it was devoted to Mount Athos.  



22 

 

 

Agioritiki Estia, the cultural centre of Mount Athos in Thessaloniki,2 also participated 

with an exhibition entitled ‘Visual Journeys through Mount Athos: The Holy 

Mountain in the Drawings of Doug Patterson and Tim Vyner’. The exhibition was 

organized by Agioritiki Estia, Thessaloniki; the Association of Friends of Mount 

Athos, Belgrade; and the Committee for Hilandar of the Serbian Academy of Sciences 

and Arts, Belgrade. The two British artists had previously presented their work in the 

exhibition halls of the building where Agioritiki Estia is housed.3  

 

Agioritiki Estia events 

Three new exhibitions were mounted by Agioritiki Estia in 2016: ‘A Lasting Faith: 

Orthodoxy in the Holy Land’, a photo exhibition by Israeli photographer Dafna Tal 

(19 April–10 June); ‘Constantinople: Memories and Experiencing’, an exhibition of 

paintings by Hieromonk Anastasios of Karyes (5 July–15 October); ‘Parables and 

Martyrs’, and an exhibition by the Serbian painter Nikola Sarić (from 20 October, 

extended until February 2017). The first months of 2016 saw a continuation of the last 

event of the previous year – a photo exhibition entitled ‘Mount Athos: Lingering 

between Image and Photographic Gaze’ by four foreign photographers, Valery 

Bliznyuk (Russia), Ali Borovali (Turkey), Zbigniew Kosc (Poland), and Zoran Purger 

(Serbia).  

 Agioritiki Estia received two official visits from distinguished Serbian 

personalities. President Tomislav Nikolić of Serbia expressed a wish to visit the 

centre during his official visit to Thessaloniki on 15 September on the occasion of the 

celebration of the centenary of the battle at Kaimaktsalan during World War I. 

President Nikolić was accompanied by Mr Milorad Dodik, President of Republika 

Srpska (the Bosnian Serb Republic). On 2 December Patriarch Irinej of Serbia, 

accompanied by members of the Serbian Parliament and senior clergy, visited 

Agioritiki Estia. During the traditional Athonite treat, His Beatitude was informed of 

the decision of the board of Agioritiki Estia to begin preparation for the establishment 

of a special programme to celebrate in 2019 the millennium of the installation of St 

Sava, founder of Hilandar monastery, as first Archbishop of Serbia. The next day 

                                                
2	See	‘Report	from	the	Mountain:	2015’,	Friends	of	Mount	Athos	Annual	Report	(2015),	

pp.	16-17.		
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Patriarch Irinej with his retinue left for Mount Athos in order to participate in the 

celebration of the feast of the Presentation of the Mother of God, the principal feast of 

the Serbian monastery of Hilandar (4 December).  

 Between 2006 and 2015 Agioritiki Estia organized ten international scientific 

congresses which were held in Thessaloniki. These congresses covered a broad range 

of subjects related to the history and spirituality of Athonite monasticism such as 

architecture, travellers’ accounts, history of scholarship, Athonite dependencies 

(metochia), etc. In 2016 the centre launched the first International Scientific 

Workshop, held on 9–10 December, to promote and present research on Mount Athos 

in a new format. According to a note accompanying the call for papers, the aim of this 

new approach, ‘in conjuction with presenting original findings and syntheses from 

scientific research, is to showcase the discourse and the first results of new individual 

research, as well as collective research programmes which are still under way’.  

 

Athonites abroad  

On 7 March a delegation of Athonite monks was received by Patriarch Neophytos of 

Bulgaria. The delegation, composed of four monks from Pantokrator and 

Xenophontos monasteries, travelled to Sofia to participate in celebrations in honour of 

Panagia Gerontissa, patron of Pantokrator. 

By invitation of the Open Orthodox University of St Sophia in Kiev, Hieromonk 

Chrysostomos, secretary of Koutloumousiou monastery, and Deacon Chrysostomos, 

of the skete of Koutloumousiou, visited Ukraine in September. During their stay the 

Athonite monks were invited to meet President Andriy Parubiy, who had recently (14 

April) taken office as Chairman of the Ukrainian Parliament. The President welcomed 

the Athonite fathers, saying that ‘now that we have celebrated the millennium of the 

Russian presence on Mount Athos, an ancient tradition of Ukraine is taking shape.’ 

He went on to focus on the discussion taking place around the granting of autocephaly 

to the Church of Ukraine, noting that in June the Ukrainian Parliament had approved a 

special resolution on this matter addressed to the Ecumenical Patriarch, but Ukraine’s 

request for autocephaly was not on the agenda of the Holy and Great Council of the 

Orthodox Church when it opened in Crete on 20 June. He added: ‘It is not only a 

                                                                                                                                       
3	About	Tim	Vyner’s	2015	exhibition	at	Agioritiki	Estia,	see	ibid.,	pp.	119-21.		
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religious matter, but a matter of national security, because Ukraine must safeguard its 

independence from the intervention of the Russian forces.’ The Athonite monks 

thanked the President for his warm welcome, assuring him that they pray for Ukraine, 

and adding that Patriarch Bartholomew is well aware of the situation.  

A word must be said about the Pan-Orthodox Council that took place in Crete in June 

2016 that will shed light on the above dialogue between the Athonite monks and the 

Ukrainian President. The Orthodox Church recognizes seven Ecumenical Councils, 

all of them being convened between the fourth and the eighth centuries. The 

accomplishment of a new Holy and Great Council is for the Orthodox a millennial 

vision for which planning began in 1961. In the post-Soviet era the event seemed to 

come closer to being realized, although over the centuries many changes had occurred 

in the hierarchy of the Orthodox Church: new patriarchates appeared, and the birth of 

new states led to new autocephalous and autonomous Churches. With the matter of 

the hierarchy of Churches still unresolved, the Pan-Orthodox Council was convened 

in Crete from 20 to 25 June 2016 without the participation of four out of the fourteen 

Churches (namely the Patriarchates of Russia, Bulgaria, Georgia, and Antioch). 

Although the Ukrainian Church falls under the ecclesiastical jurisdiction of the 

Russian Patriarchate, the primate of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, Metropolitan 

Onoufry of Kiev, did participate in the Council under the auspices of the Ukrainian 

Parliament, which had formally requested the Ecumenical Patriarchate to recognize 

the autocephaly of the Ukrainian Church. A letter containing the request was sent to 

the Patriarchate and announced in a plenary session of the Council in Crete.  

   

Esphigmenou, again  

In a letter dated 7 March addressed to the Civil Governor of Mount Athos, Mr 

Kasmiroglou, and copied to the Ministry of Citizens’ Protection, the representatives 

of the twenty monasteries sounded the alarm about the inadequate safeguarding of 

Mount Athos. The reason for their complaint was a documentary broadcast by the 

British television channel BBC2 in which a film crew arrived by boat at night 

equipped with cameras and entered Esphigmenou monastery. ‘They could have asked 

permission properly,’ the letter says, ‘but the journalists, in collusion with the 

squatters, entered illegally, and then only for show, thereby giving offence to the Holy 

Mountain. […] But the problem is not only the violation of Esphigmenou. From the 
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documentary it appears that those who want can come and go in secret, the State is 

unable to do anything to stop them, and as a result at all times the holy relics kept in 

the monasteries are in danger. Not only does the State fail to uphold the law by 

applying the decrees of the Holy Community with regard to Esphigmenou; it does not 

even bother to impose sanctions where they are needed after the showing of the BBC 

documentary.’  

 Some thirty days after the above letter was sent by the Holy Community, a 

letter from the head of the squatters’ confraternity, Methodios, was sent on 20 April to 

the Minister of Foreign Affairs and the Ecumenical Patriarch calling for 

‘reunification’ with both the Holy Community of Mount Athos and the Patriarchate. 

On 21 April a three-member delegation from the Ecumenical Patriarchate arrived on 

Mount Athos. The next day a Double Synaxis (of the twenty abbots and twenty 

representatives of the monasteries) was urgently convened in Karyes and met the 

patriarchal delegation in order to make the arrangements that might possibly lead to 

the settlement of a problem that has plagued the monastic life of Athonites since the 

early 1970s. Unfortunately, however, the effort once again ended in deadlock, as the 

squatters stuck to their old position. As is well known, they consider the Ecumenical 

Patriarchate to be theologically unsound, and indict both the Patriarchate and the other 

nineteen Athonite monasteries for entering into relations with the Pope, and Mount 

Athos for its globalization in receiving European Union funds.  

 

Vatopedi case  

Since mid-2008 the so-called ‘Vatopedi scandal’ – specifically the charges of bad 

faith, conspiracy to deceive, perjury, and money-laundering that burdened the 

monastery – has thrown a dark shadow over the Holy Mountain. After a long and 

painful period of eight years of judicial investigation of all the data, the Public 

Prosecutor, Mrs Vasiliki Krina, has recommended to the three-member Court of 

Criminal Appeal in Athens that all the accused in the case of Vatopedi be found ‘not 

guilty’. Mrs Krina’s recommendation, which was received with great enthusiasm by 

the friends of Athonite monasticism and those who believe in the independence of the 

judiciary, augurs well for the vindication of Abbot Ephraim and Fr Arsenios who 

faced charges in a case that smacked of political expediency and intrigue.  
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Double loss  

Born in 1940, Elder Thomas Mikragiannanitis, of the brotherhood of Thomades, went 

to Mount Athos at the age of nine after his mother saw a vision on the day of the feast 

of the Dormition. Known to be a skilled gold- and silversmith, he became one of the 

most famous Athonite cantors (psaltes), having participated for many years in church 

services with great cantors of the old generation including the near-legendary Fr 

Dionysios Firfiris of Karyes (who passed away in the mid-1980s). Fr Thomas’s 

reputation went beyond the borders of Mount Athos and Greece and reached St 

Petersburg, Chicago, New Zealand, India, Thailand, and other places all over the 

world where he chanted on various occasions in Orthodox liturgies. Fr Thomas’s 

passing on 27 August was one more heavy loss for the skete of Little St Anne that in 

2015 had lost another famous cantor, Fr Spyridon.4  

 On 16 November the death occurred of Hieromonk Ioakeim, an important 

personality in Karyes. Born in the late 1940s in Patras, Fr Ioakeim was tonsured a 

monk in 1980 at Koutloumousiou monastery, where he remained for a few years 

before settling in the kellion of St Nicholas Vrachniotis (a dependency of Hilandar). 

This cell is not far from St Andrew’s skete, where the Athonias Academy is located, 

in which Fr Ioakeim served for several years as professor of liturgy. Educated in 

France, Fr Ioakeim (born Panayotis Papaeustathiou) enjoyed a rich life as a layman 

with many interests including making cultural programmes for radio and producing 

records of poetry and classical music. For much of his monastic career he was the 

liturgical celebrant priest accompanying the world-famous Greek Byzantine Choir 

until the death in 2014 of its founder and conductor Lykourgos Angelopoulos, Archon 

Protopsaltes of the Ecumenical Patriarchate.  

 

 

                                                
4	Ibid.,	p.	20.		
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HERMITS ON THE HOLY MOUNTAIN1 

 

Perusal of the Lives of holy men from Mount Athos vividly reveals the variety of their monastic 

experiences. Many took their initial vows in a cenobitic monastery, and later withdrew into the 

wilderness as hermits, while others, like Athanasios of Athos, spent most of the early years of 

their vocation in solitude, but then went on to found major communal institutions such as the 

Great Lavra. Residency in a cenobitic monastery was in fact the normative form of monastic life 

in Byzantium, the mode of separation from the world chosen by the vast majority of men and 

women who decided to devote their lives to prayer and an ascetic lifestyle. Monks who retreated 

to monasteries in the countryside or on holy mountains obviously had less contact with laypeople 

and fewer possibilities of secular temptations than those who lived in urban establishments. But 

for monks who wished to pursue an even purer and more austere withdrawal from earthly 

distractions there was another option, to live as a solitary in the wilderness, either as a dependant 

of a lavra (an institution which combined elements of communal life and eremitism), or as an 

independent, unaffiliated hermit. Curiously, this alternative form of monasticism in Byzantium 

has attracted relatively little scholarly attention, and so I should like to take this opportunity to 

investigate further the various modes of solitary life. 

The Greek word for living as a monk, monazein, has the root meaning of ‘being alone’; since the 

time of Antony the Great (c.251-356) in the Egyptian desert the solitary life has been considered 

by many to be the highest form of spiritual devotion, but possible only for a small number of 

highly motivated ascetics. In Byzantine Greece and Anatolia the dense forests, lofty ridges, deep 

ravines, natural caves, and vertical cliff faces on holy mountains, such as Athos, offered the 

possibility for solitaries to hide away in a secluded spot for years on end in isolation and 

tranquillity. The Greek word for desert and wilderness is the same, eremos, the root from which 

are derived the English words ‘hermit’ and ‘eremitic’. The Greek word for ‘withdrawal’, 

anachoresis, gave rise to a synonym for hermit, ‘anachorete’ or ‘anchorite’.  Seclusion in the 

                                                
1	A	slightly	modified	text	of	a	talk	given	at	the	annual	summer	conference	of	the	Friends	of	Mount	

Athos	on	4	June	2016	in	Oxford.	For	an	expanded	and	fully	annotated	version	of	this	lecture,	see	my	

forthcoming	book,	Varieties	of	Monastic	Experience	in	Byzantium	(Notre	Dame,	IN:	University	of	

Notre	Dame	Press).	
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silence and isolation of the wilderness or desert and the lack of distraction by fellow human 

beings provided optimal circumstances for total focus on prayer and contemplation. The 

reduction of possessions to an absolute bare minimum, subsistence on a frugal diet, performance 

of ascetic exercises such as all-night standing vigils, and endurance of bitter cold and blazing 

heat, were all aspects of self-mortification designed to lead to complete disregard of one’s 

physical body, thus better enabling concentration on spiritual exercises and, for the select few, 

attainment of a mystical ecstatic union with God. The term used for this spiritual contemplation 

in tranquillity, the primary focus of the solitary monk, was hesychia, meaning literally 

‘quietude’. 

 

The decision to embark upon the life of a solitary 

The life of the solitary was obviously much more physically and spiritually demanding than that 

of a cenobitic monk. Common wisdom held that a young monk should first spend a few years in 

communal life in a monastery, learning to chant the monastic office and accepting the principle 

of obedience to a superior and a rule or typikon, before setting off on his own in the wilderness. 

The tenth-century monastic rule of Athanasios of Athos gave the following conditions for a 

monk who wished to withdraw to one of the Great Lavra’s five kellia or hermitages: ‘…if he has 

been previously exercised in obedience, if he has learned to stay in a cell with concentration and 

strict guard over his mind, if he has learned to pray and keep vigil, to control himself, to exercise 

abstinence, to meditate, to devote himself to the study of the Scriptures with humility, and attach 

some importance to working with his hands, then let him be permitted to do this.’2   

Some centuries later, when the youthful Maximos the Hutburner first came to the Great Lavra on 

Athos, he asked the resident monks which path he should follow first, that of the hermit or the 

cenobite. The elders strongly recommended that he remain in the monastery for a while to learn 

humility and submission to an abbot¸ before progressing to a contemplative life in the 

wilderness. It was essential for the would-be solitary ascetic to be trained in abnegation of the 

will, which was viewed as taking priority over self-mortification. Thus, when Athanasios, the 

future founder of the Great Lavra on Mount Athos, first took monastic vows on Mount Kyminas 

                                                
2	Typikon	of	Athanasios	of	Athos,	ch.	40,	Byzantine	Monastic	Foundation	Documents,	ed.	J.	P.	Thomas	

and	A.	C.	Hero,	vol.	1	(Washington,	DC:	Dumbarton	Oaks,	2000),	p.	261	[hereafter	cited	as	BMFD].	
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in Bithynia, the superior, Michael Maleinos, sought to restrain his will. When he asked to eat 

only once a week, the abbot ordered him to take nourishment every three days, and when 

Athanasios requested permission to sleep in a chair, he was told to sleep on the ground on a 

straw pallet. After four years of this regimen, the abbot permitted him to move to a hut 1 mile 

distant from the monastery and live as a solitary. But he remained under the supervision of the 

abbot, who instructed him to subsist on dry bread and a little water every other day, except 

during Lent when he was to eat only every fifth day. He was also expected to attend the Liturgy 

at the monastery at weekends, as was customary for solitaries who belonged to the type of 

monastery called a lavra. At this time he would also share a meal in the refectory with the other 

monks, and take back to his hermitage food for the week and supplies for his manual labour. 

 Some extremely pious and zealous youths, however, eschewed the trial period in a 

monastery before embarking on the solitary life and withdrew to the wilderness at the very 

beginning of their monastic careers. Maximos the Hutburner, for example, went first to live with 

hermits on the holy mountains of Ganos and Papikion in northern Greece before moving to 

Athos. Such eager youths normally became the disciples of an established and experienced 

hermit, a geron or elder, who served as a mentor responsible for their spiritual training. In 

exchange for providing services, such as foraging for food, hauling water, building fires, and 

carrying heavy loads, the youths would learn submission and obedience to an elder, and how to 

pray and chant Psalms without the structure of church offices and the Liturgy. 

 

The Lives of Euthymios the Younger and Maximos the Hutburner 

Let us now look at the specific experiences of two solitaries from Mount Athos, who exemplify 

some of the possible variations in pursuit of the eremitic way of life.  

St Euthymios the Younger followed many different paths during his long life (823/4-98). After 

abandoning his young wife and daughter and receiving initial training at a cenobitic monastery 

on Mount Olympos in Asia Minor (to be distinguished from the Mount Olympos of the ancient 

Greek gods in Thessaly), he was invested with the monastic habit. Subsequently he moved to 

Mount Athos where, in the mid-ninth century, he spent three years in the most rigorous form of 

the solitary contemplative life. At this time Athos was in the process of becoming a holy 

mountain after half a millennium of human abandonment, between the third and eighth centuries. 

Around 800 its primeval forests and pristine wilderness began to attract solitaries who remained 
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the sole inhabitants of the craggy peninsula until the mid-tenth century when the first 

monasteries were established.  

 So when Euthymios arrived on Athos in 859, attracted by its reputation for tranquillity, he found 

it to be an isolated peninsula, sparsely inhabited by hermits, living either as solitaries or in small 

groups under the leadership of an elder (geron); the monks living in groups were called kelliotai, 

from the Greek word kellion, which could refer to a hut in the forest as well as to a cell in a 

monastery. As later described by the biographer of Athanasios of Athos, in these early days the 

Athonite solitaries  

 
did not engage in agricultural work, nor were they entangled in business affairs, nor were they 
distracted by bodily concerns, nor did they own a beast of burden nor an ass nor a dog, but 
constructed huts of wild grasses and lived in these summer and winter, scorched by the sun and 
frozen by the cold. If they ever needed to transport something somewhere, they did this 
themselves. For they would place pads on their shoulders and, carrying the object, would 
transport it wherever they wished. Their food was nuts and the fruits of other trees.3 

 

Euthymios immediately adopted a rigorously ascetic lifestyle, reportedly subsisting solely on 

foraged wild plants. For the first forty days of his exercise in self-mortification he and his 

companion Joseph became so-called boskoi or ‘grazers’. Although this term, used most often of 

hermits in the Judaean Desert, usually referred to forager monks who lived entirely off the land, 

the hagiographer Basil specifies that in the case of Euthymios and Joseph it was a more literal 

description: they actually crawled along the ground on all fours, like wild beasts, munching 

greens as they went. As Euthymios proposed to Joseph, ‘let us think of ourselves as beasts and, 

crawling on the ground for forty days like grazing animals, we will feed on grass like cattle.’4  

Euthymios’s next feat, considered an even higher rung on the ladder of asceticism, was to 

seclude himself in a cave. Here he vowed to remain for three full years, as an enkleistos or 

recluse, without the comfort of fire, after laying in a stock of foraged foods, such as chestnuts, 

acorns, and the fruit of the arbutus or wild strawberry tree. Here he and his companion Joseph 

                                                
3	Vita	B	of	Athanasios,	ch.	13.1-2,	translated	by	R.	Greenfield	and	A.-M.	Talbot,	Holy	Men	of	Mount	

Athos	(Cambridge,	MA:	Harvard	University	Press,	2016),	p.	163	[hereafter	cited	as	Holy	Men	of	

Athos].	
4	Vita	of	Euthymios,	ch.	17.2,	Holy	Men	of	Athos,	p.	51.	The	biblical	quotation	is	from	Daniel	4:	29.	
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refrained from conversation with each other, breaking the silence only with prayers, hymns, and 

spiritually beneficial tales. Joseph abandoned the cave after the first year, unable to endure the 

meagre diet, terrible cold, lice, and lack of clothes after their original goat-hair shirts rotted 

away. But Euthymios persevered on his own, and for two more years endured the assaults of 

demons who assumed various forms, such as Arab raiders, a hissing serpent, and scorpions. 

Euthymios eventually prevailed over these demons with the help of prayer and the sign of the 

cross, and completed the period of seclusion in accordance with his vow. As is seen so often in 

the Lives of hermits, his protracted residence in a cave and spiritual battles against demons 

resulted in an exorcism of evil spirits from the site and a purification, even sanctification, of this 

dark hole in the rocks. In the words of his hagiographer, at the end of his three-year ordeal, ‘he 

went out from the cave as if from a holy sanctuary or the vaults of heaven.’5 

Subsequently Euthymios spent some time as a stylite or pillar saint on a column in Thessaloniki, 

lived with two other hermits on an island off the coast of Athos, and in a location west of the 

Holy Mountain became the leader of a group of kelliotai or hermits who had been driven from 

Athos by Arab raids. He built cells for his fellow hermits and served as their spiritual mentor, but 

himself lived apart in a deep ravine. Towards the end of his life Euthymios unexpectedly 

founded a double monastery on the holy mountain of Peristerai near Thessaloniki, where his 

grandson and grand-daughter became the superiors. As he sensed that death drew near, he left his 

monastic foundation to return to his beloved Athos, and withdrew to an island, where his final 

abode was, appropriately, a cave. To sum up, the various phases of Euthymios’s monastic career 

included life as a cenobitic monk, as a recluse in a cave, as an urban stylite, as the leader of a 

group of kelliotai, as the founder and superior of a double monastery, and, at the end of his life, 

return to a cave on an island off the coast of Athos. 

The second of our hermits, Maximos the Hutburner, also lived on Mount Athos, towards the end 

of the Byzantine era, in the fourteenth century. After a few years of training at the Great Lavra, 

he spent the rest of his life as a hermit, at first adopting extreme measures to avoid contact with 

his fellow human beings. He lived in temporary structures made of twigs and grasses, and 

whenever his rude shelter was discovered he would burn it to the ground and move away, 

building another temporary hut elsewhere. In the words of his hagiographer, ‘The blessed one 

                                                
5	Vita	of	Euthymios,	ch.	22.1,	Holy	Men	of	Athos,	p.	63.	
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never possessed … any … material necessity, nor bread, but living like an immaterial being in 

places detached from materiality, he thus possessed only the semblance of a small hut, large 

enough only to contain his much-suffering body.’6 The same hagiographer recounted that no one 

brought him provisions, but he would occasionally visit other hermits and get bread, wine, and 

salt. Another biographer of Maximos reported that for a period of ten years he survived on a 

foraged diet of plants, acorns, and chestnuts.  

Maximos had a change of heart after a life-altering encounter with the famous hesychast monk 

Gregory of Sinai, who strongly advised him not to avoid his fellow men, but to associate with 

them so as to share his spiritual wisdom. So for his remaining years Maximos stayed in one spot, 

in a hut or cave relatively close to the Great Lavra, where he had regular visits from fellow 

hermits, cenobitic monks, and laymen, who would bring	him gifts of food, such as bread, fish,  

octopus, wine, and grapes. These visitors would often sit with him and share the meal, enjoying 

the opportunity for edifying conversation with such a renowned hermit. On a few occasions 

solitaries who lived nearby would invite him to their hermitages for a meal, including freshly 

baked pita bread. His hagiographers emphasize, however, that Maximos always trusted to the 

Lord to provide; he never kept leftovers or any food supplies in his hut, but was totally reliant on 

gifts from visitors. Once he went eight days without food, because no one came to see him; on 

this occasion he was saved from starvation by visiting a nearby vineyard, where the vinedresser 

had made himself an onion and bread soup, which he served to Maximos with bread and wine. 

Maximos represents the extreme end of the spectrum of eremitic lifestyles: except at the 

beginning of his monastic career, when he lived with groups of hermits and was briefly a 

cenobitic monk, he lived alone for most of his ninety-five years; even in his old age he did not 

take on a youthful assistant as a servant. 

 

Types of solitary life 

It is evident that, just as there were wide variations in the rules of cenobitic monasteries, so there 

were many different kinds of hermit. Among these solitaries I would distinguish several types, 

distinguished by their degree of isolation and autonomy. They included, for example, the totally 

independent and self-sufficient solitary, living in the wilderness and avoiding all human contact, 

                                                
6	Vita	of	Maximos	by	Theophanes,	ch.	10.2,	Holy	Men	of	Athos,	p.	481.	
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as well as hermits who were independent but not self-sufficient in terms of food and water 

supply. Some hermits lived in pairs on equal terms, like spiritual brothers, while other pairs 

consisted of an elderly solitary with a young disciple/servant to assist with his physical needs. 

Some solitaries were associated with a cenobitic monastery, such as the Great Lavra on Athos, 

the monastery of St John on Patmos, or Machairas on Cyprus, which provided them with food 

and weekly liturgical services. Other hermits lived in small groups with a spiritual leader. 

 

Shelter  

Let me now turn to a more detailed description of certain aspects of the lifestyle of a hermit on a 

holy mountain, and look first at the types of shelter they adopted..  

For the hermit who sought to dissociate himself from the world, residence in a cave was in many 

ways a logical option, adopted, as we have seen, by Euthymios the Younger. Above all, caves 

were a natural shelter, provided by God for the anachorete who eschewed a built environment. 

Caves offered protection from the elements, whether sun, rain, wind, or snow, and, if situated 

high atop a mountain or on a cliff face, they were difficult of access for would-be pilgrims or 

disciples, prying visitors, brigands, or pirates. These advantages were also disadvantages: the 

cool air of a cave that was welcome in summer was frigid and damp in winter; the darkness that 

provided relief from the sun was at the same time gloomy and depressing; the inaccessibility of 

caves made it difficult for the hermit to obtain food and water; the same cavernous recesses that 

discouraged human visitors were often the abode of wild animals. 

Some hermits who chose caves in elevated locations, such as on top of a rocky pillar or on a cliff 

face, may have been emulating the pillar saints who sought to live closer to God. Others may 

have adopted residence in the tomb-like darkness of a cave in order to meditate upon their 

forthcoming death; such a meditation is one of the rungs on the ladder of monastic virtues 

described by St John of the Ladder. Many holy men are described as undergoing spiritual 

transformation, even transfiguration by heavenly light, in their caves, and as exorcizing these 

caverns of demons by means of prayers, hymns, and fasting, and turning them into holy 

sanctuaries. 

As an alternative to dwelling in caves, whose entrances might be covered by woven branches, 

some hermits constructed simple huts from wild grasses and twigs. When Maximos the 

Hutburner finally settled down, he made a small fenced enclosure 6 feet long and wide, ‘not out 
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of rectangular pieces of wood or nails, rivets or stones and boards, but as was his custom, taking 

brushwood  and some grass, he built a cell’.7	This type of hut no doubt resembled the structures 

built of twigs, reeds, and brush in modern times by nomadic shepherds, such as the Sarakatsans, 

which could still be seen in Greece in the first half of the twentieth century. As more hermits 

came to a holy mountain and groups of kelliotes were organized, they began to build more 

permanent structures of stone, including chapels. 

 

The provisioning of hermits   

My brief summaries of the experiences of the hermits Euthymios and Maximos focused in large 

part on their food provisioning, because, in my opinion, access to food was the determining 

feature in the degree of isolation and independence that a hermit would enjoy. A hermit living in 

a cave on stores of acorns, and other nuts and fruits, could have a truly solitary experience not 

available to someone dependent for food on a visiting goatherd or fellow monk, or to the hermit 

who went to a lavra every weekend for a refectory meal and participation in the Liturgy. 

Moreover, the hagiographical accounts of these hermits themselves emphasize issues of food 

security and provide rich details of the foods available to them; although these ascetics were 

determined to subsist on the most frugal of diets, it is clear that food supply was a genuine 

concern for even the most committed practitioner of this lifestyle. Sometimes they ran 

dangerously short of food; at one point Athanasios, abbot of the Great Lavra, sent a hunter with 

provisions to resupply some hermits who were in dire need. 

The story of Euthymios’s foraging in the ninth century raises the question of how in fact he and 

his fellow hermits supplied themselves with the necessities of life. Due to the isolation of Athos 

in the ninth and early tenth centuries, before the foundation of monasteries, these early hermits 

could not rely on nearby monastic complexes or villages as a source of provisions, as was 

customary elsewhere, unless they went outside the bounds of the peninsula. The occasional 

shepherd tending his flocks might have provided them with milk and cheese, but this is not 

specifically mentioned in Athonite texts. Athonite hermits could sometimes obtain supplies of 

grain from visitors who came to the peninsula to receive blessings from the holy men there; the 

hermits would give the visitors wild fruits and nuts they had picked in exchange for wheat and 

                                                
7	Vita	of	Maximos	by	Theophanes,	ch.	16.3,	Holy	Men	of	Athos,	p.	507.	
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millet. For the most part, however, it seems that the solitaries had to be self-sufficient in terms of 

their food supply, planting small gardens and foraging on the mountainsides.  

