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Biography as allegory

Dirk Krausmuller
Mardin Artuklu University

Through comparison with Dante’s Divine Comedy and with Late Antique allegorical
interpretations of the Bible this article makes the case that Byzantine hagiographers
encoded an allegorical dimension into their texts and that they did so in order to make
value judgements that complement explicit evaluations of the behaviour of saints.

When in the early fourteenth century the Florentine exile Dante Alighieri wrote his Divine
Comedy he started with a description of the situation in which he found himself before he
embarked on the journey that would take him through hell, purgatory and heaven.

Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita
Mi ritrovai per una selva oscura,
Ché la diritta via era smarrita.*

Upon the journey of our life midway
I came unto myself in a dark wood,
For from the straight path I had gone astray.”

These opening lines set the scene for an elaborate narrative: Dante tells his audience how
he spent the night wandering in this wood until at daybreak he arrived ‘at the foot of a
hill’ (al pié d’un colle),® how after a brief rest he tried to climb this hill but was driven
back by a leopard, a lion, and a she-wolf,* and how he finally met the Roman poet
Virgil who told him that he could not ascend to the top of the ‘delectable mountain’ (i
dilettoso monte) but needed to take a different route.’

Although Dante gives the impression that he is recounting a real event, there can be
no doubt that he never actually left a highway, got lost in a wood and tried to climb a
mountain. Yet this does not mean that he is telling a lie: Dante did experience a crisis

1 Dante Alighieri, Divine Comedy, Inferno 1.1-3, ed. T. Di Salvo, La Divina Commedia di Dante Alighieri
(Milan 1987) 6-7.

2 The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri, tr. ]. Butler Fletcher (New York 1931) 3.

3 Dante, Divine Comedy, Inferno, 1.4-27 ed. Di Salvo, 7-8.

4 Dante, Divine Comedy, Inferno, 1.28-60, ed. Di Salvo, 9-11.

5 Dante, Divine Comedy, Inferno, 1.61-136 ed. Di Salvo, 11-16.
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at some point of his life and it is this crisis that is reflected in the narrative.® The text can
convey this meaning because each of the features that I have mentioned has a metapho-
rical dimension and because taken together they add up to an account of the successive
stages of Dante’s troubles.

A closer look reveals that Dante does not leave his audience without indicators that
he wishes his story to be understood in this way: in the very first line he employs the phrase
‘Journey of our life’ (cammin di nostra vita) where the qualification ‘of our life’ leaves no
doubt that ‘journey’ does not have a literal but a metaphorical meaning. In this way he
signals to his audience that the following phrase ‘straight road’ (diritta via) where such
qualification is missing should equally be regarded as a metaphor and that the other
motifs such as night and mountain should then also be understood in the same way. It
is evident that such a strategy could only be successful because Dante’s audience was
used to reading texts in this manner for otherwise they would have failed to take the
hint. Moreover, Dante could be confident that they would decode the narrative correctly
because he knew that they were familiar with the connotations of the different motifs.

The notion that narratives can have metaphorical dimensions did not first arise in
the Middle Ages. Known as allegory, literally ‘speaking otherwise’, it had first been con-
ceived in Antiquity by Homeric scholars,” and had later been adapted by Christian
authors who used it as a method to gain a deeper insight into the biblical text.® A
typical example of this approach is the Life of Moses by the fourth-century author
Gregory of Nyssa.” This text consists of two parts, firstly a historical account based on
information gleaned from the Old Testament, and secondly an allegorical interpretation
of this data. Accordingly, each event is mentioned twice. For example, Gregory states in
the first part that when God manifested himself on Mt Sinai the Israelites went down to
the foot of the mountain whereas Moses stayed behind, which is a paraphrase of Exodus
19:10 - 24, and then explains in the second part that Moses ascended ‘to the mountain
of the knowledge of God’ (16 tiig Oeoyvawoiog doet),' ! and that ‘the knowledge of God is a
steep and almost inaccessible mountain of which the common people scarcely reach the
base’ (6pog yép éomv dvavieg kol dvomgdottov 1y Beoroyio Tig poAG Aedx tig Vmwoeiog
00Gver). 1

6  Ofcourse, one needs to be careful not to conceive of this crisis in ‘psychological’ terms. Dante’s account is
not so much concerned with a personal crisis as it is with the sinfulness that comes from man’s fallen condition
and that affects not only Dante but human beings in general: cf. the commentary in Di Salvo, La Divina Com-
media, 6.

7  Cf.R. Lamberton, Homer the Theologian: Neoplatonist Allegorical Reading and the Growth of the Epic
Tradition [Transformation of the Classical Heritage] (Los Angeles 1986).

8 Cf. eg. R. P. C. Hanson, Allegory and Event: A Study of the Sources and Significance of Origen’s
Interpretation of Scripture (London 1959).

9  Gregory of Nyssa, De Vita Moysis, ed. H. Musurillo [Gregorii Nysseni Opera VIL.1] (Leiden 1991) 1-
142.

10 Gregory of Nyssa, De Vita Moysis, 1.45, ed. Musurillo, 20.1-13.

11 Gregory of Nyssa, De Vita Moysis, I1.152, ed. Musurillo, 80.8.

12 Gregory of Nyssa, De Vita Moysis, 11.158, ed. Musurillo, 82.1-2.

https://doi.org/10.1179/0307013113Z.00000000028 Published online by Cambridge University Press


file:///i6Xic
https://doi.org/10.1179/0307013113Z.00000000028

Biography as allegory 163

This approach to the Biblical text was bequeathed by Late Antiquity not only to
Western Christianity but also to the Byzantine world. Given this shared legacy one can
formulate the hypothesis that the Byzantines not only looked for an allegorical dimension
in already existing texts but also encoded such a dimension into newly constructed nar-
ratives. It is true that Byzantine civilisation never gave rise to a Christian epic that could
be compared with Dante’s Divine Comedy but it did produce many narratives of a reli-
gious character in the form of saints’ lives and encomia and it is on these texts that I will
focus in the following.

