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Rosina Kostova (Veliko Tarnovo, Bulgaria)

A TENTH-CENTURY GRAFFITO OF ST BASIL THE GREAT
IN THE LIGHT OF HIS CULT IN EASTERN MONASTICISM

As one of the most important contributors to the development of the Trinitarian
concept and the author of one of the Three Byzantine liturgies, St Basil the Great
(c. 330-379 AD) was one of the most venerated Church Fathers in the Middle
Ages, both to the East and the West. Thus, the early establishment of the cult of St
Basil as “the imperial attire of the church™', led to the use of St Basil’s bishop
portrait as a prototype of his holy image?. Indeed, according to Andréa Grabar, the
earliest representations of St Basil the Great-the Sinai icon and the frescoes in St
Maria Antiqua, Rome, which he dates to the seventh century, are copies of his
original bishop portrait (Fig. 1 and 2)°. However, it is accepted that the standardized
hagiographic portraits, which were in use just before and just after the iconoclasm
and to the group of which belongs the bishop portrait of St Basil with black hair
and long black beard, were replaced by more “realistic portraits” about the end of
the ninth and the beginning of the tenth century*.

In addition, the Church Father St Basil the Great has no lesser importance for
the establishment of the communal mode of monastic life with his ascetic works
Moralia and Regulae fusius et brevius tractatae’. It is strange, therefore, that St
Basil’s influence on the development of Christian monasticism did not contribute

' Patriarch P hotios. Epistulae et Amphilochia. Vol. 3. Leipzig, 1983-1988, 42.1346.

2There are about 300 bishops represented in Byzantine art and nearly all of them are represented
as canonised saints. However, only some of these bishop images have a distinct portrait-type. See
W alter, Chr. Biographical Scenes of the Three Hierarchies. — Revues des Etudes byzantines, 36,
1978, p. 233.

*Grabar, A. Le portrait dans P'icénographie chrétienne. - In: L’ art de la fin de ’Antiquité
et du Moyen Age. Vol. 1. Paris, 1968, 591-607. In fact, the earliest fresco of St Basil the Great in St
Maria Antiqua is situated in the main apse and dates to the middle of the seventh century, while his
image in the north aisle is dated to the third quarter of the eighth century. See Buchthal, H. Some
Notes on Byzantine Hagiographic Portraiture. — Gazette des Beaux-Arts, 62, jullict-aotit 1963, p. 83.

4 According to Hugo Buchthal, the “realistic” portrait of St Basil the Great with “lean, ascetic
face, morose expression, piercing eyes, very distinctive aquiline nose and long, pointed black beard”
can be recognised in the Menologion of Basil IT (Vat. gr. 1613, fol. 288, the end of the tenth century)
and in the Homilies of St Gregory of Nazianzus (Paris gr. 550, fol. 4, twelfth century) at earliest. See
Buchthal, H. Some Notes..., p. 81, 88.

* Bibliography on these works see in G e e r a r d, M. Clavis patrum graecorum. Vol. 2.
Turnhout, 1974-1983, no. 2877 and 2875.
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south-east of the medieval capital of Pliska and 18 km west of the present-day
town of Provadija. The monastic complex is situated on a high terrace on the right
bank of the Provadijska river, now close to the railway station of the village of
Ravna. Therefore, the monastery is presently known as the monastery of Ravna.

The building complex covers an area of about ten acres and is constructed
according to a previousty composed plan. A Greek inscription noting the date of
the consecration of the church'?, the date of the archaeological finds, and the
palaeographic analysis of the epigraphic material define the period of existence of
the monastery from the last quarter of the ninth to the beginning of the eleventh
century when it was finally destroyed and deserted''. In addition, the seals of King
Symeon (893-927 AD) and his first-born son Michael, heir to the throne, which are
found in the monastery, imply that the monastic site was a royal donation. Moreover,
on the basis of the consecration date of the church, 889 AD, it is suggested that the
Ravna monastery had already perhaps been founded and then protected by Knjaz
Boris-Michael (852-889; T 907 AD) in order to help the activity of the Cyrillo-
Methodian disciples who had arrived in Bulgaria four years earlier, in 885 AD'2.
The strongest evidence in support to this hypothesis is the Greek inscription found
in the central nave of the church with the name of KAHMENTOZ I[TATIA POMHE,
the holy patron of the Cyrillo-Methodian mission in Great Moravia'’.