The light human footprint on holy mountains, with the resultant avoidance of deforestation 

caused by cutting of firewood, logging, grazing of flocks, and clearing garden plots, no doubt 

made them rich islands of biodiversity in the Byzantine period. Certainly the extreme isolation of 

the Athonite peninsula, surrounded by the sea on three sides, and its half-millennium of 

abandonment by a human population in late antiquity, must have permitted the growth of virgin 

forests with huge trees, and abundant fauna and flora which have survived to some extent down 

to this day, with 1,200 known plant species, including 350 types of mushroom. Can we believe 

the claims of hagiographers that some early Athonite hermits survived by foraging for wild 

foods? The Life of Athanasios of Athos states that the monks lived on nuts and wild fruits, while 

Euthymios is reported to have collected ‘acorns and chestnuts and the fruits of the strawberry 

tree’.8 Certainly oaks, beech, and chestnut trees grew (and continue to grow) on Athos in 

profusion, and their nuts fall to the ground when ripe, making them easily available to foragers. 

Both chestnuts and acorns can be stored for long periods of time, and thus would be a reliable 

long-term food supply for hermits. Chestnuts are an excellent source of starch; as we all know, 

once roasted over a fire or boiled in water, they are soft and delicious. Acorns are mentioned in 

other saints’ Lives as food for hermits, and have been eaten by mankind throughout human 

history. They can be roasted and eaten like nuts, or ground into flour to make bread or pasta. 

Chestnuts, acorns, and beechnuts do, however, contain tannins, which need to be leached out by 

boiling in several changes of water, so that they will not adversely affect the digestive system.  

Paphnoutios, a hermit on Mount Galesion near Ephesus, is reported to have survived for three 

years on the plants which grew in front of his cave. Wild greens (chorta) have always been a 

staple of the Greek diet, usually boiled up with oil and vinegar, but also edible in the raw form as 

a salad vegetable. To this day dandelion greens and nettles, as well as mushrooms, are collected 

in quantity on Athos. The Lives of saints who lived in the Aegean region mention their eating 

wild lupine beans, fennel, carob pods, chick peas, and seeds, and the availability of wild honey.  

                                                
8	Vita	of	Euthymios,	ch.	18.2,	Holy	Men	of	Athos,	p.	55.	
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Hermits who lived near the sea, a lake, or river could also catch fish and octopus, with nets or a 

baited hook, and milk and cheese were another protein source. Visitors might bring rye, millet, 

and perhaps wheat flour as well; in any case some hermits baked their own fresh pita bread.  

Although subsistence on foraged wild plants was generally praised by hagiographers as a sign of 

a holy man’s capacity for self-abnegation, there are hints of a more critical attitude in the 

hagiographical literature. For example, in the Life of St Niphon of Athos, a fourteenth-century 

hermit, some of his fellow monks and the superior of the Great Lavra criticized him for living in 

the open air, on plants alone. The abbot reminded Niphon that excessive asceticism could lead to 

conceit, and that moderation was preferable. He told Niphon that there was no need for him to 

emulate the so-called ‘grazers’ of the Judaean Desert from early Christian times. The abbot 

argued that the Desert Fathers ate plants because there was no bread in the desert, ‘but here <on 

Athos> there is both bread and other food to eat, so to avoid conceit you should be content with 

these.’9 

Solitaries affiliated with monasteries or lavras could either go themselves to fetch their weekly 

food supply or send a servant. The monasteries provided bread as a staple, and in some cases 

fresh fruit and dried legumes soaked in water. The late fourteenth-century Life of Romylos of 

Vidin provides a helpful insight into the relationship between solitaries and monasteries. When 

Romylos first came to Athos, he had no official connection with the Lavra monastery, that is, 

apparently he was not one of the five solitaries designated in the monastic rule who were 

supported by the Lavra. His hagiographer explains that he did not have an adelphaton or annual 

food allowance from the monastery because he was such a recent arrival.Therefore he was not 

entitled to receive food supplies there, but instead had to purchase his food from an unspecified 

source. At one point his disciple Gregory was able to obtain a bag of dry bread from a leper to 

sustain his master. 

The Lives of late Byzantine solitaries offer rich insights into the role of youthful disciples in 

ensuring food security for their masters. For example, as a youth, Romylos of Vidin served a 

feeble old monk who had a delicate stomach and ate primarily fish. So Romylos spent a lot of 

time fishing with nets to catch fish for his elder’s supper. This work was particularly arduous in 

winter when the pools of water froze over; he had to break up the ice with a shovel and hammer 

                                                
9	Vita	of	Niphon,	ch.	4,	Holy	Men	of	Athos,	p.	579.	
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and wade in icy water in order to catch fish in a leather sack. Once when he spent too much time 

fishing, the irascible old man heaped ridicule on him and made him spend the night outside in the 

snow; he was found half-dead the next morning, buried in a snow drift. 

A major assignment for these young disciples was hiking the steep mountain paths to fetch 

provisions from a monastery. Thus when Romylos himself became an elder (geron) with a 

disciple, he would send the youth to a nearby monastery, probably the Great Lavra, three times a 

week to help with the baking and bring back fresh bread. This fresh bread was a special treat, 

still offered to its dependent hermits today by the Lavra, for most of the time the hermits 

subsisted on dry rusks, a twice-baked bread, that was hard and would keep indefinitely. When 

the future founder of Meteora first came to Athos, he served the geron Gregory, a strict 

taskmaster who treated him like a beast of burden. Carrying a pad on his back like a mule’s 

saddle, the young disciple had to walk long distances in all weather to fetch provisions; once 

when caught in a blizzard, he almost froze like ice; then wrapping clothes around his feet, he 

used them like snowshoes to complete his journey.  

 

Water supply 

As with their food supply, hermits’ access to drinking water varied widely. A solitary living in an 

inaccessible cave on a cliff was most dependent upon others to bring him water, unless he could 

collect rainwater in a pot, or find water seeping from a rock. Thus for the hermit Paphnoutios, on 

Mount Galesion, a reportedly waterless mountain near Ephesus, ‘his drink was the water that 

trickled down from the rock above it [the cave] and was caught by that below, lying stagnant 

where it was hollowed out a little.’10 Another hermit Paul, who lived in a cave on Mount Latros 

near Miletus, felt guilty that visitors had to bring him water from a substantial distance, so he left 

his cave temporarily and went to a nearby ravine where he prayed for the miraculous appearance 

of a spring. The next day he asked a local shepherd to dig at the spot, and indeed water gushed 

forth from the ground. On Mount Athos Maximos the Hutburner had to walk 2 miles to a 

shepherd’s trough to fetch water, although he also reputedly had the ability to transform sea 

water into potable water. On Mount St Auxentios, near Constantinople, Stephen the Younger, 

                                                
10	R.	Greenfield,	The	Life	of	Lazaros	of	Mt.	Galesion	(Washington,	DC:	Dumbarton	Oaks,	2000),	ch.	39,	

p.	125.	
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when he was still a youthful disciple in the service of an elderly hermit, carried water up the 

mountainside for his master. Luke of Steiris established his final hermitage (on the site of the 

future monastery of Hosios Loukas) near a spring which also provided water to irrigate his 

garden, and increased its flow by clearing away the brush that was blocking it. 

 

Clothing 

We know very little about the clothing of solitaries, except for occasional reference to goat-hair 

tunics, which again suggests contact with goatherds who could have supplied the hermits with 

goatskins or goat hair for spinning, as well as with milk and cheese. Stephen the Younger wore a 

hood and a single leather tunic over heavy iron rings that encircled his body. Hermits also 

sometimes received clothing and footgear from nearby monasteries.  

 

Material possessions  

One of the hagiographers of Maximos the Hutburner, in emphasizing his immaterial life, 

provides a list of all the things he did not possess, neither ‘a digging fork or hoe, nor a purse, nor 

a bench, a table, a pot, flour, oil, or wine, nor any other material necessity, nor bread’.11 The 

implication is that these were the normal essentials for a hermit: minimal furniture, some food 

staples, a cooking pot, and gardening tools. Other Lives add to this list of objects that might be 

found in  a hermit’s cave or hut: a cup; an oil lamp; a reed mat which could be used as a bed 

covering or as a table cloth; a handmill for grinding grain; a flintstone for lighting fires; a writing 

tablet; fishnets and a leather sack for fishing; a hammer; a shovel and pick-axe; wooden barrels 

or goatskins of wine. It is clear that some hermits lived more comfortably than others. 

 

Manual labour  

One of the dangers of the eremitic lifestyle was the onset of a type of ennui or depression, called 

akedia in Greek, or accidie in English. Manual labour was thought to be useful in warding off 

this type of despondency; some hermits engaged in the manufacture of objects that could be used 

by the monastery with which they were affiliated, or sold in exchange for food, or given away to 

pilgrims as eulogiai, tokens of spiritual blessing. Hagiographic texts and monastic rules provide 

                                                
11	Vita	of	Maximos	by	Theophanes,	ch.	10.2,	Holy	Men	of	Athos,	p.	481.	
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very little information on the types of manual labour performed by hermits; there are, however, a 

few tantalizing allusions to solitary monks copying manuscripts, carving wooden crosses, and 

weaving fishnets, baskets, mats, and coverlets from grasses and rushes.  

It was rather the hermits’ young disciples who did most of the heavy work of cutting firewood, 

hauling water, carrying supplies, weaving and mending fishnets, and going fishing. Luke of 

Steiris, who served a stylite for ten years, ‘ceaselessly carried wood and water and tended to the 

cooking and the table preparations, mending nets and fishing’.12 Some of this labour was very 

arduous indeed: when describing the five-hour journey of the young disciple Germanos Maroules 

to Vatopedi, involving a steep ascent and descent carrying a heavy load, his hagiographer, 

Philotheos Kokkinos, remarks that he himself had climbed this same mountain ridge only with 

great difficulty, panting and sweating profusely all the way.  

 

The spiritual life of hermits  

One disadvantage of the anachoretic lifestyle was lack of access to regular church services and 

reception of the eucharist, and the scarcity of religious texts. At most a hermit might possess a 

Psalter or a Gospel book, a New Testament lectionary or a liturgical book of hymns, but usually 

he had to rely on recitation of the Psalms and hymns that he had committed to memory. We can 

only catch occasional glimpses of the spiritual life of hermits through brief allusions in their 

Lives. Thus we know that they routinely chanted morning prayers, engaged in occasional all-

night standing vigils, sang hymns to Christ and the Virgin, recounted spiritually beneficial tales 

to each other, and recited Psalms as they walked the steep paths of holy mountains, including the 

appropriate verses from Psalm 120(121): ‘I lifted up mine eyes to the hills …’ Niphon of Athos 

used to recite the entire Psalter while standing on one foot! Maximos the Hutburner, who dug his 

own grave near his final hermitage so that he could meditate on the inevitability of death, ‘used 

to repeat by heart the mournful funeral hymns’ while standing next to his grave.13   

In the fourteenth century, with the rise of the mystical movement known as hesychasm, the so-

called ‘prayer of the heart’ or ‘mental prayer’, a silent, internal recitation of prayer, became 

                                                
12	C.	L.	and	W.	R.	Connor,	The	Life	and	Miracles	of	St.	Luke	(Brookline,	MA:	Hellenic	College	Press,	

1994),	ch.	35,	p.	57.		
13	Vita	of	Maximos	by	Theophanes,	ch.	16.3,	Holy	Men	of	Athos,	p.	507	.	
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standard practice among solitaries. This type of prayer focused on constant repetition of the short 

‘Jesus prayer’: ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me.’ Adepts such as Maximos the 

Hutburner experienced ‘rapture of the mind’ as a result of this ‘prayer of the heart’; his mind was 

‘set ablaze by the fire of divinity, and … consumed by the divine light’.14  

For some Athonite monks, ascent to the highest point on the Holy Mountain offered a profound 

spiritual experience. After making the arduous climb they would spend the night in vigil on the 

6,600-foot peak, and sometimes see visions of the Mother of God, or do battle with demonic 

forces. On his first such ascent Maximos the Hutburner remained for three additional days by 

himself, in fasting, prayer, and singing of hymns, and had a vision of the Virgin instructing him 

to become a hermit on the slopes of Athos. He was surrounded with divine light and granted 

celestial bread as sustenance for body and spirit. 

In the early days of monasticism on Athos, the Holy Mountain was inhabited only by hermits, 

with no cenobitic monasteries, and hence no church services. Some Athonite hermits had already 

been ordained as priests or deacons, and could celebrate the Liturgy privately; others, such as 

Euthymios the Younger, sought ordination specifically so they could celebrate the Liturgy; yet 

others would go at weekends to monasteries outside the peninsula to attend services, but many 

were forced to forego participation in any formal liturgical rituals. In the tenth century, when 

Athanasios of Athos established the Great Lavra, he made provision for five hermits who were 

formally associated with the monastery; they were to come to the Lavra on Sundays to partake of 

the eucharist and eat in the refectory. As already stated, this was standard practice at lavras, such 

as Mar Saba near Jerusalem and Mount Kyminas in Bithynia where Athanasios himself had 

received his initial monastic training.  

Over the centuries hermits devised a number of solutions to the problem of lack of access to the 

eucharist. Those who remained continuously in their hermitages took advantage of travelling 

priests, like Niphon, who in the fourteenth century made the rounds of outlying monastic cells on 

Mount Athos for three years, ‘reciting the regular Liturgy and celebrating the holy sacrament’.15 

Niphon also found a ruined church and got permission from the bishop of Ierissos to restore it 

and celebrate the Liturgy there for anachoretic monks.  

                                                
14	Vita	of	Maximos	by	Theophanes,	ch.	15.3,	15.5,	Holy	Men	of	Athos,	pp.	497-9.	
15	Vita	of	Niphon,	ch.	3,	Holy	Men	of	Athos,	p.	577.	



41 

 

 

 

Disadvantages of eremitic life 

Another problem for the independent hermit was the lack of any supervision by a superior; there 

was no one to whom he might make confession, no one to whom he owed obedience, no one to 

give spiritual counsel. Since monastics emphasized the abnegation of personal volition, it was 

considered dangerous to forego daily adherence to a monastic rule and the orders of an abbot. If 

hermits lived in small groups, they often did acknowledge the leadership of one of their number; 

thus when, under the threat of Arab raids, Euthymios moved his disciples from Athos to 

Brastamon in the Chalkidiki peninsula, he resided separately in a ravine, but clearly was 

supervising the monks living in nearby huts. Also when an elderly monk (geron) was paired with 

a youth new to monastic life as his trainer and spiritual adviser, he demanded total obedience 

from his young disciple. 

 

Conclusion 

 Always in Byzantium there was a tension between the ideals of cenobitism, life in a communal 

monastery, and eremitism, life as a solitary; there was also much discussion of the values of the 

two modes of spiritual devotion, and arguments as to which was superior. The cenobitic 

monastery was often a self-sufficient, self-contained, and productive economic unit, which 

provided for the physical needs of its monks. It furnished social and charitable services to the 

poor and needy, including care for the elderly, medical treatment, and distribution of food. 

Cenobitic monks often served as spiritual advisers and confessors for members of the lay 

community. The solitary, on the other hand, was often dependent on charity and the kindness of 

others for the essentials of food and even water. He might be criticized for a lack of humility in 

undertaking extreme ascetic regimens, or be urged to share his spiritual insights with his fellow 

man, rather than hiding away from social contact. Athanasios of Athos accused some kelliotai, 

dependent on a lavra for their material necessities, of seeking a more liberated and luxurious life 

than that offered by the coenobium: <An ill-prepared kelliote> should ‘know precisely that he 

seeks to live apart and by himself for no other reason but to be able to go here and there 

whenever he wants and wander about outside his kellion, while having unlimited food, drink, and 
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sleep, and no end of relaxation for his flesh …’16 This seemingly unwarranted and exaggerated 

criticism is surprising, coming from the mouth of a former kelliote and hermit, and demonstrates 

Athanasios’s conversion to a preference for the cenobitic ideal. He concludes that cenobitic 

monks are in no way inferior to solitaries, with these words: ‘Before God and the angels I bear 

witness that those who persevere in genuine obedience … do not take second place to those 

carrying out the struggle special to solitude. But they shall be found to be superior and deemed 

worthy of eternal crowns by the good and impartial judge.’17 

 The debate on the merits of the two main forms of monastic life persisted until the final 

centuries of Byzantium, as both cenobitism and eremitism continued to thrive. In fact, as we 

have seen with St Euthymios the Younger, who was successively a solitary, a stylite, and a 

cenobite, a number of monks engaged in various types of monasticism at different stages of their 

careers. In the memorable words of Philotheos Kokkinos, the biographer of St Sabas the 

Younger¸ who was at various times a wandering monk, holy fool, hermit, cenobite, and recluse, 

‘Since there are many dwellings in the kingdom of heaven, thus the road of piety which leads 

thereto must branch into many pathways; it is appropriate for one man to walk one of the paths, 

for another man – another; for a third man – several of them, and for a fourth man, all of them, if 

he is able <to do so>.’18 

 

ALICE-MARY TALBOT 

Dumbarton Oaks 

 

                                                
16	Typikon	of	Athanasios	of	Athos,	ch.	40,	BMFD	1:	261.	
17	Typikon	of	Athanasios	of	Athos,	ch.	46,	BMFD	1:	262.	
18	Philotheos	Kokkinos,	Vita	of	Sabas	the	Younger,	ed.	D.	Tsames,	in	Φιλοθέου	Κωνσταντινουπόλεως	

τοῦ	Κοκκίνου	ἁγιολογικὰ	ἔργα.	Α´,	Θεσσαλονικεῖς	ἅγιοι	(Thessaloniki:	Kentron	Byzantinon	

Ereunon,	1985),	ch.	23.	I	have	used	the	translation	of	Sergey	Ivanov,	Holy	Fools	in	Byzantium	and	

Beyond	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2006),	p.	229.	
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 EDWARD LEAR AND MOUNT ATHOS 1 

 

The artist and nonsense poet 

As a little background to Edward Lear himself, he was born in 1812, and so his bicentenary was celebrated 

in 2012. Sometime between 1828 and 1830 he began to earn his living by drawing birds and he helped with 

illustrations for a book, Illustrations of Ornithology. He began work on a book of his own with wonderful 

hand-coloured illustrations of parrots when he was only eighteen, with the co-operation of the new 

Zoological Gardens in London.  

He later illustrated animals and birds in the menagerie of Lord Derby at his house in Lancashire, where he 

gained contacts who would later become patrons and buyers of his art. He began to draw landscape rather 

than birds, in part because he was worried about the eye strain caused by the close work needed for birds 

and mammals. From the 1840s he travelled widely in Europe including Greece, and also to the Middle East 

and to India – his last major journey in the 1870s. He made money to support himself with worked-up 

watercolours and oil paintings from his drawings. He wrote and published limericks, a type of poetry which 

he had written for children and their parents. He was an intrepid traveller, on foot or by mule, and suffered 

all sorts of discomforts of terrain, lodgings, and food as he explored parts of the world which very few other 

Englishmen of the time knew at all. He died in San Remo in Italy in 1888. 

His published travel books were on Italy, northern Greece and Albania (then in Turkish hands), and Corsica. 

He had aspirations to write about other travels, including Mount Athos in 1856 and a Cretan visit in 1864, 

but these were given second place to the more remunerative occupation of working up his thousands of 

landscape drawings into finished watercolours and oil paintings for sale to his friends and customers.  

He kept voluminous notes of his travels in Letts pocket diaries, and thankfully these are preserved for the 

period 1858 to 1888. But the diary he kept on Mount Athos preceded this, and all diaries before 1858 have 

sadly been lost. Thankfully he was also an inveterate letter writer. 

 

Greek travels in 1848 

Lear first travelled to Greece in 1848. He visited Corfu which was later to become his Greek ‘base’ and then 

Athens. In Athens he met a friend, Charles Church, and they travelled for a couple of weeks in June to 

Marathon and Thermopylae and other places in east central Greece, but Lear was far from well and they 

missed Delphi. He began to recuperate back in Athens and, thanks to an invitation to stay with the British 

Ambassador in Constantinople, he spent August and part of September there. 

Vivien Noakes, Lear’s main biographer, writes: ‘Lear’s idea now was to visit Mount Athos with [Charles] 

Church, then go on to spend the rest of the year in Greece. In Constantinople he had engaged a Bulgarian 

                                                
1		A	version	of	a	talk	given	to	the	Friends	of	Mount	Athos	on	9	November	2016.	
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 servant for the journey, and on 9 September they embarked together for Salonika. Church planned to 

join them in Mount Athos, but when Lear landed at Salonika he found the city isolated because of 

cholera and Mount Athos closed to all travellers.’2 Instead he travelled west across Macedonia and into 

Albania, ending in Ioannina at the beginning of November 1848 with a diary and 219 drawings. In 1851 he 

published  Journals of a Landscape Painter in Albania, etc. I was reading from this book in Albania last 

autumn on a visit also enjoyed by Terry and Ruth Hemming of this society, and it is largely thanks to that 

encounter that I gave this talk. 

Lear was in Greece again the following spring, and hopeful of visiting Mount Athos but it was shut again to 

travellers, so his plans were further postponed. Over the next seven years he spent more time in England, 

though with travels in Egypt and Switzerland. In this period he struck up a friendship and received some 

tuition in landscape oil painting from William Holman Hunt, the much younger Pre-Raphaelite painter. A 

chalk sketch by Hunt of Lear shows him in 1857, only a few months after he finally succeeded in travelling 

to Mount Athos. 

 

Letters to Ann Lear 

Lear was born in 1812, the twentieth of twenty-one children, though several died in infancy. The first child 

in the family was born in 1790 and named Ann, and she played a prominent role in Lear’s life. Whilst Lear 

was still a child, his father, Jeremiah, a stockbroker, got into financial difficulties. To ease the burden on his 

mother, Edward at the age of four was put in the charge of this elder sister Ann, and his mother took no 

more part in his upbringing. Vivien Noakes writes, ‘Ann seems to have loved him very much and to have 

been a kind and rather jolly little woman whose influence on Lear was profound. Her generous warmth, 

humour and goodness did much to balance the harm done by other aspects of his childhood.’3 

Ann never married and devoted herself to Edward. For a time he and she lived in Margate, in part in an 

attempt to relieve the attacks of epilepsy he began to have. Over the subsequent thirty years they sometimes 

lived together, but more often Lear was living in Italy or Corfu, or on his travels, or had a separate London 

flat. But they remained in loving contact until she died in 1861. The result was a profusion of letters from 

him to her, often narrating his travels in great detail. Typescript copies only of the letters survive and I am 

indebted to Dr David Michell who owns one of the sets of letters for allowing me to quote extensively from 

them. Lear wrote at length to Ann about his 1856 expedition to Mount Athos and his letters to her form the 

major part of the rest of this talk. 

                                                
2		Vivien	Noakes,	Edward	Lear:	The	Life	of	a	Wanderer,	2nd	edn	(Stroud:	Sutton,	2004),	p.	78.	
3		Ibid.,	p.	7.	
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 He also wrote about his visit, but not so extensively, to his friend Emily Tennyson, the wife of Alfred 

Tennyson, and to Chichester Fortescue, another friend of ten years’ standing who had followed his 

father into a parliamentary career and became Under Secretary for the Colonies from 1857. 

On 21 August 1856 Lear wrote to Ann:4 

Setting off at nine we came to Salonica by 6 o’clock and thus far my Mount Athos trip is accomplished. I 

found Mr Blount, our Consul, and oddly enough they all recollected me as being there in 1848 … he gives 

me letters to the monks of Athos, and I dine with the Blounts today, and set out early tomorrow… 

Lear will have done his preparation for the expedition, and although in his letters he does not refer to them 

he may well have read William Martin Leake’s Travels in Northern Greece, published in 1835, which 

describes his visit to Athos in 1806 when he failed to get to Lavra but visited several of the other 

monasteries. According to Veronica della Dora he did read Robert Curzon’s Visits to Monasteries in the 

Levant, published in 1849, which describes most of the Athos monasteries from a journey made in 1837.5 

Lear continues to Ann: 

And now I will tell you in a few words, somewhat about Mt Athos, where I am going. It is called by the 

Greeks ‘the Holy Mountain’ – and has always been, i.e. from the very early ages, an object of great 

veneration, and indeed a sort of Holy Land to their form of Christianity. I should tell you that near here is a 

peninsular of singular form ending in 3 prongs, & called by the ancients Chalcidice because first colonised 

from Chalcis in Greece. When Xerxes invaded Greece he cut a canal through the narrow bit at A, to avoid 

sailing round Athos, which is the point marked B & is the only mountainous bit of the whole peninsular.  

… Well the high rock of Athos was chosen after the renunciation of Paganism by Constantine as a place of 

retreat & devotion just as Syria and the Thebaid were. But Athos has never been in the way of war or 

disturbance, & so the immense monasteries founded by successive emperors have remained undisturbed, & 

you may conclude are very picturesque. There are 20 principle monasteries … up & down – besides 50 or 

60 little ones - & I mean to go to all, & draw all, & most probably publish all.  

Every nation possessing the Greek form of faith has one, Russia a large one, Bulgaria, etc, etc. But the 

queer part of the story is that no female creature is allowed within the holy ground, let it be woman, no she-

cat, no hen, no she ass, or mare etc!!! The common people devoutly believe any woman would die if she 

crossed the boundary (though Lady Stratford and her daughter went to several of the convents & tell all 

                                                
4		I	have	retained	Lear’s	spellings	(which	are	often	inconsistent)	but	made	occasional	improvements	to	his	

punctuation.	Quotations	from	his	letters	are	set	in	italics	with	the	exception	of	the	first	mention	of	each	

monastery,	which	is	left	in	roman	type	for	ease	of	reference.	
5		Veronica	della	Dora,	Imagining	Mount	Athos:	Visions	of	a	Holy	Place	from	Homer	to	World	War	II	

(Charlottesville	and	London:	University	of	Virginia	Press,	2011),	p.	158.	
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 sorts of absurd stories). I mean, as far as I can, to pay great attention to drawing this remarkable 

place, and may remain 2 or 3 or even more weeks before I come out of it. 

 

Lear’s travels on Athos 

Lear set out from Salonica on 28 August with a new servant, Giorgio Kokali who remained with him until 

his death in the early 1880s. From here we are primarily dependent on two letters to Ann – one on 23 

September when he had arrived back in Salonica, and the main one on 8 October from quarantine before 

being allowed back into Corfu. 

Saloniki, 23 September 1856 

My Dear Ann 

I can only write you a few lines from here, but I think you will like a short letter better than none, to tell you 

that I arrived quite safely and wonderfully well yesterday. … I cannot now enter into descriptions of Mt 

Athos – the most wonderful and strange bit of the world I have seen yet, excepting Egypt. But I did not like it 

as I did the Nile – & never wish to see ‘The Holy Mountain’ any more. For all that I have got drawings of 

all the 20 monasteries, which may be very useful to me – though as landscape the Swiss forest scenery which 

abounds there wants many qualities. The convents are all so many villages in boxes – fortified and 

castellated. 

Then two weeks later from Quarantine, Corfu, 8 October 1856: 

From [one end to the other] is all mountain – not a bit of flat land – covered with vast forests of oak and 

chestnut and ilex, & only the top of Athos is quite bare limestone, above pine and beech.  

The principal monasteries are 20, and I give my list of names that you may trace my tour by the numbers; 

but there are 4 or 500 little hermitages containing 1, 2, 3, or 4 monks or more – all over the peninsular so 

that in all there are about 6 or 7,000 monks. At K is Kariess, the capital city of the Holy Mountain, & there 

is the general seat of government; for each of the 20 great monasteries sends an annual deputy or member, 

who chooses one to be ruler (chosen from any convent) for the year; and these 21, making a Parliament, 

reside in 21 houses at Kariess. There are bazaars also at Kariess and one Turk lives there to collect the 

Sultan’s taxes… 10 of the monasteries are governed by Abbots, chosen for life, despotic kings as it were. 

The other 10 are governed by 2 or 3 of the monks chosen annually. But I do not think I will endeavour to 

describe all minutely, since I have kept a most elaborate journal which I should like to publish with 

representations of the Mountain & monasteries some day. 

The first day’s journey from Salonica was uninteresting – all up hill – to Galatista where I slept in a decent 

Khan; 2nd day (29 August) Eriligova and near that village one crosses a ridge of hills, whence Athos is first 

discovered – a blue peak on a bluer sea – seen above the most wondrous forests of beech I ever beheld … 

nothing did I ever behold more lovely than these views, but it was so late, and so far to the village, that I 

only dared to make a little scrap sketch – & when I returned the weather was all cloudy, Athos invisible, and 
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 myself too glad to get on as fast as I could so as to avoid a coming storm – for you know how I hate 

being wet in those places. 

On the 3rd day I reached Erisso, rather a large village on the borders of the sea, & from here you could see 

the peak of Athos more clearly – very like a great Alp. The women of Eriligova and Erisso are quite a 

beautiful sight; they are all good looking and dress in striped stuffs made by themselves, of scarlet, crimson, 

purple and brown. On their heads they wear a scarlet fez, with an embroidered handkerchief round it, & 

bunches of lilies or other flowers on one side. They carry their babies at their backs, in crimson and orange 

striped sacks, & the cuffs of their sleeves are about 3 or 4 feet wide, turned back and lined with all kinds of 

colours – so they look like Queens on Court cards (their dresses being quilted & stiff & striped at odd 

angles) – or like pictures of Queen Jane Seymour. 