Were Byzantine hagiographical texts meant to be read as allegories? This question is
answered less easily than one might first think. Like Dante, Byzantine hagiographers refer
to mountains, paths, forests and the like but this, of course, does not yet prove that the
narratives in which these features are found had a metaphorical dimension. Indeed, a
metaphorical reading seems to be ruled out because unlike Dante’s Divine Comedy
hagiographical texts give every impression of relating real events. In what follows I
will attempt to demonstrate that it is nevertheless possible to detect the presence of an
allegorical layer in Middle Byzantine saints’ lives. In order to make my case I will
focus on clusters of terms and phrases that are used in their literal sense but that are com-
monly employed as metaphors; and I will pay particular attention to passages where
literal and figurative use of the same words appears side by side or at least in the same
text.

Given the pervasive use of metaphorical language in Late Antique and Byzantine
writings it comes as no surprise that such language is also found in the Lives of saints.
Highly educated hagiographers such as Theodoret of Cyrus did not confine themselves
to merely presenting facts but embellished their accounts with sometimes elaborate
imagery. A typical example can be found in the biography of the Syrian ascetic Baradatus,
which forms part of Theodoret’s Religious History:

£v 1@ 8¢ AV 1@ Vel ThHg GRETIG 0VK £q cuvavoiivot 10 dQévnua, GAAL KdTm fQrewy
keAever el owtd 10D Bgoug T KkQbomedor oide Yo Odomv EAiker BAGPNV

dreyuoivovoa @ THom didvora.

Being in this very height of virtue he did not let his attitude ascend with him, but
ordered it to crawl below around the very fringes of the mountain, for he knew
what great harm is caused by a mind that is swollen with pride.

Here Theodoret makes the point that the saint had reached spiritual perfection by liken-
ing this state to the summit of a mountain; and he gives this image a further connotation
by equating the saint’s humility with the foothills of this mountain, a detail that undoubt-
edly suggested itself to him because the adjective tomewdc does not only mean ‘humble’

13 Theodoret of Cyrus, L'histoire des moines de Syrie: ‘Histoire Philothée’, ed. P. Canivet and
A. Leroy-Molinghen, 2 vols [Sources chrétiennes 234, 257| (Paris 1977-79) 11, 222.4-7.
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but also has the literal sense of ‘low’ and is in this sense often used in conjunction with the
noun ¢pévnuo, which appears in the text.'*

In Theodoret’s biography of Baradatus this elaborate image appears in the conclud-
ing section and is clearly distinguished from the preceding account of the life and achieve-
ments of this saint. However, not all authors kept the literal and metaphorical dimensions
apart in their writings, as can be seen from a letter that the eleventh-century polymath
Michael Psellos sent to his friend John Xiphilinos. There Psellos criticises Xiphilinos’
rejection of Platonic philosophy in favour of Christian contemplation in the following
manner:

un péyo oiov Tv €nt 1od 6Qovg davoswodiv, UNdE UGS £l 1A TOV Adywv Koo~
UHAY- AL €l ol Tig meduig f Babutdn kKowlds, T ddpoyE diegowyvia 1 puyxde
Yiig GpENTOG KO GmdEENTOC, £KEIGE KOTaPOG £VIOLUYNCOV, THCY PEV £yKUTTOV Pif-
Ao NuetéQolg e kol tolg Bugabev, Kol Tolg GLAAOYIOUOTG YVUVOGOELS O MO GTOL,
olrtwg £mi 10 doviAioyioToug yvhoelg avapndL ndoa Yo dQEeT, ued’ vmegnooviog,
adehoe @idtote, kol oifcews, Eoydn Kaxio xoBéotnre.®

Do not consider the sojourn on the mountain to be a great thing, and do not revel in
revelling against the speeches; but if there is anywhere a plain or a very deep hollow
or a cleft ravine or an ineffable and secret hole of the earth, climb down there and
hide in it, studying all our books and those of the pagans, and when you have
first been trained in syllogisms, thus climb up to the types of knowledge that
cannot be attained through syllogistic reasoning! For, most beloved friend, all
virtue that is coupled with pride and arrogance is the worst evil.

In this passage Psellos reminds his addressee that it is impossible to achieve visions of God
unless one has before engaged in philosophy and then advises him to go back to first prin-
ciples. This point is made through use of the same metaphorical language that Theodoret
had employed half a millennium earlier. Indeed, Xiphilinus is the negative counterpart to
Baradatus: with his pride he has reached the summit whereas regarding his spiritual status
he is still dwelling at the bottom. However, in this case a literal dimension is added because
‘the mountain’ mentioned by Psellos not only signifies Xiphilinos’ inner qualities but also
refers to Mt Olympus in Bithynia where Xiphilinos lived as a monk. Psellos exploits this
fact to great effect when he asks his addressee to ‘climb down’ not only from his prideful
attitude but also from the real mountain where he had his cell and to dwell in a low-lying
place, such as a ravine or a cave, that corresponds to his spiritual status.

This raises the question: might Byzantine hagiographers not also have played with
the literal and metaphorical dimensions? In order to find an answer I will turn to an
episode in the eleventh-century Life of Lazarus of Galesion, a Byzantine holy man who

14 For tanewdv ¢ppovnue and torewvodpooiivy, cf. e.g. ‘Votos Aovkds. O Biog 10D 6oiov Aovkd tod Eretgidm,
ed. D. Z. Sophianos (Athens 1989) 177: 31t tancivodpocuvng VreQBornv.