In addition, the quantity and variety of the epigraphic material, which consists
of about 300 inscriptions in Greek, Glagolitic, and Cyrillic, prove the specific cultural
functions of the Ravna monastery. To be more precise, particular groups of graffiti,
such as Greek alphabets, bilingual Greek-Cyrillic inscriptions, minuscule Greek
inscriptions as well as graffiti-replica of book illuminations, indicate the practice
of teaching Greek, translating, copying, and illuminating manuscripts in this tenth-
century monastery {Fig. 3}. Moreover, the concentration of these graffiti in the

" There is an ongoing discussion on the reading of the date in the inscription for the consecration
of the church. See M nxaiinos, C. 32 aBTEHTHYHOCTTA HA HAAMKUCA 32 OCBEIABAHE Ha MAHACTUPCKATA
spxea kpai c. Pasna. — HHMB, 20, 1984, 83-89. He rcads the date as 589 AD. However, Veselin
Besevlicv and Kazimir Popkonstantinov claim that there is a mistake in the inscription and the date
should bc read as 889 AD. See Bcw e a 1 v e B, B. [pbUKH Kagauc ¢ nata OT cTapobbirapckus
MaHacTup npu c. Papra. ~ MHMB, 18, 1982, i 17-118;[TonkoHcT2H T H H OB, K. Olue Beanubx 3a
HaANuca ¢ nata oT cTapofBIrapckisa MasacTHp npH c. PasHa. ~Apxeconorus, 1986, Ne 1, 8-19. Another
rcading of the datc as 897 AD has been recently suggested by I' ¢ o p r u ¢ 8, I1. Xponosoruuccko
NpOY4BAHC BBLPXY AaTHPaHKA HaANHC oT Paera, — B: Uscnenpanus p yecT Ha aka. JJuMHTBP AHICAoB.
C., 1994, 275-283. 1 think that the safest reading of the date is that of 889 AD and therefore I aceept it.

"Teoprwues, [I. MctopHata..., 58-60,

"> The long Vita of St Clement (the so-called Legenda Bulgarica), which is believed to have
been written by the Archbishop Theophilact of Ohrid (c. 1085—c¢. 1109) in ¢. 1100 AD, states that
before becoming a bishop, Clemeni had alrcady a monastery in Ohrid donated by Knjaz Boris-
Michael. Sec The op hila ct, Archbishop of Bulgaria. Vita Clementis. Ed. N. L. Tunickij. — In:
Migne,J. P.Patrologia graeca. T. 126, col. 67. In addition, according to the second Slavic Life of
St Naum, surviving in a manuscript form the sixteenth century, when he became a successor of St
Clement as a {eacher in the bishopric of Devol a monastery dedicated to Archangel Michael was
built on the south shore of the Lake Ohrid with “the funds and decree of the devout Bulgarian King
Michacl-Boris and his son King Symeon in 6413=905". The text see in M 8 a 1 0 B, . Bsnrapcku
ctapuuy W3 Maxkenouus. C., 193], 312-313. English translation sec in Kussef, M, St Naum. -
Slavic and East European Review, 29/No. 72, 1950, 140-150.

"MonkorcranTuuos K,T.CMma10B8cku 3a nowutaneTo na KIHMeHT, nana
PuMCkH, B cpenHoBekobHz briarapus, — Palacobulgarica, 1983, Ne 4, c. 88.
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north range of the central enclosure of the monastery allows identification of the
location of the school and the scriptorium themselves. In addition, the graffiti
scratched in the outer face of the north church wall suggest that the north part of
the central enclosure of the monastery — between the church and the scriptorium -
was a favourite place for the calligraphers to take a break during which they exercised
on the church wall.