From Erisso the next day’s journey was to bring me into the Holy Mountain – & a hard day’s work it was. 

Early in the morning I passed the cut across the Isthmus (X) – & the high mounds & deep hollows even now 

tell the tale without any room for doubt. Beyond one soon enters a narrow bit of paths between cliffs where 

wooden gates announced the commencement of the monkish territory; & thenceforth the path was most 

toilsome through the wildest & grandest forest scenery, from which every now & then you looked out on 

such screens & depths of green wood as would astonish those who talk of England as having more trees 

than other countries. Toward the end of the day I saw on the eastern shore the first monastery (it was 

Vatopedi, no.20) looking like a huge castle – not unlike Windsor Castle; with my glass I could see that it was 

like a village surrounded by high walls & great towers, but that was all. Towards dusk I reached Kariess 

which is really a beautiful place – at a distance. Here the great peak of the mountain is sublime & I consider 

the drawings I made hereabouts are some of the finest I possess. The village or town stands on a hill slope – 

surrounded by the 21 Parliament houses so to speak, besides a vast number of little villas as it were, each 

with a domed chapel. All this I did not see then as it was dark, but I had leisure enough later. I went first to 

the ‘head of the Holy Mountain’, i.e. the annually chosen Dictator, always sure to be a clever managing 

man. He made me a tolerably civil welcome for I had letters from consuls, bishops, etc. – and gave me some 

supper & a bed. First of all they bring you on a tray some sort of sweets and a glass of spirit; (oh! dear! – 

what a lot of sweets & rhum have I taken in that Holy Mountain!), then coffee. This is the universal routine 

of all visits. I felt at once on entering Kariess that it was a place of fever-air, as later I had occasion to 

know. 

Next morning (1 September) the Synod of 20 were assembled & I was put at the head of the room while my 

letters were read; a circular was then given to me to present to all the convents as I chose – & in the 

afternoon I began my tour by going to Koutloumoushi – No. 1 – close by the town. I hardly know how to 

describe these astonishing places to you; as I said they resemble a village in a box; high walls surround all; 

nearly all have a great tower at one end. All have a courtyard more or less large – & this court contains 

sometimes one, sometimes 2 or 3 churches, a clock tower, a large refectory, fountains, etc, etc. All have a 
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 kiosk outside the gates; also a fountain close by. Round 3 or 4 sides of the court are the cells – 

galleries above galleries of honeycomb arches; very frequently the abbot’s house occupies one side, or 

his, and the strangers’ rooms, look out on the best view.  

At Koutloumoushi I made my acquaintance with the finest reception room I had seen – very large, square; a 

matting over the centre; low sofas & divans round 3 sides, covered with beautiful (but dirty) carpets; & a 

fire place somewhere about. Here they spread a bed – but I only allowed it to remain there till they were 

gone out of the room, when my own capote & blankets & sheets were a better substitute.  

The supper in this first instance, was with the abbot – but generally alone; in 2 or 3 convents the fare was 

pretty good; in some very particularly beastly; in others all fish & cheese, etc, etc; but as I made a practice 

of seizing on the dish of rice whenever I could get one, I generally dined off that alone. If you take up a little 

sand & some dirt, & mix it with your bread, you have an idea of the quality of that article throughout the 

whole set of monasteries; my teeth are on edge with the grittiness thereof even now. The abbot of 

Koutloumoushi was a jolly old man, with feet turned in, & walking with a crutch; he was one of the 

reasonable few I came to know – ‘if you like to turn Caloger’, said he to me, ‘ you may come here, but you 

must work; you must paint the church, & you must set up a school to teach Italian.’ He asked me for some 

needles to sew, but I had none to spare. 

Next day after I had got 2 drawings, they lent me 2 mules & off I set to No.2 Pantokratora. I always asked to 

see the churches – more to please my hosts than myself – for I can assure you 20 Greek churches – one just 

like another – are a task, & I listened meekly to the dreadful nonsense stories they told me of this or that 

picture. One floated from Jerusalem by sea, one cried when the Turks came, another bled at some apropos 

time; a 4th, a Pagan having poked his finger at him, held the finger so tight it was obliged to be cut off, & a 

5th (No.17) has a picture which they declare to have been painted by the Almighty himself !!! As it is only 8 

or 900 years old & very ill done, the blasphemy is almost lost in the absurdity of the matter. Oh those 

candles! & ostrich eggs! & gold & silver & paintings!! Oh Holy Mountain! what have I not suffered to get 

drawings of you!    

Well Pantokratora is on the sea; and so is No.3 Stavronikites, & as they are built on rocks, & look up to the 

mighty peak of Athos, they make noble scenes, a lonely grandeur one can hardly understand till one has felt 

for days that none but these miserable solitaries occupy this strange land.  

This is the only monastery for which I have been unable to trace an original drawing. 

Lear continues to Ann:   

Alas! – for 3 weeks was I oppressed with this atmosphere of falsehood & ignorance, & I would not go again 

to the Holy Mountain for thousands of pounds. I do not say hypocrisy – but I say falsehood because I am 

positive that living alone, banishing all women whom God has made to be our equals & companions, 

passing life in everlasting repetition of formal prayers – in fact, turning God’s will & works upside down – I 

say this is falsehood, though it may be ignorance as well. 
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 Thus was his rather mild criticism of the life on Athos to his elder sister. He was far more forthright 

to his friend Chichester Fortescue in a famous letter also sent from quarantine.  

Lear to Fortescue 9 October 1856:    

However wondrous and picturesque the exterior & interior of the monasteries, & however abundantly & 

exquisitely glorious & stupendous the scenery of the mountain, I would not go again to the [Holy Mountain] 

for any money, so gloomy, so shockingly unnatural, so lonely, so lying, so unatoneably odious seems to me 

all the atmosphere of such monkery. That half of our species which it is natural to every man to cherish & 

love best, ignored, prohibited and abhorred – all life spent in everlasting repetition of monotonous prayers, 

no sympathy with ones fellow-beans of any nation, class or age. The name of Christ on every garment and at 

every tongue’s end, but his maxims trodden under foot. God’s world and will turned upside down, maimed 

& caricatured: – if this I say be Xtianity let Xtianity be rooted out as soon as possible. More pleasing in the 

sight of the Almighty I really believe, & more like what Jesus Christ intended man to become, is an honest 

Turk with 6 wives, or a Jew working hard to feed his little old clo’babbies, than these muttering, miserable, 

mutton-hating, man-avoiding, misogynic, morose, & merriment-marring, monotoning, many-mule-making, 

mocking, mournful, minced-fish & marmalade masticating Monx. Poor old pigs! Yet one or two were kind 

enough in their way, dirty as they were: but it is not them, it is their system I rail at. 

Back to his letter to Ann : 

That evening we got to Iviron – No.4, an immense monastery – in a bad position but wonderful as to extent 

& picturesque interior. 60 or 80 of the monks here are always laid up with fever, & you may judge of my 

vexation therefore when I tell you that Georgio, on the next morning, told me he had it; which indeed I 

should have found out without such information. Foolish fellow he had caught it at Kariess but had said 

nothing; consequently he grew rapidly worse and by the time we got to No.5 Philotheo he was alarmingly 

ill. This monastery is very small and there was nothing but bad bread & very salt cheese to be got there, & 

moreover it was dirty over particularly. The medicine I gave took no effect because not applied early enough 

– & in spite of all I could do the fever increased & I dared not give quinine as yet. I had therefore to think & 

to decide rapidly. To return to Kariess would be madness – as it was there the fever was caught. All the 

adjacent convents were poor & impossible but 7 hours off was Laura, (No.7), the largest of all the 

monasteries where I knew I should be well received, as I had very particular letters to Melchisedek the head 

of the convent, & I knew him also to be a good kind man. Moreover Laura is next to No.8 – St Paul – and 

that is the Ionian convent, where the Corfiotes I knew would take as much care as monks could take of their 

own countryman. I resolved therefore to go to No.6 (Karacalla) & get a mule on to Laura, & to return with 

3 mules the next day for Georgio; and so – off I set. But Karacalla was an exception to all the convents; they 

seem very poor and filthy and more like dead men than any I have yet seen; & they would not take my letter 

to the abbot because he was asleep – nor did they give me even any rhum and jelly; so I set off again alone – 

determined to go to Laura by myself at all risks, for the matter was serious. 
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 The word ‘alone’ in Mt Athos has a far deeper sense than anywhere else. Oh dear! how terribly lonely I 

felt that place – no inhabitants near – no dogs even – scarcely a bird – & if one should meet in the 6 hours 

walk with a Caloyer, I knew well he would only mutter prayers and say ‘how should I know?’ to whatever 

question I asked him. However I went on and I suppose in all the world there is no finer coast scenery than 

below Athos, the peak at the end of the peninsular. You walk always in a thick grove, or on the top of high 

cliffs, but as you approach the mountain it becomes hidden from you by projecting rocks above. At sunset I 

reached the huge monastery Laura which stands on a point of high land & is beautifully situated; built to 

contain 800 monks, it now has barely 200, but its courtyard full of orange & lemon trees, with the domes of 

the churches & clock towers, is a wonderfully interesting scene.  

But here I was received by Melchisedek in the kindest manner – and I long to be able to send that good man 

some token of remembrance for the extreme trouble he gave himself on my account. Early next morning I 

was set agoing back again with my 3 mules & I got to Philotheo in the middle of the day to find my poor 

servant very much worse. Judging therefore that it was better to divide the journey as much as possible, I 

put him on a mule and brought him to Karakalla (No.6) for that night & there remained.  

Giorgio became quite delirious & my alarm was great. There was however no choice so next morning I took 

him on the remaining 6 hours to Laura. It was not very easy to keep him on the mule & you may suppose 

how glad I was to get him into a room & quiet. Here for 2 days he continued to get worse & I gave up all 

hope; I wrote to Lushington begging him to tell Spero & their mother, and I wrote to you, informing you of 

the state of things & how uncertain the length of my stay was, for even if Giorgio did not die, he might still 

remain ill a long time & I could not have left a good servant (or indeed any servant) alone in such a place. 

But as a last resource I bleed [sic] him and gave physic enough for 6; so that happily the fever turned, & I 

could give the quinine, and thus my anxiety was lessened, though he still continued unable to rise. 

Meanwhile for 5 days I lounged about Laura – drawing it all round; poking about the sea shore or into the 

hermitages among the half witted old filthy Caloyeri; or watched the Tom cats in the galleries, or talked 

Greek with Melchisedek & Anthemos – smoking 5 pipes a day, & having my morning & every meal with that 

good dirty man; for it must be said in truth that filth was at least as remarkable a characteristic of my 

friend’s menage as charity & kindness of his own character. I vow that the table cloth daily laid was not less 

than ¼ inch thick in substantial ancient dirt. U! O! A! what did I suffer! what did I not eat! Well – at last I 

came away, as soon as Giorgio could move, resolving to go to St Paul’s as my next stage. One day by the 

bye I saw St Nilo – a small monastery on the cliff at the very end of the mountain; that was the queerest & 

saddest spot I ever beheld! 2 old men lived there – neither more than half witted; they gave me a dry fish & 

water melon but only said these words all the time I was there: ‘are you a Christian?’ hundreds of times 

over and over.  

The road from Laura to No.8 St Paul is most magnificent. I say road but I mean path, through beech and 

pine woods – very like the Swiss alpine scenes. And on coming to the west side you descend a frightful 
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 staircase to St Anna a little monastery I greatly regret not having drawn; but I knew there was short 

time to get to St Paul’s & those cliffs are not places for after dusk. I should have told you that all these 

monasteries possess mules of the greatest beauty & the best quality I suppose to exist among mules; they are 

like lambs in temper – and cats in agility; the descent to St Anna however would have been too much for my 

head on any mule – though Giorgio absolutely slept through it on a mule’s back next day! They put all their 

4 feet together & slibber [sic] down large bits of stone 10 or 20 feet long – stopping just in time to jump 

neatly on to the next. In particularly dangerous places, they stop and scratch their noses with one hoof – 

standing on 3 – so that all things considered I usually prefer my own legs for progress. 

St Paul’s monastery is wholly different to those I had previously seen; piled up on vast rocks over a torrent, 

just below the highest point of the mountain; I have 2 very accurate drawings of it but they appear, though 

exact, almost too wonderful. Here, the abbot Sophronios was also very kind though he persisted in coming 

to dine with me when I was so sleepy I could hardly keep my eyes open. Giorgio came the next day much 

better, & from that time, as I forced him to take quinine constantly he grew better, though he was very weak 

till we reached Salonika. One day – before Giorgio could be moved over the mountain – I devoted to seeing 

Nos. 9, 10 & 11 – St. Dionysio, St. Gregorio, & Simopetra. I walked to all these – got 2 drawings of each – 

paid a visit to the abbot, & had some ‘rhum and jelly’ – & saw the churches of all 3 – returning by 

moonlight to St Paul – where they believed my feat to be almost supernatural.  

No. 9 St Dionysio is stupendously picturesque; it hangs with its walls and towers on the edge of the sea high 

on a cliff below the vast Athos, & is a terror to look at. Some of the paths to it are as high as Beachy Head 

above the sea, & merely projecting bits of rock 2 or 3 feet wide – like in a cornice in one place there is a bit 

of space – & you step literally over the sea below. Here I observe the mules like particularly to scratch 

themselves, though the rider’s outside leg is hanging over the white foam far below. Booh! – I never trust 

beasts so far as this comes to. 

No. 10 St Gregorio was burned down some years ago – and is just rebuilt – spick & span new – blue slates 

& white-wash; it has a little port with boats – & has altogether a civilised look not acceptable to Art, or 

dovetailing with its brother monasteries outwardisms.  

No. 11 – Simopetra is by way of atonement – picturesque in the extreme; it looks at a distance like a giant 

cage; – quite white, but with galleries & interminable stairs of bright scarlet! – I am happy to say I had not 

to stay at this place – for unless I had had eau de Cologne or some scent, I must have succumbed to its 

odiferous atmosphere; bah! – I am sick at the thought of it.  

I had now to see the remaining 9 convents & to do this, the only way is to return to Kariess – one of the most 

superb of rides – half way across the peninsular close below Athos. But unluckily thick clouds came on – & 

a pouring rain – & all I saw was dark forests of beech & pine through which I passed till near Kariess, 

when it cleared up & was again fine.  Here I went to the Konak, or Parliament House of St Paul, by leave of 

the abbot Sophronia, & well it was I did so; donkey that I was! – I forgot my own rules & maxims; for I had 
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 got wet in that rain, & yet seeing the finest view of Kariess as I entered the town, I did not go on to 

change my dress – but stopped to draw over a damp ravine. I had hardly got into the house when my 

dearly beloved friend Mr Fever gripped me – & in the most decided manner!! The shaking fit only lasted an 

hour – & the hot fit attacked my head at once making me delirious directly – but not till I had taken a vast 

dose of physic. I have no fear of fever now as I can doctor it beautifully. Next morning, I swallowed quinine 

amaine – & soon grew better; Giorgio bought a cock from an unwilling old monk who used the brute as a 

clock, & made me broth – & by common care & lots of quinine I grew well in 3 days – but you may suppose 

I took good caution never to move in Kariess again without warm clothes.  

Meanwhile it poured with rain all those days – & I began to believe I should pass the rest of my life at 

Kariess – when once more a fine time arrived, & I, who hate giving up anything once commenced – set off 

again to see the rest of the convents – still 9 in number. I did not walk any more however – firstly because 

the roads were henceforward tolerably good – secondly because I could now sit on horse back, & was 

anxious to avoid fatigue so I made a short move to No. 12 Xeropotamo; a grand newly restored convent by 

the sea, with wide views towards the opposite promontory of Sithonia; here was a facetious & clever abbot – 

& a clean one; the rooms were clean – & he had a musical snuff box – so one felt in a civilised place, the 

more that he could talk rationally on various subjects. 

No. 13 Russikon – is the Russian monastery & its pea green domes & golden crosses make a gorgeous 

spectacle.  

14 is Zenofonta; 15 Dokieraeion; all these are similar, & all look away from Athos, to the low flat grounds 

of Chalchidice. 

16 Konstamonites is the smallest of all the convents – hidden in a deep dell of wood. 17 Zographo – a most 

splendid (& clean) pile of buildings in a deep valley – surrounded by high forest clad hills; its abbot was a 

fussy little man, so frightfully polite I didn’t know what to do.  

I then crossed the peninsular & went to Kiliandarion – No. 18, a vast & ancient convent – built for a 

thousand monks; but the air there is very bad. 19 Esphigmenov is a nice little building – clean, & in a good 

air, so I resolved to sleep there on my way back to Salonica.  

20 Vatopedi – is 2nd in size and dignity only to Laura – & here let me stop – oh my! I am so sick of convents! 

– However – anxious as I was to get out of them, I could not but feel a great pleasure in having done all I 

had appointed to do – & in possessing some 50 most valuable drawings, for I believe no such collection of 

illustrations has as yet been known in England. 

From Vatopedi I returned to the odious Karies once more to get what luggage I had left there, & to buy 

some things for little remembrances of one of the most extraordinary places in the world, & one which I 

never intend to see again – even if I could do so easily. So I bought some of the carved wood crosses – & 

bone crosses – & spoons – & gourd water jars – & wooden things for marking bread – & beads & a monk’s 

dress – to be of use in painting – & above all 3 of what I thought to be salad mixers – very long handled 
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 spoons – with little sharp knobs of wood cut in relief on the (so believed) bowl of the spoon. Now what do 

you think these turned out to be? Ma’am – they were flea scratchers! 

After this, I returned to Esphigmenou & slept there; & the next day, passed out of the land of the monks of 

Mt Athos the Holy Mountain – never again to return. Sleeping at Erisso, another day brought me (a cloudy 

day & wet at times) to Eriligova, the next to Galatesta , & the following to Salonica, & so ends my journey 

to the Holy Mountain. 

But there was one more sighting: ... On the morning of the 26th – I was on deck long before daylight – to see 

the great Mt Athos. Below which the steamer goes on her way to Cavalla. And here I made my last sketch of 

the Ayios Oros, rising most magnificently from the calm gray sea. The sun rose as we were close to Laura – 

& I could see every one of the eastern monasteries, so that for an hour, it was like reading the heading of a 

chapter, or the index to the last 3 weeks of my life. 

 

Drawings, watercolours, and oils, and where they are now 

To wind up this narration of Lear’s Athos travels, it would not be complete without saying a very little about 

his working methods, what ‘finished’ works he produced, and where his art has ended up. 

There are several references in his later letters to Ann and his friends of his spending time penning out the 

fifty-plus drawings he made. In the course of this research I have identified fifty-nine drawings. There may 

well be at least a few more as it is highly unlikely that all he drew have appeared on the market in the 

twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The penning out could be a laborious process in working from a quickly 

drawn sketch and adding colour washes to arrive at his record drawing. But this was just the first stage of 

preparing this resource for future work. If he had published on Athos he would have engraved fine 

lithographs of the works to be included. He did not do this but he prepared several finished watercolours for 

sale when a customer asked for a particular monastery or selected one of his drawings for working up. There 

is a dramatic view of Athos now held by the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge, and there are watercolours 

of Hilandar and Zographou and others held by the Ashmolean, the gift of Revd Henry Fanshawe Tozer who 

visited Athos in 1853 and 1861, with many others of Lear’s finished watercolours of Greece. Lear also made 

a number of oil paintings of Athos over a period of years. Nine are recorded in a list of paintings up to 1862. 

Finally, late in life, he made 200 sketches with pencil, ink, and grey wash of some of his favourite drawings, 

now known as the Tennyson Illustrations because they or watercolours or oils developed from them were 

intended to accompany Lord Tennyson’s poetry. Ruth Pitman in her book Edward Lear’s Tennyson 

illustrates these,6 and the sketch of St Nilus, for example, has helped me to correct the date and place in the 

auction details of one of the drawings. Twenty-eight of the 200 Tennyson Illustrations are taken from his 

visit to Athos, showing how much he valued his work there. 

                                                
6		Ruth	Pitman,	Edward	Lear’s	Tennyson	(Manchester:	Carcanet	Press,	1988).	
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 Peter Levi in his 1995 biography writes of Lear’s labours on his drawings of Athos: ‘He seems always 

to have known that they were in a way his masterpiece.’7 I agree with that view, at least so far 

as his many works in Greece are concerned. Whilst there are many good landscape drawings from his Greek 

travels, relatively few focus on the buildings he saw. In Athos, as his letters to Ann confirm, he was vastly 

impressed by the monastery buildings in their landscape and this seems to have brought out the best of his 

skills. His drawing was not only accurate but captures the drama of the settings without exaggeration. 

Most of his drawings were kept by him during his lifetime as a resource for commissioned works. Most 

were left at his death either to his executor, Franklin Lushington, or to Lord Northbrook, with whom he 

travelled in India. These came on to the market in a series of auctions and private sales in 1929. But as 

regards Athos he gave a great many of the drawings to Charles Church, with whom he had hoped to travel 

there in 1848 and who remained a good friend and was Dean of Wells in later life. From auction records 

primarily I have established that at least twenty of the drawings were in Charles Church’s hands and passed 

down through his family or by way of gift to his friends. Relatively few have ended up in public collections. 

Two are in Australian collections, one in the Houghton Library at Harvard, two in the British Ambassador’s 

residence in Athens, and nine in British institutions: five in the National Galleries of Scotland, all gifted by 

the estate of Sir Steven Runciman; two in the Ashmolean, plus six watercolours gifted by Henry Fanshawe 

Tozer; one in Tate Britain; and one in the Courtauld Gallery in London. 

 

STEPHEN DUCKWORTH 

London W10

                                                
7		Peter	Levi,	Edward	Lear:	A	Biography	(London:	Macmillan,	1995),	p.	150.	
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 THE 2016 PILGRIMAGE TO CYPRUS 

 

 

22 October 

After a spectacular flight over snowy mountains in clear October sunshine and change of planes in Istanbul, 

we landed in North Cyprus in early evening and met our charming English guide, Christina, who was to 

accompany us for the first half of our pilgrimage. Thanks to Dimitri’s thorough researches, our time was 

evenly divided between North and South Cyprus, providing good comparisons and contrasts in social life 

and worship between the two. 

 Although in darkness, we were able to see clearly the lights of Nicosia and the villages in the valley 

below as we climbed steeply into the mountains of Kyrenia and through the Fivefinger Mountain Pass to our 

seaside hotel, the Vuni Palace, with its warm, relaxing, balmy air, bougainvilleas, and resident cats. 

Breakfast could be enjoyed on the outside terrace, watching the ferries passing nearby and surprised by 

flocks of sparrows and friendly cats again. 

 

23 October 

Each day began on the bus with either Veronica or Nicholas reading prayers for us as we quietly prepared 

ourselves for the day ahead. It was fitting that our first visit on Sunday should be to the monastery and 

shrine of St Barnabas, who is regarded as the founder of the Apostolic Church in Cyprus and its patron saint. 

Throughout our pilgrimage we were very conscious of walking in the steps of the Apostles Paul, Barnabas, 

Mark, and Andrew, all locally recorded as visiting the island during their missionary journeys. 

 Our guide reminded us that St Barnabas, though a Jew, was from Salamis but travelled with St Paul 

to Cyprus in AD 47. Stoned to death by the Jews, he was secretly buried by St Mark and his friends. The 

tomb was rediscovered in AD 477, whereupon the Church in Cyprus was accorded autocephaly by the 

Emperor Zeno. The monastery church of St Barnabas is now an icon museum only, though there are fresco 

panels depicting the finding of the saint’s tomb. The actual shrine of St Barnabas was a short walk away, 

buried deep in the earth. Despite the Turkish occupation, we found icons and candles quietly burning in this 

underground holy place where pilgrims come to pray. 

 As we travelled, we noticed how parched the land was, no rain having fallen for six months. But an 

ambitious plan to pipe water from mainland Turkey has succeeded and agriculture in North Cyprus will 

benefit by making it possible to grow two crops a year. We saw hardly any livestock during our travels in 

North Cyprus. The mountains have been deeply scarred by quarrying. North Cyprus was much depopulated 

after the Turkish invasion when many Cypriots fled south, abandoning lands and property. Many families 

from the Turkish mainland moved in and took possession, although questions of ownership remain 

unresolved and the quality of housing is poor. Many new mosques have been built close to older Orthodox 
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 churches that are now closed, but our guide told us that the mosques are little used as the local people 

are mainly secular and not strict Muslims. 

 Our next stop was Salamis, a huge city that developed around the second century BC but is only 

partially excavated. We visited the gymnasium, surrounded by a colonnade, sweatrooms, and baths, some of 

which still have fragments of ancient fresco and mosaic decoration, and on one side an amazing 44-seater 

latrine. The nearby theatre is spectacular, dating from the time of Augustus and capable of seating 15,000. 

And some of us trekked to visit the fourth-century Kampanopetra church with its lovely mosaiac floor. 

Salamis succumbed to repeated earthquakes and Arab raids in the seventh century AD and the people moved 

on to Arsinoe, later known as Famagusta. 

 After a delicious seaside lunch, our afternoon visit was to Famagusta to view the old city, its walls, 

and many Christian churches dating back to crusader times. The city flourished after Richard the Lionheart’s 

conquest of Cyprus when it became a stop-over for pilgrims visiting the Holy Land. It fell to the Venetians 

in 1489, and subsequently to the Ottomans, who completed their conquest of the island in 1571. Of the many 

churches of different denominations, most of which now lie ruined within the Venetian city walls, only the 

cathedral of St Nicholas remains intact. One of the finest thirteenth-century Gothic buildings of the 

Mediterranean, it now serves as a mosque. After tea and pastries at the renowned Café Petek we were driven 

round the deserted suburb of Varosha where high-rise hotels and apartment blocks have stood empty since 

1974, a ghost town now that was once one of the richest towns in Cyprus. 

 

24 October 

As we drove east along the coast, our guide told us about the flora and fauna of Cyprus, especially the turtles 

which are now a protected species on about 100 beaches. Our first stop was the twelfth-century church of 

Panagia Theotokos, one of the most important Byzantine churches in Cyprus but now a museum. It contains 

some very early and beautiful twelfth-century paintings which have been cleaned, including the Theotokos 

Blachernitissa in the apse and a very well-preserved Christ Pantokrator in the dome, surrounded by angels. 

The close similarity between these frescos and those in the church at Asinou have led to them being 

considered by the same artist and indeed superior to the latter. 

 Our next visit was to the Panagia Panakaria, a most lovely church whose foundations go back to the 

fifth century. It contained important sixth-century mosaics, including a depiction of the Virgin enthroned 

with Christ in the central apse which was removed by robbers and sold in 1979. When this mosaic was 

finally offered for sale to the Getty Museum in California, it was traced to this church, and after years of 

negotiation the fragments were returned to Cyprus and now rest in the Byzantine Museum in Nicosia. We 

also found here the first of many little hidden corners housing icon prints and with candles burning, evidence 

that Christians still secretly use the church for prayer. Externally the building was beautifully neat and well 

cared for and is kept locked. 



57 

 

  We next drove to the sixth-century church of Agia Trias in Sipahi which was twice destroyed by 

Arabs and then abandoned. It was recently discovered by chance and excavated, revealing an 

extensive series of mosaic pavements in the narthex and nave of the original building. The mosaics, mostly 

of geometric patterns, plants, fruit, and a pair of sandals (perhaps indicating the pilgrim’s journey through 

this world to the next), were wonderfully preserved but sadly not protected from our walking on them. 

 After a delicious lunch of fish and local wine beside the sea, we visited St Philon’s church, first built 

in the fifth century on the site of the Phoenician city of Carpasia. Parts of a Byzantine church, built in the 

twelfth century on top of the earlier structure, remain standing. And here again was a hidden icon cupboard 

with candles! 

 We then drove all the way to St Andrew’s monastery at the very tip of the Karpas peninsula. The 

monastery was being refurbished and was not open, but we were able to visit the temporary church, light 

candles, and venerate the silver-covered icon of St Andrew. This is probably the most visited monastery in 

Cyprus, regarded as a holy place by both Greek and Turkish Cypriots on account of the healing spring just 

below it. We all climbed down to it and drank and washed ourselves in the water. On the way back we were 

allowed a photo stop above one of the long white sandy beaches where the turtles nest. This was a long day 

in which we covered 350 kilometres! 

 

25 October 

This was our last full day in North Cyprus and definitely one for stretching our legs. We began with a visit 

to Kyrenia Castle which was originally built for defence against Arab raids but was subsequently 

strengthened in turn by the crusaders, by the French Lusignan family, by the Venetians, and by the 

Ottomans. The walls are immensely thick – at least 25 feet across – and in two layers. But the star attraction 

was the castle museum which contains the wreck of a trading vessel dating back to 300 BC. This was 

discovered by a sponge diver and brought to the surface and its timbers preserved in wax for several years. 

The ship carried a cargo of some 400 amphoras, some of which still contained their original goods of 

almonds, amazingly preserved. 