15 Michael Psellos, Epistola a Giovanni Xiphilino, ed. U. Criscuolo [Hellenica et byzantina neapolitana
14.} (2nd ed., Naples 1990) 53.85-92.
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became the highly successful abbot of a group of monasteries in Western Asia Minor.'®
Before he rose to such prominence Lazarus had led a rather unsettled existence. His
hagiographer Gregory tells us that he left his home village when he was still a boy and
that he then drifted through Asia Minor where he visited famous religious shrines.!”
Such a way of life was not without its dangers: we are told that during his travels
Lazarus met a monk who promised to take him to Jerusalem but in reality intended to
sell him into slavery. When the saint was apprised of this plan he is said to have

reacted in the following manner:

£00€wg Mg elxe Puydg dyeTo Kol THg eVBeiog éxkAivag mRdg 0 ToaKeineEvoy TANGiov
0pog GverBelv Eonevdev: £l 8¢ o ToVG MEOTOdag T0T Govg Gvia 1y VUE todTov
karcAopufdver dpEauevog 8 100 GvéQyecton dud e 0 oK6TOG THG VUKTOG S 1€ 10
Ao 10D Spovug divovieg Eroincev ag EAeyev GANV TV vOKTA XEQGL KL TOGL TUKTEVGOV
Kol poMg A1 i épog dranyaovong ABUVABN Endve odtod dverdeiv. !

He immediately without further ado fled and, having turned away from the straight
(sc. road) to the nearby mountain, he hurried to climb it. And while he was still in the
foothills night overtook him, and having begun to climb up he spent, as he said, the
whole night struggling with hands and feet because of the darkness of the night and
the extreme steepness of the mountain. And barely when the day was already break-
ing did he manage to climb over it.

This passage presents us with a much more elaborate scenario than the examples
that we have discussed so far. Apart from references to a high and inaccessible mountain
and its foothills, which have counterparts in Gregory of Nyssa and Theodoret of Cyrus, it
contains two further motifs: deviation from a straight road, and nightfall at an inoppor-
tune time. These motifs are already familiar to us from the beginning of the Divine
Comedy where they were given an allegorical meaning. Is this also the case in the Life
of Lazarus? Here one could again raise several objections. Firstly, Lazarus’ hagiographer

~ purports to relate a ‘real’ event on the basis of information that was volunteered by the
saint himself. Secondly, this event takes place in a specific geographical context, the area
north of the city of Attalia in southern Asia Minor, which is indeed mountainous and thus
could well have been the setting for the event described in the Life. And thirdly, the devi-
ation from the road can be explained as a consequence of the situation Lazarus finds
himself in: as we have seen he is on the run from his would-be slaver and would obviously
have been in much greater danger of being captured if he had stayed on the road.

16 Gregorius Monachus, Vita S. Lazari, ed. H. Delehaye, Acta Sanctorum Novembris 111 (Brussels 1910)
508-88. On Lazarus cf. e.g. J. Thomas, ‘Documentary evidence from the Byzantine monastic zypika for
the history of the Evergetine Reform Movement’, in M. Mullett and A. Kirby (ed.), The Theotokos Evergetis
and eleventh-century monasticism [Belfast Byzantine Texts and Translations 6.1] (Belfast 1994) 246-73,
esp. 249-51.

17 Cf. C. Foss, ‘Pilgrimage in medieval Asia Minor’, DOP 56 (2002) 129-51, esp. 147.

18 Life of Lazarus of Galesion 9, ed. Delehaye, 511F12-512A5.
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However, these objections can be overcome when we consider the context in which
this passage appears. Before he describes the incident which we have been discussing so
far, the hagiographer gives an account of Lazarus’ travels in the company of the monk,
which contains the following passage:

0 88 povoydg oxoAdg dv, kai un BovAdpevog 0QOms mogetechot udiiov 3¢ un duvva-
pevog it 10 movneodv £0og O eixev, éxkhivov tig £00eing Smgyeto xukAcdLV TiG
KOUOG, ETOTOV Kol GVAAEYwY Goto kol BAXo €1 Tt moeTyov oo’

And the monk who was crooked, and who did not want to travel in a straight line or
rather could not do so because of the evil habit that he had, turned away from the
straight (sc. road) and circling traversed the villages, begging and collecting bread
and whatever else they gave him.

It is evident that this passage has one feature in common with the following account of
Lazarus’ flight: like Lazarus, the vagrant monk deviates from the road on which he is tra-
velling. As before, this behaviour can be explained through practical considerations: the
monk leaves the highway because the villages where he begs are situated at some distance
from it. However, in this case the statement that the monk ‘strays from the straight road’
is complemented by a reference to his character where ‘not travelling in a straight line’,
here with the additional qualification ‘crooked’, clearly belongs to the metaphorical level.
This characterisation, which is based on Proverbs 14:2: ‘he who travels in a straight line
fears the Lord whereas he who is crooked on his roads will be dishonoured’ (6 mogev6-
uevog 6p0@dg poPeiton Tov KvQLoV: O 8¢ oxoMdlwv Toig 080ig owTtoD dtyactneETaL), 1S
closely related to the life-style of the monk. The participle xvkAebwv, which literally
means ‘going round in a circle’, points to the noun kvkAevtig or ‘circler’, a common
term for vagrant monks whose manner of life was frowned upon in eleventh-century
Byzantium.*® Thus we can not only conclude that ‘deviation from the straight road’
has an allegorical dimension just as it does in Dante’s account but also that it has the
same — negative — meaning.

Given the fact that the two passages appear in close vicinity and that in both cases we
find exactly the same phrase, éxxAivewv tijg e00etag, it seems inconceivable that Lazarus’
straying from the road does not also have an allegorical dimension. This raises the ques-
tion: does his behaviour also have a negative connotation and if so what does the criti-
cism consist of? The answer is provided in the passage that immediately follows
Lazarus’ exertions in the mountains:

oG 3¢ VmepavePn 10 Spog 080V Tivar TETQPEVTV EVRMY €ToQevETO” 0UTrG dE AvT®
HOVE REQUIATOUVIL SUVOVTY oOTd TG HOVOYOG YNOONOG Og OTdG Kol €REQETNOOS