A

N\

Fig. 3. Graffiti-replica of book ornamentation, Ravna monastery (facsimile R. Kostova).
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ORAFFITO-IMAGLES O MONKS

Therefore, it is not @ surprise that at this particular place, between the fifth and the
sixth pilasters of the outer face of the north church wall, appear the most curious
hnages amongst the graftic i the Ravna monastery - those of three peculiar human
Ngures situated close to cach other' . They differ in the quality of their exccution
and most probably were scratched by two, or even three difterent “hands™. However,
the three graffito-drawings are made in a similar manner with three common features:
frontal posture of the body with legs turned in profile: depiction of the dress by
cross-hatching: and, cross hanging on the neck (Fig. 4. 5. 6 and 7). That s the third
leature which enables the identification of these grafliti as images of clerics. Two of
them are inoran posture and wear pointed hats with crosses which can be identified
as a special hood (vovkovAtov, cucidus) worn by the monks of the great habit
(megaloschema) ™. Consequently, both figures can be safely recognised as images
of monks'™. Morcover, one of them undoubtedly has a saintly status clearly
acknowledged by the Greek inseription around his head: O AI'TOYX BAYXHAEOX
(Fig. 3)".

THE NAME

The inscription, however, helps the identification of the graffito-image only at first
glance. If one takes into account the Synaxarion of the Great Church of
Constantineple from the ninth century, which cerwainly was applied i Bulgarian
liturgical practice, one will {ind there five saints with the name BAXHAEOX: Basil
the Great, bishop (fourth century, January 1} Basil of Dckapolis (cighth century.
February 28): Basil. bishop of Chersones (third century, March 3): Basil of Ankyra,
bishop (fourth century, March 22); Basil of Amascia, bishop (fourth century. April
26)'". Apparently, the further identification of the grafflito-image requires a
clarification of the status of the saint which will be based on iconographic
characteristics, such as costume, attributes, and posiure,

“The three gruffito-images are seratched at 1.6 m height from the contemporary groundleve]
and are situated 0.4-0.5 m from cach other,

" For the tradition of representing monks in Byzantine wrt see Lexikon der christlichen
lconographic theneefarth: LUT) BEd. e, Kirschbawm, Vol 5. Rom-Freiburg-Basel-Wien. 19920 cols.
260-206; Reatlexikon zur byzantmischen Kunst, Ed. K1 Wessel, Vol. 20 Sputtgart, 1933, cobs. 1061 -
1072, FFar monk’s costume also see The Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium theneeforth: Dictionary oi
Byzantium). Gen. ed. Al Kazhdan, Vol 20 New York and Oxford, 1991, col. 1849 T o ui ¢ w, HL
O0ack1a 0 B crapobiaraposrie stottac. — Maw, Hap. cviorp. styseit, 1011, 1932, ¢ 33,

“The tird figure, although without a Aowkowdion, can be identified us o monk’s image ax well,
for the rest of its characteristics — costume and cross hanging on the neck — are similar to those of the
other two [Tgures.

P should to he mentioned that o the right of the other human figure wearing a Aowkoudion
there s u Greek inseription with the name Azeloo. However, it s not cleur whether the inscription
refers to the human figure.

FYHu e ons b Towoans eosecenoenveny ia Beqpsma ieprsa nper LX s - o anie

T

i Hyxossava awastester, [8 190319710, 3785384
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(schema) which avoided the use of trousers?. Therefore, one can find no
representations of monks wearing trousers in Byzantine and Bulgarian medieval art
(Fig. 4 and 5)*'.

Then, can it be suggested that, in spite of the monk’s status of the saint, the
author of the graffito-image in the Ravna monastery reflected the contemporary
fashion of wearing trousers which he had seen in the monastery or elsewhere?
Indeed, chapter 59 of Responsa Nicolai I Papae ad consulta Bulgarorum from 866
AD makes evident that femoralia (drawers) were worn by the Bulgarians, both by
men and women. Although such dress was not appropriate for Christian women,
the Pope stated that “our books recommend to make drawers”, because “we wear
drawers in a spiritual sense oppressing in this way the lust of our flesh through
forbearance””. However, the fact that the same trousers appear on the other two
human figures, mentioned above (Fig. 6 and 7), leads me to suggest that this garment
is an indicative element of the iconography of a common prototype which was
followed by the graffito-authors of the three human figures.