 Our next visit was to the dizzying heights of St Hilarion Castle, a crusader eyrie with a terrifying 

snakelike path, up which our driver had to negotiate countless hairpin bends, eventually backing up the final 

one to park! St Hilarion was a fourth-century hermit who fled persecution in Palestine and lived and died in 

a cave near the present castle. The castle commands far-reaching views over the island and is one of three, 

all within sight of each other, that could signal if invaders were sighted. It served as a watch-tower against 

Arab raids from the seventh to the tenth century, being one of the most powerful strongholds in the country. 

 Our lunchtime visit was to the Antiphonitis church, deep in a beautiful and fragrant pine forest. This 

twelfth-century church, the only surviving building of a former monastery, is structurally unusual in that the 

central dome rests on eight stone columns, forming an octagon. The interior is covered in paintings, some of 
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 them original, others dating from the fifteenth century. There has been much damage to all the 

frescos but it was cheering to be told that money has been made available for restoration and the church is 

now kept locked. We were cheered also by a most welcome picnic lunch outside the church, while watching 

a flock of partridges grazing. 

 The day ended with a nocturnal visit to Bellapais Abbey, a thirteenth-century Augustinian foundation 

with well-preserved monastic buildings. Here we had our farewell dinner and a chance to attend a piano 

recital in the abbey’s refectory. 

 

26 October 

Today we leave North Cyprus, travelling through the divided city of Nicosia and joining our Greek guide 

Evangelia, who stayed with us for the rest of our tour. On the Turkish side we passed through the Kyrenia 

Gate (1562), one of only three into the city, noting as we went the well-built Venetian city walls. We passed 

several fine buildings from the Ottoman period including the Mevlevi Tekke museum, monastic home of the 

Sufi Whirling Dervishes, and two lovely caravanserais dating from the 1500s. Then we were shown two 

former Orthodox churches, the thirteenth-century Gothic cathedral of St Sophia, now a mosque, and the 

church of St Nicholas, now called the ‘Bedestan’, which had served for 400 years as a church and later as a 

linen market and warehouse but was now closed. Both churches had fine stone carvings over their doorways. 

Many elegant buildings remain from the British period including the law courts and the governor’s palace 

and some honey-coloured private houses with smart wrought-iron balconies. We bade our guide, Christina, 

farewell as we walked through the customs barrier. The division of the city is the sad result of sixty years of 

violence and bloodshed which led to the partition of the island in 1974. 

 After lunch with our new guide we visited the seventeenth-century cathedral of St John, and it was 

here that Metropolitan Jonah joined us from the USA. Nearby was the huge Archbishop’s Palace and a 

statue of Makarios III, not forgetting his two enormous limousines! But it is thanks to him that Nicosia has 

its Byzantine Museum in which so many precious and rare icons and artefacts are securely housed. These 

include the stolen mosaic fragments recovered from the church of Panagia Kanakaria of the Virgin and 

Child with Archangels and Apostles. Our guide also showed us the lovely fourteenth-century azure blue 

fresco of the Virgin Mary Orans which had been successfully peeled off the apse of the church of Panagia 

Phorbiotissa at Asinou, revealing another similar one beneath it – one of the miracles of modern fresco 

technology! In another corner were five icons of the Apostles and the Virgin, stolen but subsequently 

recovered, the last one only after an appeal on television when the pop star Boy George recognized it as one 

he had bought and so he joyfully returned it to the museum. If they were not housed here, many icons would 

still be seriously at risk from vandalism and removal from public view. 

 After a walk through southern Nicosia we drove on to visit the lovely women’s monastery of St 

Nikolaos at Orounta which, after a long period of closure, has reopened with seven nuns who are icon 
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 painters and very good ones too. The sisters attribute the revival of the monastery to the prayers of the 

New Martyr St Philoumenos who came from this village.After tea we were pleased to join the 

community for vespers. 

 As the sun was setting over this pastoral countryside, we made our last visit of the day, to the 

eleventh-century church of Panagia Phorbiotissa at Asinou, now a UNESCO World Heritage Site. It was the 

first of several we visited that are now covered with a wooden pitched roof – designed, as our guide told us, 

to make them look like barns and to hide them from Muslim attack. The frescos, which date from two 

periods, c.1106 and c.1333, are well preserved and include the remaining underpainting of the Virgin Orans 

in the blue apse, the outer one being now in the Byzantine Museum in Nicosia. This is a real jewel in the 

crown of the Cyprus painted churches and we would have welcomed more time here in the daylight. 

 Our coach then climbed higher and higher into the Troodos Mountains to reach our Hotel Helvetia 

with its charming, Alpine, relaxed ambience and friendly welcome, but we were very aware of the sharp 

drop in temperature as we gained height through the mountains. 

 

27 October 

Today we continued our tour of the UNESCO World Heritage churches. Our first stop was at Panagia tou 

Araka whose foundation in 1191 was prompted by an influx of refugees from Asia Minor who needed both 

military protection and spiritual care, so this and other churches were built for them. Like many others in 

this region, it is protected by a tiled wooden roof, but unusually the roof is externally cruciform. The frescos, 

dated to 1192 by an inscription, demonstrate great skill, theological understanding, and spiritual maturity on 

the part of the artist. Like many Cypriot churches, this one was built and owned by a local family. It is a fine 

example of post-Comnenian style and contains a complete programme of frescos of outstanding quality. The 

adjacent monastic buildings are empty at present but there are plans to reopen them soon. 

 Our next visit was to the church of the Holy Cross at Kyperounda, another church that was built at 

the expense of one family, this time around 1490. It has a double-thickness roof with tie beams beautifully 

painted with Christ’s holy face. Its frescos comprise one of the best-preserved and most complete 

iconographical cycles from the fifteenth century in Cyprus. 

 Next we visited the monastery of St John Lambadistis whose church, dedicated to St Herakleidios, 

contains frescos dating from the eleventh, twelfth, thirteenth, and fifteenth centuries. There have been later 

additions to the church and the so-called ‘Latin’ chapel, dating from around 1500, contains frescos more in 

the Western Renaissance style. In the monastery buildings there was a noteworthy icon museum. 

 Our last visit of the day was to the little fifteenth-century church of the Archangel Michael in the 

village of Pedoulas. This church, also timber-roofed and single-aisled, was completely painted in a local, 

post-Byzantine style with strong outlines and squat, bulky figures, probably influenced by the Macedonian 

School. 
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28 October 

Thanks to our deacon Nicholas Price, some of us were able to attend an early Liturgy at the local village 

church, which gave others a welcome later start. Our subsequent travels through the mountain pine forests 

revealed breathtaking views, so high were we above sea level. We passed much evidence of former asbestos 

mining which is no longer permitted. The spring water here is especially good, we were told, and when 

people come on holiday they make sure to take plenty home. 

 Our first visit was to the church of St Nicholas of the Roof. The associated monastery was founded 

in the eleventh century and the church has been added to several times, resulting in a picturesque patchwork 

of styles with filigree arches and windows. Again a double roof has proved effective in protecting and 

preserving the beautiful frescos inside, many of which date from the twelfth century. The murals in this 

church were some of the finest seen, I thought, and included good examples spanning a period of six 

centuries. 

 We then visited three churches in or near the village of Galata, first that of St Sozomenos. This 

single-aisled little gem with a pitched timber roof is one of the few Cypriot churches to have retained all its 

frescos from floor to ceiling both inside and out. Dating from 1513, they are attributed to the painter Symeon 

Axenti and are considered to be his earliest and most important work. Next the church of Panagia Podithou 

was of special interest because it showed clearly that the painter had been strongly influenced by Western 

Renaissance art, not only in the bright colours used but also in the use of perspective and the third 

dimension. Finally we visited the church of the Archangel Gabriel or Panagia Theotokos, an example of a 

church built by donors who were French settlers in Cyprus during the Lusignan period and who were drawn 

to Orthodox styles of worship. It contains a delightful series of early sixteenth-century paintings in a 

distinctive style, very reminiscent of early Western manuscript art. 

 

29 October 

Sadly bidding farewell to our kind hosts at the Helvetia Hotel, we began our descent to the heat of the 

coastland, to visit a recently excavated Neolithic site at Choirokoitia belonging to the pre-ceramic period 

around 7000 BC. Only part of the site has been excavated but it reveals a sophisticated knowledge of 

building techniques and house design. 

 We then drove through parched country that had suffered much from forest fires to the convent of St 

Minas. Here the courtyard was filled with fragrant flowering shrubs, especially jasmine, that perfumed the 

whole area. We were greeted by an elderly nun who gave us a brief history of the monastery which dates 

from the 1500s. Twice attacked by Turks, the monks were killed and the buildings fell into disrepair. A 

revival started in the 1950s with sixty new monks and nuns, but now the community has dwindled to very 

few. Nevertheless the convent had a deeply prayerful and peaceful ambience. 
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  We then visited the church of Panagia Angeloktistos in Kiti village. This is a cruciform 

domed church of the sixth century, though the apse dates from an earlier fifth-century foundation. The 

conch of the apse contains a breathtakingly beautiful mosaic of the Mother of God with angels that dates 

from the sixth century. Such a fine and rare example of pre-iconoclastic art was a delight to see. 

 Our last lunch, beside the sea in Larnaca, was truly marine with octopus and squid on the menu as 

well as fish. Our pilgrimage was drawing to a close and sadly we began to say ‘goodbye’ to some of the 

friends we had made on our journey. But the rest of us now made our way to the final visit of our 

pilgrimage: the shrine church of St Lazarus. It is thought that Lazarus came here after the stoning of Stephen 

when Christians were scattered abroad and as far as Cyprus. Local tradition has it that Paul and Barnabas 

found him when they came here in AD 45 and consecrated him bishop of Kition, and so he remained until 

his death in AD 63. He was buried on the site of the present church. His relics were first discovered in 890 in 

a tomb bearing the inscription ‘Lazarus, the four days dead and friend of Christ’. The present church inside 

has an air of grandeur emanating from the huge and magnificently carved icon screen. It is one of only two 

three-domed churches in Cyprus, the other being St Barnabas monastery where our tour began. Sadly there 

was no time to stay for vespers, but we were able to light candles and venerate the relics of St Lazarus, a 

wonderful privilege and a fitting end to our pilgrimage. 

 

MONICA THORNTON 

Porthmadog 
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THE 2016 PATH-CLEARING PILGRIMAGE 

 

 

It is now fifteen years since the first path-clearing pilgrimage in 2001. Much has 

changed since then, but the principle behind the pilgrimage remains the same: to 

allow some FoMA members a privileged glimpse into the spiritual life of the Holy 

Mountain, and in return to contribute their labour in the Garden of the All-Holy 

Theotokos.  

The major development for the Footpaths Project has been the growth in the number 

and distance of footpaths cleared and maintained. Given that the team is only on the 

Holy Mountain for two weeks each year, this is a considerable achievement, and its 

value is witnessed by the slow and steady increase in monks and pilgrims using the 

paths. 

Twenty-two FoMA members took part in the annual two-week path-clearing trip to 

the Holy Mountain in May 2016. We were a mix of Orthodox, Anglican, and 

Catholic, from seven different countries. As in previous years, the team’s main task 

was to check and clear the extensive network of paths we maintain. Other vital 

elements were the opportunity to share, albeit briefly, in the life and worship of the 

monasteries we visited, and to spend time with other FoMA members.  

However the trip was not entirely plain sailing. One and a half days of torrential rain 

reduced our working time: lopping bushes in pouring rain on slippery stone paths is 

both extremely unpleasant and potentially unsafe. Also a number of pre-trip injuries 

and illnesses meant that our teams were often smaller than ideal for their allotted 

work. Despite this, we achieved nearly all of what we set out to do, and everyone 

returned home safely. 

We were welcomed and hosted most generously by: IMM Great Lavra, IMM 

Vatopedi, IMM Iviron, IM Hilandar, IM Dionysiou, IM Koutloumousiou, IM 

Pantokrator, IM Zographou, IM Grigoriou, IM Stavronikita, IM Konstamonitou, and 

the Holy Skete of the Prophet Elijah. A small group also made a short visit to the cell 

of Axion Estin, a recent recipient of a FoMA grant. The path-clearers were made 

welcome and shown round the cell, which is in a very poor state. They were 

impressed by the commitment and energy of the brothers, who seem undaunted by the 

huge task ahead of them. 
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This year, for the first time, we offered a number of one-week places in addition to 

the normal two-week ones. This allows members who have heavier family and work 

commitments to join the pilgrimage. It worked well, and we have decided to offer this 

option again for the 2017 pilgrimage. 

During the two weeks we also spread the word about the society, our website, the 

Pilgrim’s Guide, and the Footpaths Project. Some of the pilgrims we met are using the 

FoMA path descriptions, but many more still rely on direction signs and poor maps. 

This strongly underlines the importance of our work in clearing and signposting paths. 

In addition a number of pilgrims expressed interest in future path-clearing trips.  

One of the major achievements of the Footpaths Project is the detailed footpath route 

descriptions, now covering most of the Holy Mountain. You only need to look at the 

list on the FoMA website to realize how much work it has taken to write the original 

descriptions and how much time and attention to detail it needs to keep these and the 

associated GPS tracks up to date. This Herculean task falls to David Bayne, who 

constantly receives news of changes and updates from path-clearers, FoMA members, 

and many other sources. His dedication and attention to detail ensure that pilgrims can 

walk a path they have never walked before and be confident of arriving safely at their 

destination. 

From talking to monks and pilgrims, it is clear that there is a demand for additional 

language versions of the footpath descriptions beyond the current English and Greek. 

Thanks to one member of the 2016 team, we now have draft Russian and Serbian 

translations for a number of the paths, but the need for accuracy means they have to 

be proof-read extremely carefully. We also need to work out how to ensure they are 

kept up to date and distributed, so it may be some while before they are available. 

I am pleased to report that the new map from filathonites.org – path-clearers Peter 

Howorth, Roland Baetens, and Dimitris Bakalis – was very well received by 

monasteries, monks, and pilgrims.1 Not only is it far more accurate and 

comprehensive than previous maps, but it is a most useful tool for the teams, and it 

allowed us to help a number of pilgrims find routes. 

I would like to express my gratitude to all the 2016 footpath-clearers; they achieved a 

huge amount, often in difficult conditions. Solid friendships were both formed and 

renewed – being a member of what we jokingly call the ‘Brotherhood of the Lopper’ 

                                                
1		See	the	review	below,	pp.	124-5	[Ed.].	
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is a privilege and a pleasure. Special thanks are due to the 2016 team leaders: 

Renaud Artru, Dimitris Bakalis, Michael Johnson, and Harry Spry-Leverton. Keeping 

teams safe and morale high, despite torrential rain, a heavy workload, and even 

bedbugs, can be a challenge. They all rose to this admirably. 

We particularly appreciate the support of the Holy Epistasia for the Footpaths Project, 

and their granting of free diamoniteria. I also wish to acknowledge and thank SETE 

GR for their continued and most generous financial backing for the Footpaths Project. 

I also wish to thank an anonymous donor who arranged for the design and production 

of special FoMA Footpath Project lapel badges. These will be given to everyone who 

takes part in a path-clearing pilgrimage, to mark their involvement and help in 

identifying other path-clearers at FoMA meetings and elsewhere. If the reaction of a 

US immigration officer on seeing my badge is anything to go by, they will also act as 

a conversation-starter and help us to tell more people about FoMA and the Footpaths 

Project  

I owe particular thanks to John Arnell for leading FoMA’s Footpath Project since the 

very beginning, and for his advice over the years. Dimitris Bakalis deserves special 

mention: his comprehensive knowledge of the Holy Mountain, his commitment to the 

project, and his help with Greek translation and communications were essential to the 

success of this pilgrimage.  

As I write this report, we are starting the planning for the May 2017 pilgrimage. Once 

again SETE GR has generously agreed to support our travel costs, and applications 

for places are already coming in. As happens every year, there will be a considerable 

workload for the team, but I am confident they will rise to the challenge. 

 

 

ANDREW BUCHANAN 

Westbury-sub-Mendip
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WHY CLEAR PATHS? 

 

I first went to the Holy Mountain with one of my sons in October 2015. We stayed three 

nights and walked between monasteries. The paths were utterly captivating, each one 

distinctive in character, in plants and trees, in scenery, bathed in light and shade and 

birdsong. We used downloaded FoMA path descriptions to plan our routes and keep us 

on the right track when we walked them. The signs and way markers were invaluable. So 

I was well disposed to join the FoMA footpath-clearing project in the following May.  

Another motive for joining the project was to spend more time in monasteries than a 

conventional pilgrimage allows. Path-clearers spend a week in each of two monasteries. 

The life and faith of the monks I briefly encountered was intriguing and I wanted to find 

out more. They seemed to live in a different world to mine, materially and spiritually, one 

which I wanted to explore and, if possible, learn from. 

       The project is meticulously planned and managed. Twenty-two people from half-a-

dozen countries are recruited, accommodated – en route and on the Mountain – provided 

with airline tickets, ferry tickets, and a diamonitirion. This year teams were based in a 

dozen different monsteries. Each had nine days’ work to be allocated to over fifty 

stretches of path previously identified as needing attention. Tools were bought and 

assigned. Signs were stencilled, photographed, and identified with GPS co-ordinates. 

This is a massive task for which I was full of admiration.  

       I started in a team of three based in Konstamonitou. Tucked in a pretty valley an 

hour’s walk from its little port, it is one of the smaller and poorer monasteries. It was a 

taste of life in former times. A modest generator provides electricity to strategic places 

like the kitchen and the workshop, while the guest rooms and facilities make do with oil 

lamps. The shower, icy-cold, is a hose in one of the lavatories. The monastic experience 

stopped here for non-Orthodox like me, as we were not allowed to attend church services 

or to eat in the refectory with the monks and other pilgrims. Our disappointment was 

compensated by the kindness and little treats of the guest master and his deputies and of 

the cook and the refectory workers. We tried to reciprocate by gardening the rose beds 

outside the church and volunteering to help in the kitchen. The water fountain and the 
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smoking den outside the main gate presented opportunities to chat with monks and 

workers at the end of the day.  

      The second week I was part of another team, based at Vatopedi. This was a very 

different experience: electricity, hot showers – no small matter after a day’s work on the 

Mountain – and, above all, the chance to participate in the spiritual life of the monastery. 

We were usually back from work in time for the evening service and shared meal. On the 

day we left and did not have a day’s work ahead of us, we attended the early morning 

orthros and Liturgy. All pilgrims and visitors are invited to take meals at the marble 

tables in the beautiful frescoed refectory. We were made welcome with guided visits to 

the katholikon, the treasuries, and other notable parts of the monastery. Volunteering to 

help, by laying tables in the trapeza, for example, opened more informal contacts. Above 

all, I shall remember the willingness to engage in friendly and open discussions with our 

hosts about elements of Orthodox practice and belief that I find mystifying.  

      I did not find the path-clearing work especially arduous, no more than heavy 

gardening. Our totemic loppers, ordinary gardening shears, and the occasional pruning 

saw were quite up to the job. The really heavy work, clearing paths overgrown with trees 

and massive shrubs, was done some time ago and for the most part we were cutting back 

a year or two’s growth. For me, a sedentary septuagenarian, the taxing part was climbing 

the hills to get up to the work and testing the knees on the way back down. Walking poles 

and knee bandages helped, but I lagged behind my younger team mates. They were very 

kind, but I came home with firm resolutions to get into training in the hope of being 

accepted on next year’s mission. 

      So what did I get out of path-clearing? And what, if anything at all, did I give? On a 

personal level, the two weeks were a spiritual and physical re-creation, on the Mountain 

and inside the monasteries, in the excellent company of entertaining colleagues and the 

inspiring company of generous monks. If this sounds self-serving, at least we were 

serving others as well. One of the great encouragements as we worked was the gratitude 

of pilgrims we met for clearing the paths and the signage. Some had the new map and 

downloaded path descriptions. Our work is a tangible and charitable service to any 

walking pilgrim.  
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In monasteries where there was no institutional recognition of our presence, individual 

monks seemed to appreciate our joining and sharing their life and work, if only in a 

symbolic way. Part of their vocation is to welcome pilgrims, which they do tirelessly and 

generously, and we were able to give a token demonstration of thanks for their 

hospitality. 

      Maintaining the paths and mapping them makes a contribution to the conservation of 

the Holy Mountain. Nothing can stop road-building and mechanization. You are almost 

as likely to hear a bulldozer as a bullfinch. Busier stretches of dirt roads give way to 

asphalt and concrete and in places you have to be careful crossing the road. But fit 

pilgrims who now walk will go by minibus if the paths are lost. By keeping them open 

we can at least provide an alternative to roads and slow down their development.  
 

JOHN MOLE 

London SW1 
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A HERMIT ON MOUNT ATHOS1 

 

The Holy Mountain of Athos is the northernmost of the three fingers of Chalkidiki 

which stretch into the Aegean Sea. Its 300 square miles of some of the wildest and 

most beautiful country in Greece is ruled by some twenty monasteries. Most of them 

were founded by the emperors of Byzantium, Trebizond, Bulgaria, and all the Russias 

who sometimes retired to Athos as simple monks. Today the simple monks are more 

likely to have been simple peasants, but the great Orthodox nations still contribute 

their novices and there are even fearful monkish rumours that the dwindling Russian 

community might get some new recruits for the first time since 1917. Men become 

monks on Athos for equally varied reasons as draw men to monasteries in the West, 

with the difference that the peculiar monastic tradition of the Orthodox Church is at 

its richest and most self-sufficient in this ancient theocracy. 

 Western theologians marvel at how variously the precepts of St Basil are 

interpreted on the Holy Mountain of Byzantium. Spiritual disciplines practised are 

diverse. For some the friendly bustle of the monastery is as far from the world as they 

wish. The crenellated watch-towers (for Turkish pirates) which overlook the brightly 

painted, many-domed churches in the courtyards have an air of compact security. 

Some monks retire farther – to the smaller dependent farming communities. But the 

true successors of St Antony and St Symeon Stylites, and of the anchorites of Nitria 

and Syria, live perched on the cliffs of the eastern tip of the peninsula beneath the 

Holy Mountain itself. For them even the tinkling of the mule bells in the olive groves 

by day and the hypnotic drumming of the simantron for church by night belong to the 

outside world. They leave their monasteries and become hermits. 

 A few weeks ago I climbed round the tip of Athos – some 20 miles of wild 

and splendid scenery. The Holy Mountain, sacred to the Virgin, falls sharply into the 

blue sea below. Its sides are covered with green scrub and I could see the roofs of 

cottage hermitages below me. Some hermits gather in small settlements where they 

weave, carve, paint, or till pockets of soil carried over the rocks by the basketful. 

Others are shy and wild and live in caves. Many are giants of self-discipline. To a 

stranger their hospitality is absolute. 

                                                
1		This	article	first	appeared	in	The	Guardian,	22	January	1959,	p.	7.	
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 The paths are erratic and I lost my way. A fruitless climb beneath an 

overhanging cliff led me only to a little domed chapel of whitewashed stone with a 

living-room beside its porch. A tangle-haired hermit came bounding out like an 

enthusiastic spider and invited me in. 

 Fr John was born in Crete some sixty years ago into a numerous farming 

family. There seemed little future on the island and he drifted to the mainland. After a 

season’s woodcutting on Athos in monastic employment he found he liked the life 

and became a novice and monk at the monastery of the Great Lavra. Twenty years 

ago he followed the example of St Athanasios, who founded the Lavra in 963, and 

became a hermit. 

 Fr John’s narrow bed almost filled his dark room by the chapel. I sat on it, a 

glass of raki in one hand and a mug of cold water in the other. He grinned delightedly 

when I spluttered over the unexpectedly fierce liqueur. As he squatted down to light a 

tiny fire for the ritual cup of Turkish coffee, I looked round the room. Through the 

window I could just glimpse the sea below. An icon hung above the bed and a pot of 

basil stood upon the window sill. Over the diminutive fireplace was a clock and a 

calendar with the days firmly ticked off. 

 An obsession with time is not an eremitic quality but the dates of fasts and 

feasts are important, and in any case Fr John is at one remove from temporal reality, 

for, like nearly all Athos, he remains faithful to the Julian calendar and to the 

Byzantine system of reckoning time. His clock said 7.45; his calendar 24 August. The 

outside world deluded itself into thinking that it was half past three of 6 September. It 

was very easy, he explained; he sets his clock to 12 every evening as the sun sets 

behind Lemnos, far away on the horizon. 

 Fr John keeps his raki and his coffee only for visitors. Once a week his parent 

monastery sends him bread of formidable consistency. In his garden plot among the 

rocks he grows tomatoes and a grape vine grows over his porch. He carves elaborate 

wooden spoons, crowned with the imperial double eagle of his Church, for anything 

else he needs. His monastery sells the spoons to the faithful and in exchange Fr John 

receives incense and candles for his chapel and for himself, olive oil, beans, black 

olives, and perhaps some octopus or fish (never meat) when there is no fast. Female 

beings have been forbidden to Athos for nearly a thousand years, so the hermits never 

see milk, eggs, or butter. They seem to thrive on the diet. 
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 Fr John is immensely proud of his chapel, dedicated to St Panteleimon. In 

about 10 square feet it contains in miniature the dome, iconostasis, and bishop’s 

throne familiar in all Orthodox churches. Its whitewashed walls are covered with 

icons. In most of them the severe traditions of Byzantium have become confused with 

the more human feeling of Italy. The two styles do not mix happily, but to Fr John 

aesthetic considerations are immaterial. His icons represent an intimate family of 

saints whose peculiar idiosyncrasies he knows and loves to talk about. In the corner of 

the chapel is a stick upon which the old hermit leans during his nightly Liturgy and 

the fifty vigils which the Orthodox Church recognizes in a year. 

 I had to leave so as to reach St Paul’s monastery before sunset. Fr John 

insisted that I should take the only bunch of grapes on his vine. I tried to refuse, but 

he protested that the Virgin had seen him safely through the snows of last winter and 

would not let him starve now. Then from the corner of the porch he produced a hoard 

of seven walnuts. Shamefacedly I offered him in return – cigarettes. He laughed, but 

took them all the same. A hermit who lived in a cave farther up the mountain, and 

who had been a priest in Chicago half a century ago, still enjoyed a smoke. Another 

hermit lives far below Fr John’s chapel, lowered 200 feet down a cliff over the sea to 

a cave, where he enjoys the company of the skulls of seventeen of his predecessors. 

He is eighty-five and remembers St Petersburg in the days when he was adjutant to 

Tsar Nicholas II. 

 Fr John gave me his blessing as I climbed down to find my path again – after 

he had hunted all over the hermitage for something else for me. It was his eighth and 

last walnut. 

 

† ANTHONY BRYER 
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PHILIP SHERRARD AND MOUNT ATHOS1 

 

 

‘Just back from a fortnight on Athos, which for me is the most extraordinary of the 

many extraordinary places in this land of yours.’ So wrote the twenty-eight-year-old 

Philip Sherrard on 1 May 1951 to his new friend George Seferis.2 This was not his 

first visit to the Holy Mountain – that had taken place the year before – but it clearly 

had made a deep impression on him and he was to continue to visit Athos regularly 

for the next thirty years. During this time, and in the subsequent years, both between 

1983, when I think he made his last pilgrimage to Athos, and 1995 when he died, and 

between 1995 and today, Athos has changed a great deal, at least superficially.3 What 

I wish to do in this paper is to trace the evolution of Philip’s attitude to the Mountain, 

to consider why he stopped going there even though he remained a devout Orthodox 

totally committed to the spiritual ethos of Athos, and to ask if he might consider going 

back now if he were alive today. 

                                                
1		This	paper	was	delivered	at	a	workshop	held	in	Oxford	in	memory	of	Philip	Sherrard	

on	14	July	2016.	Just	two	weeks	later,	on	30	July,	the	part	of	Evia	in	which	Philip	made	

his	home	was	struck	by	a	devastating	forest	fire	that	burned	out	of	control	for	three	

days.	Mercifully	the	inhabitants	of	Katounia,	their	animals,	and	all	the	buildings,	

including	the	church	dedicated	to	the	Protecting	Veil	of	the	Mother	of	God,	were	

unscathed;	but	the	hillsides	and	all	the	surrounding	forest	were	reduced	to	a	

smouldering	desert	and	will	take	many	years	to	regain	their	former	glory.	I	have	

therefore	chosen	to	dedicate	this	paper	in	its	published	form	to	the	resurgence	of	

Katounia.	I	am	grateful	to	both	Denise	and	Liadain	Sherrard	for	comments	on	an	earlier	

draft	and	I	wish	them	courage	in	the	huge	task	of	reconstruction	that	lies	ahead	of	them.	
2		See	Denise	Sherrard	(ed.),	This	Dialectic	of	Blood	and	Light:	George	Seferis	–	Philip	

Sherrard.	An	Exchange:	1947-1971	(Limni:	Denise	Harvey,	2015),	p.	196.	
3		Fundamentally	I	do	not	believe	that	the	Mountain	has	changed	at	all.	The	reasons	why	

men	choose	to	become	monks	have	not	changed;	the	institutions	of	spiritual	fatherhood	

and	of	the	monastic	regime	as	a	whole	are	essentially	unchanged;	and	Athos	remains	

what	it	has	always	been	–	the	garden	of	the	Mother	of	God	and	the	spiritual	heart	of	the	

Eastern	Orthodox	world.	
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 First of all, what sort of a place did he find on those early visits in the 1950s? 