19 Life of Lazarus of Galesion 8, ed. Delehaye, 511D5-10.

20 Cf. E.Herman, ‘La stabilitas loci nel monarchism bizantino’, OCP 21 (1955) 115-42, with references to
canonical prohibitions of such a life-style. On attitudes towards non-coenobitic monasticism in the eleventh
and twelfth centuries, cf. P. Magdalino, ‘The Byzantine holy man in the twelfth century’, in S. Hackel (ed.) The
Byzantine Saint [Studies supplementary to Sobornost 5] (London 1981) 51-66.
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adTOV Kol HolBGOV TEvVToL T TEQL CrVTOD AMETRYEV ADTOV THG TROG Tl ‘[eposdivpa 680D
310 0 véov Thg HAkiag cuveBovdeve 8¢ otd T0i¢ Exeivou Adyolg pdAov eion Kol
petr’ owtod gig ™V aTol povily dmeABETV - v YGQ Tog wikQdg moiuvng O yéowv
TEOEoTHG - KoKeloe mQookopTeQficon Emc oD 10 dgofov €k Tic MAkiog odTR
TQOCYEVITOLL. ‘

When he had climbed over the mountain he found a beaten track and travelled on it.
And while he was thus wandering alone he met an old monk who stopped and asked
him and when he had been apprised of his whole background prevented him from
pursuing the road to Jerusalem because of his youthful age. And he advised him
rather to yield to his words and to go with him to his monastery — for the elder
was the superior of a small flock — and to remain there until he would be old
enough not to have to fear for himself.

As before, the narrative seems straightforward: once he has got over the mountain
Lazarus meets an abbot whose community he then enters. Again, however, this does
not exclude the presence of an allegorical dimension. Indeed, when we compare the
passage with Dante’s narrative we can see that the abbot is given a role that is similar
to that of Virgil. Fortunately for us, the passage can be easily decoded. The salient
feature is that the meeting takes place on another road, which is called the ‘beaten
track’ (tetoypuévn 086c). In hagiographical literature this expression is often used in a
metaphorical sense: in the sixth-century Life of Patriarch Eutychius by Eustratius the
Priest, for example, we read that this saint’s ‘feet were in all respects straight and
firmly planted, and did not deviate to the right or to the left but walked the beaten
and royal road’ (tolg kot mhvta 6pBoVG ki £dpaiovg mOSag pf EkkAivoviag dekux R
dp101eQ6, Padiloviog 8¢ Ty TeTQwuéVV Kod Baothikty 680v).%! Such statements have
a Biblical basis in Proverbs 4:27: ‘do not stray to the right or to the left’ (uf éxxiivng
eig 1o dek unde eig & diotepd), and Numeri 20:17: ‘we will go by the royal road
and will not stray to the right or the left’ (68 Bacihik{i rogevoduedo, odx £kkAVODUEY
dekux 006¢ edmvuna). However, the conceptual framework that they express is adopted
from Greek philosophy: it is the Aristotelian definition of virtue as the happy ‘medium’
(uecdtng) between two equally negative extremes, ‘shortcoming’ (8AAewng) and ‘excess’
(bmepBoAn).>* This notion was frequently appealed to in discussions about what consti-
tutes proper monasticism and was usually linked to the coenobitic régime, which was

presented as a life of moderate asceticism that avoided both laxity and excessive rigour.?®

21 Eustratius Presbyter, Vita Eutychii Patriarchae Constantinopolitani, ed. C. Laga [Corpus Christianorum,
Series Graeca 25] (Turnhout 1992) 72.2232-5.

22 A. Lumpe, ‘Konigsweg’, Reallexikon fiir Antike und Christentum 16 (2006) 216-22, esp. 219, with
references to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (1103b26 and 1108b10).

23 Cf. Lumpe, ‘Konigsweg’, 22-221, with references to Basil of Caesarea, John Cassian, John Climacus and
Jerome, cf. also 221-2, on the use of the same framework in the dogmatic discourse. For a more detailed dis-
cussion cf. F. Taillez, ‘Baciikn 686¢. Les valeurs d’un terme mystique et le prix de son histoire littérale’, OCP
13 (1947) 299-354.

https://doi.org/10.1179/0307013113Z.00000000028 Published online by Cambridge University Press


file:///iaXkov
file:///ix/be
https://doi.org/10.1179/0307013113Z.00000000028

168 Dirk Krausmiiller

A typical expression of this ideology can be found in the Life of Cyril of Philea where Pro-
verbs 4:27 is conflated with Numeri 20:17 and is then interpreted as follows:

un €xkAivng eig 1ot de&ur unde eig 10 GQLoTEQR, GAL’ 03® PBocthikii ToEEVOL” 1 YO
petil Aoyou e0810kQ1T0g EvdEIn Kol otevOTG, Bacthikn oty 080G BoTe O ddidkQ1Tog
VIOTOoHoG 1 GAoyog cuykatdacty dodupogd eioy O £xotéQwbev moQdk Adyov
ywopevo.>*

Do not stray to the right or to the left but go by the royal road for well-discerning
and reasonable indigence and straightened conditions is a royal road. Accordingly
undiscerning self-imposed hardships and unreasonable concessions {to the body]
are unprofitable because they happen against reason on either side [of the royal
road].

This passage, which is itself a quotation from an earlier text, links the golden mean
to the use of ‘discretion’ (didkioic) and ‘reason’ (Adyog), which determine what is suit-
able for human beings in general and for the specific needs of individuals.*®

There can be no doubt that the narrative in the Life of Lazarus is meant to be under-
stood in this way. The coenobitic life-style is represented by the abbot who as we have
seen happens to stand on a ‘beaten track’. And since the ‘straight road’ has the same con-
notations as the ‘beaten track’ one can argue that the vagrant monk and the young
Lazarus both deviate from such a life-style but that they do so in opposite directions:
the former is too lax and is therefore simply going round in circles whereas the latter
is too fervent in his desire to ascend the ‘mountain’ of spiritual perfection.?” That this
behaviour may be linked to asceticism is suggested through the portrayal of the
vagrant as a glutton and through the characterisation of Lazarus’ struggles as nuxtetew,
which literally means ‘boxing’ and refers to athletic contests but which was commonly
used by Christian authors as a metaphor for ascetic endeavour.”®

If we accept this interpretation we must consider the possibility that the other fea-
tures in the account of Lazarus’ flight also have allegorical meanings even if they are
not made explicit, just as it is the case in the Divine Comedy. The hagiographer mentions
two reasons why the ascent is so difficult, ‘the exceeding steepness of the mountain’ (10
Liav 10D Spovg divaveg), and ‘the darkness of the night’ (10 ox6t0¢ Tiig vuxtog). We have

24 Nicholas Kataskepenos, La vie de saint Cyrille le Philéote, moine Byzantin (+ 1110), ed. E. Sargologos
[Subsidia Hagiographica 39] (Brussels 1964) 86.