ATTRIBUTES

Another peculiar iconographic feature of the graffito-image of the monk-saint Basil
are the attributes. One of them is the cross hanging on the neck. Although one can
refer to the well-established tradition from the fifth century onwards of wearing
crosses under or over one’s clothing?, the appearance of the cross hanging on the
neck of the monk’s graffito-image is not common, for in monastic habit this way of
wearing crosses was replaced by a special garment called analabos, a sort of sleeveless
vest*. This might be the reason, therefore, for the lack of any representations of
monks wearing crosses on the necks in the pictorial sources of Byzantine painting
which I was able to consult. Thus, in spite of the lack of comparative material, it
can be suggested that the cross hanging on the neck of the graffito-image of St Basil
indicates his higher clerical status. Furthermore, the fact that the other two human
figures also have crosses hanging on their necks implies that this attribute is another
distinctive feature of the common prototype togsther with the trousers.

The second attribute of the monk-saint Basil is the cross which he is holding in
his right hand. Although the cross held in such a manner usually functions as a
martyr’s attribute, it can be seen as an attribute of saints who are not martyrs as
well. For example, in the eleventh-century fresco in St Sophia, Thessaloniki, St

*T o w e B, YI. O6aeknoto..., passim and especially 40-44.

* Trousers can be seen in images of military saints, as for example, St Procopios (Moscow
Menologion, gr. 9, 1063 Ad, fol. 727) and in images of a particular group of holy personages, such as
Daniel, The Three Hebrews, and the Forty Martyrs of Sebastea. See Dictionary of Byzantium, vol. 3,
col. 2125.

** Responsa Nicolai I Papae ad consulta Bulgarorum. ~ In: Fontes Latini Historiae Bulgaricae.
Vol. 2. S,, 1960, p. 103.

** According to this practice, the baptised Christians received simple wooden or metal crosses,
while the golden and silver enkolpia were worn by high ranking secular officers and clerics (stav-
rophoroi). See K o 1 1t a x o B, H. I1. Mkonorpagus Boromarepu. T. 1. CII6., 1914, ¢. 259; M u p k o-
Bu h, JI. Ilpasocnasna nMTypruka wiin Hayka o GOrocyyxeHuj y ipaBOCNaBHE MCTOMHE HPKBE. Beorpan,
1965, c. 135.

* Dictionary of Byzantium, vol. 2, col. 1849; T o wr e B, Y. O61exJioTo0..., c. 55.
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Theodore of Stoudios holds a cross — an uncommon appearance of the saint
which is successfully explained by Doula Mouriki through the assimilation between
the image of the martyr and that of the confessor®.

But instead of going further at this point in the present analysis, I would suggest
rather that the cross in the right hand of the monk-saint Basil cannot be considered
his attribute. If one examines the graffito-drawing more carefully, one would see
that, in fact, two crosses with one and the same crossing point are scratched. One
of them has a longer vertical arm which is touching the body of the saint, while the
other three arms end with dots. The other cross is scratched more shallowly. Its
vertical arm starts form the fingers of the saint’s hand and also ends with dots. The
other three arms end with dots as well and only one of them coincides with the
horizontal arm of the previous cross. Most probably, the smaller and almost invisible
cross was made first, and then the bigger cross was scratched deeper over it. Both
crosses, however, are not placed in a proper vertical position which would follow
the position of the hand raised in orant, but they are placed almost diagonally to
the hand. Therefore, I think that the original image of the monk-saint Basil did not
have a cross in the right hand, but it had only one attribute — the cross hanging on
the neck. It seems that the two crosses in the right hand were made later, either by
the same author, or by somebody else.

POSTURE

The posture is the last element of the iconography of the graffito in question which
can be used in its identification. The frontal posture, in which the mank-saint Basil
from the Ravna monastery is represented, is acknowledged as a distinctive stylistic
feature of the images of monk-saints in Byzantine art which emphasises the ascetic
nature of this category of saints®. In addition, the orant gesture is the most
appropriate gesture for the monks whose main task is to pray?’: for instance, most
of the monk-saints in the eleventh-century mosaics in the katholikon of Hosios
Loukas in Phocis are in orant attitude (Fig. 8 and 9).