This is the Athos that Sydney Loch wrote about in his book Athos: The Holy 

Mountain. Sydney died in 1952 and the book was published posthumously by his 

widow Joice in 1957. It presents a graphic portrait of the Mountain at a time when 

Athos was still recovering from the ravages of World War II and the Greek Civil War. 

In his Introduction Loch writes: 

 

I have lived on the doorstep of the Holy Mountain for the past twenty-five years, and 
claim to know it as do few other laymen. Therefore I have chosen to attempt to record 
the heart of Athos through the everyday life of that womanless land... [T]his 
community ... was already well established when William the Conqueror landed in 
England. The astonishing thing is how little time has changed it. It is the Past, with all 
the old enthusiasms... [I]t remains to-day as it was when, full of zeal at the direct 
message from Christ, monks crept into the caves and became the first hermits. To-day 
the zeal is still there; but the monks are in danger of dying out, for the world no 
longer breeds solitaries... Statesmen, kings, and generals no longer desert thrones to 
become monks, so that the monks of to-day are for the most part simple men. And the 
pilgrims of to-day are tourists.4 

 

Sydney lived in the ancient tower at Ouranoupolis, or Prosphorion as it was called 

then, where he and Joice kept open house for monks and pilgrims alike. He was in the 

fortunate position of being able to shoulder a rucksack and stroll down on to the 

peninsula whenever the mood took him and as a result his claim to have unparalleled 

knowledge of the Mountain was certainly justified. He was on close personal terms 

with every monk he met and, though he never became Orthodox, he was given a 

warm welcome wherever he went. His account is a joy to read even today. 

 That short passage that I quoted alludes to many of the issues that were to 

exercise Philip as his knowledge of the Mountain deepened: the spiritual zeal was still 

there; but the monks had become an endangered species; and the pilgrims were all 

tourists. It was still the most extraordinary of places, as Philip wrote to Seferis, but 

even then in the early 1950s it appeared that the writing was on the wall for Athos. 

Philip was not yet Orthodox at the time, and I can imagine that a two-week 

pilgrimage in April (which probably included Pascha) would have been pretty mind-

blowing for someone who was not yet entirely familiar with the mysteries of what 

Sydney called ‘that womanless land’. But during the 1950s, when he was not in 

                                                
4		Sydney	Loch,	Athos:	The	Holy	Mountain	(London:	Lutterworth	Press,	1957),	p.	11.	
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London writing his doctoral thesis on the poetry of Solomos, Palamas, Cavafy, 

Sikelianos, and Seferis, he spent as much time as possible in Greece.5 He had recently 

married a Greek wife and was father to a young family. In these years he found 

himself increasingly drawn towards Orthodoxy, no doubt partly under the influence of 

the celebrated Russian hermit, Fr Nikon of Karoulia, whom he came to know well, 

and in June 1956 he was received into the Orthodox Church by baptism. In 1958 he 

was reappointed Assistant Director of the British School of Archaeology in Athens, a 

post that he had first held in 1951-2, and in 1959 he had the good fortune to come 

across a disused magnesite mine at a place called Katounia near Limni on the island 

of Evia. On learning that the mine, together with its collection of near-derelict 

buildings, was for sale, and for a much lower price than he expected, Philip together 

with some friends was able to buy it and for the rest of his life Katounia became his 

permanent home. 

 Now Katounia is a very special place, and it is where Philip and Anna are 

buried and where their daughters Selga and Liadain and Philip’s second wife Denise 

still live. I myself have visited it many times and I can remember being struck on my 

very first visit by how Athonite it feels. The houses are all single-storey with generous 

verandahs, set at some distance from each other on a pine-clad hillside overlooking 

the sea. Each is secluded, surrounded by its own garden of scented shrubs and 

flowers, while in the valley below there are productive vines, fruit-trees, an olive 

grove, a vegetable garden. and a run for geese and chickens. Significantly, there are 

no roads on the estate: the houses are connected by a network of paths, consciously 

modelled on the sort of paths you find on the Holy Mountain. The road from Limni 

peters out at this point and a track continues as far as a small monastery a few miles 

down the coast. It must be one of the most unspoilt, most idyllic spots remaining in all 

Greece. Also in the valley is a small church, built by Philip and Denise using 

traditional materials and recently frescoed most beautifully by Aidan Hart with 

images of all the saints who meant most to Philip. Next to the church is a small stone 

hut, known as the kelli, which is perfectly suited to the use of visiting hermits. This 

                                                
5		The	thesis	was	eventually	published	as	a	book	entitled	The	Marble	Threshing	Floor:	

Studies	in	Modern	Greek	Poetry	(London:	Vallentine,	Mitchell,	1956).	
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delightful little chapel was consecrated by Bishop Kallistos on the third anniversary 

of Philip’s death in 1998.  

 I have spent some time describing Katounia because I think it is part of the 

story of Philip and Mount Athos. He lived a very simple life there with no electricity 

and no telephone. Light was provided by oil lamps and heating by log fires and water 

obligingly flowed down the hillside. It was and still is a mini-paradise, strongly 

reminiscent of an idiorrhythmic Athonite skete with its cluster of separate cells 

gathered around a central church. From 1977 Philip lived permanently at Katounia 

surrounded by a garden that was as close as he could make it to the Athos that he 

knew and loved in the 1950s.  

 In 1960 he published his book Athos: The Mountain of Silence, and I think that 

the subtitle is highly significant: ‘the mountain of silence’. This is a remarkably 

mature and reflective work for someone who had known the Mountain for less than 

ten years and been Orthodox for only four. It contains some wonderfully lyrical 

writing such as the following paragraph from the introduction: 

 
To anyone who has sojourned on the Holy Mountain and has been touched, however 
remotely, by that peace; who has watched the cone of the peak rise above the region 
of firs in a steep mass of white marble and take on a faint delicate tint of pale grey in 
the summer sun, or in winter draw to it as a magnet the fierce storm; who has 
travelled the wooded ridges and sailed beneath the inspired cliffs; has gazed at that 
inexorable sea gleaming all the colours of a pearl or stirred silvery blue or green 
turquoise by a sudden puff of air; who has listened to the great scent-loaded silence 
made more commanding by the shrill call of a bird; who has trod where each stone 
breathes a prayer; he knows that it is a beauty more than natural that transfigures this 
landscape, a care more than human that has overshadowed the monks through all 
their long generations on this Mountain; and he knows that it is not for nothing that 
Athos has been called, by one of its own poets, ‘the Park and Garden of our Lady’.6 

 

 It is also a very economical book, which cannot be said of all Sherrard’s 

writing. He packs an enormous amount into a text of little more than 100 pages. He 

does not try to describe every monastery but he concentrates on just one, which serves 

as a model for the rest. You need to read it for yourselves, but let me just give you a 

taste by quoting the first few sentences: 

                                                
6		Philip	Sherrard,	Athos:	The	Mountain	of	Silence	(London:	Oxford	University	Press,	

1960),	p.	2.	
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[T]o get an impression of a whole monastery, one cannot do better than to visit the 
Great Lavra, prototype of all Athonite monasteries. To picture this foundation of 
Athanasios as it stands today and has stood for all but a thousand years, towers and 
storehouses, church and chapels, refectory, library, treasury, and guesthouse, 
fountains, shrines, trees, flowerbeds, and endless rows of cells, all grouped within a 
fortified enclosure, one must imagine the great peak of Athos rising its six thousand 
feet above the water; then one must imagine a spur, still five hundred feet high, 
jutting out south-east into the sea and forming a gently sloping platform, planted with 
gardens. This is the site on which the Lavra is built. If you look down from above, 
where the salad-green vines drop their clusters of cold blue grapes against the red 
earth; where peaches, figs, and walnuts flourish by a mountain stream, dammed in a 
reservoir to work a mill – if you look down through these gardens, you will see, 
among a sea of grey-leaved olive-trees out of which rise the dark bodies of the 
cypresses, a small embattled town.7 

 

Such colourful writing scarcely needs to be illustrated, and yet the text is 

complemented by a fine collection of evocative colour photographs and line drawings 

that make it an object of rare beauty. 

 As for the life of a skete monk, Philip writes, ‘his cottage surrounded by strips 

of vineyard, fruit-trees, olive trees, vegetable garden, with the sea spread out like a 

peacock’s tail beneath, is still today very much as it was when described by the 

eighteenth-century Athonite monk, Konstantinos Daponte, in a lyrical passage: “I 

found myself in a garden of graces, in a true paradise of delight... The place was full 

of fragrance, the trees gave out their odours, birds flew round about, singing while 

one chanted, and the ground was covered with various flowers and lilies, delighting 

the eye and ear and filling one with gladness... Hearing, sight, touch, smell, all offered 

thanks to God.”’8 That was Daponte writing about Athos in the 1780s, but it might 

just as well have been Philip writing about Katounia in the 1970s. 

 Of course Athos has not always been a ‘true paradise of delight’ and has 

suffered many tribulations in the course of its long history. We can even draw a 

parallel, I believe, between what happened in the tenth century and something that 

Philip wrote about in the twentieth. The monastery about which he wrote so lyrically 

in the passage that I quoted just now was not greeted with such rapture when it was 

first built in the latter part of the tenth century. The Great Lavra was the first of the 

                                                
7		Ibid.,	pp.	42-3.	
8		Ibid.,	p.	78.	
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so-called ruling monasteries to be founded on Athos. Prior to that there had been 

hermits on the Mountain since the mid-ninth century, some of whom grouped 

themselves together in loose communities which were known (slightly confusingly) 

as lavras. But these were very different from the rich and powerful monastery that 

Athanasios now began to construct with its grand buildings, with a huge complement 

of eighty monks, and, most offensive of all, with the support of the Emperor 

Nikephoros Phokas himself. Naturally the hermits protested, first to the leaders of the 

Athonite community, and then, after the death of Nikephoros, to his successor, 

Emperor John Tzimiskes. They claimed that Athanasios ‘was oppressing the 

Mountain and destroying its ancient customs and norms ... for he had changed the 

course of streams, and bought pairs of oxen. He had given a worldly aspect to the 

Mountain. For he cultivated the fields and planted vineyards and produced fruits.’9 

Such protests found an echo a thousand years later in what Philip felt and said about 

the changes that were taking place on the Mountain in the latter part of the twentieth 

century. More of that below. The hermits were given a hearing, and though inevitably 

the building proceeded and the monastery was established on the Studite model, 

Athanasios was persuaded that a small number of solitaries should be permitted to 

live outside the monastery and be supported by it. Thus the eremitic system was 

allowed to coexist with the cenobitic, as it has continued to do on the Mountain ever 

since.  

 Philip brings the story of Athos more or less down to the time of writing. He 

draws attention to the dwindling numbers of monks: 

 

New recruits to the monasteries each year are few, firstly because in Greece itself a 
spirit hostile to the demands and purposes of the monastic life continues largely to 
dominate both publicly and privately; and secondly because the Greek state, for 
reasons not unconnected with that tendency to destroy Athos as an Orthodox centre 
and to turn it into a purely Greek concern, either directly prohibits or makes 
extremely difficult the admission of probationers of non-Greek nationality, as, for 
instance, the Roumanians. 

 

But he is less pessimistic about the future than some of his contemporaries and 

concludes that, ‘With a consciousness of the principles of this life, and the resolution 

                                                
9		Ibid.,	p.	12.	
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to pursue it, the monks of Athos may yet frustrate the forces which aim at the 

destruction of their community.’10 And in a later passage he puts his finger on one of 

the major obstacles to the long-term survival of Athos, namely the idiorrhythmic 

system that still prevailed then in no fewer than nine of the twenty monasteries. It is 

that system, he writes, that  

 
persistently undermines the stability and order of the traditional Athonite life, openly 
attacks its communal aspect, and directly endangers Athonite monasticism itself; it is 
in idiorrhythmic monasteries that modern and profane ideas most readily find a 
welcome on Athos, and only too often one is made acutely aware of the effects of 
these ideas on the behaviour of the inmates of these monasteries, and of the general 
state of decadence prevailing there.11 

 

 Philip also laments the extent to which the income of the monasteries had been 

depleted since the nineteenth century and the fact that as a result of the confiscation of 

their estates the monasteries had been left with no land beyond the Athonite peninsula 

itself. ‘One unfortunate consequence of this dependence on native territory for 

support’, he writes, ‘is that the forests of Athos are now being exploited in a far more 

systematic way than before. This has involved, among other things, the building of 

roads by two monasteries, St Paul’s and Xeropotamou, from the shore to the ridge of 

Athos where the main woods are; while lorries have been imported to transport the 

timber down to the boats.’12 He stops short of condemning the corruption, ‘both moral 

and physical’, of such commercial activity, but he does not condone it either. Nor 

does he speculate here about the likely consequences of the first appearance of roads 

and motorized vehicles on the Mountain, though this was a matter to which he would 

return with great bitterness and heart-felt regret in later writings. 

 Philip is perhaps at his best in this book when he is describing the ‘life of the 

monk’ and the ‘contemplative life’ which are the titles of his last two chapters. Here 

he penetrates into the mind of the monk in a way that few other writers in English 

have managed to do. One of the hardest mysteries of Athos for the outsider or the 

novice to comprehend is the daily pattern of work, sleep, and prayer; day after day, 

                                                
10		Ibid.,	p.	26.	
11		Ibid.,	p.	37.	
12		Ibid.,	p.	50.	
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night after night, give or take a feast-day or two, the same services are sung, the same 

prayers are prayed, the same meals are served, the same chores are performed, in an 

endless cycle of kyrie eleisons, pater imons, Jesus Prayers, prostrations, signs of the 

cross, and evlogisons. No workshop is opened without a religious ceremony, no work 

begun without prayer, no food eaten without a blessing. As Philip remarks,  

 

Each act steeped thus in symbolic or ritual meaning is charged with a potential that 

goes far beyond its mere physical performance. It is linked to the most profound 

realities of the spiritual world. Through his participation in it, therefore, through his 

self-effacing subscription to the ritual pattern, the monk is continually reminded of 

these realities. Submitting as though he had no higher aspirations and with a kind of 

obtuse compliance to the endless repetitive details of this pattern; with nothing 

demanded of him than that he should copy them without question or comment or any 

long-winded explanation, he gradually discovers in the course of years that the forms 

in which his life is immersed no longer oppress but liberate.13 

 

For a monk to reach this level of understanding is sufficient indication of his 

readiness to set out on the road to the mastery of that art of all arts and science of all 

sciences that is the contemplative life. For a layman, and a convert to Orthodoxy to 

boot, it is indeed remarkable. 

 In the last chapter of the book Philip presents the stages through which the 

monk must pass in order to achieve the contemplative life. He must seek to regain his 

pristine state and to re-establish the kingdom of God that is within him by means of 

repentance. Thus the soul and body must be purified of all the consequences of the 

fall. Only after that can follow the spiritual ascent, the return to our original state 

through spiritual exercise, contemplation, faith, hope, and love, and the final union 

with God or deification that is the ultimate goal. To attain this state the monk must 

follow a clearly defined path under the guidance of an experienced teacher. He must 

learn to withdraw from the world with all its passions and temptations, deny his own 

will, and follow what he calls the ‘way of silence’. He then quotes from the 

Philokalia: 

                                                
13		Ibid.,	p.	81.	
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By means of silence you must thoroughly cleanse the mind, and give it constant 
spiritual exercise; for as the eye is turned upon sensory objects and marvels at what it 
sees, so the pure mind turns to intelligible things, and is ravished by spiritual 
contemplation, and it becomes hard to tear it away. And in the measure that by means 
of silence it is stripped of the passions and purified, so it becomes worthy of spiritual 
knowledge. Then the mind is perfect, when it tramples down its own knowledge and 
is united with God... Then there is great joy; and a keen desire burning in the soul, 
and the body also ravished by the spirit, the whole man becomes spiritual. Such 
become those who practice blessed silence and the strict life, and who, having 
withdrawn from every human consolation, in solitude converse clearly with our Lord 
in heaven alone.14 

 

 Philip ends his book with a section devoted to the Jesus Prayer. Once again 

quoting several passages from the Philokalia, he explains how use of the Jesus Prayer 

enables the monk to reach the next stage of the ‘way of silence’ in which he begins to 

perceive and have knowledge of divine things.‘Sobriety and prayer lead ... not only to 

the perception and enjoyment of divine realities, but to union with the Divine itself. 

And in this union, the “way of silence” achieves its third and final stage. For in it man 

is resurrected to, or renewed in, that stage for which he was created “in the 

beginning”. He achieves his “deification” and becomes himself God-like.’15 

 

 The Philokalia was to provide the focus for several of Philip’s subsequent 

pilgrimages to the Holy Mountain and we know from what Metropolitan Kallistos has 

written that the trio of translators made several extended visits to the monastery of 

Hilandar while they were working on it in the 1970s and early 1980s.16 Meanwhile 

Philip made numerous pilgrimages to Athos where he increasingly came under the 

influence of Fr Nikon of Karoulia who instructed him in the practice of the Jesus 

Prayer. He went everywhere on foot and came to know every path and every stone of 

that sacred peninsula, just as Sydney Loch had done a decade or so before him. It was 

                                                
14		Ibid.,	p.	92,	quoting	Abba	Philemon.	
15		Ibid.,	p.	102.	
16		See	e.g.	K.	Ware,	‘Foreword’	to	P.	Sherrard,	Christianity:	Lineaments	of	a	Sacred	

Tradition	(Edinburgh:	T.	&	T.	Clark,	1998),	pp.	xliv-xlv.	
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the paths of Athos that he focused on in a remarkable paper with that title published in 

1977 in the Eastern Churches Review.17 

 By the 1970s it had become clear that a monastic revival was taking place on 

the Mountain. ‘The winds of change are blowing’, Philip wrote. ‘From being a 

community whose members are old and dwindling, it has become a community with a 

growing intake and in which one is more conscious of youth than of age. Athos is far 

from being a museum piece. It throbs with vitality.’ All this, he admitted, was cause 

for rejoicing. ‘But’, he goes on, ‘the outsider who has visited Athos consistently over 

the last twenty-five years or so will note with apprehension one fact which casts a 

shadow over his appreciation of this revival: the paths of Athos are disappearing.’18 

 There follows an extended lament for the fact that both monks and pilgrims 

had abandoned the old ways of getting about, by walking or riding a mule, for some 

form of motor transport, by land or sea. The rot had started when St Paul’s monastery 

opened a road to transport wood down from its forest to the port below. Other 

monasteries followed suit, and ‘the groans and clankings of lorries carrying wood 

began to murder the silence.’ Worse was to follow. In 1963 a road was cut from 

Daphni to Karyes so that dignitaries attending the celebrations for the millennium of 

Athos – ‘royalty, ambassadors, obese bishops, chair-bound professors’ – would not 

have to walk but could be conveyed by bus. This was the thin end of the wedge. Soon 

every monastery was building a road, Athos was covered by a network of roads, and 

the whole pattern of movement on the peninsula changed. No one walked any more; 

and, if anyone did, the monks regarded it with astonishment.  

 All this was reflected in the state of the paths which are used less and less. 

They are no longer cleared or maintained, the signposts have nearly all disappeared, 

and the cobbles of the mule-tracks are disintegrating. Many paths are now so 

overgrown that it is no longer possible to walk along them, notably the ridgeway from 

Hilandar to St Paul’s. As a result, pilgrimage, at least in the sense that Philip 

understands the word, is impossible.19 For him, walking is an essential ingredient of 

                                                
17		Philip	Sherrard,	‘The	Paths	of	Athos’,	Eastern	Churches	Review,	9:	1	(1977),	100-7.	
18		Ibid.,	p.	100.	
19		For	a	discussion	of	whether	visitors	to	Athos	should	be	described	as	pilgrims	or	

tourists,	see	G.	Speake,	Mount	Athos:	Renewal	in	Paradise,	2nd	edn.	(Limni:	Denise	

Harvey,	2014),	pp.	214-17.	
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pilgrimage. Unlike the tourist, whose aim is to see things and travel around in 

comfort, the pilgrim breaks with his material servitude, puts his trust in God, and sets 

out on a quest into the unknown. ‘His feet tire, his body aches, sweat drips from his 

head and trickles into his eyes and down his neck. He tastes rigour and hardship. But 

through all this ... the pilgrimage is at work.’ Anyone who refuses to undergo the 

rigours and hardships of pilgrimage is a tourist. And according to Philip, at least 90 

per cent of visitors to Athos in 1977 are not pilgrims but tourists. Nor is this their 

fault. The monks, aided by the civil authorities, are gradually turning Athos into a 

place where pilgrimage is impossible. Philip is so disturbed by these developments 

that he goes so far as to question whether the monks are aware of the spiritual purpose 

to which Athos is consecrated. He concludes that things are in the balance and it may 

yet be possible to retrieve the situation. But, he writes, ‘unless and until this happens, 

it is certainly premature to speak of a spiritual revival on Athos, however much the 

number of monks goes up and however many masterful figures bump in jeeps or 

landrovers about the peninsula on important monastic business. It is in this light that 

the state of the paths on the Holy Mountain can be seen as a direct reflection of the 

inner spiritual health of the monastic community.’20 

 Six years after the publication of this cri de coeur Philip visited Athos for the 

last time. For the last twelve years of his life he stopped going there and deliberately 

cut himself off from the Mountain whose traditions, sanctity, and way of life he so 

deeply revered. He had created his own mini-paradise, his own version of the garden 

of the Mother of God, at Katounia. There he was in control of his environment and he 

could keep the trappings of modern technology at bay. The Athos that he had known 

and loved for the past thirty years no longer existed except in his memory. 

 He seems to have developed a similar attitude towards rural England where he 

had grown up in the years before World War II. As his daughter Liadain has written,  

 

He would speak with sheer delight and nostalgia about his farm upbringing, the early 
rising, the milking, the harvest in an England still rural and to a large extent 
unmechanized. His love and knowledge of nature had its roots in that childhood, as 
did his practical acquaintance with the land and his deep need of it. His later violent 
reaction against England may have been – unconsciously – activated by those 

                                                
20		‘The	Paths	of	Athos’,	p.	107.	
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profound and beautiful memories of it as it used to be, as he had experienced it in 
childhood before the war, and as it would never be again.21 

 

In other words, with regard to both England and Athos, some would say that Philip 

was an incurable romantic. 

 As I said at the beginning, Athos has changed a great deal, at least on the 

surface. In the years between the early 1980s, when Philip was making his last 

pilgrimage, and 1995, when he died, the monastic revival became a conspicuous 

reality.22 No one could fail to notice the increase in the numbers of monks, first of all 

in the Greek monasteries and in due course in the Slav and Romanian houses as well. 

The idiorrhythmic system became a thing of the past as one by one all the ruling 

monasteries adopted the cenobitic way of life. The change was forced on them 

because they were not receiving any novices. The new breed of Athonite came with a 

good education, a range of skills, and an inquiring mind, not usually with a 

background in farming or fishing as in the rural Greece before the advent of the EU. 

And yes, the roads increased in number and so did the vehicles that travelled on them. 

Numbers of pilgrims increased too, though the quota system ensured that the 

monasteries were never swamped. And still the old Athos prevailed outside the 

monasteries, in the sketes and cells, where life continued much as it had done for 

centuries. 

 In the last twenty years since Philip’s death, there has been a further change. 

There has been a consolidation of the revival. Numbers have levelled off and are no 

longer increasing at the same rapid rate. A new spiritual and cultural maturity has 

evolved, manifesting itself in a variety of ways: serious works of scholarship such as 

the new translation of the Synaxarion; a rigorous devotion to the doctrines of 

hesychasm; music and iconography re-established on traditional principles and 

achieving new levels of mastery; even a new breed of pilgrim, eager to venerate the 

holy places, zealous for confession and holy communion, thirsting for the waters of 

                                                
21		Quoted	in	Kathleen	Raine,	Philip	Sherrard	(1922-1995):	A	Tribute	(Birmingham:	The	

Delos	Press,	1996),	p.	7.	
22		On	the	monastic	revival	that	took	place	on	Athos	in	the	second	half	of	the	twentieth	

century	see	Speake,	op.	cit.,	pp.	154-71.	
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Athonite spirituality that bring relief from the stress and pace of life in the outside 

world. 

 And there is one further change that has come about just in the last fifteen 

years. Since the year 2000 the Friends of Mount Athos, of which Philip was a patron 

from its foundation until his death, has sent a team of volunteers every spring to the 

Mountain to clear and maintain the footpaths and mule-tracks. This was an initiative 

of the Prince of Wales who had noticed that with the proliferation of roads the old 

paths were not being used any more and were falling into disrepair. He challenged the 

Friends to do something about this, and it is gratifying to record that as of this year 

there are now more than 250 kilometres of paths that have been cleared, and not just 

cleared, because paths do not remain cleared for long without maintenance. So now 

the vast majority of the network of paths from one end of the peninsula to the other 

has been cleared, is regularly maintained, and is clearly signposted. As a result the 

paths are coming back into use and more and more pilgrims (and even some monks) 

are walking them and taking the opportunity to make their pilgrimage more 

meaningful. Once again true pilgrimage is possible. 

 If what Philip wrote in 1977 is true, and ‘the state of the paths of the Holy 

Mountain can be seen as a direct reflection of the inner spiritual health of the 

monastic community’, then it follows that the monastic community has rarely been in 

better spiritual health than it is now. And if that is so, I like to think that, if he were 

alive today, Philip might be persuaded to resume his regular Athonite pilgrimage, 

though my guess is that he would spend less time in the monasteries, where the 

atmosphere is polluted by the noisome presence of cranes, computers, and mobile 

phones, than in the sketes and cells where he could still listen to the scent-loaded 

silence and tread where each stone breathes a prayer. 

 

GRAHAM SPEAKE 

 Oxford 



 

84 

 

THE JUBILEE CELEBRATIONS OF THE MILLENNIUM OF THE RUSSIAN 

PRESENCE ON MOUNT ATHOS 

Moscow 21-24 September 2016 

 

 ‘Thank you, Sergey Sergeyevich; your fascinating paper managed to stop our 

seminary students from sleeping’, said the archimandrite chairing my session. I was 

wondering whether there would be any point in trying to hold the attention of the 

fifty-or-so seminarians who were ready to close their eyes again. 

 It was Thursday 22 September. I was at the Trinity-St Sergius Lavra as a 

participant in the grandly titled External Meeting of the Jubilee Academic Conference 

in Honour of the Millennium of Russian Monasticism on the Holy Mountain of 

Athos. The programme was ambitious. Our meeting consisted of eight keynote 

speeches and two simultaneous sessions of eight talks each: in all, twenty-four papers 

were delivered in a single day. 

 My stay in Moscow was tiring. On my first morning, the feast of the birth of 

the Mother of God, we had to board our buses by 7 in the morning, or 5 am English 

time. I was put up in the Hotel Salyut where I used to stay on my trips to the USSR 

with my Winchester College pupils. The hotel was built for the 1980 Olympics. My 

room’s furnishings, the carpets, and the corridors seemed not to have changed for the 

past thirty years. The hotel lobby and the inefficient lifts, which were apparently our 

only means of getting to our rooms, were as I remembered them. 

 Soon the lobby was filled with my fellow delegates, and hundreds of abbots 

and abbesses: to mark the millennial jubilee the Patriarch had invited the head of 

every monastery in Russia – the first such meeting in history. We boarded twenty 

coaches and set off in convoy under police escort. Ninety minutes later we were at the 

Cathedral of Christ the Saviour situated on the bank of the Moscow River next to the 

Kremlin. We were ushered past the security guards into the entrance hall next to the 

great congress theatre. Confusing signs pointed to the lavatories, the refectory, and the 

main church. I lost my way and found myself passing rows of abbots putting on their 

vestments. I then ascended a winding staircase leading to the sanctuary. I glimpsed 

the patriarchal throne; a bishop completing the proskomidi frowned at me. Soon the 

deep, commanding voice of a deacon ordered me back down the stairs to the nave. 
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Finally, having lost my way twice more, I was standing amid a sea of abbesses in 

their billowing black robes. 

 Deacons and subdeacons had positioned sixty vested abbots, all in Theotokos 

blue, in two even ranks either side of the Royal Doors. In the middle of the nave, 

facing the patriarchal dais, were the icons of the feast, and of St Silouan the Athonite 

and his relics. Seats for twenty bishops and metropolitans were placed by the 

patriarchal dais. At 9.30 the bells tolled; priests, deacons, and subdeacons processed 

towards the entrance with tapers and censers, and the two great choirs sang Dostoyno 

est’. The Patriarch had arrived and was vested on the dais. 

 It was a magnificent but tiring service; there was nowhere to sit. At the end of 

the Liturgy, the Patriarch gave a long sermon about the Mother of God and St Silouan 

the Athonite. We then filed into the middle of the church to venerate the icons and 

relics. An official dressed in black ticked me off: ‘Today’s a feast; one doesn’t bow 

down.’ We delegates (not the thousands of worshippers jammed together) were then 

ushered to a special exhibition of Athonite archives in the cathedral museum. I 

wandered around so as to loosen my limbs and was stopped five times by security 

guards with squiggly wired earpieces and weapons bulging under their suits. 

Eventually the Patriarch arrived with three metropolitans and A. D. Beglov, the 

Plenipotentiary Representative of the President of the Russian Federation. More, 

lengthy speeches ensued and we were at last invited to the refectory at 1 o’clock. 