25 Climax, Scholion ad gradum 26.2, MPG 88, col. 1093A7-10.

26 There is a vast literature on the topic of discretion. Cf. e.g. E. Scholl, “The Mother of Virtues: Discretio’,
Cistercian Studies Quarterly 36 (2001) 389-401.

27 Cf. e.g. the criticism of ‘unambitious’ monks in Nicetas Stethatos, Physicorum Capitum Centuria 11.83,
MPG 120, col. 940D2-4: 6 dei negi 10 o010 STREPGUEVOG Kl if) TOREATEQ® KvNBfivon BouAGuEVOg IOV 6
TEQL THV pmyaviv €7l 10 010 KIVOUpEVE EoLKEV.

28 Cf.e.g. Evagrius Ponticus, Tractatus ad Eulogium 14, MPG 79, col. 1109D15: 6 8¢ 1d mpoonecé vt nédn
nuktevmv Ekkoyat. This use of terms referring to athletic contests was, of course, inspired by the Apostle Paul
who often uses them in his Letters, cf. e.g. I Corinthians 9:26: ottag muktedm dg ovk dégo Sépwmv.
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already come across the motif of the steep mountain in Gregory of Nyssa’s allegorical
interpretation of Mt Sinai. In itself it is, of course, not negative: it only becomes so if
one is not ready for the task as is the case with Lazarus who overestimates his abilities.”’
[ would suggest that this aspect of the story is alluded to in the reference to the dark night,
which falls when Lazarus starts his climb and only lifts when he reaches the top. This
detail has a counterpart in the Divine Comedy where Dante is also overtaken by darkness
and there it has an evident negative connotation since it is closely linked to his going
astray. In order to establish whether a similar reading is possible for the Life of
Lazarus we need to turn to Greek texts where the metaphorical dimension is made expli-
cit. An obvious starting point is Proverbs 2:13, a criticism of those ‘who leave the straight
ways, to walk in the ways of darkness’ (ol éykoatodinévreg 680Ug £00eing 0D ToQELOTVOL
v 06801 oxotoug). This passage was often quoted in Byzantine spiritual literature where it
was conflated with Proverbs 4:27.%° As a rule ‘darkness’ is there equated with ‘lack of
discretion’ (&dokgicia) just as ‘discretion’ (Sudkgioig) is routinely linked to ‘light’
(9éc).>" This takes us back to the ‘golden mean’: we have already seen in the passage
from the Life of Cyril of Philea that extreme asceticism is linked to a ‘lack of discretion’.
It is likely that these are not the only features in the passage that have an allegorical
meaning.*> However, the aim of this article is not to undertake an exhaustive analysis
but rather to demonstrate that Byzantine saints’ Lives can be read as allegories. Therefore
I will instead turn to another text, the Life of Cyril of Philea, in order to show that the

29 Cf. Gregory of Nyssa, Life of Moses, 11.161, ed. Musurillo, 83-4.4-10, where Gregory says that those
who try to climb the mountain ‘unwashed’ (&nAvro), i.e., without proper preparation, and through ‘irrational
sense perception’ (v &royov aicnowv), will be stoned and shot. Gregory infers this from Exodus 19:12-14
where God warns that beasts will be stoned if they approach Mt Sinai and has Moses tell the Israelites to wash
their clothes.

30 Cf. e.g. Pseudo-Ephraem, Sermones paraenetici ad monachos Aegypti 40, ed. K.G. Phrantzoles, Hosion
Epbraim tou Syrou erga 111 (Salonica 1990) 164-5.1-12.

31 Cf. e.g. Pseudo-Athanasius, Epistula 11 ad Castorem 4, MPG 28, col. 888D6-7: 1005 cartnoLddets Gk tivag
Tiig Srakgiceng, and 896C4-5: 100 Yo mvehuotog g dpYTig oxoticavtog Ty didvoiay oBte Srokpicews @S ...
&v Nuiv elpebnoetol.

32 Here I will only mention the detail that Lazarus is struggling ‘with his hands and feet’ (xegoi xai moat).
This information again seems straightforward: when one climbs a steep hill it is safest to go down on all fours
as it affords one a better grip. However, again this does not exclude the presence of further connotations.
Readers are reminded that for human beings such behaviour is anomalous ~ they usually only use their
feet to move from one place to another — whereas it is the usual way of movement for animals. This obser-
vation, however, points to the framework of the ‘golden mean’. In the quotation from the Life of Cyril of
Philea want and excess are both explained as the result of a ‘lack of discretion’ (&dwxgisia), which is in
turn caused by ‘lack of reason’ (&hoyiw). This state of affairs, however, reduces human beings to the state
of animals since ‘reason’ was considered to be the quality that distinguished human beings from beasts. There-
fore one could argue that the hagiographer added this feature in order to liken Lazarus to quadrupeds, which
are often referred to as ‘irrational beasts’ (§Aoya {@o). This is all the more likely as references to animals in
Scripture are often interpreted as statements about the irrational parts of the soul, which human beings have in
common with animals, cf. above note 28.
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author of the Life of Lazarus was not alone in encoding a metaphorical dimension into
his narrative.