Thus, the analysis of the three iconographic characteristics — costume, attributes,
and posture — hints that the graffito of the saint named Basil, and subsequently its
prototype, definitely belong to the group of the monk-saints.

IDENTIFICATION

Now, we can pose a more precise question as to who of the five saints with the
name Basil in the Sinaxarion of the Great Church can be classified as a monk-
saint? Four of them are bishops: St Basil the Great, St Basil of Ankyra, St Basil of
Chersones, and St Basil of Amaseia. Only for one of these four bishops, St Basil the
Great, there is hagiographic evidence that he was a monk for a certain period of
time. The one of the saints with the name Basil who was not a bishop, St Basil of

M o uriki, D. The Portraits of Theodore Studites in Byzantine Art. —-Jahrbuch der
Osterreichishen Byzantinistik (henceforth: JOB), 20, 1971, 257-258.

¥Kazhdan, A, H Maguir e Byzantine Hagiographic Texts as Sources for Art.—
Dumbarton Oaks Papers (henceforth: DOP), 45, 1991, p. 3.

27 Mouriki, D.The Portraits..., p. 270.
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Basil in the Ravna monastery certainly was a product of monastic milieu and
moreover, its was intended to function in such a milieu. Then, the next question
would be, what form did the prototype take?

THE SOURCE

As mentioned above, the graffito-image of the monk-saint Basil as well as of the
other two graffito-images next to it, are not sloppily scratched, but were made by
people who tried to follow particular features in the depiction of the faces, the
proportions of the bodies, the gestures, the details of the costume and the attributes.
In respect to this, it is noteworthy that the height of the graffito-images ~ 8.2 cm
(Fig. 4and 5), 10.5 cm (Fig. 6 ), and 10 cm (Fig. 7) - is quite close to the dimensions
of human figures in miniatures: for example, in the ninth-century Chludov Psalter
and the eleventh-century Moscow Menologion gr. 175 the height of the human
figures varies between 6.5 and 8 cm* . Therefore, it can be assumed that these
graffiti were replica of miniatures and were scratched by some of the monks-
calligraphers as many of the graffito-drawings in between the scriptorium and the
north wall of the church were. However, the graffito-image of the monk-saint Basil
was not scratched by a very skilled hand and it might be suggested that its author
had not had much experience in illuminating. Perhaps, he had seen the representation
of St Basil in a book and tried to reproduce it by memory on the church wall*?.

We can make a step further, then, and speculate about in what kind of book
the graffito-author might have seen the “monastic” image of St Basil. One of the
probable suggestions could be a portrait in an illuminated Synaxarion. Although
the Synaxarion were rarely illustrated, it is generally accepted that a Synaxarion
was the immediate model for the earliest illuminated Methaphrastian Menologia
after the second half of the tenth century* . Moreover, the type of a single figure of
a saint in a frontal posture, which can be seen in the Menologion of Basil II, and
particularly in the Menologion from the eleventh century (Vat. gr. 1516), is
considered a type created for the illustrations of Synaxaria*. However, the
consistency in representing St Basil the Great as a bishop-saint in the surviving
illustrated Menologia makes doubtful the existence of preceding Synaxaria with a
monk’s portrait of the saint.

Another and more feasible mediator of the unusual “monastic” iconographic
type of St Basil the Great might be florilegia of the type of the Simeonov (Svetoslavov)
Izbornik of 1073 AD for two reasons. The first is the fact that St Basil became
known in medieval Bulgaria through translations of such florilegia rather than

“‘Menxnua, M. B. Munuatiopsl XJyZ0BCKOI NCANTHIPH: rPedeckuil MILTIOCTPOBaHHBIM
konekc IX Beka. M., 1977.

42 The practice of borrowing books by monks in the Ravna monastery would be very probable,
if one relies on the well-established popularity of the Stoudios Typikon in Bulgaria at this time.
According to this Typikon, in the days free from physical activities the brothers could borrow books
form the library (g1 tov 10m0v TV BiAwv) and read them until the evening. See I' o w ¢ B, Y.
TIpasunara na Crynuiickus MaHacTHp (yBOZ, TeKCT M uzscHeHus). — Foa. CVY, Borocn. daxk., 17,
1939/40, c. 33.