After four hours on my feet I was so stiff that I could hardly sit down. The 

unexpectedly modest meal was eaten in monastic silence to a reading from the 

Menaion, which was periodically interrupted by the Patriarch, the metropolitans, and 

Beglov proposing toasts, which we replied to by singing ‘Many Years’. 

 After luncheon we took our seats in the theatre for the opening plenary 

speeches. I fell asleep, but was awake for M. D. Shkarovsky’s paper. He spoke in a 

quavering voice from his seat. I listened with interest: he had written most of 

Volumes 5 and 6 (800 pages each) of the Jubilee Russian Athonite History of the 

Russians on Athos and is the greatest living expert on the recent history of St 

Panteleimonos monastery. After a coffee break the distinguished French scholar Jean-

Claude Larchet delivered a surprisingly short paper in English. He had clearly had it 

translated from French and struggled with his pronunciation. However, his few words 

on ‘The Prophetic Function of Athos in the Contemporary World’ were pithy and 



 

86 

 

insightful. Professor Konstantinos Nikoritis was the last to speak and I was looking 

forward to returning to the hotel when it was announced that, on the instructions of 

Mr Beglov, there would be an extra speaker. Valentina Nikolaevna Ivanova, Rector of 

the K. G. Razumovsky University (a branch of Moscow State University), made a 

political statement so unexpected and irrelevant – she mentioned the Holy Mountain 

in passing – that everyone sat up. The Cossacks, she claimed, are the defenders of 

traditional military values, government rule, and Orthodoxy; they help us instil true 

patriotic values in the young and defend the borders of the Fatherland. A couple of 

my fellow delegates walked out; many of the audience looked perplexed and shocked. 

 We crawled back to the hotel in the pouring rain without a police escort. The 

next day the abbots and abbesses were off to the cathedral for their part of the 

conference while we left before 7 am for the Lavra. Our journey through rain and 

traffic took two and a half hours. 

 The Academic Conference began inauspiciously with the plenary speeches. 

Professor A. V. Nazarenko opened proceedings with his paper on ‘The Holy 

Mountain and State Power: The Traditions of Byzantine Athos in the History of St 

Panteleimonos Monastery (until the Fifteenth Century)’. He leaned forward 

conspiratorially, occasionally removing his glasses and speaking ponderously off-

script. I felt sorry for the seminarians in their crumpled soutanes;1 they would have 

been more comfortable in their dormitory beds. 

 The next speaker was Professor S. S. Horuzhy, whom I had listened to with 

interest at the Belgrade conference.2 Today he spoke on ‘The Anthropology of 

Terrorism as Illuminated by Hesychasm’. He spent most of the time elaborately 

explaining why terrorism is an extreme expression of wrath and then concluded 

briefly but unconvincingly that quietism and prayer are the only remedy. 

 After a delicious luncheon some of us were shown round the seminary library. 

The librarian, Igoumen3 Dionisy, radiated a love of books and of the Greek language. 

                                                
1	Monks	and	novices	wear	podryasniki	outside	church,	but	the	Lavra	seminarians	go	

around	in	what	look	like	traditional	soutanes	of	Roman	Catholic	clergy.	
2	Friends	of	Mount	Athos	Annual	Report	(2013),	p.	85.	The	professor	was	the	one	to	coin	

the	expression	‘antiavtomobilizm’.	
3	In	the	Russian	Church	this	is	an	honorific	title.	It	literally	means	‘abbot’,	but	most	heads	

of	Russian	monasteries	are	archimandrites.	
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His enthusiasm for the library’s restoration was infectious, although most volumes 

were still in boxes. At 2.30 we were divided into two groups, each with a vague title. I 

was to speak in Section 1, ‘Athos as a Centre of Unification of Christian 

Civilizations’; Section 2 was called ‘The Holy Mountain and its Spiritual Heritage’. 

My paper, ‘The Attitude of Certain Foreigners to the Russian Athonite Monastery of 

St Panteleimonos in Abbot Makary (Sushkin)’s Final Years’, was a reworked version 

in Russian of the one I delivered in Kiev last year.4 This time I focused on Greek–

Russian relations in the 1880s. Unfortunately, the paper which most interested me, 

‘The St Panteleimonos Quarrel between the Greeks and the Russians’, by M. I. 

Yakushev, was delivered in the other section. I was also disappointed that Ol’ga 

Evgen’evna Petrunina was absent.5 I admire her work; she was to speak on the 

enigmatic figure of Metropolitan Nil of Pentapolis, a Greek bishop on the side of the 

Russians in the 1870s. 

By 5 pm the last paper had been delivered. We were to meet outside the main gates by 

the statue of St Sergy Radonezhsky, but I was unsure whether this was to be at 6.00 or 

6.30. I wandered into the half-empty refectory church where the vigil was being 

beautifully sung by a seminary choir. I would have been happy to stay, but kept 

looking at my watch and left at the Six Psalms. Outside I saw two of my colleagues 

and we went to the Assumption Cathedral. Here two magnificent monastic choirs 

sang antiphonally. I lost sight of my colleagues. Reluctantly, I left as a monk started 

reading the kathisma Psalms. Dusk was falling outside and there was a fine drizzle. I 

ran to the square and saw our white bus turning into the main road. I had no choice: I 

should have to walk to the Sergiev Posad station, take a two-hour train journey to the 

Yaroslavsky terminus, and trek across Moscow by underground to Yugo-Zapadnaya 

station, which is thirty minutes’ walk from the Salyut. As I made my way to the town 

centre I caught sight of a priest. It was Fr Pavel, whom I had seen earlier that 

afternoon in the Lavra. He told me not to worry: the bus had not yet left and he would 

make sure I got on it. We waited in a café till it appeared. He sacrificed his time for 

                                                
4	Friends	of	Mount	Athos	Annual	Report	(2015),	pp.	93-9.	
5	There	were	several	other	absentees	resulting	in	alterations	to	the	programme,	the	

most	notable	being	Monk	Yermolay	(Chezhiya),	the	St	Panteleimonos	librarian,	who	was	

to	address	the	gathering	of	abbots	and	abbesses.	I	understand	that	he	is	suffering	from	

stress	and	has	asked	for	a	blessing	to	retreat	to	a	secluded	kellion.	
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me, for he had been on his way home to his wife and four children after a tiring day’s 

work. 

 The coach took three and a half hours to get to the centre of Moscow. It was 

again pouring with rain; we were stuck in stationary traffic not far from the cathedral. 

It was now 9 pm. Our guide, Fr Mikhail, spoke urgently on the telephone. He 

announced that, owing to the late hour, we were to have supper in the Zachatievsky 

nunnery, next to the cathedral. The bus turned into a narrow alley and the nunnery 

gates rolled open. We were invited to a brightly lit refectory where a lavish supper 

was laid on long tables clad in linen cloths. ‘C’est délicieux, un vrai festin’, said Mme 

Larchet, who had accompanied her husband to the Lavra. After the meal we venerated 

the icons, most of which were of the Mother of God, in the silver-domed central 

church. Each of us was given a carrier bag containing an icon of Sts Joachim and 

Anna and handsomely illustrated booklets on the history of the nunnery. 

 The next morning, Friday 23 September, was the eve of St Silouan’s day. We 

had a lie-in until 11 am. The monastic delegates went off to their conference in the 

cathedral; we were taken by coach to the Kremlin. I had already been on about five 

tours of the Red Square and Kremlin with my Winchester pupils, but this was no 

ordinary excursion: we drove like state officials through the Nikol’sky Tower 

entrance, past the queues of tourists. The coach stopped in a vast square by the Tsar’ 

Kolokol; opposite us were parked twenty official black limousines. We were then 

taken on a private tour of the Kremlin palace. Here we saw the great state halls where 

the President of the Federation meets diplomats and holds press conferences and 

official functions are held. The gilded stucco and furnishings of the halls were more 

impressive than those in the Hermitage. We were asked to stay on the carpets so as 

not to damage the parquet, which is the finest I have seen. 

 An hour later we joined the hordes of mostly Japanese, Chinese, and Korean 

sightseers in the Dormition Cathedral. I was saddened that the security staff’s only 

concern was that nobody took photographs; there was much pushing and shoving and 

raised voices in the crowd, and several men kept their caps on. It seemed hard to 

believe that just a decade ago I had been attending a Liturgy here presided over by 

Patriarch Aleksiy II and the Bulgarian Patriarch, to the magnificent singing of three 

choirs. 
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 Soon, however, we swept out of the Kremlin in our coach and made our way 

to the Danilov monastery. The green-vested clergy led by a metropolitan were taking 

the vigil service. After the clergy had venerated the icons of the Mother of God and of 

St Silouan and his relics, it was our turn and we received unction from the 

metropolitan. We were then led outside. Great queues of the faithful were waiting 

patiently in the rain. A line more than a mile long, three persons deep, was standing 

outside the monastery gates. Every twenty minutes the police would let 100 people in.  

 We were taken to a small, brightly lit refectory. The tables were laid with 

white linen cloths, silver cutlery, crystal glasses, and gilded china. At the head table 

sat Fr Kyrion, the St Panteleimonos representative at the Athonite Koinotis, a 

Bulgarian bishop, some archimandrites, and Fr Pavel, who had rescued me at the 

Lavra. 

 The most delicious meal of my stay in Moscow was served. ‘Un véritable 

festin’, enthused Mme Larchet again. As tea was being served, Fr Pavel asked 

everyone present what they thought of the papers delivered at the Lavra. Nobody said 

much, but he praised Horuzhy’s thesis on terrorism. The young archimandrite sitting 

next to him, an aide to Metropolitan Hilarion, spoke about St Silouan. He translated 

what he said into Greek for my neighbour at table, Konstantinos Nikoritis, and into 

English. Then Professor Larchet was asked to say a few words. He spoke eloquently 

in French (translated effortlessly into Russian, Greek, and English by the 

archimandrite and Fr Pavel) about St Silouan. On a visit to Panteleimonos in the early 

1990s, M. Larchet surprised the brethren by asking to see the remains of the hitherto 

uncanonized St Silouan, who was, as far as they were concerned, an ordinary monk. 

The professor went on to say that St Silouan had nothing to do with the Name of God 

dispute and that he probably escaped death at the hands of some fanatical Name-

Glorifiers by locking himself in his cell. Fr Kyrion then spoke about St Silouan and 

about the monastery today. 

 Saturday 24 September, the feast of St Silouan, was our last full day in 

Moscow. The twenty buses took the heads of the monasteries and us ‘academic’ 

delegates to the cathedral for the Liturgy. Our drive there was unimpeded by weekday 

traffic, so we arrived early. 

 Eight metropolitans, including Hilarion of Volokolamsk, vested in green along 

with other clergy, were waiting at the icon and relics of St Silouan for the arrival of 
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the Patriarch. He arrived to the thunderous tolling of the monastery bells. I failed to 

get into church with the rest of our group; having lost my conference badge, I 

somehow managed to persuade the police that I was an official delegate. 

 It was a moving service, although again very long and with nowhere to sit. 

The church is considerably smaller than the cathedral, so I found myself tightly 

squeezed among a group of abbesses. Before the holy gifts were brought out, a priest-

monk delivered a good sermon about St Silouan’s humility. At the end of the Liturgy 

all the clergy came out to sing a doxology to the saint. Addressing his remains, the 

Patriarch said that only a holy person could attract crowds of 300,000 in the few brief 

days the relics were in Russia; and now, with sadness and joy, he bid the saint 

farewell and a safe journey back to the Holy Mountain. To the magnificent singing of 

the apolytikion and kontakion by the entire clergy and the two monastic choirs, and to 

the continuous full peal of the monastery bells, the relics were triumphantly borne out. 

When I boarded the coach thirty minutes later, the bells were still ringing; the 

monastery courtyard and street outside were shaking to the glorious noise. 

 We were taken to the cathedral where a simple meal awaited us in the general 

refectory. There was now a two-hour pause before the last event rounding off both 

conferences took place: a concert entitled The Haven of Salvation. Most of my 

colleagues made their own way back to the hotel, but as I like church music, I decided 

to stay. A combined youth and adult mixed choir sang to the accompaniment of 

balalaikas, zither-like instruments, and percussion. To pictures of Mount Athos on a 

loop the audience sat through numbers such as a dramatic rendition of the Creed by 

solo baritone, choir, and orchestra. 

 On Sunday 25 September by 5 pm I was back in an England bathed in warm, 

early-autumn sunshine. It took me a week to catch up on my sleep, but now, almost a 

month on, I am still reliving the many wonderful and strange things I experienced. 

The conference was not a success. Many of the papers were substandard; the Lavra 

sessions were ill planned and lacking a strong central theme. I should have much 

preferred to attend the talks delivered in the cathedral at the gathering of abbots and 

abbesses, during which some prominent Russian archimandrites and bishops and a 

couple of Athonite heads of houses spoke about obedience and monastic humility. 

The concert, the hours spent in transit, and the shambolic logistics of so vast an event 

also spoilt the occasion. 
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 Yet, as with every conference, the country I was visiting and the people I met 

compensated. Great hieratical services are not to everyone’s taste, but I was thrilled 

by their grandeur and by the monastic singing. Above all, I witnessed the first ever 

gathering of most of the 888 abbots and abbesses of Russia.6 

 I was also impressed by Patriarch Kirill, a man of intelligence, energy, and 

clear purpose. He is not to blame for being surrounded by the trappings of power and 

state. The head of the second largest Church in the world, he has to be treated as a 

representative of the state on a level with the President. He impressed me more than 

the two previous patriarchs, both of whom I saw at the end of their lives. They struck 

me as sick men suffering during the long services under their heavy vestments and 

weighty responsibility.  

 The bizarre contrasts of my Moscow stay were summed up by an incident late 

one night as I was about to bed down for my four hours’ sleep. There was a long, 

frantic knocking at a door in my corridor. A little old man with a long grey beard, 

dressed in underpants and a vest, was trying to get back into his room. I invited him 

into mine and offered to ring reception to have his door opened. He gratefully 

accepted; he was bursting for the lavatory. At the end of my stay a familiar-looking 

monk came up to me. It was Abbot Sergy, who had been locked out. He asked me my 

name so that he could pray for me. 

 

NICHOLAS FENNELL 

Winchester 

                                                
6	This	figure	was	quoted	by	the	Patriarch	at	the	opening	of	the	exhibition	of	the	Athonite	

archives.	He	said	that	roughly	half	were	nunneries	and	added	that	fortunately	the	total	

was	not	666.	
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MONASTIC FOUNDERS EAST AND WEST IN THE TENTH CENTURY 

 

 

The tenth century witnessed the significant renewal of monastic life on Mount Athos and also 

in England. The parallels are striking and make a visit to the Holy Mountain of compelling 

interest to a historian of the Anglo-Saxon Church. The history of Mount Athos has been 

brilliantly presented recently by Graham Speake in the two editions of his book Mount Athos: 

Renewal in Paradise (2002/2014). 

 St Athanasios founded the Great Lavra in 963, and he modelled it on the Stoudios monastery 

in Constantinople, enshrining its principles in the typikon that he drew up in 970. Following 

his example, and with his active encouragement, three noblemen from Adrianople, another 

Athanasios, Nicholas, and Antony, refounded the ancient monastery at Vatopedi, where they 

lie buried. Their fine church overlies an earlier basilica, possibly going back to the time of 

Constantine. The first reference to the renewed monastery is in a document dated 985; it grew 

rapidly in wealth, numbers, and importance, being modelled closely on the Great Lavra itself. 

The other principal foundation of the tenth century on Athos was Iviron, created by John and 

his son Euthymios, who came from a wealthy family in Georgia. From the start it was a well-

endowed institution, whose foundation dates from 979 or 980. Its founders gave it 

outstanding leadership, creating a rich scriptorium and library: it was a symbol of the creative 

symbiosis between the Georgian and Byzantine Churches.  

These significant institutions could not have come about without imperial political support 

and endowment. As such they posed a challenge to the older eremitic traditions on Athos, and 

there was considerable protest at times in response to their existence and their growing 

power. As a result a careful compromise had to be agreed from the beginning that would 

balance the new cenobitic foundations with the continuing life of the hermits. The monument 

to this settlement is the Tragos, signed by the Emperor John Tzimiskes around the year 972. 

This prescribed the way of life of the various monastic communities on the Holy Mountain, 

to prevent collisions of interest and economic abuse. In many ways it was a response to the 

implications of the typikon drawn up by Athanasios for the Great Lavra.  

The austerity of Athanasios’s vision was striking, despite the great wealth that he managed to 

attract for the support of his foundation. He deliberately accommodated the eremitic life 

within the organization of the monastery. Athanasios led by example and died during a 

building accident in the katholikon on 5 July 1002. His influence lay behind the creation of 
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the Pechersk monastery (of the Caves) in Kiev by St Antony, and the emergence of the first 

Christian kingdom and culture of that city under the inspired leadership of St Theodosius. 

 Fortunately, and remarkably, these three original Athonite monasteries remain intact, and 

today are thriving once again, after a long and turbulent history. The preservation of the 

monastic environment on Mount Athos is a spiritual miracle, and of the highest cultural 

importance too. Sadly in England, all the monasteries were deliberately destroyed in the first 

half of the sixteenth century by King Henry VIII at the Reformation and their lands were 

appropriated by the crown or by the landed aristocracy. The Catholic Church in England 

became the national Church of England, breaking from communion with the Papacy in 

Rome. 

 Although in the nineteenth century some small monasteries were recreated by Catholics in 

exile from the continent after the French Revolution, or by sympathetic groups of Anglicans, 

these have never regained the stature and significance of their medieval predecessors; and 

monastic life is little understood or valued in the modern Church in England, either Catholic 

or Anglican: as a consequence it is in decline. 

English Christianity, however, was nurtured by monastic missionaries and educators, and the 

Anglo-Saxon period is one of the most interesting and important examples of the creative 

influence of monasticism in the early medieval period in Europe. The leading figures in the 

tenth-century restoration of English monasticism were St Dunstan, St Ethelwold, and St 

Oswald; they were contemporary with and influenced by the revival of Benedictine 

monasticism on the continent under the leadership of Cluny. The monasteries that they 

created lasted for 500 years until the Reformation, and left a lasting impression on the 

spiritual and intellectual life of the English Church.  

Dunstan and his friends looked back to and were inspired by the earlier period of their 

Church’s history, as recorded by the monk and historian Bede. He wrote a comprehensive 

Ecclesiastical History of how Christianity spread among the Anglo-Saxons in the seventh 

century. He described how Pope St Gregory the Great (the Dialogist) sent missionaries from 

Rome in 598 to the part of England nearest to the continent in Kent, to restore the life of the 

Church there after the Germanic invasions of the previous century. Gregory remembered the 

organization of the Church in Britain when it was under Roman rule as part of the Roman 

Empire, a situation that lasted until 410 when the Romans withdrew their armies. This is why 

Canterbury, and not London, is still the seat of the principal Anglican archbishop, as it was 
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the capital of the king of Kent when St Augustine arrived from Rome; there is also an 

archbishop in York, as St Gregory intended. 

 Christianity also came to the Anglo-Saxons from the north-west, from Ireland through the 

monastery of Iona, founded by St Columba, to enable St Aidan to create the island monastery 

on Lindisfarne, under the patronage of the kings of Northumbria. Missionaries also came 

from France to southern England. The character of this missionary work, Irish and Roman, 

was monastic and educational: no one was compelled to become Christian. As a result, 

Christianity became enculturated very swiftly, expressing itself in a rich literature in both 

Latin and Anglo-Saxon, and in many buildings and works of art. In the eighth century 

English missionaries went to northern Germany and the Low Countries, led by St Willibrord 

and St Boniface. During the reign of Charlemagne, English Christianity became a potent 

influence in Carolingian culture and religion, led in part by the Northumbrian scholar, Alcuin, 

who was a friend of the king. 

All this was threatened, however, by the Viking assaults on northern Europe and on England 

itself. They pillaged many monasteries, and the instability that they caused undermined the 

economic well-being of the Church and the confidence of its leadership. The long conflicts of 

the ninth century posed real challenges to early medieval kings: how could they defend their 

realms effectively from sea-borne attack? In addition, Vikings settled extensively in north-

eastern England and in Normandy. They were initially militantly pagan: could the Church 

evangelize them and bring them within the orbit of Christendom?  

By the early tenth century some stability began to return to northern Europe, and in England 

effective leadership arose from the southern part of the country, called Wessex, under King 

Alfred the Great and his successors. They were determined to unite the whole of England in a 

single Christian kingdom, accommodating the rights of the Viking settlers and of the older 

British population. Their skill and determination, supported by considerable economic wealth 

from minerals and trade, laid the foundations for the restoration of monastic life on a more 

systematic basis than had existed in the earlier period. 

Dunstan was related to the royal house of Wessex and grew up in the west of the country near 

the ancient church and former monastery of Glastonbury. This was a holy place dedicated to 

the Mother of God, with its roots in the earliest Christian period before the Anglo-Saxons 

arrived. It was a place of learning and education, attracting scholars from Wales and Ireland. 

Dunstan was educated there before joining the royal court. At that time the first Viking 

archbishop of Canterbury, Oda, and others were keen to restore monastic life in England. 
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Around the year 940 Dunstan was appointed to be the abbot of Glastonbury with the intention 

of restoring regular Benedictine monastic life there. This he did, attracting many followers, 

who in turn went on to become the abbots of the many monasteries that were founded during 

the remainder of the tenth century in England; all the archbishops of Canterbury also came 

from Glastonbury for the next 100 years. In 960 Dunstan himself became the archbishop of 

Canterbury, where he remained for the next twenty-eight years, dying on 19 May in 988. 

Ethelwold was a friend and disciple of Dunstan, formed by him in monastic life in 

Glastonbury, who went on to found another monastery at Abingdon, which is near Oxford. 

He became the bishop of Winchester and used his authority to restore monastic life in the city 

there, at the cathedral and also at the two royal communities of clergy and nuns that had been 

founded by the widow and elder son of King Alfred the Great. While Dunstan presided over 

the English Church as archbishop, Ethelwold led the revival of Benedictine monastic life, 

creating a network of monasteries across southern England. He died on 1 August in 984. 

Oswald was slightly younger than Dunstan and Ethelwold, being a protégé of the old 

archbishop, Oda. After some time at the Benedictine monastery of Fleury in France, he 

returned to become the bishop of Worcester and later the archbishop of York. He also 

founded a network of monasteries in the west Midlands and in East Anglia. He retained 

active links with friends in the Benedictine monasteries on the continent, dying on 28 

February in 992. 

The revival of the monasteries had the active support of the kings of Wessex and of their 

queens. It was able to occur so steadily because there was a thirty-year pause in the Viking 

attacks, during which England developed a strong monarchy and social structure. Many of 

the lasting features of medieval England were created at this time. As on Athos, there had to 

be a credible settlement of potentially conflicting interests among the monasteries. This was 

enshrined in an important document called the Regularis Concordia, which was drawn up by 

Ethelwold and Dunstan in Winchester around the year 970. In this document the Rule of St 

Benedict was set around with local customs and it incorporated the best practice from 

monasteries on the continent as well. It was also a political statement, revealing how much 

the newly created monasteries advanced royal influence and prestige across the country.  

When the Normans took over England in 1066, they displaced the Anglo-Saxon aristocracy, 

forcing many to flee abroad, even as far as Kiev and Constantinople. They also deliberately 

destroyed the Anglo-Saxon cathedrals and monastic churches so that none now remain. They 

replaced them with the fine cathedrals that adorn many of our cities today. This means that 
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there are few examples of Anglo-Saxon church architecture left, and those that remain are 

without their internal decoration. Latin and Norman-French became for a while the dominant 

languages in political and church life, and the new Norman churchmen were not very 

interested in the saints of the Anglo-Saxon period. As a result, what remains of later Anglo-

Saxon Christian culture is fragmentary, even though it is of a very high quality. 

For a historian of the Anglo-Saxon Church to visit the Great Lavra, or to sit in the lovely 

katholikon at Vatopedi, is to revisit the world of Dunstan, Ethelwold, and Oswald. 

Archaeology and documentary descriptions indicate that Anglo-Saxon churches would have 

looked more like Byzantine churches of that period, richly decorated with frescos and icons, 

full of intricate gold and silver work of great beauty and refinement. The offices were sung in 

an early form of plainchant, closer in tone and style to that now preserved on Mount Athos. 

Dunstan was remembered as a scholar and teacher, but also as a musician and craftsman in 

metal; this was also true of Ethelwold, who was an inveterate builder of monastic churches, 

and who narrowly escaped being killed himself when part of a new building collapsed. The 

monastic rule of life laid down in the Regularis Concordia would have required about the 

same amount of time in church as the current Athonite practice, with long night-time vigils. 

Dunstan on one occasion learnt the chant of an anthem in a dream, in which he believed that 

he was in heaven. It became the foundation for a famous version of the Kyrie Eleison, called 

Kyrie Rex Splendens. Dunstan was particularly devoted to the Mother of God throughout his 

life. 

Fortunately, archaeology and historical research have enabled a much fuller and more 

sympathetic picture to emerge of church life in tenth century England. It was the time when 

many of the parishes and towns were established, as well as over twenty-four monasteries 

and nunneries. The examples of Dunstan, Ethelwold, and Oswald led to the creation of 

monastic bishops, something quite specific to England for many centuries. During their time 

education and learning were restored and made more widely available, to laity as well as to 

clergy; and missionaries were sent to Scandinavia. It was an important time of growth and 

spiritual vitality, which may be glimpsed in the art, poetry, hagiography, and other books that 

remain. 

 Despite the Norman Conquest in 1066, the bilingual character of English Christianity 

remained intact as the backbone of medieval culture in England. When the Church of 

England was created at the Reformation, the spirit of Benedictine monastic spirituality was 

enshrined in the composition of the Book of Common Prayer. The great cathedrals of 
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England ensured that the memory of the early monastic saints and missionaries was not lost, 

and Bede’s Ecclesiastical History has had a strong influence upon every generation of 

English Christianity until the present time. 

 

DOUGLAS DALES 

Oxford 
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SYNDESMOS AND MOUNT ATHOS 

The Twenty-Third Annual Spiritual Ecology Camp 

Vatopedi Monastery: 25 July–4 August 20161 

 

The Holy and Great Monastery of Vatopedi, renowned for its grandeur and magnificence, hosted 

for a second consecutive year this summer’s Annual Spiritual Ecology Camp. That is precisely 

where the first camp, led by Dimitri Conomos, took place twenty-three years ago, in 1993. 

Somewhat isolated from the rest of the monasteries, the second-in-rank Athonite monastery of 

Vatopedi is picturesquely situated in a small bay on the northern shore of the peninsula. It was 

founded there in the tenth century by three brothers whose relics are kept in the church at a place 

where an ancient settlement and an early Christian basilica once existed. An abundance of 

architectural details, some reused as spolia in the walls of the monastery, remind us of these 

distant times. Vatopedi reached its zenith around the fourteenth century when the Byzantine 

Emperor John VI Kantakouzenos (1347-54) and his successors offered generous donations to the 

monastic community. But before stepping into this world of difference, where Heaven, emperors, 

and God are not mere concepts of a forgotten Byzantine past but a vivid reality, the participants 

in our pilgrimage had to converge from countries both close to and remote from our meeting 

point in Ouranoupolis. Most of them came from Orthodox-dominant Eastern Europe: Bulgaria, 

Russia, Romania, Belarus, but there was participation from distant continents as well.  

Having gathered in the early morning of 25 July, this diverse group of sixteen youths and adults 

started a journey that united us in one common goal: to experience Athonite spirituality,  to 

explore its millennium-old cultural heritage, and to offer some voluntary help to Athos’s 

inhabitants in their everyday struggle to preserve this unique world and this unique way of life. 

As a cloud in the background, our excitement was somewhat chilled by the even harsher reality 

of the Greek crisis. The cost of a ferry ticket was much higher than in previous years as a result 

of the recently imposed 24% VAT tax. Even so, there seemed to be more pilgrims than ever 

before, many of whom were heading towards Vatopedi – the most hospitable and one of the 

                                                
1	For	notices	on	the	previous	twenty-two	camps,	kindly	refer	to	the	relevant	pages	in	the	Annual	

Report	of	the	Friends	of	Mount	Athos	(1994–2015).	Thanks	once	again	are	due	to	the	Friends	of	

Mount	Athos,	whose	assistance	contributed	enormously	to	the	success	of	this	event.	
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largest of the twenty monasteries. En route to the coenobium the group was delighted to pause 

and spend some time in the capital town, Karyes, where the most ancient and exquisite of all 

Athonite churches still stands: the Protaton. It welcomed us with open doors having finally 

recently been restored and exposed in its full glamour. The tarnished icon of the Virgin Mary, the 

Axion estin, the wall-paintings of the late thirteenth century, the marble sanctuary screen with its 

Cretan-style sixteenth-century icons together created an impression of authenticity and an 

atmosphere of mysticism that are beyond any doubt the trademarks of the Holy Mountain. We 

also took a glimpse at the gift shops and supermarkets of Karyes, where the spirit of our 

commercial world is still perceptible. In the early afternoon we finally reached our destination. A 

traditional kerasma with Turkish delight, tsipouro, coffee, and water awaited us at Vatopedi’s 

archontariki.  