Cyril of Philea was a twelfth-century solitary in Byzantine Thrace who had a large
following, including members of the ruling family and important religious figures such
as the monk Nicholas Kataskepenos, who later became his hagiographer.>® As is custom-
ary for a hagiographer Nicholas presents his audience with an account of Cyril’s life from
his birth until his old age when the following mishap befell the saint:

€v 3¢ 10 €vevnkoot®d atod TEURTY £TeL TiHg NAKioG v LV 1@ YHREL Ko 16 oAt
HuEOV voonievdpevog ¢EelBmv olv &v doeve VOKT Tiig KEAANG 00 Ydoon 10 Vdwg
ovtol - drelye 8¢ O 10mog £k Tiig kéMANG Moel AlBov BoAfv - &v 1® UnoCTEDELY
O3y £ontov petd tig GPdov kol elpokev £v 1@ deliud péget tig iouv dxdvBog
xovQhiG, oG KaTaKOAOUB®Y dnMAECE THY KEAAOY Koi TOAMX KombiGog ovK AdUVABN
€VQEV aOTV. TEA0G 3¢ EEakoLoVBMY Toidg GrkdvBong GvePn eic iy koQudny Tod umedd-
vog KO EVQGOV OV oQaypov abtod é€emhiyn €€otoviicog 8¢ kol piy Suvdpevdg m
S dEocBon mpocege &’ otd kai Totarto Ewg 0D #xQovoe 1O EVAov TG poviig
ko’ oikovopiov 8¢ Beod AmiABey O poBnmg crhToD KOl pPn VMY aTOV €v i) KEARN
£xGAESE 100G GdEAGOUC Kod AoBOVTES ddTar LOXIG TOTE £DQOV 0NITOV ioThueEvoV &V 6
dooryud kol EmoTnoifouevoy T OaBdm odtod kad i Suvépevov Shag ¢8éyEacton. >

In the ninety-fifth year of his life he was, apart from being old, also somewhat infirm
in his body. Having gone out, then, from his cell in a moonless night in order to pass
water — the place was about a stone’s throw away from the cell —, he guided himself
with the staff on his way back and found on the right side of the path thick thorns,
which he followed and thereby lost his cell. And despite much toil he could not find
it. Finally following the thorns he ascended to the pinnacle of the vineyard, and
having found its fence he took leave of his senses. Feeling weak and not being
able to do anything he slumped on it. And he stood there until the board of the mon-
astery was sounded. According to the dispensation of God his disciple went out and,
when he did not find him in his cell, called the brethren and after they had grabbed
lamps they finally found him standing on the fence and leaning on his staff and not
able to make a sound at all.

On the ‘historical’ level this narrative is evidently quite different from the one that
we have discussed so far. While Lazarus is a run-away adolescent en route to Jerusalem,
Cyril is an ancient hermit who lives out his days in the monastery of his brother where he
is being cared for. Moreover, whereas Lazarus runs away from a highway because he is in
danger of being enslaved, the context in the Life of Cyril is much more mundane: the saint
loses his bearings on his way to his cell after he has relieved himself in the nearby latrine
of the monastery. Nevertheless, the two stories have several motifs in common: like

33 On Cyril cf. M. Kaplan, ‘In search of St Cyril’s Philea’, in M. Mullett and A. Kirby (ed.), Work and
Worship at the Theotokos Evergetis [Belfast Byzantine Texts and Translations 6.2] (Belfast 1997) 213-21.
34  Life of Cyril of Philea 54.2, ed. Sargologos, 256-7.
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Lazarus, Cyril strays from the path he is on and laboriously climbs up to the top of an
incline in the middle of a dark night where he is eventually found by somebody else.

This suggests that this narrative, too, has an allegorical dimension and that this
dimension again gives it a negative meaning. Fortunately for us, this hypothesis can be
confirmed through comparison with a passage in an earlier part of the text where
Cyril tells the following story to a visitor:

dévdgov £ditevoev 0 Bedg moppéyedes ¢Bdvov £wg 0D oVQavoD: KEKTNTOL 3E TOUg
KOQTOUG AEBOAETS Kol ToQNALAYUEVOLS €V Yo T® SeE1® Kol EVOVUUD PEQEL TRV

KOO Kol HECWV KAQRGY Topareriyoot drovior.>

God planted a huge tree that reached unto heaven. It possesses choice fruits that
sprout forever. And on the right and left sides of the fruits of lower and middle
levels thorns are affixed.

This passage shows marked similarities with the episode we have discussed so far:
the phrase ‘for in the right ... part... of the fruits there are thorns’ (év yop 1@ de&1®
... REQEL TV ... KopT®V moomeniyaot dxavBo) that we find here has an almost literal
parallel in the sentence ‘in the right part of the path he found thick thorns’ (etpiokev
év 10 deE1d péoer Tiig iBov dxdvBog yovdds), which describes how the ancient saint
loses his way. However, in this case it is clearly part of an allegory where the fruit-tree
symbolises the ascent of the monk to perfection. This dimension is made explicit by
Cyril when his visitor then asks what the allegory is supposed to signify. Cyril explains
that the thorns, which grow to the right and the left of the fruits, are ‘the excesses and
shortcomings regarding the commandments of God’ (oi Umegforoi koi €rAeiyerg
... TV &viordv 10D 0e0D).>® There can thus be no doubt that the later account of the
saint’s mishap also has a negative meaning and that it is linked to ‘excessive behaviour’.