“Der Nersessian,S. Remarks on the Date of the Menologion and the Psalter Written
for Basil II. — Byzantion, 15, 1940-1941, 104-125.

% Mouriki, D. The Portraits..., p. 253.
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through complete translations of his works* . The second argument is provided by
the ninth-century florilegium Sacra Parallela (Paris. gr. 923)*. There St Basil the
Great is the most frequently depicted personage — 26 full or half figures, 62 busts,
and 48 medallions. However, there again, with rare exceptions (e.g. fol. 176" and
fol. 350"), the saint is represented in the costume and with the attributes of a bishop
(Fig. 12).9

Nevertheless, the unique illustrated copy of the Sacra Parallela suggests one
more idea about the probable source of the monk’s portrait of St Basil the Great.
To be more precise, the idea is suggested by the illustrations of the passage entitled
“The Words of Abbot Moses to Abbot Poimen concerning virtues” (fol. 237"). There,
except for the medallion of Abbot Moses who wears a koukoulion, four other
iltustrations of a hooded monk in different actions, which closely illustrate the text,
are placed in the margins. According to John B. Martin and K. Weitzmann, these
four illustrations are evidence for a non-surviving cycle of illustrations of the
Apophtegmata Patrum (The Sayings of the Fathers)*®. Moreover, the fact that of
the ascetic literature quoted in the ninth-century Sacra Parallela (Paris. gr. 923)
only the Apophtegmata Patrum seems to have been illustrated leads J. B. Martin to
assume that “compilations of the Sayings of the Fathers with other ascetic writings
were provided with extensive pictorial cycles” at least as early as the ninth century,
and even in the pre-iconoclastic period® .

Therefore, I believe that the most probable source of the graffito-image of the
monk-saint Basil as well as of the other two graffiti of monks in the Ravna monastery
was such a work of monastic literature and art. There are two arguments in support
of this hypothesis. The first is the fact that the paterika, miscellanies of stories and
sayings of monks, and particularly the miscellanies known as Skitski, Sinajski,
Rimski, Azbuchno-Ierusalimski, and Egipetski Paterik were translated and known
in Bulgaria between the last quarter of the ninth and the end of the tenth century*.
Moreover, the translation of St Basil’s Sermo asceticus xii. De ascetica disciplina
together with the Stoudios recension of St Basil’s Constitutiones asceticae are included
in some codices of Egipetski Paterik which was translated in the tenth century’.

The second argument is a Coptic manuscript of the Apophtegmata Patrum
(Naples, Bibl. Naz., cod. 484, eleventh century) which contains two miniatures,
each representing an aged monk with nimbus, standing frontaly in orant posture™.
Obviously, these miniatures are the closest parallels of the graffito of the monk-
saint Basil and the other two graffito-images of monks in the Ravna monastery.
Thus,it can be concluded that these graffiti provide rare evidence for the spread of
illustrated ascetic texts in tenth-century Bulgaria.

4 The Slavic translation of St Basil’s Sermo asceticus xii. De ascetica disciplina is included in
another florilegium, the Izbornik of 1076 AD. See T h o m s o n, Fr. Continuity..., p. 143 and note 82.

W eitzmann, K. The Miniatures of the Sacra Parallela. Parisinus Graecus 923. Princeton,
1979, 8-23.

““W eitzmann, K. The Miniatures..., 210-219.

“Martin,J. B. An Early Ilustration of the Sayings of the Fathers. — Art Bulletin, 33,
December 1950, 294-295; W ¢ itz m a n n, K. The Miniatures..., p. 250, Figs. 729-730.

“Martin,J. B. An Early lustration..., p. 295.

® For the most recent extensive study on paterika see Hux o nio B a, C. [TaTepuuyHHTE paskasu
B Obarapckara cpe/HoBekoBHa jutepatypa. C., 1980, 5-27 and the quoted literature.

'T h o m s o n, Fr. Continuity..., p. 143 and note 84.

M artin,J. B. An Early Illustration..., p. 260.
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