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THE MONASTERY IN TRADITION
AND TODAY

Archimandrite Ephraim,

Abbot of the Holy and Great Monastery of Vatopaidt

place of sanctity; a place of quietude for
a life far from cares, ideal to distance the

A mind from the concerns of life which tm-

pede ts ascent to another sphere of existence -
close to the One who has no beginning; close to
the God who is the object of our love.

The observation of the historians that “the nat-
ural formation of the peninsula favoured, and in-
deed imposed, the tsolation of tts inhabitants'” is
certainly true.

The sole access by land to the peninsula of
Athos is its narrow western side, where even now
remains of the canal of Xerxes, dug around 481
BC, can still be seen.

The terrain of the peninsula is rugged, covered
with forests and ravines; it has thus naturally
been a refuge for those who meditate on things
above. However, the monks who live in this place
are spiritually nourished not so much by the
physical landscape and the other natural beau-
ttes, which indeed contribute to the peace and as-
ptration of the soul, as much as by the special as-
surances and blessings which have been given to
them by the Mother of God, our Lady the Theo-
tokos. Tradition relates that the Holy Mountain
was given to her by her Son as her portion, just as
portions were allotted to all the Apostles. Again
according to tradition, the Theotokos herself dur-
ing her lifetime visited Athos, disembarking at
the port of Clement. We find this tradition set

down as early as the end of the 13th century.
St Maximus of Vatopaldi tells us that: “The

Mother of God then journeyed by ship to the Holy
Mountain with the Apostle John, having first cast
anchor at the place where the Monastery of
[veron now stands. From there they went on foot
to the place where the Monastery of Vatopaidi (s
today. At that ttme unbaptised Greeks lived
there.. * As soon as she disembarked on her allot-

ted portion, miraculous events occurred, together
with the conversion to Christianity of the major-
ity of pagans who in ancient times inhabited

20

cities here whose existence 1s known to us from
the historians of antiquity®. Unfortunately we
lack proof of the existence of Christians on Athos
during the first centuries after Christ. In our
Monastery of Vatopatidt there is a sarcophagus of
Germanus, the son of a certain Heraclas., made in
203 AD and probably the last known trace of the
pagan inhabttants of Athos®.

The Holy Mountain was called Acte by the an-
ctents. During the early Middle Ages it was
known as Athos, while from the 10th century on,
the name of the "Holy Mountain has prevaitled -
this title originating not, as in the case of the ear-
lter ones, from uts geographical position or from
the majestic peak of Athos, but from the immov-
able ‘'mountains of the virtues which guide man
to perfection.

It is not clear when monastic life began on
Mount Athos. The traditions sometimes are an
expression of mystical yearnings, but at others
they convey hidden messages. To the degree that
historical testinmony s lacking, these traditions
do not constitute sources for history. But for the
Church of Christ they are a joy to study, and usu-
ally at their core there is a truth which has often
prompted scholars to embark upon important re-
search which has led them to remarkable discov-
Eries.

Even now, historical research on the subject s
inadequate in the extreme - especilally as the his-
tortans and chroniclers of old did not readily con-
cern themselves with the details of monastic life
on a distant peninsula”.

The first historical testimontes to the existence
of monastic life on the Holy Mountain come from
the Canon of St Joseph the Hymnographer, which
was composed around 831-841° In thts, St Peter