After the evening service, followed by a hearty meal, Fr Matthew, a respectable white-bearded 

monk originally from Wisconsin, USA, took our group on a tour around the monastery. We were 

first introduced to the main church (katholikon) – a huge construction, dedicated to the 

Annunciation of the Virgin Mary, erected in the tenth century on the site of an early Christian 

basilica. In addition to its magnificent opus sectile floor mosaic, this is the only place on the 

Holy Mountain where the mosaic decoration of part of the walls has been preserved, dating from 

the eleventh to the fourteenth century. Here most of the frescos belong to the early fourteenth 

century. But most treasured are the monastery’s holy relics and its five miracle-working icons. 

Outstanding among them is the small-scale, seventeenth-century image of the Virgin Pantanassa, 

famous for healing cancer patients. The most precious relic, however, is a thin strip, woven from 

camel’s hair, the belt of the Mother of God herself.  

The tour continued with a visit to the monastery’s museum. This houses the largest collection of 

precious episcopal pectorals (enkolpia), a selection of illuminated manuscripts and documents 

(written in Byzantine Greek, Old Church Slavonic, and Ottoman Turkish), magnificent 

vestments, and church utensils. A whole series of icons, dating from the twelfth to the nineteenth 

century, tracks the development of Byzantine and post-Byzantine art. Among the artifacts is the 

famous chalice of Manuel Kantakouzenos – the late Byzantine despot of Mistra – made of jasper 

and gold. But beyond all these monuments and relics, most remarkable was the modesty, 

graciousness, and undisputable authority of our guide, Fr Matthew. 
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 The following days consisted of familiarizing ourselves with the daily routine of a 

religious house that is quite strict and well organized. The morning service (matins) started at 

4am, and finished at around 8am, with the Divine Liturgy. At Vatopedi the Liturgy is celebrated 

in many different churches and chapels around the monastery grounds, while on Sunday and 

other feasts it is celebrated in the katholikon – the main church, where everyone gathers. The 

first meal follows in the refectory, a vast elongated hall where monks and pilgrims eat at marble 

tables. These were brought to Vatopedi from the famous Stoudion monastery in Constantinople. 

Eating here is not simply a nourishing process, but a spiritual experience marked by the constant 

reading of the Lives of saints and by the commentaries and sermons that the remarkable Abbot 

Archimandrite Ephraim loves to give. A true spiritual leader, he frequently speaks on different 

topics that excite people who live in the world outside Athos.  

At one point he was joined by Metropolitan Joseph of the Princes Islands (in the Bosporus). The 

Metropolitan is a special envoy of Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew and had been sent to the 

Holy Mountain in order to address controversial issues connected with the recent Holy and Great 

Council in Crete. The refectory is not only a dining hall but an arena that exudes power, 

discipline, and subordination. Eating and drinking starts and finishes according to the will of the 

Abbot, who is surrounded by the most prominent monks and the monastery’s special guests.  

 The perfection of this microcosm, as hitherto seen both at the refectory and in the church, 

manifests itself even more obviously during the accomplishments of the different diakonimata – 

the entire set of daily tasks assigned to the monks. This fundamental effort of carrying out 

monastic duties is, most assuredly, the main achievement of the current abbot and of his spiritual 

guide, Elder Joseph of Vatopedi. Equally remarkable is the monastery’s establishment of a 120-

person-strong community representing seventeen different nationalities from all over the world 

who come together and function as one unified organism. Notable is the fact that in just two 

decades the monastic population grew to three times its previous number. Athonite monasticism 

surely embraces the principles of Christian universalism and internationalism, and Vatopedi is 

probably the brightest example of such an ecumenical concept. Our Spiritual Ecology Camps 

follow much the same pattern: an attempt to bring together men of different origin, age, social 

status, and background – from simple workers and employees to university professors and 

government officials. All different, but all united in our Orthodox Christian faith, with its values 

and the sharing in our love for the Holy Mountain.  
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One of our group’s goals is indeed to contribute in the diakonimata and help the monks in many 

other ways during our period of stay. This has been the best and most successful way of 

becoming familiar with sometimes severe monastic life – even beyond the beautiful chants and 

prayers, the silence and contemplation, that have become some kind of a cliché with respect to 

Mount Athos. It is the short and simple prayer, ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy upon 

me’, repeatedly pronounced during the course of each task, that reveals the true and deep 

spirituality of the place.  

Whereas single-night visitors do not normally work, that was not for us. We were not simple 

guests. As such, the group split into cohorts, each according to his skill, and undertook 

responsibility for particular tasks. Some cleaned the guest rooms or changed the bedding. Others 

helped in the refectory, where tables had to be cleaned after every meal, and tableware and 

cutlery washed. A particular activity, ‘reserved’ for visitors, was the winding and packing of tiny 

belts, designed for distribution to many different places around the world, for the assistance and 

healing of women who are infertile. These textile bands had been blessed by the aforementioned 

Holy Belt of the Virgin Mary.  

However our hands were most needed in the kitchen, where food had to be prepared. Peeling 

potatoes with special machinery, cutting tomatoes and carrots, cleaning string beans, breaking 

and cleaning walnuts, and mixing the nuts into nougat were some of the tasks. Others included 

bringing in wood for the huge furnaces where the food for the hundreds of monks and pilgrims is 

cooked every day. Those of us who knew the Greek language were engaged in more intellectual 

kinds of work. Ours it was to transcribe the dietary habits of the abbot into the form of a list and 

consisting of all the different meals, drinks, fruits, vegetables, fish, bakery and dairy products 

that he liked to consume. Opposite were some items that he utterly disliked (these were 

underlined). Scanning monastic medical records, rearranging and putting the library into order, 

was followed by organizing the specialized medical literature. It is worth mentioning that 

Vatopedi is one of the few places on Mount Athos where there is a complete clinic, as well as a 

laboratory and a pharmacy. It is also provided with all the modern apparatus needed to diagnose 

and treat patients – usually from among the monks, but sometimes from the ranks of the pilgrims 

as well. The driving force here was Fr Ambrosios, an energetic and good-humoured monk and 

medical doctor, who was assisted by his young aide, Basil, a novice of Romanian descent and a 

physiotherapist. There is also a specialized herbal centre at the monastery which packs and 
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produces a wide variety of oils, spices, etc., some of which, like the laurel oil, are used 

therapeutically at the clinic. After achieving a task there was always some kind of reward, in the 

form of extra fruits and biscuits, or some icons and blessings instead.   

In the afternoons, when the heat was at its peak, one often craved for a rest. The more energetic 

members of our group took the opportunity to visit some adjacent monasteries and to enrich their 

impressions. After all, each monastery has its own unique atmosphere. One can, for example, 

admire unsullied nature when taking any one of the hundreds of footpaths that transect the Holy 

Mountain. From the asceticism and severity of Philotheou monastery to the wild majesty of 

Bulgarian Zographou and the elegance of Serbian Hilandar, hidden in the forests with their 

different shades of green these edifices attract the adventurous. Needless to say, the lazier among 

us relaxed, slept, or walked around the monastic complex.  

The monastery’s shop proved to be a place worth visiting. A wide range of things from books, 

icons, and music CDs to wine, honey, and herbs, all stamped with the brand of Vatopedi, are 

available here. Another site of interest is the arsanas at the monastery’s harbour. Recently 

restored, it was originally designed in the sixteenth century, when the prominent ruler of 

Moldavia Stephen the Great erected the docks. His image, presenting the foundation to the 

Virgin Mary, is still visible, carved on a marble slab and incorporated into one of the walls. 

Nowadays a speed boat passes here from time to time, when the weather allows it. The 

picturesque seashore can only be admired: swimming is strictly forbidden, as is well known. A 

little further along the coast rises a rocky hill, crowned by an old rusty cross.  

With the approach of night, vespers starts at 5pm and this is followed by a second meal. It was 

during one of those moments after the meal when Fr Matthew urged us to gather for a visit to the 

treasury, a simple and unprepossessing building in the middle of the monastery’s courtyard 

which houses treasures of immense value and significance, as we were about to find out. Behind 

the gate, locked with four keys that are kept by four different monks as a safety precaution, and 

one further secret door, we found the most precious icons, vestments, utensils, jewellery, 

documents and manuscripts, reliquaries and royal regalia. Most of them were presented by 

numerous Orthodox rulers to the monastery – the glory, magnificence, and charm of a whole 

civilization, collected in a single space. This was a breathtaking experience.  

It was at the feast of the Prophet Elijah when the boundary between past and present faded 

completely away. No longer were there museum exhibits and showcases. After a solemn vigil, 



 

103 

 

the faithful were able to venerate the monastic relics. It was indeed the culmination of our 

spiritual experience, when we as mere visitors finally felt we were a part of this parallel reality, 

full of grace.  

         

GEORGI SENGALEVICH 

Sofia 
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BOOK REVIEWS 
 

Rightly Dividing the Word of Truth: Studies in Honour of Metropolitan Kallistos of Diokleia. 

Edited by Andreas Andreopoulos and Graham Speake. Oxford: Peter Lang, 2016. Pp. xiv + 263. 

£40.00 hardback. ISBN 978-3-0343-1997-3. 

 

This volume, the product of the seventh conference of the Friends of Mount Athos held at 

Madingley Hall in February 2015, is the second Festschrift in honour of our President. In the 

words of His All-Holiness Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, it represents ‘the “one face” and 

“many facets” of the productivity and legacy of this respected leader of our Church’ with 

contributions from some of His Eminence’s many friends, students, and colleagues. The content 

is accordingly broader than the purely Hagioritic: the first section consists of a series of seven 

tributes to the Metropolitan as spiritual father, monk, pastor and bishop, teacher, translator and 

writer, theologian, and English Orthodox bishop; whilst the second section consists of ten more 

straightforwardly academic papers on a range of topics representing facets of the Metropolitan’s 

interests. 

It is the tributes – together with their subject’s own paper included as an epilogue to the 

volume – that most vividly capture Metropolitan Kallistos’s personality and indeed at times the 

personality of their authors: for example, who but the late and ever memorable Fr Ephrem Lash 

would include in his tribute a sideswipe at the very title of the conference itself, complaining 

about the use of the word ‘dividing’ to translate orthotomounta? Characteristically, he moves on 

to his next point without telling us what his preferred translation would be. It is impossible to 

read his words without being struck not only by his great wit, but also the depth of his affection 

for Metropolitan Kallistos. Frances Jennings speaks of the Metropolitan’s discernment and 

patience as a spiritual father, which leads neatly into Fr Nikolai Sakharov’s account of the 

Metropolitan as a monk, including Metropolitan Hilarion Alfeyev’s observation after an 

afternoon’s punting on the Cherwell: ‘Amazing! Whatever the Bishop does, he gives himself 

fully to it. He knows how to work, he knows how to rest.’ Alas, the volume does not include the 

striking photograph seen at the conference showing the Metropolitan reclining in the punt, 

resplendent in a royal blue bucket hat with teddy bear motif.  
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The theme of the Metropolitan’s presence in the present moment, his absolute attention to 

the task in hand, to the person in front of him now, recurs throughout the tributes and indeed is 

present in many of the academic papers – as it should be, being a key instance of the praxis born 

out of the theoria of his theology. Fr Stephen Platt, discussing the Metropolitan as pastor and 

bishop, highlights his ability to ‘stand, Sunday by Sunday, liturgy by liturgy, in front of the altar, 

with all sincerity and faith, looking towards the immanent yet transcendent God’ whilst 

maintaining his place in the academy, if not always enjoying the unqualified support of more 

conservative elements within the Church, as on the occasion when the Metropolitan discovered 

that the ‘Bishop accused of heresy’ attacked in the newspaper Orthodoxos Typos was himself. 

It was of course the Metropolitan himself who drew Fr Stephen’s attention to that 

unflattering headline: an example of the humour that is reflected in all of the tributes collected 

here, from his gentle suggestion to Fr Ephrem that at their age ‘Tigger’s bounce is not what it 

was’ to his propensity to refer to ‘We Orientals’ when Fr Andrew Louth first knew him. Indeed, 

Marcus Plested needs only to mention a series of prompts in order to raise a smile: ‘Calvados; 

the Spanish aristocrat; Thomas Carlyle and his mother; the Revd W. A. Spooner and Aristotle; Fr 

Georges Florovsky’s old and beautiful face.’ For some readers, perhaps, the smile will be in 

anticipation of anecdotes yet to be heard.  

Three of the contributors treat what Marcus Plested terms the ‘Kallistian legacy’: Plested 

himself sees this primarily in terms of his many students scattered throughout the world and their 

ongoing work. This is of course reflected in the academic papers contained in the volume under 

review: one thinks for example of Elizabeth Theokritoff’s creative discussion of the implications 

of Orthodox theologians’ choice of terminology to express humanity’s guardianship of creation. 

Fr Andrew Louth, in paying tribute to the theologian, summarizes the major themes in the 

Metropolitan’s theology, paying particular attention to his Philokalic approach and its 

implications for a Christian understanding of humanity and the cosmos. Fr Andreas 

Andreopoulos stresses the Metropolitan’s importance as a figure bridging the gap in the 

dichotomy of the Greek East and Latin West so beloved of his old friend Philip Sherrard: this, Fr 

Andreas emphasizes, is very much a work in progress, but it is a work greatly strengthened by 

the simple presence of the Metropolitan himself. 

What is perhaps most striking about the academic papers comprising the second part of 

the book is the extent to which, pace Orthodoxos Typos, the concerns and insights of the 
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Metropolitan’s theology are shown to arise naturally out of the Tradition of the Orthodox 

Church. Fr Maximos Constas’s description of Maximos the Confessor may be applied to the 

Metropolitan himself: ‘As a highly creative and synthetic thinker, the Confessor deftly wove 

together diverse ascetic anthropologies and theologies into a doctrinally consistent unity, faithful 

to the witness of the New Testament and the theology of the Ecumenical Councils.’ Again, 

Metropolitan Hilarion Alfeyev’s words about St Symeon the New Theologian can be applied to 

Metropolitan Kallistos: ‘All the elements of Symeon’s theological and mystical doctrine are 

deeply rooted in the Tradition but he lets it go through himself, integrating it into his own 

experience. He makes quite traditional mystical themes (tears, ecstasy, dispassion, deification) 

highly personal.’ And Metropolitan Hilarion’s concluding warning is evidence for this reader at 

least of the living Kallistian legacy: ‘if the Tradition is deprived of its missionary and prophetic 

heart, it risks turning into narrow “traditionalism” that has nothing to do with a truly Christian 

tradition, inspired and mystical.’ 

The two papers most explicitly Hagiorite in their content are the contributions of 

Metropolitan Nikolaos Hatzinikolaou and Metropolitan Kallistos himself. Here again there are 

many points of agreement, with both metropolitans regretting aspects of the influence of 

modernity on the Holy Mountain. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Metropolitan Kallistos is the more 

generous in his assessment of the impact of some aspects of modern technology such as 

electricity and heating. But both are as one in highlighting the current challenges to the 

traditional Athonite way of life on the Holy Mountain itself. Equally, both balance their concerns 

by concluding on a positive and uplifting note. In the words of Metropolitan Nikolaos, ‘what is 

worthwhile is not so much ascesis and hesychia per se, as it is to have patience and endurance in 

times of temptations.’  

Metropolitan Kallistos’s paper, ‘Fifty-Four Years as an Athonite Pilgrim’, although 

forming the epilogue, is perhaps the highlight and summation of all that has gone before. In his 

typically vivid manner, with a lightly worn scholarship and his customary humour, the 

Metropolitan presents a brilliant synthesis of a lifetime’s experience as an Athonite pilgrim. For 

all its conflicts with modernity and the consequent arguments about its decline from the heights 

of the past, the Holy Mountain is an essential bulwark against the forces of evil. As the 

Metropolitan concludes: ‘Because there are persons of living prayer on the slopes of Mount 

Athos, our lives wherever we may be – in North Oxford, in Chelsea, or Camden Town – are 
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rendered more stable, more fruitful, more joyful. We are never alone. Let us bless God for our 

Athonite companions, for the mystical support of our monastic partners and fellow workers.’ 

This is an important book and a worthy tribute to our President: all of the contributors 

have something worthwhile to offer, be it edited translations of an early Syriac commentary on 

the liturgy (Sebastian Brock) or a twelfth-century epigram on the Annunciation (Elizabeth 

Jeffreys); a heart-felt call to reset the modern academy’s approach to studying the Fathers (Fr 

John Behr); a brief outline of the theological possibilities inherent in Fr Sophrony’s treatment of 

deification (Rowan Williams) or a study – echoing Metropolitan Kallistos’s Anglican heritage – 

of C. S. Lewis’s views on church music (Dimitri Conomos). It is greatly to be hoped that it finds 

the broad readership it so richly deserves. 

 

ALASDAIR CROSS 

Guernsey 
 

Holy Men of Mount Athos. Edited and translated by Richard P. H. Greenfield and Alice-Mary 

Talbot. Cambridge, MA, and London: Harvard University Press, 2016. Pp. xxvii + 745. £19.95 

hardback. ISBN 978-0-674-08876-4. 

I am encouraged by the words of Theophanes in his Life of Maximos the Hutburner: ‘If the mind 

sets words in motion only through a skill it has learned, it is admired only by erudite men ... but 

if the mind sets words in motion through the Spirit, not only are they admired by the erudite men 

who hear them, but also by those who are not learned’ (p. 445). This is a book not only for the 

scholar but for the Christian. These Lives have been written for our profit and for our emulation. 

Following our summer conference, when Dr Alice-Mary Talbot spoke about ‘Hermits on the 

Holy Mountain’,1 we now have both the Greek text and a helpful and easily readable translation 

of the Lives of five of the hermits prepared by her and Richard P. H. Greenfield plus a final Life 

translated by Stamatina McGrath.  

The book offers us six Lives of five saints: Euthymios the Younger, Athanasios of Athos, 

Maximos the Hutburner (two versions), Niphon of Athos, and Philotheos of Athos. 

Chronologically it ranges from the mid-ninth century, when St Euthymios became a hermit on 

                                                
1		See	above,	pp.	25-40.	
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Athos, to the mid-fifteenth century, when St Philotheos died at the age of eighty-four. All of the 

Lives are published in English for the first time, and only the Life of Athanasios can be found in 

a modern European language (French). Apart from that of Athanasios of Athos these vitae were 

mainly read by the inhabitants of the Holy Mountain. 

The twenty-page introduction helps to put these Lives in context and explains the manner 

of the translators’ work. It is both useful for the scholar and also accessible and of interest to the 

general reader. The translations are followed by seventy pages of notes on the texts which 

elucidate the translation and give historical context and explanation. 

The Life of Euthymios shows us a time when monasteries had not been established on 

Mount Athos and so all monks lived as solitaries or in small groups. Euthymios was born to 

pious parents who were described as ‘compassionate, moderate, compliant, mild-mannered, 

hospitable, and charitable to the poor. As a result they were also ‘lovers of the divine, gentle, 

decent, prudent, and fair in genuine love, being all things to all men’ (p. 10/11) (incidentally you 

will need to read the Greek to find the biblical references). We are told he was born at the time of 

iconoclasm and after his father’s death he was enrolled in the military and became the man of the 

house. After the birth of his daughter he left his wife and family with his brother-in-law and 

sister when he was eighteen to go in search of spiritual enlightenment. After fifteen years on 

Mount Olympos he set off for Mount Athos, sending to his family a message j…of his intentions. 

With his companion Joseph they began their spiritual discipline as boskoi (grazers) (p. 50/1). 

Like many of them, he lacked the virtue of stability and included in his travels a visit to 

Thessaloniki where he lived as a stylite outside the city (p. 68/9). From there he moved to the 

island of Neoi. Captured by Arabs, he was miraculously released and moved again before he 

arrived on Athos. He disapproved of the monks climbing the peak and, having failed to dissuade 

a group from doing so, rescued them from hypothermia by kindling a fire with his breath! 

The founder of the Great Lavra, St Athanasios of Athos, introduces us to the change to 

cenobitic living. His early life was not only marked by ascetic struggle but by obedience. He 

built the monastery with the encouragement of the general Nikephoros Phokas who had intended 

to retire from his military career to take the monastic habit. He provided the gold necessary for 

the work but seized the throne in 963 and disappointed Athanasios by not taking the vows, 

though living a disciplined and God-fearing life. Although the monastery was intended to be a 

lavra with the monks living independently and coming together for worship, Athanasios decided 
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the monks should live together within the walls and eat and share services together. He 

emphasized daily confession and manual labour and set an example by his own exertions. We 

also read of the criticisms of these changes from others on the Holy Mountain who accused him 

of ‘lording it over the mountain and destroying the ancient rules and customs’(p. 240/1). His life 

and influence changed the nature of monasticism on the Holy Mountain for all who came after 

him. 

St Maximos the Hutburner lived in a time when the Byzantine Empire was losing its 

power and the dangers of piracy and murder were present. Among his travels he went on 

pilgrimage to Constantinople where he made himself look ‘a fool for Christ’. He joined the Great 

Lavra but climbed the peak on the recommendation of the Mother of God where he received 

instructions in a vision to live on the side of the Mountain. He earned his name by moving from 

temporary building to temporary building, burning the one he left. His asceticism was coupled 

with a gift of clairvoyance as well as that of healing and exorcism. He would be horrified by the 

crowds coming to the Holy Mountain today and he gave instruction that his relics were not to be 

transferred to a shrine as he did not wish hordes of pilgrims to come and disturb the Mountain’s 

tranquillity. 

St Niphon of Athos  was introduced to monasticism at a very early age, being under the 

care of his uncle from the age of ten, but he had a holy priest for his father so that he loved virtue 

‘right from the time he grew his first hair’ (p 570/1). Further training was given to him by an 

elder who had been on Mount Sinai. His search for tranquillity led him to Mount Athos and the 

monk Theonostos. After three years Theognostos discovered Niphon had been ordained priest 

and so Niphon spent the following fourteen years at the hermitage of Basil the Great. Illness had 

wiped out a large proportion of the monks of the Great Lavra and so they called him to be a 

priest. He agreed only to visit the outlying hermitages and celebrate the holy sacrament. This 

lasted for three years before he left to live alone, foraging for food. Under obedience to the 

superior of the Lavra he returned to communal living, but again the great crowd of fathers 

wishing to serve under him led him to leave and he joined up with Maximos the Hutburner. After 

another outbreak of plague, when he predicted the recovery of one sufferer, he also foresaw his 

own death and died at the age of ninety-six. 

The life of Philotheos of Athos is set against the backdrop of Turkish conscription and 

injustice as he and his brother were left with their widowed mother. Miraculously rescued by the 
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Theotokos, they were enlisted in the monastery at Neapolis where again they were reunited with 

their mother who also took vows. After her death Philotheos came to the monastery of Dionysiou 

and after serving in this cenobitic community used the excuse of illness and deafness to move 

alone into the wilderness. He died at the age of eighty-four, having lived a very ascetic life and 

gaining the gift of clairvoyance. He commanded his disciples not to bury his body but to leave it 

to be devoured by the animals, which they obeyed. 

This volume is a helpful addition to our knowledge of the history of Mount Athos. It 

demonstrates the pan-Orthodox nature of its saints with movement between Greek and Slav 

monasteries recorded (e.g. p. 510/11) (despite some racial prejudices, e.g. about the Armenians, 

p. 54/5). It records the presence of Latins, including the Venetians defeating the Turks and 

donating a ship, and reference to the Amalfitans (e.g. p. 608/9). It indicates some of the 

complicated relations with the Turkish and Byzantine overlords. It describes the spiritual 

struggles of some of the many holy men and reminds us of others who did not have Lives written 

about them (e.g. p. 162/3): ‘Observing the multitude of monks who were practicing asceticism 

there and investigating their very harsh way of life and their solitary existence free from 

distractions’. For the scholar this is a useful addition to the printed texts of the Lives of the 

saints. It is an attractively produced book and is reasonably priced. For the religious it is a book 

which provides a ‘model for imitation by us’ (p. 92/3). Their lives teach us discretion, 

compassion, obedience, discernment, concern for the weak, and a whole-hearted surrender to 

discipleship. For those of us who are among the eskotismenoi (literally ‘in darkness’) (p. 302/3) 

it provides a spirituality which meets two common failures of our age. First, there is the lack of 

attention to the body in the spirituality of Western and especially Protestant theology. Here there 

is a seriousness about the struggle involving our complete being, body, mind, and spirit, for as 

the prayer to Athanasios declares, ‘you understand the difficulty of guiding and reining in the 

body’(p. 366/367). Secondly, it offers a response to the idolizing of our bodies, whether it be the 

search for a perfectly healthy body that will last for over 100 years, the beautiful body enhanced 

by surgery or cosmetics, or the provision for the body of the most delicate foods and wines. Here 

is an alternative view from which both scholar and unlearned are able to profit. 

TERRY HEMMING 

Longparish, Hants 
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Bartholomew: Apostle and Visionary. By John Chryssavgis. Foreword by Pope Francis. 

Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2016. Pp. 272. £15.90 hardback. ISBN 978-0-718086-89-3. 

In one of his last interviews, the great historian of Byzantium and President of the Friends of 

Mount Athos, Sir Steven Runciman, remarked that ‘the non-spiritual but important people of 

Byzantium are not, generally, for me worthy of admiration.’ Rather, the spiritual personae are 

‘more admirable’ for ‘they have offered a lot of things and services to the European civilization.’ 

This observation seems to fit perfectly well with the persona of His All-Holiness Bartholomew I, 

the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople. On the twenty-fifth anniversary of his election as 

Archbishop of Constantinople-New Rome, Archdeacon John Chryssavgis has authored a book 

which pays tribute to the leadership and the witness of the Ecumenical Patriarch. 

The Archdeacon’s service with the Ecumenical Patriarchate and his closeness to the Patriarch 

give this book added authority. He weaves an account which manages to be both fair and 

sympathetic and paints a portrait of some of the challenges which the Patriarch has to face on a 

regular basis.  

On 2 November 1991, in the Patriarchal Church of St George at the Phanar in Istanbul, the 

congregation acclaimed the 269th successor of St Andrew with the shouts of ‘Axios!’ 

(‘Worthy!’). He was indeed worthy.  

The Patriarch was born Dimitrios Archontonis in 1940 on the island of Imbros in the village of 

Agioi Theodoroi. Dimitrios’s father was a café owner and a barber – the latter being a trade he 

learned at a young age from the monks of the Holy Mountain. The influence of Mount Athos 

also looms large over his priestly vocation: his mother’s uncle, Joseph, was a monk at Vatopedi 

monastery while his uncle’s father was an archimandrite. He was ordained deacon in 1961 and 

took the name Bartholomew. His priestly ordination followed in October 1969. He furthered his 

studies at the Theological School of Halki and studied at postgraduate level at the Pontifical 

Oriental Institute in Rome, the Ludwig Maximilian University of Munich, and the Bossey 

Ecumenical Institute in Geneva. His sojourn in Rome coincided with the opening of channels of 

dialogue between the Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church. Pope Paul VI also 

began inviting Orthodox students studying in Rome to dine with him on an annual basis.  

These experiences helped to cement Bartholomew’s views on the importance of ecumenical 

dialogue. From 1973 onwards, he began working as director of the office of the beloved 

Patriarch Demetrios. This role exposed him further to ‘heads of churches, theological dialogues, 
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and the ecumenical movement’. These experiences, according to Chryssavgis, reinforced 

Bartholomew’s credentials as a truly ‘ecumenical’ patriarch. His tenure, however, has not been 

without controversy.  

The commitment to convene the Holy and Great Council on the island of Crete in June 2016 was 

not universally welcome. Some believed the Patriarch had overstepped the mark. Moreover, the 

relationship between the Ecumenical Patriarchate and the Patriarchate of Moscow has often been 

thorny, particularly over issues relating to the recognition of autocephalous Churches.  

With great sensitivity Chryssavgis outlines the role of the Ecumenical Patriarch as the ‘first 

among equals’ and ‘arbiter and convener of world Orthodoxy’, while giving context to some of 

these issues. He writes that the Patriarch is ‘charged with the responsibility to convene and 

coordinate the synergy of the Orthodox Church worldwide’. The Patriarch also has a ‘weighty 

responsibility to ensure that the historical developments that have brought the Church to its 

current reality never mitigate the spiritual reality of the Church as the body of Christ’. 

Chryssavgis portrays the Patriarch as a skilled spiritual leader who can navigate with sensitivity 

the role of his office which is ‘by no means merely symbolical or ceremonial’ but which, 

nonetheless, cannot ‘command or compel’. Bartholomew’s environmental leadership is also 

significant. The ‘Green Patriarch’ was one of the first religious leaders to state that ‘to commit a 

crime against the natural world is a sin.’ He emphasizes that ‘the environment is not merely a 

field of study or a concern of economics’ but rather ‘space where millions of people live and 

share the responsibility for the planet’. 

The Patriarch’s silver jubilee is a cause for celebration. Indeed, throughout the history of 

Orthodoxy, only three other Ecumenical Patriarchs ever marked this milestone.  

The book includes some tributes by individuals who got to know the Patriarch through their line 

of work. They include Pope Francis, Vice-President Joe Biden, Pope Benedict XVI, Rabbi David 

Rosen, Archbishop Rowan Williams, Vice-President Al Gore, Dame Jane Goodall, and the 

broadcaster George Stephanopoulos. Their contributions pay a well-deserved tribute to one of 

the most formidable contemporary Christian leaders. May God grant him many years! 

 

ANDRÉ P. DEBATTISTA 

Malta 
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Spiritual Guidance on Mount Athos. Edited by Graham Speake and Metropolitan Kallistos Ware. 

Oxford: Peter Lang, 2015. Pp. 157. £40.00 paperback. ISBN 978-3-0343-1894-5. 