This raises the question: where did Cyril err? At first it appears that he has done
nothing wrong because the author states that when he had recovered ‘Cyril told us
how the temptation had happened to him because of the molestation of demons and
their great envy’ (Sinypooato Muiv ndg £x douovikfic énngeiog kol 10D moAA0D $OdVOL
obtidv cuuPépnxev ot 6 mepaopodc).”” This gives the impression that the mishap was
caused by outside interference, and Nicholas does not seem to disagree with this
interpretation. However, a closer look suggests that the matter is not so straightforward
and that the saint has brought this on himself. The first indication that this may be the
case is found at the end of the episode that has been quoted above. There it is said
that the saint was so badly affected ‘because he was chilled from the great cold,
wearing only one garment, and being old and infirm’ (&nerdyn yoQ Umo 100 TOAAOD
Wlxovg, povoyitwv dv, koi yéowv koi dobevic).>® This establishes a close link between

35 Life of Cyril of Philea 46.5, ed. Sargologos, 215.
36 Life of Cyril of Philea 46.8, ed. Sargologos, 217.
37 Life of Cyril of Philea 54.2, ed. Sargologos, 257.
38 Life of Cyril of Philea 54.2, ed. Sargologos, 257.
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the saint’s condition and his insufficient clothing. A look at the wider context shows that
this is a leitmotif in Nicholas’ account of the last years of the saint. This account takes the
form of a meticulous chronicle of Cyril’s physical decline, into which longer episodes are
inserted.” Right from the start this decline is said to be caused by two factors, ‘by great
old age and by unrelenting asceticism’ (Urd 00 TOAAOD YRS Kai THg GvevdoTov dokn-
cewg).*® This theme is then taken up again in the following chapters. Before he narrates
the mishap of the saint in the vineyard the author states how he visited Cyril ‘and when [
found him ailing and lying on an uncomfortable mattress, I entreated him to put hay on
top of his cover, so as to have a little respite from the excessive harshness’ (&g 8¢ etgov
aofevodvia Kol €v AmaQokANT® oTQwuvi] Keluevov, nogekdiece nBeivol €ndve 10D
yo8iov ool xoQTov, drwg uugdv Tva. dvémonow £Eel éx tig Gyov okAngdmmrog).t!
And immediately afterwards we hear that from then on Cyril was ill and that “after
long entreaties we barely persuaded him to moderate his fasting regime so as to eat
fish and wine’ (roAAd ToQOKCAECOVTEG OTOV POMG Eneicopey kKatoAUoal eig ixBuv kol
olvov).*?

The saint’s dilemma is obvious: his old age no longer allows him to adhere to the
rigorous asceticism without endangering his life. Byzantine audiences would have been
familiar with this theme because it surfaced in a contemporary debate about whether
or not monks should moderate their behaviour according to their age and health. In
the Life of Cyril this debate is alluded to in a long speech of the saint to his disciple in
which he explains that it is the intention that counts and not the actual practice.*?
This speech sits ill with Cyril’s own behaviour and is without doubt a reflection of the
views of the hagiographer and not of the saint himself.

Therefore one can argue that Nicholas uses the episode of the saint’s mishap on his
way back from the latrine in order to criticise his hero in a roundabout fashion.** By
having him stray to the right of the path and then climb up an incline he could indicate
that the saint’s behaviour was excessive, and by letting this happen on a moonless night
he could insinuate that Cyril suffered from a lack of discretion, which prevented him from
seeing what was good for him.**

Accordingly, the nocturnal travails of the ancient Cyril can be regarded as the
counterpart of the troubles of the young Lazarus: both saints adhere to an extreme

39 Life of Cyril of Philea 53-535, ed. Sargologos, 249-262. Two narratives are intercalated: the story under
discussion and an elaborate account of a demonic vision, cf. Life of Cyril of Philea 53, ed. Sargologos, 249-55.
40 Life of Cyril of Philea 53.1, ed. Sargologos, 249.

41  Life of Cyril of Philea 54.1, ed. Sargologos, 255-6.

42 Life of Cyril of Philea 54.3, ed. Sargologos, 257-8.

43 Life of Cyril of Philea 54.1, ed. Sargologos, 256.

44 It may not be coincidental that the account of the saint’s last years is immediately preceded by a caution-
ary tale about excessive asceticism, cf. Life of Cyril of Philea 52, ed. Sargologos, 245-8.

45 Cf. e.g. Maximus, Grostic Centuries 11.33, MPG 90, col. 1140C1-D2 where the moon is interpreted as a
symbol of ‘natural discretion’ {pvows Siixpiong), which gives off a ‘measured light’ (9@ odupergov).
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life-style that is inappropriate for their age and their specific circumstances, which then
accounts for the similarities between the two episodes.

At this point we can conclude that like the Italian poet Dante Byzantine hagiogra-
phers of the eleventh and twelfth centuries gave their writings an allegorical dimension.
Moreover, it seems that both Dante and the hagiographers shared an allegorical language
in which single features such as the ‘straight road’ have fixed positive and negative con-
notations that reflect a particular value system. However, at least for the Byzantine world
this second conclusion needs to be considerably modified. As we have seen, the allegorical
narrative about the tree of God, which Cyril of Philea tells his visitor, speaks of fruits to
which thorns adhere both on the left and on the right sides, an image that clearly
expresses the concept that virtue is to be found in the middle between two equally nega-
tive extremes. However, when we look closer, we find that Cyril speaks at this point only
about the fruits that are found at the lower and middle branches of the tree. This is a refer-
ence to the stages of spiritual ascent, which lead from an introductory level to an
advanced level and then finally to the level of perfection. Accordingly, this last level is
described at the end of the speech:

Tiig 8€ 1oEUFig 01 koMol 0V kEKTNVTad TL Avmodv ... lotaton 8€ <sc. 10 dévdgov> év
one Exovil &v udv 1 evoviuw pégel {odddeg xbog év @ elow mévta & 16BoA
{ho, £v 3¢ 10 de&1() uépel oteviv tvar 680v kol Te@hupévny fiv tnédeitev 6 Bedg

10ic 80vAo1G avToD. *

The fruits of the top do not have anything distressful in them. ... And (sc. the tree)
stands in a place that has in the right part dark chaos in which are all the venomous
animals, and in the left part a narrow and difficult road, which God has shown to his
servants.