Fig. o (preceding double page). Copper engraving
showing the two sides of the Athos peninsula.
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the Athonite is extolled in hymns on the occastion
of the finding of his holy relics, while in his Life,
which was written around the middle of the 10th
century, we are told that the Saint lived an ascetic
life on Athos in a remote cave for about 50 years
with strict fasting, vigil, and prayer. In this way
we know that the ascetic life was being lived on
the Holy Mountain before the middle of the ninth
century. The second ascetic known to us s St Eu-
thymius the Younger, who to begin with was a
monk at Olympus tn Bithynia. However, he lived
at different times on the Holy Mountain between
859 and 866, and later built the Monastery of
Peristeron, south-east of Thessaloniki, around
898. From his Life, which was compiled by his
disciple Basil, we learn that before the arrival of
St Euthymius in 839, there were monks living on
the Holy Mountain. We do not, of course, know
when exactly they first arrived. Several of these
monks, however, founded monasteries beyond
the Holy Mountain; as, for example, in the case of
John Colobus and the monastery named after

him at lerissos.
From the Life of St Euthymius it also emerges

that not only monks in ones or twos were living
on the Holy Mountain, but also ascetics n
groups. After the foundation of the Megiste LLavra
in 962 by St Athanasius, the coenobtitic way of
[ife greatly flourished. It is true that monasteries
existed before the Megiste Lavra, but the scarcity
of sources and the incomplete state of research at
present do not allow us to determine when exactly
they first made their appearance.

I'raditions concerning the Monastery

We have the fiurst evidence of the Holy
Monastery of Vatopaidi tn a document of 9895
which bears the signature of its first Abbot,
Nicholas. In the case of the First Typikon* of
T'simiskes (972), we are unable to itdentify pre-
cisely all those involved, while in that of Mono-
machus, we see that Vatopaidl 1s second tn the
hierarchical order of the monasteries of the Holy
Mountain. Furthermore, the Abbot of the Mon-
astery attends the common assemblies and s ac-
companted by four monks. Vatopaldl, as a mon-
astery with many monks, enjoys other special
privileges.

Such a rapid rise in the postition of Vatopauidt

22
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Fig.7.Cantors with their prompter (canonarch) in the
right-hand chotr.

ls perhaps difficult to explain in the case of a
monastery newly-established tn 930-985. How-
ever, the patria, that is, its traditions, recorded in
manuscript codices, speak of the existence of the
Monastery before the 10th century - from the
time of Theodosius the Great and his children Ar-
cadius, Honorius, and Placidia. The reason why
they founded the Monastery was the miraculous
rescue of Arcadius from a shipwreck, after which
he was set down near a bush (vatos) and a church
founded by Constantine the Great, laid waste by
Julian the Apostate’. During the period between
the 4th and approximately the beginning of the
10th century, the traditions tell of a monastery
which was so prosperous and splendid that it at-
tracted pirates, who left it ruitned.

After this destruction of the Monastery, we
meet up with history again in the figures of the
three holy founders Nicholas, Athanasius, and




IT'HE MONASTERY IN TRADITION AND TODAY

Antony®. These saints were sent by St Athanastius
of the Megiste Lavra to rebuild the Monastery af-
ter its destruction by pirates. Thus from 985 on-
wards, the Monastery of Vatopaidi becomes one
of the most powerful institutions on the Holy
Mountain and its renown soon attracts a host of

monks and outstanding personalities, of whom
many are saints of the Orthodox Church.

I'he Administration of the Monastery

The administration of the Monastery of
Vatopaidi, like that of the other monasteries, is
in the hands of its Abbot and its senior monks.
who together make up the Council of Elders, that
ts, the Holy Synaxis of the Monastery. The Abbot
and the two commissioners are the executive
power which tmplements the decistons of the
Council of Elders and the managing authorities
of the coenobium.

The internal regulations order the details and
the formalities of the administration, as well as
the meetings of the Holy Synaxis, both regular
and extra-ordinary. h

The Abbot, who s elected, once chosen by

those monks who have the right to vote in the
brotherhood, holds office for life. Every year, on 1
January, the Holy Synaxis decides on the special
tasks (ditakonema) of each monk.

The programme of the monks during the 24-
hour day is divided into three equal eight-hour
periods, devoted to prayer, work, and rest, respec-
tvely.

Prayer in the Monastery

Prayer usually takes place in the katholikon at
the times of common prayer in the services of the
Miudnight Office, Matins, the Canonical Hours,
the Divine Liturgy, Vespers, and Compline.