 

Those of us who know and love it best are aware that our society is profoundly bifocal: the lens 

through which it views its object of friendly regard is part academic (for lack of a better word) 

and part purely ecclesial. You would expect it to be disorienting, this bobbing up and down 

between the two, but the Executive Committee, now seasoned at nodding their heads, usually get 

the balance just right. And so our Summer Conferences, Autumn Meetings, and Madingley 

Conferences are regularly shot through with a unique blend of intellectual and spiritual vision. 

Though the Madingley Conference is in some ways the jewel in the crown of the society’s 

calendar, biennial three-day residential conferences in Cambridge are not within the bounds of 

feasibility for most members of the Friends. Therefore, the four volumes of papers from the 

conferences that have so far been published are very welcome. Being able to access the papers in 

written form is an appealing second best to being there in the flesh. (In fact there is now a third 

option: the 2015 conference was filmed throughout and videos of its papers can be viewed on the 

Friends’ YouTube channel, accessible at www.youtube.com/c/FriendsofMountAthos. Let us 

hope that being able to view the Madingley proceedings online will become a regular offering.) 

Spiritual Guidance on Mount Athos, from the conference of the same name held in 2013, is the 

third in the series. (The fourth, Rightly Dividing the Word of Truth, from the 2015 conference, 

appeared late in 2016 and is reviewed elsewhere in this Annual Report, p. 105-8.) As its title 

suggests, the subject matter more naturally inclines towards the ecclesial half of the society’s 

bifocality. With the exception of our sainted Chairman, whose co-authored Introduction starts 

things off by summarizing the chapters that follow, all eight contributors serve the Orthodox 

Church as ordained ministers or monastics or both. 

The first paper, written by Metropolitan Kallistos in his customary clear homiletic style, explores 

what the Orthodox mean by spiritual guidance. In the Metropolitan’s view, true spiritual 

guidance is not the imposition of a moral code or a set of rules on someone. Rather, it consists in 

an interpersonal exchange of love – perhaps in word, deed, prayer, or just through silent listening 

– between a seeker after spiritual wisdom and a fellow Christian who has (knowingly or 

unknowingly) been granted the gift of discernment. Spiritual fathers and mothers are ‘the 
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guardians of evangelical freedom’ – a phrase some readers might wonder at, given the emphasis 

on total and absolute obedience that appears again and again in the chapters that follow. 

The second paper, by Archimandrite Ephraim of the skete of St Andrew on Mount Athos, is also 

homiletic, but in the Athonite manner: highly rhetorical, even histrionic, it circles freely and 

almost laterally around the topic of spiritual fatherhood on the Mountain. The Archimandrite is 

keen to stress the exclusively Orthodox nature of, among other things, the ‘Our Father’; and 

though at the outset he promises an explanation for the Church’s emphasis on spiritual paternity 

despite Christ’s injunction to call no man on earth father, in the end he falls back on a distinctly 

ecclesial sort of circular reasoning and merely explains the question away. Later on he is at pains 

to stress that, though he does not say spiritual fathers are more essential than merely ordained 

priests and bishops, nonetheless he makes it clear that ordination on its own counts for little and 

what people really need is someone spiritual, whether that person be a member of the clergy or 

not. This is a striking testament to the tension that has always existed – as much now as ever – 

between charismatic and sacramental forms of leadership in the Church. 

Metropolitan Kallistos appears again in paper three, this time to walk us through what the 

Philokalia has to say on the question of spiritual guidance. It would be interesting to know how 

the role of the spiritual father changed over the centuries, but the stress here is on continuity, not 

development. The need for an experienced elder, the Metropolitan writes, is the ‘unifying thread’ 

woven throughout that massive encyclopaedia of monastic wisdom. The eighteenth-century 

debate over whether or not to publish it, which the chapter goes on to discuss, is fascinating. 

Though in the end the coin landed on the side of the publishers, those laypersons who have read 

the Philokalia and wondered how to even begin incorporating its strict ascetical teachings into 

their lives may ask themselves whether St Paisy Velichkovsky was not right to oppose its being 

made accessible to ordinary people. The Metropolitan finishes with two very important 

questions: what is the seeker to do when he fails to find an elder? And does not the tradition’s 

heavy emphasis on absolute obedience threaten to infantilize those who follow it? To the first 

question, the answer is straightforward enough: absent an experienced elder, prayer and the 

Scriptures will have to suffice. The second, however, could have been much more considered: it 

is not enough to say only that of course the spiritual father is not meant to infantilize his 

disciples, when such spiritual and (perhaps worse) psychological infantilization is a very real and 

open danger. 
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The fourth paper is the longest. Frs Methody and Kirill Zinkovskiy, both priest-monks, are also 

twin brothers, and so it is perhaps fitting that their chapter approaches the subject of spiritual 

fatherhood from two directions at once. On the one hand, they cover the way the Athonite 

tradition of spiritual guidance has been received in the Slavic world. On the other hand, they 

explore the theological dimension of spiritual guidance through the contemporary approach of 

Orthodox personalism. According to this approach, each individual is an ‘ontological union’ of 

personhood, essence, and expressiveness – who you are, what you are, and what you do – and, of 

the three, who you are is king. Your personhood, the ‘hypostatic element’ inside you which 

allows you to be given a personal name, is by nature oriented towards communion with others. 

Your personal relationship with an experienced elder, therefore, is a dynamic ‘Spirit-inspired’ 

process which aims at developing and perfecting that natural inclination towards communion. 

According to Frs Methody and Kirill, this is unlike pantheistic approaches (such as Hinduism, 

perhaps), where your personhood dissolves into an impersonal divine essence, or the approach of 

the other two Semitic monotheisms, where your personhood becomes identified with the 

personhood of God. Spiritual guidance in Christianity aims to bring your personhood into 

communion with the personhood of Christ, through whom you may enter into eternal 

relationship with the Holy Trinity. Heady stuff, and just the tip of the iceberg of a wide-ranging, 

sometimes dauntingly esoteric paper. 

With the fifth paper, the book really takes wing. In addition to being a wonderful writer, Fr 

Maximos of Simonopetra is rapidly becoming one of the Orthodox Church’s most lucid and 

inspiring theologians. His subject here is Elder Aimilianos of Simonopetra, abbot from 1973 to 

2000 and one of the outstanding revivers of cenobitic monasticism on Mount Athos in recent 

times. The elder’s reputation was quite unlike that of most. Erudite and urbane, he placed great 

emphasis on education and always inveighed against the way spiritual fatherhood can sometimes 

turn into a cult of personality. As Fr Maximos explains, Elder Aimilianos experienced a 

profound conversion of mind and heart early in his monastic career. He then goes on to translate 

an account the elder once gave of a mystical experience granted to ‘a certain monk he once 

knew’ (believed to be the elder himself). Let me tell you, the price of the book [£28.00 if ordered 

from FoMA] is worth the description of that mystical experience alone. Told in simple language 

of great force and profound beauty, it has the unmistakable ring of being absolutely true. Fr 

Maximos’s illuminating commentary on the experience follows and draws on descriptions of 
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theophanies in the Old Testament and the narrative of Christ’s Transfiguration in the New to 

demonstrate in clear, closely argued prose the theological and ecclesiastical implications of what 

Elder Aimilianos saw, and indeed what the elder went on to do by devising a new synthesis of 

the cenobitic and hesychastic traditions. 

The final three chapters are variations on the same themes. Fr Liviu Barbu, a married priest 

serving a congregation in Norwich, explores spiritual fatherhood and motherhood as it is 

practised in the world, where it has its own challenges and its own special strengths. Fr Andreas 

Andreopoulos narrows his focus down to modern Greece, where communities and individuals 

are still recovering spiritually from the dislocations they suffered at the hands of the twentieth 

century. Of particular interest is his discussion of the complicated relationship Greek leftists have 

had with their religious and monastic heritage: Fr Andreas perceives a certain affinity between 

the Left and the Church, to the extent, at least, that they both decry the trend towards 

individualism and atomization. Finally, Sister Theoktisti of the monastery of St John the 

Forerunner in Anatoli tells the story of the decline of women’s monasticism in Greece in the 

nineteenth century and its renewal in the twentieth, largely thanks to St Nektarios of Aegina and 

a bevy of Athonite spiritual fathers. 

There’s a lot packed into the book’s scant 150 pages! On balance, I wish it had included at least 

one chapter more expressly from the ‘academic’ half of the Friends’ bifocal lens. At times the 

book felt almost oppressively ecclesial, merely stating again and again the same basic truths, 

without ever holding them up to critical scrutiny. I would have appreciated some discussion at 

least of spiritual guidance in the Athonite mould when it goes wrong, because it can go very 

badly wrong indeed; or about how the ideal of spiritual guidance can be experienced as a great 

burden to ordinary people, who are easily made to feel like second-class citizens of the Church 

when, for whatever reason, they have failed to cross paths with a spiritual father or mother. But 

these quibbles aside, it is a worthy entry in a series that we should all hope is still only in its 

infancy. 

 

THOMAS SMALL 

London SE10 
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The One and the Three: Nature, Person and Triadic Monarchy in the Greek and Irish Patristic 

Tradition. By Fr Chrysostom Koutloumousianos. Cambridge: James Clarke, 2015. Pp. 254. 

£25.75 paperback. ISBN 978-0-227-17514-9. 

This noteworthy book unites the Fathers of Greek East and Irish West in harmonious witness 

against certain perceived errors of modern Orthodox theology and ecclesiology. It is quite 

remarkable in the breadth of its reference, embracing not only a wide range of theological 

sources but also frequently invoking poets such as Milton and Blake. And while concentrating 

for the most part on Greek patristic sources, it is hugely refreshing to find a contemporary 

Athonite monk and scholar delving with such evident enthusiasm into the Irish patristic tradition.   

In asserting the harmony of Greek East and Irish West, Fr Chrysostom resonates with elements 

of the work of the great Greek man of letters Zissimos Lorentzatos (d. 2004) who discerned a 

connection between the Greek and Irish mystical traditions, highlighting ‘the diffusion and 

transfusion of our own mystical tradition from the sketes and cells of the East to the mist-

shrouded monasteries of Ireland’. Lorentzatos saw signs of this underground stream of mystical 

inspiration in the work of certain Western literary figures, above all W. B. Yeats and William 

Blake. Philip Sherrard, a great friend of Lorentzatos, named this underground tradition ‘the 

Orthodoxy of the West’.  

But Fr Chrysostom tells us disappointingly little about actual or possible historical connections 

between Eastern and Western Orthodoxy, between Greek East and Irish West. Instead he roots 

their harmony in the shared ascetic pursuit of holiness. There is nothing intrinsically wrong with 

this approach. There are bound to be profound commonalities between patristic traditions 

anchored in and shaped by ascetic practice and dedicated to the pursuit and worship of the one 

true God. But it should be acknowledged that the harmony of Greek East and Irish West alleged 

in the volume emerges very much at the expense of the non-Celtic Latin West. Figures such as St 

Augustine and Thomas Aquinas come off rather badly and the monastic and ascetic inheritance 

of the Latin West gets short shrift. Of the Anglo-Saxons (another Christian tradition with a 

substantial ascetic and monastic tradition) nothing is said. It seems to me that it is somewhat 

artificial to allege a harmony of Greek and Irish patristic traditions in isolation from or in 

contradistinction to the greater part of the Latin-speaking world of which it was an intrinsic if 

distinctive part. Take John Scotus Eriugena, for example. This remarkable figure is presented as 

one of the chief representatives of the Irish patristic tradition but spent most of his life among the 
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Franks at the Carolingian court and worked largely on Greek patristic and Neoplatonic sources. 

While doubtless he was shaped to some extent by his Irish background, I find it a little 

disingenuous to represent him as a straightforward representative of the Irish patristic tradition 

without fully acknowledging his Latin (indeed Frankish) context and predominantly Greek 

thought-world. We might as well treat John Duns Scotus (with whom he sometimes gets 

confused) as an example of specifically Scottish scholasticism. 

With the exception of Eriugena, the Irish sources used in this volume represent a fairly scanty 

corpus both in terms of scope and theological depth. Thus they are almost necessarily confined to 

something of a walk-on part when set alongside the vast and rich Greek patristic corpus. And 

there are certainly Romantic echoes of Yeats’s Celtic twilight in the evocation of this long-lost 

patristic culture on the outer rim of the Western world but in profound sympathy with the Greek 

East.    

I am allowing myself to be somewhat critical of this volume, given that it is itself a depressingly 

unrelenting assault on the theology and ecclesiology of Metropolitan John Zizioulas. The author 

takes grave exception to Metropolitan John’s theology of divine and human personhood, a 

theology articulated to a significant degree on the basis of the Cappadocian Fathers. Metropolitan 

John’s account does indeed emphasize, perhaps over-emphasize, divine personhood over the 

shared divine nature (the three over the one). Fr Chrysostom in turn emphasizes, indeed over-

emphasizes, the shared divine nature over divine personhood (the one over the three). Thus, for 

Fr Chrysostom, the Greek and Irish Fathers are united in opposing any sort of exaggerated 

emphasis on the personal threeness of God, privileging instead the oneness of the divine essence. 

Thus, the author argues, when we speak of monarchy in God, we should understand in the first 

instance the Triadic monarchy of the three-in-one and not simply the monarchy of the Father. 

This brings us on to what is perhaps the chief gripe the author has with Zizioulas – his 

ecclesiology. Fr Chrysostom regards Zizioulas’s emphasis on the role of the bishop in the 

Church (and indeed in the liturgy) as overly authoritarian. He attacks Zizioulas’s emphasis on the 

personal freedom and monarchy of the Father with such force precisely because he sees it as 

underpinning an authoritarian and excessively hierarchical understanding of Church governance. 

In opposition to this understanding, Fr Chrysostom appeals to the ideal of monastic community 

as an ecclesiological paradigm. This ideal is patterned (in so far as any human society can be 

patterned) on the monarchy of the one-in-three and not on the monarchy of the Father. Here the 
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author enters into the long history of tension between the charismatic and institutional structures 

of the Church. While certainly not suggesting that we dispense with the institutional structures of 

the Church, Fr Chrysostom leans towards privileging its charismatic dimension. In this he sides 

with figures such as Macarius (of the Macarian Homilies) and St Symeon the New Theologian 

(sources he quotes with some frequency), both of whom had their own troubles and misgivings 

concerning the institutional Church.    

There is no doubt that there are some legitimate concerns and debates to be had with the 

theology and ecclesiology of Metropolitan John. It is salutary, for example, to warn against a 

sundering of nature from person whereby the person assumes some sort of ontological priority 

over nature. It makes no sense to me to speak of nature and person as separate realities. In both 

the divine and human realms person and nature are inseparable. It is also salutary to warn against 

a conceptualization of created nature that deems it as tending of necessity towards disintegration 

and destruction. Here Fr Chrysostom would seem to side with Philip Sherrard over Metropolitan 

John in a fierce debate played in the pages of Synaxi and Sourozh some years ago. It is also 

perfectly legitimate to criticize some of the ecclesiological implications of Zizioulas’s Trinitarian 

theology. But overall I detect something of a straw-man approach in Fr Chrysostom’s 

presentation of Zizioulas. Zizioulas-bashing has become something of a sport in modern 

Orthodox theological circles, but the fact remains that Zizioulas is the most profound and 

significant Orthodox systematic theologian of our age and deserves a more balanced and 

constructive critique than is provided in this volume.    

It is also worth noting that, in emphasizing divine unity, the author gets himself into some tight 

corners. For instance, he insists that love is best understood as essential in God – i.e. pertaining 

to God’s being as opposed to his personal existence. But while love certainly pertains to the 

essence (for ‘God is love’), that love is surely exercised and extended to us by the persons – 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Equally, in so far as I love God (miserable creature that I am), I 

love God not as essence but in and through Christ and as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. In so 

emphasizing the oneness of the divine essence against the perceived excessive personalism of 

Zizioulas, the author ends up dangerously underestimating the significance of personal relations 

both within God and between God and man. It may be added that the anti-personalist thrust of 

this work also militates directly against the work and achievement of Elder Sophrony of Essex, 

whose theology and anthropology centre on the hypostatic or personal principle. Lastly, I must 
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confess that I do not see in Fr Chrysostom’s broadly essentialist account of the Trinity anything 

that would definitively preclude the Latin filioque. The two footnotes asserting the contrary are 

hardly a sufficient response to this concern.  

In many ways this has been a difficult review to write. I was initially rather excited to come 

across a work that sought to bridge the thought-worlds of the Greek and Irish theological and 

ascetic traditions. But on closer inspection, and for all its undoubted sophistication, elegance, and 

beauty, I must end with a caveat lector, given the extent to which the wonderful source material 

is harnessed to score points within a modern Greek theological Kulturkampf. 

 

MARCUS PLESTED 

Marquette University, WI 

 

Athos: The Holy Mountain. Mount Athos: Cell of the Annunciation, Skete of St Demetrios – 

Lakkos, 2016. Pp. 196. Numerous colour illustrations. £10.00 hardback. ISBN 978-606-8686-40-

0. Available from ebay.co.uk. 

 

This book, like the earlier one by Sotiris Kadas entitled Mount Athos which it in many ways 

resembles, might have been helpfully subtitled ‘an illustrated guide to the monasteries and their 

history’. Kadas’s book, first published by Ekdotike Athenon in 1979, passed through several 

editions, appeared in many translations, and served as the standard guidebook to Mount Athos 

for a generation. The book under review is a worthy successor and deserves an equally long life, 

subject to revision.  

 The title-page is coy about the book’s authorship, but the bibliographical CIP data on 

page 2 twice mentions the name Ștefan Nuțescu who is well known as the chief architect of the 

remarkable monastic revival that has taken place at Lakkou skete over the last thirty years or so. 

I detect at least the Elder’s guiding hand over the project, even if he has chosen to delegate the 

writing to one or two of his disciples. It is an ambitious undertaking for a non-Greek skete, even 

one as dynamic as Lakkou, and symptomatic of the renewal that has seen the brotherhood there 

grow from just one in the early 1980s to over fifty today. 

 The structure of the book is very similar to that of Kadas. After a short introduction to the 

history of the Mountain as a whole, there follows a chapter on each of the ruling monasteries in 
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hierarchical order, and a concluding section on Karyes, the capital of Athos. This is followed by 

a very selective glossary (whose entries are not even listed in alphabetical order), a wholly 

inadequate bibliography, and no index (all of which can easily be remedied in a new edition). 

 The structure of each chapter is also similar to Kadas. A short history of the monastery is 

followed by notes on its saints and chief relics, its monuments and churches, its buildings, its 

principal icons, and the contents of its library and treasury. Each chapter concludes with a 

paragraph or two on any sketes or cells governed by the monastery. Reasonably enough, there is 

some emphasis on the Romanian settlements which have so often been short-changed in the past; 

but to give five pages to the skete of Prodromos and no more than two lines to Bogoroditsa 

seems somewhat disproportionate. 

 The new book scores its highest marks for its illustrative content. According to the 

credits, all the photography was done by Matei Buta and he deserves high praise for his work. 

The chapter on the Great Lavra, for example, is accorded no fewer than seventeen photographs 

of the monastery and its icons, and there are then another twenty illustrations of the associated 

sketes and cells. Many of them are really striking views; a few are reproduced too small, making 

one wonder if it might not have been better to include slightly fewer pictures and give them more 

space. A particularly valuable feature is the inclusion of a ground plan of every monastery with 

the principal buildings labelled (but frustratingly no scale). 

 Where this book scores its lowest marks is in the quality of the text. And by this I do not 

mean the information, which apart from minor slips is basically sound and often highly 

illuminating, but the English translation. Every page is littered with phrases which we would 

never use in everyday writing, phrases such as the ‘fighters against the icons’, the ‘Saint Doctors 

without silver’, the ‘approvers of Latin ideas’, ‘succursal monasteries’, and (my favourite) 

‘multi-secular cypress trees’ (to understand which you really need to know Latin). According to 

the credits, the translation was made by Nicolae Honoriu Crișan and ‘revised’ by Valentina 

Spătaru, neither of whom sounds to me like a native English speaker. Not surprisingly, the result 

is a linguistic hotchpotch; and this is a pity, because it mars an otherwise praiseworthy volume 

on which great care has clearly been lavished. Let us hope that the first print run was not too 

long. My recommendation would be to pulp any remaining copies and commission a new 

translation, or at least a new ‘revision’, to be done by a native English speaker. The result would 
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then be a book of which the skete could be justifiably proud and which would merit a life at least 

as long as Kadas enjoyed. 

 

GRAHAM SPEAKE 

Oxford 
 

Athonika Tetradia/Athonite Papers. Vols 1 (2014) and 2 (2015). Thessaloniki: Ekdoseis 

Mygdonia. ISSN 2241-9861. 

 

This is an important new periodical about Athonite culture and history being published annually 

in Thessaloniki. Most of the articles are in Greek, but all come with adequate brief summaries in 

English. It is beautifully presented, and also very well illustrated when appropriate. Its articles 

are carefully referenced and each issue includes some valuable book reviews. It is a production 

of great quality and significance, reflecting steady and informed interest from many disciplines 

in various aspects of the life and history of Mount Athos.  

The first volume contains a range of articles embracing the role of the Catalans on the Holy 

Mountain, according to the Life of Archbishop Daniel II; two poetic texts wrongly attributed to 

St Nikodimos; the careers of some early monks at Vatopedi; and a letter associated with 

Xeropotamou monastery concerning the celebration of the Forty Martyrs there. There are articles 

discussing the domed parabemata of the various katholika in the monasteries, the belfry of St 

Paul’s monastery, and the kelli of St Theodoros in Provata. Other articles explore the artistic 

legacy of Athos: early modern woodworking; the work of Athanasios Panagiotou of Kastoria; 

and some hitherto unknown icons of Dionysios in Cyprus. There is also a very significant article 

about the description of Athos by Joseph Georgirenes. 

The second volume has several articles that focus more precisely upon the nature of Athonite 

monastic life. The first outlines some prominent personalities and spiritual trends, indicating the 

wide influence of Athonite spirituality. There is a fascinating account of the meaning of 

investiture of monks in this tradition. Another article gives a glimpse of how monasteries were 

endowed by the laity; and there is also a history of the katholikon of Simonopetra monastery. 

The artistic wealth of the Holy Mountains is further exemplified by a detailed and well-

illustrated article about bookbinding, and another about the mechanical clocks in some of the 
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monasteries. There is an account of some classical funerary epigrams from Chalkidiki; also 

discussion of a unique portrayal of the life of St Philotheos of Dionysiou in the monastery of 

Petra. This is followed by two lavishly illustrated articles: the first one is about some nineteenth-

century painters at work in that monastery; and the second is an authoritative and very full 

discussion of the significance of the decorations of the Protaton in Karyes. The last article pays 

tribute to the cartographic labours of the late Reinhold Zwerger, written by his son. Other 

contributors include A.-E. N. Tachiaos, Konstantinos Vafeiadis, our own Spiridion Azzopardi, 

and several Athonite fathers. 

This journal will provide in the coming years a rich panoply of reference and interest, reflecting 

the steady determination and intellectual rigour with which Athos and its culture are approached 

and supported in Greece. 

 

DOUGLAS DALES 

Oxford 

 

Mount Athos, The Holy Mountain: Pilgrim Paths, Monasteries and Sketes, Profiles of Key Paths. 

Compiled by Roland Baetens, Dimitris Bakalis, and Peter Howarth. Version 1.15. 

Filathonites.org: 2016. 1:25,000 map in booklet form €40.50; 1:40,000 sheet map €25.00; 

gazetteer €6.50. Discounted prices available for FoMA members. 

 

The compilers have produced an excellent, detailed and extremely useful topographical map of 

Mount Athos. It replaces all previous attempts to represent the Holy Mountain cartographically. 

Every pilgrim should acquire a copy. 

 There are two parts. The first is a contoured topographical map, 125 × 40cm, covering the 

whole of the Athos peninsula at a scale of 1:40,000 (2.5cm to 1km or 1.5 inches to 1 mile). The 

contour interval is 100 metres and different height zones are tinted. Spot heights are given in 

certain locations. Monasteries, sketes, and cells are shown, together with the roads, tracks, and 

footpaths that connect them. Names are given in Greek and transliterated Greek. The Universal 

Transverse Mercator (UTM) projection of 1km squares is laid over the map. A compass rose 

gives cardinal points and, importantly, indicates the magnetic variation for 2016. Compass 

readings can be misleading without it. On the back of the sheet are plans of Karyes and the area 
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east as far as the coast, north to Pantokrator, and south to Mylopotamo; and the sketes of St 

Anne, Kafsokalyvia, and St Panteleimonos (Koutloumousiou). Profiles along selected footpaths, 

e.g. from Esphigmenou to Vatopedi (9.25km and an ascent of 250 metres) give an idea of the 

expected gradients. 

 The second part is a collection of twelve sheets on the scale of 1:25,000  (4.0cm to 1km 

or 2.5 inches to 1 mile) which provide detailed coverage of the region, working north to south 

and west to east. They convey essentially the same information as the single sheet map, but in 

more detail. Helpfully, bar scales are given on each sheet but the compass rose (and the magnetic 

variation) appears only on the first one. As well as profiles of the footpaths, separate pages 

present enlarged plans of Karyes and the same sketes as on the single sheet. In the middle of the 

topographical sheets, and meant to be detached, is a gazetteer. This begins with an explanation of 

how the maps came to be produced, the sources of information (including the more than 300 

GPS tracks provided by the FoMA path-clearing team) and how the data were processed. Then it 

moves into a list of place-names in Greek and transliterated Greek, giving the status of each and 

its location. Location is given according to the subdivided squares of the UTM grid. Each cell is 

identified horizontally by numbers and vertically by letters. The text explains how to read the co-

ordinates, but it also explains how to use GPS devices and warns of the importance of having a 

compass as well as a map. Using them in combination, the pilgrim will have no excuse for 

getting lost or for not being able to report his precise location if he needs help. 

 

MALCOLM WAGSTAFF 

Norwich 
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OUR CONTRIBUTORS 

 

 

†Anthony Bryer succeeded the late Sir Steven Runciman (d.2000) as the doyen of Byzantine 

studies in the UK and turned the University of Birmingham into a mecca for Byzantinists. He 

died on 22 October 2016, aged 78. 

 

Andrew Buchanan, co-ordinator of the FoMA Footpaths Project, has a long track-record in film 

and TV production, ranging from drama and commercials to wildlife.  He is co-owner of a 

private nature reserve in Somerset, a keen amateur archaeologist, and an enthusiastic cider-

maker. 

 

Alasdair Cross is married with three children and three stepchildren and is the managing 

director of a professional services company in Guernsey. He was privileged to make his most 

recent pilgrimage to the Holy Mountain in the company of Metropolitan Kallistos. 

 

Douglas Dales is a parish priest in the Oxford diocese, with wide ecumenical interests. He is the 

author of a number of books about Anglo-Saxon church history and other areas of theology, 

including a forthcoming study of St Bonaventure's commentary on Luke’s gospel. 

 

André DeBattista is an independent researcher and occasional columnist. He is a Visiting 

Lecturer at the Department of Public Policy at the University of Malta where he teaches themes 

related to policy-making in micro-states, Maltese constitutional development, and politics in 

literature and the arts.  

 

Stephen Duckworth has been researching the drawings Edward Lear made on his travels, 

particularly in Greece, for several years. He will shortly be publishing a book on Staffordshire 

pottery figures. Most of his career was in social housing, after a visit to Mount Athos in 1959 as 

a student. 
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Nicholas Fennell, since retiring from teaching at Winchester College in 2013, devotes himself to 

researching into the Russian presence on Athos. As a Visiting Research Fellow at the University 

of Winchester, he has participated in Athonite conferences in Finland, Italy, Russia, Serbia, the 

UK, and Ukraine.  

 

Terry Hemming is an Anglican priest working in a rural parish in the diocese of Winchester. He 

has visited Mount Athos with the FoMA path-clearing team. He has also been received as a guest 

at St John the Baptist monastery, Tolleshunt Knights, Essex, for over twenty years. 

 

Simon Jennings is the Treasurer of the Friends of Mount Athos and a trustee of the parish of St 

Nicholas the Wonderworker in Oxford. He is also a chartered accountant in practice in the city of 

London. 

 

John Mole is an author and screenwriter. Books in print are focused on the Aegean. He has a 

particular interest in the gardens of Mount Athos. 

 

Marcus Plested  is Associate Professor of Greek Patristic and Byzantine Theology at Marquette 

University (USA). He wrote his doctorate under the supervision of Metropolitan Kallistos at the 

University of Oxford and was awarded his DPhil in 1999. He was received into the Orthodox 

Church on the Holy Mountain in 1992.  

  

Georgi Sengalevich is a Bulgarian archaeologist and Byzantinist. He is currently a PhD 

candidate at the University of Sofia and a member of the excavation team of the Early Christian 

Episcopal Basilica of Philippopolis (modern Plovdiv). Не is also an assistant to the 

Parliamentarian, Stanislav Stanilov, on issues of education and culture.  

 

Thomas Small is a documentary film-maker and co-author, along with Jonathan Hacker, of Path 

of Blood: The Story of Al Qaeda’s War on Saudi Arabia (2014). He has so far failed to find a 

spiritual father. 
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Graham Speake, founder and Chairman of FoMA, is a writer and publisher. He is author of 
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