In this passage we also find juxtaposition between the elements ‘in the left part’ (év
pev @ ebevoue péoet) and ‘in the right part’ (v 8¢ 1@ de&ud pépet), but the framework in
which they appear is completely different: now only the left is described in negative terms
whereas the right is considered positive and indeed more so than the tree itself, which
takes the middle position. This reminds us that in the Byzantine monastic discourse the
‘golden mean’ was not a universally recognised value system and that many people
regarded excessive asceticism as the true pinnacle of monastic life. In this alternative
framework ‘straying to the right” would be an entirely positive behaviour. Accordingly
we find reinterpretations of the Biblical quotations on which the concept of the
‘golden mean’ was based. An example for such reinterpretation comes from the ninth-
century Life of Theophanes Confessor by Patriarch Methodius: ‘Praised be his turning
to righteousness and his expansion on the right side, which no longer has Solomon’s
rebuke not to deviate to the right or to the left because the right is not a deceptive
right but is the true right’ (& €nxAicewg 1@ dwoip xoi €ni 1® de&id nmpocHEcews ovk
gyotong £mtpicy 11 colopaviewov 100 un €kkiivev de€ux fi evdvope Sulx 10 pn €v

46 Life of Cyril of Philea 46.3, ed. Sargologos, 215.
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ey elvon SeE10v AL €v dnBeio medukévon deE16v).*” Passages such as this suggest that
Nicholas Kataskepenos tried to reconcile the two frameworks by limiting the validity of
the concept of the ‘golden mean’ to the lower and middle stages of monastic life so as to
ensure proper socialisation into monastic life and at the same time to create space for
exceptional figures such as Cyril of Philea himself.*®

That the same motifs can have negative and positive connotations, depending on the
views of the hagiographer, is evident from the ninth-century Life of Euarestus of Kokor-
obion. There the nocturnal exploits of the saint and his companion Eubiotus are narrated
in the following manner:

LET( YOQ THVOE TV ooV KUKAM Kol 00 Kat” €VBgToV ™y Kartorywynyv TeQUieoay dplor
&l mov 8¢ xal oTeEVeRdg TIg Vnfiptev £ykaaolog fi xmpiov koikmpo £TeQOV, £V TOVTOLG
ggoitmv Exkhivovieg, 1ov kémov dyav Emteivovieg 100 Padiopatoc,*

For after this hour they went around together in the abode in a circle and not in a
straight fashion; if there was somewhere a slanted lane or another depression of
the place, they went into them, deviating, increasing very much the toil of the
walking.

In this passage the saints’ movements within the monastic compound are described in
astonishing detail. Indeed, features such as the juxtaposition between circular movement
and movement in a straight line seem to be redundant if we assume that the author had
merely wished to give a straightforward account of events. However, this impression of
redundancy disappears when we consider the metaphorical connotations of the various
terms and phrases. Such connotations are particularly evident in the case of the verb £x-
kAivewv, which is followed by &yov éruteiverv, a phrase that brings to mind the formula
‘extremely intensive asceticism’ (&yav émtetopévn Goknoig), which often occurs in
Byzantine texts.’® But does this mean that such behaviour is seen in a critical light?
Here one needs to extend the discussion to the places into which the two saints are
said to have turned: they are identified as ‘lane’ (stevomnog) and ‘depression’ (koihoua).
Both of these terms have positive connotations: otevendg conjures up the Biblical
image of the ‘narrow road’ (ctevj 686c) on which the chosen walk,’! and xoiAopo can

47 Methodius of Constantinople, Vita S. Theophanis Confessoris, ed. V. V. Latysev [Zapiski rossijkoj aka-
demii nauk. viii. ser. po istoriko-filologic¢eskomu otdeleniju 13.4]} (St Petersburg 1918) 7.14-19.

48 For similar attempts at reconciling the two models in Late Antiquity cf. Lumpe, ‘K6nigsweg’, 220. It
needs to be said, however, that Nicholas seems to be confused for in the following interpretation of the
narrow path on the ‘right side’ he again introduces the framework of the ‘golden mean’, cf. Life of Cyril
of Philea 46.8, ed. Sargologos, 218.

49 C. Van de Vorst, ‘La vie de s. Evariste, higouméne i Constantinople’, AB 41 (1923) 287-325,
esp. 304.30-3.

50 Cf.e.g. John Chrysostom, Ad populum Antiochenum, MPG 49, col. 19D: dx xoi eig dofévelay duneceiy
£k Tiig Gyo oxAngorywyiog kKol EmTETONEVNG VNOTELDG.

51 A passage where oteviy 086 and otevamndg appear side by side can be found in John Chrysostom, Eclogae,
MPG 63, col. 871.
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be understood as a reference to humility: as we have seen Michael Psellos states in his
letter to John Xiphilinos that the addressee should come down from the lofty heights
of Mt Olympus and hide away wherever there is ‘a plain or a very deep depression, or
a cleft ravine or a hole in the ground’ (reduig fi BaButdm xothdic, | dboayt Siegowyvio
1) puydg Yig) in order to rid himself of his overweening pride.’? Thus one could argue
that the ‘deviation from the straight road’ and the concept of extreme asceticism with
which it is associated are given a positive meaning through appeal to the argument
that the ideal of moderation only applies to the average monk and by insinuating that
despite their hardships the saints remained humble, a point that had already been
made explicitly in the immediately preceding sentence.’®

Such a scenario is not as far-fetched as it might first seem: after all, exegetes of the
Bible were used to interpreting the same features in both positive and negative ways,**
and there is no reason to exclude off-hand that hagiographers did not anticipate such
an approach from their readers and write their texts accordingly. It is evident that one
would need to analyse a much wider range of texts in order to arrive at a better under-
standing of this ‘subterranean’ discourse and its relevance for the debate about the proper
monastic life-style. The aim of this short article has been much more modest, namely to
show that like Dante Byzantine hagiographers did encode an allegorical dimension into
their texts and that they did so in order to make value judgements that complement expli-
cit evaluations of the behaviour of saints.

52 See above note 15.

53 Cf. Life of Euarestus of Kokorobion 10, ed. Van de Vorst, 304.27-9: iva ufy ¢ovepdy tvi yévipron Tiig
avtdv dypunviog 10 Emmdevpe kavieb0ev xevodotiog APV ovk anodevEmvToL.

54 For allegorical interpretations in bonam partem and in malam partem cf. e.g. P. Lee Gauch and
J. Whitman, Interpretation and Allegory: antiquity to the modern period (Leiden 2003) 393.
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