Of course, apart from common prayer in the
katholikon, each monk has the opportunity to en-
gage in the practice of prayer in his own cell, the
ultimate goal being to attain to St Paul's injunc-
tton to “pray without ceasing”. This is accom-
plished through the repetition of the prayer “Lord
Jesus Christ, have mercy on me’. Through this
prayer it 1s also possible for every monk to pray
over and above the times of the offices prescribed
by the typikon*, and even, depending on measure

23

Fig. 8. The Vematarissa, with the 'lemon tree' in front
of her, in the position where she is placed for festivals,
when she is brought out from the synthronon*.

of his purtty, right conduct and progress, in his
sleep - in the words of Scripture, “I sleep but my
heart i1s awake . Furthermore, the study of pa-
tristic literature is a welcome spiritual occupa-
tton for every monk and is considered to be an ex-
tension of prayer. Among the principal writings
read by the monks are the works of Basil the
Great, John Climacus, Abba Dorotheus, John of
Damascus and the Philokalia.In addition, during
the common meals in the refectory, lives of the
saints, festal discourses, commentaries on the
Scripture readings for the day, etc. are read aloud.

Monastic Tasks

Monastic tasks (diakonemata) are allotted by
the Holy Synaxis of the Monastery according to
what is necessary for a smooth ordering of admin-
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'he Holy Monastery of Vatopatdi preserves
as a sacred inheritance a large number of
portable icons - somewhere in excess of

3,000 - which make up one of the most important
collections of sacred treasures of this kind any-
where in the world.

These icons, as far as research up to the pre-
sent has established, range chronologically from
the 12th to the early 20th century, and represent
a variety of iconographic subjects and of figura-
tive types of sacred persons which supply the
needs of the feasts and saints’ days of the Church
and of veneration and liturgical use, and of the
private prayer of the monks.

They also provide invaluable evidence, direct-
ly and indirectly, for the history of the Monastery
and of Athonite monasticism generally, while at
the same time they permit the derivation of data
on the course followed by Byzantine and post-
Byzantine painting, artistic activity on the Holy
Mountain, and the relations of the Monastery
with those countries where it had metochia*™.

Furthermore, the high artistic quality of many
of the Monastery's icons makes it possible to
trace the direct relations - cultural and economic
- which the Monastery had with the major centres
of the Byzantine Empire, Constantinople and
Thessaloniki, and to assess the leading spiritual
role which, from the time of its foundation, it
played in the sphere of Orthodoxy and of the

PORTABLE ICONS

Efthymios N. Tsigaridas

Greek nation.

[t should be noted that a large number of the
lcons made their appearance at the Monastery at
certain periods of history, such as that of the
Palaeologues (1261-1433), and in the 18th and
19th centuries, as a result, without doubt, of uts
flourishing spiritual life and economic prosperity
at those tumes.

In the text which follows an attempt is made,
by means of a certain number of icons, which are
discussed in chronological order, within the frame-
work of historical groups and artistic trends, to
give as representative a picture as possible of the
wealth of treasures in the category of icons which
is preserved in the Monastery. It should be noted
that the dating of the icons, in the absence of
chronological data and evidence from inscrip-
tions, is based as a rule on iconographic and,
above all, artistic criteria.

The selection of the icons proved an exception-
ally difficult task, because of the absence of any
scholarly catalogue. The opportuntty for an acad-
emic approach to the Monastery's lcons was pro-
vided for the first time by the organisation of the
store of icons and the compilation of a restora-
tion programme'. Thus the selection was based
chiefly on icons which have been restored, on the
criteria of a good state of preservation, rcono-
graphic interest, artistic quality, and their place
within the artistic trends of thetr times.

3900
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Fig. 296. Epistyle icon. The Presentation of the Blessed Virgin in the Temple and the Delivery of the Blessed
Virgin to Joseph (first section, 40.5-45.5 x 71.5 cm.). Second half of the 12th century.

BYZANTINE ICONS

The oldest icons preserved in the Monastery -
Lf we except those cult icons which tradition at-
tributes to earlier times - date from the period of
the Comnent, and, more exactly, the second half
of the 12th century. The icons which have sur-
vived from this period are very few in number; it
ts, nevertheless, represented by a particularly in-
teresting epistyle of the sanctuary screen of the
katholikon with 13 surviving subjects in which

the Great Deisis™ i1s combined with scenes from
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the life of the Theotokos and of Christ.

The absence of icons from the first half of the
13th century ts striking, but, by way of contrast,
the icons which have survived from the Palaeo-
logue period (1261-1453) are more in number
and, moreover, of exceptional artistic quality.
Some of them can be described as masterpieces of
the Palaeologue renaissance and can be linked
with the production of workshops of Constan-
tinople and Thessaloniki. More specifically, the
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Fig.297. Epistyle icon.The Annunciation of the Theotokos and the Visit of the Blessed Virgin to Elisabeth (second

section, 79 x 69 cm.). Second half of the 12th century.

majority of the icons of this period represent the
spiritual, intellectual and artistic renaissance of
the Palaeologues which coincides chronological-
ly with the reign of the Emperor Andronicus II
Palaeologus (1282-1328), a patron of monasti-
ctsm, who gave his support to the Monastery in a
variety of ways. It was in his reign that the katho-
likon was decorated with wall-paintings (1312).

From the fiurst Palaeologue period (1261-
1328), we shall discuss 13 icons, two of which
are mosaitcs. The icons of this period are limited
in thetr subject-matter, since the majority of them
are icons from the sanctuary screen which depict
chiefly Christ, the Blessed Virgin, St Demetrius,
and St George.

From the second Palaeologue period (1328-
1453), 15 tcons will be examined. These show a
variety of subject-matter, since in terms of their
use they are icons of the Lord from the sanctuary
screen, wcons of the Great Deisis®, also from the
sanctuary screen, from the sanctuary doors, and

392

lcons which are for veneration or for private de-
votion. From an artistic point of view, the icons of
this pertod which we discuss here represent in
high quality the artistic production of the age and
demonstrate the contacts which the Monastery
had with the major centres of the Empire, Con-
stantinople and Thessalonikt .

On the Byzantine icons which have so far been
restored there are no artists’ names or any other
data in connection with thetir place of production
or origin. Nevertheless, on the basis of the find-
ings of research, two icons, one of St Demetrius
(Fig. 315) and one of St George (Fig. 316) have
connections, tn our opinton, with the workshop
of the artist of the Protaton (c. 1290) Manuel
Panselinos, while others seem to have come from
workshops in Constantinople or Thessaloniki. In-
deed, two tcons (Figs 438, 439) are said by tradi-
tton to have come from the Church of Aghia
Sophta in Thessaloniki, and this tradition seems
to be not wholly without foundation.
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Fig. 298. Epistyle icon. The Crucifixion and the Deposition from the Cross (fourth section, 71.5 x 69 cm.). Second

half of the 12th century.

The Monastery's Byzantine icons, as a rule,
are not accompanted by inscriptions. Nevethe-
less, on two icons, that of Our Lady Glyko-

philousa* from the diptych known as the ‘Ninia
of Theodora  (Figs 436, 437) and that of the
Apostles Peter and Paul (Fig. 29) inscriptions
have survived which demonstrate a link with fig-

ures of the Byzantine court: Anna Philan-
thropina, wife of Manuel II, Emperor of Trebi-
zond (1390-1412), in the case of the former, and
the Despot Demetrius Palaeologus, son of the
Emperor Manuel II Paleologus (1391-1425), in

the case of the latter. Furthermore, the mosaic
icon of St Anne (Fig. 313), a work of the 13th-



